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The Nightlife: New York

By

Travis Luedke

CHAPTER 1

Dead on his feet and ready to clock out, Aaron Pilan didn’t immediately react when Charlene groped a good handful of his ass. Burned out from a long, hard shift of waiting tables, Aaron’s delayed reaction wasn’t anything charming or witty as his boss Bemichi would have preferred. Refilling Charlene’s merlot that he’d already refilled one too many times, he deadpanned, “Is there anything else I can do for you?” He realized too late, his question might be misinterpreted as encouragement to her advances.

He definitely didn’t want to mislead or encourage Charlene. He found her attractive, with that “MILF” allure––Mother I’d Like to Fuck––of older, more sophisticated women. But the problem with Charlene came two-fold. She was both a regular customer, and old enough to be his mother. She probably knew enough about sex to thoroughly corrupt his innocence, which, much to his chagrin, remained mostly intact.

The real reason he avoided fraternizing with customers was his ever-present fear of the wrath of Bemichi that could descend on him like angels of judgment bearing fiery swords. His boss Antonio Bemichi, who owned the restaurant for two decades, didn’t allow such indiscretions to pass without consequence. Aaron had been warned by other waitresses, “Hell hath no fury like an Italian restaurant proprietor scorned.”

Bemichi, like many Italians in New York, took great pride in his fine dining establishment and customer service. After all, the place carried his namesake, Bemichis Restaurant. Like many Italians, Bemichi’s fiery temper flared and screeched in a fountain fireworks display. Fortunately his tirades sputtered out just as quickly.

Aaron considered Bemichi a decent guy, and the job wasn’t bad, the food even better. Aaron enjoyed his work ... most of the time. The interior décor of Bemichis resembled a New York Italian version of the Olive Garden. The kind of place to bring the whole family, slurp down fabulous Italian pastas, and then waddle home an hour later wonderfully sated, without having emptied your wallet.

For Charlene, Bemichis held the added allure of hitting on waiters half her age, secure in the knowledge they would grin and bear it for propriety’s sake. Aaron didn’t complain, he’d gotten used to her hands on his ass. He suspected she patronized the restaurant for the express purpose of fondling him. She seemed to go after him at around her third refill of merlot. That should be her cutoff point, but then, he wasn’t entirely averse to the occasional grope. Definitely not getting any at home. Besides, she always left a hefty tip––a consolation prize for putting his wares at her fingertips.

The game of grab-ass had grown old months ago. At this late hour Aaron just wanted to finish his shift––like now. He watched the time tick by. The hands on the clock advanced in exaggerated slow motion, mocking him with their lazy movements. Twelve o’clock midnight arrived not a moment too soon. He moved so fast making his escape out the door, that he missed the first call on his cell phone from his roommate Kyle. When Kyle called back seconds later, he figured he better answer, must be important.

“Hey what’s up? I’m trying to get outta here.”

“Dude, I gotta warn you.” Kyle spoke over the top of dubstep techno music and chatter in the background. Aaron could almost make out the telltale snort of Delia’s laughter––often at his expense. “Delia’s here with some friends.”

“Did she say anything about me?” Aaron’s hope flared.

His first serious girlfriend, Delia had turned his simple existence upside down with the infamous words spoken in her usual flippant manner, “I think we should see other people.” This wonderful news was followed by the even more infamous relationship killer, “But we can still be friends!” It had been a long and humbling week since her mercilessly delivered one-two combo knocked him for a loop.

Kyle paused, his silence implied things better left unsaid. “She’s playing it off like everything’s totally cool. Honestly, she looks happy to be single.”

Aaron blew out the breath he’d been holding in.

Kyle reassured, “Don’t worry, there’s loads of fish in the sea.” Kyle’s casual manner didn’t translate. Aaron had never found it simple to catch either fish or women.

He prepared himself for another pep talk. Kyle had been pushing him for the last week to broaden his horizons and do exactly as Delia suggested––see other people. He’d told Aaron repeatedly he’d be better off with someone else. Kyle didn’t care much for Delia’s manipulations.

“Look, I know you’re stuck on her, but you’re not getting anywhere chasing her. The best way to handle Delia is to hook up with her friends. If that doesn’t drive her batshit crazy, then she doesn’t deserve you.” Sage advice from philosopher Kyle.

“Do you think she told everyone we broke up?” Aaron feared he already knew the answer.

“You mean that she kicked you to the curb? Yeah dude. That boat has sailed, there ain’t no stopping it. That’s why you gotta make some moves of your own. Offense dude, time for offense. You remember that chica Delia’s always hangin’ with, the sexy one with black hair, Amber?”

“Ahh ... yeah, I think so.”

“She’s here right now, so hurry up, her tight little ass is ripe. And hey ... um ... can you pick up some beer on the way home? You know how it goes. After a few drinks the pants fall right off.”

Only if you’re Kyle. Aaron had never experienced the good fortune of having women’s pants fall off. His limited intimate encounters taught him there was considerable effort and occasional begging involved in the removal of women’s clothing.

“Yeah, I caught some decent tips tonight. How about a twelve pack?” He already knew the answer, but to ask was habitual, an endless game he and Kyle played. Kyle never wanted less beer. Kyle always pushed for more, and he always had a reason.

“Better make it a case. I think we’re in for an all-nighter.”

“Alright, I guess I’ll get a case, just in case we need a case.” The cheesy punch line had ceased being funny months ago. But like most aspects of Aaron’s life, it had become a groove he’d fallen into that he couldn’t get out of. He hung up and headed out the front door of Bemichis into the New York streets to do the same thing he did night after night.

Kyle had called for the beer. The moral support play wasn’t his thing. In fact, Kyle was probably making moves on Amber at that very moment. Aaron didn’t mind. Kyle had a few redeeming qualities worthy of mention. Loyalty, yes, loyalty would be one, that and a never ending supply of optimism. The proverbial glass was always half full with Kyle––half full of beer.

But Aaron didn’t make it home this night. He never made it to the corner drug store for beer. The moment he exited Bemichis, fate conspired to place two opposing and dangerous forces in his path; the timing so impeccably perfect, one could argue divine intervention.

The first party, a vision so remarkable, so drop dead gorgeous, she seemed surreal against the backdrop of grainy darkness and gloom of the concrete-asphalt streets. Aaron’s world blurred out of focus. This sparkling gem of a five-foot blonde-bomb package complete with cliché black cocktail dress and fuck me pumps was the only thing to remain distinct in his vision. As she locked an unblinking gaze on him, nothing else existed in his universe. Nothing mattered beyond this fabulous woman gliding towards him with supreme grace and poise.

As he was drawn to the blonde’s powerful magnetic attraction, the second part of the equation arrived on scene. Aaron watched in fascination when an unmarked police cruiser drew up alongside her. He recognized the undercover cop car by the telltale spotlight on the driver-side mirror.

The woman hesitated, appearing torn between giving her attention to Aaron or them. She was so far out of his league. Why did she notice him at all?

The men in the car beckoned to her. Her hesitation ended, she turned away to converse with the undercovers. She probably didn’t know they were cops. The one on the passenger side propositioned her, “Hey babe, what’s goin’ on tonight?”

Without missing a beat, she offered, “Monsieur would like to party? Un ménage à trois? We can make a party, oui?” She had an intoxicating French accent.

Both cops hopped out of the car instantly, surrounding her in an unmistakably threatening stance. Aaron advanced on the trio to better hear them. He couldn’t take his eyes off the woman to save his life.

The fat, bulldog cop verbally assaulted her in his Brooklyn accent. “Who you workin’ for? I hope it’s somebody we know. You gotta be paid up with the right people to work this street!”

She frowned. “I don’t work for anyone!” Watching her defy them in her cute little French lilt, Aaron was further smitten.

The bulldog grabbed her arm. “You’re under arrest!”

The thin, bald, taller cop moved in to grab her other arm. They must think she’s a prostitute. How could they make such a mistake?

* * * *

She studied the two fools, one on each arm. She examined their auras and evaluated her options. Their auras swirled with colors of arrogance and a sense of entitlement. Like so many others who came before them, these men craved power over her. It was a base instinct to control and possess, as if they had found a new toy to play with. Their selfish desires disgusted her, like a rotten stench surrounding something putrid. She read the nuances of their hatred towards all women stemming from a sense of inadequacy. Their souls held the deeply rooted taint of police corruption fueled by greed.

They were a prime example of what was wrong with the world today, authority figures seeking out the seemingly weak as prey. Nothing new. She’d been dealing with the sick desires of small-minded men for a very long time. She couldn’t help but shiver with disgust and loathing, an involuntary reaction to something so unpleasant.

Glancing at the handsome boy, she immediately noticed the severe contrast between the foul detectives and the purity of spirit evidenced in the colors of his aura. By comparison he appeared a saint, worthy of canonization in his child-like innocence.

His overt infatuation and simplicity called to her. She wished she’d followed her initial impulse to ignore the detectives when they stopped their car. She should have focused on this adorable young man who was so taken with her. As she watched the colors of his aura shift, she perceived his indignant response to the detectives man-handling her. A window of opportunity opened up.

* * * *

Aaron burned, outraged at the audacity of the grotesque, bulldog of a man assaulting the blonde goddess. An involuntary cry tore from his throat, “Hey! Leave her alone! Get your hands off her!” He couldn’t believe either of these crude creatures would dare grab this beautiful vision of perfection who spoke in an intoxicating stream of French obscenities.

“T’as une tête à faire soutier les plaques d’égouts!” She blasted Bulldog. Aaron recalled just enough French to know she’d told him his face could blow off manhole covers. “Cessez de me cracher dessus pendant que vous par lez” Wiping her face, she eloquently expressed her disgust that Bulldog was spitting on her as he spoke.

Never ceasing her tirade of lovely French filth, the blonde struck in a blur. In one swift move, she broke Bulldog’s hold on her and clawed his face. A trail of bloody slash marks opened across his left cheek. Then she snapped back in a pivot and her fist smashed through the other cop’s nose with a gratifying crunch. His head flopped backwards and a splat of blood flew through the air. She pivoted again to face Bulldog, a Taser in hand. She had magically snatched the weapon from the other cop after breaking his nose.

The violence unfolded before Aaron like a Jet Li film––unnaturally fast, yet powerful and captivating. The woman moved in a blur with superhuman velocity. By comparison to her whip-like actions, the cops creeped along in slow motion.

Aaron’s jaw dropped, he could hardly accept these bizarre events for reality. The shimmery, cocktail-dressed wonder woman fired her stolen Taser, preventing Bulldog from shooting her with the pistol in his hand. Bulldog’s gun moved upward in a sweeping arc as the Taser jolted through him.

Aaron’s dream state shattered along with his heretofore unremarkable life when the Taser struck Bulldog at precisely the moment his pistol aligned with Aaron. The electric shock began a domino effect and Bulldog’s body clenched––including his trigger finger. The sharp crack of gunfire blasted a slug through Aaron’s chest, hammering him to the ground with the impact.

The pain came seconds later, delayed. Pain hit him in an all-consuming, overpowering rush. Nothing existed beyond the searing agony of his chest torn to shreds by the wicked projectile. He wasn’t brave or manly or noble like bullet wounds in Hollywood films. He screamed and howled in pain, and promptly blacked out.

* * * *

SMACK, SMACK, SMACK. A cool, soft palm hit Aaron’s face three times. He opened his eyes to an angel, a halo of light shimmered around her tousled, golden curls like the corona encircling the sun. She had the most succulent puffy lips and a benevolent shine of concern and compassion.

“Are you an angel?” His beautiful seraph began swearing up a storm in melodic French.

“Le réalité’ et toi vous ne vous entendez pas, n’est-ce pas?” She remarked on his disconnect with reality.

He didn’t know what to say. How do you greet the angel of death?

“C’est vraiment des conneries!” The words seeped in slowly, sparking a memory from French class––this is bullshit. Do angels curse?

A heavy weight of exhaustion settled in with a cold numbness. Is this what it feels like to die? He drifted back into unconsciousness, content in the belief that heavenly hosts carried him off to a better place.

CHAPTER 2

She couldn’t stay on the street any longer. The detectives were rousing even now, and the noisy gunshot would probably bring more attention to the situation. The unfortunate boy who foolishly tried to intervene was bleeding to death in her hands. A decision had to be made. His death would be her fault. If she’d paid closer attention she’d have easily disarmed the fat, idiot cop.

“Je suis ici pour toi. I am here for you.” She tried to comfort the young man in his pain and delirium. Living most of her life in Paris, she tended to backslide into her native tongue in moments of high stress.

“Je vais le regretter.” Knowing she’d surely regret it, she made the snap decision to take responsibility for him. She scooped him up in her arms, cradling him like a child. He weighed about 165, nothing for her preternaturally strong physique. She easily lifted several times her own body weight.

She sped down the street, away from the restaurant and the blood-splattered sidewalk. She opted for the dark alleys, keeping out of sight as she ran flat out with the young man in her arms and her Prada heels hanging by the straps in her teeth. It was simply impossible to run in high heels.

She reached her fourth floor apartment via the fire escape catwalk and took stock of the dying man. He’d lost too much blood already and was losing more every second. She had to stop the bleeding, now. He smelled delicious––wonderful red syrup stained his shirt, and the raw meat scent of his wound tempted her. She could barely stand to be near him without feeding. Her sharp teeth came out full length, ready to sink into all that juicy flesh. She swallowed down her urges and forced herself to lean in close and tear open his shirt. Her mouth filled with venom like a dog salivating over a meal under its nose. Might be helpful. The boy needed the healing and pain-killing properties of her venom.

Forcing herself not to bite, she licked away the blood and gore to reveal his lean, well-toned chest. He had long striated musculature from work––no iron-pumped, steroid-induced, weightlifter bulges. Not an ounce of fat on his young, sleek torso. His high cheek bones and angular features lent him a sharp, elfin look. He had light skin with dark hair and eyes, reminiscent of a Spaniard or Italian. Il est très bea. Oui, he is very fine. The gaping wound does spoil it.

The boy’s bleeding slowed, but didn’t stop entirely. Somehow he managed to gain consciousness for a few moments. His lazy eyes looked up at her, glazed and drugged. Her venom had worked its chemical magic of pain-killer-endorphin-dump. But not enough. He needed a more drastic remedy. His aura was changing and she smelled his impending death from shock and trauma. Her first aid could only delay the inevitable and perhaps make his demise painless.

The only way to reverse his fate was to give him her tainted blood. To make him as she was. She hated to do it, had purposely avoided it for many years. If he survived the change, it would create an unbreakable psychic bond, bending his will to hers. She would be his master, and he enslaved––not a convenient arrangement for either party.

She knew how it felt to be enthralled and enslaved to a master. She’d hated every minute of it. The irresistible imprint had forced her to submit to her former master’s every command, her body and mind acting according to his will.

She vowed years ago to never subject another person to the humiliation of enslavement that she’d endured. Granted, she wasn’t sadistic or intentionally malicious––not like him. Until now, she’d never been willing to try this with anyone. But never without his consent. That’s how it had been with her, forced, with no knowledge of what was happening at the time. He deserved a the choice.

She stroked the side of his face to catch his eyes. “What is your name?” He smiled up at her as she licked his blood from her lips.

“Aaron.” A huge stupid grin slid across his face. Obviously infatuated with her, yet dying in her lap, a sense of serendipity overcame her. It was the righteous thing to do, helping this beautiful boy.

“Aaron, you must listen carefully. I cannot stop the bleeding. Your wound is very serious. Is something I can do for you. But you must understand first. If I do this, you will be bound to me always. If I give you this lifesaving gift you must serve me in all things. Your life will belong to me. Do you understand?”

“Yeah.” The strong pain-killer of her venom had obviously done its job. That goofy grin of his just wouldn’t quit. “You must be an angel. Keep talking, I love the sound of your voice.”

“I do this, it cannot be reversed. Is very important you understand.”

He licked his dry lips. “I need a drink. I’m so thirsty.”

“Oui, in a moment, but do you comprehend?”

“Yes, it’s okay. Do what you have to, but I’d like a drink now.” His eyes rolled shut. He was slipping away.

A quick flick of her nails across her wrist opened a lifeline for him. With his permission, she gave him a drink. He almost gagged at his first taste as she rubbed her bloody wrist over his lips, but this urge was quickly overcome as he continued to lick at her. Soon his lips sucked from her skin with a will of their own, like an infant’s involuntary reaction to a mother’s nipple in his mouth.

Greedy for more, he grabbed her arm and gripped her tight, sucking harder. After a moment, she decided he’d had enough. She couldn’t afford for him to weaken her too much. She pried her arm from his two-handed grip with a yank and a wet sound as she broke his suction from her wrist.

It was done and could not be undone.

* * * *

Drifting through a hazy swirl of pain and drugged happiness, his body began to tingle all over. The slight tickle-tingling sensation gradually changed intensity to an ache. The ache began to throb, coming on in waves, and then became a constant pain. The pain morphed to a burning sensation, an all-consuming inferno raging through his body. He kicked and thrashed. He cried out in agony as flaming trails of molten fire blazed across his flesh.

He fainted repeatedly from the intense scorching pain, only to awake to more agony in his thrashings. He welcomed the periods of unconsciousness, the pain receding as he sank into oblivion. Exhaustion finally dragged him down into its hold of fitful sleep.

In the midst of his delirium of pain he dreamt. He dreamed of Delia. She smiled invitingly, slipping her hands over his arms and chest with soft little strokes. A Delia far nicer and sweeter than she’d ever been before. Then her features changed to a vicious scowl, mocking him with words of rejection and taunts. Her cute little half smile alternated back and forth to a sneer. At one point she even swung at him, cursing him for leaving her behind as he moved on to somewhere else ... somewhere different where she couldn’t follow. These nightmarish dreams played repeatedly. Over and over, more of the same, Delia invited him in with seductive attentions, and then turned on him viciously as they became intimate.

On occasion his mother appeared asking what are you doing? Are you ever planning on going to college? Strange to see her. She rarely ever called and virtually never stopped by his apartment, so why should she visit his dreams? The one person he needed most never showed up. Aaron stopped dreaming of his father years ago.

Then the dream sequence changed. He became angry, violent. He seized ahold of Delia with great strength and shook her bodily like a rag doll. She laughed as though it was nothing.

Finally, his guardian angel arrived. The blond angel’s smile radiated a sense of calm. He stilled under her loving touch, all concerns erased by her charisma. She soothed him, taking away the aggression, and removing Delia from his nightmares.

The tenor of his dreams shifted. It turned into a tour, a ride through a video game. He became a passenger in someone else’s world. A strangely exhilarating experience in a strange city where everyone spoke in foreign languages. He dreamed of racing through the dark streets of the night at unbelievable speeds. It was like living in someone else’s body while he ran at magnificent velocity, with nothing but his own two feet to propel him.

His guardian angel came and went repeatedly. She helped cool his burning fever with a wet washcloth, but her eyes and her touch brought the most comfort. She fed him warm broth from a cup. It tasted wonderful. He wanted more to quench his thirst. It seemed he could never get enough of her broth. She shushed him and assured that all is well in her sensual French accent, but she denied him more drink––not too much, mon cher. His angel held him cradled in her arms like a baby. At times the fever and pain, so intense, he knew he’d died and gone to Hell, burning lake of fire. She held him even when he felt so hot his skin would surely scorch her from the incredible heat.

Always the visions of Delia returned, laughing, mocking him, until his angel arrived to chase her away. He’d been banished to a special level of Hell, tormented endlessly by demonic versions of Delia.

Sometime later, maybe days, or perhaps even weeks, the Delia attacks ceased. His life had been claimed by the angel. She fought off his demons and took a permanent position as his guardian. Delia no longer held sway. But the dreams became more disturbing, visions of stalking through dark alleys at night with a great thirst. He moved swift and sure, attacking his prey ferociously. He fed from their necks, drinking their warm, delicious blood by the gallons––from hundreds of faces of men and women in all parts of the world, all colors and races. No matter how much blood he drank it could never be enough. His horrible thirst could never be sated.

CHAPTER 3

Michelle had never done this before. She wasn’t certain it would work. Her own transformation hadn’t included an instruction manual. Many aspects of her life had been learned the hard way, through painful mistakes and experimentation. Her former master hadn’t explained anything––bastard had no regard for her or anyone else.

She watched Aaron as he convulsed and squirmed, tossing the covers from his feverish body. Seeing this trim, fit, well-endowed young man in her bed inspired a mess of conflicting emotions. A flush of arousal warmed her as she slid her hand over him, feeling his hot feverish skin. His face pinched in anguish, and she wished there was more she could do beyond a soothing word and a cool, wet cloth. Her touch seemed to calm him. He kept complaining of thirst, so she fed him a little more blood, but not too much. She beefed up her own feeding schedule to accommodate Aaron’s demands.

As time stretched into the third night, and his fever hadn’t subsided, she began to think that perhaps he wouldn’t make it. What a shame, such a lovely boy. She considered it might be more humane to kill him now, put him out of his pain and misery. She wasn’t sure how long the process should take, it seemed like it should be a couple days, but who knew? Perhaps it was different with each person.

She kicked herself for doing it. Surely a mistake. She should have let him die. What would she do with him if he survived? She had lived alone for decades. She hadn’t planned to share her life with anyone. What a foolish, impetuous thing to do. She should end it now, save both of them from years of complications.

She put her hands around his neck. It would be so easy, one flick of her wrist, spinal column severed. He opened his eyes delirious with fever. For a moment he looked at her, recognized her, and his expression morphed to relief. He mumbled something about my angel. The fool was hallucinating. He smiled at her with adoration and undisguised worship. That did it. She couldn’t go through with the dirty deed. It wasn’t in her to be so cruel. It would have to wait until he provoked her. Then she could get past his damnable boyish charm.

What would it be like to share her life with someone? It had been decades since she’d let anyone in, close and personal. She’d tried to have relationships with men before––what a disaster. A painful lesson she learned repeatedly––she didn’t mix well with people, at least not for any length of time. Those experiments always ended in death. No matter what she did, no matter how hard she tried, men always died. They were so frail, their bodies so easily broken, withered by time and sickness, by her need for blood. A sure recipe for heartache.

But this would be different. This man would answer her command. He wouldn’t be able to beat and abuse her like her master did. The kid better watch himself. If he became a problem, she knew how to handle it.

She reached back through the years to remember her life long ago with a male vampire. Those memories were too dark, filled with ferocious violence and malice. Her former master had been an extreme sadist. But there were passionate moments filled with wicked pleasure. She remembered how they molded together in savage sexual adventures. He dominated her like no other, so strong, vicious, and she’d enjoyed it. And the synchronous bites! Those wonderful sensations of blood, sex and venom––an insane, chaotic blend. There was nothing like it.

Aaron would have his chance. She’d be gentle with him at first. He was definitely an innocent. This time she would dominate, the boy would answer to her in all things. But if he began to exhibit the signs, if he became anything like her former master, she’d snap his neck without a moment’s hesitation.

* * * *

Aaron awoke to a bone dry thirst and a dull, throbbing ache in his chest. He heard a myriad of sounds ranging from snores and grunts to dishwashing and several televisions blasting over one another. He breathed in crisp, strong smells of linen, cotton, vinyl, paint, a woman’s perfume, carpet freshener, sweaty bodies and lemon furniture polish. Each scent had a distinct signature. He differentiated them all with amazing clarity.

“Where the hell am I?”

Bemichis. He had just left work, then the blonde and cops. And the gunshot! He reached up to feel his chest.

“Holy shit!”

Nothing, not a mark on him. The gunshot wound was gone as if it had never happened, although he felt some residual soreness. That’s when he noticed he was completely naked under the bed covers. Though the bedroom was dark, he could see clearly. It seemed the room had light, but from where?

Definitely not his room or his apartment. This place had a feminine touch, the bedspreads, furniture, candles. A woman’s home. The perfume scent evoked something vaguely familiar––cloudy, dream-like memories of being soothed and comforted by an angel with a heavenly smile and golden hair.

Nothing made sense. He should be dead, or in the hospital. Yet he felt great.

He listened to noises coming from outside this room, but not just from the other room. Were those sounds from the neighboring apartments? The walls must be ultra-thin. The sounds came to him as though people stood in the room beside his bed.

Something waited at the edge of his perceptions, a sense of another person, a woman in the other room. She was coming to him, coming towards the door to the room. He felt an indefinable attraction to her. She opened the bedroom door, her golden halo of hair illuminated from behind by the living room light spilling through the darkness. His guardian angel.

He recalled how she held him, wiped his brow, tenderly ministered to him. She had somehow healed him, brought him out of the bowels of Hell.

He recognized the magnetic pull effect he felt was to her, like an invisible line connected them. Michelle. Her name was Michelle, but he couldn’t recall how he knew it. She had come for him, and she had many things to explain. How did he know that?

* * * *

Michelle studied him for a second, taking in the small details, the nuances of change. Aaron’s aura held an animal magnetism that had not existed prior to his change. Much more attractive, somehow manlier. She wanted to sink her fangs into him and experience sex with one of her own kind again.

She had grown so accustomed to these fragile, delicate human men. Like a carnivore forced to subsist on a vegetarian diet, she hungered for meat. She needed a real man, a strong, virile vampire.

She restrained her carnal urges for the moment. Plenty of time for fun later. And she didn’t want to scare her new companion. He should be brought into the fold gently. Though he had come through the change, his aura still displayed an innocent soul. She sighed. She expected that the inner beast, the vampire’s true nature, would rear its ugly head soon enough. Until then, she’d handle him with kid gloves.

* * * *

“Bonjour, how does it feel to be reborn?” She smiled slyly.

“I could down a gallon of water right now. Beyond that, I’m good, all things considered.” He tried for nonchalant, but felt childish and unsophisticated in her presence. He suspected she wasn’t an angel after all. He caught a sense, a feeling, that she was quite mischievous and not necessarily benign. He recalled a vague memory of extreme burning pain, but it seemed like a weird dream. How could he have been in so much pain and yet in this bed, in good health, not a mark on him? His mind raced as she advanced slowly, staring intently. Confused, clueless, he remained silent.

“Many things, they change for you now. You have noticed you can hear all the petit noises, n’est pas? You can smell and taste everything, non? Your senses are very acute?”

“Ahmm ... yeah, I guess.”

“Listen and I will explain.” She sat on the edge of the bed next to him. Her gaze held his, never blinking once. Creepy.

He finally had a chance to take a good close look at her. Michelle was far more attractive than he first thought. Her eyes held a vibrant shade of green he’d never seen before. Her round face was pleasingly symmetrical with a narrow, elegant neck sweeping up to her cheeks. Graceful, very patrician. She had creamy-white perfect skin, a light, pink blush to her cheeks. Too perfect. She could have been an airbrushed artist’s rendering, unnaturally beautiful. The smirk on her face led him to believe she knew exactly what he thought of her.

“Is difficult, we are strangers. But you must believe what I say is the truth. Do you trust me, Aaron?”

“I’m pretty sure you saved my life. I guess I should trust you.” he replied with false bravado. Who was she? Why did she bring him to her apartment? Her words started to freak him out.

She nodded. “I did something I promised to never do. I gave you new life. Is like a special kind of virus. This allows for miraculous regeneration and healing. There are changes you will notice, you are very different now.” She sounded so sexy purring biological terminologies with her poetic accent. He didn’t have the first clue what she was saying, sounded like sci-fi mumbo jumbo.

“Your body now needs regular infusions of fresh blood. Is the only nourishment you require. You will not consume food or drink, only fresh blood. You noticed the thirst is intense, oui?”

He didn’t know what to make of her. He stared at her with a raised eyebrow. Are you for real? Are you properly medicated?

She continued, “Arriver au point, you are now a vampire, and you must feed on fresh blood very soon.” Her cute accent now held the potential to become irritating. He shook his head no, an involuntary reaction to the overpowering denial resounding through his mind like a pounding drum beating out a steady rhythm of No! No! No! No! This was a sick joke. At any moment, people would fill the room with cameras and smiles yelling, “Hey dude, you’ve been punked!”

She didn’t give him much time to react. “I can see you do not believe me. Donc, I will demonstrate!”

With a flick of her hand she sliced her wicked nails across her left wrist and held it a couple inches from his face. The wondrous smell of sweet, delicious blood assaulted his senses. His mouth watered at the strong, savory aroma pulling him down to lick from her wrist. Like a shark drawn to blood in the water, he couldn’t resist its lure. His mind reeled in revulsion, but his thirst overwhelmed him. He latched onto her wrist with a snake-like chomp, sucking frantically. Awesome. He couldn’t resist, and he was sooo thirsty. He bit down hard into her open wound, his sharp little canines punctured through her flesh like biting into a juicy peach. Oh God, that’s wonderful, more, more, MORE! He devoured every drop of the succulent syrup. He had never tasted anything like it. He didn’t think he could ever stop. He wanted to drain her arm, wring it dry like a sponge.

Michelle moaned. Her breathing quickened, she panted heavily like a dog and her legs squirmed. “Oui! Oui!” Small gasps of intense pleasure spilled from her lips. Suddenly she sat back and in a deep, resonating timbre of voice commanded, “Enough! Ça suffit!”

Reacting instantly to her command, he released his lockjaw hold on her wrist. The truth hit him like a bucket of ice-water, drenching him with shock. He had just fed from her slashed wrist like a bloodthirsty animal. He reeled and pitched, losing equilibrium. He leaned back against the pillow of the bed as his head spun. He couldn’t believe it, wouldn’t believe. He tried to deny the delicious smell of blood in his nostrils and the gut-gnawing hunger for more. He tried to plug his nose, to think of anything other than the blood.

He couldn’t deny what he’d just done. He had to face the irrefutable facts. He enjoyed her blood immensely. It was the most wonderful sensation, almost better than sex. He understood without a shadow of doubt that he needed blood. He’d do anything to get it, like a junkie craving a fix, like a fish needs water to breath. He had the blood smores, and he needed more. His burning, itchy, dry throat was bad, but to top it off he had a hunger, a potent need.

Michelle twitched and made little groaning sounds, still pulsing with her response to his bite. She watched him with a half-lidded, lazy-eyed look, as though drugged. “Mmm ... oh la vache! Ooh ... I like that very much.” She paused to regain her composure. She retained a lazy Garfield-the-cat half-lidded smile.

“There are details I must explain and then we will see to our needs properly.” She wiped a hand across her face. “When you were dying from the gunshot, I fed you the same way, from my blood. This has brought on the change. You are now like me, but also tied to me. We share a special connection. You are blood of my blood and you will answer to me when I command.” 

Michelle held his gaze with a look of apology in her eyes. “I am sorry you must live this way. Is the only way to save your life. Your injuries were too severe.” Her eyes seemed to beg his forgiveness for what she had done. “Now you must consume fresh blood every night and learn to control your thirst. I teach you how we live. Is relatively simple. There are many benefits and pleasures. The most obvious; you age very slowly, like dog years in reverse. Fifty years is like one year to you.” She smiled at him hopefully.

Shocked by his ravenous consumption of her blood, the implications of her words seeped in slowly. He sat dazed and confused, wishing people would jump out of the closet and tell him this was all a ridiculous gag.

Watching him, she licked her lips ... almost in anticipation. “You are now very strong, many times stronger than before. And you can move much faster. People around you move in slow motion, like turtles. Don’t believe the merde on television.” She tapped her fingers on his chest. “You are not immortal. You can die, but is very difficult. Your body is resilient and you recover quickly.”

He was at a loss for words. He stared at her, then glanced at the closet, hoping.

“You and I have a special bond that cannot be broken. You will know things about me. I can send to you. You are sending to me. Is like telepathy. Oui? You understand? Comprends?” He nodded in silent acquiescence.

She went on. “I will teach you to close your mind. Is like a radio station to me. I hear the station all the time.” That got his attention.

He popped up from his dazed stupor. “You mean you’re hearing my thoughts right now?”

She smiled reassuringly. “Oui, reste calme, silly American. This is no problème. As I told you, we are connected. I will show you how to remain private in here.” She tapped on her head and smiled again.

He returned her smile with embarrassment. He caught the distinct impression she approved of him. He had no cause for shame or concern. The truth of it staggered him. She’s in my head! Oh. My. God. She’s in my fuckin’ head!

Her smile let him know that she understood. It was okay. But it wasn’t okay! Nothing would ever be okay again. This beautiful, callous, psychotic, foreign woman had invaded his mind, sending him messages and reading his thoughts. What a mindfuck! This is really happening.

“You must remember I am your master. When I command, you obey. There is no choice. Also important, we live the nightlife, after dark. No sunlight. We are extremely sensitive to the sun. You will burn very badly in the sun. We sleep in the day.” She pointed to the windows covered in something solid black, and sturdier than a curtain––a board? Her bedroom window was completely sealed off.

“No!” He grabbed his head. “No! This is too much. It’s too fast.” He shook his head trying to dislodge the insane thoughts pelting his mind. “This is too weird!”

Lucky for him, she understood how he felt. “Don’t worry. I am not some evil creature. I will not abuse my authority over you. You must trust me. You have no choice. C’est la vie!” She shrugged her shoulders in a flippant such is life manner.

“As soon as you tell me where my clothes are, I’m gone. You got a great scam going, but I’m not buying it.” It was all some cruel joke––had to be.

He looked around the room for any sign of his clothes. Michelle reached out to put her hand in his. Instantly it was there, that sense of rightness, a feeling everything would be okay, because she was there, she had it all figured out. He wondered if she was manipulating his emotions through this weird connection. Then he noticed her unblemished wrist. No marks at all from having been slashed open just minutes before. No cuts, no scabs.

That was it.

He had enough Twilight Zone horseshit for one night. “You’re screwing with my head! What kinda drugs did you give me?” He let go her hand and jabbed a finger of accusation at her flawlessly healed skin. “That is not right! I saw you cut yourself!”

He was reaching the edge, staring into the abyss of madness, where reality and insanity blend together in an inseparable concoction that leaves men babbling in the street. He was about to lose it.

“Oui. This is the way of things with our kind. One of the many benefits of this life.”

Michelle stood up abruptly. “Put your clothes on. I will show you, our life is simple.” He blanched.

He was naked beneath the covers. He must have been naked when she was doing whatever she did to him. She smiled and patted his hand in a motherly fashion.

“You Americans are so silly with your modesty. Don’t worry. I have not done anything with your body. Not yet!” With that she walked out of the room smirking and closed the door behind her. He instantly knew there were clothes for him in the top drawer of the dresser. He knew like he had known her name without a single word spoken. She’s in my fucking head again! Oh. My. God!

CHAPTER 4

They began sitting cross-legged, face to face. Aaron couldn’t think of anything but Michelle. She wore a slip of a white dress, very short, nothing more than a nightie. As she sat there, legs splayed wide, he appreciated every detail and contour of her inner thighs and skimpy white underwear. Utterly impossible to concentrate on anything she said.

“Please close your eyes!” she snapped at him with a knowing smirk on her face. “Picture me in your mind.”

Easy.

Sitting there, the curves of her breasts and thighs calling to him, her devious little smile promised sex––lots of sex. Gradually his mind’s eye view of her changed. Not that the picture was different, but now he sensed something more. This beautiful hundred pound kitten exuded a power, a force of personality like a massive lioness. He caught her amusement. Not mocking him, more the pleasure derived from watching a child walk for the first time.

This test of their connectivity was the equivalent of baby steps. He hoped he didn’t botch it. He didn’t want to make a fool of himself.

He concentrated further on the woman who was really a lioness in human skin, and delved into her psyche. He sensed her attraction to him, her desire to both fuck and bite him at the same time. In the middle of this desire was a vague memory of another time, a very far away time. Shadows of another man, but not exactly a man. The shadows mixed together in a blend of longing, desire, and hatred. There was a sense of violence, extreme violence, and sex.

Suddenly his mind slammed into a blank wall. He could perceive no emotion, no thought, only the image of Michelle accompanied by her powerful predatory nature held tightly under her iron control. He wondered what would happen if she lost control.

He heard her voice, but not with his ears. The sensation was so much more, replete with intent, an irresistible force of command. {{Imagine yourself, your mind, sealed within a steel box. Is like a vault. Picture your mind enclosed within a vault.}}

He did as she instructed, and instantly recognized a closure, a blocked layer of protection closing his mind off from the world around him.

{{Very good. Is easy for you.}} She spoke again directly in his mind, and he registered her approval and relief at his ability to do this the first time, without difficulty.

It occurred to him that if he was blocked, how could he still hear her in his mind? Why wasn’t she blocked out? A sick feeling hit his gut as he began to suspect that maybe he could not attain any privacy. Would he be doomed to a life where his every thought, no matter how petty and disgusting, his every sin was laid bare for her perusal? Who could live like that? Could any man live every moment with perfect thoughts? He worked himself into a panic. In his distress, his neat little mental vault failed completely.

“Michelle, how can I still hear you if I’m inside my vault?”

“Aaron, ne t’inquiet pas, you were closed to me, your mind blocked.”

He interrupted, “But ...”

She spoke over the top of him. “But I can send to you. Don’t worry. Is always this way. I can send to you always. You can send to me always.” She sent him a calm feeling, letting him know she approved of him without reservation. He felt that same sense that everything was gonna be okay. It seemed to help. He relaxed and gradually grew embarrassed over his panic attack.

She spoke again into his mind. {{Try to reach me and read my thoughts. You will see how it is when we are blocked. You cannot read me when I choose to be private. Is the same with you.}}

He strained so hard, he found himself physically leaning towards her as he flowed down through their connection. He hit a solid blank wall where her mind should have been. Nothing. Not a damn thing. He couldn’t read one nuance of meaning from her apart from the fact she sat there smirking at him, pleased. He continued to hit her blank wall, and so he pushed harder, concentrating on reaching with all his intensity. His mind washed over and around Michelle, engulfing her, but not finding a way in. He kept reaching out until he sensed others in the surrounding residences. Aaron touched on an older man, someone in his sixties whose mind was hazy with alcohol from the six pack of Bud Light he drank while camped in front of the TV. The old man’s mind was filled with speculations of football statistics and possible outcomes for the game.

As soon as Aaron noticed the man’s mind, he also became aware of the woman who slept in the bedroom of the same apartment a few yards away. Her mind was deeply shrouded in dreams, a cloudy world of images and feelings, something about her sister and her husband, the man watching football. She dreamt of the vague details of an illicit affair between her husband and her younger, more attractive, sister. Her emotions were in turmoil over the dream, a frenzied mix of anger, resentment, jealousy, and self-loathing for her inability to retain her husband’s attention and affections. She writhed in anxiety, fighting with her own sheets and blankets.

Aaron had enough of this and reached out in other directions, seeking what else he might encounter. Completely absorbed in his psychic scanning, he had lost focus on Michelle and his internal privacy block.

He touched on a teenage girl who chatted online with her boyfriend. She was typing frantically on her laptop, trying to justify her actions to her boyfriend. She had gone to a party with one of her girlfriends, drank too much, and ended up in the bedroom with another guy. She didn’t want her boyfriend to know how far things had actually gone.

Michelle snatched his attention away from his psionic ramblings with a psychic push. Her mind shoved his mind, a very disorientating experience. He grabbed for something, reaching out with his hands to stabilize himself on the carpet. He felt off balance, dizzy, but she hadn’t touched him physically.

In the moment of her psychic push, Michelle transmitted flashes of surprise, anger, and envy for a split second before slipping back behind the blank wall of her vault. He remembered himself and refocused on his own mental vault, reestablishing his privacy.

She stood up abruptly. “You were reading their minds, oui?” She gave him a raised eyebrow, looking down on him. “You are better at this game than I thought. Enough practice for tonight.”

He realized he had transmitted his encounters with the neighbors directly to her. He would have to learn to multitask, to maintain his mental vault while scanning others nearby. Probably like trying to chew gum, pat your head, and rub your belly all at once. Not impossible, but tricky.

“Why didn’t you tell me I could do that?”

Her irritation leaked through their emotional ties, her eyes flashed in anger. “I did not ...”

“You didn’t know?” He spoke over the top of her when he realized the truth. His ability was unique.

“Non,” she snapped curtly.

He swelled with pride, a childish feeling of superiority and wonder at this magnificent new existence. He speculated about what new experiences, as yet undiscovered, this life might hold for him.

“I see the auras, but I cannot read minds ... apart from yours.” She flashed her eyes again, a demand for submission. He knew she was testing to see if he would take the bait and rise up, only to be slapped down. He wasn’t adversarial, proud, or foolish enough to take her challenge. He looked down and away from her in the universal sign of submission. He stayed seated while she stared him down, standing over him like a master ready to whip her slave for taking undue liberties.

After a moment of glaring without catching a rise, Michelle softened. “You have the right to be intrigued. Pourquoi est-ce que je dois être celui avec le gamin spécial?”

He barely understood her. She’d said something about getting stuck with the special boy. Special like the kids on the short bus.

She reached out her hand to pull him up. “The aura shows me moods and personalities. I knew things from your aura the night we met. I knew those men were police corrompue, and they would create beaucoup de problèmes, but I did not know they would shoot you. I cannot read minds, or see the future.” She admitted this apologetically as he stood up to face her.

“No more conflict.” With this she returned to the role of benevolent master she had assumed upon his awakening. Michelle placed her hands on his head, holding him straight, directing his eyes into her gaze. She restarted her instruction with the basics of mesmerizing people through direct eye contact and subtle commands.

“It is magnétisme animal. Is natural we attract the prey. We are predators.” She stared unblinking, drawing him in with her entrancing vivid green eyes. He felt her looking down into his soul. She owned him with nothing more than her gaze. She broke the eye contact, yet again leaving him with a feeling of child-like inadequacy.

She spoke reassuringly, “You will see tonight. Women will come to you all the time. They are easy prey.” She spoke as though it was a normal, everyday thing to hunt people, like animals in the wild.

“When feeding, there is a chemical, une médicament puissant. Is like strong drugs.” She opened her mouth inhumanly wide. Her jaw unhinged, a beast that would swallow him whole. She pointed at her elongated canines tapering to razor sharp little points. He took a step back out of her reach, fear and morbid fascination dueling to keep him in place.

“You mean like the venom of a snake?” He managed to sputter.

She snapped her mouth shut as if it had never happened. “Exactement. This médicament heals the bite marks. They do not bleed when we finish.” She expanded further, “And the bite gives much pleasure.”

She stepped towards him, recovering the lost distance. She wrapped her hands around his face and purred, “Prolonged bites will bring them fast.” She shook her closed fist in the air as though jacking him off, smirking all the while. “Is too easy.” She winked.

“But you must remember, never feed more than a minute. Absolutely never more than two minutes. People cannot manage excessive feedings. Is very dangerous. You must take care, until you learn control.”

He nodded acceptance, but didn’t have a clue how he’d stop once he started. Her words invoked a wicked hunger. He wanted to snatch up her wrist and sink his teeth in again. He wanted to feed now, not in ten minutes, not for just one minute, and not in the hours they would waste cruising around town. He wanted it right this second! He wanted to drain someone dry of every last drop, and then tear into their flesh and squeeze it for more.

“Come, I will show you everything. Watch, listen, and learn, oui?” She smiled, disarming his apprehensions. She made it difficult to think of anything beyond her angelic face inches from him, holding his head in her hands.

As the idea sunk in that they were actually planning to go out on the town to feed, Aaron suddenly remembered his job at Bemichis. “Oh shit, I’ve gotta be at work tonight, I’m late. I’m scheduled to work all week. Bemichi is gonna kill me!” Panic struck hard. He couldn’t imagine how to reconcile all she had told him with his former life. He tried to step away from her, to make for the door. She halted him with her hands securely clamped on his head and a command snapped out in his face.

“Stop!”

That’s exactly what he did. Stop. Right there in her hands, frozen solid. Panic tore through his chest with an explosion of adrenaline. He wanted to move, to run, to do something other than stand there, but his body wouldn’t obey. She had seized him dead in his tracks. His eyes could move, swirl around back and forth, side to side, up and down, but his body wouldn’t do a damn thing. It was like being cast in concrete. He simply couldn’t move, but he could talk.

“Please let me go. Please. I promise I won’t do anything if you just let me go.” He was heading over the edge of the abyss, staring into the bottomless well of madness. All reasoning processes washed away in the flush of panic.

“Silence!” she ordered him again, robbing him of the very last aspect of his free will, the power of speech. “You have been unconscious through the change. Four nights past since the incident with the police. You have been dead to the world all this time.” She gradually released the iron grip of her will over his body. The chains of her constrictive will lifted from all around him. She let go of his face and took a step back. He knew she waited to see if he would lose it or accept the unpleasant reality of her domination.

He mumbled quietly, “Thank you.”

He feared she might use her force of compulsion again. Life on eggshells. He had a heightened awareness of the slightest nuance of her displeasure that might cause a loss of his freedom of movement.

Watching him warily, she spoke in her weird, enigmatic way, “The world you once knew is no more for you.” It was so true. The freedom he once knew was gone. He had begun to learn there were very finite limits to Michelle’s patience. He took in the lesson and nodded his head silently.

Michelle put her arm through his and walked him to the door of the bedroom, keeping him close at hand. He stood gawking as she pulled off her nightie and slipped into a dress right in front of him. She didn’t need to command him to stay, or stop or whatever. She held his rapt attention with her perfectly sculpted body.

Heedless of her nudity, she gave him another tidbit of advice. “Don’t concern yourself with anything else. Focus on the task at hand. Focus on what I say.” He nodded like an idiot, barely hearing her words while she squirmed her Victoria’s Secret body into designer clothing worth more than his entire wardrobe.

Michelle had changed into a shiny silver, sleeveless dress, the loose fabric bunched at her hips, continuing a few more inches down as a skin-tight skirt barely covering the bottom curve of her ass. Braless, her nipples perked up, clearly visible through the almost sheer material. The effect was stunning. He would gladly do anything she asked.

In the elevator, her arm entwined around his, Michelle gave him that same sly smile, silently hinting at pleasures yet to come. Despite all the negative associations she represented in his life, he buzzed with anticipation and arousal.

As they left the apartment building, he noted the 90’s décor, upscale for its time, now outdated. She had some money, but not too much. Definitely not Park Avenue. Despite the need for upgrades, her place was a huge step up from the telephone booth apartment he shared with Kyle. Much roomier and classier than anything he could afford. He guessed Michelle’s one bedroom suite cost her over two thousand a month.

In the taxi––making their way out into the New York nightlife––he spoke in hushed tones. “Michelle, I don’t want to hurt people. Will they die from the feeding? Is it violent? Painful? What if I can’t stop? What if I kill someone by accident?” She cupped his face in her hands giving him a radiant smile. He completely forgot about all his concerns. Her powerful physical presence, so close and intimate, wiped his mind of all else.

“That is so sweet. Très mignon. Listen, and do not worry. I am not a murderer. We drink only a small sip. Un apéritif, oui? Is like shots of whiskey. Not necessary to hurt anyone. Actually, they enjoy this very much. You will see. I promise. D’accord?”

He nodded and breathed a sigh of relief. His tensions flowed out through her magical fingertips.

CHAPTER 5

They stood outside a seedy strip club, the likes of which hadn’t appeared in the A-lists for decades. As the taxi left then at the curb, Aaron’s anxiety returned. The neon sign out front snapped and crackled electric sex into the darkness of the surrounding night with a flashing declaration, “Girls, Girls, Girls.” Felt like walking onto the film set of a bad 80’s rock music video.

His low opinion of the place dropped several more notches upon entering. The smoky interior was covered in dark red upholstery and carpet, and populated with shifty-looking men stealing furtive glances in their direction. The kind of place you never wanted anyone you knew to catch you coming or going. He sensed relief from those who looked in his direction when they didn’t recognize him. He sympathized with them. He felt the same relief for not having recognized anyone.

There were several scantily-clad girls slinking around eyeing him and Michelle for prospective targets. The rest of the girls were sitting with men in various states of undress. The girl dancing on the raised platform in the center of the room undulated with the pole sliding up and down between her thighs in an imitation of sex. Her generous, naked breasts jiggled and bounced with each shift of direction.

Aaron was gradually buried in the crush of psychic waves of thoughts crashing over him from those in the room. The most prominent emotions were lust, desire, longing, and from the girls a lot of indifference and greed. A moan of confusion escaped his lips. Michelle gripped his arm tightly, maintaining a hold on him both physically and psychically. He felt the chains of her compulsive will power tightening around him. 

She hissed in his ear, “Block it out!” With her compulsive prompt, a neat little bubble of silence slammed in place, effectively cutting off the bombardment of psychic noise. He realized she had forced him to cease scanning the surrounding people. He could have done it without her help. All he need do was quit reaching out. His own curiosity had triggered the barrage.

Once his internal storm quieted he noticed Michelle whispering to the doorman, who turned and led them to an alcove with several curtained areas. As they stood waiting, the doorman brought over a golden-skinned athletic girl. She had short, butch cut bleach-blond hair and wore only dental-floss thong bikini. Her booby tassels barely covering the tips of her nipples left nothing to the imagination. They followed her into one of the curtained booths and she closed the drapes behind them. Aaron reached out tentatively to the Butch’s mind, trying to maintain a grip on his senses, trying to focus on her alone. It worked for the most part. He could hear her thoughts and the man in a nearby booth, but he wasn’t swamped out by everyone in the building.

With his scanning somewhat under control, he delved straight into Butch’s mind, rummaging around. She only had eyes for Michelle. Aaron might as well have been a shadow on the wall as far as Butch was concerned. She had a serious itch to get intimate with Michelle. She wasn’t one of those bisexual girls who played with women at parties or stole kisses from their girlfriends. Butch was a full-on lesbian. She only stripped for men for the money. She had no attraction to men at all. She easily avoided men’s advances, pushing their hands away––sometimes swatting them away. The whole transaction was strictly business.

Butch finally turned her fake, I-think-you’re-so-sexy smile towards him, but her thoughts centered on Michelle.

“Are you looking for a two on one?” Butch asked with a raised eyebrow. She hoped not. She wanted Michelle all to herself. It was a rare treat when a woman as beautiful as Michelle visited a dive like this.

Michelle reassured her, “Non, just me.” Butch smiled genuinely as she moved towards Michelle. She planned to have some real fun on this one, maybe even break the cardinal rule, no sex.

The girls sat down together on the semicircular seating. Butch locked eyes with Michelle, never looking away. She began to dance for her, moving to the rhythm of the music that pervaded the entire club. Within a moment she had climbed onto Michelle’s lap, swaying and grinding her hips, her legs spread-eagle. She stroked her fingertips over Michelle’s nipples, smiling as they perked and hardened with her touch––okay to touch them, but they can’t touch back. He sat down on the seat a couple feet away from the show, his eyes glued to the girls. Definitely the most erotic thing he’d ever witnessed. He was already rock hard in his pants, and the action hadn’t started.

Michelle maintained eye contact with Butch the entire time, inviting her in with an unmistakable come-hither look. One of those Come into my parlor, said the spider to the fly kinda moments. Michelle seduced the seducer. The girl didn’t have a clue she was sitting in the lap of a predator.

Michelle leaned forward whispering to the girl with a hypnotic suggestion, “Come closer.” Butch leaned in, and Michelle struck swift and hard, biting her neck with a soft, wet, sucking sound. As Michelle clutched the girl to her, arm locked around the back of her neck, Butch began grinding hard and fast against Michelle’s lap. Butch breathed in desperate gasps and hit two quick, heaving spasms. Grinding and humping atop Michelle’s lap, she cried out, “Oh my God! Oh, oh God. Yes!”

Michelle released her bite as the girl slumped against her chest, panting heavily. It took Butch a moment to regain her composure, and then she stood up on shaky legs and stepped away from Michelle’s lap with a shy, embarrassed grin. Michelle stood up face to face with her, maintaining that freaky, unblinking gaze, and handed her a couple twenties. “That will be all for now. Send another girl for him.”

Michelle gestured towards Aaron, who Butch had literally forgotten was there. Butch was sorely disappointed to be dismissed so quickly. She wasn’t used to being treated that way by the usual club crowd. She found it humbling to be on the receiving end of this kind of callousness.

As soon as Butch left the curtained booth Michelle explained, “Is all eye contact. Do not break eye contact. Hold her with your eyes and tell her what you want. She will be yours. Do exactly as I did. Release the bite after one minute. The girls come very close here. Is very easy.”

Next entered a cute, brown-haired, brown-eyed girl, with a sweet, shy smile. She looked really young, younger than Aaron. Michelle gestured in his direction and the girl asked, “What do you have in mind?”

“A lap dance.” He tried not to smile like an idiot at the girl.

She took off her robe setting it to the side. “My name is Lisa.”

She wore nothing but one of those dental-floss bikinis, same as the previous girl. Her body was soft and curvy without the athletic, hard edge of the Butch that danced for Michelle. In truth she looked barely of age.

Lisa moved slowly and sensually to the music, sliding up into his lap. He held her gaze as she mounted him. His erection punched up the crotch of his pants, pitching a tent. Lisa began rubbing her breasts up his chest while curving her warm, wet center, back and forth over his raised pants, giving a constant massage to the tip of his engorged cock. He read her sincere desire to screw him silly right there, rules be damned. She was completely enthralled, and all he’d done was stare at her.

As she dry-humped him with a wonderfully agonizing pelvic grind, she slid into biting distance. His senses heightened with arousal. Lisa’s pulse beat throughout her body with a fluttering at her throat just under the skin. He felt an itch coming from his fangs. They were fully exposed and needed to sink into this girl. He so wanted to take a chunk out of her.

Michelle gave a slight nod he perceived as the signal, and he lashed out to bite down on that beautiful, little pounding pulse point. It seemed the most natural thing in the world–like he’d been doing it all his life. The instinct and know-how to bite was deeply ingrained into his new psyche. It was official. He could no longer deny the truth. Aaron was now a vampire.

His fangs punctured her skin with a yucky squish sound. Lisa tensed up at the initial sting of the bite, and then relaxed as his venom dumped a wonderful magic flow of endorphins into her bloodstream. Her blood coated his tongue in delicious syrup. He sucked hard and fast, gulping whole mouthfuls. Her strong little heart pumped blood just as fast as he could swallow. The experience was exquisite. Simply the richest, sweetest delight of flavor he had ever known.

With the blood came a new flood of Lisa’s emotions, passions, and a sense of her very life essence. His psychic connection sunk in deep through the flow of her blood. He immersed in her psyche, everything Lisa. She washed away his sense of identity. There was only Lisa and her fantastic euphoria brought on by the venom coursing through her blood stream. Lisa panted and gasped. Her whole body rocked with the force of her grinding thrusts on his lap, her entry engulfing the tip of his cock.

He felt psychic waves of ecstasy pouring off her in her venom-soaked climax. Her wetness gushed onto his pants, soaking his erection and he penetrated another inch, having sex fully-clothed.

Lisa’s peak struck again and again, each eruption slamming gasps and cries from her lips. The combination of the blood high, Lisa’s ecstasy pouring over him, and his near climax, hit a total sensory overload. This was a divine religious experience. The kingdom of Heaven shone down with all its hosts and choir singing praises to God.

Michelle shut the pearly gates to Heaven in Aaron’s face with her command, “No more, stop now!”

He released Lisa involuntarily. She collapsed against his chest with heaving gasps and pathetic whimpering sounds at each exhale. Her body molded to his torso like gelatin. She shook and quivered from the intense, life-changing experience she’d undergone.

Lisa looked upon Aaron in adoration, kissing his neck and face, caressing him lovingly. After she stopped shaking and moaning with orgasmic aftershocks, Michelle lifted Lisa off Aaron from behind like a mother removing a babe from her father’s arms. Lisa looked as though she’d leap back into his lap, like she couldn’t stand to be apart from him. Michelle held Lisa’s gaze, mesmerizing her while shoving twenty dollar bills into her hand.

She commanded Lisa, “Go to the restroom and clean up.” Lisa suddenly remembered herself and realized her behavior with embarrassment. She rushed out the curtain towards the back rooms.

Michelle leaped toward Aaron hissing. “Imbécile, look what you have done!”

His eyes hurled daggers of malice. He considered jumping up to throttle her on the spot. He had never experienced such severe aching sexual frustration in all his life. He now understood what it meant when people joked about blue balls. Michelle had ordered him to stop seconds before he popped off. He was rock-hard, aching, and so frustrated he thought his cock might break off in his pants. No happy endings for Aaron Pilan.

Michelle threw a napkin at him from her purse and spit rapid fire. “Wipe yourself. Hurry! We must go now!” He looked at her as if she was insane. How could she force him to leave after what just happened?

“Tu es bêtes comme te pieds!” She glared right back at him, letting him know he was no more intelligent than the bottom of his feet. “I will explain once we leave. Hurry, she will return any minute. She is now your bloodslave. We cannot stay!”

Exactly as Michelle predicted, Lisa caught up with them at the exit just before they could escape. Lisa latched onto him with a mile wide smile, slipping her hand into his pocket with her phone number, stroking him intimately from inside his pants.

Lisa looked him in the eyes with her free hand holding his chin and said, “Call me ... seriously. I want you to call me tonight. I don’t say this to men who come in here. I’m saying it now. I’m totally serious. I mean it. You better not forget me, okay?” She seemed to consider for a second then continued.

“It’s not about money. I don’t want your money. I want to see you again tonight. I’m off work in four and a half hours, at three a.m. You can meet me in the parking lot.” She begged him with her eyes and stroked the length of him to prove the sincerity of her invitation. “I don’t even know your name.” She gave him a puppy dog needy look.

“My name is Aaron. And I’ll call you. Don’t worry, okay?”

He grinned like an idiot. She had stroked him the entire time. She had his cock so hard he considered throwing her down on the floor right there to have his way with her. He suspected she’d probably let him––he held that much influence over her. Having this kind of power over a beautiful, young, half-naked stripper was a heady experience. It felt fantastic to finally be the one in control of the situation.

She aligned her body with his, pressing up on him with all her lovely curvaceous parts. “Please don’t forget me, okay?” She looked ready to cry.

He almost begged Michelle to let him stay, but thought better of it. She seemed pissed off, and he suspected he’d catch an earful on the way out. He reassured Lisa twice more that he would not forget her while Michelle dragged him out the door to their next set of adventures in vampiring.

In the taxi, Michelle turned to him with a steady, controlling hand on his thigh. “I know how you feel, but listen. What you did to that girl was horrible. Your bite is like heroin. You have very strong venom.” She held his gaze as she flicked her fingertip at his fangs, pointing out the obvious.

“Is intense sexual excitement. Too much is instant addiction, just like heroin. You must never feed more than two minutes or you risk the addiction. You held this poor girl for too long. She had many orgasms, oui?” He nodded, admitting the truth of her words.

“She will be anemic. You took too much. But the real problème is her addiction for you.” She poked her finger at his chest in accusation. “It is psychological and physical addiction. You must never bite this girl again. You must never see this girl again. We cannot return tonight. If given the chance, she will pursue and stalk you. You have marked this girl forever. She will think of you always. Is very important you understand. Is a serious problème. Très mal.”

Michelle paused to let the import of her words sink in. “She is now your bloodslave. She will suffer withdrawals from you for weeks. Her pain will be constant. Depression may drive her to suicide. You should be ashamed.”

He was, at this point, quite ashamed, yet still very frustrated from the whole experience. “Why didn’t you tell me before? Why did you let me do this?” He felt like a complete asshat once he understood the full ramifications of what he’d done to Lisa, and he wasn’t above laying the blame on Michelle’s shoulders for her part.

Michelle cupped his face with her hands. “Oui, is my fault. You were not truly prepared, but now you know. There will be no excuse next time. You must never make this mistake again. Let this be a lesson.” She was dead serious. He caught the flow of her emotions leaking through their psychic bond. She had an unwavering resolve to ensure that Aaron never abused another woman––a deadly resolve.

He followed this thread of thought in Michelle’s mind via their connection. This bloodslave thing was a real sore spot for her. She’d seen it happen before. He caught a shadowy glimpse of numerous faces. Thin, emaciated faces. A great heap of sadness and grief hid just under the surface of her mind. He almost reached into that pile of writhing snakes, but thought better of it. He shied away from her pain and leaned back to the other side of the bench seat.

She held him with her calm, unnerving gaze. He’d dug a little too deep, traveling through unwelcome corridors of her mind.

“I will do whatever is necessary to be certain you respect them. Do not test me.”  There it was in her mind, plain as day for Aaron to read. She would ensure he was careful with the women they fed from, even if it meant killing him. This mistake was on her, a freebie. If he continued abusing women it would get serious. A non-negotiable issue. He sensed a dark gruesome history underlay Michelle’s strong feelings. She had been a victim.

CHAPTER 6

Aaron stood beside Michelle on the roof of her apartment building, looking out over the city lights, breathing in the smells, listening to the night sounds of passing cars and people living normal lives. To his enhanced vision the night sky-line and rooftops glowed with illumination. He could see everything, almost as if it were daylight. His night vision was superb.

Standing there looking down on the world, he felt divorced from the human race, an outsider peeking in windows but never truly entering within. He’d felt this way before, especially after his father’s death, but now it was real. He was truly disconnected from all of humanity.

The tangs of city life in all their ripe flavor drifted on the air; remnants of meals cooked, unwashed sweaty bodies, sewer vents and auto exhaust. He took it all in, identifying each scent with the understanding that he would never again be mired in such things, human things. It was exciting, but equally intimidating. He had no one in the world but this strange woman he called Master. His father had been gone for years, and his mother bailed on him shortly thereafter. Relations with Kyle and Delia and all those other people who were once a significant part of his life couldn’t continue. He was detached from the world and all its problems, and it felt kinda ... good. He felt free, like a great weight had lifted from his shoulders, all expectations gone. There was no one to answer to, no one to buy beer for, no one except Michelle. She reminded him of this new weight of expectation as she squeezed his hand demanding attention.

She’d brought them to the roof but hadn’t bothered to explain why. She turned to him, “Is a good time to learn how your new body moves. Is purely instinctual. Don’t think too much. Watch me, I go first, then is your turn.”

With that, she did the craziest thing he’d ever seen. She stepped right off the roof of her twenty story apartment building and landed gracefully on the fire escape catwalk two stories below. No ceremony, no warning. She did it like it was the thing to do when standing at the edge of a building. Like the chicken that crossed the road to get to the other side. She touched down as if nothing. Virtually no impact from her landing.

Michelle continued doing the impossible by leaping across the alleyway, flying fifty feet through the air, and gradually descending in a graceful arc until she landed on the wall of the neighboring concrete building. As she hit, she crouched down into the impact and vaulted off the wall back out into the alley for another graceful arc of descent. She glided down at an angle into a textbook perfect landing precisely at the fire escape catwalk outside her apartment living room window. With each of these artfully executed maneuvers she descended lower and lower as though traveling down a mountain switch-back trail.

After all that, she had the audacity to lean out over the catwalk railing and look up at him with an innocent smile. “Now is your turn.”

He was stunned into silence. He stood there with a dumb expression, his mouth open in awe. She was a friggin’ Jedi master, a super hero (heroine). Spider Woman, Cat Woman, and the Black Widow all rolled into one. And just how the hell was he supposed to keep up? How could she expect him to do that shit?

When he regained the ability to speak he protested loudly, “No. Fucking. Way!”

She had that I’m-not-playing-with-you-Imbécile look.

He tried to reason with her, “Maybe this is another one of those situations I’m not quite ready for yet. I honestly don’t see how I can do that.”

“You can do this, no problème. Your body knows how to move. Is like breathing. Don’t think about it!” She smiled again. Wonder Woman hadn’t even broken a sweat. She stood there with an expectant look.

“No way José. No can do.” He shook his head. A dread sensation settled in the pit of his gut. She’s fucking serious. She really wanted him to jump. Her impatience with him broadcast over their psychic bond. He sensed what she was about to do a split second before she did it. That was all the warning he got.

“Jump now and follow me!” Michelle spoke in that strange resonant timbre of command and he jumped off the side of a twenty story building involuntarily.

“Oh shit, oh shit, oh shiiiiit!”

Much to his surprise, he made a decent landing on the catwalk below, same as Michelle. The thirty foot drop felt like only three feet. Continuing on with the follow in my steps command, he leapt across to the neighboring building, descending in an arc. He basically followed Michelle’s path, but had underestimated his strength. When he hit the wall of the neighboring building feet first, the cement cracked a ten foot wide spider-web. He launched off the wall exactly as she had, mimicking her movements and following her path of descent, but a large piece of the wall dislodged behind him and fell to the alley below. He was far more powerful than he knew.

In his final maneuver, he miscalculated again, using way too much force for his jump. Instead of landing on the catwalk as she had, he plowed straight into her. Of course, she saw him coming and intercepted him. She spun and slammed him into the wall, redirecting his force and knocking the wind out of him with a bone-crushing thud. He thought he heard something crack, but he wasn’t sure if it was his back or the wall. Felt like his back, maybe his ribs. It took a moment to catch his breath past the sharp pains in his back and chest.

“See, I told you! Next time listen when I tell you!” she snapped with a smug grin. “Stupid Americans. Think they know everything!” she spit in derision.

“Tu me pèles le jonc!” She let him know his behavior had gotten on her nerves in her not-so-cute-anymore French accent. With this she heaved Aaron over her shoulder, spinning 180 degrees. He went flying out into the alleyway tumbling end-over-end, headed straight for the pavement. He had absolutely no forewarning. She’d cleverly concealed her intention to toss him over the railing of the catwalk like yesterday’s newspaper.

“Oh Fuck! Oh my god!”

Though he had no warning, he recovered quickly. As she had attempted to explain earlier, he instinctively knew how to manage the fall. Like a cat with nine lives and inhuman agility, he twisted and turned in the air to bring his spinning momentum aligned for a feet first landing. He dropped into a tight little crouch with the impact, his hands touching down for balance. He fell four stories without injury.

Michelle shocked him further by issuing another compulsory command, “Come to me now!”

He leaped into the air, snatched up the bottom rung of the ladder twelve feet off the ground, and scaled the fire escape. He pounded up the stairways at a breakneck velocity any fireman would be proud to witness. He reached Michelle on the fourth story in mere seconds. The little psychotic witch welcomed him with a smile.

He watched her with trepidation. She damn near killed him twice in the span of a couple minutes. He couldn’t decide whether he should laugh, scream, cry, or beg.

As she opened the window to let him into her living room, she mocked him. “Est-ce que tu as le démon de midi?” Having a mid-life crisis?

He followed her inside and wisely kept his mouth shut. She went about the apartment doing this, that, and the other thing, girly things. She kept her distance, letting him calm down. How courteous and considerate.

Sitting on Michelle’s bed, steeped in the scents of her perfume and other distinctive body odors, he attempted to reconcile his new reality. He was now a blood-sucking vampire with amazing physical strength and agility, and some rather interesting talents for seduction. He had exceptionally acute senses and could read the minds of those nearby. He was a slave to the will of his drop-dead gorgeous––though slightly psychotic––vampire master whom he found difficult to trust and was fast learning to fear. The question was how did he feel about it?

Stuck. Stuck on her, and stuck with her.

She seduced him effortlessly every time she spoke in that alluring-irritating-cute-sexy-maddening French accent. Despite all the reasons he shouldn’t let emotion color his dealings with Michelle, it was too late. That war had been lost before it began.

Love at first sight.

Whether she was a guardian angel or a demoness didn’t matter. He was smitten, infatuated, and he could hardly keep his eyes off her. She had him good, right where she wanted him, and there wasn’t a damn thing he could do about it. She owned him; body, heart, and soul, and she hadn’t even fucked him yet. He knew she didn’t feel the same way about him. He was a trainee, a liability, not a man to love or respect.

All things considered, he decided it wise to conceal his thoughts deep in his mental vault and try not to wear his foolish heart on his sleeve. He might be her slave, but that didn’t mean he was without pride.

She slipped up on him quietly, and her fingers traced a pattern over his shoulder, sending a zing straight to his groin. “You prefer to scowl for the rest of the night or are we going to have sex?” She gave him her Helen of Troy smile that could launch a thousand ships, sending them all to their demise.

While doing a double take, he snapped, “You just shoved me off the roof. Can I have a chance to get my head straight?” As her words penetrated his frustration, he began to warm to all the wonderful possibilities of her blatant proposition.

After a minute of silence he back tracked, “Look, I’ll admit the roof thing was exciting and kind of fun and ... I don’t even have a scratch on me so ... I guess there’s no harm, no foul.”

“Does this mean we are going to have sex now?” She slipped her fingers through his hair seductively, massaging his scalp in wonderful little circles. “I promise I will not order you around ... this time ... Ça va?” She gave him her most innocent look while wrapping her arms around him to bring his head down to her breasts.

“Well, since you put it that way.” he mumbled into her mostly uncovered cleavage. He couldn’t say no, didn’t even want to say no. Why bother pretending? For once he was getting laid and he didn’t even have to beg for it.

They could let bygones be bygones for the moment. She wasn’t gonna force him, or so she said. But then maybe that sort of force wouldn’t be so horrible. As the saying goes, you can’t rape the willing. Michelle took control of the situation when she lashed out to bite him on the neck. He reacted without thinking. It was an instinctual thing that just happened. He wrapped around her and bit her right back.

He realized she’d been counting on it. She wasn’t the least bit surprised. He fell into a heavenly bliss of feeding and drug-like euphoria as the venom-induced ecstasy brought him to climax simultaneously with Michelle. She purred her pleasure at him, grinding her moist hot crotch all over his leg.

“Oh oui, encore! It has been such a long time since I felt this way. Only with vampires can it be so ... mmm ... there is nothing quite like it ... is the sense de la vie!” She licked his blood from her lips and caressed his hard cock from the outer bulge of his pants.

His mind whirled with the overwhelming power of her presence and touch. He felt like a kid in a candy store. He could scarce believe his good fortune at being the object of this super model’s seductive attentions.

“You know I’m not really experienced.” It slipped from his mouth without any thought, his venom-saturated loins speaking before his brain kicked in. As the words tumbled out, he mentally ordered himself to shut-up.

“Oui. Is no problème. I will teach you everything in time. You must trust me. I know you don’t, but you have no choice.” She stated this matter-of-factly while unbuttoning his pants with quick, deft movements. The girl was an old pro.

As she undressed him, she explained, “I know how the world sees French women. They say we are sexually liberated. Oui?” He nodded slowly, uncertain where she was headed with this revelation.

“The truth, we are actually quite traditional. We like the old-fashioned courtesies. Comprends?” He nodded again, entranced as her hands undid buttons and zippers and slid his shirt off his chest.

“I expect the simple courtesies like opening doors, pulling out chairs, changing light bulbs, unplugging the nasty sink drains, answering phones to fend off telemarketers ... sending flowers for no particular reason. And courtesy most important, you must allow me to orgasm first.”

“That’s the French way?” He swallowed with an audible gulp as he stepped out of his pants and underwear. He had never been naked with a woman with the lights on, it was kinda nerve-wracking.

“Oui. Classical European etiquette. This one time I will make an exception, for the purpose of our lesson.”

She gently pushed him back onto the bed and proceeded to work him by hand. She knew exactly what he wanted, how he wanted it, where he wanted it. She plucked it straight from his mind. Within moments she worked him to a back-arching explosive peak, robbing him of the ability to think or speak. This was achieved in the same impersonal manner she had adopted as his official teacher of the fine arts of vampirism.

She gave him a short minute to compose himself while cleaning her hands methodically. Then she stepped out of her dress and stood before him in nothing but the tiniest pair of black thong panties he’d ever seen. He grew rock hard all over again staring at her fabulous body. She had to be completely shaved. No way could hair hide under her minuscule fishing-line panties.

She represented every ridiculous Hollywood-inspired fantasy he could recall. He’d jerked off to far less attractive swimsuit models as a teenager.

“Oh my god, you are so beautiful.” He blurted it out like a lovesick idiot.

She worked the black string down her hips and stepped up to greet him and his swollen erection thumping against his belly.

“Now is my turn.”

She took his hand and directed his fingers down along her smooth belly to the soft mound between her legs. Her delicate folds were warm, slick, swollen, flowing over his fingertips like liquid silk. She showed him the key points of female anatomy that must be attended to and duly appreciated.

Following her lead, he learned all the sensitive erogenous zones of Michelle’s body, each touch eliciting a corresponding musical sound. She opened her psychic link, allowing him to feel all that she felt, to reinforce her instructions with her response to his hands, tongue and teeth.

“Oui, there ... and here. Oui, oui! Faster, harder, don’t stop!”

He found the noises of her pleasure fascinating. She was not a quiet lover. Michelle made wonderful French music with her moans, groans, and sighs––and the occasional growl or grunt.

“Oohh ... Ahhh ... OH! Aiieeee ... Oooff ... aarrggghh ... Shoosh!” Her hands gripped his wrist, humping his fingers without reservation. Her crescendo finished in a screaming orgasm of, “Oooouuiii!”

After catching her breath, she crawled over the top of him. Unsure what she had planned next, he asked, “Do you want to be on top?”

Fangs fully extended, she grinned gleaming white and licked her lips. “Bien sûr.”

Legs wide open, she impaled herself all the way down in one smooth move. Michelle was indeed an old pro. She rode him with the enthusiasm of veteran porn-stars, gliding up and down, popping and grinding her hips to get every last inch of him. Soon her pace and force reached that of hard, pounding, pelvis-crushing slams. She hurt him with her preternatural strength and vigor, but the intensity of their dual climaxes wiped away all discomfort.

Breathing heavily with a glazed smile on her face, Michelle hauled him over to the side, rolling with him. He ending up on top with her legs locked around him in a professional wrestler’s hold. She bit him for a moment allowing the magic of her venom to engorge his arousal. He grew a full size erection inside of her within seconds. Without speaking a word she instructed him in a series of motions through their psychic bond. She taught him all the different angles and methods of intimacy from this position. She showed him exactly where she wanted it, how fast, how hard, and rewarded him with little squeals and grunts as he hit her spot. Her educational series took them through another mutual mind-numbing orgasm punctuated by episodes of mutual biting. They screwed until he could take no more.

“Please ... let’s give it a rest ... it hurts,” he admitted sheepishly as he tried to catch his breath after the umpteenth round of sex. She surveyed his cock as it started going limp.

She rewarded him with another of her glorious smiles. “D’accord, that will do for now. We have all the time in the world for more lessons.”

* * * *

In the morning just before sunrise, as they lay tangled together in bed after three hours of blood-sucking-mind-blowing sex, Michelle considered her situation. She knew he was infatuated with her. He couldn’t hide it. But he was very young, and such things are common with inexperienced men. Michelle thought it possible she might eventually develop some sentiment for him. He had a certain boyish charm, so guileless. He was not a deceptive or malicious person. Those two points alone were enough to hold her attention. Such men were a rare find in this culture of artificial personalities. He was genuine, maybe a bit too naive, but still genuine.

She had found him fresh and clean, uncontaminated by the decadence of the New York scene. Michelle assumed it was only a matter of time before these qualities she admired would dissipate. Life had a way of stripping away luxuries like innocence and naiveté. She would lose this fresh young boy eventually. She intended to fully enjoy him while it lasted. Quite a nice change from the men she normally met in her line of work.

Emotional attachment was the issue now. She couldn’t really afford to get too close to him. If he started to turn sour and violent, like her former master, she’d be forced to deal with it. She couldn’t allow her feelings to sway her judgment. She had to stay objective about killing him. For the meantime, she was willing to discount her lingering attraction to him as nothing more than the sated after-effects of great sex.

She wasn’t really willing to examine her feelings in any great depth. It seemed wiser to maintain his fear and respect, keeping strong emotions out of the equation. Sex, for her, was not complicated, especially with Aaron, who unlike the weak humans, could actually keep up with her physically in the bedroom.

However, emotional commitments were very complicated. She hoped to maintain a balance in the master/slave relationship without becoming too overbearing and avoid emotional involvement with her slave. It would be a challenge, but she was up to the task. Michelle prided herself on her rigid self-control.

CHAPTER 7

Police Chief Schueller yelled in Detective Konowicz’s face, “I know this chic didn’t go ballistic on you two for no reason. I know what the fuck you were doin’! Don’t lie to me!”

Konowicz spluttered, “She was on drugs, crack or meth or somethin’. I’m totally serious, Chief. She was speeded out, a real public safety hazard!”

“You’re gonna find this girl, and I will learn the truth! If I hear you were hittin’ her up for money you’re gone. I told you last time, if another hooker files a report against you, it’s over. Not even the union will save your ass.”

“Yes, sir. No problem. I’ll get right on it.” Konowicz shuffled out of the office.

“I know you will, and you’re gonna bring her back here safe and sound, in one piece, so I can talk to her! Not a mark on her, you hear!” Konowicz didn’t acknowledge. He kept on rolling out the door.

Schueller shook his head, a temple-pounding headache coming on. He recalled a book he read back in the 80’s called The Peter Principle, about employees having a tendency to rise to the highest level of incompetence. The book described how people hit the ceiling of their careers due to the inability to competently manage their responsibilities. Schueller had become convinced that Dr. Lawrence J. Peter was a prophet. The good doc must have foreseen the life and times of Scott Konowicz when he wrote his book.

This was the defining characteristic of Konowicz’s life, incompetence. He considered Konowicz a shining example of the golden age of mediocrity celebrated across America today. His exquisite failures reached into every facet of his life, leaving no stone unturned, no accomplishment untainted. His spectacular divorce and lack of children was a shining trophy on the mantle of failure he donned upon his shoulders each day on his way out the door to work (after spiking his coffee with the cheapest bottle of rum available at the corner liquor store).

Konowicz ate, slept, and drank of ineptitude to such excess that it rivaled his alcohol consumption. When Schueller confronted Konowicz four years ago about his alcoholism, trying to offer the idiot some help, Konowicz replied, “No Alcoholics Anonymous for me, no sir. That shit’s for quitters! The only twelve steps I need are the steps leading from the car to the checkout counter of the liquor store!” The idiot had laughed it off. You can lead a horse to water but you can’t make it drink.

Schueller watched through the blinds of his office window as Konowicz approached his fat sidekick, Oberman. They couldn’t be more different looking, and yet they were two sides of the same coin. They matched each other nearly point for point. Their lives were like mirror images of one another. They damn near finished each other’s sentences.

Both detectives shared the same tendency for corruption and bribery. This was the primary reason Schueller had pared them up as partners six years ago. Better to let two bad apples rot together rather than watch them pervert others on the force with their corrupt influence.

Schueller sighed, rubbed a hand across his face and mumbled to himself, “They’re poster children for labor union reform. If the union can make allowance for their continued employment, it must be fundamentally flawed.”

Schueller was well aware that both detectives spent their unproductive days skating on the minimum effort required to keep their jobs. They played the Rodney Dangerfield role, I get no respect! He also knew they spent their lonely nights shaking down pimps, prostitutes, and drug dealers for a little bonus pay, a few hundred here, a few hundred there. Both having hit the limits of their careers years ago, they took it upon themselves to get ahead the old-fashioned way: threats, blackmail, extortion, and coercion.

Schueller sincerely hoped he could finagle a signed statement from this mystery blonde and put an end to both their careers. It took a lot of dirt to get rid of an NYPD officer, but those two had been pushing the limits of tolerable police behavior for far too long. The office of internal affairs had a dossier on both of them longer than most criminal rap sheets.

* * * *

Detective Konowicz was not a happy man. Every time he spoke, turned his head, tried to eat or drink, his nose spiked pain throughout his skull, causing a series of throbbing waves of misery. His Oxycontin pain pills kicked in with a nice buzz, but the catcalls and teasing from his fellow officers left him with a foul attitude.

“Hey, Konowicz, is it true you had your ass handed to you by a hundred pound bimbo?”

“Hey! We should put the bimbo on The Jerry Springer Show with Konowicz and Oberman. After she’s done kicking their asses all over the stage, she can do a number on the stripper pole!” This knee-slapper had them all busting a gut, tears streaming down their faces.

“I heard she zapped Oberman right in da freakin’ nuts wit’ your piece. You gotta give her points for originality on that one!”

“I bet the chief had their balls for breakfast over that shit!” The legend of their confrontation with the blonde grew with each retelling.

“Everybody’s a fuckin’ stand-up comedian,” Konowicz grumbled under his breath to avoid inciting further comment. The incident with the little blonde cunt was the most recent humiliation he’d endured, but it was a symptom of a much larger problem. This event sat atop a heaping list of embarrassing disappointments. The list stretched back over the decades, extending throughout twenty-two years of an unrewarding and meritless police career.

Life had not been good to Konowicz, but his police work provided a nice outlet for the anger and frustration. Out on the streets, he and Oberman didn’t take any crap from criminals unfortunate enough to land in their path. Especially the prostitutes. Bust a few heads, shake down some whores, collect a few dollars, grab onto some new names and do it all over again. Whether by cash or services rendered, the girls always paid. Konowicz had the unbreakable power of the law behind him. Nobody dared to defy him. Nobody but this bimbo.

Saddled with a broken nose for all his co-workers to see and appreciate had enraged him to the point of murder. Konowicz planned to get that little bitch one way or another. It wasn’t just business, it had become a personal vendetta. She’d never see the Chief. There would be no signed statements. He wasn’t a fool, and he surely wasn’t going down for some hot piece of tail with a bullshit complaint of extortion.

Konowicz fantasized long and hard about horribly unspeakable things he might do to her before he killed her. Oh, how she would beg and plead. She’d do anything he wanted. Anything. She’d probably try to pay him off first. That’s how it usually went when things got rough. He might even let her scrape up some money before he finished the job ... drag it out a little longer. Konowicz got down with some serious planning. He put more effort into his plans for revenge than his own career.

He needed to be certain Oberman would cooperate. Konowicz approached Oberman privately during lunch at the greasy spoon diner they frequented.

“Hey ... we gonna fuck dis chick up when we find her? We ain’t takin’ no prisoners right?” Konowicz spoke in hushed tones, his plugged sinuses added a nasal whine to his voice.

“Yeah, no problem. This bitch is gonna wake up dead in a dumpster by the time we’re finished,” Oberman confirmed with a malicious gleam in his eye.

Konowicz had expected as much. They were both on the same track. Business as usual. “You get the artist’s rendering yet?” Konowicz whined.

“Yeah, it looks close enough. Where do you wanna start?”

“I was thinkin’ we could hit up Talco. See if he knows anything about her.”

“I bet he knows somethin’. We’ll catch him tonight. He owes us one after the last stunt he pulled.”

“Gotta figure a package that sweet turns a few heads. We’re gonna find her real soon. She must be workin’ with somebody. Chick like that ain’t walkin’ the streets alone.”

Konowicz nodded. With the network of pimps and prostitutes they had access to it was only a matter of time before they found her.

* * * *

Talco stood at the entrance to Chandler’s Bar and Grill waiting for the arrival of Oberman and Konowicz, a.k.a. Los Demonios. Everything involving those two assholes equated to a deal with the devil. He wondered how he’d ever rid himself of their tyrannical influence on his life. He couldn’t imagine anything short of killing them that would free him, and he wasn’t a murderer. A pimp, a bastard, a felon on probation, he fit all these descriptions, but not a killer. Not yet.

“It’s about fuckin’ time you showed up. Been waitin’ for twenty-five minutes, man! You think I got nothing better to do?” Talco complained in his heavy Puerto Rican accent.

“Relax, sit down, have a beer. Ain’t you ever heard, patience is a fuckin’ virtue?” Konowicz gestured to a corner booth in the bar. He continued, “You’re too high strung. Look at Oberman here, that’s what happens with too much stress.”

“Yeah fuck you too. Your ugly mug ain’t winning any beauty contests,” Oberman retorted at Konowicz.

Talco looked at Oberman’s scratched face and Konowicz’s broken nose. He prayed to the Blessed Virgin he would never allow himself to deteriorate so badly that he resembled either of them. His sleek, fit, twenty-seven year old, golden-tanned Puerto Rican body was in its prime, and he intended to keep it that way for years to come. To Talco, Oberman’s overweight fifty-plus years of bulk with heavy bulldog jowls and beady eyes was the worst condition a man could be in. Konowicz, although trim, was plenty undesirable in his own gaunt, balding way.

They looked like a wicked version of Laurel and Hardy with Brooklyn accents, heavy drinking problems, and noses for smelling out nasty business. Somehow, their indecent ventures always seemed to find a way from their hands into his lap.

Los Demonios ordered rounds of beers and burgers. I’ll be paying the tab. Those putos didn’t ask for separate checks.

“I got somethin’ here for ya. Look at this.” Oberman handed the artist’s rendering of a blonde woman to Talco. “You recognize her?” Talco looked over the drawing for a moment and shook his head.

“She’s workin’ the streets. She’s been seen in the last week by Palmetto and 60th. Claims to be workin’ alone, but she’s a hot little bitch, and it don’t make sense that she’d be out there on her own.”

Talco sensed something personal involved in this. He got a really bad feeling. There was more to this girl than they were telling him. He speculated she had something to do with the scratches across Oberman’s face and silently praised any woman brave enough to fight back. The sad part, this chick was already fucked. She just didn’t know it yet. You never go head-to-head with NYPD, a serious mistake.

Konowicz stared hard at Talco, making certain to impart the severity of his request. “This baby here’s got your name all over it. You find her and we’re square for the last payment you owe. Think you can handle it?”

Perhaps the girl was involved in something serious, heroin or something. Maybe she needed to be taken in. Maybe it was legit. “I’ll ask around, see what I can find out. I’ll put in the time. I’ll try, but I can’t guarantee anything. And what if I can’t find her? All this for nothing? You still gonna be on my case, man? I gotta life too, a wife and kid!”

“Hey, you better remember a few things. You gotta do everything you can to protect that sweet little chica at home. You get popped on a probation violation and you’ll be doing twenty-four months. That ain’t so good for the mamasita. Maybe she’s gonna have to work the streets again to pay the bills. You wanna see that? You wanna see her on her back again while you’re locked up?” Konowicz threatened in his nasal voice.

He knew these weren’t idle threats. With nothing but a phone call to his probation officer from either detective, Talco would be immediately thrown in lockup. Since he was already convicted, and on probation, he had no rights to speak of. And he wasn’t exactly keeping his nose clean, running a prostitution racket on the side. His life had been a living hell from the moment the detectives had pressured one of his girls into revealing the name of her employer. They had owned his ass ever since.

Talco seriously considered the idea of killing these two disgusting pigs. They could sit here in front of him, calmly drinking beer at his expense, and discuss the ruination of his life. His temper flared, his fists and jaw clenched tight. Generations of hot-blooded Puerto Rican genetics warred against his better judgment. Evita warned him constantly to calm down and think before acting. He had to cool down, that’s what Evita always said, “Cool it pappy, te quiero mucho. No te asustes.”

It was his hot blood that put him in prison the first time, after he beat some asshole senseless for smacking around Evita when she refused him anal sex. She’d been so appreciative that she’d stood by Talco’s side through every court appointment while he was prosecuted for aggravated assault. In the face-off of an obnoxious fast-talking Puerto Rican vs. a respectable white businessman, the jury’s verdict against Talco was a foregone conclusion.

The one witness whose testimony could’ve brought to light all the mitigating factors in his defense had remained silent. Talco refused to let Evita take the stand. She’d wanted to defend him, to return the favor, she’d begged Talco to let her testify. But the prosecutor knew the score. He’d threatened to have Evita deported back to Colombia if she testified. Talco had forced her to stay out of it to protect her immigration status. He took the rap. He actually was guilty. He’d beat the living shit out of the fat bastard who’d laid hands on Evita. He was no slouch in a fight.

Found guilty and carted off to prison, Talco learned real quick who his true friends were. Evita was the only one who stuck with him when the chips were down. It was her money he spent on a shyster attorney who did little if anything for his defense. Evita was a keeper. He married her two days after his release from serving twelve months, a two year suspended sentence hanging over his head. She’d waited the entire year without complaint. She was there when no one else gave a damn. She’d proven her worth a hundred times over.

He owed it to Evita to keep a cool head. He swallowed down his pride and fury and tried reasoning with the detectives. “Hey, take it easy! I’ll do what I can, but don’t expect miracles. If my people know who she is, then we got her. I’m on it.”

“Damn straight you are, and you’re gonna pay the fuckin’ tab too!” Oberman motioned to the waitress, “Hey, can I get another round over here?” Oberman and Konowicz always drank their fill when Talco was paying for it.

CHAPTER 8

Awake in bed at sunset of the following evening, Michelle lying next to him, Aaron knew he needed to contact his roommate Kyle very soon. Besides, if it was Michelle’s wish that he live with her, he needed to get his stuff out of Kyle’s apartment.

He couldn’t imagine sleeping anywhere but her bed after the phenomenal sexual acrobatics of the night before––insanely erotic things he’d never imagined in his wildest fantasies. To top it all off, there was no fear of STD’s or pregnancy. Another one of those fringe benefits of being vampires. Nothing but purely awesome, condom-free sex and a whole lot of biting.

The downside? He was now madly, irrevocably, undeniably, hooked on Michelle. It scared the crap out of him. His limited experience with serious relationships taught him one lesson very clearly. Women can destroy a man’s peace and turn the whole world on its head in a matter of seconds. Michelle was no exception. If she ever got truly angry with him he’d be royally fucked.

Despite this fear and uncertainty, he couldn’t ever recall having felt this strongly for another person. His relationship with Delia couldn’t hold a candle to the intensity of emotional attachment he felt toward Michelle. His whole world revolved around Michelle. He could actually sense her thoughts, feelings and emotions, 24/7. In a way he was Michelle, and she him. It was becoming difficult to tell where her feelings ended and his began.

He wasn’t sure how to bring it up without sounding like a lovesick puke. He decided to go for it, put it out there and see what happens. “Should I assume that I’m living here now, permanently?” He approached the subject of Kyle and his apartment cautiously.

Michelle was engrossed in her iPhone, texting like mad. “Oui. Is necessary for the moment.” She paused, sent another flurry of text flying through the airwaves, and continued, “I have a new job for you. I sent your pictures to the escort service and they like you. There are several women scheduling appointments to see you.”

She has pictures of me? When were those taken? OMG––I hope I had clothes on. He opened his mouth to protest and thought better of it. It seemed prudent to say as little as possible when it came to Michelle. She already knew way too much about his thoughts and feelings.

“You have a date tomorrow night with an older woman who likes sexy, young boy toys. Five hundred dollars an hour. Is much better than strip clubs. The ladies, they pay you for the bite. Is parfait. Sex is not necessary, but maybe later, when you have learned control. One good bite with a happy ending is enough to satisfy. Is easy when they look you in the eyes, you have dominance. You lead with suggestion.” Michelle dropped this bombshell in his lap without ceasing her flurry of text activity or one moment of eye contact.

“This we practice tonight. Remember to be very careful not to cause the addiction. Is very important!” There it was again, the veiled threat. She didn’t quite say it, but he knew she was thinking it. Thinking about how she’d kill him if he proved uncontrollable.

“Is there a problème?” After seconds of stunned silence from him, she jumped up and pecked him on the cheek with her most sincere look of innocence. He was fast learning to regard that look with suspicion. It seemed her faux innocence became more convincing when she was up to something, like roping him into a job as a male escort.

He snapped back at her sarcastically, “No. No big problem. But don’t you think you should ask before making plans on my behalf? I do have a job you know. I had a life before I met you.”

She popped her head up to peg him with a stare that communicated her irritation. “This restaurant is no good for you. You must sever ties with those you knew before. You are very much changed now. People are not stupid. They notice the difference.” She spoke with an air of impatience as though telling him something he should already know.

He scowled, his mind awhirl at the prospect of working as an escort in the sex trade. He knew escorts were rarely ever just an escort. It was nothing but a technically legal term for prostitution. Escort rolled off the tongue a little easier, but it still left a sour taste in his mouth.

She continued explaining that which he should have understood by now. “Is better we live the nightlife alone. No relations with friends or family. They are like cattle. We feed from them, but nothing more. Is a dangerous game to play. You will risk they learn the truth?” She surveyed him with the raised eyebrow of you-know-I’m right-and-you’re-wrong.

He shook his head in denial of her truth.

“Le prix à payer est lourd. The price we pay for this life is obscurity. They can never know our true natures. We would be hunted. We take many pains to avoid this. No relationships with the food! It cannot be.”

Her logic began to sink home.

He shook his head in resignation. “I suppose you’re right. I should have seen this for myself. I guess I didn’t think about it. It’s probably best to break these connections now. I should go to my apartment, get my things, and give my roommate some excuse. Maybe I’ll give him a bit of the truth. I’m living with you now, and I work with an escort service as eye candy for lonely, wealthy women.” He was being sarcastic, but Michelle took him seriously.

“Oui, is a good idea. Tomorrow night. Tonight is more training. You still have much to learn.”

And that was that, subject closed.

As they exited the apartment building, she laid her hand on his chest to stop him. “Wait for me here, cher.”

Ten minutes passed, and then ten more. He stood in the wet drizzle, on the sidewalk where she’d instructed him to wait. He waited, and waited some more. At the point he was ready to head back up and find out what the hell was keeping her, it happened.

{{COME TO ME.}}

It hit him with a massive adrenaline surge. He needed to be there now, now, now. He darted into the alleyway, zinged past a stack of pallets and leaped over the dumpster in his way. In another second, he’d leaped up in the air snatching the metal railing of the fire escape. Up and over, and he was running. As his feet pounded out a rapid fire staccato beat up the metal stairs, his mind filled with the urgent need to get to Michelle on the roof. Within seconds he reached the top level catwalk of the fire escape, leaping to the edge of the roof, thirty feet above. With a desperate scrabble of hands and elbows he made it over the edge. She was right there, he could feel it. His vision zoomed in on her as he ran balls out to reach her.

He almost plowed right into her, barely skidding to a stop inches away. He felt an aggression he’d never known before, an urge to attack/defend. His enhanced senses ranged out over the roof top, seeking sounds, smells, or telepathic signature of some nameless threat. He felt primed for battle, a truly powerful and exhilarating experience.

Michelle congratulated him with a quirky, lopsided grin, “Very impressive! It only took you forty seconds to reach me. I’m very proud of you.” She squeezed his biceps and kissed him on the lips––the conquering hero welcomed home.

He huffed and panted heavily to catch his breath. “What was that all about?” His nerves were stretched taut, a bowstring ready to snap.

“Is a test to see how quickly you respond to my call. You passed beautifully. Is good exercise to learn coordination. You are faster and stronger than I am, you know?”

He had to admit she was right. He’d moved pretty damn fast. It was fucking awesome. He felt proud and powerful. Both feelings were quickly swamped by his rising irritation. Michelle had that effect on him regularly, an assault of mixed signals and emotions.

She touched him, holding his gaze without blinking while sending a strong sense of calm and approval. It hit like a tranquilizer, draining his aggression and relaxing the tension.

Realization soured his belly. This had been a convenient demonstration. She held the power to order him around, and then manipulate his feelings about it after the fact. He felt like the golden retriever living up to its namesake, retrieving the stick for its master. Michelle’s behavior smacked of a prideful dog owner patting him on the head saying, good boy, while he stood there wagging his tail, waiting to play fetch all over again. As much as it bothered him, he couldn’t shake that lingering sense of pride at her words of praise.

They returned to the street level with the same high-flying acrobatic maneuvers of the night before. Michelle stepped off the side of the building, and he followed right behind her, without even being asked. The difference now, as he followed Michelle downwards in the descending switch-back game, he moved with confidence and grace. He had begun to learn to coordinate his new strength and speed, and he had to confess he felt physically invincible. He couldn’t really maintain a bitter attitude about Michelle’s little training exercise. The game had served its purpose. He was flying high on his exhibition of masculine power. All other petty concerns became meaningless.

Rolling through the streets in a taxi, Michelle explained her plans. “We wait until one a.m., the clubs are now full. People are drunk.” Her fingers slid over her his lap, teasing across the tip of his cock.

“We find the women dancing together. Is too easy. Feed quick. Thirty seconds, no more. You must learn to count. Is good exercise for control.” She snapped her fingers. “Bite and move on to another girl.” Her tongue licked her lips in a flicker. He sensed her excitement at having a hunting partner.

Upon entering the club, Michelle weaved through the crowd to the dance floor with Aaron in tow. She maneuvered them to a group of girls dancing together wedged into the center of the dance floor. Michelle and Aaron slipped into the middle of them swaying seductively to the music, maintaining constant eye contact.

He began to notice something different. These girls were watching him, and they were interested. Women didn’t look at him that way. Not unless they were so drunk they looked at everyone that way. These girls wanted him. They moved in closer. Before he knew it, two girls sandwiched him and began grinding front to back. He’d never been singled out by two women for such intimate attentions. It was an incredible sensation to command the affections of several beautiful women.

He could get used to this real fast. Being the focus of so much attention was intoxicating. He felt like a rock star partying with his entourage in the VIP section. He looked over at his fellow rock-star-vampire-master. She was getting down to business.

While the ladies got funky, grinding all up on him, he gawked at Michelle in morbid fascination. She had already bit into one girl for a few seconds, and immediately turned towards another girl behind her for a second bite, making short work of anyone within reach. Nobody seemed to notice what he saw. They were being tapped one right after the other, all totally oblivious. She was an illusionist of the highest order, sleight of hand and fang. The cattle were blinded by her splendor.

The girl in front of Aaron leaned back into him with her backside, offering the juicy target of her neck and shoulder. She looked up with a seductive smile, giving him the eye contact he needed. Her petite, golden-brown Latina curves begged to be bitten. She licked her lips suggestively, an invitation he could hardly refuse. He struck hard and fast, letting the feeding instinct take over as he sunk into her exposed neck swallowing down her red, delicious life. The girl reached up to run her fingers through his hair, cupping his cheek in her palm. 

“Mas, mas, don’t stop!” She fisted her hand in his hair with her explosive orgasm.

He didn’t want to let go. Every instinct in his body said to hold on, suck until there was nothing left to take. He dug down deep to find the strength of will to release her after what seemed like thirty seconds. He pulled back leaving her hot and bothered, unsatisfied. Reading her mind was a lesson in desire. She wanted more. She wanted him to do it again. She didn’t have a clue what he’d done, but she wanted him to keep doing it. The girl smiled up at him with a drugged, dazed look, a light sheen of perspiration on her forehead, her dark iris faded to solid black from dilation. He had made a new friend.

Michelle flashed her eyes at him, sending a psychic kick through their mutual bond, silently urging him to move on. He turned away from the Latina to face a tall, willowy blonde who matched him in height. In seconds his unwavering eye contact gave him the control he needed. When he beckoned, she came. She moved right up on him, aligning her slim curves with his body as they both swayed to the music. She wore a short blue dress and easily straddled his thigh, spreading her legs to place her most intimate flesh on his leg, her hips grinding in time with the music. The Latina behind refused to be dismissed so easily. Latina began working to regain his attention. She molded herself to his backside with her arms flowing around him, slipping her fingertips into the front waistband of his pants.

He bit down straight into the pulse of the blonde grinding her moist sex on his leg. He tried his best to focus on only one girl at a time, even though they both struggled to gain his attention. Within seconds the blonde took his hand in hers, pulling his fingers down, inviting him to touch where she needed him most. Her dress had hiked up exposing her inner thighs to his caress. While he drank deeply, she used his hand to massage her swollen wet pussy, leaking her juices onto his fingers.

The Latina hadn’t given up the battle for Aaron’s affections––she worked harder to regain his attention. With her hand down the front of his pants, she tugged his cock to a full-blown erection. He was so drunk on the overlapping sensations of blood and seduction that he almost fed too long from the blonde. As he released her neck, she became more aggressive with her ministrations, pulling her underwear aside to shove his fingers partway into her slippery wet warmth. At the same time, the Latina spooning him from behind worked him harder, faster, a skilled hand.

For the second night in a row, Michelle abruptly cut into his erotic fun when she grabbed his free arm and yanked him out of the clutches of the sex sandwich. She plowed through the wall-to-wall dancers with Aaron in tow. He looked over his shoulder to see two disappointed faces scowling at him.

When they reached the exit, Michelle turned to him with a sly smile. “Sorry to interrupt, but this was out of control. You did very well with timing, but you must not engage them sexually in public. You attract the wrong attention. You don’t want security and police.” She smooched him on the cheek and led him outside to the taxi. She didn’t seem angry. In fact she appeared aroused. Her eyes dilated with pleasure.

“Your eye contact gives you control, especially when they are drunk. Arousal from the bite and your natural attraction will drive women to rape you in public. Is a sexual frenzy. You must learn to moderate your effect.” She was stroking his arm and crotch seductively. A study in contradictions––to speak of moderation while arousing him to the point of explosion.

“I know is difficult. Is very exciting. Even to me, just watching you is exciting. I will take good care of you tonight.” She punctuated the promise by gripping his erection with her hand down his pants while kissing him.

This new life with Michelle? Well, pretty damn cool so far. He hoped that someday her affections might become genuine, something more than desire and lust. He wished that one day she’d feel as strongly about him as he felt about her.

CHAPTER 9

Aaron had mentally prepared himself for a quick in-and-out meeting with Kyle. He felt confident he could explain away having disappeared for almost a week.

Michelle blew his carefully constructed plans all to hell. “Let’s go. Is time to close the door to your previous life. We must see this friend of yours.”

He knew there was a good chance they might run into Delia and her friends there as well. This is gonna be a disaster. Like watching the cars pile up one by one in a train wreck; he saw it coming from a mile away.

“I don’t know if it’s such a good idea to bring you along. Things might get complicated. My ex-girlfriend could be there. Maybe it would be better if I do this alone.” He gave it his best shot at diplomacy, but he already knew from his connection to her thoughts and feelings, Michelle would not be deterred.

“I will make certain is very clear to your friends that you are mine!”

It felt good to hear her declare something so intimate, but her manner made him uneasy.

“You will take us now to see your friends.” Spoken in the unmistakable timbre of command, Michelle ceased all debate on the matter.

* * * *

“Hey guys, how’s it going? I just stopped by for a few minutes to say hi. I’m in a hurry. Gotta run.” Aaron edged in the front door, hoping not to attract too much attention. He prayed that he could get in and out quickly.

Kyle popped his head out the bedroom door near Aaron with a surprised look. Delia and her two friends stood at the far side of the room deep in conversation. The girls were debating the usual meaningless drivel of he said/she said. They hadn’t noticed Aaron yet, but Kyle was quick on the draw.

“Whoa dude, where the hell have you been? I called your cell like thirty times. I was beginning to think you were dead!” Kyle was all over him with a suspicious look on his face. Aaron read his thoughts, which were even more suspicious than his face revealed: “Where has he been? What the fuck was he thinking? How are we gonna pay the rent if he lost his job? Why didn’t he answer any of my calls? Oh shit, who is this magnificent piece of ass wrapped around him? OH. My. God! She’s a fuckin’ knockout!”

Michelle most definitely fit the description of a fuckin’ knock out. She was dressed in a tight-fitted pink top with dark blue jeans that molded to every delicious curve of her body. Painted on.

Aaron had to check himself. He almost answered questions Kyle hadn’t spoken aloud.

He caught himself at the last second. “This is my ... friend ... Michelle. Michelle, this is my roommate Kyle.” He hadn’t known what word to use to describe her. Friend was the only thing that came to mind that would make any sense to Kyle. Referring to her as his Vampire Master probably wouldn’t work out so well.

As he spoke, Aaron looked at Michelle several times. Her demeanor had magically transformed into the sexy-girl-next-door. She clung to his arm as if they’d known each other all their lives. Nothing short of miraculous. She could be quite the actress when she needed to. She held his eyes for a moment. He caught a mischievous twinkle in her eye. The real Michelle was still lurking in there, waiting to pounce.

“Bonjour, everyone, is nice to meet you. And you too, Kyle. Aaron has told me so much about you. I feel as though I already know you.” Aaron followed Kyle’s mind as he spun off in speculation of what Aaron might have said about him.

He had to placate Kyle’s unanswered questions quietly before the rest of the room got involved in the conversation. Delia and crew stared in their direction.

“Listen man, I’ve been staying with Michelle the past week. I’m really sorry I didn’t call you.” Aaron leaned into Kyle, speaking quietly in a conspiracy of two men appreciating the obvious good fortune of spending a week in Michelle’s bed.

“Really, I’m sorry. I lost my cell phone, and then I met Michelle, and it’s been totally crazy. But it’s all good, you know.” Reading his mind, Kyle tried to envision Aaron on a bender, partying it up with Michelle. Didn’t make sense to Kyle, Aaron’s personality didn’t allow for such behavior.

Delia and company closed in from across the room. He tried to be fast and discrete. “Seriously, Michelle is so awesome. She has this fantastic apartment and I got a new job that pays way better than Bemichis. I’m moving in with Michelle.”

Kyle popped at this last statement. Aaron realized from the course of Kyle’s thoughts that he’d neglected to address the primary concern, the rent.

Kyle started in on him. “Hey, man, you’re moving pretty fast here. I mean we have rent coming due in a couple of days and ... um ... you two barely met!” Kyle had begun to panic. He could see from his thoughts that Kyle actually didn’t have enough to pay the rent on his own.

Delia and gang surrounded Aaron. They had gathered the basic concept that he was moving out of Kyle’s apartment and in with the blonde goddess caressing his arm. Aaron glanced at Delia briefly. She looked different now. He didn’t see all those adorable little details that had once fascinated him, holding him in a constant state of frustrated arousal. Delia’s shoulder-length, dirty blonde hair didn’t shine like it used to. Her cute, little sassy look now appeared spiteful and catty. Seeing her now was like looking at an old photograph, remembering something long forgotten. Delia seemed diminished, less than. She couldn’t begin to measure up to Michelle.

As Delia and her two friends moved into flanking positions, blocking off avenues of retreat, Michelle intervened. She addressed Kyle as though he’d been speaking to her with his protests. “Oui, is true, we just met a few days ago. But what can I say? Is très magnifique! We are together all the time. Is like I don’t want to let him escape!”

He snickered. If only they knew how very true those words are.

With this, Michelle reached around and squeezed his ass, planting a loud smooch on his cheek. He was now marked territory with a big sign hanging from his rear that said, Property of Michelle––NO TRESPASSING.

Delia looked both Aaron and Michelle up and down with a scowl painted on her face. He read how Delia puzzled over what qualities he had that could attract Michelle and keep her occupied for an entire week. Delia wondered if she’d missed out on something. Maybe she should’ve let Aaron have his way with her. Was he really all that in bed? She thought perhaps he was like that guy from the movie Fight Club––an unremarkable, scrawny weasel who suddenly transforms into a badass alter-ego, a screw-your-brains-out-all-night-long Brad Pitt.

Aaron became overwhelmed at the girls’ thoughts in response to Michelle’s boldness. All three girls and Kyle hit his mind in a tumbled mess of irritated confusion. “What is she saying? Are they sleeping together? Is he living with her now? God, I wish I had her hair. What a slut! I bet she has him totally pussy-whipped. That’s so typical of Aaron to fall in love with the first girl who grabs his ass. Look at her eyes. That color is freakish, that’s gotta be contacts. Those are nine hundred dollar Gucci shoes! I bet he paid her to do this. She can’t be for real. What could she possibly see in him? Delia must be dying with jealousy by now!”

Dazed and confused, Michelle tugged on his arm, bringing him out of his internal mess.

“Is only fair to Kyle we pay this month’s rent. Is so sudden.” Michelle had entranced Kyle. He was putty in her hands as she maintained her wicked soul-snatching eye contact. The woman could charm the skin off a king cobra. Her distraction provided Aaron the stimulus he needed to hastily erect a mental block to ward off the tangled assault of thoughts aimed in his direction.

After enjoying a couple seconds of mental silence, he got with the program. “Yeah, um ... I guess you’re right.” He turned to Kyle and offered a wad of bills that Michelle had given him the night before. “Here’s six hundred. That should cover you through the next month.”

Kyle nodded in agreement with a dreamy, idiotic expression. He barely managed a one word answer, “Okay.” 

As Kyle shoved the cash into his pants pocket in a crumpled ball, Michelle finalized the transaction with one of her adorable French asides. “Viola!”

This foreign sound from Michelle elicited frowns from all three girls. Kyle remained bewitched with his idiot smile pasted on. Amber, the girl to the right of Delia, leaned in, looking back and forth at Aaron and Michelle. “Wow, that’s really cool. So like ... you guys are moving in together?”

As she spoke, Amber nudged Delia with her elbow. Delia barely noticed. She stared unwaveringly at Aaron.

He made the mistake of staring back, catching Delia directly in the eyes with the full force of his gaze. He forgot how powerful his eye contact could be. He broke away from her stare after a few seconds, but the damage was done. He followed her thoughts as Delia picked up on the subtle but distinct differences in her ex-boyfriend. She felt a near irresistible attraction to him, far stronger than ever before. She wanted to run her hands all over him, under his shirt, down his pants. There was something disturbing about him, something strange, almost unnatural. She regretted having dumped him two weeks ago. This situation wasn’t right at all. Aaron had always been hers, wrapped around her little finger.

Delia began to realize she might have been wrong. Aaron was a real catch after all. What had she been thinking when she broke up with him? Aaron wasn’t supposed to go off dating European models. He was supposed to be jealous, begging her to take him back.

He frowned as he recalled doing just that. She had him groveling, calling her several times a day, leaving syrupy voicemails and text messages on her cell for an entire week. Right up to the moment he met Michelle.

Listening to Delia’s thoughts gave him inspiration. “Michelle, this is Delia. She’s a friend of mine. Delia, meet my girlfriend, Michelle.” Delia flinched as though physically stung by the intensity of Michelle’s scrutiny as she looked her up and down.

Michelle gave him the opening he needed. “Why don’t you get your things while I gossip about you with your friends?”

What goes around comes around, Delia. Off the hook, he headed for his bedroom mumbling, “Good idea.”

* * * *

Delia moved toward Aaron to follow him. She was halted in her tracks by Michelle’s firm grasp on her arm. She turned to Michelle with a blatant sneer, and was immediately captured by those vivid green eyes in an intense staring contest.

“I know you were with him before, but I hope we can be friends. These things can sometimes be a problème, non?” She still had an iron grip on Delia’s arm, staring directly into her eyes without blinking.

The spell finally broke. Delia shook her head and stammered, “No ... um ... I mean ... no problem. I ... we broke it off weeks ago. It’s cool. He’s ... we’re just friends now. Are you guys, like ... dating?”

Delia hadn’t fooled anyone. Her tension was obvious despite her attempts to appear calm. She displayed her nervous tick, pulling a stray hair behind her ear, avoiding further eye contact with Michelle. Delia looked to her friends for support. Amber jumped to her aid.

“Oh yeah, it’s alright. They broke up, like, two weeks ago. It’s all good.”

Delia bobbed her head. Amber joined in, both nodding emphatically, a united front declaring Aaron to be a free man. They wouldn’t dare think of laying their hands on him. Michelle could have him all to herself, no problem at all. No one who knew Delia was fooled, and neither was Michelle.

Kyle had enough of this drama. He addressed Michelle. “So, you live here in New York? How long have you been here?” Their conversation delved into the safe platonic zones of weather, traffic, and the rudeness of New York taxi drivers.

* * * *

Aaron made sure to stay busy in his room, away from all the stares and pointed thoughts. As he assessed his possessions and stuffed them into a couple trash bags he realized just how much his world had changed in the span of one week. He no longer felt any attachment to this place, these people, or his stuff. His meager clothing appeared drab and unsuited to his new personality and life style. His books and music no longer interested him. His friends in the other room, ensorcelled by his vampire master, no longer held any emotional significance for him. By comparison to the radiant Michelle, Delia was a self-absorbed, frumpy, awkward little girl, who was now uninteresting and frankly irritating. He couldn’t remember what it was about her that had appealed to him in the first place.

He recalled his life in this bedroom as it had revolved around Delia and Kyle. The memory in his mind’s eye seemed like a lifetime ago. A life lived by a different Aaron. He recalled passing his days between work, partying with Kyle, and the foolish pursuit of Delia’s paltry affections. His life had reached a significant fork in the road. The instant he aligned paths with Michelle there was no turning back. Every night traveled down this new path took him that much farther away from humanity.

He quickly finished gathering his junk and prepared to leave. He overheard Michelle dropping the “E” bomb as he walked out of his room.

“Aaron is working with me now in the Escort Service. Here is my card with my cellular. Aaron’s cards will be ready in a few days, you can reach him at my cell.”

Thoughts exploded left and right, front, side, and back. The mental shrapnel hit Aaron every which way. He took deep, calming breaths as he scrunched up his eyes in concentration to block out the pummeling assault focused on him: “She’s an Escort! She’s a prostitute! She’s pimping Aaron out! They must be junkies! She’s got him strung out on crack! He’s lost his mind! I knew she wasn’t with him for real. It’s a business transaction! God, I wonder how much she charges per hour? Could I afford a half-hour, catch a friendly discount? Maybe just a blow job?”

He did his best to get a grip, slowly and methodically shielding the waspish buzz of thoughts directed at him. Michelle grabbed his hand, lending him her calming influence and strength.

She setup a fast exit. “Ah ... you are ready? Sorry to run, but we have things to do and people to see. Very nice to meet you all. Adieu!”

He took full advantage of the moment. “Bye guys. Talk to you later. I’ll see you around. Take care.” They were all staring, jaws agape from shock. None of them dared to say what they were thinking. Kyle couldn’t stop imagining what it would be like to get a half-hour freebie from Michelle. He kept picturing her going down on him, her blonde hair bobbing back and forth as she sucked him off.

Aaron jetted for the door. There was nothing to be gained by spending another second in the presence of these humans.

As he turned his back on his former life, Michelle couldn’t resist one last jab. “Your friends were so nice to me. I’m glad we met.” She snatched a handful of his ass and nailed all four of them with the silent message in a backward glance over her shoulder.

They closed the door behind them with Kyle yelling, “Don’t be a stranger.” But Aaron knew things would never be the same again, because he was already a stranger.

On the taxi ride back to Michelle’s apartment he pondered if Michelle’s show of possessiveness was simply an attempt to help navigate the situation with Kyle and Delia, or if there might be the slightest hint of real affection.

CHAPTER 10

Aaron’s spirits soared, he had made his escape from Kyle and Delia relatively unscathed. He’d been nervous about the situation, but was pleasantly surprised at how easily Michelle handled the gang. She was quite charming, a nice change from her aggressive control freak persona.

After dropping off Aaron’s trash bags full of stuff at Michelle’s apartment they headed out again to another nightclub where Michelle knew the doorman personally. Her connection ushered them through the door immediately. They made a bee line for the dance floor and located a group of girls huddled together in a tightly-packed formation. Picking through the brains of the nearby girls, digging for those who were attracted to him, he found they all had one thing in common. Though each girl was different, each mind having its own particular flavor, a mutual desire was prevalent throughout the crowd. All these women really wanted was to meet a man––not just any man––a man who might be the one.

He thought it funny how these women went out with their friends hoping to be romanced off their feet as they dance the night away with that special man. The reality more often than not was ridiculous. The ladies stayed securely locked away in their safe zone with their girlfriends, brushing away the majority of the men who would chance to meet them. These girls discouraged and actively worked against the very thing they desired most, a meaningful romantic encounter. They wouldn’t find what they were looking for with Aaron, but they never stopped hoping. The women who noticed Aaron viewed him as a target for acquisition––a good candidate––never once seeing past the charming boyish exterior to the underlying truth. He was there to feed upon the cattle. Damn lucky a little nip was all he planned on taking. It would be too easy to take anything he wanted.

The vampires slid through the crush of swaying bodies like snakes in the tall grass. Their prey couldn’t see them coming until it was too late. The girls were no match for the animal magnetism radiated by the hunting vampires. As they selected targets one at a time, the unsuspecting girls thought themselves the chosen elite, excited to be singled out from the crowd by one of these sublimely beautiful creatures. Instead of fearing their proximity to a predator, they felt privileged to receive the attentions of either Aaron or Michelle.

He had begun to discern a pattern. It was always this way with the cattle. They were completely unaware of the danger. Was it his benign intentions putting them at ease? What excuse might there be for Michelle? She could never be categorized as benign. This was definitely a rapacious pursuit on her part. The only rationale that seemed to fit was ignorance. They honestly did not perceive the threat in their midst. The vampires were able to feed upon the women one at a time without a single member of the herd ever realizing they’d been singled out for attack. They didn’t know what was happening right before their eyes on the dance floor.

Each girl they encountered was enthralled, bitten, thoroughly dowsed with sexual ecstasy and then discarded as the vampires moved on to the next target. It seemed as though they lined up for it, eagerly awaiting their turn like children with the ice-cream man. The attraction they exuded was the ice-cream truck music, signaling to come and get it, one and all. Enough to go around. He felt like he could do this all night long, feeding from one woman after another. His thirst was insatiable. The thirty-second nips they snagged here and there only took the edge off.

By the time Michelle finished, he had hit full swing, having fed from six different girls and ready to take on another dozen. She tried to reason with him.

“That is more than enough for now. We must go before we attract the attention of security. They are beginning to notice.” She gave him a mental nudge in the direction of a massive bald black guy with a black t-shirt that said SECURITY. She was right; the man eyed them suspiciously. When Aaron focused on the security guard’s thoughts, he realized the guy suspected they might be pickpockets from the way they worked the room.

Despite the obvious threat from security, Aaron’s bloodlust was kickin’. He wanted to feed more. Now. He didn’t give a shit what the big scary man thought of him. Three girls nearby had eyes for him, wishing he’d come talk to them. He had every intention of doing so. The new and improved Aaron Pilan was not easily intimidated by humans, even if they weighed three hundred plus pounds.

Michelle glared at him issuing a none-too-subtle command, “We go now!”

And that was that.

He followed Michelle out the exit, his movements jerky and mechanical like a marionette. Her marching orders went against every instinct in his body. What he really desired more than anything was to feed. He didn’t want to leave. He wanted to set up camp in that nightclub, hang out all night long––till sunrise––tasting every single woman who walked in the door.

Maybe another nightclub? He opened his mouth to make the suggestion. She stopped him with her fingers on his lips and “the look.” The I-already-know-what-you’re-going-say-and-the-answer-is-NO, look.

He didn’t bother asking.

In the taxi ride home, Michelle surprised him by reaching down into the front of his designer DKNY black slacks. She freed his semi-hard cock from his pants and promptly went down on him. It only took her a few seconds to suck him to full-tilt rock hardness. She sucked and sucked and sucked until thoughts of feeding and bloodlust were replaced with another kind of desire.

“Oh shit. Damn!”

She grunted and slurped, making wet guttural sounds as she swallowed him whole over and over. She pulled and tugged, stroked and sucked, until he couldn’t think or move except to grip the armrest for dear life as he was rocked by the force of his release into her powerful warm suction.

The taxi driver tactfully looked the other way with a grin he couldn’t hide as Michelle slipped Aaron’s spent manhood back into his pants. She zipped him up and tucked his shirt back in like a mother primping her child to send him off to school. She patted his thigh affectionately, smiled as she wiped her mouth with a tissue, and licked her lips in a silent promise of good things to come. He wondered how hard he’d have to scrub to remove all that red lipstick from his groin.

He was struck with a lightning bolt realization––he loved her so much it hurt. She was everything to him: his mother, goddess, lover, caretaker, and the most gorgeous and sexiest woman he had ever known.

She ruined the magic of the moment when she started asking questions. “Are there any more friends or family we need to deal with? What of your parents? Why don’t you speak of them?”

* * * *

Michelle sensed her probing had struck a nerve. This was a sensitive issue for Aaron.

He gave her a non-answer. “I don’t really have any other friends I hang out with. And my parents ... well ... there’s nothing to say there. My father died and I don’t really speak with my mother much anymore.”

She didn’t like the potential loose ends of Aaron’s former life blowing in the breeze. She needed to be certain there wouldn’t be any surprises from his past rearing their ugly head in her nicely-ordered existence. She enjoyed the simplicity of detachment from humanity. A lonely life, but one without complications. Michelle had learned the hard way, through costly mistakes, that she could not build or maintain relationships with people. They were food and entertainment, nothing more. In her experience, these affairs always ended to the detriment or death of her human companions.

She briefly considered ordering him to talk. She could force his hand, but that seemed extreme and unjustified. She knew how it felt to be on the receiving end of compulsive authority. She was acutely aware of the fine line between control and abuse in relation to Aaron’s free will.

Perhaps another form of coercion would be better for making him talk. Having decided upon a course of action, she didn’t hesitate. She continued rubbing his thighs, reaching inward to tease his cock back into semi-hardness. She barely let up as they exited the taxi into the apartment building, caressing and kissing him in the elevator.

She tortured him delicately, watching him squirm as his eyes rolled back in his head with her sensuous massage. His cock stiffened out straight in his pants. Upon entering the apartment, he hurriedly stripped his clothes. She backed off, smirking. He stood naked before her, his raging erection pointing in accusation as if to say, you did this to me.

She studied him, appreciating her handiwork, pleased with his display. She stepped up, taking him firmly in hand, and whispered, “Please tell me. I want to know. Tell me of your parents. I don’t like secrets.”

As she spoke, her fingers slid down the length of him to his most vulnerable point. She cupped him, his precious jewels safely ensconced in her tender grip. Her hands and fingers kept moving slowly, sliding and testing his size and weight.

She stroked all that soft, yet hard cock. His mindless arousal rolled off his aura in waves. She had stolen away all reason with skilled, calculated seduction. His thoughts broadcast to her loud and clear. He wanted to throw her on the floor and ravage her body. Nothing else existed in his world beyond the need to be inside her, to finish what she started.

Using both hands now, while kissing his ears and neck, she continued to work him without mercy, stroking his full velvet shaft and his taut balls. She whispered again in his ear, brushing her lips across his skin lightly, her tongue flickering in his ear. “You promise to tell me everything after we finish?”

His powerful arousal had sparked her own. Her panties were soaked through with anticipation. It was all she could do to continue the game, holding his explosion at bay.

She knew the poor boy was so drunk on lust he would have agreed to assassinate the President if asked. His whole essence was consumed by the unbearable need to be buried inside her. He answered without reservation. “Yes, Michelle, I promise!”

With his agreement, she flung off her clothes, stripping pants, top, and underwear in a lightning-fast blurred Superman-in-the-telephone-booth frenzy. She emerged from the whirlwind stripper routine completely naked. She leaped at him ferociously and pinned him against the wall. His hands gripped her ass, and he shoved all that hard cock straight up into her.

“Dieu qui fait mal!” God that hurts!

And he definitely didn’t slow down on her account. He slammed into her over and over, his claws digging into her ass painfully. He hit home, right where she had taught him to go, hitting that spot. It was so rare a man knew where to give it to her. She pumped her hips to keep up with his sexual assault, riding his wave.

“Oh shit! Yes!” he cried out as he pounded her with every inch he had to give.

In the maelstrom of sensations, their psyches merged to become one, each knowing how to accommodate the other. He pumped hard and fast, slamming home to her limit as she ground her hips with animal grunts and squeals. It was actually painful, he was so powerful. But it was the right kind of hurt.

They growled and grunted their way to an explosive climax, biting deep and hard simultaneously. Their psychic bond synced them perfectly. They knew where, when, and how to pleasure themselves, and they knew exactly when and where to bite.

She kept at it, riding him upright with his back to the wall. She sunk her claws into the sheetrock of the wall while he pummeled her, his slamming thrusts bouncing her into the air. 

“Michelle!”

“Aaron!”

They growled each other’s names as they both came hard. Sex, blood, pleasure and pain created a wicked lovely blend like no other experience in this world. She bit him over and over, keeping him hard and virile throughout their sexual marathon.

“Oh. Oui, encore! Encore!” She drove him mad, frenzied with her demands for more.

They continued pounding and grinding, destroying the living room wall in their fervor. When the post-orgasmic exhaustion hit, by tacit agreement through their psychic bond, they released their bites and gave it a rest. She collapsed in his arms, wrapped around him, his cock still shoved deep to her core. She didn’t want to admit how wonderful it felt to have the unconditional love and attention of a powerful male vampire with his arms wrapped protectively around her. She could never connect with any other this way. Only with her own kind.

Why didn’t I do this decades ago?

He carried her to the bed and laid his weight into her without separating. She could sleep with his cock buried in her all day long and know she’d never be alone again.

* * * *

It felt so damn wonderful inside Michelle. He wanted to stay there for the rest of the night. As she looked into his eyes, he thought he saw a look of heady emotion, something reminiscent of the way he felt for her. Michelle quickly masked her features with a dreamy smile of contentment. She boosted his ego off the charts when she admitted, “It hasn’t been this good in a very long time.”

She popped her hips, digging him in deeper, which he took as the signal to give it to her again. His zeal renewed with her admission. He pushed in harder and deeper, grinding down in to hit her where it hurt, where she liked it to hurt. Each thrust squeezed a sexy little noise from her lips, driving him crazy.

After another exhausting round of biting and orgasms, he settled down to hold her tightly, spooned from behind with his abused cock fit between her perfectly rounded ass cheeks and his mouth up against her ear. He could picture staying like this, with Michelle molded to his body, for eternity. The only reason he need move was to make love to her over and over again, and then return to this very same embrace afterwards. What a perfectly wonderful life, lying in bed with Michelle, screwing like rabbits. This was as good as it got.

CHAPTER 11

They lay there for a time in the wonderful, magic afterglow of awesome sex, Michelle spooned up against Aaron. They were a good fit, his build seemed to match her, just right. She hated to do it and almost didn’t, but she needed to know. She needed to be certain he was truly hers with no strings attached to his former life. She interrupted their beautiful moment of peace.

“Mon chér, I am waiting patiently to hear your story. Tell me.”

She caught the smile splitting his face, he knew her well enough to understand the limits of her patience had been reached. Then he laughed out loud, at her.

She flipped around to face him, her ferocity barely contained. She stared him down, daring him to break his promise. Though a smartass, she read his sense of obligation to keep his promise even though she’d extorted it from him at a moment of vulnerability.

“Okay ... um ... ... My father died ... six years ago. It was probably the worst time of my life.” A searing avalanche of his pain accompanied his words. His grief burned all the way through their psychic bond. She sat up, shying away, trying to shut down their connection. No one should have to share that kind of pain, so intense, so personal.

It was pointless. She had stirred it up, and now the only thing to do was accept his pain, ride it out to the other side.

After a moment of shock and a couple quick gasps, she dived into his pain headfirst. She wrapped her arms around his waist to hug him close. She had forced the issue, at the very least she could offer some meager comfort.

He instantly calmed under her embrace. And then his mind opened wide to her as he spoke. She could actually feel and experience his memories; far more depth of imagery and emotion than could ever be communicated by speech alone. She flowed down into the pain-filled recesses of his memories––to the time of his father’s funeral and an overwhelming sense of loss and grief. The pain was still there, strong as ever, suffocating. She felt her own throat constrict with it. A pain she understood well, the loss of a father. She couldn’t help but think of her own father, in a time and place long removed from here. Her memory still carried its share of pain. Perhaps it’s something you never really get over. You just learn to live with it.

His memories were most painful at the wake, standing in front of his father’s coffin. Aaron didn’t want to see the corpse in that shiny box, all painted up by a mortuary makeup artist who’d never known his father in life. That wasn’t his father lying there, but the image branded into his memory. He couldn’t rid himself of the memory. Aaron turned away quickly, preferring to look at the collage assembled by the entry to the chapel. The collage held a much truer representation of his father, not that dead thing in a box. He spent a good amount of time staring at the photographs, trying to overwrite the painted corpse image.

Michelle immediately noticed the telltale signs of family resemblance. Aaron had his father’s smile and other small details like the shape of his jawline and set of his shoulders. She recognized something in his father’s face, a solemnity, a quiet strength that she’d seen glimpses of from time to time in Aaron’s demeanor. The kind of strength one doesn’t see at first. A subtle quality.

Some of the pictures sparked corresponding memories of the times and places they were taken. A picture of Aaron in his early teens sitting next to his father holding up a fish triggered the memory of his father’s voice urging him on. His father, Lucas Pilan, Luke, encouraged him. “Give her a fight. Don’t let up. Keep the rod solid in your hand. Pull back, steady ... steady ... reel her in, slow and easy.” Aaron was so excited and yet afraid to lose the fish. He didn’t even like fish, but he wanted this one for his dad, who loved a good pan-fried trout with beer batter.

Focus shifted to another picture of his father in a hospital bed, looking embarrassed but still smiling. Aaron recalled how his dad maintained his good humor to the very end, even as the chemotherapy treatments and medications brought on recurring bouts of nausea, making him so tired that he slept through most of the day. Though his body was frail, Luke’s spirit held strong. He’d smiled and laughed constantly, as if the discomfort was merely a distraction. At times his father would say, “I’m catching an early retirement out of this one ... don’t you worry, it’s no big deal. You can’t keep a good man down.” He’d spout off ridiculous things like this while bedridden, in extreme pain. Aaron had often wondered if it was the pain meds talking, or his father trying to smooth it over, keeping up appearances for his family, or perhaps lying to himself.

Aaron recalled his problems in school. How he was held back in the tenth grade to repeat the year because he’d spent so much time with his father in the hospital. And then, again, he missed an entire month of school after his father had died. Ironically it wasn’t the cancer that killed his dad, but the complications of internal bleeding after removing the tumor in surgery.

Another photo in the collage was Aaron at sixteen, just before his father’s diagnosis of cancer. He sat with both parents at his birthday party; all three of them smiling with faces pressed together side by side and cheek to cheek. Aaron’s mother, Angela, was a slight woman of dark brown hair, so dark, almost black, and sad brown eyes. Aaron obviously inherited something of Angela’s cheek bones and the sad tilt of her eyes. They seemed happy. An average American family living day by day, blissfully unaware of how death would irrevocably change their lives, robbing Aaron of all his joy for years to come.

And then his mother had changed in the blink of an eye. Almost overnight his mother had disappeared, replaced with a complete stranger. She began dating all different kinds of men her friends introduced her to. She never warned Aaron of her intentions. She just did it. The extent to which she had consulted Aaron about her desire to date and move on with her life had been an off-hand comment about how they both had to go on their lives and Luke wouldn’t have wanted them to be lonely. Before he knew it, she was out on Friday or Saturday nights, two-three-four in the morning. Sometimes she didn’t bother coming home until the next day. Angela’s behavior immediately after his father’s death seemed a horrible betrayal of everything he held sacred.

They grew distant quickly. Aaron wasn’t assertive enough to let her know how he felt. Long accustomed to the quiet, unobtrusive temperaments of both Aaron and his father, Angela didn’t bother to ask what Aaron thought. Had she asked, it would’ve been purely courtesy. Angela Pilan had been bowling over her boys for years. She’d always found a way to get exactly what she wanted. Luke hadn’t been the kind of man to set limits or argue with his wife. The Pilan men are long-suffering. Luke had been happy just to have Angela in his life. He taught Aaron to go with the flow when it came to the whims of his mother.

In going with the flow, Aaron withdrew from Angela. He found solace in his friends, Kyle and a couple other buddies. His grand plans for college and career were shelved for the day to day life of pursuing girls and enjoying the teen social scene of parties, movies, and music. It worked. Kept his mind off things at home he’d rather not deal with. Aaron stopped talking to his mother about anything he thought or felt. About anything at all. She didn’t seem to notice. Or perhaps she preferred it that way. She never tried to reconnect with her son. Angela pursued the single’s lifestyle, and Aaron took care of himself, rarely requiring anything from her.

Angela was busy making up for lost time, meeting new people, making new friends, and jumping from boyfriend to boyfriend almost monthly. During their family years, when Luke was still alive, Angela had maintained the habit of going to the local Catholic Church on Sundays. After his death, all pretenses were dropped. Aaron wondered that maybe he’d never truly known his mother all these years. It was as if she’d been maintaining appearances for Luke’s sake, and now the real Angela showed her face for the first time.

As he spent more and more time hanging out with Kyle, making plans to get their own apartment, it seemed the life he’d once known with a mother and a father was something experienced in a dream.

The final episode between him and this woman Angela, this stranger he called mother, happened the day he met Charles Miller. An insurance salesman, Charles and Angela had hooked up three months prior. Somewhere during these three months, in which Aaron hadn’t known the man existed, Charles and Angela had fallen in love and decided to marry.

This day was crisp and clear in Aaron’s mind, branded and labeled as the day he lost whatever remaining sliver of the mother Angela had once been to this stranger, Charles. The man showed up at the house––the first time Aaron had ever seen him. Aaron realized right away his mother was serious about Charles.

He gave it an honest effort to talk with Charles, to accept him into his life. Aaron’s limited conversations with the man ranged over sports and religion, subjects on which Aaron had little comment or interest. Apparently, Angela had been miraculously restored in her faith by the divine hand of Charles Miller. All the two of them ever did was preach Jesus and salvation. Aaron couldn’t run the opposite direction fast enough. It was painfully obvious they had no common ground. As it turned out, it wasn’t necessary for Aaron to welcome Charles into their home.

After meeting Charles, and sharing a meal together as though they were now a family, this strange woman inhabiting his mother’s body pulled Aaron aside to talk with him privately. She told him you’re nineteen years old, and its time you moved out and became an adult, and that she wanted to live her life with Charles without the weirdness of another male adult in the household. Aaron had listened to her in a daze of shock, simply nodding at the proper moments to indicate understanding. Understanding was the furthest thing from his mind on this day. He didn’t get it at all. Where was his mother? Had she been invaded by body snatchers? Had she become one of those pod people? Who was this woman telling him to leave the only home he’d ever known? How could she toss him out on the street like the spring-cleaning trash?

He didn’t recall if he had spoken to Angela beyond his dumbstruck nods of acknowledgement. He was too numbed with shock. He packed his clothes and stuff and moved into Kyle’s apartment that very evening. When asked about it by Kyle and friends, Aaron answered simply, “It’s the right time.”

Until this very moment, lying in bed with Michelle’s glorious naked body wrapped around him, Aaron never had a reason to look back on the past. It wasn’t necessary.

Delia had never cared about Aaron’s past, and Kyle had seemed to understand in a silent agreement that there was nothing to discuss regarding Aaron’s mother. Aaron and Angela’s relationship degenerated to the bare bones minimum of contact. He spoke to her on the required holidays in the American Christian custom. They exchanged gifts through the mail at Christmas and birthdays. Beyond that, neither one existed to the other.

Aaron kept on rolling forward, avoiding the need to think back and remember those bygone days when he’d once known what it was like to have a family. Those memories were too painful and always sparked resentment towards his mother. He blocked those memories away, trying his best to forget. There his memories stayed, buried in the riverbed of his life. He never found cause to dig into the soil and expose the past. It was easy for Aaron to fill the empty hours of his days with Kyle and Delia. As long as he kept busy, he had no time to brood on the past.

He lived his life cheerfully ignorant of the rest of the world outside Kyle and Delia until the day the world put Michelle in his path. Fate had gifted him––or cursed him––with this new turn of events. Aaron lay in bed holding the most beautiful woman in the world, bearing his soul through their mutual psychic bond, tears of blood streaming down his face from the remembrance of grief, pain and frustration he’d suppressed for years.

Michelle now knew everything about him: his past, his pain, his grief, his loneliness, and the little shoebox of a life he’d lived prior to meeting her. She was his confessional, his priest, his savior, his own personal Jesus Christ, laying his demons to rest with her touch, presence, and silent acceptance.

Purged of his sadness, allowing the memories to drift away to return to the vault of things better forgotten, Michelle agreed through silent psychic communication that this would never be spoken of again. Happy, limbs tangled together, they rested, content. She felt the satisfaction of problems resolved, demons conquered, and the comfort of a deeply rewarding connection. As dawn peeked over the horizon she drifted off to sleep like the dead in his embrace.

CHAPTER 12

Talco pounded pavement for three nights straight, passing around the artist’s rendering of the blonde tramp to every pimp, prostitute, and hustler he could find. Not one person recognized her. No one had ever seen or heard of her before. She’d never worked these streets, at least not anywhere near 60th and Palmetto.

He considered it a risk to speak with most of these people, many were ex-cons.  The rules of his probation forbid contact with felons. It was completely absurd. How should he know if someone was a felon? Was he supposed to ask? “Hello, my name’s Talco, oh ... by the way, are you a felon? I was just wondering because I’m on probation.”

What an awesome way to make friends and influence people. How can a man get anywhere in life saddled with such ridiculous rules? In most cases he could tell whether or not a person had been to prison before by simply looking at them. But on the streets? In the ghettos? Talco suspected his probation could get revoked simply for being in these areas. It looked way suspicious. And it made him extremely nervous.

This whole idea seemed stupid. Escorts don’t find dates on street corners, it’s foolish and suspicious, and a sure way to get tossed in jail. Girls didn’t need to do that anymore. Not with free classified ad websites.

The more time he spent on this pointless, high risk activity, the more pissed off he became. He was certain she wasn’t out walking these streets. So why was he beating the streets looking for this puta like a retard?

After three consecutive nights of wasted time he gave up. He’d have to find some other way to placate Los Demonios. Probably have to pay them off. The detectives certainly weren’t giving him credit for his efforts without results. This was exactly what he’d been afraid of.

He had a wife and newborn baby at home who needed him. He definitely didn’t need this shit. When he came home at midnight, Evita awaited him with a kiss and a smile, six month old Mateo held in the crook of her arm. They were the best thing that ever happened to him. He’d gained so much in so little time, but he stood to lose it all with this foolish business.

“What’s wrong, baby? Que paso?” Evita smoothed away the tension from his forehead with her free hand, baby Mateo cooing quietly in her other arm.

She was so beautiful as a mother. She’d truly blossomed with Mateo’s birth. Talco couldn’t imagine life without her and his son. He knew if he went to prison again, Evita might not be there by the time he got out. There were only so many mistakes a girl would put up with. Her golden skin, spicy Colombian attitude, and beautiful hazel eyes would surely attract another man if Talco went down for too long. He had to find a way out of this mess. He had to stop chasing the easy money and go legit. He had to get away from those bastard detectives.

He answered Evita as he embraced her, “Todo está bien mi amor. I’m okay. You know I love you? Tu eres mi vida, mi corazón.”

She had cooked his favorite dinner, fajitas Evita-style, with freshly prepared salsa and guacamole on the side. Beyond being the most gorgeous Colombian woman he’d ever met, she was also a damn good cook.

Evita Rodriguez, formerly Evita Valenzuela, had come to New York on a visa paid for by Colombian cartel, her stomach filled with tiny latex balloons of high purity cocaine. It was a fairly common way to catch a paid vacation to New York for Colombians who otherwise didn’t have a dime to their name. She survived the ordeal without a single package bursting in her belly, collected her $5000 dollar payoff, and promptly disappeared into the streets of New York City.

Barely twenty when Talco met her, she began selling her body to make ends meet. They became close after several months of working together. She told him she loved him. Many girls say that, but rarely do they mean it. And then came the night of his arrest. She proved just how much she loved him when she spent herself broke paying for his legal defense.

By the time he started serving his sentence, he demanded she get off the streets and marry him. She did exactly as he wished, working a waitressing job at a local Denny’s for the entire year he spent locked up. She stuck by him, wrote letters every week and visited the prison every weekend. She was his rock. She paid off the worthless defense attorney’s bill from her tips and overtime at the restaurant.

Two years had gone by, and Evita hadn’t worked the streets since. Talco was determined she would never again sell her body to pay the rent.

Evita was his angel, a godsend. How could he ever let her go?

Upon his release from prison he made it his mission in life to give her a child. The doctor told them the date of conception for Mateo was probably within the first week of his freedom.

He had never been happier, married to this gorgeous woman whose devotion had withstood every hardship imaginable, and a beautiful son to show for it. If only he could keep it going. If only he could avoid ruining all their lives with his mistakes.

He thought of opening a restaurant; let the New Yorkers have a taste of his wife’s fabulous cooking. He’d even name it after her, Evita’s. With the birth of his son, Mateo Rodriguez, he had new inspiration, a new reason to make something positive of his life. He began plotting and planning.

He spent endless hours working with the Small Business Administration––SBA. They had the business plans, financial plans, and guidance he needed to make it happen. He worked up a menu, designed the graphics for the neon sign, and even calculated twelve month projections of overhead and income. The SBA could provide small loans for business startup, but Talco needed to have a certain amount of his own cash vested in the project. That was the catch. He needed more money.

By his estimates he had two to three months left of running his little escort service to save up enough cash to start the restaurant. But that was before the devil sent Oberman and Konowicz into his life to torment him. All his grand plans screeched to a grinding halt when Los Demonios began taxing the life out of him, threatening everything he was trying to build.

Evita gave him that angry stare. The girl was a real stinger when she knew he was up to something. “Papi, I want you to stop. You don’t need the girls. We don’t need that much money.”

“I know baby, but we’re so close. We’re almost ready to start the restaurant.”

“Papi, how many times do I have to tell you, I don’t care about the money. I want us to be happy. If you quit working with the girls you can get rid of those detectives. They can’t get to you if you’re not doing anything illegal. Don’t you see how this is hurting us?”

“Aye corazón, you don’t understand how probation works. And these cops are dirty. You don’t even know how fucked-up they are. It doesn’t matter if I’m doing anything illegal. Los Demonios can lock me up con nada más que un acusación. I gotta do what they want or I’m goin’ back to prison. Ain’t no judge or jury for me. If the pigs start pointing fingers, I’ll be revoked like that!” He snapped his fingers in demonstration, “That’s the way it is.”

“Please Papi, just quit it. Do it for me ... can’t you do it for me?”

“Si, querida. If that’s what you want, I’ll quit. Right now. I’m done with this shit!” He assured her vehemently. And he meant it. “I’m gonna call all the girls and tell ‘em they’re on their own. Talco’s goin’ legit. Next time the detectives call I’ll tell ‘em to stick it where the sun don’t shine!”

CHAPTER 13

Konowicz stood with Oberman outside the front door to Bemichis Restaurant with Trish Anstrom, a thirty-something single mom who worked nights as a waitress.

“I saw her pick him up off the ground, and take off running down the street carrying him. It was the damnedest thing ever. Yeah, like I said on the phone, I heard a noise like a gun shot, and by the time I got a chance to look out the door, that’s what I saw. I think the police arrived a few minutes later. I couldn’t really see well. It was midnight and the streetlamp is over there.” She pointed across the road to the light post, huffed another huge whiff off her cigarette and continued, “Like I mentioned on the phone, I hope it wasn’t Aaron. But he hasn’t been to work since he left that night, and all this happened not ten minutes after he walked out the door.” Finishing her cigarette, she reached into her pack for another one to light from the glowing butt of the first.

Konowicz addressed her, “So let me see if I got all the facts straight. His name is Aaron Pilan, he’s twenty-two, about five feet eleven inches, approximately one hundred seventy pounds with dark brown hair and eyes, lives in the Reisner Apartment Building over on 52nd street, about ten blocks down. He doesn’t answer calls or text messages, and his voicemail is full. He was last seen leaving here at midnight August 26th, and somebody called asking for him. You think it was his roommate who hasn’t seen him in days. Is that correct, Ms. Anstrom?” She nodded yes repeatedly through the haze of cigarette smoke.

“Was there anything you could think of to add to this? Have you ever seen the woman who you said, picked him up and ran off with him? Did you recognize her?” Konowicz pressed, still evidencing a slight nasal quality to his speech.

She finished her second cigarette, stomping it out in the planter, and again shook her head no. “Like I said before, I’m not even sure it was Aaron.”

Oberman showed Trish the artist’s rendering of a blonde woman. “Do you recognize her? Was this the girl you saw that night?”

She frowned. “Maybe. Couldn’t see real well. I can’t say for sure.”

“Do you have any pictures of Aaron?”

She started shaking her head. “Wait a minute.” She turned and entered the restaurant, motioning them to follow.

“Here, on the wall, a picture from a wedding party we did a couple months ago. I’m sure Aaron’s in it.”

“Yeah, dat’s him alright,” Oberman mumbled to Konowicz.

Konowicz turned to her abruptly. “Thank you for your time, Ms. Anstrom, you’ve been very helpful.”

“You’ll let me know if you find out anything? He’s such a sweet boy. I’m worried about him.”

“Sure thing. We’ll be in touch.” Konowicz’s toothy smile did not reach his eyes.

* * * *

In the evening, as their official workday came to a close, Konowicz brought glad tidings to his partner, dropping a scrap of paper with a scrawled note on his desk.

“I got the address connected to that cell phone for the Pilan kid. He’s in number 204 at the Reisner Apartments. You got time to go pay a visit?” Konowicz smiled at Oberman. He could feel they were getting real close.

Oberman grinned, his first genuine smile of the day. “Looks like we’re doin’ some overtime.”

* * * *

“Hello, I’m Detective Oberman and this is Detective Konowicz. We’re with the 124th precinct, New York P.D. We’d like to ask you a few questions if you don’t mind. May we come in?”

Kyle instantly went on guard. These two characters looked like they had real badges, but he smelled something malicious and sinister––apart from their body odor. He didn’t trust them enough to allow entry.

“Well, I’m not sure what this is all about. Is there a problem?” He didn’t like the idea of these two inside the door. They were pushy. Oberman actually slid his foot in the door as they stood there staring down Kyle with you-don’t-want-to-mess-with-us looks. Kyle stared right back and let them continue speaking from the hallway.

“We’re here to see Aaron Pilan. Is he here now? We need to talk with him.”

That struck him weird. Aaron was about as harmless and law-abiding as they came. He couldn’t imagine what these two might possibly want with Aaron. He paused for a moment, and then decided to play along.

“No, actually he’s not. Um ... I haven’t seen him in days. If he’s in trouble I’d like to know about it, and how I can help. He’s a good friend.” His instinctive reaction was to make sure they didn’t catch Aaron by surprise.

“You know anything about his involvement with this woman?” Oberman showed Kyle the artist’s rendering of Michelle and pushed his bulk into the door a couple more inches. Kyle held his ground, letting the door push up against his body as he tried to look casually at what was a pretty damn accurate drawing of Michelle. He pretended not to notice how they watched him, or how they tried to force their way into his door. They pretended to care about his rights and privacy. None of them were very good actors.

“No, I’ve never seen her before. Can you tell me what this is all about?” He knew if he gave up Michelle he’d be giving up Aaron, so he continued to stonewall.

“Look, we know he was with her a week ago. We know he lives at this address. We can’t go into details because of the on-going investigation. If you know somethin’ and you’re not telling us, it’s only gonna hurt Aaron in the end. If you wanna help your friend, you need to help us find him.” Oberman played the standard authoritarian manipulation game.

Kyle knew there was very little these two creeps could do to help Aaron. Cops like this rarely ever helped anyone but themselves.

“I’ve already told you I don’t know anything. I haven’t seen him or heard from him in days. His cell phone is disconnected. I don’t know what else I can do to help you.” He put more pressure on the door, forcing Oberman to back up a couple inches.

Konowicz stepped toward Kyle menacingly, as if he would shove past Oberman and force his way through the door. “Listen here. We’re gonna find out everything eventually. We’ll find out all about you, your friends, and all the comings and goings here at your little bachelor pad. I’m pretty sure we’re gonna find somethin’ you won’t like. Maybe one of your buddies smokes weed, snorts a little blow, maybe someone’s poppin’ somebody else’s prescription pills. It’s a given. You would do a lot more for yourself and your friends if you cooperate with us.”

“I don’t do drugs, and I don’t hang out with anyone that does,” he informed them calmly. He waved his hand in dismissal of their bullshit. “You can threaten all you want, I don’t know where Aaron is and there’s nothing illegal happening at my apartment.”

Konowicz snapped back, losing his cool, “If I learn you’ve been lying to us, I’ll book your ass for obstruction of justice! You’ll sit in lock-up just long enough to lose your job and this shit-hole apartment you squat in! Don’t fuck with me punk!”

“I’ve said all I have to say. I’m done with you. Good day, Officers.” He shoved the door closed in the detective’s faces. He heard cursing and some back and forth whispering, and then they slipped a note under the door with an N.Y.P.D. business card.

Call me with any new information you get about Aaron Pilan and the woman.

Scott Konowicz

Kyle stood there for a moment, debating what to do about the situation. Should he tell them about Michelle? Should he call and leave an anonymous tip? Should he just warn Aaron and stay out of it? The detective’s threats seemed to be mostly intimidation tactics. They didn’t have anything on him, and he didn’t know anything. What you don’t know can’t hurt you ... right?

Delia overheard parts of the conversation from where she was standing a few feet inside the door. “What was that all about?”

“I’m not sure, but I think Aaron’s in trouble and it’s got something to do with Michelle.”

* * * *

“You have a voicemail from your friend Kyle. He wants you to call as soon as possible. Is very important.” Michelle handed Aaron her iPhone after dialing Kyle’s number.

“Hey, Kyle, it’s Aaron. Got your message. What’s goin’ on?”

Kyle explained what happened with the two detectives, and then told Aaron how he felt about them and their threats. “Dude, I’m freakin’ out! They weren’t messin’ around! It seems pretty serious. They were talking about abstraction of justice! Like they were gonna arrest me! I didn’t know anything, so I couldn’t tell them anything. Is there something I should know? What’s happened? Are you and Michelle in some trouble?”

“I have no idea. Seriously.” Shit, shit, shit!

“Really? So ... how’s it goin’ with Michelle?”

Kyle had a suspicious tone to his voice. Aaron wondered what he was thinking. What kind of assumptions he must be making by now.

“Ahhmm ... She’s great, we’re good. I’m telling you the truth, Kyle. I have no idea what those guys want. Honestly, this is a total surprise. But hey, thanks for blocking for me, I appreciate it. I really owe you one. Maybe I should get an attorney to call and find out what’s up.” Shit! What the fuck do I do now? What if they find us?

Aaron’s mind raced through possibilities. He didn’t know what to say. He felt like a fugitive in hiding every second that he lied to Kyle. He didn’t have a clue what to do if the detectives ever tracked him or Michelle down.

Kyle replied, “Okay, man, cool. Just be careful. I’m telling you those guys are creepy as hell. I had to take a couple shots of Patron to calm down after they left. Oh ... yeah ... um ... Delia’s here. She wants to talk to you for a minute.”

“Kyle, wait. I gotta go. I don’t have time for her right now.”

“Hi, Aaron, are you okay? Those officers sounded serious.”

He wasn’t prepared to deal with Delia. He’d written her off as a thing of the past.

“Uh, yeah, I’m fine. We’re fine.” He wanted off the phone so he could talk to Michelle. He had a whopping crisis to avert, namely being hunted down by NYPD for assaulting an officer. He hoped that by referring to both him and Michelle as being fine together, Delia might catch the subtle hint and leave him alone.

“Hey, Aaron, um ... I was hoping we could meet and talk. I want to talk about things between us. Everything has happened so quickly. I’ve been thinking about you. About us.”

“There’s not much to say. You broke up with me. You wanted to see other people. It wasn’t what I wanted, but now everything’s changed. I’ve changed. I thought you wanted your freedom?”

She laughed nervously and stammered, “Well, yeah, but ... I understand that you’re angry. I would be too. I want you to know I think I was wrong. I want to see you again. It’s hard to talk over the phone. She’s probably there with you right now ... listening. Can we talk in private? Can you come see me tonight? I’m here at the apartment.” She was starting to beg. Kinda creepy. She’d never been like this before.

Aaron cut her off. “Delia, I’m not mad at you. I was, but it’s over now.”

“I’m not asking you out on a date, okay. I think we need a chance to talk. It’s only been two weeks since we split up. Please Aaron. I really need to see you. I want to make it up to you. It’s all my fault. I’ll do anything you want ...”

“Listen, this is a really bad time right now. I’ve gotta get off the phone. There’s nothing to talk about. Michelle is really good to me. I’ve moved on. I’m sorry but I gotta go. I’ll call back, maybe, in a couple days or somethin’. Take care. Bye.” He hung up on her.

* * * *

Kyle could see the wheels turning in Delia’s head. It wasn’t difficult to figure out what had happened. If Kyle had a sexy thing like Michelle in his life, he’d drop Delia like a bad habit.

Kyle imagined that devious little mind of hers cooking up a scheme to get her hands on Aaron again. He’d told Aaron more than once she was a selfish brat. It took Michelle’s influence to finally pull him from Delia’s manipulations and mind games. What was she up to now? Was she bold enough to do something stupid with those nasty detectives?

“Hey, Delia, I know how you feel about this. Everything happened suddenly with Aaron moving out, and you were real close for so long. I hope you’re not thinking of doing something with those cops. Don’t mess with them, Delia. You call those detectives and you’re playing with fire. Besides you could get Aaron in trouble too. Not just Michelle. Let him live his life. If he’s making mistakes, let him deal with it. He’s not yours to play with anymore. You let him go and now he’s gone. You hear what I’m saying? Don’t get involved!”

“Alright already! I heard you. Don’t have a fit about it. I never said I would do anything! And I can talk to him if I want to. She doesn’t own him!”

But Delia wouldn’t look him in the eyes.

* * * *

“Is wise to stay away from the girl. She is dangerous, very selfish. I can see she will be a problème if you get involved with her again.” Michelle looked Aaron directly in the eyes to see how he reacted to her advice.

“Do I detect a hint of jealousy?” Aaron asked with a smirk.

“You know she’s not right for you. Is very difficult to have close relations with people. They are not like us.” She pursed her lips in admonishment as though above such petty jealousies. “Is true I care for you. We are bonded. What affects you affects me. But I could never be jealous about this girl. She is an enfant terrible, a spoiled child. And she has an obsession with you.”

Aaron grinned at her admission. “You are jealous,” he chuckled. “Admit it, maybe a little?”

He kissed her on the lips and stroked his fingers through her hair. “You’re right, as usual. She is silly, and immature, and there is nothing for you to be jealous about. You know you own my ass. Besides, she could never pull off that stunt you did against the wall the other night. That was insane. After that performance, how could Delia compare?” The brat enjoyed teasing her. He was gaining confidence in his new life.

“Aaron ... do you still have feelings for this girl?” His nonchalant comment made her sick to her stomach. “I hate the thought I take away your choices.” Her voice fell to a whisper. “I do not wish to own your ass as you say so crudely.”

“Aww, Michelle, ma belle.” He smiled as he ran his fingers over her jawline. “No, no, no. Really, I don’t think of Delia for even a minute. You’re the only one who gets my attention. You’re the one I want. Is that what you want to hear?”

“Mmm ... Oui.” She smiled as he played with her.

“So what about the real issue? The police.” Aaron gave her the raised eyebrow.

“They are just as silly and stupid as the girl, but very dangerous. If they become a problème, we will deal with them or move on. I am not a murderer, but I have no problème taking out the trash.”

* * * *

Detective Grayson walked up to Konowicz’s desk and slapped down a sticky note, “Got a message for you. It came in while you were on the other line. Says, The girl you are looking for with blonde hair and green eyes works with EZ Escort services and her name is Michelle. I got the phone number to EZ from her too, but she didn’t say her name. Wanted to remain anonymous.”

One look at Konowicz and he chuckled. “Oh shit! Is that the prize fighter who knocked you on your ass the other day? Ha! That’s fuckin’ priceless. When you catch up with her tell her I said thanks!” Grayson slapped Konowicz on the shoulder laughing at him. Konowicz’s busted nose throbbed from the jolt.

CHAPTER 14

“My, my, my, très sexy. Don’t you look nice! I like this shirt on you. The blue is your best color.” Michelle turned Aaron in a circle as she checked him out for his big date.

“Yeah, I do look pretty damn good, don’t I? I’m dead sexy.” He spanked his ass in the mirror as Michelle grinned. His new eight hundred dollar outfit made a distinct impression. He had never realized how much clothes can make the man. Michelle had a sharp eye for fashion, and a deep pocketbook.

“Thank you so much, I never could’ve bought this on my dime.” He smiled as she ran her hands over the ass of his black slacks.

Michelle never seemed to care about money. She was constantly shopping for expensive designer clothes for the both of them. She paid all the taxi rides, and who knew how much her apartment cost. He never bothered to ask about money. He didn’t have the first clue about her finances beyond the fact that she made good money on her dates.

He stared at her sideways in the mirror as she smiled back. Who is this woman that I’m in love with? He didn’t even know how old she truly was, or so much as her full name. The woman was a mystery, but that’s the way she liked it.

Michelle broke him out of his silent reverie with her speech on vampire etiquette. “Mon petit chou remember the rules. Feed no more than sixty seconds. No multiple orgasms––you risk the addiction. Release her when she pops. Not a moment longer. Avoid sex. Is a very bad idea. Your control is not good right now. Trust me when I tell you, is bad. You don’t want to hurt a woman that way.”

“Yes, Massa. Aye’s a good slave, Massa. Don’t beat me!” He pinched her ass as he teased.

“I want you to save your energy for later tonight. I have something planned. Some more tricks for you. We will need your stamina!”

He envisioned the many things she had taught him in the bedroom. Wild passionate sex for hours and hours on end. He shivered in anticipation, adjusting his pants as he caught a semi just thinking about her.

* * * *

“Nice to meet you, Mrs. Callahan. My name is Aaron. How are you this evening?” He met his date in the lounge of the Double Tree Inn. The music hadn’t begun yet and the quiet, unpopulated ambience felt peaceful, romantic.

She hugged him, planting a kiss on his cheek––a little too familiar to be completely cordial. She replied with an inviting expression. “Fantastic now you’re here, honey. Aren’t you the sexiest thing I’ve seen in years? Look at you!” She held his hand as she stepped back in appreciation of his physical assets.

Reading her mind, he found her fascinating. His first official date as an escort. He dug in deep, trying to get a sense of her entire being in addition to her current thoughts, which were mostly occupied with fantasies of sex with him. He clearly read several key components of her soul. She’d been married for twenty years to a jet-set corporate CEO. The asshole preferred sex with his secretaries and assistants to her. Of course, it hadn’t always been that way. Her husband had developed the habit over the years, gradually growing distant. She’d thought of divorcing him many times over, but their kids kept her from going through with it. This wonderful forty-plus mother of three lived daily with emotional and sexual neglect, much the same as Aaron had. Well, up until a week ago.

He sympathized with her instantly. He couldn’t fault her for hiring an escort. And why exactly was she interested in him? Discretion. She could afford expensive eye candy that guaranteed discretion and allowed her to enjoy life’s simple pleasures of sexual fulfillment with a hard body half her age. It wasn’t love, but it would have to do.

He realized immediately he would break his promise to Michelle. He couldn’t refuse this woman the very thing she needed most, Michelle’s warnings be damned. He vowed to maintain control and give her what she was paying for.

She planned to spend the evening at the hotel. Dinner, cocktails, dancing, and then retire up to the room. At five hundred an hour, she intended to pay cash for four hours. The escort service had already charged their fee in advance. His cash would be his to keep.

The dinner went smoothly with small talk about her family and business interests. She drifted into politics that flew completely over his head. He mostly listened to her. She was a truly remarkable woman and he had grown to genuinely like her.

They danced for a time, slow and intimate, stealing kisses here and there. Her hands began to roam below his waistline. “Why don’t we head up to the room?”

“You must be reading my mind.” She had such a beautiful smile to complement her aching soul. He wondered what kind of asshole would treat a woman like this so poorly.

This woman needed him. She needed him to make this a special night for her. She seemed so wonderful, only wishing to be loved. He was willing to test his tenuous control, for her.

Upstairs, she kissed him on the lips. “Call me Rosalie, Mrs. Callahan is so formal, makes me feel like I’m talking to one of my son’s friend’s. I’m going to get changed into something more comfortable. I’ll be back in a moment.” 

She exited the bathroom a few moments later wearing a red see-through negligee with a matching sheer G-string. Rosalie wasted no time. She kissed him deeply while her hands undressed him fast and efficient. She had a definite plan for the night’s activities and followed it without hesitation or embarrassment.

Rosalie looked him up and down with another one of her beautiful smiles blooming across her face as he stood before her naked. He enjoyed seeing himself from her perspective as she ogled his body. She loved his trim abs that didn’t fold over his belt like Mr. Callahan’s. And his firm pecs, they didn’t need one of those compression t-shirts to hide man-boobs. When her attention settled on his cock she licked her lips. The woman couldn’t wait to get him in her mouth. He was the best date she’d ever had through the agency.

If he could perform like the stud she imagined, she’d definitely be coming back for another date. After a few seconds of appreciation and wild imaginings, she put her skillful hands to work caressing him, bringing him to full size.

As she pushed him back onto the bed, she climbed over him and said, “I love fellatio; it’s a specialty of mine. I can’t resist wrapping my lips around something so beautiful.” With that she went down on him. She took the top position working him voraciously. He lay back and let her do as she pleased. She toyed with him, licking up and down his length, teasing, and then concentrating intense suction on the very tip. He moaned and couldn’t help but fist his hand in her hair and lift his hips as she tugged on the head of his cock. She pulled away, teeth, tongue and lips scraping past his most sensitive flesh to come up for air with a smile on her face.

“Honey, I can do this all night long.”

Then she went right back at it, a muffled, vibrating groan massaging him as she went all the way down, craning her neck to accommodate his full length.

He read her desire to receive the same treatment she gave him. Never leaving her mouth, he pivoted into position, his face buried between her legs as Michelle taught him. He took his time. His fingers toyed with her entry and stroked her inner thighs. Pulling her panties aside, he bared her flesh to his taste.

Rosalie worked his whole length frantically, sliding up and down, in and out, faster and faster. He entered her with his fingers while suckling and nibbling at her folds. Their intensity reached fever pitch when she peaked, screaming her release into his erection, clamping down on him forcefully. The vibrations and fierceness of her reaction brought him fast. He poured himself deep into her throat, his hand trapping the back of her head tightly. She wanted to be crammed down on his cock. She wanted to swallow it. It was something her husband had done so often that she had grown to crave this form of submission. Rosalie really did enjoy fellatio. She suspected it was the primary reason her husband married her.

After a moment’s reprieve, both of them catching their breath, he shifted position to roll them over while Rosalie worked him by hand back to full readiness. He fought with control. He wanted so badly to pin her down and screw her until she begged him to stop. He wanted to bite her over and over and over. Michelle wasn’t kidding. Managing sex and feeding together might prove impossible. His need reared its ugly head, like another personality taking over, a predator that wanted to use and abuse poor little Rosalie Callahan, heedless of her frailty. He began to regret his decision. He feared what harm he might do to this wonderful woman.

Then she slipped a condom on him and opened her legs wide in invitation. All control slipped. The beast took over, pure need, desire, lust and hunger. An undeniable driving hunger that wiped away all reason.

He slid into Rosalie fast and hard, sinking in all the way to her limit in one swift thrust. He kept on going, a wicked tight grip on her luscious hips. He pounded her flesh as she screamed and writhed in the throes of the wildest sex she’d ever known. He abused her silken flesh with the abandon of super-human strength. As he thrust into her, burying himself all the way with his climax, he remembered his foolish ideas of control. Rosalie screamed at the top of her lungs as he chomped down on her neck and drank deeply, consuming her blood, ecstasy, and passion in a magical blend.

When he regained a little sanity, he assessed the damage. Rosalie lay below him quivering and writhing. Her breath came in hoarse pants, an animal sound. Searching through her mind, he was relieved to find he hadn’t hurt her.

Rosalie had experienced cataclysmic sex, but she didn’t seem to be any worse for it. Maybe sore, in a good way, but no lasting hurt, and most importantly, she hadn’t acquired the addiction, not like Lisa. Ignoring the fact that he’d barely restrained himself from killing her, he judged his experiment a success.

He dressed after cleaning himself up in the restroom and returned to check on Rosalie. She was still breathing heavily, but had regained some semblance of normalcy. Her body continued to vibrate and twitch with sensory overload and her eyes were dilated and glazed, drunk with pleasure. He watched her for a few moments as she caught her breath.

“OH ... MY ... GOD! I’m ... I ... I don’t know how you did that, but it’s the most amazing sex I’ve ever had in my entire life. Whatever you got, honey, they should be bottling and selling it for billions. I’d get up to see you on your way, but I’m not moving from this bed tonight. I wouldn’t be able to stand up even if there was a fire.”

He felt damn proud of himself right at that moment.

“I’m pleased to be at your service. I had hoped to give you a special evening. You’re a good woman. You deserve a few special moments in your life. Whoever is neglecting you isn’t worthy of your time and attention.”

“I’ve known that for years, honey, but we can’t always get what we want. Tonight you’ve done that for me. You’ve given me more than I expected and it was everything I needed. Would you hand me my purse, please.” She pulled out three thousand dollars in fifties and handed it to him as he kissed her goodbye.

He noticed how much money she was shoving at him. “This is way too much!” She had already provided both her body and her precious life’s blood. Taking her money felt wrong.

“Baby, what you got is priceless. I would gladly pay more. You’re worth every penny and then some.” She smiled at him sweetly. A woman with a smile like that deserved so much more from life. “I hope to see you again. Would that be possible in a couple weeks?” In her mind she debated whether or not she could handle another session with him and not suffer a stroke or heart attack. The boy had fucked her senseless.

“Yes, I would like that very much. You know how to make the arrangements. Until then, take care, and get some rest.” He blew her a kiss and walked out the door.

He knew he needed his strength for what Michelle had planned, so he fed twice more on the dance floor on his way out of the hotel. Aaron’s spirits soared. He rode a high of blood and sex as he hailed a taxi cab for the ride home to Michelle.

CHAPTER 15

In the taxi on the way home, Aaron contemplated the wonder of his new life. To live without need for the trappings of civilization, food, and drink. To be free of the disease of greed driving every moment and motivation. To have power over all you encounter, both physical superiority and the power to live without want. The only desire that could not be ignored was that of the blood, easily remedied in an instant.

Money, houses, cars, consumerism, what need did he have for any of these things? People gave him anything he asked for. All his for the taking. What did he really need? Shelter, clothing, blood, nothing more and nothing he could not take or borrow at any moment. What did he desire? Blood and the sensual contact that naturally followed. It was his right, his due, and it could not be withheld.

Was existence free of hardship and privation any way to live? Where was the need for things and money that had once propelled him out the door to work every day? The need for approval and love driving him to chase Delia so fruitlessly? What was life without need? Could it be said that he really lived at all without the burden of these afflictions? These discomforts experienced by the less fortunate?

In truth, his existence wasn’t entirely carefree. His autonomy ended where Michelle’s began. Being her slave, her servant, was the great misfortune that defined his life, giving distinct flavor to all his moments of freedom and triumph. Yet he wasn’t bitter. He loved her for all that she was, mistakes and attitudes included. All things considered, being Michelle’s slave was the most fulfilling and enjoyable life he’d ever known.

Aaron entered the apartment bouncing with anticipation, his mind filled with fantasies of what Michelle might have in store for him. He felt comfortable and secure knowing this was his home and he shared it with a magnificent, fascinating woman ... who he was so in love with that it put a smile on his face to think of it.

Michelle didn’t carry the same pleasant home-coming mindset. Something was very wrong. Her mind had closed off and he read only an icy-cold, blank wall from her. It was the first time in days she had shut him out like this.

“You look very happy tonight. Very satisfied. I hope you didn’t ruin your appetite. I have something special for you, my special boy.” Michelle patted him on the cheek with a gleam in her eye and a tightlipped grin.

He grinned back at her sheepishly, thinking of the energy he’d expended during those gratuitous moments with Rosalie. He thought he was spry enough to handle whatever she had in store for him. His appetite for Michelle held strong as ever. Michelle watched him closely. He thought he saw something in her eyes, a burning ember sparking into flame.

She turned and marched into the bedroom speaking over her shoulder, “Come take off your clothes. Sunrise in two hours!” This was not a request. It was an order.

They came to bed nude, sliding under the covers side by side. A remote coldness permeated Michelle’s every move. Even her skin seemed cooler to the touch. Their connection was devoid of any warmth or mutual affection. His hackles rose. What should have been sensual and arousing now seemed menacing. She gave him a feeling of wariness, as though she’d pounce at any moment.

“Is there something wrong? Are you angry with me?”

She slid her hands over his chest and reached down between his legs to feel him. Her hand came up. She ran her fingers under her nose, catching the scent.

“What have you done to anger me?” Michelle had a strange look on her face.

“Well ... I did have a little bit of fun with my date ...”

He braced himself for the onslaught, expecting her to tear into him with a scathing lecture. Instead she asked calmly, “Just a little fun?”

He nodded his head, thoroughly confused. Michelle flashed her eyes, a brief glimpse of animosity bleeding through her privacy wall, but she quickly clamped down her iron control.

In a cold, quiet voice barely above a whisper, she asked-compelled, “Did you hurt the woman?”

He tried to issue a straightforward denial, but what came out of his mouth was, “Maybe a little bit ...”

As soon as he spoke, two vivid images flashed to his mind’s eye, transmitted directly to Michelle. The first was of his hard cock in his hand as he stood in the shower cleaning up after his date. A pinkish-red taint of blood rinsed down the drain from his groin. He had made Rosalie bleed from her womb. The second image was of Rosalie lying on her back quivering and moaning, distinct hand-grip marks visible on both her thighs. He hadn’t really been cognizant of the damage he did to Rosalie until Michelle forcibly extracted the truth from the recesses of his mind.

Michelle had that gleam, a wild look, like she was about to take a chunk out of his hide. She didn’t. She reached between his legs to grab ahold of his cock.

“I will be on top this time, lie back and enjoy the ride!” She spoke in a virtual hiss.

His instincts screamed of impending danger, stripping him of any arousal. He was completely flaccid.

“Give me your full erection now!” Michelle growled as though ordering soldiers to stand at attention. This was a first. He knew a threshold had been crossed. She had never used her authority to impose her will in their intimacy. Michelle was rewriting the boundaries of their relationship and he was sure to be on the losing side of the fence. Upon her spoken command, his penis reacted of its own accord, growing to full tilt readiness without any sexual arousal whatsoever. Fear, shame, and a desire to run created a sickening boil in his gut.

This must be what it feels like to be raped.

Michelle gradually worked him, first licking and sucking slowly, sensually. Then she sped up her ministrations until the intensity reached super-human speed and force. She shifted position, straddling his face with her thighs to place her most intimate flesh in his face, and began grinding herself back and forth across his lips and teeth. His natural reaction of arousal spiraled up. The wonderful sensations of Michelle’s highly skilled attentions could not be denied. All his fears erased in the heat of the moment.

At the point he reached his peak and could no longer resist his climax, Michelle struck like a viper, driving her mouth down to seal against the base of his engorged sex to the ultimate deep throat position. With this move she buried her razor sharp fangs deep into his pubic flesh, sinking in to the bone, sucking down his blood and climax all together.

Aaron’s peak, pain, shock, and venom-saturated loins, brought the most excruciatingly intense orgasm he’d ever known. Without conscious thought, his vampiric instincts reacted. He sunk his fangs into Michelle’s intimate folds, digging down through inner and outer labia to hit home at her pelvic bone. He gave as good as he got, blasting Michelle with the same intensity of climax twisted by pain, shock and the amplified sexual effects of his venom flooding through her tender, vaginal flesh.

Both Aaron and Michelle’s psychic barriers of privacy shattered in the storm of sensations and pain. Mind-altering waves of ecstasy, agony, and multiple orgasms assaulted them. Each experienced the other’s rollercoaster of peaks simultaneously with their own. The cycle of climax, crash, and repeated climax continued over and over again. The lovers remained locked together, spasming and grinding, consuming each other’s blood and sex until their physical limits of endurance were reached and surpassed. Sometime near sunrise they passed into oblivion, still locked in each other’s parasitic embrace.

Both awoke at sunset, faces buried in each other’s groins. Michelle arose first and silently prepared a scorching hot bath. They looked like hell––their faces and thighs encrusted in blood and sex, their expressions identically haunted, somber. Aaron sat in the oversized Jacuzzi across from Michelle. They soaked in silence, avoiding eye contact. He didn’t know what had happened. His world traversed from one extreme of happiness to the other extreme of pain, humiliation, and depravity.

When he finished bathing and moved to leave the tub, Michelle broke the silence. “What did you do to that woman last night? I know you had sex with her and I know you hurt her.” Her face had twisted in a murderous snarl. Her mind was blocked up solid.

He answered her simply, “Yes ... I had sex with Rosalie.”

Michelle reached out lightning fast with a whip-snap move to grab hold of his scrotum, her claws piercing through flesh, drawing blood in demonstration of her severity.

“Show me your memories of what you did to her!”

The door to his mental vault dissolved. Their connection opened wide to access his memories, or anything else she might want to know. His mind instantly replayed the entire date with Rosalie leading up to his return home, and then followed by the bizarre sexual encounter with Michelle, transmitting all of it to her via their psychic bond. Michelle experienced all his thoughts, feelings, emotions, and sensations as though she lived through these moments inside his body along with him.

“Enough! I don’t need to see anymore!” She turned away from him as if trying to avert her eyes from what she’d witnessed. She released her painful grip on his genitals and his blood turned the bath water pink. Her face looked stricken.

He leaned towards her and whispered, “You’re fuckin’ nuts.”

He climbed out of the bath and dressed without once looking or speaking to Michelle. He ignored the tears of blood silently running down her face.

She had stripped him of all protections, absolute zero privacy. To him it felt like standing naked out in Times Square, all his dirty little secrets laid bare. Psychic rape.

It was the most demeaning thing she could’ve done, apart from ordering him to kill himself. He settled into heavy depression. He meant nothing to Michelle. Nothing more than a possession––a servant to be punished when he misbehaved.

Shattered, smashed, damaged beyond recognition––Michelle demolished all hope that her affections were genuine. He was nothing but her slave, her property, who had disobeyed and needed to be reprimanded. He felt like a dog pissing on the floor, forced to have his nose rubbed in it to learn a lesson.

“Come, we must feed.” Michelle spoke in terse tones. She wouldn’t look him in the eyes. Her face was tight-lipped and severe as he followed her out the door.

“Yes, Master.” He wasn’t teasing or smiling.

Cruising through the night streets in the taxi, his depression took on a new color of resentment. Why should he be treated like this? Was this all because he disobeyed her directive or was there something else? Is this how it would be with her for years to come? Being punished for virtually nothing? He deeply resented her abuse of power.

He began to hate Michelle for turning an act of affectionate lovemaking into a sadistic punishment. The kindness and mutual care that once permeated their relationship disappeared. Michelle reached out to hold his hand as she had so many times before, but the gesture no longer felt like the loving caress he’d imagined. It felt like a leash.

CHAPTER 16

He arose without a word to Michelle. He had slept on the floor in silent protest. She remained in bed. She didn’t say a word when he left, exiting via the fire escape.

He had to get out. Just go, walk, somewhere, anywhere away from her. Every second of every minute, every waking moment she was there. In his thoughts, in his face, the smell of her saturated every corner of the apartment. He couldn’t get rid of her scent. It was on his clothes, on his skin, in his blood. You are blood of my blood. She owned him. He was marked. He couldn’t go anywhere or do anything without her being there, holding his fucking hand.

He marched down the alley way, hoping to burn off some steam, put a little distance between them. His temper flared to the point that he burned to lash out in violence. Every word and gesture from her the night before seemed to have a double meaning mocking him and his subservience to her.

This need for violence and confrontation was something wholly new to him. He’d never before felt such fury and frustration. It was a raging passionate fire threatening to overtake all reason. He had to get some distance and cool off before he ended up going after Michelle. He had no illusions about how that would turn out. She’d kill him.

He began jogging down the alley moving through the back streets. He stayed to the dark recesses of the city, purposely avoiding people. Oblivious, he passed into one of the seedier areas of New York. This was a place he would never normally walk, especially not in the darkness of night. The new and improved Aaron was unconcerned. He felt absolutely no fear of anyone––apart from Michelle. She’d been telling the truth when she spoke in her condescending tone, they are like cattle.

He tried to stop dwelling on the negative, but his mind continued to find things to make him angry, worsening his mood. His problem stemmed from one inescapable source: Michelle. No matter how far he walked she was still there at the edge of his mind, connected, waiting, judging him unjustly.

After some introspection he recognized what the true problem was. Her power over him governed not only his physical body, but his soul as well. No matter that she treated him like a dog to be punished, he still loved her. His heart wouldn’t listen to reason. He needed to be near her like he needed air to breathe.

Deep in his soul search, meandering aimlessly through the night, he landed himself in the middle of a group of thugs. They were big, black, tattooed, and not the least bit happy to see him in their neighborhood. A quick scan of their minds revealed they were looking forward to some entertainment at his expense.

By the time he came to his senses, he was surrounded by five black gang members who looked like they spent more time in jail than out. Their pants hung low at the waist, boxer shorts exposed. He could read their immediate interest in him. They assumed he was easy prey with cash, credit cards, or something of value.

The one on his right in a NY Jets hat yelled loudly to his companions, “Dis mousy ass bitch must be lost.” He turned to Aaron up in his face, pointing at him. “Hey Seinfeld, don’t you know where da fuck you at?”

Aaron glanced around to find he was standing in the ghetto called Hunt’s Point, an industrial wasteland. Walls covered in graffiti, he’d walked into the middle of one of the worst areas of NYC Nightlife, top of the stats on violent crime and murder. Shit. An old newspaper blew across the filthy street to land up against an abandonded building with broken and boarded up windows. Groups of shady-looking dudes stayed out of the light, hugging the shadows. Liquor stores with barred doors and windows competed for the bustling business on either side of the street.

“Fuck!” Aaron cursed under his breath as they closed in around him, cutting off all paths to escape.

The guy directly in front of him wore a black hoodie––the biggest of the lot at three hundred plus pounds of muscle and bad attitude. He stepped towards Aaron with a wicked scowl that left no doubt of his intentions. The thug growled down on him from his six foot six height, “What you got in your pockets, Gump?” Aaron suspected the guy had never been denied such a request. He had the air of one who took what he wanted, when he wanted, from whoever.

Aaron stepped back. “Hey, I don’t want any problems.”

The guy to the left in a NY Giants coat grabbed Aaron by his arm. “You are the problem.”

Aaron reacted instinctively, snapping his arm out to break the hold. He connected hard against the man’s chest, a crack-crunch sound. The man’s entire body flew backwards several feet, and he landed on his butt, wheezing in pain. The excessive force of Aaron’s whip-like reaction surprised him as much as it did the guy he hit.

“Git dat mothafucka!” yelled the guy with French-braided hair. Aaron’s aggressive response triggered a free-for-all.

The call to attack punched an adrenaline surge through Aaron. A wildly exhilarating sense of power filled him, a limitless strength and energy. He easily evaded several blows, his movements much faster than theirs by magnitudes. He now understood what Michelle meant, people around you move in slow motion, like turtles.

As they closed in on him, he had no space left to dodge their strikes, and two of them grabbed at his arms. His frustration mounted as he was struck a solid blow in the back of the head. His desire to lash out and smash these frail meatsacks caught hold, and he roared in rage whipping in a full circle. He momentarily broke their holds which pulled two of them completely off balance. They flew through the air, then scraped and tumbled across the ground.

Cool. He took a moment to watch their bodies roll to a complete stop.

He instinctively sensed the others coming back at him from all directions. He spun again and lashed out with his fists in wild haymaker swings, connecting with three of them in a split second. His blows seemed to have an exaggerated effect. Each thug was sent tumbling away, one flipping end over end through the air. They were rag dolls, and he tossed them around with no real effort.

The two remaining thugs who had escaped his spin move came in from the front and right simultaneously. The man to his right reached him first. With an open-handed shove, Aaron sent him flying back through the air. The man landed sprawled on his back, his skull cracked on the asphalt beneath him. He isn’t getting up any time soon.

Aaron stared in fascination at the powerful effect of a simple one-handed push. As he gawked, the man in front of him dropped low and hit Aaron squarely in a wrestler’s tackle. His attention snapped into focus. He instinctively twisted with his legs splayed out wide for balance. Then he flung the attacker out to his side with an instantaneous pivot and shoved hard with both hands.

His maneuver spun them around completely, his attacker’s momentum flowing past and out the other direction. The thug went flying through the air to land on the pavement face first with a crunchy thud. Aaron stood solidly on his feet, facing the opposite direction. His graceful redirect had turned him around.

All five men were down on the pavement hurting. Aaron instinctively wanted to fight to the death, to crush and slice their feeble bodies to pieces as he drank them dry. He tasted the scents of their blood, fear, and adrenaline. They smelled like food.

He shook his head in attempt to break the powerful bloodlust desire surging through his body. His fangs extended fully, mouth wet with venom, ready to feast upon their flesh. He could kill them right now. Drain them of liters of blood in mere seconds. He’d be gone before one of the punks outside the liquor store across the street could finish calling 911. It was so tempting. And it would be so easy. No one would ever know it was him. No one could identify him in this dark, shadowy area of the street. Nothing but a white guy in jeans and dark shirt. The perfect moment for a couple quick kills.

He fought with himself, an internal battle of wills against an urge so powerful he could barely contain it. He growled and snarled, looking back and forth at these slug-like, slow moving cattle, struggling with the compulsion to rend and tear flesh. He finally made the snap decision. He redirected his energy into flight, racing back down the alley he had emerged from earlier. In his hurry to escape before he killed someone, he knocked down the man in his path who’d just regained his feet. As he bowled the man over, he heard the crackle-snap of bones breaking. The thug was nothing more than limp flesh against Aaron’s charging force. Five of them had been no match for him. The outcome was determined before the confrontation ever began.

He sped down the streets, heading in the direction of home. His powerful bloodlust burned, calling him to smash, tear and rend flesh. He began seeking out new prey. Several heartbeats thumped nearby, ripe for tapping. He sensed all that wonderful juicy goodness just begging to be slurped down. Reason reasserted in his mind, and he realized what he was doing as he snuck up on a man and woman crouched in the alley with their smoking crack pipe. He barely stopped himself at the last moment, running off down the alley in the other direction.

Though he wanted to go home, get off the streets for a few minutes, away from the food stench of people, he couldn’t return to Michelle with all this tension singing through his body. He stopped in the alley two blocks from home seeking a target for his aggression. The only thing available that wouldn’t result in death and mutilation was a steel dumpster sitting against the concrete wall of the alley.

He glanced around to verify there were no witnesses. Having finally found an outlet for his aggression, he funneled it all into that ugly, squatting steel dumpster. He hit it full bore, holding nothing back. He smashed it over and over with his fists, screaming in rage, frustration, and unfulfilled hunger. Each strike left behind a crumpled mess of indentations. As he collapsed the front side of the dumpster, he moved to the left, smashing inward with a barrage of hook punches on each side of the corner until it was so misshapen it no longer resembled a rectangle. The lid popped up at a twisted angle, never again to fit down on the mangled receptacle. The front and side of the poor thing had caved inward like a crushed beer can. The irreparable condition of the dumpster testified to the intensity of his frustration. The green-painted steel had absorbed Aaron’s crushing force far better than those unfortunate gang members.

Knuckles abraded and raw, sliced open, he watched the damage knit back together right before his eyes. He stared in creeped-out fascination as his knuckles healed up to little pink welts in a matter of minutes. A few minutes and the flesh had completely rejoined over the cuts, leaving only a slight raw spot as evidence of his tantrum. The miracle of vampiric regeneration captured his attention long enough to calm him down. He regained some badly needed serenity. Finally, he could go home and spend another night beneath the yoke of his master.

The dumpster workout session had mostly satisfied his desire to lash out. He no longer felt the overwhelming need for violence. The incident proved a nice little distraction. His new concern was that Michelle might learn of his misadventures in the street, causing another point of contention between them. He focused on slowing down his breathing and closed his mind securely within his vault prior to entering the apartment.

He knew she sensed his tension, but wasn’t aware of the new source for it. She attempted to make an opening. “Are you ready to talk about this problème?”

He clammed up, not wanting to betray his actions to her inadvertently, but a sliver of irritation slipped through the vault door. Bullshit, she knew exactly what was wrong ... her. Despite this spike of emotion he answered coldly, “I’m fine. Everything is fine ... Are we going to feed soon?”

He was hungry for blood. The sooner they fed the better.

He monitored her thoughts closely as Michelle considered pressuring him to draw out the unspoken issues between them. He read her concern, she worried he was a too edgy, volatile. She let it go, for now. “Oui, another night club. You need more practice with control. Get dressed. I will be ready soon.”

He didn’t respond. He changed quickly and stood at the door waiting unobtrusively. Beyond the need to feed, he had no excitement or anticipation for their outing. Another evening of nightlife tethered to his master.

––––––––

CHAPTER 17

Michelle watched Aaron as he kept his distance from her, cold and sterile, going along to get along. After three nights like this, she reached the limit of her patience for his brooding silence. She had attempted to engage him in conversation but he blocked her, refusing to speak unless asked a direct question. His mind remained closed, not a hint of his thoughts. Only the slightest taint slipped past his barrier once in a while. These small glimpses of his thoughts never contained anything positive.

He was going sour fast.

Something needed to change soon before they reached an impasse where she might be forced to take action. She might have to kill him.

She learned more from his aura than from their psychic bond. It was streaked with bold colors of anger and resentment. She’d never seen this side of him before. His cold negativity saturated everything. Their time together had become mechanical, holding no elements of friendliness. They went through the motions of meeting their basic feeding impulse then returned to Michelle’s apartment in silence.

Michelle briefly considered ending it now. She’d done it before. It wasn’t impossible to kill a vampire. Maybe difficult, but not impossible. With her authority of compulsion she held the advantage despite his superior strength and speed. It would be quick, painless. He wouldn’t suffer. Perhaps that was the humane thing to do. He obviously wasn’t happy living under her domination. He looked like he was ready to take her head off at any moment. Maybe it was wise to strike first before he turned on her.

He sat at the kitchen table in front of her laptop, his attention absorbed by the Internet. She flexed her razor sharp claws and reached for him. He had his back turned, his beautiful shirtless torso exposed to her attack. She could do it so quick he’d never see or feel a thing. She envisioned the move in her mind’s eye, marshaling her nerve to do it. Then he sensed her there right behind him, his breathing quickened, his heart rate elevated. His aura bled through with colors of anxiety, angst, frustration, lust, and there it was, faint but still recognizable, love. He was fighting with the fact that he still loved her despite everything she’d done to him. His internal battle slipped past the crack in his mental vault. It confirmed what she saw in his aura. He loved her, and resented the fact.

And he was hurting.

It occurred to her that she had become the cruel master, abusing her power over him. She remembered being in the same position, enslaved by a sadist. And what was the difference? She had turned sex into a torturous form of punishment. What made her any better than her former master?

She realized she was to blame for the situation between them. She needed to repair the breach. It was her responsibility. She owed him an apology. But what if he remained cold and aloof? Had she created a monster? Was it too late? What if she’d led him too far down the path of cruelty?

She wanted the old Aaron back. The one who looked at her with such adoration, not this cold resentful bastard he’d become. She enjoyed him in her life. They were good together. The few happy nights they had spent in her bed were fantastic. The most invigorating moments of the past five decades. She decided to take the initiative to break through to him.

“We need to talk about what happened the other night.” She stepped around to face him and looked directly into his eyes. “Things cannot remain as they are between us.”

He didn’t answer. He continued giving her the silent treatment. His emotions boiled behind the door to his mental vault.

* * * *

Aaron felt like a dumb animal who still loves its master regardless of the abuse endured. No matter how angry he was, he still loved Michelle––which made him even angrier. He felt like tearing something apart with his bare hands in frustration. The sad truth: he ached to be near her. But what good would it do to behave like an affectionate sop when dealing with a mercenary who uses sex as punishment? So he bottled it up. Anger, resentment, love, lust, desire, a toxic blend.

Part of his problem was the extreme sexual frustration of being so close to her without intimacy. He’d slept on the floor of her bedroom for two days in a row. If it were possible he would have slept on the couch, but her bedroom was the only place sealed against the daylight. Lying near her, knowing she was there but so distant, had become an especially agonizing form of torture. He wanted to hurt her, love her, fuck her every which way and leave her, all at the same time.

Instead he did nothing and said nothing. He didn’t have a clue how to talk to her without blowing up in her face.

“I fear I have made a mess, and I must explain.” She paused considering her words carefully. “My only experience with the male vampire was very disturbing. He was my master, extremely violent, with no control over his passions. The night he turned me, he did horrible things to me. When my body was completely broken and I bled almost to death, only then did he feed me his blood. I soon learned this was normal for him. He abused women all the time. He said this is the vampire’s way because our passions consume all reason. He claimed is worse with the males. They are always mixing sex, blood, and violence. It took me several years to realize he’d been lying to justify his monstrous behavior.”

Aaron felt disgusted and compassionate with her confession. He wanted to reach out to her, but did not. The hurt and resentment hung between them like a wall.

He broke his silence. “You believed I would behave this way with Rosalie? Yes, I suppose you did, considering what happened with Lisa.” He still felt ashamed about what he’d done to the dancer. His guilt weighed upon him. And then there was Rosalie, who he’d also hurt inadvertently. He began to see the danger he posed to women, how Michelle might view his indiscretions. He knew with certainty he could have easily killed Lisa or Rosalie, and he might have even enjoyed it.

“Lisa was nothing compared to what I have seen, what I experienced through my master.” Michelle reached out to him, caressing his face and hair, trying to impart some affection. “I assumed you did something terrible to Rosalie. I never imagined you could have the caution and compassion you showed her. I felt your thoughts and experiences with her. You tried very hard for control.” She stepped closer to him, looking him in the eyes while she continued touching him. He finally stood up and faced her.

“What you did was beautiful. In a way she loves you for this gift you give her. I must apologize to you.”

She hadn’t come to shove it in his face like he’d expected. She was asking forgiveness. The dam of emotion started to break, resentment, anger, and hopelessness leaking out. “What difference does it make? You can force me to do whatever you want, whenever you feel like it. Why does it matter what I think?”

“It matters to me.” She opened her own mental privacy block to let him feel the truth of her words. Her sincerity seemed at odds with her behavior of the last two days, he struggled to believe it.

His rancor overflowed, pouring all over her. He laughed bitterly. “I shouldn’t really complain, the sex was awesome. A bit painful, but still phenomenal.”

He stuck her with his nasty, sarcastic barb, but she let it slide, reaching past the negativity, trying to find the other side of his emotions. Michelle stepped up to full body contact nuzzling his neck. She was cheating again, using the power of his attraction for her to wash away all the spite and resentment.

She whispered in his ear brushing her lips across his skin. “Yes, it was wonderful. Yet I hurt you. I fear I have done something you will never forgive. I was wrong. My only excuse is that I was very angry. I assumed you abused Rosalie. I wanted to punish you, to abuse you. And I did.”

Her body language unraveled three days of loneliness and frustration. The physical power she held over him with her touch was so complete she didn’t even need to speak, but she continued with her apology anyway.

“I understand how you feel, but I must beg your forgiveness. I promised I would not abuse you, and I broke my promise.” Michelle began kissing his neck and stroking his back and shoulders and chest.

She cheated hardcore. Impossible to remain angry when she poured on the affection. All his resentment and pain drained away at the touch of her warm wet lips and fingertips. Second by second, he lost each and every reason he held for being angry. All that remained was love and forgiveness. He could never deny her forgiveness. He couldn’t think of much else when she did this to him. He had no defense for her irresistible seduction.

“You promise you’re not gonna do that again? You promise you won’t judge me based on assumption? You promise not to abuse your power?” He tried to hold her at arm’s length to give her a serious look.

She snaked back into his arms, whispering in his ear, flicking her tongue. “I promise. I am forgiven? You still love me?” She wrapped her arms and legs around him, thighs wide open in invitation. It felt heavenly. He could never deny her when she did this to him. “Now we have make-up sex. Oui? I will let you be on top.”

He couldn’t help but grin like an idiot. “Yes, Michelle, I still love you. I’ve always loved you. But you knew that already.” As they reunited together with the pent-up passions of three nights of abstinence, it didn’t escape his notice that Michelle never once mentioned how she felt about him.

* * * *

In bed together, after several rounds of lovingly affectionate sex and mutual biting, Aaron sensed Michelle still had more to confess.

“Come out with it. There’s something else on your mind.” He propped himself on his elbows, looking her square in the eyes.

“Oui. There is another reason I feared sending you out into the night without my guidance.” She paused and caressed his back and thighs, collecting her thoughts. “There is a problème I encountered when I was awakened to this life and my control was not very good.” 

She hesitated. He sensed she was unsure whether or not to continue. She had never spoken of this before, and it had happened so very long ago. He cupped her breast, teasing her nipple with his thumb as he kissed her on the nose. “Please go on. I’d like to hear more.”

She nodded and kissed him on the lips while caressing his chest. A very effective distraction. “You know this word feral? You know what it means?”

“I think so. It has something to do with a wild animal?”

“Oui, is like that. This can happen to us. We are truly predators with instincts to hunt and kill. Vicious killers. When we lose our reason, when we are consumed in strong emotion, is possible to become feral. Is like a mindless wild animal hunting on instinct, attacking anyone who comes near.” Michelle paused.

He waited for her to continue. Suddenly her confession seemed very important. He had never considered the ramifications of what she described. But it was all too easy to imagine how it might happen. He had felt a certain wildness lurking inside him recently. It scared him to think such a thing was possible, or that this might have happened to the wonderful creature cuddling with him.

“In France at the end of the war, WWII, something very traumatic happened to me, and I was lost for a time. I roamed the countryside like a wild animal, hunting at night and hiding in basements or holes in the ground by daylight. I don’t recall this time very clearly. Is like remembering a dream. I know this can happen to you ... if it happened to me.” She drew circles on his chest with her fingertips, avoiding direct eye contact. He sensed her embarrassment. She had never admitted this to anyone before.

She must be over eighty or ninety years old!

He couldn’t fathom this beautiful woman caressing his body roaming across France in the middle of the war. Michelle had never told him anything about her life before they met. He was fascinated to learn more. “Please go on.”

“There was a man who found me. Luckily, I did not kill him then. I think I was wounded and unconscious, or else I would have attacked him. I spent several weeks with him. In this time I regained sanity and returned to civilization ... after he died. His story is very sad. He died because of me.” She paused in solemnity, a powerful sense of regret and loss still present after all those years. She continued, “Someday I will tell you more, but not now.”

She looked him in the eyes with her chin on his chest, fingertips stroking his shoulders, and finally got around to the point. “When you came home after your date and I smelled the blood and sex all over you, it brought the memories of this wild life. I became very angry. Because of my assumptions, I wanted to hurt you, as I said before. Also, I was angry with myself. I let you go out without guidance, without an anchor to keep control of the predator. I felt it was my fault you hurt Rosalie.”

She paused for a second, considering, then continued. “I was wrong. You did not hurt her. Not really. You have very good control. You cared about this woman.” Michelle looked like she was about to cry.

Her vulnerability was arousing. That and her constant stroking up and down his body while she spoke. He rolled her over, pinning her beneath him, and teased her wet entry with his erection, holding her gaze. “You are so damn sexy when you take the blame for me. I’m gonna show you some of that wild animal you’re so worried about.”

Michelle’s eyes popped open wide. She gasped as he buried himself all the way to her core and bit down hard on her neck.

“Ohhh ... Aaron ... that is so wonderful. Give it to me, you animal!”

CHAPTER 18

She lay in bed gazing at his sleeping figure. She usually awoke just before sunset, whereas he slept until the sun erased itself completely from the horizon. This allowed her a few moments of solitude to reflect on her new life with this surprisingly wonderful young man.

She so enjoyed watching him sleep. He was truly an enigma to her in so many ways. He was nothing like her former master; virtually every aspect a polar opposite. Where her master had been selfish, sadistic, controlling, manipulative, and vain, Aaron was self-effacing, affectionate, reasonable, and lacked any true arrogance. She had known from their first meeting and the colors of his aura that these mild-mannered traits were inherent to his soul. She never imagined they would carry over with his transformation. She had known he was smitten with her, and she thought it quite noble, his attempt to defend her honor at the hands of the crude detectives.

She supposed his noble intentions contributed to her decision to take his life into her hands. It would have been so much simpler to walk away, leave him bleeding on the concrete. But the odds of surviving his injury were slim. People were so fragile, so easy to kill.

She felt a measure of guilt for his fate. She could easily have disarmed the cop, but she hadn’t been concerned for anyone else. She had been taking care of number one, and Aaron was a casualty of her callousness. She had hurt others before in a similar manner, and it still weighed on her conscience to this day. She decided in this one instance she could save a life, instead of allowing death to claim another unfortunate soul. Bringing Aaron into her life, giving him her blood and all that came with it, was a form of atonement for certain wrongs committed in her past.

She now understood she couldn’t judge him based on her previous experiences with her master. He simply did not fit her notions of what a male vampire’s demeanor and conduct should be. He had been so quick to forgive, and held no residual animosity towards her for the vicious abuse she subjected him to. This was baffling. Why would he forgive her so easily and release all his resentment as though it had never been? The only explanation she could fathom was love. Despite her horrid behavior, he loved her, without reservation. That must be the answer. Nothing else made sense.

It had been worth the risk. Aaron was worth the risk. He was so much more than she ever expected him to be. He filled so many diverse roles in her life. She couldn’t imagine living without him. He filled a place in her heart she had not realized was vacant. It was unnerving how strongly she felt for this beautiful boy, her lover, her confidant, her companion. To see him now, contrasted against their first meeting, was like looking at two completely different people. His transformation was magical, like a simple caterpillar emerged from the cocoon as a magnificent butterfly. A creature of beauty and majesty to be marveled at in awe.

She didn’t want to admit she might be falling in love with him. A very inconvenient emotion in their tenuous relationship. She couldn’t afford to let her feelings override her good sense. Too late, she was already hooked on him.

Never was this more apparent than when she relived his memories of his evening with Rosalie. What he did for the woman was not insignificant. He never really hurt Rosalie. But he did give her a very good time, and managed to make her feel loved by a complete stranger. His compassion was amazing. But what shocked Michelle most was Aaron’s intense emotions upon returning to her apartment. She experience how he felt about her and her wicked reaction to him, and the events leading up to their horrid lovemaking. These moments twisted Michelle’s heart into a tight knot of pain.

He had been so content, anticipating coming home to her. He had a simple and carefree joy, and then she sliced through it, cutting him to the bone, crushing his joy under the heel of her rancor. The hurt she visited on him came back to her tenfold, sending spikes of pain through her heart. Michelle knew this to be the heartache of love. She could no longer deny it or pretend ignorance.

She had fallen in love with her slave.

* * * *

“EZ escort service, how may I help you?”

“Yeah ... ah ... a friend of mine recommended your agency, said you could arrange an evening with a certain girl.”

“Yes of course. Was there a particular girl you had in mind?”

“Yeah ... I met her once ... she’s really unique ... a blonde with green eyes ... her name’s Michelle ... you know the girl I’m talking about?”

“Oh yes, sir, she’s very special indeed. Would you like to schedule a date with her?”

“Yeah, I’m thinking I’d like to see her real soon. Tonight would be good.”

“Yes sir. I’m sorry to inform you she won’t be available until tomorrow night at 11:00 p.m. Would you like to schedule her then?”

“Tomorrow, uh ... okay. That’ll have to do, I guess.”

“Certainly. The agency’s fee for scheduling with Michelle is one hundred dollars. We can take your credit/debit card over the phone or you can use the payment link in our website. Which would you prefer?”

“A hundred dollars, eh? What’s included with that?”

“The agency’s scheduling fee is one hundred. Michelle’s fee is separate. You will need to bring cash for her. She doesn’t accept any other form of payment. Her typical fee is one thousand dollars an hour with a standard two hour minimum, paid in advance.”

“Whew! That’s pretty steep! That’s ... damn!”

“I understand, sir. As you have met Michelle, you know how very special she is, and there’s no one like her. Would you prefer to schedule with another girl whose rates are more affordable? I can e-mail you a list with pictures. We have a wonderful selection to choose from. They are all special in their own way. And quite beautiful, I can assure you.”

“No, um ... that’s okay. I’ll go ahead and schedule for tomorrow with Michelle. Let’s make it the Ramada on Lincoln Boulevard, room three hundred twenty-two. You know where that is?”

“Yes, sir, no problem. I see it now on Google maps. We’ll make sure she has the proper directions. Do you have your credit or debit card available to lock in your reservation?”

* * * *

Talco changed baby Mateo’s diaper, working as fast as possible to avoid the water weenie effect that happened with uncanny timing––usually as soon as the diaper came off. He had learned after being sprayed several times, the trick was to cover the baby with the new diaper or a towel, anything absorbent. He’d been making good progress when his cell phone buzzed and he used a few precious seconds to retrieve it.

“Los pinche Demonios!” Talco cursed when he saw Konowicz’s number on the screen of his phone. At this precise moment, Mateo squealed in laughter, kicked off the towel and shot a stream of lukewarm piss with impeccable aim right at Talco’s face. He had read somewhere that urine was a sterile fluid, but this didn’t help to lessen his revulsion.

Talco felt a creepy sensation tickle down his spine. It was an omen, a portent of bad things to come. And sure enough, Konowicz had left a voicemail directing him to be prepared for Friday night at 10:00 p.m. Prepared for what? What the hell were they up to now? Talco knew deep down in his gut, whatever they had planned, it would certainly mean trouble for him. He debated whether or not to call them back. He’d promised Evita not to deal with them anymore, but that was easier said than done.

* * * *

Michelle slipped on her thong panties, teasing Aaron with a flash of shaved pussy as she flipped her dress up with the quick move.

“Damn girl ... you are smokin’ hot in that dress!” Aaron licked his lips and grabbed her as though planning to drag her back into bed to have his way with her.

“My god, I can barely keep my hands off you! I feel sorry for the sucker who’s meeting you tonight. The poor guy never had a chance!”

She wore another variation of the skimpy black cocktail dress that looked so provocative it was probably illegal in certain jurisdictions. Aaron pinned her to the wall stroking her inner thighs, working his warm fingers inside her thong. He didn’t mess around, slid right in with two fingers, curving back up to reach the place she liked most. He worked her with such delicious torture that she almost regretted teaching him to hit that spot.

“Ah ... Ohhh ... Aaron ... you will make us both late, you must stop. We both have ... We have to go now ... Ahh ... I’m going ... I’m going to get you good tonight. Unghh ... ahoof ... OH ... OH ... don’t stop now ... don’t stop! OHHH! Merde!”

She came hard in his hand as he stroked her mercilessly. She slumped against him for a moment to catch her breath, shuddering on his heavenly fingers. She looked up to a proud smirk on his face.

“You naughty, naughty, boy.” She wagged her finger playfully at him. “Now I must change.”

He sniffed his fingers with that wicked grin as she shut the bedroom door in his face.

In and out of the room quickly, she hoped to catch Aaron before he left, but he was out the door already, headed for his date.

On a whim, she had decided to tell him the truth. She wanted to see the look on his face, to feel his radiant joy as she declared her love for him.

Oh well, it would have to wait.

They certainly had plenty of time; they would be together for many years to come.

On the street out front, Michelle hailed a taxi. “The Ramada Inn, s’il vous plait. 1620 Lincoln Boulevard.”

CHAPTER 19

Aaron stood there silently shocked.

“Hello, Aaron. It’s me, Charlene. You remember me, from Bemichis? I hope you don’t think it’s strange, meeting like this.” She hugged his stiff body in greeting.

When he didn’t return the gesture, she began wringing her hands, looking a bit nervous. Obviously the tables had turned. She was no longer in a position to assault his derrière with her former confidence.

“I caught your pictures the other day in the weekly e-mail from EZ Escorts and I knew I just had to see you. I hope you don’t mind.”

He was surprised to say the least, but not in a bad way. Though he’d never really considered sex with Charlene, he actually liked her.

He smiled and put her at ease. “I’ve always thought it would be fun to get better acquainted. I’m glad we could meet casually away from Bemichis. It would’ve been inappropriate if I was still working there.” Bemichis repeated warnings about fraternizing with customers still rang clearly in his mind, etched into permanent memory. “So ... what did you have in mind for this evening?”

“I thought we could skip all the bullshit and head on up to the room ...” He followed Charlene’s imagination as she pictured sequences of hot passionate sex involving champagne, strawberries, and Aaron naked in the Jacuzzi. He plucked the ideas from her mind and suggested the very thing she fantasized about.

“Strawberries, champagne, and a hot bath?”

His suggestion rendered her speechless. She gazed into his eyes, giddy with the happiness of a child on Christmas day. He held her securely in his embrace as they made their way to the elevator.

In the hotel room he ordered room service while Charlene settled on a top forties music channel and watched him with more than a little anticipation. Her face flushed as she hoped he would rub her down in a sensual massage.

Seemed like a good idea to him. “I bet you could use a good back rub.” He slid on the bed behind her, his legs straddling her hips, and began rubbing her shoulders and back. She tensed up for a moment, and then melted into his caress.

He took time to appreciate Charlene’s beauty as he undid the clip of her bra. Creamy white skin and wavy, auburn hair reached down to the center of her back. Her body curved in all the right places with generous hips and breasts. A hint of extra weight around the middle, but still quite attractive. She didn’t need to pay for dates. She could pick up men anytime she wanted. Her problem was she preferred a young boy-toy who could match her voracious sexual appetite. Charlene also had two teen-age boys at home. Not a situation conducive to finding and keeping a good man.

Charlene’s mind drifted to the places she wanted his touch, her nipples and the nape of her neck. Her mind created the road map for her sensual massage. He followed her vivid imagination and began working her full breasts, tweaking her nipples while nipping at her neck and ear lobes with light kisses. Her arousal ramped up quickly, each touch wetting her in anticipation.

She wanted his fingers down inside her, rubbing and dipping into her moist, ready folds. He followed her lead and reached his hand to pull up her dress, baring her thighs. His palm caressed her shaved pubic flesh while curling his middle finger into her wetness. She grasped his hand and directed his movements, grinding her hips. She worked herself to a frenzy with his fingers deep in her wet center.

Charlene bucked and moaned. “Unh ... Unh ... Ooooohh ... Yes!” A sunburst of her pleasure exploded in his mind as she wetted his hand with her climax.

She finished right on time. Room service knocked at the door to announce the arrival of the champagne and strawberries. Aaron tended to the cart, setting it up by the bath. Charlene caught her breath and then ran the bath, undressing without ceremony. She wasn’t modest. She had no fear of displaying her well-proportioned body.

The tub was a one piece fiberglass unit with air jets, a Jacuzzi just large enough for the two of them. Charlene slid into the tub with a sigh of pleasure. Leaning back with a smile, her creamy white breasts floated at the waterline. She caught him appreciating her body and winked.

He handed her a glass of champagne and she downed it all at once. She invited in a seductive whisper. “Come on in, the water’s warm and ready.”

He looked at her with an inward smile. Uh huh. The water’s not the only thing warm and ready. He could see her arm moving as she played with herself beneath the bubbles.

As he undressed, he read her desire to taste his cock. Don’t want to disappoint.

He accommodated her standing at the edge of the tub with his erection beckoning to her. Charlene tossed back her second glass of champagne, leaned forward, and swallowed him whole. She pumped his base while sucking hard and fast. The woman knew what she was doing. She slid up and down his cock, moving her hand along its length as she suckled on the very tip. She got down on it, alternating from full-on deep throat to intense tongue, lips, and teeth action on the sensitive head of his cock. In no time at all he lost control. He shot straight into her suction as she milked him dry, working out every last drop she could squeeze. He gripped her hair shoving all the way back down her throat with his climax.

After letting Charlene catch her breath, he climbed into the tub facing her. She wiped her mouth off and went to work on a third glass of champagne. She attempted to get him to join her, but instead he fed her strawberries while she knocked back her third and fourth glasses of Dom Pérignon.

Charlene was drunk as a skunk and having a blast. “Well don’t just sit there looking pretty with all that cock. Give me that monster.”

She reached out to take him in hand. In no time at all she tugged him back up to full size. With one smooth move she expertly mounted him. Her hot, tight cunt seated all the way down. Her legs out to each side––she ground down, rotating her hips back and forth, holding the side of the tub while stroking herself with the other hand.

His preternatural strength allowed him to pound and grind forcefully with an iron grip on her generous thighs. His powerful thrusts and her own playful hands brought her to the edge quickly.

Charlene came hard, crying out her pleasure in sexy little moans. He chose this moment to strike, burying his teeth in her neck while she humped him for all she was worth. He drank deeply, hitting that familiar domino effect of multiple, cascading orgasms. Charlene screamed and cried with the force of her repeated climaxes. Buried to the hilt, he came deep inside her, and released his bite. Charlene’s body had become liquid flesh, vibrating and quivering, unable to support herself. She heaved and gasped, making weird grunt noises, crying. It had been one hell of an intense ride for the middle-aged mother of two. He stood up in the bath with her in his arms, still impaled. She was too drunk and dazed to take notice of his uncommon strength.

He carried her from the bath. Every step he took brought a sweet wine from her lips, as she bounced on his cock. He laid her on the bed and carefully slid out from between her legs.

“Oh lord.” She sighed and twitched as he pulled out.

He dreaded what he might find. Much to his relief she wasn’t bleeding. He didn’t know how common it was that women might bleed from a good hard pounding, but he definitely didn’t want to make a habit of it. He tucked her into bed and kissed her tenderly. Her exhaustion and intoxication dragged her down into unconsciousness. She smiled up at him with her venom-alcohol glazed eyes and slurred, “This is the best date I’ve ever had! Where were you twenty years ago?”

In my mother’s belly.

She passed out dead asleep with a slobbering half-smile pasted on her face. He dressed and headed out the door. Luckily, Charlene arranged for a thousand dollar prepayment for her two hour date through the agency’s merchant account. The woman was out cold, not waking up anytime soon. He felt a fleeting twinge of guilt for having shorted her on the time, but she got her money’s worth. No harm, no foul.

CHAPTER 20

Michelle made a stop at the mall to browse for some beauty products and found a couple pairs of sheer G-strings for her next adventure with Aaron ––scheduled for about 3 hours from now. She caught another taxi, arriving at the Ramada Inn at exactly 11:00 p.m., right on time.

As she knocked on the door to Room 322, she hoped this wouldn’t be another disgusting politician. How nice it would be to spend her evening meeting someone enjoyable for a change. The man who answered the door seemed out of place. He didn’t fit the profile of the aging wealthy clients she usually dealt with. His young, fit, Latin looks and accent were too attractive. Why would he pay a thousand dollars an hour for a couple hours of fun when he could pick-up most women in a night club? He carried himself with assurance and confidence. Not the type who needed to pay for a woman’s attentions.

He introduced himself as Talco. Her finely honed instincts sensed something wrong. He didn’t follow her properly into the room. Instead he closed the door, locked it behind him, and remained where he stood. She stretched her senses, trying to smell, taste, hear, or feel what it was that had put her on the defensive. She heard two heartbeats and respirations in a nearby room, but nothing she could put her finger on as the source of her anxiety.

She turned around to study Talco. His aura exhibited the coloration of nervousness and anticipation––a fairly normal set of emotions for clients awaiting a prostitute. She noticed he had a hint of something else, like the caged aggression of a boxer preparing to enter the ring. He seemed to be guarding the door. By the time she realized that’s exactly what he was doing, it was too late.

Suddenly the side door leading to the adjoining room slammed open, and the two detectives she’d confronted two weeks earlier marched into the room. The look of recognition and satisfaction on their faces spoke volumes.

She turned whip-fast towards Talco and the door, but he was prepared for her with a Taser in hand. She surveyed the room for another possible exit and noticed both cops also had Tasers drawn and held ready.

She studied the blazing lust for violence and vengeance displayed in the detective’s auras. They lacked any of the benevolence found in decent law enforcement officials. This was not an arrest related to police business. This was premeditated murder.

As she considered her options she realized she was no longer alone in the world to face such dangers. She reached out to Aaron through the channel of their psychic bond and beamed a powerful directive: {{Come now! I need you! I’m trapped!}}

With the confidence Aaron was on his way, she debated against waiting for him or taking action alone. She preferred not to give the police a chance to do anything preemptive. She needed to buy time for Aaron to arrive. She’d take her chances and fight her way out.

She leaped at Talco, gaining speed and force to take him out. Luck was with him. His Taser fired into her chest at the last second, instantly dropping her to the floor. She’d never experienced a stun gun before. It was a new lesson in pain. She hit the carpet jerking in extreme agony, all her nerve endings firing. Her muscles seized and clenched as 50,000 volts screamed through her nervous system. Talco kept the Taser engaged non-stop until one of the cops yelled, “Enough! She’s toast already!”

Immobile on the floor, but still conscious, she caught a quick breath, and slammed up into Talco, throwing him across the room to smash against the wall. She was three feet from the door when the detectives hit her simultaneously in the back with both their Tasers.

They held the juice to her non-stop while Talco recovered and joined them for the combined effect of three different electric charges hitting her in unison. The white-hot pain of electric shock blotted out her world.

* * * *

Aaron stood on the roof of the apartment building he called home, looking out over the city, breathing in the aromatic night air. He recalled that first night, when Michelle forced him to jump. He’d resisted her at every step, but the changes she brought to his life couldn’t be undone. He wouldn’t have it any other way, for better or worse, he was committed to making this work out between them. That’s when it hit him.

A jolt of intense need from Michelle smacked his psyche, knocking him to the ground with its power. He heard her scream as though she were standing next to him. His being was possessed with the overpowering compulsion to reach Michelle NOW. She was about twenty miles away on the third floor of a hotel.

He was up and running in an instant, rapid fire. He hit the edge of the building and jumped with every last ounce of strength, flying across to the other building. He hit the ground running and kept on going, leaping from rooftop to rooftop until he reached a building extending ten stories above his level. Without pause he turned and barreled towards the main street, flowing in the direction of the hotel. He leapt down from the roof to a lower corner store and then down onto the street.

His mind raced through scenarios, imagining what could be wrong, galvanized with fear for her wellbeing. With his mind opened wide to their bond, he felt the blinding agony of excruciating electric shock. He staggered, going down on all fours in a haze of pain. He was dizzy, nauseous, it was too much. He couldn’t help her and share her pain at the same time. He reeled his mind back from Michelle and blocked himself into his mental vault.

With a clear head and a renewed sense of urgency, he jumped up and raced down the street, picking up speed, leaping across intersections, careening off moving vehicles. He vaulted off parked cars and dodged left and right as he negotiated the obstacles in the streets and sidewalks. In his urgency, he moved heedless of who might witness his super-human displays of speed.

* * * *

Michelle awoke to throbbing waves of pain lashing across her entire body. Every limb, all her fingers and toes, every single hair on her head, every molecule in her body, radiated nauseating pain. She heard cursing in Brooklyn accents interspersed with Talco’s exclamations in a mixture of Spanish and English, then the click-snap of Taser cartridges reloaded. Time to drag her sorry ass off the floor and do something.

She suddenly spun on the ground kicking out in all directions. She was lucky enough to catch someone in the knee, knocking him down. With a target acquired, she kicked out again, hard in his groin. She scrambled up and over his body to grasp his weapon. As she turned toward the other cop, Taser in hand, the fat bastard had his gun drawn. He fired three shots point blank, piercing her right shoulder, and throwing her against the wall where she slumped to the floor.

She lay there in shock and disbelief, bleeding out all her precious blood onto the hotel carpet. She was closer to death than she’d been in decades. She reached out to Aaron with a desperate psychic cry, screaming with all her consciousness for him to save her life. A few seconds later everything faded to black.

* * * *

Vertigo punched him viciously. He stumbled to a halt, falling in a tumble across the sidewalk as the psychic backlash hit him with a tsunami of Michelle’s desperation tearing through his mind. The force of her desperate need delved deep into his psyche, unhinging logic and reason. A primeval consciousness took over Aaron’s mind and a massive adrenaline high slammed him into extreme overdrive.

He screamed into the night, a blood curdling sound of bottomless rage. He rocketed down the street, a blur of movement. The unchained Predator knew instinctively there were too many obstacles on the street, too many people with their complications. He leaped to the side of the nearest building, bounding upward to catch the lips of the brick at each window, defying gravity and gaining momentum. Reaching the top in seconds, he leaped across to the next building’s roof, soaring from building to building, a streak of black lightning across the skyline. The Predator preferred the high ground for strategic hunting advantage and a better view of the target.

The Predator reached the Ramada Inn within moments. He sailed through the window of an unoccupied third floor room. He landed in the center of the room, flowing with his momentum. He smashed through the door into the hallway and barreled towards Room 322.

CHAPTER 21

Talco knew a mess when he saw one. “I’m fuckin’ outta here! I don’t know what kinda drugs that bitch is on, and I don’t care. I’m not getting dragged into a homicide investigation. You’re on your own!” Stepping into the hallway, he came face to face with a demon from hell sent to collect his due. He had waited too long to make his exit, and the time had come to answer for his sins. The last conscious thought echoing through Talco’s mind was the beginnings of the Our Father prayer. He never made it past who art in heaven.

* * * *

The Predator read Talco’s shock and anxiety at having witnessed Michelle’s execution. He could see the gruesome image in Talco’s mind as he made the grave mistake of stepping directly into the Predator’s path. He plowed right through the man, hitting Talco with a crushing blow to his chest, slamming him into the wall at the end of the hallway. He rendered the man unconscious in one move.

As he tore the door off the hinges to Room 322, the Predator read the detective’s minds revealing their premeditated assault on Michelle. Their scheme had unraveled fast. They were forced to shoot her in the hotel instead of disposing of her in the back alley as planned.

The detectives must die.

There would be none of the mercy given to Talco. Moving in slow motion, they telegraphed their intent to draw down on him with their firearms. He moved wicked fast, smashing Oberman in the chest. Oberman sailed through the air backward, exploding the sliding glass door and flying over the balcony into the parking lot below. It happened so fast that to the unaided human eye it seemed the Predator teleported into place where Oberman was standing.

The Predator slipped into position as though filling Oberman’s vacuum. In a sweeping arc of his claws, he swiped the flesh from Konowicz’s throat like a hot scoop carving butter.

The Predator latched onto the gaping wound and guzzled down Konowicz’s life blood as it sprayed and gushed from his body. He drank his fill, engorging himself until there was nothing left to consume. He flung the limp, lifeless sack of flesh to the ground and retrieved Michelle’s blood-soaked body cradling her to his chest.

He had dispatched all three men in under five seconds flat, threats neutralized. The stench of blood was overpowering, calling him to feed. All that adrenaline, all that bottomless rage and power, and now what? He burned to kill, to rend and tear flesh, to crush bones, to devour the cattle herding in the streets below. He could smell, hear, and taste their idle flesh there at the edge of his senses as they went about their meaningless pursuits. It would be all too easy. No one could stop him from feasting on their bloated, fattened bodies.

A more urgent instinct begged his attention. His master lay in his arms helpless. He smelled and sensed her impending death. She needed sanctuary. She had been wounded to the very limits of her miraculous healing capacity and perhaps beyond. Holding Michelle securely in his arms, he fled to seek a refuge against the coming daylight.

* * * *

Michelle’s basest survival instincts brought her awake to the smell of blood. Her body’s primal need for precious life-giving blood to regenerate and heal overwhelmed all other conscious thought. She sensed the blood and flesh wrapped around her, and tore into it with ravenous hunger. The flesh fought her. It was too strong, too powerful, denying her the blood that she needed so badly. She instinctively knew she could force it into submission with her words. In her overwhelming need, without cognizance of her actions, Michelle commanded, “Be Still!”

She tore into the flesh and drank deeply from its jugular vein.

* * * *

Michelle awoke in an abandoned building, her arms and legs intimately wrapped around Aaron, who lie on his back beneath her. Her face was buried in his neck. They were both covered in icky-sticky caked blood. She could not recall any details beyond the gunshots fired in the hotel room. Her thirst was intense, but she fought the urge to bite him. She was unsure of his condition. Upon further inspection she saw his ragged clothing hung in tattered shreds. He looked as though he’d been to Hell and back again, fought off a pack of wild animals. Much the worse for it.

She was very sore. Her chest, ribs, shoulder, collar bone, neck, back, and basically her whole upper body ached and throbbed in pain. Her clothes looked like Aaron’s––shredded. She must’ve fought someone with a blade. Her gunshot wounds were mostly healed. The scabs flaked loose to reveal the pinkish marks of freshly-healed skin beneath the caked blood. And there were marks revealing recent wounds of some other kind. She couldn’t recall having fought with anyone besides the detectives, no one with a blade that would do this kind of damage. A thought came to her then, but she dismissed it immediately.

Aaron would never attack her.

With the growing intensity of her hunger, her senses magnified to encompass the surrounding area and streets outside. She smelled the ripe bodily stench of unwashed vagrants. She arose and fed ungracefully from the two squatters living in the upper levels of the abandoned building. They were both dazed and stupefied from the raw force of her animalistic feeding. She left them where they lay, still alive, and returned to Aaron.

The sun had dropped below the horizon an hour ago, and yet he did not rise. She felt vulnerable out in the city. She was unsure of the final outcome with the police last night. She scooped Aaron to her and carried him home. It took an hour to reach her apartment as she moved steadily and cautiously through the alleyways, taking great care to avoid being seen in their blood-drenched, alarming appearance.

She toweled Aaron off then bathed herself and waited for him to arise. By ten p.m., three hours after sunset, she became panic-stricken. She decided to feed him her blood. She could think of nothing else to help him. She cut her wrist and placed it to his mouth. He didn’t move, didn’t react like he should have. She rubbed it around on his lips and nose, smearing it all over, tempting him to feed.

At the point where she thought for sure something was seriously wrong, he reacted, clamping his hands around her arm as he sunk his fangs in deep. A violent chomp. His jaw locked down with painful force, digging his canines all the way to the bone. The wonderful side-effects of his venom helped offset the pain of his violent response. As usual, his venom packed a wallop, heating her erogenous zones and bringing her to a toe-curling orgasm. She warmed to it, panting hard and fast as he brought her to a peak and kept on going. When she had climaxed twice and began to feel lightheaded from blood loss, she commanded him {{STOP.}} It took her a moment to catch her breath. Her head spun from the intense experience.

She lay atop his naked body on the bed looking into his eyes, searching for a sign he was in there somewhere. He appeared cognizant and held her gaze.

“Aaron can you understand me ... Talk to me please.” She desperately needed to hear his voice.

He could barely speak in a hoarse, croaked reply. “Unghh ... my throat really hurts. You bit me hard last night. How are you? You were in really bad shape. I wasn’t sure if you’d make it.”

“Mon dieu, I was so worried. You were so still. I was afraid ...”

She smiled a huge fang-filled grin and hugged him close, kissing him full on the lips. “I am fine. Really. My dress is completely ruined, and my shoulder still hurts, but the wounds are mostly healed.” She smiled at him with embarrassment, rubbing her shoulder and moving her arm in a circular motion.

“Aaron ... what happened to the policemen?” She pulled her blood-caked blonde curls behind her ear and shifted her legs as she straddled him, sitting up halfway.

“I’m not really sure. It’s kinda fuzzy, like a dream. It might be easier to show you.”

Michelle accepted his invitation, delving into his mind as he opened wide to their psychic bond and recalled all the events of the night before. She relived with him, his harrowing race through the streets and rooftops to make his way to the hotel. He was so damn powerful and moved so fast it was disorienting. She went along for the ride through his attack on the detectives, reveling in their slaughter and the wondrous sensation of draining every last drop of Konowicz’s blood.

She flew through the night with him as he raced across the rooftops, her own body in his arms, seeking refuge. In the basement of the abandoned building she tasted her own blood as he licked her wounds to help cleanse and stop the bleeding. And then she lived through the most vicious fight she’d ever been in. Aaron fought for his life against a crazed, half-dead vampire driven insane with the need for blood.

He was winning the battle. He clawed, scraped and gouged at the lunatic beast in his arms trying to get at his throat. Then she used her power of compulsion to hold him still while she tore out his jugular vein and satiated herself on his blood. She was there with him until the moment he passed into unconsciousness from blood loss and the trauma of her unrestrained assault. She felt how he sensed his own death was near, but was unable to save himself for the power she held over him.

Michelle cried out. She collapsed onto his chest, tears of blood streaming down her face. “Ah, la vache! Oh Aaron, please forgive me. I was not aware. I didn’t know what I was doing!”

She buried her face in his chest, unable to look him in the eyes, and sobbed from the unwanted memories of all the horror and trauma she put him through. He held her, stroked her hair and shushed her, offering comfort for her misery.

“I would never do that ... never in my right mind.” She looked up, pleading with her eyes for understanding.

She could no longer deny the truth. She’d tried to kill him, and it wasn’t the first time. She had done it before when she’d attacked him in the middle of their lovemaking. It was the luck of the draw and his powerful vampire physique that allowed him to survive.

Despite all she had done, he wasn’t angry, he forgave her. She never had to ask forgiveness. It had already been given. He loved her too much to push her away.

It poured out without thought. She blurted the words, unable to hold back the powerful well of emotion, “I love you, Aaron. I need you. I need you to love me. Say it ... tell me how much you love me.” She clung to him in desperation.

“I love you, Michelle, and I would give you my life if you asked for it.” His mind still wide open, she knew the truth of his words. She need not fight for his blood. He’d have given it to her willingly, if she asked.

She kissed him with an all-consuming need to prove how deeply she loved and appreciated him.

* * * *

Aaron kissed her back and held her tightly as he rolled her over, pinning her beneath him with an unbreakable grip. He stopped his frantic kissing and buried his fangs in her neck with love and passion as he slowly pushed his engorged cock inside her, gradually filing her warm, wet pussy. Being in love made him hard for Michelle constantly. Buried deep inside her, he released his bite and looked her in the eyes, “Say it again!”

He pinned her arms above her head and trapped her beneath him, her robe wide open exposing her breasts. With a shift of his weight he slammed in deep to her core.

She gasped in surprise, a spark of fear in her eyes. He held her trapped. With tears of blood welling in her eyes she cried, “Aaron, I beg you, please forgive me! I’m sorry I hurt you!”

“No, you silly woman, tell me again that you love me! I want to hear you say it over and over!”

He thrust into her moist, silky heat faster and faster frantically making love to her as she cried out repeatedly, “I love you! I love you!”

He pounded her with a vigor that shouldn’t exist in a man who had almost died several hours ago.

“Je t’aime Aaron! Mon amour pour toi est éternel!”

She drove him mad with her guttural cries of eternal love. They tumbled and rolled over and over, off the bed, across the floor, up against the wall, atop the dresser, and smashed the vanity mirror. Like animals they grunted and growled their way to an explosive peak. “Ahhh plus! plus! plus!” She cried out for more.

They orgasmed together, biting over and over, and eventually collapsed onto the floor in a heap of twisted limbs.

She stroked his arms and shoulders and purred into his ear. “I will always love you, Aaron. I want you so much. J'ai envie de toi.”

Her words filled him with indescribable joy. Her mind wide open to their bond, her love poured over him like a wondrous fountain of light. He had attained nirvana––his universe aligned perfectly.

A great weight lifted from his shoulders, a burden he hadn’t realized was there. He felt invincible. The world was his for the taking, as long as Michelle remained at his side.

* * * *

Michelle meditated upon her new life with its confusion and contradictory feelings. She hadn’t experienced such turmoil of emotion since all those years ago in France. It seemed a lifetime ago. She felt terrified by the uninhibited violence Aaron displayed at the hotel. And more than a little intimidated by the phenomenal physical superiority he demonstrated in those adrenaline-soaked adventures flying through the city at incredible velocity. It had been like entering the mind and body of a wild animal on rampage, with the added boost of unnatural strength.

Michelle had never imagined how powerful the unchained beast lurking inside Aaron truly was. He could have taken on an army of soldiers. He could definitely take her.

In spite of her shock, she floated on a wellspring of love and ecstatic joy. He was alive after all he had been through. His humanity and purity of spirit seemed untainted by those horrid experiences. Michelle felt an indescribable happiness at the miracle of Aaron in her life. She feared she didn’t deserve this blessing. His only care upon waking from the massacre of the night before was for her wellbeing. He didn’t fault her for trying to kill him––and damn near succeeding.

For the first time in many, many years, Michelle felt secure and safe. She was no longer alone in this cold, harsh world. She had a mate, a companion, a protector, a vicious warrior to fight her battles. She truly loved him for all that he was, and more importantly, all that he wasn’t. The aching loneliness of her solitary nightlife had been replaced with a radiant and wonderful existence. He supplied her with a vital, missing ingredient, that ‘je ne sais quoi’, an indescribable something special. A ‘raison d’ être’, a reason for being.

CHAPTER 22

As the nights flowed past without incident following the Ramada Inn massacre, Aaron became aware of a new presence co-existing within his psyche, an aggressive, violent personality he dubbed the Predator. The Predator lurked there just below the surface of his mind, waiting. Aaron knew this was the entity that had possessed his faculties, his mind and body, during the attack on the detectives. He recognized this elusive thing within was simply a much baser, primitive part of his own mind.

The Predator watched people, perusing through their thoughts, intentions, and movements, a live surveillance system keeping tabs on every detail. The Predator made constant assessments out the corner of Aaron’s eyes, checking the exits, watching his back, keeping vigil for any potential threat.

The Predator seemed to have its own set of emotions apart from Aaron’s. It functioned with a baser, more primitive reaction to people, places, things, involving urges to fight, defend, attack, feed, or to simply enjoy the pleasure of moving at fantastic speeds through the night air, rejoicing in its agility and prowess.

At times the Predator drifted a little closer to the surface of his mind, pushing its aggressive agenda over the top of Aaron’s thought processes. This was rare, but almost predictable. It was always precipitated by some situation where the Predator perceived a threat. At first Aaron didn’t even realize these baser urges of aggression were not truly his own.

In these moments where his control over the beast slipped, it sometimes acted of its own will, enslaving Aaron’s body to its desires. In one instance, it almost killed a man. It happened while running an errand for Michelle. She sent Aaron to the corner store a couple blocks down the street. As he made his way, a bum hobbled out of the alleyway. He probably intended to ask for spare change or whatever. The Predator saw a threat. Before Aaron knew what happened, the Predator leaped forward, seizing his motor skills. He lashed out at the vagrant with a back hand, knocking the poor guy sprawling across the sidewalk.

Aaron stood in complete shock and awe at what he’d done. The vagrant cursed and spit at him in a toothless garble, “Ga dern sumbitch. Leavemee lone! I ain’t touch you. Don’t go messin’ with me, ya crazy bastard!”

He stood there gawking at the filthy old geezer like an idiot. The man picked himself up and limped off, cursing the whole way. Since that incident Aaron realized he’d have to maintain a vigil of his own, to keep a close eye on the Predator’s reactions and urges, keep it from bleeding over and taking control.

The Predator knew otherwise. It knew there would always be those incidents––moments of need––when decisive, aggressive action would be necessary. Like a caged lion that knows it will escape eventually, the Predator waited patiently for Aaron to leave the door unlatched.

* * * *

Michelle noticed the change in Aaron immediately. He was now a man in every sense of the word. There was a rock-solid powerful presence beneath every movement and expression. His carriage, stance, demeanor, walk, everything about him spoke of power. The kind of inner strength that comes with being self-assured of the ability to manage any situation.

Without words to acknowledge the event, their relationship had completely morphed overnight. He became her equal. There was no more of the motherly mentorship role. Aaron’s judgment, instincts, capabilities, and maturity were unquestionable. She had nothing left to teach that he hadn’t learned that night.

She loathed using her authority of compulsion for any reason other than a dire life-threatening emergency. It seemed an offensive act to degrade this powerful, graceful creature with compulsive commands.

Like a person who owns a wild animal, to taunt the beast with cruel treatment is to risk loss of life and limb. She didn’t wish to arouse Aaron’s wrath with petty use of compulsion. He was a force to be reckoned with, not manipulated. To this extent, she actually feared him. Without the reassurance of his love, without his constant affection, she’d be looking over her shoulder for a stab in the back.

She understood, probably better than Aaron, exactly how vicious and dangerous a male vampire could be. She had no desire to evoke that darkness within him. He was normally the perfect vision of comportment and civility, and she wanted to keep it that way.

Their relationship functioned on a new paradigm of mutual love and respect. But she was no longer his master. Not if she valued her life. Her days of ordering Aaron around were finished.

MEDICAL EXAMINER RULES N.Y.P.D. DETECTIVES DEATHS A DOUBLE HOMICIDE

The death of fifty-two year old detective Conner Oberman with the 124th precinct N.Y.P.D., has been ruled a homicide, the medical examiner’s office said Monday. Detective Oberman was found face-down in the south side parking lot of the Ramada Inn on Lincoln Blvd. at 11:55 p.m. Friday evening by police officials responding to reports of multiple gunshots fired. Investigators determined that Oberman fell to his death from the third floor balcony of room 322.

In a related homicide, Oberman’s partner, forty-nine year old Detective Sean Konowicz with the 124th precinct N.Y.P.D., was pronounced dead at the scene in room 322 of the same hotel. According to the news release from the medical examiner’s office Detective Konowicz’s suffered, “... massive trauma to the throat ...” with a “... significant contributing factor of external hemorrhage as the cause of death.” When asked if the detectives were on official police business at the time of the murders Police Chief Schueller declined to comment stating, “The investigation is ongoing and the N.Y.P.D. homicide detectives are following all potential leads.” There have been no suspects identified as of yet and no new developments in the investigation beyond the medical examiner’s reports.

CHAPTER 23

Michelle handed her cell phone off to Aaron. “Is your friend again. Please make the arrangements.” He nodded and winked at her.

“Hey Kyle, it’s good to hear from you. What’s up?”

“Same ole same ole. What have you been doing with yourself lately? Seems like forever since we hung out.” Kyle hadn’t spoken to him in over a week. Not since he called to warn him about the detectives.

“I’m doing great, fantastic actually. I’ve been keeping really busy. Michelle’s got me running here, there, and everywhere.” Aaron snorted at the inside joke.

“I’ll bet. You gotta do whatever it takes to keep a girl like Michelle happy.” Obviously Kyle was still enthralled with Michelle, but then who wasn’t? Everyone she came into contact with fell under her spell. She collected admirers like other women collect shoes.

“You betcha. I make sure to do everything I can to keep my baby happy. You wouldn’t want to see what she’s like when she’s angry. That’s something to avoid at all costs.” Aaron paused and then redirected, “How about you? What’s new? Find a new roommate yet?”

“No man, I guess I’m just a sentimental fool. I can’t bring myself to put anyone else in your room. It wouldn’t be the same.” Kyle spoke as though reciting a Shakespearean tragedy.

“Stop it. You’re gonna make me cry!” Aaron mimicked Kyle’s tragic tone. He knew the truth––Kyle simply couldn’t find another chump to foot the bill for half the rent and utilities.

“Hey, man, don’t get all weepy on me. You know I can’t handle it. Really, I called to invite you and Michelle to a little party I’m having this Friday. Since you can’t seem to find the time to come see your best friend I decided to throw a party. Seemed like a good excuse to get you to show up.”

“Ohhh reeaaallly. And should I assume this invitation comes with the requirement that I bring a twenty-four pack?”

Kyle snickered. “You know me far too well. It’s like you can read my mind or somethin’. Startin’ to creep me out dude!”

“I tell you what, I’ll make you a deal. I’ll show up with a twenty-four pack and my fabulously gorgeous girlfriend, ready to party, on one condition ... You make sure Delia’s there.”

“You got it, man. She woulda been here anyway. You know that.” Kyle paused. “I gotta say, Michelle has Delia beat hands down, all the way around. It’s like, no contest. Honestly, I don’t know why you’d be interested in Delia anymore.”

“Definitely, Michelle is awesome, no doubt about it. But hey ... don’t say anything to Delia about this, okay? I want to surprise her. Got it?”

“Sure, no problem, catch you Friday, around ten. You take care. Tell Michelle I said hi.” Kyle hung up.

Aaron turned to Michelle with a wicked smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes, “Hey, baby, we’re goin’ to a party Friday night! Delia’s gonna be there. Make sure you let her know how much we appreciate everything she’s done for us.”

“Oui mon chér, I will make sure she knows exactly how I feel!”

* * * *

Talco felt like he truly had a guardian angel. Someone up above had taken pity on him. He’d been delivered from the hands of the demon who came to drag Oberman and Konowicz to Hell. Sure he had some broken ribs, and a surgery on his punctured lung, but he was alive and well, relatively speaking. Sitting in his hospital bed, he read the newspaper daily, searching for any mention of the detectives. He found the articles, which said very little, but it was enough.

He knew the score. He knew how very close he came to sharing their fate. It was divine intervention that woke him from unconsciousness in the hotel hallway and steered him down the stairwell to life and freedom. His escape from the Ramada Inn was nothing short of a religious experience.

The police didn’t have a clue he had been there. No witnesses survived. What could a witness testify to anyway? Would a judge and jury listen to tales of demonic entities sent to collect the damned, dragging their souls down into the abyss? There was no way to explain to the faithless what had occurred that night.

He swore to bury the memory. None would ever hear his tale. He’d keep this event close to his chest and build upon it a foundation for a new life free of corruption. He would be a good father, a good husband, a good member of the church and community.

His deal with the devil had been broken, his life spared. He would not waste this opportunity to remake himself in the eyes of God and all those he loved.

* * * *

Aaron smiled wide as Kyle opened the door to his apartment.

“Hey Aaron, my man, my savior, what would I do without you––and your beer?” Kyle bumped knuckles with him and then took in Michelle in all her splendor. “Ah Michelle, mon amour, you’re looking lovely as ever.” Kyle made eyes at her, grabbing her hand as though he would kiss it. She swatted him away and smiled demurely, in character with her girl-next-door persona, assumed and discarded at the flick of a switch.

Michelle did indeed look lovely in her second-skin, black jeans and skimpy, red top with lots of open back and cleavage.

Aaron saw Delia immediately, camped on the other side of the room with Amber and gang.  Delia could not stop staring at him. He acted like she didn’t exist.

As the party raged on, he and Michelle worked the room, enjoying the carefree light-hearted atmosphere of the young, immature party goers. Delia was completely ignored, but she maintained her relentless stare at Aaron. Reading her mind, she was consumed with jealousy, obsessed with him, desperately waiting for an opening to talk with him alone. Michelle had been right all along, the girl was a problem.

A half hour into the party, Amber approached him. “Can I talk to you for a second?” Her eyes flitted to Michelle, who was occupied with Kyle’s flirtations.

“I’m right here.” He smiled brightly, and she blushed.

He read Amber’s intense attraction to him and her embarrassment at being cornered into the awkward position of acting as Delia’s ambassador. He listened patiently. “Um ... really its Delia, she wants to talk privately, in the bedroom. She really misses you. I mean it. I’ve never seen her like this. Can you just talk to her for a couple minutes?” Amber’s eyes shifted back towards Michelle, as though afraid to be caught in the middle of this little game.

He surprised her with a wide open grin. “Yeah, let’s do it.”

Aaron flashed a winning smile in Delia’s direction. The first time he’d given her any attention all night. She blushed too. He wondered if Delia had a clue how much her best friend wanted to get in his pants. She probably wouldn’t be sending Amber to him anymore if she learned the truth.

He drew Delia into the room, putting his arm around her in a casual embrace as he closed the door behind them. Delia’s pulse pounded and he read her intense desire-obsession, as she grew wet between the legs from his proximity. She knew something exciting was about to happen. She couldn’t understand what had come over her. Aaron had never driven her hormones crazy like this. No man had ever affected her this way.

He pulled away from her and stepped farther into the bedroom. The separation was almost painful for Delia. She yearned to touch him, to reach her hands up under his shirt. She broke into a sweat with fantasies of all the delightfully naughty things she wanted him to do.

He stood looking at her. Gradually his face turned to a scowl, eyes cold as ice. Delia began to fear he had discovered she called the police to report Michelle. She feared his disapproval and rejection. Her mind raced through lies, misdirection and excuses she could use to skirt the issue, preparing for a reproach.

He read her as she unwittingly confessed to her betrayal that led to the Ramada Inn massacre and his and Michelle’s near-death-experiences. Delia had just condemned herself. The judge, jury, and executioner stood right behind her, silently reading all that Aaron discovered through their intimate psychic bond. Michelle had slipped into the room silently after them, and stood directly behind Delia the entire time. He transmitted all of Delia’s thoughts to Michelle.

Sensing something was seriously wrong, Delia began blabbering nervously, “I have done a lot of thinking lately, and I realize I was wrong about splitting up. You know we belong together.” She smiled warmly with an air of correctness and expectation, no hint of innocence or apology.

Aaron walked toward Delia as though he would embrace her again, but kept on going right past her. As she turned to grab him, he walked into Michelle’s embrace and kissed her lovingly.

Michelle broke off and patted him gently on the shoulder. “Delia and I have something to discuss. Give us a moment, please.”

He nodded and quickly exited the room, closing the door behind him.

* * * *

Delia tried to follow Aaron out, moving past Michelle towards the door. Michelle snatched her up off her feet one-handed, spun her around and pinned her back to the door, face to face. She had Delia by the throat, pressed securely against the door with her feet dangling in the air. Delia squirmed frantically, trying to somehow free herself from the iron claws that dug into her throat like a bear trap.

Michelle’s mouth opened inhumanly wide, a python preparing to swallow its prey whole. She hissed in Delia’s face, bearing her fangs. Delia froze, immobilized by terror at the predatory beast inches away from her. Michelle leaned forward and bit, her razor sharp fangs pierced through shirt and bra and sank into the soft fatty tissue of Delia’s right breast. Delia’s terror peaked and her bowels released. Urine ran down her legs to pool on the floor beneath her. She gagged, but couldn’t vomit as her esophagus was constricted by Michelle’s wicked hold on her throat. She swallowed it back down to breathe.

Michelle released Delia’s breast, licked the blood off her lips, and held Delia’s terrified gaze with murderous intensity. Delia was deathly pale and shaking with a mewling sound––the only noise that could escape her constricted wind pipe.

Time to stop playing around and get serious. Michelle reached her free hand up Delia’s skirt and tore off her cotton underwear. Delia squealed at the brush of Michelle’s sharp claws across her intimate folds.

Michelle licked her finger tips suggestively, as Delia shook her head back and forth whining, “No, no, nooooooo.” She stuck her hand all the way up between her legs, squeezing into Delia’s tender flesh, forcing the girl to accommodate her whole fist. Delia grunted hard as her entire body was pushed upward with the strength of Michelle’s thrust. When her hand squeezed all the way in reaching the limit, Michelle tweaked her claws into the flesh around Delia’s cervix drawing blood.

Delia’s aura flared with a new plateau of pain, terror and humiliation as she realized the horrid mutilation of her body that was about to occur. She cried and bawled like a child.

Michelle looked at her sideways, debating whether she should just do it, or give the girl a chance. She opted for the latter. “I will cut out your uterus and ovaries. Then I will feed them to you. If you still live, I will drain every drop of your blood. Do you doubt me?”

With tears streaming down her face, Delia whimpered, “No.” Michelle eased back the tension on Delia’s throat to better hear her speak. After several gasping breaths, she begged for her life, sobbing, “I don’t wanna die. Please don’t kill me. I’ll leave New York. I’ll never come back. You’ll never see me again, I promise. Please have mercy. I don’t wanna die like this. I’ll do anything you want. Anything!”

Michelle pulled her hand partway out of Delia’s bruised flesh and stroked her sensitive clit intimately with her thumb. Delia bucked and squealed as Michelle tweaked and caressed her buttons in a playful mix of pleasure and pain.

She continued begging for her life and freedom. “Please ... Oh God ... Please ... anything you want ... just please, let me go ...”

Michelle spoke low and cold, barely above a whisper, “You leave the state. I let you have your life and your body––intact. Remember this well. Remember every day of your miserable life that you live by my mercy. You can still bear children by my mercy.” Michelle paused, Delia nodded frantically in agreement.

“If I see you, hear of you, or find you have returned, I will hunt you down. There is no place you can hide. And I will make good on my threats.” Michelle tweaked her clit once more, a reminder. “Entendez-moi? Understand? You need another demonstration?”

Delia shook her head vigorously. “No. Please, no more. I’ll leave tonight. Now! You’ll never see me again, I swear! Please, please let me go!” She sobbed and groveled with the spark of hope that she could survive this night without being mutilated and scarred for life. Michelle released her and Delia collapsed to the floor lying in her own urine. Delia bawled in relief, her entire body trembling uncontrollably.

* * * *

Aaron and Michelle said their goodbyes to everyone. Heading towards the door, Kyle caught Aaron and pulled him aside, “Hey, do you have to take off so soon? Delia’s gone already. She was real upset. I don’t think she’ll be back tonight.”

Aaron smiled warmly. “I don’t think Delia will return, but we’ve gotta get going. Michelle and I have some other plans.”

Kyle nodded in reluctant acceptance, “Hey, did you hear what happened to those two cops that were looking for you?” Aaron shook his head.

“Yeah, it’s fuckin’ crazy. They were found dead at a hotel. One guy shoved off the balcony and the other one was torn apart like hamburger. It’s been all over the news. You haven’t heard?”

Aaron grinned. “Yeah, there are some real animals out there. It’s pretty dangerous to be a cop these days.” Aaron pegged Kyle with a direct stare. Kyle stared back apprehensively.

Aaron read his mind as Kyle briefly entertained the idea that the unfortunate fate of the detectives had something to do with Aaron and Michelle. Kyle couldn’t envision either of them as vicious murderers. They were fun, attractive, and charming. No way they could have been involved in such a massacre. No way possible.

Kyle dismissed the thought and clapped Aaron on the back, snickering in a tone of mutual conspiracy. “Well I guess the good news is you don’t have to worry about those assholes bothering you anymore.”

Aaron and Michelle gave him identical, gleaming white, predatory smiles as they departed, slipping out the door into the New York nightlife.

* * * *

Two days later:

“I think we have worn out our welcome in New York. I don’t like the problème with the police. Is a very high profile investigation. Good time to travel. Since you have nothing to hold you here, I think we should go.” Michelle paused in consideration, “Have you ever been to Europe? Paris, London, Rome?”

He shrugged, and then thought of something. “No, I haven’t really been anywhere. You know what Kyle and I had planned? We were gonna do a vacation in Vegas. Never made it there. I’d still like to go.”

Michelle kissed him. “Ooohhh ... I love Las Vegas, the city that never sleeps. Is perfect for vampires, don’t you think?”

The End

Please leave a review for The Nightlife! Reviews help Indie authors compete in a world full of major publishing house novels and big publishing budgets. Your reviews are always appreciated!

Subscribe to Travis Luedke’s Nightlife Series mailing list for free ebooks and other promotional offers:

If you enjoyed The Nightlife, there are currently seven books in the series, and an ominibus! Check out Travis Luedke at your favorite ebook retailer for more links to The Nightlife. 

––––––––

[image: image]

Travis Luedke is a husband, father, and author of Urban Fantasy Thriller, Paranormal Romance, Contemporary Fantasy, Young Adult Fiction, and Sci-fi. He is currently catching a third degree sunburn in San Antonio, Texas, and loving every minute of it.

As the author of the Nightlife Series novels, Travis lives very vicariously through his writings. He invites you to enjoy his macabre flights of fancy, but be warned: The Nightlife Series is violent, sexy, and occasionally violently sexy.

Website  http://www.twluedke.com/

Facebook  https://www.facebook.com/TheNightlifeSeries 

[image: image]

Blood Of The Eternal Moon

By

Simon Oneill

Chapter 1

––––––––

The blood rose slowly withered and died,

And her beauty did shiver and cried.

Her life bathed in sanguineous delight,

Taken by the specter of the night.

––––––––

5th June 1925

Her trembling hands clamped her mouth to stifle a scream. The faintest churning of her stomach must surely alert the intruders. The coldness of her fear tightened her skin. Oh how much she wanted to cry out but terror held her tongue, a terror so intense she knew not where she was or even who she was. 

A shattering roar echoed within her like thunder in a cave. Her nostrils wrinkled with the stench of something bitter and metallic. Blurred images came into focus. Ribbons of grey smoke swirled from the bloody hole in a man’s chest. The scent of his blood teased her hunger. 

His scream of darkness so vile and stomach-churning penetrated her thoughts like a skewer through raw meat. A black storm of hate penetrated her quivering soul.

She touched the rough wood of a dining table she now cowered under. Solid, ridged, hard, the feeling reassured her of reality. 

Frantic movement caught her attention. The metallic screeching of swordplay sent shivers down her back. She jumped when a heavy thud rocked the table. 

Something was familiar about the long black coat covering the black leather trousers worn by Him and yet she could not remember His name. Her mind tuned into His terrible thoughts of murder and hatred. She crawled on hands and knees to get away from those legs. Her instincts told her she must never again be captured. 

The sound of splintering wood! His sword sliced through the table, stopping less than an inch from her eye. The sword was removed. Gore dripped from the gash in the table and ran down her face. The awful screams subsided to mere whimpers. 

The room fell ominously silent amplifying those dreadful sucking, gurgling sounds of insatiable appetites. The thought of those carnal sounds consuming her flesh brought a new level of terror. 

A faint rustling sound diverted her attention when scrambling on all fours to the opposite edge of the table. She dared to look back. To her utter horror, a pale hand with black fingernails lifted the tablecloth. A leering white face, smeared with gore took her breath away. Her heart almost stopped. It was Him! The mouth grinned, revealing oversized canine teeth stained red.

“There you are!” The mouth laughed.

She scurried from beneath the table and rushed through the shattered French doors. Her trembling legs carried her across a vast lawn to the surrounding dark impenetrable woods. 

Dawn’s cold rain slashed across her tearful face. Lightning crackled from brooding clouds, followed by a thunderous reply. She kicked off her elegant shoes and raced barefoot through the undergrowth. Branches whipped her face and legs, slicing thin scratches. The all-consuming blackness of His evil pursued her ever closer. Don’t stop! 

She sensed His wicked thoughts hunting her. He was so close she could almost hear his blood pumping through his festering heart. The sounds of Him stumbling and cursing spurred her on into the encroaching light of dawn.

“You won’t get far, my Delicate Rose.” His cruel laughter tormented her. 

Was Delicate Rose her name? Clambering down a steep embankment of wet grass, she slipped and fell into a filthy, water-logged ditch. Crawling from the muck, she heard a strange sound, like a growling dog. She paused half out of the ditch, listening to the sound growing louder. It was an approaching car – His car. She slipped back under the water but her terror did not remind her to take a deep breath. 

Through the filthy water she caught a glimpse of a hideous creature, smoking black with glowing red eyes like hot coals. The demonic figure removed something from its black cloak. It was Him and his precious blade of death. The deadly steel plunged repeatedly, slicing her skin but she dared not move. 

She waited until her lungs were about to collapse before risking a gulp of air. Surfacing, a large rat crawled over face. Her scream was filled with stagnant water. Coughing the filth from her lungs, she dragged her shivering body from the ditch, her convulsing stomach forcing her to her knees, coughing up more muddy water. 

She looked down the narrow country lane to see nothing. The car’s growling menace diminished in the distance. All was silent. She got up and stumbled away in the opposite direction trying to remember who or where she was. What was her name? She knew nothing except Delicate Rose.

She shuffled with bare feet, torn and bleeding, down a leafy lane pocked with deep puddles. A sudden noise behind her rooted her to the ground. She recognized that familiar snorting of His demon steed. Her lungs stopped their intake of air and her eyes closed in anticipation of Him. A crack of his cruel whip was followed by intense pain biting into her flesh. She turned to see nothing.  

She glanced around hearing an approaching horse but all she saw was the moon, not yet full, but close, oh so tantalizingly close, saying farewell to the rising run. Its ancient allure captured her soul. A sense of pleasure brought a quivering smile to her lips. The moon was an important cycle but she could not recall why. 

The heat of the sun! Why was she so frightened of the sun? The vacuum of desperation quickened her blood.  

A frighteningly real image of rose petals fell from her shaking hands to be covered by her rich, dark essence spilling from her body. The trees moaned to her with dry creaking voices. Their darkly twisted bark transformed into angry wooden faces, mangled branches bore long, bony arms stretching over the lane. The wooden faces moaned lustfully, tentacle-like roots screaming from their open mouths to dip into the pools of blood and suck with unearthly pleasure. The early morning mist was tinged pink with blood spray and the puddles at her feet pooled black in congealing gore.  

She screamed, shaking her head to clear the dark visions. “This cannot be happening!” Her body shivered uncontrollably at the sound of His horse, so close she feared the inevitable.

Chapter 2

––––––––

Jean Busson, a middle-aged, robust farmer steered his cart down the lane. He wore his usual rough corduroy jacket and trousers tattered to fine strands, hanging limply around his muddy boots. His old black cap was heavily stained with sweat. Papillon, his black and white sheepdog, sat next to him on his regular milk run.

Every morning at precisely five thirty, he filled four churns with the milk eagerly relinquished by his small herd of Friesians. The work often reminded him of Lisette Rousseau’s overly large breasts flowing beneath his eager hands.  

Six long years passed since his beloved wife had been so cruelly taken from him by the influenza epidemic. He had been left alone to tend to his adolescent daughter, Annette, for far too long. A smile creased his weathered face at the thought of making an honest woman of Madame Rousseau one day soon. 

Papillon erupted into a cacophony of raucous barks, returning Busson’s attention to the leafy lane just in time. He pulled on the reins to stop his horse from trampling a young woman, spilling some milk from the churns with an audible sloshing.  

“Stupid bloody cow!” He shook his head in irritation, staring down at the woman almost nose to nose with his horse, now snorting in frustration. 

Papillon leapt from his seat and harried the poor woman, barking and yelping excitedly.

Busson frowned, weighing up the situation. She had a look of blank terror on her deathly-pale face. Dark mascara ran in long black streaks down her alabaster cheeks like tears of oil. Her face looked like it had been through a thresher with crisscrossed scratches, the blood blending with mascara to create a grisly countenance. Long red hair lay in a shambles about her shoulders, covered with a profusion of leaves, twigs and dripping with mud. What was left of her bloody dress was obviously damp, making it transparent. It clung to her lithe body by a single remaining strap.  

Busson stared into that look of pure terror emanating from almond-shaped brown eyes and a shiver went down his spine. An unnamed fear gripped him. 

She backed away from Papillon and seemed unsure what to do for a brief moment before continuing on her way, oblivious.  

Busson recognized that familiar look of shellshock, it brought back fleeting memories of the war. For a moment he heard those terrible screams of death once more. 

“Whoa, girl!” He pulled up on the reins when his horse tried to proceed. Papillon forced the woman to falter.

Busson eyed this macabre vision of loveliness wavering below him. She was the most enticing female he had ever seen in his thirty-seven years and three months. His fixated gaze followed the woman who continued down the lane. He exhaled, lifted his cap and mopped his brow with the back of his hand. 

“Hold on, miss.” 

The woman continued on her way.  

He replaced his cap and whistled Papillon back onto the cart. The farmer patted the dog’s head then urged his horse to turn the cart around. He drew alongside the distressed woman and slowed to her pace but she continued as if unaware of his presence.  

She started to chant in a monotone, listless voice. “Eternal ... I am Eternal ... he mustn’t find me.” She looked up, her terrified gaze slicing into Busson’s soul. “Please ... don’t let him take me.” She screamed in terror, “No! Don’t take my blood!” She fainted.

“Damn it to bloody hell!” He released the reins once more and turned to Papillon. “Stay boy!”  

Papillon whined pathetically, wagging his tail.

He scrambled from the cart and quickly stooped down at her side oblivious to the muddy puddles to check her pulse. A surge of fear rippled through him. A fleeting image of his father’s death, his throat torn out caused him to gasp. He put his head to her chest and frowned for a moment for he couldn’t detect a heartbeat. Thank God, she was still breathing. Plucking her from the ground with strong arms, he placed her gently onto the back of the cart. She curled into the fetal position, her wild eyes darting this way and that. 

The farmer removed his sweaty jacket and covered her shivering body with it. He hopped over the seat, whistling the horse into action.  

He looked behind at the unconscious woman with concern and an ice-cold dread. “Sweet Saint Madeleine ... what has happened to you?” He whipped his horse to a canter and made his way to the Douvrey Institute for the insane. Doctor Vernier may not know what the bloody hell he’s doing half the time, Busson thought, but at least he would take proper care of her.

~~~~

Delicate Rose remained curled up under the sweaty jacket, lulled by the motion of the cart. Flashing images of her recent terrors seared her brain. She fought to erase them but they were insistent. She saw herself running through a garden of mist-covered stone slabs. His whip lashed her feet, binding them together. She was dragged screaming back to hell, her nails raking the ground into deep furrows.

The rocking motion stopped. A new more urgent sense of danger overwhelmed her. A distant voice grew stronger within her – “Let me in. I am Eternal!”

Delicate Rose opened her eyes to the blinding brilliance of the sun’s rays scorching exposed patches of her white skin without mercy. A brief image of her savior smiled sadly down at her but something terrible forced her to look towards a drab grey edifice oozing with misery. The stinging sensation brought forth her stronger, otherworldly self – Eternal.

In this altered state of heightened awareness, Eternal saw what Delicate Rose could not. And the first thing Eternal laid eyes on was a disgusting, fat demon with a horribly scarred face, leering down at her. The demon licked its puffed lips with a bloated black tongue. Its breath was so fetid it forced bile up her throat. She immediately panicked and tried to escape.  

Eternal had no idea where she was or what was happening to her. Fear took control. She screamed and screamed. The demon laughed at her, drooling with its stinking tongue hanging limp from a rancid mouth circled by fat lips.

Eternal turned to see the dog sitting on the cart, barking furiously at the vile creature. You can see him for what he is, can’t you? When the demon whistled, the dog hid back under the cart seat in terror, tail between its legs.  

She watched the kind man who saved her hop onto the cart and comfort his dog. The farmer looked most concerned while stroking the dog’s head. The look on his face showed his confusion and fear. She sensed his inner turmoil. He wondered if he had done the right thing in saving her. He was thinking of his father’s death.  

Eternal turned to a new source of terror. A vile, rotting witch, covered in festering warts over pale green, scaly skin, slapped her face. 

The witch spoke in a husky rasp to the demon at her side, “Hold her tight, Bonbon ... this one is going to be trouble.”  

Eternal had a sickening vision in her mind’s eye of the demonic Bonbon manhandling the female patients, most of whom experienced his molestations many times over. 

And hold her tight the demon did. His harsh grip on her slender wrists brought a squeal of agony equal to that inflicted by the sun’s rays. She tried to turn away from that monstrous countenance but was slapped by the diseased witch.  

With renewed terror, Eternal watched thick leather straps bind her tightly to a steel cart. Not the straps! They reminded her of his cruel whip and tried to scream but all she could do was emit a croaking whisper from her dry mouth. She squirmed with disgust, unable to prevent the stinking demon groping her breasts and fondling between her legs. The vile witch looked on with a lecherous grin. The searing pain of the sun’s rays confirmed she must be in hell and shuddered. 

Eternal struggled to no avail, watching the farmer steer his cart away. The waking nightmare continued when a giant’s maw opened up before her with a sinister creaking, swallowing her up. The maw slammed shut with her rasping screams

.

Chapter 3

––––––––

Eternal could not move while she was carted across a grand hall. The distant wails and screams of the tortured confirmed she had been delivered to hell. An overpowering sense of revulsion caused her to look towards the noise. 

She saw an attractive blonde female smiling at her but the smile lasted only a second, to be replaced by a disgusted grimace. Eternal followed the female’s gaze to the leering demon licking its lips. 

The demon turned from the blonde, leaned closer to Eternal and pinched her breasts. Pain and fear convulsed through her.

Eternal looked up at the demon’s revolting attempt to attract her attention, puckering its lips for a kiss. She could do nothing but experience these horrors as if they were happening to someone else. She became detached from her reality. Eternal! I am Eternal! I – am – Eternal!

Eternal kept a close eye on her captors while traveling down a tunnel-like corridor into a room filled with a disgusting stench. The fumes caused her to cough. She sensed the demon drooling over her dark v-shaped mound clearly visible through her ruined dress. In her mind’s eye she could see her trembling fleshy folds being ravaged by the creature’s serpent-like tongue probing deeper and deeper and this accelerated her terror. 

She had a powerful urge to cover herself but couldn’t. As hard as she tried, her hand failed to cover the place where the demon’s lust dwelled. Bile rose up her throat when she saw the room change into a dungeon adorned with instruments of torture hanging from the walls. Huge steel clamps, massive shears with serrated edges, spiked gloves, glowing hot tongs and many more awaited her trembling flesh. 

Eternal looked from the female demon witch to the male version and wondered which one would devour her first. She was relieved when the male demon skulked towards the open door but was immediately repulsed, sensing its urgent need to spray its seed in her face.  

Eternal wanted to scream but she was so dry with fear her tongue had stuck to the roof of her mouth. She looked desperately around the small room, breathing frantically. Her head swam with terrifying visions of bloody torn bodies, screams of death and those leather-clad legs. She tried to understand what was happening to her but couldn’t. Tears ran down her face for nothing surfaced except sheer terror that stripped her of her very existence. 

Eternal relaxed while the festering witch gently comforted her by stroking her hair. The dungeon changed to a white room. She saw a woman in a white uniform and shelves of brown bottles, rolled bandages, shining stainless steel instruments. Was she in a hospital? Was this frighteningly ugly woman a nurse? She sensed the cruelty within her and her demon. 

“You’re in safe hands now my dear.” The nurse examined several cuts on Eternal’s face. “Oh, you poor little thing.” The restraints were loosened. Gauze was used to clean the cuts. “That’s better, isn’t it?” She tossed the bloody gauze into a nearby bin.  

Eternal screamed at the sight of her blood. Her precious blood! It cannot be wasted. Her blood is eternal. 

Eternal received a slap across the face from the demon witch. She struggled but was shoved back down. The straps were tightened once more. She stared into the mask of hate glaring at her, unable to cry. 

“Do that again and I’ll let Bonbon have his way with you,” the evil witch said with a sneer.

Eternal did not move a muscle. She didn’t even flinch when the festering old hag held her head firmly with a rough hand, dabbing at more blood oozing from numerous superficial cuts. Brief flashes of the hag in a nun’s garment beating children seared her mind, reminding her of a childhood past that soon dissolved with her fear.

“There ... there ... we’ll have you cleaned up in no time at all. Now try to stay calm so the doctor can examine you properly. Can you do that?” the witch asked in a pleasing voice.

Eternal’s exhaustion forced her sweet other self, Delicate Rose, to whimper to the surface. 

Delicate Rose grabbed a firm hold of that word “doctor” and clung to it with all her strength. She was in a hospital and allowed the nurse to finish cleaning her scratches but the blood continued to ooze from thin lacerations. She sensed the nurse’s confusion at this loss of blood and her disgust at such use of heavy makeup, the deep red fingernail polish. The evil within the nurse grew stronger, its demon welling up to the surface. Delicate Rose screamed in fear allowing Eternal to take temporary control. 

Eternal sensed the witch thinking of her as a worthless harlot, a useless lump of flesh to be beaten to a bloody pulp.

“What is this world coming to?” the witch said, its voice a file on rusted iron.

Eternal resigned herself to her fate at the hands of this vile creature. She trembled like a trapped bird while her feet were cleaned. The constant disapproving sighs, revulsion and hatred assaulted her senses. This witch hated all her patients with equal venom. 

Eternal saw a door open, please, not the demon orderly! A tall man of authoritative bearing entered and loomed over her. She immediately knew she would be safer under his care. The Doctor! Had she been injured? She couldn’t remember. Her blood! How much blood had she lost? While in her terrified state, this man did not change into a hideous creature to prey on her but she sensed his inner turmoil.

“Have you ascertained her injuries, Nurse Marteau?”

“They seem to be nothing more than superficial scratches, Doctor Vernier.”

“You’re in safe hands now ... do you have a name?” The doctor smiled down at her with a kindly tanned face etched with a thin moustache. He had the appearance of an actor, suave, sophisticated, reminding her of someone close. But who? This man was also hiding his feelings. Again, something about him reminded her of her own past but what precisely, she could not discern. He removed her restraints.

“Such pale skin. So delicate.” The doctor checked her pulse with a cool gentle touch and gave a dissatisfied grunt. He repeated this procedure with a peculiar device. He frowned and tested her heart again.

Eternal blanked out.

Delicate Rose returned, becalmed by the doctor’s tenderness. 

“Was she in a distressed state when you first examined her, Nurse Marteau?”

“She has been like that since her arrival, Doctor Vernier.” Nurse Marteau smirked wickedly at the patient.

“Hmm ... this is most peculiar.” Doctor Vernier continued with the strange listening device. “Her heart rate is exceedingly slow ... especially after such an obvious ordeal.” The doctor finished listening to her chest, unplugged the thing from his ears and dangled it from his neck. He shrugged, touching numerous cuts and scratches on her face, legs, lower arms and feet, all the time staring into her eyes.  

“Interesting ... no reactions.” He gave her an encouraging smile. “Can you remember what happened to you?”  

Delicate Rose stared blankly at the man, her fear stapling her mouth shut with tight lips. 

“Can you remember where you live?” The doctor waited a few seconds for an answer. “What is your name?” He gripped her right arm and raised it before letting it go.

Delicate Rose’s arm stayed where it was, as rigid as a board. She saw the look of recognition on the doctor’s face. He was thinking of some kind of mental disorder. 

“Take the patient to the shower room. Perhaps then she will be more forthcoming.” The good doctor opened the door to leave.

Delicate Rose became frantic. She tried to get off the bed but her ankle restraints prevented her. She so desperately wanted to tell this man what had happened to her but her memory failed to produce the answer. 

The doctor paused at the door. “You know what to do, Nurse Marteau.” He left the room.  

With a solid slap from the witch, Eternal took control, glaring into the dead eyes of the thing masquerading as a nurse. She tried to scream but her fear closed her throat. Blinking in shock, she was pushed down hard and shackled to the steel cart.  

“Oh my ... are the straps too tight.” The witch cackled. “You’re mine now ... so be a good girl or you’ll never be free ... never!”

With mounting dread, Eternal’s worst nightmare entered the room.  

The demonic Bonbon flashed its black tongue. It massaged its bulging groin with obvious intent, wheeling the trolley out into the corridor where the tormented screams and moans of the insane filled the air. The gargoyle-like monster leered at her in a most vile manner.  

Helpless, Eternal was taken to another room tiled in white from floor to ceiling. Along one wall were attached showerheads, dripping in anticipation. She received a strong signal that this demon inhabited a paradise for the perverse. She closed her eyes as if by opening them this nightmare would end.

Eternal opened her eyes. The demon undid the straps with trembling fingers and gasping lungs. It moaned, indicating for her to disrobe with a shaking hand.  

She stared at the grotesque creature in abject terror and shook her head no. The hideous monster struck her across the face with the back of its pustule-ridden hand.

“Do as Bonbon says or you’ll have some of this.” The demon undid its fly and removed its Devil’s prong. It started to rub itself.  

Eternal whimpered in terror and backed away with images of this demon drinking her life’s blood. Not her blood! Those thoughts quickly evaporated when the rampant monster advanced on her with a sickening grin full of rotting teeth and that black tongue flicking in and out. The room began to swirl.

Chapter 4

––––––––

Eternal’s legs buckled, striking the wall with her back. There was nowhere to go.

The demonic Bonbon advanced upon her with his vile, twitching erection dribbling green puss. The demon’s thick tongue slobbered with pleasure. 

Eternal looked frantically from side to side but all she could see was an empty room. She tried to escape but was cut off by the demon. It shoved her against the wall with bone-jarring force. She shuddered in disgust, feeling its demon horn nudging her groin.

“Nice ... nice ... nice,” the demon said with drool sliding from its ugly maw. “Take it all off for Bonbon.” 

Eternal shook her head no, retreating from its grin.

The hideous creature giggled, blew her a kiss and advanced, stroking its erection.

The demon witch marched in looking for trouble. “Put that away, you damned fool!” 

The festering demon fumbled its cock back into its trousers. “Later,” it promised, leaving with a cackle.  

Eternal collapsed to the floor and wept stinging tears of utter defeat. She probed the male demon’s mind. It needed to have its way with her before eating her like a raw piece of meat. That’s how it saw all its victims. She now knew she would die in this hell. Oblivion awaited her where a cold death would strip her of her very existence. She curled into the fetal position and whimpered with utter dread. 

Strange whispers hissed like snakes, drawing her from her terror. She blinked at naked women writhing before her. They were all possessed by filthy demons. Her hunger visualized their blood spurting from torn necks.  

The bodies quivered and whispered, “Eternal.” 

Eternal looked with fearful eyes at the room dissolving into a place completely white. White chairs bolted to the white tiled floor. White towels were draped over the back of the chairs. Several middle-aged women were seated upon the chairs giving her frightened looks. They whispered secretively and pointed trembling fingers at her.

One woman asked, “Are you Eternal?”

Was that her real name, she wondered?

“Enough of that, girls!” Demon witch glared at Eternal with open hatred. “Well, get on with it.” 

Eternal stared blankly from the angry demon witch to the other female demons, starting to disrobe. She began to tremble with sheer terror gripping her mind like a vice. Pathetic whimpering escaped her lips and hot tears ran down her face. Her inner power grew stronger pushing back her fear to a tolerable squirm of snakes in her stomach. 

Eternal stared with complete disgust at a partition wall to the side of the showers. Intense hatred rippled through the wall. She used her power to enter the demon’s mind on the other side of the wall. Sickening as it was she had to know its intent.

She saw the demon’s hands go about its business on its massive erection. She could see her own repulsed expression. The demon had a spying hole. 

She was shoved by the witch and sensed a beating was on its way if she didn’t disrobe. So she slipped out of her bloody gown. The witch picked it up with revulsion on its face, as if the blood was poison, grunted and stormed off.  

Eternal stood naked and bloody before the leering gaze of the male demon. The thing likened her pale skin to the fine bone china tea service its mother used on special days. It ejaculated and the demon made a decision to take extra-special care of Eternal. She deserved his special attention.

Eternal’s rage surfaced. She dashed across the room towards the spying hole and thumped against the partition wall. She sensed momentary fear in the demon at being found out. Perverted whimpering came from the other side of the door. She felt vital, alive, powerful at her small victory.

With an air of superiority, Eternal faced the terrified glances from the other women. She ignored them for they were nothing to her. When the sting of the water cleansed her cuts and scratches, she shuddered at the flashing images of her immediate past forcing her precarious mind to relive that ordeal. She felt the cold hard rain driving into her face while she stumbled along the country road. She had to escape this chamber of horrors but for now she allowed the warm water to cleanse her hair and body. It felt good.  

A distant voice echoed in the darkest recesses of her disturbed mind, calling to her with that single word – Eternal. She allowed the word to fill her with its incessant allure. Instinct told her it was her destiny to embrace that word.  

“I am Eternal,” she whispered. She quivered with delight, washing the terrors from her ravaged body to reveal her true self in all her shimmering beauty. She showered in her divine opalescence, imagining herself to be the mistress moon. The dark music of her vampiric lullaby sent ripples of her power flowing outwards. Her mind filled the room and sensed the timid lives trembling before her. Those poor wretches!

The other women scrambled to the furthermost corner of the shower room, quivering with fear at the strange, dark music filling their deranged minds. They stared at her in awe and trepidation.

“She is Eternal, sent to destroy us,” one woman whispered with a look of sheer hatred.

“What can we do?” another said, hiding her eyes from Eternal’s glory.

“She has come to return us to Oblivion,” another screamed, tears of terror pouring down her face.

The women huddled for comfort, whimpering and trembling, snake-like forked tails whipping from their behinds.

Eternal smiled at their discomfort and wondered if she was a demon hunter. Moaning with delight, she massaged her breasts and between her legs. Her fingers probed her sex with ever-increasing urgency. She was close to an orgasm. Then everything went black.

She was now a naked woman, bald and shimmering with ice and her hands ripped the backbone from a gargoyle-like creature. She raised bloody hands to the obsidian moon casting grey-black light into the underworld abyss known as Oblivion. She tossed the bloody spine into the heavy mist shrouding the ground up to her waist.

She stared down the deep ravine, snaking between towering cliffs of black ice, gleaming darkly under the lifeless glow above. The carpet of freezing mist billowed, creating a swirling tunnel. Something moved within its shroud. 

A putrid demon hopped along under cover of the freezing fog. The creature’s bloated belly crawled with slithering lice. Its breath clung to its hideous face. A whip-like tail slashed through the mist like a scythe through soft flesh. The demon spoke with a high-pitched hissing, clicking teeth in a staccato fashion. There came replies within the protection of the shroud. Its head whipped around in alarm and screamed out, ducking under the thick ice-fog.

The woman of pure translucent white leapt from the mist and pounced on the repulsive demon cowering in terror. She opened her mouth with a snarl and tore out the creature’s throat with massive fangs. Her sharp claws ripped the demon’s festering heart from its ribcage. She raised the still beating heart to the black moon and screamed with triumph. With a sickening squelch she devoured the bloody flesh with relish.

She used the demon’s vile essence to mark her face with the kill – her face now a bloody mask of death. She raised her hands to the black moon and called out, “I am you’re eternal offspring. Let me free! Let me continue the eternal hunt.”

The moon coalesced into the face of the divine one –Sekhmet the Vampire of Destruction. Her beauty ushered forth the means of release from Oblivion.

A door opened high above the dark crevasse. Bright light cascaded across the darkness. Her skin tingled and reddened with the intense heat.

All around her, demons of every shape and size scurried away from the light. Some were not quick enough and burst into flames. Their awful screams were divine music to the naked woman. 

The moon dissolved into a flock of ravens and flew downwards in a swirl of black feathers and raucous calls. The ravens shed their feathers that spiraled down and clung to the woman in a cloak of shimmering black.

Now protected from the divine light she walked through the Valley of the Demons, laughing at the pathetic attempts the inhabitants made to inflict death upon her. One by one, they perished. Disemboweled and beheaded for their feeble efforts.

Before her, appeared steps of black ice covered in freezing fog. Far above, the hideous light offered her means of escape from Oblivion. She ascended the stairs to embrace her destiny. Frantic to escape, demons attacked with disregard to the searing rays emanating from above. She kicked them to a screaming death far below. The higher she went, the more feathers fell at her feet. And with each discarded feather a dark lullaby of celestial design filled her inner being.

The woman entered the light. The last feather dropped from her naked, bloody body. She bowed to Sekhmet. 

Sekhmet’s beauty was a sight to behold. Her translucent skin was unblemished by age. Her small pointed ears, bald scalp of smooth skin and hairless body gave her the appearance of neither man nor woman. Her breasts were small and between her legs dwelled nothing at all. Proof of human birth was also missing.

The woman held Sekhmet’s hand and immediately she understood her duty as a demon slayer. She stepped into the awaiting sarcophagus and stretched out with arms across her chest.

“Now rest my daughter ... until the Eternal Moon has aligned with her celestial kindred.” Sekhmet leaned in and kissed the woman on her lips. She slid the cover with a scraping of stone obliterating the light.

Sekhmet banished the light with a wave of her hand. She waited in darkness and sighed. The Eternal Moon shone with a liquid silver of divine destiny. The moon’s kindred, Orion, slipped across the vast heavens and aligned herself with her mistress directly above the pinnacle of the Great Pyramid. A beam of celestial light pierced the tip of the monument.

The woman’s eternal birth was drawn from the stone sarcophagus now bathed in moonlight. Its cover slid open, revealing the woman, naked, bald and beautiful. She appeared lifeless with eyes shut tight.

Sekhmet bit her own wrist and placed the wound to the woman’s lips. “I give my daughter life and her name shall be Eternal!” 

Eternal gripped Sekhmet’s wrist and drank with a terrifying thirst. Dark tresses appeared upon Eternal’s head. Fangs grew from her mouth. Her obsidian eyes gleamed with blood lust. She hissed and stepped from her birthing chamber. She raised her arms to the Eternal Moon sent on the sixth day of summer’s first awakening.

“I am Eternal!” She looked around the small stone room and feared she was trapped. Her eyes settled on Sekhmet and begged for her wisdom. “What is this place?”

Sekhmet smiled. “The gateway to Oblivion, my daughter. I am your eternal maker ... you have all my knowledge to do with as you so wish. Your blood was born of the Eternal Moon and can only be freely given to your one true love. If you ever return to Oblivion, you must await her return ... it is your birthright.” 

“How will I know my true love, Mother?” Eternal begged with outstretched hands.

Sekhmet turned and snarled. “Fear not ... you will know, my child. And now I must leave, for too much time has passed. Your mother is now the Eternal Moon, obey her urges and feed when she so desires.”

The Eternal Moon!

Chapter 5

––––––––

Eternal opened her eyes to a resounding slap from the vile demon witch. 

One of the female patients pointed and screamed out, “Eternal! May the Devil save us!”  

“Bonbon!” the witch shouted. She herded the stupid cows across the changing room into the tender care of Bonbon.

Demon Witch whirled round and stormed up face to face with Eternal. It tossed a grey hospital gown at Eternal to cover her hideously pale bitch’s skin. 

Eternal repulsed from the onslaught of hateful thoughts from the witch. The thing was sickened by the patient openly displaying her Devil’s slip cover like the filthy whore that she was.  

Eternal sent her own message to the witch. 

The vile matriarch shook her head, trying to dispel the ancient music caressing her tormented mind with the screams of ravens. She stared at Eternal with a look of pure hatred and disgust.

Eternal picked up the gown, slipping it on as if in a sublime trance, not a sound uttered.

“That’s better, whore!” the stinking witch said with a sneer. She snatched Eternal by the arm and dragged her out of the changing room and down the corridor. 

Eternal was dragged up a winding staircase and into a corridor bathed in unbearable sunshine. She faltered at the scorching light, shielding her eyes from the intense bombardment. Her screams bounced from the plain white walls. She broke loose from the witch and tried to run back through the door.

Eternal could not open the door. She looked around in shock and terror. She was trapped in this furnace. The witch slammed her against a wall, almost knocking out her front teeth. Her lip bled and was about to prove that with her fingers when her arm was wrenched and twisted behind her back.  

“You ever do that again, you’ll be found strangled by your own bedclothes.” The hideous creature sneered with delight.

The shocking treatment brought Delicate Rose back. She turned her face away from the stinging golden rays of sunlight not knowing where she was.  

The nurse opened a heavy wooden door and threw Delicate Rose into a tiny room.

Delicate Rose smashed into a steel-framed cot, slicing her shins. She cried out in pain and collapsed to the floor. Searing agony lanced her arm. Sunlight from the barred window sprayed harmful rays over her. With little room to spare, she scurried away from the golden glow, almost knocking over a metal bucket chained to the wall. She was slapped across the face by her tormentor. Delicate Rose’s inner sense was bombarded with a barrage of hate, disgust and murderous thoughts.

“Sit down, you bitch!” the nurse screeched almost hysterically, going purple with rage.

Delicate Rose could not turn away from the look of revulsion aimed at her. She was forced to sit on the cot with a stern hand on her shoulder. Her fragile skin was gripped with deliberate intent and twisted by bony fingers.

Delicate Rose remained almost trance-like while her left breast was so cruelly pinched. She felt nothing for her terror had numbed her fractured mind.

“You could do with some extra meat on those bones, filthy whore.” The hideous woman frowned at the lack of reply. She gripped one of Delicate Rose’s nipples and twisted it. The nurse’s dismay at the lack of reaction froze on her hateful glare. 

“I’ll let Bonbon spray his mess on your filthy pillows. He likes that.” She cackled. “I imagine you will too.” Nurse Marteau shook her head with disgust and left the room. The door was slammed shut with a thunderous boom eliciting wails of despair from the other patients.

Delicate Rose was frozen to the firm bed. She rubbed her sore breasts and cried silent tears. To shield her eyes from the intense glare she pulled her thin cotton gown up over her face. She removed her improvised sunglasses and turned to the sound of a bolt locking the door. If ever there was a hell, this was it.  

Her tears flowed unabated, trying desperately to understand her predicament. With squinting, bloodshot eyes she risked another peek out of the window. She quickly turned away, blinking several times to remove the after-image of searing white from her vision.  

She tugged a blanket from the cot and draped it over the window. She had to repeat this several times with eyes closed from the hurtful rays. Once the blanket stayed, she curled up in the fetal position on the cot.  

Delicate Rose could not remember the source of her fear – only that she knew it was Him. She concentrated with every fiber of her body but nothing came to her. If only she could remember? 

Eternal spoke to her, “Let me in! Let me comfort you.”

Delicate Rose slumped into a troubled sleep where Eternal ruled supreme. She dreamed of death-white faces drifting in a heavy, blood-red mist full of whispers and hysterical screams. The faces screamed down a dark tunnel. The tunnel widened, people were dancing, drinking, having fun.  

She seemed trapped with these people inside a magnificent room of gold, opulent and comfortable. Her hand reached out and touched a red rose, a color so deep, so perfect she could not resist. She flinched in terror. His eyes met hers. His hatred assaulted her. Her precious blood, dripping from her hand, forced her heart to pound like canon fire. 

In a flash of red, she tended to a woman with a mane of red hair seated before a gold-framed mirror. She bowed and lovingly brushed Queen Elizabeth’s hair. After applying ample amounts of chalk paste to her majesty’s exposed skin, Eternal helped her into a heavy brocade dress with a high neck ruff surrounding her regal head. The Queen gave a curt nod. Eternal gleamed large fangs and opened a vein in her wrist. She poured blood into a gold goblet for her majesty to maintain her power. 

In a flash of red, Eternal posed naked for a female artist. Her tormentor – Him, leaned against a door, ever watchful with that whip in his hand. The room changed to a stone circle with a floor of straw. She flinched at each crack of that whip slicing her flesh with hatred. The room changed.

Eternal was trapped in her attic prison. The whip licked her flesh red raw. Bloody fingernails, her fingernails, scratched at the door. The gory groove in the wood finally split wide enough for her fingers to slip through. With an ear-shattering of splintered wood the door was torn apart. 

Eternal escaped her prison. She paused to listen to three beating hearts in the rhythm of sleep after a torrid orgy. Fleeting images of Him being pleasured by two strangers, one a muscular Negro and the other a petite brunette were forced from her mind. She entered an empty bedroom and removed a spray bottle from a long black coat. She smashed the bottle in the hall, covering her face from the poison gas. Her broken fingernails looked awful. She covered them with fine silk gloves. Blood stained the gloves.

Her distorted dream revealed her escape from the garret in Montmartre. Montmartre! Paris! She had lived in Paris. Please remember it all! Please! The Ritz! Salvation awaited her at the Ritz with Ellise and Sebastian and her true love. Salvation from The Count! 

Eternal snapped out of her dream. She thought long and hard, concentrating on flashing images of her immediate past scattered like a jigsaw puzzle in her rambling mind. Her mind placed the pieces of her past into a semblance of order she could understand. In her desperation to find her true love, she had escaped her nemesis, The Count, four days ago.

Yes! That’s it! It all started with The Count. That’s who was after her, who she ran from, who stalked her this very moment. Always The Count. But who was this devil? She could not remember.

Chapter 6

––––––––

4 days earlier, 1st June 

Lucien Dupont breathed The Count’s particular stench of decay that tainted the cool evening air. His statuesque frame stood before a large gabled house. His mistress, the pale moon of the underworld was not yet in full bloom, still reflecting the dying sun’s rays. He bathed in her divine light with arms outstretched, his long dark coat flapping in the gentle summer breeze. He entered the inner sanctum of his desire and he faltered, catching his breath when a rusty creak shattered the silence. 

His powerful evil side – The Count – commanded an audience. “You must not fail me Lucien ... my destiny is a mere heartbeat away!” 

Lucien smirked, closing the front door. With the agility of a cat he raced up the stairs to the attic room and paused before unlocking the door. 

Silently he entered the garret and with rampant fumbling unbuttoned his black leather trousers. He shook his long raven-black hair from his eyes while massaging his cock with his left hand. There you are! He unhooked a black leather whip from his belt and let it uncoil, mimicking his unbridled lust. The flickering light from a single candle was swallowed up by pervading shadows, concealing the object of his passion. 

“Only a few more days to go my young host and then the night will be mine forever,” The Count whispered hoarsely into Lucien’s mind.

His lean, muscular body loomed over the naked female lying upon the four-poster bed. He watched her moaning fretfully in her sleep, his left hand stroking his erection.

He admired her silky white skin contrasting to perfection with the black satin sheets. 

Her eyes flew open. She gasped in shock and backed up to the wall in fear. Her bright red hair cascaded across her trembling shoulders and her pale skin reflected the moon’s essence. “Please no ... please don’t. I’ll scream.”

The Count was amused. Let’s play our little game, he mused. He advanced with malicious intent and let rip with the whip. He laughed at her recoiling from its crack. 

Under The Count’s influence, Lucien said in a harsh, guttural voice, “You have little choice. I am The Count.” He dropped the whip and gripped her legs. “Let me hear you say those words?” He stared into her almond-shaped brown eyes with a manic intensity, spreading her legs apart. He paused, his penis about to impale her. “Say it!”

She laughed with derision. 

Lucien was appalled at her reaction. In his own, timid voice he said, “I didn’t mean to ... I’m sorry, my Sweet Rose. Forgive me?”

The Count screamed his superiority in Lucien’s mind, “Take her now!” 

She snorted with derision. “Oh very well, Lucien, if it pleases you that much ... I love you for eternity.” She laughed in his face.

Lucien snarled with anger. “I am The Count, you fucking bitch.” Tricked by a worthless female, he fell from her body and slapped her across the face. Her pain immediately stabbed his heart.

“What can you do about it, Lucien?” She glared into his brooding face. “I know you are hiding in there somewhere like a frightened little boy.”

“I am The Count!” Lucien screamed his rage and clamped her delicate neck in his strong hands. He squeezed. Her defiant look dared him to do something permanent. “I need your music, damn you bitch. I must have it!” He saw tears well up in black eyes and the faintest hint of her sweet lullaby, ancient and alluring soothed his rage. He released his grasp. The music drifted away. Her eyes faded to brown once more.

For a brief moment, Lucien reached out and touched her hair. He stroked away the tears flowing down her alabaster cheeks. “I ... I do love you, my sweet Delicate Rose.” 

The moment the words were out of Lucien’s mouth The Count berated him for his weakness. 

“Be a man! Show her what you’re made of!” 

Lucien sprang from the bed and picked up his whip. He caressed it like his own penis, marveling at its power when used with proper intent.

Her pathetic sobbing irritated him. He whirled around and pierced her with an intense glare. Her immediate silence amused him. 

She angrily snatched a gold comb from a side table and raked her hair with vicious downward strokes. Clumps of hair became trapped in the comb.

He was momentarily caught off guard when she leapt to her feet and shoved him aside. His trembling hand gently stroked where the moon caressed her wonderfully contoured cheekbones, now more prominent with her enforced captivity these last few weeks. 

Her beauty always made him breathless and for that he loved her and hated her with equal passion. 

“If I don’t feed soon ....” she pleaded with almost breathless urgency, “.... I will die.” She turned to face him with a terrible desire. “Then you will never become Eternal.”

“Would you bet your life on it?” He marched past her and laughed, pushing her to the floor with his supremacy. 

He unlocked the door and exited the attic room. With a childish giggle he locked the door from the outside and leaned against it. And how gratifying was the sound of her slamming against the door? He could feel the vibrations made by her nails scratching the wood. 

“Yes ... I am supreme,” The Count screamed inside Lucien’s deranged mind. “Now it is time to play in our garden of death.”

Chapter 7

––––––––

Lucien Dupont, dressed in his black coat, leather trousers and black silk shirt, embraced the evening. He glanced up at the three-quarter moon that lovingly watched over his large Gothic villa brooding in its little niche in the Montmartre district of Paris. For a brief moment he worshipped his opalescence above. He slammed the heavy oak front door before locking it.  

He heard crying from above and with devilish delight gave a cursory glance at his Petite Fleur’s anguished face gazing out of the garret window. He waved to her and blew her a kiss, laughing down the garden path.

“Lucien ... please take me with you! I need to see Ellise. I promise I won’t try to escape this time,” she called out. 

The Count sniggered. “Never again will you fool me!” 

He walked with a brisk pace through dark alleyways and bustling streets until he came upon his favorite hunting ground – Place Du Tertre in Montmartre. 

Lucien spotted a suitable vantage point and sat amongst the shadows of an enticing street café. He leaned back in his chair and crossed his legs. He flinched when her sweet music caressed his black soul. 

The Count screamed, “Get out of my head, bitch.” 

There was nothing Lucien could do to stop her probing his mind for it was now her only release from captivity. He clicked his fingers. A waiter soon hovered over him.

“A bottle of du Pape.” Lucien waved the waiter away. While casually gazing upon the café’s well-dressed clientele, searching for his next victim, Lucien noticed something rather strange. Two patrons stood out like wolves among the sheep. He admired the somewhat feminine beauty of a tall, muscular Negro with spiky hair in scruffy seafaring attire, sitting next to a stunning brunette with fashionably bobbed hair but in a rather tatty dress.  

“Hmm, this could be interesting,” he said to himself.  

Lucien’s keen eye noticed the deliberate way the woman bumped into a gentleman enjoying a glass of wine. While she profusely apologized, the Negro slipped a powder of some design into the man’s drink. They left their mark and sat nearby to watch him closely. Lucien glanced at his gold Cartier wristwatch and counted the seconds. 

The Count insisted, “I must have that powder!” 

While the waiter dropped off the order and opened the bottle, Lucien concentrated on his watch.

After two minutes the mark seemed no longer in control of his faculties. He sat quite rigid and unblinking but none-the-less appeared alive and well to other patrons of the café.  

Lucien sipped his red wine, watching with utter delight the woman rushing up to the mark and quickly going through his pockets. Once finished, she sat back down with her companion to share their ill-gotten gains.  

Lucien nodded with satisfaction and deliberately tipped the waiter with a hundred Franc note. 

The waiter’s eyes bulged at the incredible tip. “Merci, Monsieur!” He bowed to Lucien and scampered away.  

This had the desired effect of attracting the thieves’ attention. How positively delicious, Lucien thought. The pair of pickpockets sauntered his way and like clockwork, the woman bumped into him.

“Please excuse me, monsieur ... oh, how clumsy of me,” she said with a cheeky smile.  

Lucien grinned at her, wiping his coat with an engraved silk handkerchief, allowing his glass of red wine to be spiked. He waited for them to sit nearby and pretended to drink his wine. By the mere touch of his lips, a fraction of a second, they were rendered numb. 

“Potent stuff!” The Count said. 

He placed the glass on his table and mentally counted off two minutes before going rigid.  

The female sauntered over and slipped her fingers into Lucien’s coat. Snap! Lucien gripped the woman’s wrist. 

“You pig ... you’re hurting me.” She cried out in pain.  

The Negro rushed to the rescue but the waiter interrupted the proceedings. 

Many heads turned in their direction. A flurry of hushed voices amplified the situation. 

Lucien gave the waiter a look to go away, still gripping the woman’s wrist. He twisted hard, giving her no choice but to sit or he would break her arm. He nodded for the Negro to sit with them.  

The Negro looked anxious, sitting beside his female companion.  

Lucien released the woman and smirked while she rubbed her sore wrist. He took hold of her arm with the gentlest of touches and kissed the redness.  

She pulled her arm away from Lucien’s lips with a look of disgust.  

He laughed at their curious glances. His eyes located a waiter and with a click of his fingers, indicated three fresh glasses.  

Lucien pushed the spiked glass towards the Negro with a curious smile. “What did you put in this?”  

The Negro looked concerned at his companion, who shrugged indifferently to her fate.

Lucien chuckled. “Don’t fret ... your secret is safe with me. But first, please introduce yourselves. Tell me how you met ... and leave nothing out ... I have a sense for these things ... and besides I love a good story.”  

The Negro winked at his companion and began their sordid story with a shrug. “I met this little cock-teaser, Claudette, at a seedy hotel in Port-au-Prince. She was drowning her sorrows with Pernod like there was no tomorrow, man.”

Claudette punched him playfully. “Who the fuck are you calling a cock-teaser, Jacques?” 

“Why you, my sweet Claudette.” Jacques grabbed Claudette’s arm and pulled her up close, kissing her full on the lips. He allowed his long, pink tongue to be sucked like a cock. “Man ... she was so drunk she spewed her misery all over me. She wouldn’t shut up.” He grinned lasciviously at her.

Claudette poked her tongue at Jacques. 

Lucien noticed the effect his new friends were having on several prudish patrons. 

“Kill them, kill them all!” The Count screamed to Lucien. 

Lucien gave one stuffy couple a dangerous glare and blew them a kiss. He laughed when they left. 

“Don’t go on my account.” Lucien returned his attention to Claudette and transfixed her with his cold blue eyes. He was impressed by her unwavering come-on look and hoped she swallowed. By the looks of her, she could take it anyway he gave it to her.

“I thought there was a hint of Caribbean ... do go on.” Lucien patted the seat next to him. He was gratified when Claudette scooted closer and continued her tale.

“I lost my parents to head hunters ... they were missionaries sent to convert the heathens to Catholicism. No offence, Jacques.” She giggled.

“None taken.” Jacques laughed, nudging closer to Claudette. “Damned fools should have known better than to mess with the hill people. Nasty fuckers! Do you know they take their victims’ heads and shrink them to this size?” Jacques used his hands to approximate the size of an orange.

“Really! I thought that was all make believe to scare the tourists?” Lucien was intrigued, hooked on the dark secrets of voodoo.

“It’s true ....” Claudette waited for Lucien to do the gentlemanly thing.

“Where are my manners, Count Lucien Dupont, at your service?” Taking Claudette’s hand, he kissed it, tracing his tongue up the inside of her arm to the tender crook of her elbow. Her eyes glazed with sexual desire. He sat back and indicated for the story to continue.

Claudette was curious. “I’ve never met a real Count before.” 

Lucien chuckled. “Neither have I.” He was amused at her perplexed expression. 

“I waited two weeks before involving the Haitian Militia.” She smiled at Jacques’ obvious unease. “As you may gather, Jacques isn’t particularly enamored with the Militia.”

“Oh ... do tell.” Lucien eyed Jacques, noticing him fidget. “Come on Jacques, you can tell me anything.”

“I’d rather not, if it’s all the same to you.” Jacques looked away from Lucien’s intense scrutiny.

“That bad, hmm?” Lucien attracted a waiter. “A bottle of Armagnac and ....?”

“Pernod and water!” Claudette said.

“Beer!” Jacques said. 

The waiter rushed away. 

While the story continued, Jacques grabbed Claudette by the hair and kissed the nape of her neck. His tongue slithered down her cleavage and wriggled around an erect nipple.

Claudette massaged Jacques’ massive erection. Her free hand found Lucien’s bulging groin and tried to undo the buttons keeping it at bay. She had her hands full but managed them both expertly.

The Count triggered Lucien’s imagination to run amok with vivid images of the tropical heat, eager prostitutes, even more eager marks and  the Militia seeking victims to torture. Oh how much he needed to know of Jacques’ pain. 

Claudette laughed. “It wasn’t all like that. Show him, Jacques.”

Jacques removed a switchblade and made a small cut in his palm.

Lucien’s heart skipped several beats then raced out of control when Jacques dripped his blood into his tall glass of beer, turning it a reddish-brown. Lucien snatched the glass and drank. He was pleasantly surprised. The beer tasted so divine. It had an indescribable heaviness to it and a salty aftertaste that begged him to drink more but he instinctively handed the glass to Claudette.  

Claudette drank the rest of the beer in one go. She took the knife and sliced the base of her thumb, a place easy to heal. Her blood dripped into her Pernod. 

Jacques took the glass and drank some of it before handing the rest to Lucien.

Lucien gulped it all down. 

“We are as blood kin, linked by a custom stretching back hundreds of years.” Jacques chuckled.

Lucien was trembling with his good fortune. 

The Count wanted to drink them dry while fucking them both before devouring their souls. 

Lucien’s erection was fit to burst. He was gratified when Claudette went down on him. He didn’t care who watched the display but fortunately they inhabited a dark corner of the café. He pushed his hips off the chair.

Jacques did the gentlemanly thing and three-fingered her moist opening. While all three enjoyed the moment, Jacques described in detail just how insatiable Claudette was for blood. 

The Count activated Lucien’s vivid imagination and the scene played out as if from a one reel film with Jacques as the narrator.

Over the next few weeks Claudette had become insatiable for blood and sex, the two usually going together like strawberries and cream. Jacques couldn’t risk any more exsanguinations at the rampant hands of Claudette or he’d end up in the morgue. He showed her how to entice the wandering adventurers who clambered for action at the city’s roughest areas and spike their drinks with the voodoo white stolen from a Bokor – a voodoo witchdoctor – who had the misfortune to cross Jacques’ path. When they had enough, both booked passage to Marseilles. The only luggage was the voodoo white – Forbidden Kiss. 

Lucien was overjoyed to have captured two perfect companions for his grand designs on the unsuspecting populace of Paris. He had someone very special for them to meet and he wondered with considerable excitement if these two had the stomach for his plans. With Machiavellian glee, he couldn’t wait to find out. Like an impatient little boy in a sweet shop, he flagged down the waiter and paid for the wine. He was amused at the waiter’s disapproving grimace and was tempted to do something about it. Maybe next time?

“Where are you staying so I might collect your belongings?” Lucien asked, glaring at the waiter’s back.

“What you see is what you get, man.” Jacques laughed, still a little nervous.

“We’ve been living on our wits ever since we arrived in France,” Claudette added. “The only thing we value is in that bag.” Claudette pointed to Jacques’ duffle bag.

Lucien liked that – they were truly free spirits. He left the café with his new friends and Jacques’ duffle bag full of the white powder.

Chapter 8

––––––––

Lucien showed Claudette and Jacques around their new home. He was gratified to see the looks of awe at the extravagantly furnished sitting room with crystal chandeliers beneath ornately carved ceilings depicting acts of perversion. Above the massive fireplace was a nude painting of a stunning red head. The kitchen was cavernous, pots and pans dangling like bodies from meat hooks. Pride of place was taken by an eight ring cooker. Pewter mugs hung from black hooks shaped like demonic erections. 

Lucien opened a door from the kitchen and entered the garage. He stood aside for Jacques’ eagerness.

Jacques’ eyes bulged at the sight of the massive black Mercedes Edwardian Tourer with gleaming brass fittings, complete with running boards and soft top.

“What a beauty.” Jacques turned to Lucien. “May I?”

“Be my guest,” Lucien offered with an outstretched hand.

Jacques opened the driver’s door and sat in the red leather seat. He sighed, squirming with almost orgasmic pleasure. “These babies tend to overheat ... it’s the oil you know. Not enough gets to the pistons.”

“I’m well aware of her little foibles ... but how do you know so much?” Lucien was intrigued.

“I used to drive for the French Consul.”

“Really?” Despite himself, Lucien was impressed. “She’s all yours then.” 

Until I decide otherwise, The Count thought with a smirk. 

Jacques was all smiles, caressing the wooden steering wheel like a stiff cock.

Lucien grinned at Claudette’s dead-giveaway look.  

Claudette stood at the doorway to the garage and sucked in her breath at such an ostentatious display of wealth. She twirled around like a little girl and screamed with delight. “We’ve got it made, Jacques.”  

Jacques laughed along with Lucien.  

The proud host escorted his new comrades upstairs to their room. He opened the door to an expansive bedroom with a huge four-poster bed adorned with black mesh partially concealing black satin sheets and pillows.

“I hope this will be adequate for you both?”

Claudette giggled. “We’re not married, Lucien ... just good friends.” 

“Oh ... I see.” Lucien shrugged. “Well who would like the room?”

“It’s mine!” Claudette ran into the room and dived through the mesh onto the bed, rolling sexually on the cool sheets. She saw a door off the bedroom and frowned to Lucien. Running to the door, she opened it. Her mouth dropped open at the sight of the black enamel bath, toilet, bidet, sink, black-tiled walls and golden fittings. She turned the taps and flushed the toilet.

Claudette ran up to Lucien and kissed him full on the lips. Tears of joy flowed down her face. She grabbed Lucien and danced him around her bedroom.

Lucien kissed Claudette and left her to her own pleasures while he showed Jacques another room of equal proportions, also in black.  

Jacques kicked off his shoes and proceeded to make himself at home in his luxurious quarters. As Lucien turned to leave, Jacques enquired, “When do we get to meet the mistress of the house?”  

Lucien frowned at Jacques for some time, thinking this man had all the makings of a fine addition to his devious plans. It seemed he didn’t miss a thing – the high-heeled shoes tossed on the leather sofa, the nude painting, the black frilly umbrella in the stand next to the front door, the woman’s black coat hanging on the peg in the hall and the odor of Chanel. He realized how lucky he was to find such a gifted pair to enhance his deadly fortunes.

“When the time is right ... she is rather special ... have you read Dracula?”

“Dracula? I don’t have time for such nonsense.”

“Kill him now!” The Count screamed.

“It’s not nonsense!” Lucien said with barely controlled anger. He calmed down. “A pity ... but you have heard of the book?”

“Who hasn’t?” Jacques frowned in thought. “Just how special is this mistress of yours, man?”

“So special she can make you immortal with a kiss.” Lucien was amused by the frown on Jacques’ face.

“Pull the other one, man.”

“We shall see ... if you’re up to it?” Lucien waited for a response. 

“Jacques Bonaparte fears nothing.”

“That remains to be seen, my friend.” Before Lucien left he asked, “Oh, by the way, what is your size?”

Jacques gripped his groin and smirked. “More than you can handle.” He laughed.

“Your chest size!”

“One hundred and fifteen centimeters.”

“Oh my, we are a big boy, aren’t we?” Lucien chuckled at Jacques’ perplexed face and left.

Chapter 9

––––––––

1st–2nd June

All through the night and into the early hours of the morning, Lucien discovered just how useful Claudette was. She and Jacques took no time at all to adapt the small laboratory in the basement that came with the house. The previous owners, who mysteriously vanished, had dabbled in perfumery. Claudette mixed various scented oils with eau-de-toilette and the desired amount of the powder – three desert spoons. The liquid was poured into a spray bottle – declared a suitable means of dispensing Forbidden Kiss. 

Lucien couldn’t wait to try it. He pocketed the spray bottle and left his newfound friends to make themselves comfortable. “My house is your house.”

~~~~

Lucien strolled along the gaudy Pigalle looking for a suitable test subject. 

“Over there!”The Count urged. 

A pretty young girl plied her trade at a street corner. She saw Lucien and gave him the come-on-and-get-some look, lifting her short skirt to reveal her dark v-patch. They walked down an alley and stopped in a doorway.  

He offered the girl a fifty Franc note, spraying her face with Forbidden Kiss. She coughed. To his annoyance, she would not stop coughing, eventually doubling up in pain.

Lucien stepped back and casually waited, counting the time with his watch.  

The girl gasped, went as stiff as a board and collapsed to the filthy, litter-strewn ground.  

Excellent! He bent down and felt for a pulse. Oh well, back to the drawing board. That was exactly when her pimp attacked with a wicked serrated blade. Lucien laughed with pure joy, nimbly side-stepping and tripping the man. The Count’s need for blood pinned the pimp face down in the muck. Lucien removed a short Japanese sword from his coat and took great delight in permanently adding that filth to the alley.

~~~~

The moon timidly surrendered its grip to the rising sun. Lucien entered his dimly-lit kitchen where Jacques sat drinking steaming hot coffee. Next to him sat Claudette smoking a cigarette from a long, elegant holder – well he did say make yourselves comfortable. Lucien grimaced at the foul stench of tobacco causing his stomach to churn. He saw Claudette’s defiant look and decided to ignore it. 

The Count berated Lucien for his cowardice.

“Did the Forbidden Kiss work, man?” Jacques asked.

“Too well, I’m afraid ... it needs to be diluted.” Lucien shrugged offhandedly.

“Shame! When do we get to see her, man?” Jacques licked his lips in anticipation.

“Yes, Lucien ... I want to see your mistress,” Claudette demanded with a petulant pout. “You told Jacques she would make us immortal.”

“Patience my eager friends,” he said with an irritated glare. He quickly left.

Lucien raced up the stairs to the attic room, humming a pleasant tune. He removed a gold key from his pocket, unlocked the door and entered. A pathetic whimpering came from within. He ran a long-nailed finger down numerous deep, bloody scratches in the door panel. Oh, how sad! He had to control the need to snicker.

Impaled upon a black candlestick, a flickering candle now close to death forced his eyes to search the dark shadows for his mistress. The black velvet drapes were drawn shut across the window. He waited for his eyes to adjust to the gloom. Sudden movement! Ah, there you are, my Delicate Rose. His heart quickened as it always did in her presence.

Amongst the darkness which she sought the most hid the ghostly form of his woman in a long, flowing nightgown of black silk. She approached him like an old hag, bent with age. Her gaunt face seemed to float from one shadow to the next, her disheveled hair barely attracting the meager light from the flickering candle. Drawing closer, she seemed to become more afraid. She beseeched Lucien with frail arms outstretched, her fingernails broken and bloody.

“I don’t like your new friends ... and don’t even try to use the powder on me,” she said.

Lucien flinched at her powers. “You can’t stop me, my sweet, Delicate Rose.” He smirked with callous delight, gripping his woman’s fragile arms and twisting with open hostility. He grinned at her pain and grasped a handful of hair, forcing her to kneel in front of him.

“When will you let me out of this accursed room, Lucien?” Her dark eyes were filled with tears. “We used to have such fun at the La Rotonde with Soo-Soo, Coco and Ellise.” She wiped away the tears. “The probing drains me.”

“When The Count decides, my lovely Little Rose, you’ll be the first to know.” Lucien stood before her, so superior, relishing in her grief.

“But I must feed now ... I am so weak I can barely stand.”

“Not yet!” He tugged hard on her hair and relished her gasp.

“If I die you will never become an eternal vampire.”

He jolted at the revelation. Upon seeing a momentary look of victory cross her face, he angrily shoved her to the stained wooden floor. He grimaced at her pawing his legs with trembling fingers.  

“Please, Lucien, let me drink?” She tried to undo his trousers. “When I’m complete I will let you be my other half.” She smiled with trembling lips.

He kicked her away. “Don’t try to fool me, bitch! I will not succumb to your whore’s ways.” Laughing with derision, he strolled out the door to leave his woman to her misery. He quickly slammed the door shut and locked it, smiling at the distinctive sounds of her fingernails desperately scratching for release. He snorted a repressed chuckle.

Lucien entered his bedroom, also cloaked in darkness. Everything was black from the walls to the curtains. He gave life to a black candle. With a moan of ecstasy, he ran an appreciative hand along the massive coffin that passed for his bed. He got down on his knees and caressed the fine wood. His sword clunked against the floor when he opened the coffin lid and smelled the fresh aroma of new silk and varnish. He couldn’t wait to sleep in it for the first time as a real vampire.

Lucien draped his coat over a black mannequin, removing the Japanese short sword. He slid the bloody blade from its sheath and stroked the steel with a calm reverence, wiping it clean with a black silk handkerchief. 

He held his wakizashi with complete adoration. It was his most prized possession of the inanimate kind. 

The Count reminded him with lurid images of its violent possession.

Maxim’s Restaurant bustled with the rich and famous dining out for the evening. Lucien sat alone at his favorite table. He pushed his dinner plate aside. His appetite had momentarily left him. His intense gaze was focused on a Japanese businessman seated nearby showing off his elegant short sword to a female companion.  

“I must have it. Saito must die!” The Count demanded. 

Lucien bided his time waiting patiently to carry out his master’s orders. 

The moment arrived when Saito excused himself from his companion and went into the rest room, taking his sword with him.

Lucien followed like the grim reaper.

They were alone. There was a brief scuffle ending with Lucien slashing Saito’s throat with his own wakizashi. The magnificent short sword was now his or rather The Count’s. 

Lucien snapped out of his memory and sighed. He could lose every franc he owned right now so long as he had this sword wherever he went, neatly attached to the inside of his custom-made coat. He could not resist running a finger along the side of the blade, sucking the blood from the gash it produced. A sigh of adoration escaped his lips, admiring the exquisite craftsmanship, the way the steel lapped at the edge of the sword like gentle waves on a sun-kissed beach of white sand. He kissed the blade. The sword was sheathed and placed on the stand.

Lucien stepped back and bowed to the forged steel effigy. A sudden thought ripped through his mind. Only four more nights before the moon would be full – the sacred Eternal Hour – six in the morning of the sixth of June 1925. Just four more nights! He pondered what would happen if his mistress could not wait any longer and actually died of hunger. A chill trembled through his lean body at that thought. No! Now was not the time. She was tricking him with her female wiles. Dawn approached fast. Another day or two would surely put her in the right mood. 

Sleep grasped Lucien with its inevitable curse.

The Count told Lucien he must have carnage to survive. He flooded Lucien’s mind with strange images of future events. Bombs destroyed a harbor full of mighty warships. Bodies rotted in death camps, tortured by hideous demons. Soldiers in jackboots marched through the streets of Paris. A demented dictator ruled over much of Europe. The Count told Lucien that had Saito the peace-monger lived, all of this carnage would have been averted. 

Lucien moaned in his sleep knowing history had been set on the right road.

Chapter 10

––––––––

3rd June

Lucien leapt from the bed, rushed to the window and spread his arms in exaltation. The moon was almost there – almost full, now crossing the threshold into the early hours. It was still the third night before the Eternal Hour but his patience had worn too thin. 

It was time to introduce his friends to the woman who had captured his festering soul and seduced him with thoughts of blood. Lucien slipped on a black silk robe, removed the blade from its scabbard, snatched his whip and left his bedroom.

~~~~

Lucien, Jacques and Claudette stood at the open door watching the haggard mistress trying to remove the bars from the attic window. 

Lucien grinned with pleasure while she tugged with all her frailty, obviously unaware of his presence. A cry of despair left her. She slumped to the floor with her head in her hands and wept. 

“Snap out of it, bitch,” The Count mused. 

She stepped from the protection of the shadows and hesitated at the sight of the two strangers standing next to Lucien. She looked afraid, giving Lucien an inquisitive glance from eyes sunken into their sockets, ringed with dark smudges.

She backed away from Lucien approaching with his sword, smiling, coaxing her to join him. Her eyes widened with hunger when he slashed his forearm with the blade and offered his blood to her.  

“Come on ... this is what you’ve been waiting for,” Lucien urged.  

The effect of his blood was immediate. Even Lucien jumped with shock, staring at her massive fangs sinking into his arm, sucking on the wound with wild abandon. He became aroused with sweet agony. 

His erection was painfully hard like a marble headstone. The ache for release sent shudders through his body. Lucien’s eyes rolled up in their sockets with the unstoppable surge of ecstasy. He shuddered with an explosive orgasm that almost stopped his heart. 

What joy! Her dark vampire lullaby he had grown to love as a teenager returned full volume. The fluttering of ravens’ wings upon a celestial harp sounded so sweet, so mesmerizing, he felt at home once more. A fleeting image of a teenage Delicate Rose drinking pig’s blood then kissing his lips aroused him further. He had finally allowed her to fulfill her birthright – to drink human blood and it was wonderful – better than sex.

The Count screamed at Lucien, “She’s draining you!” 

Lucien obeyed his inner demon and snapped out of her hypnotic allure, snatching his arm away. He was amazed to see her haggard looks quickly fade, replaced by a wondrous, fine porcelain skin. Her brown eyes turned black as night and gleamed with bloodlust. Her lustrous hair, now a deep burgundy-black, shone with a delightful radiance. 

She ran a finger along her enormous fangs. “I love the gleaming.” Delicate Rose laughed, swirling around the room with pure joy. “Oh Lucien, you cannot imagine how it feels ... I am free.”

The mistress stopped and stared with obvious hunger at the tall Negro and the delicious brunette at his side. She gleamed her fangs and licked them with obvious intent. “That one never told you what the Militia did to him ... would you like to know, Lucien?” She snarled. 

Lucien sensed both his companions minds allowing her vampiric lullaby to lull them with its hypnotic allure.

“They’re begging for it, Lucien. I must have them ... right now!” 

“So be it!” Lucien grabbed Jacques’ arm and was about to slash it with his sword when he was pushed aside.

She smiled wide, a grin filled with animalistic teeth and sank her fangs into Jacques’ arm. After a moment of slurping she looked to Lucien. “They stapled this one’s foreskin to a chair and beat him.”

Jacques flinched in pain, the shock of her words evident on his face. “The bitch can read my mind.”

“Join the club.” Lucien chuckled.

Claudette looked nervously to Jacques then to Lucien who urged her on. She offered her arm to the mistress. Her pain was exquisitely etched on her face.

Lucien stood proudly watching his Delicate Rose grow stronger on Claudette’s sweet offering. He hoped the taste of Delicate Rose’s blood would be like a heavy red wine, heady and strong. 

“Wait for it,” The Count demanded. 

Her dark music filled his head with confusion and madness. He had to concentrate to rid his mind of visions – wild parties, writhing nakedness, an orgy of squirming bodies, sex and blood. Lucien wondered if drinking from three different vintages was wise but it was too late to worry. He clearly saw the blood lust taking her over. 

“Enough!” The Count ordered. 

Lucien pushed his mistress away from the two uncorked bottles. He grinned with dark pleasure when she begged him for more with her luminous eyes of black diamonds. “How wonderful you look, my Petite Rose. You’re beauty has returned in all its glory.” Lucien smiled. 

The Count spoke, “Think of her bitch friend Ellise painting her portrait. It will distract her.” 

Lucien obeyed. He smiled at her look of confusion. “You look good enough to eat.” He nodded to his friends. “Hold her!” He used the whip to bind her legs before she could run. He snatched her arm and slashed it, laughing cruelly at her flesh parting like a blooming rose in the sun. 

Lucien’s Petite Rose screamed, “Not my blood! No Lucien. No!” She trembled in terror. 

Lucien gripped her arm firmly and drank. “Oh my ... this is so smooth, my Sweet Rose.” He drank her eternal essence for some considerable time before allowing Jacques and Claudette to do the same.

Lucien placed the sharp edge of the blade to Sweet Rose’s throat while Jacques and Claudette drank her precious essence. 

The Count told Lucien not to let his friends drink so much, that way he would be the superior one. 

Once it was over, the mistress fell to Lucien’s feet, whimpering pathetically. She clawed at his legs, fumbling at his bulging groin and wailed when her disheveled looks rapidly returned.

“Please, Lucien, let me out, let me feed,” she begged. “I want to look beautiful all the time ... not like this. I want to dance. I want to see my friends.”  

“I want to see my friends,” Lucien said in a childish, teasing manner. He laughed, indicating to his companions to leave. A brief shrug of compassion forced Lucien to squeeze a few drops of blood from his arm. With a wicked chuckle, he pushed the love of his life to the wooden floor and sneered at her lapping up the tiny pools of sustenance.  

She licked blood from her lips. “You’ll always be a Suckling, Lucien ... always depending on my blood ... a pathetic addict. I’ll never give you my Eternal blood. Never!”

“I’ll take what I need.” Lucien locked the door and smirked when her feeble fists hammered it.  

“If you take my blood, you’ll lose me forever, Lucien. You will never be an Eternal, for my blood was not meant for you.” She thrashed at the door, hissing with spite. “I never loved you.”

Jacques and Claudette looked concerned in the hallway. 

“What’s a Suckling?” Jacques asked.

“She thinks she’s condemned us all to be Sucklings, forever suckling on her blood when she sees fit.”

“What happens if she should die?” Claudette said with a worried look.

“What the fuck do you think? We all die.” Lucien grimaced, soon to be replaced by a wicked smile. “Don’t fret, my beautiful Claudette. I won’t let it come to that. Now go to your rooms and prepare for the making.” Lucien grinned and listened to The Count.

“Your blood will boil with her poison. The pain will make a real vampire of you. Be prepared!” 

Lucien smirked. “It’s going to hurt, so I have heard.” 

“The making?” Claudette frowned. She turned to Jacques who shrugged so what.

~~~~

Lucien trembled with the poison boiling through his veins. The alchemy of vampiric conversion was an angelic lullaby of sweet torment. Sweat erupted all over him. He burned with a liquid fire while the making contaminated his blood, heart, arteries and flesh. A freezing cloak wrapped his body in an icy embrace. He shuddered with every fiber. In a flash of scorching agony, hell’s flames tossed him into a furnace. The ancient music filled his head to bursting. It drove Lucien mad. 

Naked, he leapt from his coffin and raced around his bedroom, crashing into furniture and walls alike. His wildly pumping heart started to slow. He stopped the raging and listened breathlessly. 

He stared in wonder at the cut on his arm, now a mere blemish. His head cocked to one side, listening to every single bird, the moans from Jacques and Claudette going through the making and the distress from his woman. The dark lullaby had diminished to tolerable background music. 

An uncontrollable urge to kill shook his body. He looked all around and settled on the four-poster bed. With his bare hands he smashed the bed frame to pieces. The Suckling Vampire was gratified at his strength, easily twice that of an ordinary man. He wondered how his friends were handling the making and didn’t give a fuck. Curious, he ran a fingertip across his teeth. 

“Baise!” Lucien screamed. He raced up to the leather-bound volume next to his sword and wanted to rip it page from page. He now realized that being a vampire was not anything like Bram Stoker wrote about and this made him as mad as hell. His heart still thumped in his chest, his skin was warm to the touch and where were his fucking fangs? He was mad enough to kill and never stop. His patience was at its lowest ebb. He paced back and forth with insane visions of bloodletting ripping his mind like a scythe through wheat. He needed to freshen up.

A miserable Lucien shaved his stubbly face in his private bathroom. He grimaced at his reflection, opening his mouth to see ordinary teeth. His immediate anger caused his hand to waver. He nicked the skin at his neck. A tiny drop of blood seeped from the small wound. Lucien’s heart went into overdrive at the sight of losing his precious blood. The blood flowed like a river in flood.  

At first, he panicked, dropping the razor and trying to stem the torrent with trembling fingers. 

The Count spoke to his dark soul, telling him to be calm. 

He summoned all his focus to slow his wildly beating heart. The blood flow eased to a bothersome dribble. 

He slurped the blood from his fingers and that was when the pain of the gleaming hit him full on. Shooting pains tore from his gums to the top of his skull. He opened wide and watched his canines grow larger and longer. Gleaming his fangs, he shuddered at the thought of drinking all her blood at the Eternal Hour. Once the pain subsided, a scream of pure joy shattered the deathly silence.

A becalmed Lucien stepped back into his bedroom. What a mess. He didn’t care anymore for such thoughts seemed impure. With a flourish, he opened the black velvet drapes and cringed at the hideous light searing his retinas. He turned away, frantically closing the curtains to hide from the wicked sun. 

His face felt hot and sore. Rushing to the bathroom, he stared at his red face and bloodshot eyes. His reflection looked so ridiculous, he burst out laughing. Is this how he would spend the rest of his life? A wide yawn revealed ordinary teeth. Only then did it dawn on him that he hadn’t slept in almost eighteen hours. The need to rest overcame his body. Exhausted, he staggered into his coffin and immediately fell into the glorious oblivion of a deep sleep.

Chapter 11

––––––––

Lucien awoke from his slumber a refreshed Suckling vampire. It was late in the afternoon of the third of June – the day of his perfect creation. He felt so virile and powerful. His raging erection needed immediate attention so he grabbed his trusty whip.

Lucien entered Claudette’s bedroom to satiate his animal lust upon her. He saw the smirk on Claudette’s face and chuckled at her finger begging him to her. Lucien ripped his shorts to shreds and leapt on the bed. He immediately tried to mount Claudette but she giggled, playfully pushing him away and indicated to the whip. 

Claudette turned around and raised her behind, slipping two fingers between her legs and groaning. “Whip me, Lucien! Whip me!” Her excited tongue licked her essence from her fingers. 

Lucien uncoiled the whip and lashed her milky-white buttocks. Streaks of red blemished her fine skin and he was impressed at her resilience. In fact, she groaned with pleasure. To his amazement she raised her wrists in supplication. He used the whip to bind her wrists, biting into her tender flesh. He felt her pain and her arousal then threw the grip over the crossbar of the four-poster and hauled Claudette to an erect position. Knotting the grip to the crossbar he ravaged Claudette’s body with his gleamed fangs, biting her earlobes which elicited delightful moans. He kissed his way to her nipples, drawing tiny droplets of blood and then down to her shaved labia where he nuzzled her swollen clitoris taking tentative nips with his sharp teeth. Her screams of pleasure were a joy to behold.

Claudette sagged in her orgasmic release. With a sharp tug he slackened the whip, captured her limp body and licked the bloody streaks slashed across her buttocks.

Revived, she used her fingers to spread her labia wide and gently settled on Lucien’s face. 

Lucien marveled at the intricate fleshy petals, his eager tongue swirling around in a figure of eight pattern. He massaged her buttocks and slipped a finger into her anus. His erection was engulfed in Claudette’s gorgeous mouth. He hoped she wouldn’t gleam in her excitement. What the fuck, he thrust his hips into her face. In a moment he released his seed at the same time she quivered with multiple orgasms so powerful that he tingled all over. 

Claudette was not done. She swiveled around and impaled herself on Lucien’s still erect cock. She rode him hard and fast, bucking her hips and twisting to face the other way.

Claudette shuddered and moaned with her finish. She lay on the bed next to him. “What was that thing you did with your tongue ... it was so divine, darling?”

“I call it The Venus Butterfly. I had a dream that showed me what to do.” He laughed. “Glad you enjoyed it.”

“Venus Butterfly? I guess I am Venus ... but butterfly?” She nudged him to tell her more.

Lucien was now bored and sprang to his feet. “Come on, I’m famished!”

Lucien, Jacques and Claudette sat at the oak dining table with total indifference, staring at three plates filled with bacon, eggs, fried bread and fried tomatoes. They sniffed their food warily.

Lucien dipped a finger into an egg yolk and smelled his finger. He grimaced with disgust. With a shrug, he licked his finger, spitting out what tasted like vomit. He sampled a cup of steaming coffee and sprayed the muck all over the table.

“What are we going to do, Lucien ... I could eat a horse?” Claudette asked in a petulant manner.

Jacques undid his fly. “Get those lips around this!”

“Pig!” Claudette pouted and looked away from Jacques’ massive penis. She picked up a twisted strip of bacon and nibbled it like a bird. “That’s fucking terrible.” She tossed her plate onto the floor. “Well?”

Lucien sighed with irritation. He walked to the food cooler and opened it. A moment of rummaging produced a large raw steak. 

Claudette’s eyes bulged at the sight of cold blood dripping from the meat. 

Lucien tossed the huge piece of beef onto the table. All three gleamed their fangs and pounced on the meat, ripping it to pieces. Lucien slapped the shredded steak to his mouth and sucked it dry. He was hungrier than ever now. 

Claudette gave a sudden agonized squeal. She looked at her red arm slashed by the sun’s rays filtering in through the kitchen windows. She jumped away and scurried to a shadow, her arm protecting her eyes from the hideous glare. Her bloodshot eyes glared at Lucien.

Jacques laughed when the shaft of light left him unscathed. He casually pulled the blinds down on both windows, giving Claudette a superior look. 

“What have you done to us, Lucien? I love the sun ... its warmth caressing my skin after a swim. Will I never feel that again?” Claudette looked at Lucien with tearful eyes.

“The moon is our mistress now. There’s nothing stopping you from a moonlight dip, is there?” Lucien was also troubled by this revelation, especially now that he sensed Claudette’s pain as well. 

Claudette stormed out of the kitchen.

“Women ... what are we to do, eh?” Jacques laughed out loud.

Claudette returned wearing dark glasses, floppy summer hat and white gloves. She opened the rear door and stepped out into hell’s furnace. She skipped back into the kitchen, closing the door with a giggle. 

“See ... it works!” She tossed a pot of white foundation to Lucien, showing her arms, face and neck covered in chalk-white cream.  

Lucien smiled wickedly at Claudette. It irritated him to no end that this female had outsmarted him. 

The Count was most displeased, venting his rage inside the pit of hell that was Lucien’s mind.

~~~~

Lucien left his home wearing his long coat, black gloves, black Fedora, dark glasses and white make-up on exposed flesh. On the way to his favorite Haute Couture to pick up his friends’ new coats, his blood rage overtook him. He strolled down the Pigalle looking for suitable victims. They were everywhere and all begged for him with their pleading minds.

His first victim stepped from a dark doorway and winked at him. Lucien immediately sensed her need to die. Her misery became his cross to bear. Flashing images filled his mind. She had led a terrible life of beatings from her father, only to suffer more of the same from her pimp. 

Her addiction to cocaine was her individual stench of death, a scent so powerful Lucien actually felt pity for her. He led her to a grimy hotel. With his hat tipped over his face he paid the clerk handsomely and ascended the spiral stairs to a door with paint peeling down in long strips.

The moment they entered the room, Lucien gripped her by the throat and sank his fangs into the bulging vein in her slender neck. In his blood fury he had forgotten the atomizer of Forbidden Kiss. He held her close so she could not struggle. The blood tasted bitter as if this bottle had soured, so bitter in fact that Lucien could not drink her vintage. Her disease was unpalatable. He removed his sword and sliced her heart in two. He wiped the blood from his face with a pillow case, cleaned his sword and hurriedly left the room.

Perhaps it was better to leave the cheap bottles alone and concentrate on a more subtle, mature vintage. He chose an elegantly dressed woman walking her dog. Following them at a discreet distance was of no use, for no matter how far back he remained, the dog kept watching him. The closer he moved the more agitated the dog became. The little mutt ruined his feast! But he had to drink! 

He sauntered up to a seedy flea pit showing a Greta Garbo flick. Several young females entered, giggling and squealing. The smell of their fresh blood gave him an instant erection. Lucien followed them in.

He removed his glasses and allowed his eyes to grow accustomed to the gloom. The girls chuckled behind him. They were fondling and kissing in the back row. The Suckling vampire slid across the row of seats and passed the girls. He sat right next to them. They stopped fooling around.

“Hey, monsieur, get lost!”

Lucien leaned across them and sprayed them with an ample amount of Forbidden Kiss.

Lucien gleamed his fangs and opened one bottle at a time. Oh what a difference it made not poisoning one’s own blood. The girls’ fruity offering was similar to a young, vibrant Cabernet, not too full-bodied but bursting with life and the fizz of fun. Lucien decided not to leave the girls stone cold. He wiped away their blood, using their disheveled clothing and quietly left making sure his hat concealed his face. A sudden jolt of agony reminded him to put his glasses back on.

Lucien hummed a pleasant Satie number while strolling down fashionable boulevards sniffing blood of every vintage passing him by. He had such fun likening each person to the great classic wines and he could care less about the strange glances others gave him. The urge to urinate overwhelmed his senses.

He entered the toilets of a nearby bar. The stench of stale urine assaulted him. He coughed with the need to puke then relieved himself of his excesses. Lucien was casually looking away at nothing in particular when he picked up on the man’s disgust and revulsion standing next to him.

Lucien glanced down to see a stream of blackish red urine staining the metal urinal. He turned and shrugged to the man, shook himself dry, removed his sword and sent the inquisitive bastard to his maker.

Lucien continued on to his destination satisfied with the day’s body count. He entered his favorite boutique offering the best Haute Couture his millions of Francs could buy. An effeminate attendant placed both coats on mannequins for Lucien to admire. 

Chapter 12

––––––––

4th June

Eternal’s bloody fangs released their grip on his neck. She had found her true love and caressed his dreams with her muse.

“Eternal!” the young man screamed. Twenty-one-year-old Edouard Clavet awoke with a start. He was drenched in sweat. Sitting up, he stared around his sardine-tin of a dorm within the bowels of the Centre Hospitalier Universitaire de Psychologique in Paris. His bedclothes had become tangled around him. The word “Eternal” ricocheted around the walls of his mind like a bullet discharged from some unknown source. What did it mean? This latest dream seemed almost too real.  

He leapt from his cot still wearing his hospital gown. He had no idea what time it was. He shook his head to clear the fading image of a woman with skin so pale and soft and eyes that had captured his heart. Who was she and how could she enter his dreams? He had never seen her before.

Then it hit him. With a crushed heart he recalled the dreadful argument he had with the Directeur over the treatment of a patient suffering from obvious symptoms of shock. Edouard had stormed off with the threat of dismissal hanging over him for using Janet.

Edouard trembled with rage at the Directeur’s pigheadedness. He snatched his reading glasses from a bedside cabinet and removed his fob watch from the crumpled hospital gown. A gasp of shock escaped his lungs. It was almost six in the evening and he would need to hurry before the shops closed.

“How could I forget? Please forgive me.” He muttered miserably, quickly disrobing. These unusual dreams interfered with his personal life, and it would seem his professional life too.

He had never forgotten to put a single red rose on his parents’ graves, so cruelly taken by the 1919 influenza epidemic. 

Edouard freshened up at the sink and used eau de cologne under his arms and into his hair. He hurriedly dressed in his best suit of grey flannel and left the institute. 

Edouard crossed the bustling square, ignoring his fellow psychology students. He made haste to the Boulevard Saint Michel with its fashionable cafés, shops and bars all jostling for trade from eager tourists and Parisians. He stopped at his favorite florist displaying a profusion of colorful blooms laid out in the shape of a heart. A red rose captured his imagination. He was reminded of his recent dream – the rose being the dominant image. 

A bell chimed his entry. Edouard ignored the profusion of flowers and fixated on the roses. He covertly glanced at the young woman at the register and as usual she gave him a come-on smile. 

He smiled back to her then came upon a rose like no other. Such depth of color, he mused. It was the darkest red he had ever seen, as though borne of blood-soaked earth. He could not resist touching its fragile petals. The scent was imperceptible but a powerful memory stirred within his subconscious mind – a flashback from that distant past of his dreams coalesced before him with an image of an ethereal, beautiful woman beckoning to him with open arms on a bed of rose petals.  

Edouard picked one rose and was about to choose another when the chime rang the arrival of another customer.

He turned to look upon a picture of such exquisite perfection that time stood still for him. The woman from his dreams removed fashionable sunglasses and slipped them into her jacket pocket. She was breathing heavily and seemed desperate, glancing all around. He could do nothing but stare at her standing in the doorway, partially silhouetted by the diminishing sun’s rays.  

His lungs were filled with her perfume – Chanel. She had the looks that would stop a crowded room. Again, a distant memory choked his mind with the image of blood dripping from fangs. A single word rattled around in his feverish mind – Eternal. Edouard blinked to regain his composure. 

The woman approached him with deliberate intent. Her luxuriant dark red hair and skin so smooth and pale were beyond enticing. He had to resist an impulse to stroke her finely contoured cheeks or die right there for not trying.  

She held him transfixed with large lustrous eyes of burnt umber. The color radiated an allure, enticing, and at the same time dark and foreboding. He gasped when the feeble light cascading from the window caught her eyes, changing them pitch-black, like a cat poised to pounce.  

Edouard shuddered at her words spoken without moving her lips – “We are eternal, my true love.” He trembled with excitement.

“I am for you.” He had barely enough breath to speak.

She was extravagantly dressed from head to toe, in fashionable, chic black Chanel over a white chiffon gown but Edouard’s eyes were drawn to her angelic face with a power beyond reason. He marveled at her finely contoured nose set perfectly between her high cheekbones, as white as mountain peaks. Her full lips were painted deep, Burgundy red. She could have stood naked and still Edouard wouldn’t have been able to pull his gaze from her iridescent, coal-black eyes circled by black mascara. Her pearlessence dazzled him. 

The woman glided across the floor like a swan on a crystal lake. She smiled faintly, revealing the edge of radiantly white teeth.  

Edouard stood rigid with the dark red rose still in his hand, longing to entwine his tongue with hers. He had to kiss her.

The sublime beauty took the rose from his hand with fingers encased in black velvet gloves. She sniffed the heavenly scent.

The delicious woman spoke with a voice softer than angels’ wings, “I am for you, Edouard my true love. We are eternal.”  

She plucked the rose from the long stem and pushed the flower into her jacket lapel buttonhole. She opened her gorgeous mouth and pounced upon the transfixed Edouard with a rampant kiss.

He returned the kiss with equal passion. A surge of electricity coursed through his body. He shuddered when their tongues wrapped in a lovers’ embrace, tasting the heat of passion and a saltiness from his dreams. A strange sensation of dread enveloped him as ancient music, dark, yet comforting, cloaked his soul. It was the music from his dreams which showed him an erotic image of her nuzzling the neck of an obviously wealthy young woman. Blood seeped from her lips. 

She spoke, and yet her lips never left his mouth, “We shall be together always. We shall be eternal.”

The door chimed the arrival of another customer.

Edouard turned to ice, matching her sudden terror.

Deep in her embrace, her voice screamed into his soul. “The Moreau Suite at the Ritz.” 

Her kiss was abruptly halted. The woman was torn from his grasp. He opened his eyes to see an ashen-faced, tall, lithe young man, with shoulder-length raven-black hair, dressed in a smart black coat, black fedora and dark glasses. An irrational fear turned Edouard’s heart to stone. 

The young man’s pale face sneered back at Edouard with open hatred. He warned, “You dance with the Devil ... you sleep with the Devil!”

The woman trembled with fear in the grip of this wicked man and Edouard had no doubts how dangerous this man was. 

In a blur of motion, the young man left the shop, dragging the mysterious woman of his dreams like a rag doll.

Edouard stared at the door slowly closing behind the fleeing couple. The strange music immediately evaporated from his mind and yet her words remained. What did she mean by eternal? What was her name? He knew she was the one. No other woman could possibly compare with the vision of loveliness that had so easily captured his heart and soul. Could someone capture your soul in a momentary meeting? He came to his senses and rushed from the shop to see the woman being bundled into a massive black Mercedes.

Edouard ran after the car but it took off with a screech of tires. He stood staring down the boulevard to watch the car vanish in the distance. He rushed back into the florist. 

Chapter 13

––––––––

Edouard burst forth from the florist like a cork from a champagne bottle. He quickly hailed a taxi and gave the driver orders for the Cimetiere de Montmartre. By the time the taxi dropped Edouard off at the cemetery on 37, Avenue Samson, it was getting late. He paid the driver and entered the cemetery with two roses.  

A cool damp mist swirled around the head stones and monuments. Edouard found it difficult to see his way. He was startled by a gargoyle protecting the dead encased in a mausoleum. Plaintive whimpering sent a sudden chill down his spine. Don’t be so stupid, it’s just the mist playing tricks as it always does.  

He walked through the ethereal fog clinging to the graves like the breath of the dead. He came upon his parents’ polished marble headstones, side by side, and laid a rose on each grassy mound with a quiet reverence befitting the moment. 

Edouard said a fond farewell and proceeded towards the entrance when something caught his eye. A specter-like figure, dressed in black, ran through the dusky mist. At this distance he was unable to make out the face but something was familiar – the red hair! His heart skipped a beat then raced full throttle. It was the same woman from the florist. It had to be.

“No, Lucien!” she screamed.

That name chilled Edouard’s spine. It was a name that haunted his night terrors. Fear momentarily overcame him. Her dreadful screams galvanized his legs into action to race after her voice. 

Edouard stumbled over something in the fog, falling heavily to the damp grass. His clenched lips smacked into a woman’s cold face, causing her eyes to open. Revulsion sent him scurrying away but the doctor in him forced another look. He checked for a pulse at her neck and this confirmed that she was indeed dead but not long as her unexposed flesh was still warm. His fingers felt wet. They were dripping dark syrupy blood.  

More screams shattered the eerie silence. To his utter horror, Edouard saw a tall, dark figure, partially concealed by the ground fog struggling with his dream woman. Edouard rushed to her rescue but was instantly paralyzed by Lucien’s hideous face sneering blood-stained fangs.

“Fuck off, lover boy or you’ll be next.” 

Terror gripped Edouard with a primeval instinct to run for his life. It took over his body. His legs felt leaden like the deeply planted head stones. He whimpered at the vile creature menacingly approaching him with a bloody smile. The woman’s screams kick-started Edouard’s legs. He tackled the ghoul to the ground. The woman ran off. 

The two men tussled on the damp grass. 

Edouard stared in sickening horror at those fangs begging for his blood. With considerable effort, he managed to kick the creature off his body and roll to his feet. He stumbled away from the ghoul, scuffing his knee on a headstone. It hurt like hell but he dared not stop or he would surely perish.  

“You can’t hide from me, my Delicate Rose.” Hideous laughter followed those words. 

Edouard listened to the sound of the woman’s flight dwindling in the distance. He sprinted down a row of headstones, regardless of his poor vision in the mist-shrouded twilight. He crashed headlong into another figure dressed in a long black coat. Whatever it was fell to the ground, cursing in broken French with a Caribbean accent. Edouard’s lungs sucked in desperately-needed air, staggering to his feet. A massive black monster resembling a giant bat rose before him with a hideous growl.

Edouard dodged through more headstones and continued right through the cemetery gates where he saw the black Mercedes. He skidded to a stop, catching his breath. He peered into the car, hoping to see the woman who had so easily captured his heart.  

Edouard jumped back from a screaming, pale female face hitting the window. She ran a grotesquely bloody tongue across black lips and licked the blood smeared on the window. He looked behind him to see the dark figure he had bumped into rapidly approaching.

“I will rip out your fucking heart and feast upon it,” the creature said, snarling with intent.  

Edouard ran for his life in a state of confusion and despair with only one thought, to find the woman at the Ritz.

Chapter 14

––––––––

A set of long, black-lacquered fingernails tapped in irritation on the dashboard. Lucien Dupont sneered at his reflection in the passenger window. His normally delicate features held a hideous shroud of death, so pale with white makeup. Anger and frustration contorted his face while the city flashed by.  

Lucien muttered under his breath, “You can’t run from me my pretty Little Rose. No matter where you go I will always locate your fear.” He wiped smears of blood from his mouth, slid the window open and tossed the ruined handkerchief. Where would she run and hide? 

The Count thought of medieval tortures to inflict on her for daring to escape. The punishment would be exquisitely painful. The vile bitch had not given her blood freely – something that now gnawed at his black soul. Her reluctance kept him in a permanent state of blood fire, dependant on taking her essence as a Suckling. 

The Count taunted Lucien for being so weak. “How could you depend on a miserable female?” 

Lucien’s rage fanned the flames of his desire to kill. And so the blood hunt was on – for Lucien relished the hunt, it meant one thing – blood – and there will be torrents of it.

Lucien grinned with an image of the first place she might seek help. It was a place he had taken her on the occasions he had decided to let her out. He shouted to Jacques, “La Rotonde!” He hated the avant-garde set known as the Modernists. They had descended upon one of his favorite haunts and ruined everything with their insidious artistry. Fuck it! At this time of night the place would be bursting at the seams – all friends of his Delicate Rose.

Jacques nodded his head and hit the pedal to the floor. The car lurched off.

“It’s on the Boulevard du Montparnasse!” Lucien offered.

~~~~

Lucien, Jacques and Claudette entered the fashionable café, dressed like three undertakers attending a wake. An immediate hush befell the establishment. All eyes fixed on the strange trio but in an instant the cacophony of pleasant chatter resumed. 

Lucien’s amplified hearing picked up pieces of boring conversation from vintages of notoriety well-known to him. He smirked at the dire conversation and grimaced at all those boring females adorned with items of Chanel.  

He easily sensed Soo-Soo’s hatred of him and so decided to tease the infamous actress. He sauntered up to a couple occupying a discreet table in a shadowy corner, snatching the chair from under the man. The man fell on his backside. Here it comes.

Soo-Soo leapt to her feet in anger. She marched up to Lucien, wagging an angry finger in his face. “I’ve had quite enough of you, Dupont.” Her bright red upper lip curled with distaste. “You’ve been warned for the last time.” She placed hands on hips and glared defiantly. Everyone clapped slowly to Soo-Soo’s outburst, egging her on. 

Lucien leaned up close and kissed her on the lips. A hush overcame the café. 

Soo-Soo wiped the kiss from her mouth, smearing her lipstick. She trembled with hatred. All eyes were upon her. She was dragged back to her table by Coco Chanel.

Lucien laughed out loud and occupied the table now so recently vacated. He searched the room for his Petite Rose. The clutter of rampant humanity made this impossible. 

Claudette and Jacques slithered onto chairs next to Lucien. She immediately lit a cigarette rammed into her elegant holder and he eyed up the flesh on offer. 

Lucien captured brief thoughts of disgust emanating from the Modernists while a waiter tended to his needs. He was well aware that the waves of outrage hid their fear of him – fear of his vast wealth that prevented them from touching him. But that distinctive taste of her fear was not among them. Her sweet siren-song was silent. He wanted to scream out her name. He needed to for the urge was overpowering. 

Lucien clenched his teeth and inwardly apologized to The Count for his one weakness – his love for his Petite Rose. Perhaps he would never see her again – this second time she had finally succeeded in escaping his smothering grasp. 

He sat in miserable silence, nursing his glass of Armagnac and decided to leave for the Moreau’s apartment. The only other time she had escaped, he had found her with that damnable artist, Ellise. He leapt to his feet – galvanizing his comrades but faltered with a look of complete awe. Lucien trembled with adulation, his eyes locked on a strange-looking bald man entering the café. 

The middle-aged man walked through clouds of smoke, towards the bar like a ship drifting through fog. His grace didn’t match his grim appearance. He snapped his fingers for a drink but was diverted by Jean Cocteau.

“Hey, Max ... over here.” Jean indicated with a wave of his hand.

Lucien stood transfixed by Nosferatu himself. All thoughts of his mistress evaporated from his dark soul to be replaced by adolescent worship. He shuddered with unbearable excitement at being so close to his idol, keeping eyes on Max Schreck proceeding to Jean Cocteau’s table. Lucien leapt into action. 

Max turned to look into the gaunt, white face. “Yes, what is it young man?” Max frowned.

“Please, Mr. Schreck, excuse my manners, but I ....” Lucien turned to his comrades. “.... We would be deeply honored if you would sit with us and entertain us with recollections of Nosferatu.”

Max Schreck stared into a pair of deathly cold, blue eyes then down to the hand still clenched to his arm. Max glared at the long, black finger nails, stained with grime. 

Lucien removed his hand and smiled. “Pardon my rudeness, Mr. Schreck.” Lucien pointed to his table.

Max turned to Jean Cocteau, Pablo Picasso and Sergei Diaghilev, shrugging apologetically. He joined Lucien at his table.

Lucien waved down a waiter and ordered a glass for Max, he knew what Max liked. He poured Armagnac into Max’s glass. He and Max proceeded to empty the bottle over a dissection of F W Murneau’s greatest creation –  Nosferatu. What locations –  the director –  and why did Bram Stoker’s family refuse the rights to make Dracula?

Lucien just had to know. “Have you really tasted blood, Max ... as a vampire?”

Max looked askance at Lucien and gave a wicked smile. “Am I not Nosferatu?” Max hissed and curled his fingers.

Lucien was hooked. “Is Dracula your favorite book?”

Max shrugged. “But of course, dear fellow. It is the bible of vampiric lore.”

Lucien whispered in Max’s ear, “I’ve dedicated my life to the vampire’s blood bible ... and to your film. Blood is life. Life is blood.” Lucien grabbed Max by the arm and looked earnestly into his eyes, “I even sleep in my own coffin, custom-made of course.”

Max gave Lucien a shrewd look, bordering on condescending. “You do realize I am an actor ... Nosferatu isn’t real, you know?”

Lucien went rigid with rage. He had to take a gulp of brandy to steady his nerves. His angry tears left streaks of betrayal down his white face. “Nosferatu is real Max. You are real. I am real. Vampires exist. We are all proof of that.”

Max raised his eyebrows at the young man’s tirade. The entire café fell silent.  

The Count looked all around and focused on Soo-Soo’s glare of ridicule. “That needs to have her throat torn out!”

She shouted out, “What have you done to my Petite Fleur, Dupont? We haven’t seen her in weeks.”

The Count imagined how lovely she would look with her throat slashed from ear to ear. He could see her hot blood spraying between frantic fingers. The Count’s imagination ran riot as the whole café became awash with gore. “Kill them all!”

Lucien snapped out of his trance. His temple throbbed with agitated blood surging like a tidal wave to drown his fevered brain. He poured the bottle of brandy down his throat. By the time he thumped the empty bottle back onto the table, the café had resumed its joyful mood. The room breathed a sigh of relief.

“Please excuse my outburst, Max ... can I call you Max?” Lucien’s heart soured when Max agreed with a shrug and nod. “As you can see, I am quite passionate about vampires.”

A slim young woman, dressed in black Chanel and her equally beautiful boyfriend appeared at Lucien’s table. “Are you the Max Schreck?” they asked simultaneously.  

Max opened his mouth to reply but Lucien placed a hand on his arm to say nothing with a shake of his head. This was his chance to prove to Max what he really was.

“Come, join us,” Lucien offered, licking his lips in anticipation. “But beware ... you dance with the Devil ... you sleep with the Devil.” A ripe pair of beauties, Lucien mused while the attractive pair searched for spare chairs. 

Jacques played gentleman and snatched two chairs recently vacated. 

The young woman sat beside Lucien and giggled. “Ooh ... the Devil you say. Been there ... done that.” She nudged her partner and winked. 

Lucien drank in the obvious wealth the couple exuded. Gold jewelry was on display everywhere, right down to her ankle bracelet. In no time Lucien and his friends were plying the couple with copious amounts of freshly opened Armagnac and Pernod.  

Lucien quickly deduced the couple’s intentions, taking the liberty to stroke the delicate underneath of the woman’s knee. He was gratified to see her quiver with delight. His vampire senses reacted in kind when her skin rippled with goose bumps. 

Her secret dark desires, locked deep within her heart filled him with a terrible longing. A rush of sexual perversion of orgiastic pleasure blending with his own sanguineous needs created a heady cocktail in Lucien’s mind. He ached for his cock to impale her at the same time his fangs drained her. Without hesitation, he sprayed her face with Forbidden Kiss.

Lucien eyed the man who didn’t seem to mind at all what Lucien was doing to his woman. He was more concerned with wrapping Claudette’s pouting lips around his own. The young man instinctively placed a hand to his groin and massaged. 

Claudette’s hand joined in the fun. Her other hand sprayed his face with the nerve-toxin.

Lucien returned to the female who was now rigid with eyes wide open. He ran his fingers up her thigh and slipped a finger into her moist folds then sank his fangs into her neck.

Claudette knocked back her Pernod and wantonly massaged the young man’s twitching erection. She slithered onto his lap where she ground her behind on his firmness while drinking blood from his neck.  

Jacques sat brooding, drinking his Armagnac with a petulant pout. He gave Max a shrug and a sigh but his bloodlust got the better of him. He latched onto the woman’s wrist with gleaming fangs. 

A few lustful moments later, Lucien suggested, “Come on Max, join us.” He looked desperately to see no sign of the German actor. “How could he leave like that ... without taking a drink?”

Jacques replied, “Perhaps he changed into a bat and flew off into the night.” He laughed at his own joke.  

Lucien grabbed Jacques by the throat and squeezed. “What’s so fucking funny?” He pushed Jacques away with a snarl.

Lucien sprang to his feet and left with Claudette and Jacques in tow.

Lucien breathed deeply to divert his rage. He walked briskly down the boulevard to see Max happily chatting with Picasso and his sponsor, Diaghilev, before strolling off with them. Lucien and company followed at a discreet distance.  

Arm outstretched, Picasso hailed a taxi. “The Ritz!”  

Lucien’s brain was kicked back into gear by The Count. 

“The Ritz you fool!” 

Lucien, Jacques and Claudette rushed to the Mercedes parked in a side street.

That was it! She had to be there with Sebastian and Ellise Moreau. Lucien’s heart raced for a brief moment before returning to its monotonous thud.

During the trip to the Ritz, Lucien closed his eyes and allowed The Count to show him images of the man named Fabian, they left in a comatose state at the café. Lucien sighed, knowing he had triggered destiny to follow the path The Count ordained.

The Count showed Fabian embracing death. He loved conflict. He loved blood. “You, Lucien, forged him into a man.” Fabian scaled mountains without ropes. He canoed flooding rivers. Strange as it might seem, Fabian used a canoe to navigate the sewers of Paris. Lucien was in awe of The Count’s all-seeing insights.

Fabian persuaded the Parisian Resistance leader to use the ancient catacombs snaking through the sewers of Paris as a base of operations. Lucien saw German soldiers massacre thousands in the name of their Fuhrer. Fabian rallied resistance and fought hand-to-hand with the Boche, freeing Paris in the summer of 1944. 

“A true hero! Conflict is everything. I must have conflict,” The Count insisted.

Lucien snapped out of the trance with reverence for The Count and his far-reaching influence. He turned to Jacques to see the Haitian giving him a peculiar frown.

Chapter 15

––––––––

4th June

A massive door of shimmering gold beckoned Edouard into the Moreau Suite. It was the most extravagantly opulent place he had ever seen. Edouard wasn’t poor by any standards but he gasped to see waiters offering food and drinks on gold platters. 

He admired many paintings from the brush of the celebrated artist, Ellise Moreau, while he sauntered over to the expansive gold-plated cocktail bar littered with bottles for every taste both demure and exotic. 

Edouard was stunned to see several bottles of Absinthe. Where did the Moreau’s get their hands on the Green Goddess, a banned substance? Money had its privileges. A gold phonograph played Camille Saint Saens’ Danse Macabre on the bar’s black marble counter top.  

He settled at the bar and pointed to a bottle of brandy. The bartender – a muscular black fellow, dressed like an exotic Arabian prince, poured the fifty year old Armagnac into a large glass. He handed the brandy to Edouard giving him a raised eyebrow.

Edouard looked down at his attire and shrugged an apology. A gasp escaped his lips upon seeing Picasso walking by chatting with Sergei Diaghilev, founder of the Russian Ballet. The noisy crowd parted like the Red Sea for the two impresarios to pass through them. 

Edouard’s heart missed a beat when his eyes discovered his dream woman seated on a sofa at the far end of the living area. She was laughing and chatting with an elegant man and a stunning woman, the Moreaus. 

His gaze met his dream woman’s eyes across the crowded room. He watched her sip her red wine. She jolted with recognition. Her smile became lustful. It was now or never. Edouard plucked up the courage to declare his love to her but his romantic thoughts rapidly turned into a nightmare of mindless terror when the door allowed entry to that fiend. 

~~~~

Lucien and his clique stood fearless. They attracted immediate attention like three black ghouls on a grim mission.  

There was no need to search for her. The obsidian lullaby alerted Lucien to her presence. His brooding eyes stopped dead in their tracks on his Petite Fleur caressing Ellise’s enticing neck with rose petals. Sebastian leaned over and licked his wife’s neck. Lucien grimaced at Ellise opening her lustful eyes. She smirked at him. 

The Count sensed her taunting him to do something about it.  

Jealous rage filled Lucien’s wiry frame with a trembling agony. The bitch loved to tease him with her celebrity. Fame had its virtues. 

Ellise used to be nothing, just another talented artist who would soon be forgotten until she immortalized Delicate Rose on canvas. This Lucien had allowed under protest from The Count. As their friendship grew so Ellise’s fame had risen above her peers. Everyone wanted a copy of the nude painting. It riled Lucien to know his mistress could use her muse to transform the mediocre into the famous. He despised her for it.

And now the time had come to show this hedonistic crowd what he was really made of. His hand slipped inside his coat and caressed the sword. 

Jacques grabbed Lucien’s arm and restrained him with a warning look. Jacques whispered, “Not here, you bloody fool. We’d have to kill them all.”

“So be it!” Lucien tugged his arm free. Waves of overpowering hatred turned his legs to jelly. He decided now was the time but was distracted by Claudette playfully nuzzling his earlobe. He shoved her away. 

Claudette pouted like a spoilt child. “Someone’s in a bad mood.”

Lucien recognized the young man who had kissed his mistress at the florist. “You’re the first.” He made his move towards the obviously terrified idiot frozen at the bar.  

Jacques blew out his cheeks and stood in front of Lucien, shaking his head no. He had to grapple Lucien. Gasps of shock came from a few of the guests who bothered to notice.

Lucien grinned wickedly at the young man, rejoicing in his fear. Three times in one night he had stumbled across this impudent dog. The coincidences were too obvious. Perhaps divine destiny was at hand?

The Count showed Lucien how many times he had dispatched the love-sick fool throughout history. Once more it would seem fate had provided yet another chance to prove his superiority. 

Lucien glared at his mistress. His heart raced for a moment with the realization she had chosen this pathetic weakling for her eternal joining. He had to go but obviously not here. Lucien shrugged off Jacques’ hand gripping his arm. He looked around at the accusing glares and smiled back with such hostility all eyes turned away. Time for action. He nodded to Jacques.

~~~~

A cold chill of fear trickled down Edouard’s back. He shuddered when his eyes met Lucien’s dark pools of hate. To his horror, the large black fellow approached. Edouard stood rigid as a headstone, watching the tall, muscular Negro saunter over to the bar and trap him with a dangerous wink. The memory of this monster’s promise to rip out his heart and devour it filled him with dread. The moment to capture his love had flittered away.

“Your persistence will get you killed, man.” The Negro laughed out loud giving the bartender a stare to mind his own business.

Edouard saw the effect the muscle-bound menace had on the bartender and turned to see his true love transfixed with sudden fear. His heart screamed to protect her. He tried to go to her but the Negro gripped his arm and squeezed, shaking his head no. Edouard struggled, raking his shoe down the Negro’s shin. He turned and punched him in the gut. His fist bounced off a rock.

Edouard was paralyzed with agony the moment the Negro snatched his neck. A tingling numbness infected Edouard’s body from the neck down when strong fingers pinched a nerve cluster. He was absolutely terrified.

“I’ll snap it like a twig if you move.” The Negro shook Edouard like a rag doll. He grabbed Edouard by the scruff of his jacket and dragged him towards the door. “What the fuck you looking at, man?”

A male guest retreated from the Negro’s dangerous glare.

The Negro laughed, opened the door and tossed a struggling Edouard into the hallway as if he weighed nothing. “If Lucien sees you again he’ll have your guts for garters.” Jacques slammed the door.

~~~~

Lucien chuckled at Edouard’s dismissal. He glared at his mistress with such longing, aching for her blood. His Petite Fleur separated her lips from Ellise’s tongue and leaned forward to smell the cluster of bright red roses set on the coffee table in front of her. Their eyes met for the briefest moment. Lucien grinned at her immediate terror. His trap had been set – her music filled his mind.

Petite Fleur stared at the blood trickling from the gash in the palm of her hand.  

Lucien sensed what would happen next. He sighed with exasperation when Max Schreck offered comfort to his woman, inspecting the scratch. Don’t do it Max! 

The Count watched the actor give her a curious smile and as if bored, Max turned his attention to the antics of the party fiends led by Picasso, playing spin the bottle.

Lucien breathed a sigh of relief. He didn’t want to kill his idol. His hateful glare focused on Ellise and Sebastian trying to comfort the distressed woman. 

Lucien pulled Claudette to him and whispered into her ear, indicating towards Picasso. 

She nodded with a giggle and sashayed across the room. 

A sudden scream diverted everyone’s attention to Claudette. She upended a bottle of Cognac down her throat and dropped it into Picasso’s lap. With derisive laughter at Picasso’s discomfort, she jumped up onto a coffee table. 

Claudette ran her black-lacquered fingers through her short, black hair, swaying her lithe and sinuous body. She teased and lured her audience to dare her to remove her dress. A squeal of delight prompted trembling fingers to strip off her black dress for her eager audience. Loud clapping egged her on, slowly revealing her nakedness in all its glory. 

She kicked her black high-heeled shoes across the room. Claudette writhed on the table for all to see and appreciate. Picasso, Diaghilev, Max Schreck and Jean Cocteau urged her on with equal enthusiasm.

Satisfied, Lucien returned his attention to his mistress. Her fear had risen to bursting point. Without warning she collapsed to the floor. He fought back hateful tears to see Ellise kneel down and tend to his mistress. He promised he’d kill anyone who came between him and his Precious Rose and now it would seem fate had offered yet another chance to exert his power over his chosen one. So be it. Lucien rushed to his mistress.

Ellise slapped the woman’s cheeks, ever so tenderly, to revive her. “Come on darling.” 

Sebastian shot an enquiring glance. “Too much wine, I suspect.”

Lucien shoved Sebastian aside, shouting, “Hands off ... she’s mine.”

“I say, that was uncalled for, Dupont.” Sebastian stood his ground.

“Fuck off, if you know what’s good for you.” Lucien sneered with malicious intent. He bent down to pick up his Delicate Rose.

Sebastian yanked Lucien to his feet. “I have a good mind to thrash the hide from you, young man.” Sebastian slapped Lucien across the face, cutting his lower lip.

Lucien licked his own blood from his fingers and laughed with the surprise of it all. He couldn’t stop laughing. It was so funny. He had twice the strength of Sebastian and yet had allowed him to gain the upper hand. 

The Count removed his sword and split Sebastian’s head in two. The Count screamed with laughter. The sword ended Ellise’s life. Her pretty head rolled into her lap. He could not stop. The blood fever was intense in its inevitable grip. The Count ripped out throat after throat. Oh how sweet Coco tasted. Picasso was just as easy to drink and finally Max’s throat released his fine vintage. It was a glorious moment. 

With a violent shake from Jacques, Lucien blinked back to reality, his hand poised on the scabbard. The Haitian used all his strength to restrain Lucien from doing anything permanent with his sword. 

By then Sebastian and Ellise had left with Delicate Rose. 

Lucien raced to the door. 

Jacques shoved his way through onlookers and plucked Claudette from the table. He snatched her dress and slung her over his back like a side of bacon.

“You pig Lucien!” Claudette said. She started to struggle on Jacques’ strong shoulders. “I’m having fun. Let me stay.”  

Lucien caught her shoes, tossed by Picasso, and rushed from the Ritz apartment. Much to Jacques’ discomfort, Claudette threw up down his back. They dashed down the stairway.

Chapter 16

––––––––

5th June

Lucien exited the Ritz Hotel in a rush. He looked around the dark street and saw his Petite Fleur being gently placed on the rear seat of a white Rolls Royce.

Lucien removed his sword and dashed towards the Rolls Royce. He was alerted by a police whistle and skidded to a stop. The Rolls Royce pulled away. He slid his sword back into its scabbard and ran back to his car. Jacques tossed the keys to him. Lucien opened the rear passenger door for him, keeping an eye on the approaching flics.  

Jacques released a groaning Claudette who uncoiled across the leather seat. He leaned down, giving her pert mound a long lick. 

“You dog ... there’s no time for that!” Lucien exclaimed.

Lucien slammed the rear door shut and was about to get into the front passenger seat when a hand gripped his shoulder.

“Where do you think you’re going?” a flic demanded.

Lucien whirled around and without hesitating sliced the flic’s heart in two. The other flic faltered for a fatal moment. The last things he saw were his own polished boots before his head rolled into the gutter. 

Lucien leapt into the car, slamming the door after himself. Several interminable seconds passed as if his entire life had slowed with his heartbeat. He stared angrily out the windscreen to see the white Rolls Royce turning a corner. 

He gave Jacques a dangerous look. “Follow them but don’t make it obvious!” 

Jacques nodded obediently. His attention was focused on the other car. Jacques engaged the engine and followed with headlights off. 

Now with the city lights behind them, the Mercedes cruised along at a safe distance from the white Silver Ghost up ahead. Both cars took the quiet, dark, auto route heading for Auxerre – Burgundy country.  

Lucien glanced at the sign for Auxerre, briefly illuminated by the moon and heaved a weary sigh. He had never conceived of a situation where he would be forced to return to his homeland. His intense hatred latched onto his mistress’ confusion and desire just a few meters ahead. He moaned at her distress and grew an erection so hard it hurt.

~~~~

Delicate Rose recovered from her fainting spell on the rear seat of the Silver Ghost, staring curiously at the back of the driver’s head. For a moment she had no idea where she was. She knew she was in danger but her fuddled mind could not remember the source. The woman next to her kissed her lips and memory was restored. She had finally escaped Lucien but what of her true love?

“My Petite Fleur, you taste so sweet,” Ellise said with a moan of ecstasy.

Delicate Rose returned the kiss delving her tongue deep into Ellise’s mouth. She parted her legs to accommodate Ellise’s probing fingers. The kiss became more urgent as her moist folds were gently parted. Her swollen nub was playfully teased.  

Sebastian broke the silence. “One for all and all for one.” He laughed at his wit. “We are such a sweet ménage. Enjoy yourselves.” 

Ellise laughed, pulling the thin straps of her slinky black evening dress from her shoulders. She wriggled from her dress revealing her nakedness. She grabbed Delicate Rose by the neck and pulled her down to her breasts. 

Delicate Rose nibbled Ellise’s nipples, making them hard. She sucked on them, her eager tongue traveling down to the crown of curled pubic hair. She turned around into a soixante-neuf and settled on Ellise’s face, her own tongue slipping around Ellise’s moist opening faster and faster as a tumultuous orgasm gained momentum.

~~~~

Dark trees flashed past Lucien’s miserable face. No headlights! He grimaced respectfully at the driver. Sitting more upright, he noticed just how close they were to the taillights of the Silver Ghost. He grunted with satisfaction at Jacques’ handiwork.

The Silver Ghost turned off the road onto a private driveway where the welcoming lights of a chateau could be seen through the trees. 

Jacques slowed to a crawl and pulled into a gap between hedges, forming an entrance to a field. He used the handbrake to stop the car. 

Lucien opened the car door and jumped out. He stood on the car’s runner to spy on the headlights of the Rolls Royce approaching the chateau.  

He growled with recognition at the sight of his former home, its four turrets and poplar-lined, graveled driveway leading to the imposing solid oak front door. He stared for some time at the great North Turret and smirked with sweet memories of her short incarceration there and the whipping she received. 

Light spilled from several ground floor windows onto the expansive lawn punctuated with cedars. A silvery wisp of smoke spiraled from the clutter of chimney pots. 

The Silver Ghost stopped at the front door. A butler rushed down the steps from the chateau and held the passenger door open for the two elegantly dressed females. 

Sebastian stepped from the car and escorted the women inside. He had to struggle with Delicate Rose who became anxious, looking all around into the nightscape. He and Ellise helped a distraught Delicate Rose into the chateau.

Another servant drove the car through an archway.

Chapter 17 

––––––––

Lucien, Claudette and Jacques climbed out of the Mercedes. They strolled towards the chateau. The lights from the ground floor windows created three silhouettes while they stood for a brief moment, casting long shadows across the well-manicured lawn. An impending storm caused a slight breeze to billow their long coats, making them look like creatures of the night. Lucien stretched his arms to the moon and grinned.

Claudette giggled and danced excitedly around Lucien opening her fur coat to reveal her naked body. “Do we use Forbidden Kiss on them?” she asked like a child to a parent.

Lucien pushed her away. “No ... they must bleed for our need. I want them to experience their suffering.” He felt the sweet pain of the gleaming. He licked his long incisors, sensing Delicate Rose’s growing fear at his close proximity. Then nothing, her music ceased abruptly.  

Lucien rushed to the French doors, scanning the unaware diners. He could see the refined couple but not his true love. He frantically searched for her fear. She was not there? 

Lucien crashed through the doors with a vengeful ferocity followed by his cohorts.

“Guess who’s coming to dinner?” Lucien laughed like a jackal.

Ellise screamed in fright but was silenced when Claudette pounced on her, wrapping an arm around her throat.  

Sebastian jumped to his feet in utter shock at this rude interruption. “Dupont! You miserable swine!” Sebastian was forced back down by Jacques’ strong grip at his neck.

A male servant dropped his tray and hovered by the door, unsure what to do.

Lucien waved a finger at the servant. “Would you kindly hold on a moment?”

The male servant looked to Sebastian for further instructions. 

“He can’t help you ... so just wait. You’ll enjoy it, I promise.” Lucien stabbed the servant with his malicious glare. He stepped up to the massive fireplace, sneered at the nude painting above and pressed a secret button – a maiden’s nipple, for the first time since his parents’ death. He removed something wrapped in a dusty napkin stained with dark dried blood and a small wooden box. Lucien hummed a Gymnopedie while un-wrapping his father’s revolver. He casually checked the gun for shells and replaced the three spent ones from the box. 

Lucien sensed terror and panic from the servant. He whirled around and casually shot him where his wildly beating heart resided. The servant’s back exploded. He was thrown against the door and slumped to the floor with smoke leaking from the large red hole in his chest.

“Well what do you know, it still works.” Lucien chuckled, blowing smoke from the barrel. He turned the revolver on Sebastian. “You want some?” He laughed like all the demons in hell. “Now what shall we talk about, hmm?” Lucien stormed up to Sebastian and slapped his face. He screamed maniacally. “Where’s my Delicate Rose?”

Sebastian stared into the barrel of the revolver. He breathed deeply. He seemed calmer and smiled into those dead eyes. “Go to fucking hell, Dupont!”  

Lucien grinned, tossing the smoking gun to Jacques. “Deal with the other servants.”

Jacques laughed, kicked the dead servant’s body away from the door and left the room.  

Lucien chuckled with anticipation, removing his secret weapon from his long coat. The gleaming blade swished through the air towards the inevitable.  

Ellise whimpered in fear. She looked away when Lucien winked at her. She tried to get up but Claudette gripped her around the neck and squeezed. 

“Where is my Beautiful Rose?” Lucien screamed, “Where is she?” He giggled. “Come now, Sebastian. Tell me where she is or suffer the consequences of your inactions.”

Three more gunshots ripped apart the night.

“Aw, shame about that.” Lucien looked from Sebastian to Ellise. Knowledge of their fate was written on their faces. He swam in the power of their fear mixed with their love for one another. “Come on, old man, I know you want to play. Do it!”

Sebastian gave Ellise a sad look of defeat. He charged at Lucien.  

Ellise cried out, “No Sebastian!”

Lucien laughed, easily dodging Sebastian’s noble attempts at bravery. “Give up old man,” Lucien taunted. He egged Sebastian on with a wave of his hand.

In a moment of desperation, Sebastian managed to kick Lucien away and rushed over to the fireplace. He snatched a cutlass from the wall and whirled.

“Oh, how simply delightful ... we have a Douglas Fairbanks in our midst.” Lucien cackled while Sebastian tried to plunge the cutlass into his chest.

Sebastian lunged again, easily parried by Lucien. In a flurry of sparks Lucien gave a cruel look of boredom and yawned. Steel kissed steel. Lucien skipped a merry dance, toying with his prey. “You’re no match for The Count, old man.” After a few moments of gallant swordplay, Lucien buried his sword into Sebastian’s chest and flipped him on his back across the table, knocking a bottle of Lafitte to the floor with a loud crash. 

Jacques entered the dining room with the revolver held out in readiness. He grinned when he saw Lucien in control of the situation.  

“Aaaaaaagh!” Lucien yelled into Sebastian’s face, drowning out Ellise’s screams. He sensed Sebastian’s final moments – his legs felt useless – the cold rapidly freezing his groin. Lucien sighed with gratification.

Sebastian spat in Lucien’s face.  

Lucien grinned wickedly, wiping away the spittle and with a wicked wink he forced the blade through Sebastian’s back and into the table. 

“You shouldn’t have done that, Sebastian.” Lucien chuckled and blew him a kiss. “You dance with the Devil ... you sleep with the Devil.”

A hoarse, wet cough escaped Sebastian’s lip. “You fucking madman. Go to hell.” 

“You first!” Lucien whirled to see Ellise whimpering under the smothering hold of Claudette. 

Tears rolled down Ellise’s cheeks. She reached out with a trembling hand. “Please let me kiss Sebastian one more time.”

Lucien laughed. “You brought this on yourself, Ellise.” 

The Count reminded Lucien how often Ellise had flaunted her superiority in his face – now look at her begging for mercy.  

He twisted the sword in Sebastian’s stomach. “I need her blood!” Lucien shouted, “Where is she!” 

Lucien watched with uncontrollable excitement Claudette opening up Ellise’s vintage. Lucien’s bloodlust erupted like a volcano. He pounced on Ellise, pushing Jacques aside and uncorked her wrist with his fangs. His blood fire was soothed by her sweetness. He gorged on the gloriously rich nectar that only comes from refined living. To Lucien, she tasted positively delicious, fresh and slightly fruity, like an impertinently young Bordeaux. 

Claudette grinned at Sebastian with fangs dripping gore. She rushed to the limp bottle of blood and giggled when Sebastian looked away in horror. 

The Count thanked Lucien for this opportunity to end Sebastian’s life. The Count showed him how the chaos of war would have altered if Sebastian had lived. General Sebastian Moreau would have convinced Minister of War, Andre Maginot not to build his line of concrete bunker defenses bordering Germany. 

Under much ridicule from his peers, Sebastian insisted on constructing heavy tanks which would have repelled the German invasion. Peace would be the result.

Now The Count showed Lucien the inevitable path of destruction he so needed. He saw an intense tank battle – thousands of tanks burned as far as the eye could see. Bodies roasted black, hung from turrets. Dogs scavenged corpses. A demented despot screamed while his army retreated. The images faded. Lucien sighed with the knowledge he had once again maintained history as The Count so ordered. 

Lucien frowned. Her music entered his mind.

Barely audible snivels of terror came from under the dining table, whimpers made almost undetectable by the noise of Ellise’s death.

Lucien jolted as if struck by lightning. He bent down and lifted the tablecloth. Ah at last, his Delicate Rose. 

“There you are!” The hunt was on! He ripped the sword from Sebastian’s stomach and gave chase.

Chapter 18

––––––––

A demonic scream of obsidian torment turned Lucien’s pale mask of hatred into a grotesque caricature of death. He glared from the passenger window of his car while it thrashed through the diminishing darkness like a Gothic hearse. Where could his Delicate Rose be? She could not have gone far on bare feet.

The wipers angrily swished the torrential rain from the opaque windscreen like a rampant metronome ticking to nature’s eternal music. 

Lucien clenched both fists so tight his nails cut into his flesh. The pain was exquisite. “I’m not leaving without her.” He kicked the dashboard. The needles of various gauges flickered.

“We stick out like three black wolves in a flock of sheep,” Jacques said, giving Lucien a warning glance not to kick the car. He stroked the dashboard as if it were a cat.

“Don’t state the fucking obvious.” Lucien had to think fast.

“I want to go home, Lucien. I want to freshen up.” Claudette pouted.

“No! We must find her,” Lucien growled, pointing down a narrow high-banked lane.  

Jacques drove down the lane towards the rising sun and the village of Douvrey as indicated by Lucien.

Tears filled Lucien’s eyes and tormented his soul. He curled up tightly like a little boy, thinking of his beloved mistress. He already missed her so much that not all the blood in the world could satisfy his craving for her. He was addicted to her blood. She was his laudanum and he needed a fix or he would surely die. With rising panic he thought of the full moon the next night and that meant just one thing to him – the eternal hour was at hand – the hour of her birth the following morning.

Rays of sunlight cascaded through foliage to stab the windscreen with deadly accuracy. Lucien opened the glove compartment and snatched a jar of white foundation. He smeared his face, neck, ears and hands, before passing the jar to Claudette. He put his feet up on the dashboard and donned sunglasses. 

A powerful emotion sent ribbons of ice down his spine and caused Lucien to sit bolt upright. He heard the familiar raucous flapping of ravens’ wings. He looked left to see a five-bar gate and a barn in the distance.

“Stop! Back up, Jacques!” Her power was unmistakable and emanated from the barn. Was she hiding there?

Jacques slammed on the brakes and reversed to the gate.

Lucien opened the passenger door. He screamed in pain and snatched his black fedora from the floor well, ramming it onto his head. After fumbling his dark glasses across his face he pushed the gate open and waved Jacques into the field with a rough stone path leading to the barn. Lucien closed the gate and hopped back in.

“The barn!” He was so close now. Her power was much stronger here.

Jacques nodded with satisfaction and drove slowly along the rutted path. He stopped in front of the double barn doors hanging askew from rusted hinges.

Lucien and Jacques exited the car and man-handled the barn doors.

Lucien rushed into the barn. He searched every corner and rummaged through the hay to find nothing. 

Jacques drove into the barn while Lucien pulled the doors shut. He switched off the engine and hopped out.

Claudette slithered from the rear seat with a cigarette still smoldering in its holder. She looked around at the disgusting state of her temporary home. A shaft of sunlight sliced across her face. She hopped away from the offending beam with a screech.

Lucien rushed up to her and snatched the cigarette from the holder. He stamped it to death, giving Claudette a warning look. He indicated the stack of hay to Jacques. Both Sucklings made room in the hay for the car to fit.

Jacques drove the car into the gap and hopped out. Both vampires heaped the straw all over the rear of the car until it was suitably camouflaged.

Lucien stared at the remaining hay and smirked. He sniffed the air with recognition. This was where it all started ... who would have thought? He opened the front passenger door and sat down. So it was her birthing memory confusing him.

More beams of sunlight squeezed through countless cracks and holes. “If you think I’m staying here then you’re completely mad.” Claudette opened the rear passenger door and sat folding her arms in defiance. 

Jacques covered as much of the rear doors as he could with hay and slumped into the driver’s seat.

Lucien turned to Claudette. “Never call me mad! Never!” He screamed his anger in Claudette’s oblivious face. Then the inevitable happened, The Count filled him with images.

The Count showed him lurid scenes of a vampire couple mating like rutting dogs. The female vampire’s belly soon displayed the fruits of their union. An angry mob wielding pitchforks and shotguns discovered the lovers. The male vampire was hacked to pieces. The female fled into the dark woods seeking refuge in this very barn. She hid beneath a mound of straw where a young Busson and his father discovered her about to give birth. She begged for help and they succumbed to her pleas as if spellbound. Busson ran off to return with Doctor Colbert and Father Papineau. Busson fell to his knees and hugged his father’s body, his throat torn out.

A violent storm, not of God’s making, turned the early morning sky black. The strange darkness enveloped Douvrey while the priest performed an exorcism on the female vampire. Doctor Colbert helped Delicate Rose spew forth from her mother’s womb onto a bed of straw. The date was the 6th June, 1906 and the time was precisely six in the morning. The mother vampire found her peace, having been allowed to bleed to death on Busson’s orders. The darkness that had cloaked the village evaporated with the morning sun. 

Papineau raised his sword of redemption to expunge this vile abomination but could not when his gaze met those black eyes. He lowered the blade in utter defeat. Busson took the child and handed her to Colbert.

Chapter 19

––––––––

5th June

Eternal dreamed of an icy hell inhabited by slithering demons. Darkness did not prevent the horrors crawling over her skin trying to feed, drain her very soul. Pleasures were very few in Oblivion and one of them was demon slaying. She was born to kill and demons were her natural prey. One particular demon residing inside an orderly needed immediate attention. Still in her dream state she probed its evil.

The demon called Bonbon strolled down the sunlit corridor humming a pleasant tune. He carried a metal tray laden with cheese, sliced tomatoes, bread and a metal cup of water. He nodded to a pleasant, matronly nurse.

Eternal immediately sensed the demon’s desire to sodomize the woman. To her surprise the nurse grimaced at Bonbon while opening a door with a key attached by a chain to her uniform. She noted the time in her notebook – eight thirty and shuddered with disgust. Eternal had a kindred spirit in this nurse.

Bonbon smiled to the nurse and entered Eternal’s room. 

Still asleep, Eternal probed the orderly’s mind while it frowned at the darkened room. The festering maggot placed the tray on the cot, hissing in annoyance. With a lascivious grin, it tore the blanket from the window and leered down at its new piece of fresh meat. What a delectable chunk of rump steak. Good enough to devour! It risked a furtive touch of her hair, still damp from the shower. It quivered in anticipation of this fresh morsel giving her sweet meat to feed its perverse appetites.

Eternal dreamt of burning in hell fire with cruel flames blackening her pale skin. She scurried deep into the underworld inhabited by ice and demons and succumbed to her weaker half.

Delicate Rose screamed herself awake. Upon opening her eyes the disgusting sight of Bonbon’s scarred face leered at her with a suggestive pout to his bloated lips. She scurried to the end of the cot closest to the door and away from the light, knocking the tray to the tiled floor. 

Bonbon smirked in a disgusting way while he picked up the food, tray and metal cup. He spoke with a deep, rasping voice, massaging his bulging groin. “Eat! You must eat!”

Delicate Rose shook her head no at the unpalatable offering. The orderly’s calloused hand gripped her head and used the other hand to shove a slice of stale bread into her face. The bread was mashed into her nose and mouth, forcing her to gag. She could not pull away. She could not breathe.

Bonbon laughed using the palm of his hand to rub the bread across her squirming face. “You must eat what Bonbon gives you.” Bonbon winked and gripped the obvious erection in his cotton slacks. He blew her a kiss with drooling lips licked by the tip of his tongue stained yellow.  

“Perhaps you eat this later, pale one,” Bonbon promised, leaving the room with a chuckle.

While Delicate Rose wiped the bread from her tearful face, something deep in the recesses of her tortured mind nagged at her. She wanted sustenance of a different kind, a kind that gripped her darkest nightmares and turned them into such sweet dreams. But she couldn’t remember the color of her need. 

She knew it was important, that time was running out but time for what? Her dry tongue licked cracked lips offering no relief. Fear had parched her mouth and yet looking down at the water pooled on the floor did not entice her thirst to be quenched. Something told her she needed another source of fluid, something sweet and vibrant – something eternal.  

That strange word Eternal whispered to her with its sweet rendering, comforting her fragile mind. 

“I am Eternal. I am Eternal. I am Eternal,” she said in a flat monotone voice. 

Delicate Rose mumbled these words over and over, staring at the pools of water on the floor. She frowned, having no idea what the words she had just spoken actually meant but they calmed her frantic mind. She jolted in shock when the sun found her naked feet. Instinctively, she tucked them under her and squinted in pain at the searing cascade filling the room.

The shock brought fine threads of Eternal to the surface. Not so much to take over but enough to soothe and comfort. She spoke with such hypnotic tenderness in Delicate Rose’s mind. “Sleep! You must sleep.” 

Delicate Rose felt exhaustion tugging at her with its relentless need. With eyes closed, she replaced the blanket across the window before curling up in the fetal position. 

She drifted into a deep slumber where Eternal caressed her bleeding soul, soaking her with sweet images of a young woman with long dark burgundy hair offering her sweet poison to the tribal queen, Buddug, at her encampment in North Wales. The queen drank with gusto and grew in stature.

From hence forward, Boudicca, as she became known to her enemies in Rome, needed to paint her face with woad to prevent the sun’s rays from depriving her of her sworn duty. The more she drank the more her terrible desire to eradicate all Romans from her land became an addiction. 

As directed by her Eternal muse, the tribal chieftain allowed her enemy to attack her home in Wales while she led her vast army of Celtic warriors south across the borderland to destroy Roman settlement after settlement. Tens of thousands were massacred in the name of Boudicca’s muse but she grew weaker without her muse’s blood and was defeated. 

Eternal was captured and only the Gods saved her from Oblivion, persuading the vengeful Suetonius to see great value in Eternal. He dragged her back to Rome in chains where she was introduced to Emperor Nero, whose popularity had withered to the point that he ignored all attempts to save his reign. However, Nero soon discovered the delights of the eternal poison flowing through her veins but he was immediately driven insane and ordered all Rome burned to the ground so he might raise her in his glorious image. 

This gave Eternal the opportunity to flee Rome and found solace with the Gallic Tribes.

The past life-dream soon descended into darkness and chaos for Eternal was torn from her latest object of desire by the Black Count himself. He stood over her in his long black cloak caught by the wind. He changed into a monstrous bat and whisked her away to a terrible place, hemmed in by damp stone where there was no escape. She withered away to skin and bone while he repeatedly whipped her into submission. All she could hope for was her true love’s desire to rescue her. Who was her true love? Where was he? She slipped into a deep slumber clutching her destiny by the thinnest of threads.

Chapter 20

––––––––

Edouard Clavet checked the time – eight-forty-five in the morning of June 5th. Hopefully driving his Renault 6CV towards Douvrey, he sighed knowing he would be late. He was enveloped in a web of excitement – almost feeling like a little boy peering into a sweet jar, imagining his fledgling career blossoming beyond his wildest dreams at the Douvrey Institute, possibly one of the most notable institutes for the insane outside Paris. 

Edouard snapped out of his pleasant daydream and looked at the map spread across his lap. He lost control of the car.

“Mon Dieu!” the Priest exclaimed, momentarily startled by the close proximity of the car when Edouard pulled alongside. His bike wobbled precariously before he squeezed on the brakes, frantically letting out a leg to prop himself with.

Edouard gave an apologetic smile through the open driver’s window. He crumpled the map in haste and tossed it onto the passenger seat. “Please forgive me, Father.”

Edouard leaned out of the car window to see the rather portly priest, possibly in his late fifties with short graying hair, partially concealed by a black hat was fine. To Edouard’s embarrassment the priest had to hitch up his long black cassock, revealing his pasty white lower legs to prevent a fall off what was surely a woman’s bike. 

He guessed the priest probably couldn’t lift his leg over the centre bar of a man’s bike, so he had opted for the feminine version out of necessity.  

A horse approached, prompting Edouard to look at a robust farmer steering a cart. 

“Sorry about that Father, but you see I’m ....” Edouard said, distracted by the farmer. 

The farmer tipped his cap and laughed derisively. “Cassock-monger!”

The priest waved an angry fist at the farmer. “Damn you, Busson!” He smiled at the driver. “Please accept my apologies. What can I do for you on such a fine day?” The priest looked up to the heavens and frowned. “Although I do believe a storm is on its way ... possibly tonight.”

Edouard looked up to a clear blue sky with only a few light fluffy wisps of clouds. He looked back at the amiable priest and explained, “I’m afraid I’m hopelessly lost. I’m trying to find the Douvrey Institute.” 

The priest nodded. “Ah the Institute ... well it’s not that far ... you just ....” He pointed down the road. “.... Come to the crossroads, cut straight over and follow the road for ....” The priest thought before continuing, “.... For two kilometers, pass the Busson farmhouse.” He crossed himself and muttered under his breath. “You can’t miss it. Then take the next right for about one kilometer ... the second left and voila, you will see the sign for the Institute.”

“Thank you Father.” 

“Are you visiting someone there?” 

“Oh no ... I start my internship today,” Edouard said, exuding pride. 

The priest laughed. “Ah, so you’re the young upstart that Henri is so excited to work with. You must be Edouard Clavet?” He offered his hand in friendship. “Dear me, where are my manners ... Father Papineau at your service, free of charge, of course?”  

Edouard laughed, shaking Papineau’s hand. “I charge by the hour, Father.”

Father Papineau gave Edouard a friendly wink, nodding his head. “I can see we will get along handsomely, young man. I look forward to an after dinner debate with you and Henri on my favorite subject ... the confessional versus psychotherapy.”  

Father Papineau shook hands with Edouard once more before tipping his hat to him. “Au revoir.” He pushed off and cycled away with a wobble that slowly became more orderly as he picked up speed.  

Edouard waved to the priest and concentrated on his instructions. He slowed down at the crossroads then continued as directed. He noticed a magnificent chateau resplendent in a sea of green with a winding drive lined with poplars. Soon he came upon a large farmhouse set back from the road.  

With growing excitement and an entire flock of butterflies in his stomach, Edouard turned onto The Douvrey Institute driveway. The wild country hedgerows and trees were replaced by manicured bushes lining a long winding drive. Magnificent lawns were dotted with grand cedars, their heavy boughs almost caressing the grass with splayed fingers of bristling, dark green foliage.

His eyes gazed upon the majestic chateau of grey stone, the brightly painted shutters that matched the lawn, the numerous flower boxes bursting with radiance of bloom, the circular towers at each corner and finally the massive oak doors. All he could think about was his first impression with the Directeur, Dr Henri Vernier.  

Edouard stopped the Renault and looked nervously at the imposing façade. “And what untold misery do you harbor within your confines?” he pondered, exiting his car. 

He sucked in air at the obvious bad timing of his arrival. To the side of the building he could see several nurses and male orderlies accompanying patients in the pleasant gardens. A piano playing Debussy added to the mood. 

One middle-aged female patient with a profusion of wildly flowing silvery hair, wearing a drab grey hospital gown, waved at him. “Philippe!” She ran towards him.

An extremely attractive blonde nurse hurried after her.  

He smiled at the patient plucking a red rose from a bush and handing it to him.

Her sweet smile was replaced by a cold tremor, her face contorting into a frown. “You’re not my Philippe.” Her face went blank. She spoke in a flat, faraway voice. “She is looking for you, Edouard.” The woman gave Edouard a strange stare. She shook her head as if to clear it.

How could she know his name? With some confusion, he stared at the red rose in his hand. Memories of the previous evening in the florist flashed across his mind. He smiled to the female patient, excusing it as mere coincidence. 

The nurse grabbed her charge. “Sorry about that, Monsieur. Come now Martha, you know he isn’t Philippe ... he’s having his treatment.” The nurse escorted Martha away but Martha could not take her eyes off Edouard. 

Edouard waved at her, sniffing the rose’s scent.  

Martha waved to him, looking quite sad. “We will be eternal, Edouard.”

Edouard dropped the rose and stared after Martha. How could she possibly know about his dreams? Could she have psychic abilities? Just a coincidence, he thought. “Eternal!” Edouard whirled around. Where did the word come from? He looked up at the chateau and frowned.

“Damn it, you’re so late. A fine first impression, indeed,” Edouard said to no one in particular. He closed the car door and opened the boot to remove his luggage. A suitcase in each hand, he walked towards the front door.

The institute door opened and Doctor Henri Vernier stepped out onto the worn stone steps wearing a white hospital gown over a grey suit.  

Edouard recognized the man from a seminar some years back. He noted the Directeur’s imposing height and well-tanned features. There was an air of immediate authority to his manner. The head of the institute stood six feet tall in his gleaming, black leather shoes. Quite fit for a man in his fifties, with grey wavy hair, gold-rimmed spectacles on his nose and a finely trimmed pencil-thin moustache. He had the look of a man who frowned on tardiness.

Henri smiled amiably, looking at his fob watch. “Don’t tell me ... you got lost.”

Edouard glanced nervously at the Director. “Hopelessly lost, I’m afraid. I must have taken at least a dozen wrong turns before Father Papineau pointed me in the right direction.”

“Ah ... the good Father ... he does have his uses. We are a little out of the way here. I’m afraid this isn’t Paris, where one may depend on the fortitude of a taxi driver. No matter, you’re here now.” Henri stepped forward and offered his hand.

Edouard dropped his luggage and nervously shook hands. He was most impressed with the strong grip. “I never in my wildest dreams thought I’d get the chance to work here.”

“I hope you will be content to stay with us for some time, Doctor Clavet? I’ve heard nothing but high praise from Claude ... I’m sure you’ll fit in nicely here.”

Edouard was taken aback by the reference to that monstrous director back at the Paris University Hospital. That man had done everything in his power to ridicule him. 

Doctor Vernier laughed in good nature. “I assure you, Claude is not the ogre he makes out to be. He was most impressed by your insistence on using Janet’s trauma methods on your patient.”

Edouard was quite astonished to hear such high praise bestowed upon him by the ogre. He managed a smile. “I can see I will fit in nicely here, Doctor Vernier ... but please, call me Edouard. I’ll reserve Doctor Clavet for my patients.”

“Excellent. Now come inside, Edouard. I’m sure you must be eager to freshen up after your journey.” Henri leaned down and picked up one of the cases.

Edouard looked awkwardly at Henri holding the suitcase.

“Thank you but I can manage, Henri.” Edouard tried to wrest the valise from Henri’s strong grip.

Henri laughed at Edouard’s awkwardness. “One thing you should know about me, my dear young man, is that I don’t stand on formality. I hope I didn’t frighten you by my stern welcome. We’re one big happy family ... it helps the patients to relax.” Henri nodded to Edouard who released the suitcase. “Now allow me to help you with your luggage, my good fellow.”

Edouard smiled and picked up his other valise. He felt more at ease now that his first impressions of Henri were pleasantly dashed. More importantly he felt at home.

For a split second Edouard faltered. He shook his head to dispel the disturbing image of the woman with red hair scratching with bloody fingernails at a door. She screamed his name for help. He shuddered and heaved a sigh before following Henri into the institute.

Edouard was duly impressed with the large vestibule. His shoes echoed off the polished wooden floor. He nodded to the pretty receptionist behind her desk. To one side of the vestibule was a curved, ornate staircase. 

A rather matronly nurse in her forties, with a pleasant, motherly face, escorted a male patient up the winding stairs. She nodded curtly to Henri and smiled to Edouard.

“Nurse Collette ... may I introduce you to our new intern, Doctor Clavet.”

Nurse Collette hovered on the stairs. She looked a little irritated but managed to smile at Edouard. “Pleased to make your acquaintance, Doctor Clavet.” The nurse proceeded at a slow pace up the stairs, speaking softly to the patient while opening a door.  

Cries of despair billowed from the open door, causing Edouard to flinch. He jolted again at the sight of a gruff orderly. The orderly slammed the door shut with a resounding boom.

Henri laughed at Edouard’s reaction. “Bonbon’s bark is worse than his bite.”  

Edouard was relieved and joked, “I hope I don’t have to find out,” 

Henri elaborated while they ascended the stairs. “The poor devil was terribly wounded during the final months of the Great War. A grenade had taken most of his face. I did my best to treat him for shock but after the war he attacked several women for refusing sex. He was brought here where I successfully used Janet’s techniques to cure his post traumatic depression. Ever since, Bonbon has attached himself to me like a lost puppy.”  

Edouard was gratified that Henri was such a devout exponent of Pierre Janet, the founding father of traumatic stress treatment, now sadly ridiculed in favor of Freud’s dream interpretations. He was eager to have a go himself. He stopped to admire several fine paintings adorning the walls. “Nice paintings ... the work seems familiar?” Edouard commented.

Henri looked from the painting to Edouard. “All of the paintings here were done by Ellise Moreau. She’s our local celebrity, you know.” 

The party at the Ritz! Edouard frowned, remembering the Moreaus’ party. Oh how he wished he’d saved his dream woman, instead he had skulked away like a cowardly cur. “Ellise Moreau ... ah yes ... I’ve seen her paintings at the Moreau gallery on the Champs Elysees.” 

“Yes. Small world, isn’t it? They live not too far from here. Perhaps we may get the chance to dine with them.” He winked. “Their dinner parties are most lavish affairs, though sometimes a little too decadent for my tastes. But first ....”

Edouard nervously interrupted with some over-eager, faux pas while waiting for Henri to open the door at the top of the stairs. “If you like, I’ll be ready to start my duties after I freshen up.”

“Good gracious no ... I won’t hear of it. You must be very tired after getting so hopelessly lost. I insist you freshen up and take a tour of the institute ... then you may join me for lunch in my quarters. We should get to know one another first and I need to catch up on what my dear friend Claude has been up to. There’s plenty of time to get familiar with your duties later.”

Edouard nodded in agreement, following the Head of the Institute through the door into a long corridor with many doors leading off, each with a sliding metal cover.  

The walls, floor, ceiling and doors all gleamed sterile white. No paintings adorned these Spartan walls. The row of windows, showering the corridor in bright light, had bars preventing injury or escape. At each end of the walkway was a large, highly polished steel mirror placed at an angle at ceiling height.  

Edouard was relieved to see such necessary precautions, should a violent patient try to surprise a member of the staff by coming up behind them, undetected. 

Nurse Collette exited one room and nodded curtly to Henri and Edouard while she locked the door.

“How is Philippe coping with the aversion therapy, Nurse Collette?” 

She stopped for a moment and put on a stern face. “He’s not vomiting so much now, Doctor Vernier.”

“Wonderful ... that’s wonderful. We’ll have him off the sauce and able to cope on his own in no time.”

Nurse Collette nodded to both doctors before descending the stairs. She gave a cursory glance at the mirror.

“Aversion therapy?” Edouard asked.  

Henri took Edouard by the arm and led him to another staircase. “All in good time, my dear fellow ... all shall be revealed after a good meal.”

Edouard momentarily faltered. He heard his name being called out and frowned. “Did you hear someone calling my name?” He looked behind him to see the corridor was empty. “Edouard, we are Eternal.” Edouard shivered with cold sweat trickling down his back. A coil of snakes squirmed in his stomach. His lips went as dry as toast.

Chapter 21 

––––––––

Inspector Gerard, a tall man in his fifties with short graying hair, extinguished his pipe by tapping the embers upon the heel of his shoe then dropped it into the drab grey overcoat he always wore. This habit was evident by the burn marks on his coat pocket.  

He stood with legs apart and arms akimbo beside the body of the butler slumped on the front steps of the Moreau Chateau. The large hole in the front door had splinters pointing outwards. He shook his head and smiled sadly down at the butler with most of his head blown away. They must have used a forty-five, he mused and if there was one thing Gerard loved, it was the mystery of death.

From the parked black Citroen emerged two young Gendarmes and a middle-aged, paunchy, balding photographer carrying his tools of the trade. 

Inspector Gerard pointed to the bullet hole in the front door. “You two search the driveway for the bullet.”  

Both Gendarmes immediately set about their task, checking the gravel for the tiny lump of lead.

Inspector Gerard looked around the hallway with his keen detective’s eye. He indicated to the photographer to photograph the front door where the butler’s brains had stuck in thick gobbets. 

“Start at the door and leave nothing to chance. Photograph everything, no matter how trivial.”

The photographer did as ordered. Once done he followed Inspector Gerard into the kitchen, where he took more shots of the cook and housemaid sprawled on the floor with large bloody holes in their foreheads.

The photographer followed the Inspector into the dining room and casually recorded the scene of carnage laid before him in such a grisly manner. 

The Inspector raised his eyebrows with interest, allowing the scene of slaughter to sink into his analytical mind. He paused, thinking whether or not the intruders had mopped up after them as there was not enough blood. Think, you damned idiot, intruders would not pause to do such a thing.

The Gendarmes returned from their hunt for the bullet. Both gagged at the gruesome sight.

Inspector Gerard crouched beside Ellise Moreau’s body to get a closer look at the strange puncture wounds on her neck. He frowned with curiosity at the two bloody wounds and dark smudges surrounding them. He noticed the overturned chair at her side and could see blood congealing around the outer edges of the seat eliciting a grunt of curiosity.

“Take close-ups of this one’s neck and the chair.”  

The photographer complied with Gerard’s orders.

Inspector Gerard turned to his two subordinates. “Fetch the dust kit and check for prints. Pay particular attention to the French doors, the table, chairs, cutlery, dining room door and the phone in the hall.”  

They saluted with a curt nod to Inspector Gerard before leaving the room.  

The Gendarmes returned a minute later with Doctor Colbert, a short man with slate-gray hair and beak-like nose.

Gerard smiled at his old friend who loved all this detective work, a fan of Sherlock Holmes, an obsession they shared. Due to their likeminded interests, Gerard allowed him to moonlight as Auxerre’s medical examiner.  

Gerard pointed to various places for the Gendarmes to dust for prints, not that they had any chance of matching them to the miniscule amount of prints on file back at the Auxerre Prefecture. He always attacked investigations with the most scrupulous of labors, and never left a stone unturned – not that he had ever had a case like this. 

The doctor meticulously opened a black leather bag and snapped on rubber surgical gloves. He proceeded to inspect the body of Ellise Moreau, all the while informing Inspector Gerard of anything noteworthy.  

“Incredible,” he remarked. “This woman has been almost completely drained of blood, presumably from these two puncture wounds in her neck and ....” He lifted Ellise’s arm to see another pair of punctures in her wrist and continued, “.... And from her wrist as well. Remarkable! Quite remarkable.”

“How so?” Gerard asked.

“Well, Inspector, I have bled many patients in my time, to relieve fevers and such, and I can say with certainty that it is impossible to inflict these wounds without more signs of blood on the clothes, and ....” The doctor paused to lift Ellise’s body and inspect the rug underneath her for blood. “.... As you can see, there is no blood on the floor around the body.”

“The chair ... she was sitting in that chair when the blood was taken from her.” 

“That would be a logical assumption,” Doctor Colbert agreed, scrutinizing the blood on the chair.

The doctor noticed something and pointed.

Gerard and Colbert knelt to see congealed blood hanging from a gash in the dining table. 

Colbert inspected the man’s body lying across the table. “This one put up a struggle ... see.” He pointed to the wound in Sebastian’s stomach. The doctor lifted the body to see a pool of congealed blood on the table sticking to Sebastian’s purple dining jacket.

Gerard saw the wound which matched the slash-like hole in the table. “Dear God ... he was skewered right through the table.” Nothing these days ever surprised him, until now. He thought for a moment, musing, “That took a great deal of strength.”

The doctor nodded with agreement then investigated the woman’s body. He inspected the wounds on her neck.

“Strange?” Doctor Colbert sighed. “Yes ... it looks like lipstick.”

“Indeed. I had drawn the same conclusion.” Inspector Gerard blew out his cheeks. “I’ve seen enough. Let’s pack everything up.” 

One of the Gendarmes showed Inspector Gerard the useless chunk of metal that had once been a bullet.  

He pocketed the mangled bullet. “That’s it for now ... help Doctor Colbert remove the bodies.”

While the six bodies were placed in the doctor’s truck, the Inspector searched the dining room with his keen sense of order. He thought of Ellise Moreau just sitting on the chair while her life’s blood was so meticulously drained from her. He scratched his head and thought about it for some time. Something nagged at him. Something in the dining room was not right.  

He examined the room, now devoid of victims. He observed the table, and pictured in his mind’s eye, the Moreaus startled at the dining table when the intruders – and it had to be more than one – burst through the French doors. Why they slashed the painting above the fireplace was something he shoved to the back of his mind as unimportant. 

Something was missing – something vital. He walked around the room and absorbed everything, the blood on the table, cutlery on the floor and the broken chinaware. Without warning it struck him like a bolt of lightning.  

There were three places set at the table last night or early this morning. That’s it! They had a guest for dinner.

Gerard stepped through the shattered French doors and out into the vast garden. He bent down and noticed shoe prints mixed with bare foot prints around the opening. Obviously they gained entry here. Something caught his eye.  

He saw a further set of prints made by a woman’s high-heeled shoes, perhaps fleeing the scene. He tracked the deep prints in the manicured lawn into the woods surrounding the property at the rear. There, he found a pair of high-heeled shoes in the undergrowth, and evidence of someone having been chased – broken branches and torn shreds of clothing clung to thorny branches. How exciting! The hunt was on. He felt the tingle on his skin for he had a witness but where had she fled?  

~~~~

Inspector Gerard puffed on his pipe and sipped his coffee at a table outside the quaint café in Douvrey. He appreciated this quiet moment to think but movement caught his eye. Jean Busson left the surgery and made a beeline for him, so much for a quiet coffee.

Busson loomed over Gerard. “What the Devil is going on, Inspector? What’s all this nonsense of vampires in Douvrey?” 

Gerard sipped his coffee and heaved a weary sigh. He placed his cup on its saucer and gazed into Busson’s angry face. Just to annoy Busson, he picked up his pipe and sucked it repeatedly to ignite the embers. 

“That’s police business ... and none of yours, Busson.”

“None of my business ... people are being slaughtered in their homes and you have the gall to sit there and do nothing about it?” Busson was red with anger. “Our taxes could be better spent.” 

“Who said vampires are at large?”

“Madam Rousseau was told by Sabine, her neighbor, she was told by our postman who mentioned it to Doctor Colbert while he fixed my hand.”

Gerard looked at the surgery. “And did Doctor Colbert confirm this outlandish theory?”

Busson pointed an angry finger. “Well, not exactly ... but he did agree that the evidence supported the rumor.”  

Inspector Gerard puffed on his pipe and laughed out loud. “You are such a tease, Busson. Now if you don’t mind, I have work to do.” 

Gerard had already come to the conclusion – as he always had on these occasions, that a lunatic, or lunatics, from the asylum had perpetrated the atrocity. It would give him an excuse to annoy Doctor Henri Vernier with his questions. He finished his coffee, puffed on his pipe, left a small tip and walked across the square to his car. 

Busson stood stewing in his own juices.

Chapter 22

––––––––

The Inspector drove the short distance to the Douvrey Institute with eager anticipation at the thought of riling Doctor Henri Vernier. He did not like the doctor after their big fight over the Dupont case. After all, it wasn’t the fault of the police if some fruitcake had escaped from the asylum and bloody well confessed to a double murder and then had the sheer audacity to blow his brains out in the name of Napoleon Bonaparte. Indeed, it wasn’t his fault but the fault of the good doctor for not taking better precautions at his nuthouse. And in any case, the madman had confessed and that was bloody that. Guilty! Case closed!

Gerard pulled up in front of the institute and stepped out of the Citroen. He puffed on his pipe one more time before tapping out its contents on the back of his shoe. And as he had always done, he dropped his pipe into his coat pocket. He was a creature of habit and proud of it. He walked up to the massive oak doors and hammered the large brass knocker.  

He waited what seemed an interminably long time before the door opened, revealing Nurse Marteau in white hospital clothes. 

She frowned with a miserable glare. “What can I do for you, Inspector?” 

“And a good day to you too, Nurse Marteau.” Gerard gave her a courteous smile, belying his utter glee at her discomfort at seeing him. “I have urgent business with Doctor Vernier ... if you would be so kind as to fetch him? It is of some importance that I speak to him right away.”

“I will see if he is free but he is a very busy man, you know.” With that, Nurse Marteau left the Inspector on the front steps, slamming the door in his face before he could enter. 

Inspector Gerard chuckled at the nurse’s displeasure. He certainly had a way with women, he thought with an amused smile. Good looks and charm wins them over every time. 

Doctor Vernier opened the door wearing his white hospital gown over his day clothes. He looked most put out. “What is it now, Inspector? Have you come to execute another innocent man?” 

“Certainly not, Doctor Vernier.” Gerard cleared his throat before getting to the heart of the matter. “I am here to ask if a woman has been brought here under unusual circumstances ... perhaps in a frightened state and possibly missing her shoes.”

Gerard scrutinized the doctor’s face for telltale signs. You know something, don’t you, Vernier? Yes, Gerard recognized the look on Vernier’s face – he was thinking about this woman. Vernier averted his eyes for a second and in that brief moment Gerard had no doubt at all the doctor was treating the vital witness. Perhaps the good doctor had his reasons, she needed treatment of the mental kind before being questioned? No doubt the poor woman would be in a terrible state of shock.

“Nothing of that sort has happened, I assure you,” Vernier said, clearing his throat. 

Gerard smirked. “I am only trying to get to the truth, Doctor Vernier ... which I am sure you would too, under the circumstances?” He waited for the response. Come on out with it man, I don’t have all day, he mused.

“The truth ... and what truth might that be?” 

“I am looking for those responsible for the murders of Sebastian and Ellise Moreau and their servants.”  

Gerard was duly satisfied at the look of shock on Henri’s face. The doctor looked visibly shaken. He gripped the edge of the open door to steady himself.  

Inspector Gerard thought he might collapse and reached out to steady the doctor.

Henri waved Gerard’s hand away, asking in a shaky voice, “Dear God ... when did this happen?”

“Late last night ... or possibly early this morning ... it is hard to tell as the bodies were discovered cold.” Gerard now felt a twinge of guilt at the pleasure he took in upsetting the doctor. “If you do not have a woman of that description here ....” There’s that look again. “.... I would like your confirmation that all your patients can be accounted for.”

“Damn it to bloody hell, Inspector, why is it you come knocking on my door whenever a crime is committed?” Vernier turned to leave. 

But Gerard said something that caused him to stop dead in his tracks. “The reason is this, Doctor Vernier ... the victims were almost completely drained of blood from punctures to their necks and wrists. Surely you can understand the nature of those I seek. They must be ... insane ... do you not agree?”  

The Inspector saw the look of horror on Henri’s face but no hint of recognition as to the motives he described. No hint as to a patient capable of such vile deeds.

“Well, Inspector, I can assure you all my patients are where they should be.” Henri’s hands shook so badly he put them behind his back.

Inspector Gerard nodded his head with gratification. “Very well, Doctor Vernier, I will take you at your word.” He removed his pipe and a pouch of tobacco from his coat pocket. He casually stuffed his pipe then lit it with a match, sucking heavily to ignite the tightly packed material.  

“A good day to you,” the Inspector said, tossing the match onto the gravel driveway and walked to his car. You don’t fool me for a second, Vernier. I will get what I want. I always do.

Chapter 23

––––––––

Strong sunlight filtered through the blanketed window of the tiny room at the institute. Delicate Rose tossed and turned in the throes of her never-ending memory dreams, mumbling the word Eternal while twisting her bed sheets around her sweat-soaked body. She trembled and allowed the stronger entity of Eternal to take control.

Eternal smiled down at William Wallace, partaking of her fine essence, just enough to make him so fierce a warrior his enemies would be vanquished. The English were slaughtered in the thousands, forcing embarrassment to spread like the plague all the way to the crown upon which sat the hideously cruel Edward I, known by the Scots as Edward Longshanks. 

Sadly, William’s addiction worsened and had to resort to painting his face to function in the daylight but Eternal could see the writing on the wall and fled with her true love before William’s final moments arrived. Eternal hated to see her subjects perish. She escaped to England ruled by that sadistic monster now named The Hammer of the Scots. She discovered too late who the king really was, that he required her blood to replenish his vitality.

Eternal and her true love ran through dark woods, screaming in terror from his pack of howling wolfhounds and a grotesque black horse with glowing red eyes. Upon the horse sat the evil Count in the guise of Edward I, his armor stained with blood. He leered down at her with demonic eyes and long fangs dripping blood. The wolfhounds circled them. There was no escape from The Count. Her true love attacked but was torn to pieces by the massive dogs. 

Eternal fainted with terror only to be aroused when The Count snatched her up and draped her across his horse with the promise she must make him young and virile again. The black beast galloped through dark woods while lightning split the gloom with silvery streaks. 

The horse changed into the car – His car, now speeding down narrow streets. Eternal was dragged by her feet, bound by the coiled whip, screaming and kicking. She was thrown into her worst nightmare, leaving her trapped within the attic room back in Paris. She backed into a corner. He approached her with his sword swishing the air and fangs gleaming.

Delicate Rose awoke from her nightmare, shimmering with fearful sweat. She pulled her knees up to her chin and rocked back and forth. 

With a shaking hand she lifted the blanket covering the window only to be assaulted by the harsh rays of the sun. She swished the make-shift curtain shut with Eternal echoing within her tormented mind. I am Eternal. Who is Eternal? What am I? Where am I? These questions and more pierced her mind with red-hot needles, invading her reason with thoughts she could not understand. 

Delicate Rose wiped tears from her face. She gave a forlorn cry, realizing she was indeed trapped in this tiny room. “Eternal ... Eternal ... Eternal,” she chanted, over and over while rocking back and forth.

Eternal resurfaced in the wake of Delicate Rose’s despair.

The gentle squeak of the metal flap covering the peephole in the door caused her to jolt. She turned in that direction to see a curious eyeball scrutinizing her in the filtered daylight. 

The peephole cover slid across the viewing hole by unseen hands, possibly the hands of her savior, Edouard. She had an irresistible impulse to find him, he was so very close. Could the eye peering at her be her one true protector? Please let it be Edouard. Her fractured memory raced out of control. 

Eternal stared at the eye peering at her. The eye blinked while it spied on her but it was not that iridescent green she had come to love. Her heart almost broke in two with that realization. She cried more desperate tears. 

Eternal turned back to her vigil at the window but a mind-numbing pain of terror ripped all thoughts from her. She could sense something so evil, so powerful, so terrifying and close. 

The rush of black torment gripped her with such ferocity she screamed His name, “Lucien!” He was so close she thought he was in the room. 

Eternal curled up in her familiar position and continued to chant, “I am Eternal. I am Eternal.” She felt utterly alone and trapped. All she could do was wait for death, for it would come on a black horse and its name was Lucien Dupont.

Chapter 24

––––––––

In the sun-drenched corridor, Doctor Henri Vernier slid the viewing cover back over the peephole of his new patient’s door with a grimace. A wave of grief tried to sweep him overboard, suppressing the urge to cry for his murdered friends. He nodded respectfully to Nurse Collette, ignoring her concerned look. 

He left the corridor and entered his private domain, making straight for the decanter of cognac waiting on his desk. With trembling hands, he poured a hefty shot into a crystal glass, downing the fiery amber liquid in one go. He savored the heat in his hollow stomach before putting the empty glass back on his desk. 

A removed his hospital gown, wrenched off his tie and unbuttoned his shirt before collapsing onto a comfortable brown leather couch, wrinkled with age. He closed his tearful eyes and relaxed. In seconds, Henri Vernier was asleep.

And whenever he managed the luxury of sleep, to take his conscious mind away from the daily horrors of the mentally afflicted, he always dreamed of the terrors he witnessed during his time as a doctor at a field hospital during the latter years of the Great War. 

Amputated limbs piled up in trash bins, overflowing with gore. Incessant screaming of the injured tore at his soul. There was no hope for those he managed to save, only to be thrust back into the fighting without further delay.

The worst day of his life! He dared insult a swaggering officer for declaring mentally sick men to be malingerers. Henri Vernier was removed from the hospital by two armed soldiers and taken to headquarters. He was summarily conscripted into the army as a Lieutenant second class and warned never to be insubordinate again or he would be shot.

Henri returned to the hospital deflated and demoralized. The war took its toll on his idealistic beliefs. He begged the authorities that the shell-shocked soldiers required proper treatment. The enemy shells drew closer to the hospital. The screams of the dying mixed with the explosions. Boom! Boom! Boom!

Henri Vernier awoke from his troubled sleep with those awful screams still echoing in his mind. For a dreadful moment he thought he was back in that field hospital. He could still hear the shells exploding close by. The fog of his dream lifted to the sound of knocking at his door.

Henri sat up on the couch and mopped his brow with the back of his shaking hand. He walked over to his desk and poured another glass of cognac. 

The knock repeated at the door. Henri didn’t care and thought about listening to some Debussy on the gramophone. He turned to look out of the unbarred window, staring at the bright sunny gardens.  

He angrily muttered, “Interruptions. There are always interruptions! Can’t they leave me alone? Damn it!” He took a hefty gulp of cognac and glared at the door. “What is it?” He sighed with exasperation.

The door opened and Edouard, now wearing a white hospital gown over his day clothes, entered Henri’s private enclave. He closed the door quietly after him.  

Henri cleared his throat. “Ah ... Edouard, please make yourself comfortable.” Henri pointed to the sofa.

Edouard nodded and sat on the couch looking a little uneasy. He removed his white gown and draped it over the arm of the couch.

“Forgive me but I’d completely forgotten about lunch. Would you care to join me ... it’s a fine cognac?” Henri raised the decanter enticingly.

Edouard relaxed a little and took the glass with a hesitant look. “Thank you ... I would love a cognac.” 

Henri noted his unease and sniffed the cognac. “This is a particularly fine Armagnac ... nothing else will do after ....” Henri’s chin quivered. He fought back the tears, swirling his cognac around the large glass and breathed the rich aroma.  

“It should never be rushed.” Henri smiled weakly. “Sad to say but these days I have little time before a patient requires my attention.” He smiled to himself, thinking of his idealistic days before the Great War. “What do you think of the place?”

Edouard coughed on the fiery cognac. “I’m impressed with the way you run the institute ... most efficient indeed. I must say it is a pleasure to work with another advocate of Pierre Janet.” 

Henri nodded with gratitude. “Thank you, Edouard.” He sipped his cognac with a furrowed brow. “Before I forget ....” He paused again to fight back the tears. “.... There’s a new patient I want you to look at.” Henri mulled over what the Inspector had told him. “Make her a priority. She should be quite a challenge and it would be a good opportunity to flex your therapeutic muscles.”

Edouard’s eyes rounded with eager delight. “Of course, I’ll attend to her right away.”

“Good man.” Henri paused giving a look of concern. “She seems to have no memory whatsoever. She was carried here on the back of a farmer’s cart in a distressed state. There was a considerable amount of blood on her dress ... possibly not all her own for her wounds were superficial.”  

Edouard looked thoughtful and frowned. “A horse-drawn cart passed me earlier this morning.” He shrugged. “Well ... it’s quite possible she witnessed a traumatic experience bringing on dissociative behavior ... excellent!”

Henri smiled at his eager colleague. “Agreed! Her dress was most expensive, indicating wealth, but far more interesting is her continued monotonous chanting.”

“Psychological automatism ... acts performed unconsciously and therefore, mechanically.”

Henri gave Edouard an old-fashioned look.  

Edouard’s embarrassment at behaving like an overexcited teenager was clearly evident on his face. “Do forgive me but I must say I am eager to begin.”

Henri topped up Edouard’s glass with more cognac, continuing, “And more perplexing to me is the context of her chanting ... she keeps saying the word eternal, over and over.”

~~~~

Edouard gasped. “Eternal?” The shockwave of that word struck a glancing blow. He began to sweat. A cold shudder rippled his spine. Was she here? Was this his destiny? 

Edouard furtively glanced at Henri watching him. It was obvious Henri had noted his peculiar reaction. 

With a frown Henri said, “As yet, I have not informed the police of her arrival, even though they are interested in questioning her. I fear if the police, with their brutish methods, were to question the young woman in her present mental state, it would cause irreparable harm.”

Edouard mulled over this while sipping his cognac. He couldn’t get the image of that beautiful woman out of his mind.

“You disagree?” Henri asked with raised eyebrows.

Edouard snapped out of it. “No ... no, I concur with your reasoning, Henri, but to purposefully mislead the police ... well, it goes against the grain.”  

Henri shrugged. “You don’t know them as I do, Edouard. They are nothing but bullies and thugs, believe me.” Henri sighed before continuing. “I might as well come clean and give you the distressing news I received this morning. Ellise and Sebastian Moreau were brutally murdered and it would appear this woman in our care must have been a witness.”

Edouard spilled some brandy when his hand jolted. His heart beat so hard and fast it hurt. The certainty of his dream woman being here and that fiend probably searching for her terrified him. Sweat erupted on his brow – a cold sweat of sheer panic. 

Edouard shook his head with dismay. “I am so sorry about your friends, Henri. What a terrible waste.” He had to be with her.

Henri nodded a thank you. “If direct questioning is of no use, I would like you to put her under hypnosis.”

Edouard sat up on the couch like a terrier sniffing its prey. “With a view to regression, perhaps?”

Watching Henri place his glass on the ornamental side-table for a refill, Edouard knocked back his remaining cognac and hoped for no further replenishments. 

Henri topped up his own glass and continued, “Yes of course, my dear fellow. But she will be your patient, I’ll agree to any course of treatment you decide upon ... within reason.”

Edouard put a hand over his empty glass and breathed a sigh of relief when Henri accepted the refusal. Edouard’s brow furrowed for a moment, deep in thought. An image of her plucking the rose from his hand flashed across his mind. 

Henri looked thoughtful for a moment. “I remember my first few days here. I was not much older than you are now.” Henri paused to allow his grief to pass.

Edouard’s thoughts raced out of control. He had to see his dream woman and be with her – for eternity. What did that mean?

Henri raised his glass in a somber manner, “Here’s to Ellise and Sebastian ... may they be happy in a field of sunflowers, bathed by the warmth of their love.” He wiped tears from his eyes.

Edouard was about to get up, eager to tend to his dream woman, when he saw the distress on Henri’s face and decided to distract him. “What about this aversion therapy, Henri? It sounds most intriguing.”

Henri smiled with evident pride. “Ah yes, aversion therapy. It’s something I have been perfecting. I have had some good results so far.” Henri topped up their glasses with more cognac. “I hypnotize a patient into believing their addiction is poison.” Henri waited for Edouard to comment.

Edouard dutifully chipped in, “Surely the patient would only comply if they truly wanted to kick the addiction?”

Henri shrugged and nodded. “Perhaps but the results have been better than I expected.” Henri looked excitedly at Edouard. “I am writing a paper on the results. Oh, please forgive me, you must be famished.” Henri pulled a cord hanging next to a book shelf.

Edouard looked impressed and that was his last coherent thought. He jolted hearing Eternal scream his name as if her lips were to his ear – “Edouard my true love!” It was a desperate plea for help.  

Chapter 25

––––––––

Naked handmaidens hung from rafters by their ankles, squirming while their blood drained from slashed necks into a gulley. The demented creature feasting upon them was Erzsebet Bathory, the Blood Countess. Her long hair was matted with gore. She insisted upon Eternal’s vintage, for these pathetic bags of blood dripping their life’s essence were of no use to her. Eternal refused the Countess’ command for more blood. 

The tempest that followed was a sight to behold. The Countess screamed a storm, smashing all mirrors reflecting her ravaged skin. She attacked Eternal with sharp talon-like fingernails but was not quick enough to draw blood.

Resigned to her fate, the Countess disrobed and stepped into a marble bath of warm blood fed from the gulley in the hope this would revive her aging flesh. 

Eternal’s fangs gleamed with an irresistible need for vengeance. She had no further use for this defiler of all things good and demure. Using her hypnotic allure, Eternal partook of the Countess’ royal vintage, replenishing her own depleted stock. 

Once Eternal had taken what was rightfully hers, the Countess became insane with her addiction. She begged Eternal for more blood. Eternal took small pleasure in watching the Countess dry up like an old hag in a turret prison. 

Those terrible screams forced Eternal out of her slumber, only to be confused by her alien surroundings. The room of circular rough stone dissolved to an anemic hospital room. She was perplexed by daylight filtering through the blanket. The redness of sunburn on her arms and feet stung her to distraction. How long had she slept she wondered. It must be the following morning. A stomach-churning panic rose from her belly and rushed out of her throat. She gagged on her fear and convulsed with doubt and uncertainty.

With a mind-ripping scream, Eternal summoned all her otherworldly powers for Edouard to come to her aid – “Edouard, my true love, you must save me.” 

Eternal was frantic. She sprang from the cot and paced the tiny room. Had the eternal hour passed? Was it so close she had mere moments to prepare? She marched back and forth, stopping less than an inch from wall and door.

“I am Eternal. I am Eternal. I ... am ... Eternal.”

Eternal’s legs buckled. Sickening hunger gnawed at her. She doubled up in pain, the rage trying to free itself, but there was no supply of blood to sustain her. Collapsing across the bed, she curled up tight as a rose bud and just as fragile. 

She swiftly succumbed to exhaustion, drifting off into another nightmare, another life. 

Cleopatra lay draped across a bed of rose petals, lulled by the gentle rocking of her barge. Her muse, Eternal, refused to give her blood and clung to her true love, Drusus, personal surgeon to Marcus Antonius. Cleopatra screamed, “May the Gods curse you Drusus, you have poisoned her mind against me. I must have her blood!” 

Marcus Antonius rushed into the bed chamber with sword in hand, his eyes glowing red with hatred. After a brief scuffle, Drusus lay on the floor, his green eyes dulled with death. 

Eternal backed away from the evil one.

Marcus Antonius slashed out with his sword and drew blood from Eternal’s arm. As the blood flowed he and Cleopatra drank their fill. 

Eternal laughed at their folly. “I can see your navy defeated at Actium for I am no longer your muse. That which you need the most I now refuse. By all that is the Eternal Moon my poison will drive you to suicide.” 

Before Marc Antony could react, she leapt overboard and was presumed drowned.

Eternal awoke from the nightmare, bathed in sweat with that word Eternal filling her mind. She glanced around her room and whimpered with fear. 

Images of villagers chasing her, armed with pitchforks and flaming torches crashed through her mind. She could not outrun them so she turned on them. At her feet lay countless bodies with throats torn out. Eternal’s fangs continued the slaughter, cutting off their screams. Her mouth, filled with sharp teeth, drooled sweet gore. Could she be this cruel? 

A dark figure loomed over her. She could smell its sickly sweet, lemony breath and the wetness on her face where its tongue had licked. The thought caused her to convulse. A shudder of revulsion sent a trembling shock wave through her, feeling a groping hand probing between her legs. Her hospital gown had been drawn up to her hips. In abject terror and disgust, she scurried to the corner of her bed where the wall abutted the window.  

The room became a circular turret chamber of damp stone. She recognized the stench of the demon. Its rotting flesh with putrid dripping pustules and drooling saliva all told her she was in the presence of pure evil. 

The rampant panting nauseated her. She was trapped and defenseless. There was only one thing she could do. Fight back! She raked her long nails down the demon’s arm and screamed for all she was worth into its ugliness.

Eternal shivered uncontrollably sensing the vile demon’s arm withdrawing from between her legs. The scent of blood! The rage came upon her. She lunged at the gore dripping in thin streaks down the demon’s arm. She bit down on rancid, scaly flesh.

Screams of agony delighted her but not the punch to her face, which threw her against a wall. Stunned, she glared at the demon’s hasty retreat, the jangling of keys sealing her fate.  

Eternal winced in pain, noticing bright sunlight cascading through the barred window. With eyes tight shut, she gripped the bars with all her might and tried to bend them. They wouldn’t budge. She cried in defeat, picked up the blanket and used it to cover the window before finally putting her head to her pillow. 

Sleep was immediate but not welcome. A scream of hideous torment ripped her mind apart. She connected with His mind, he was dreaming of her. This she knew beyond all reason for his hate engulfed her with its black cloak of death. He was that close she could sense his evil essence nestled within her birthing place.

Eternal’s mind was branded with confused images spewing forth from Lucien’s boyhood. 

Chapter 26

––––––––

Curled up under his coat on the front seat of his car, Lucien mumbled incoherently while his childhood dreams took control of his deranged mind.

~~~~

During the final moments of the Great War that had stripped Europe of its young men, fifteen-year-old Lucien cycled all the way to Auxerre and entered a bookstore. The smell of molding books was invigorating. His finger skimmed row after row of volumes until a tingling of electricity stopped him dead in his tracks. A cold shiver slithered down his back. Snakes coiled in his stomach. He removed a leather-bound copy of Bram Stoker’s Dracula with a trembling hand. 

That night Lucien was grateful for his grasp of English. He opened the book and began to read with only the full moon to illuminate the glorious words. It seemed appropriate. It seemed right. Then something wonderful and yet terrifying happened. An icy wind ruffled the pages. The book became so cold Lucien dropped it to the floor. 

A black mist formed like smoke from burning rubber, quivering as if alive. Feral eyes glowed within the dark presence. It hovered above a transfixed Lucien. He heard it speak in his mind.

“Let me in, young master Dupont.”

Lucien opened his mouth to scream but was stifled by the specter flying down his throat and choking him off. He coughed, smothered by smoke and smelled that moldy old bookshop but most of all he felt more alive than he knew was possible.

The Count spoke in his mind, “Bide your time, for I will know when the moment arrives. Sleep and I will nourish you.” 

Lucien endured terrifying nightmares. Many times he awoke bathed in sweat, and yet, when he looked at his hands they were dripping with thick, dark blood. The vivid dream had spilled out into his waking world.   

“Fear no man!” The Count insisted.

Every night he suffered gory dreams where he drank blood by the gallons, hunted a beautiful young woman who constantly antagonized him and fought bloody battles. Eventually these frequent nightmares became second nature to him, a constant. The Count comforted his turmoil with the promise of impending greatness. 

When the church bells rang the end of the conflict Lucien knew his freedom would be at an end upon his brutal father’s return from the trenches. For four wonderful years Lucien had endured the labors of winemaking on the family vineyard as never before knowing something special was coming his way. Once The Count had taken a hold of his dark soul, Lucien relished his destiny.

During the rage of the pestilence known as the Spanish Flu, a strange thirteen-year-old girl with milky-white skin and flowing red hair entered Lucien’s home as a servant sent from the Auxerre Orphanage. She was his perfect Petite Rose. 

“You must pursue her and win her heart,” The Count said.

Sixteen-year-old Lucien had little choice but to fall in love. He discovered history through her eyes. She would amaze him with her knowledge of the Celts, Pharaohs, Romans, The Normans, Borgia, Elizabeth Tudor, scientific discoveries, inventions and the Arts and yet she had no idea who Napoleon Bonaparte was.  

One memorable day, Lucien hid behind the nesting boxes and waited for his true love to collect the eggs and catch her in the act.  

The dark music of eternal love filled his mind when Delicate Rose entered the coop. She wore her floppy summer hat, fine white gloves and flour paste smeared on exposed flesh to ward off the harsh rays of the sun that scorched her fragile skin bright pink in seconds. He loved all the more for eccentricities.

She shuddered, gently stroking a chicken, cooing to it with the sweetest of voices as pure as the flutter of angels’ wings. The music screamed like a flock of ravens. With a vicious growl, she plucked a chicken by the neck and bit off its head with her under-developed fangs.  

She squeezed all the blood she could down her throat, smacking her lips with satisfaction before turning to stone. A look of confusion shadowed her face. She looked all around in a perplexed manner with blood dripping from her mouth.  

The birds erupted in a clucking frenzy.  

She smiled at the frantic birds and shushed them quiet with a finger to her lips. The chickens settled down but were still a little skittish.  

Lucien turned to ice when she whirled around with a snarl and stared right at him with her head cocked to one side. A chill wind of death brought a shudder and froze his rampant heart and just like the chickens, Lucien backed away in fright. She crashed through the nesting boxes and gripped him by the throat. He thought this glorious vampire would drain him of his blood but instead she simply smiled showing her bloody teeth. 

She sneered in his face like a demonic angel of death then kissed him.

Lucien gagged on the blood that she regurgitated into his mouth. That strange dark music, a raucous flock of ravens, filled his mind. He went weak at the knees feeling her power envelop him. He hugged her to him and nudged his erection against her. In moments he ejaculated. He wanted more.

She obliged with another chicken.

The Count laughed. “You’re nothing but a suckling, a little pig begging for mere drops before the inevitable slaughter.” 

He heard the dark music tantalize his brain with thoughts of blood-soaked bodies writhing in sexual abandon. With a will not of his own, he kissed her. Their tongues tasted the saltiness of blood mixed with their passion. The bitter taste reminded Lucien of cheap wine. 

The Count spoke, “It’s time to show her what you’re made of. You must beat her into submission ... and when the Eternal Hour has arrived ... take all her blood. But be warned, Master Lucien, do not trust the bitch.”

Lucien was addicted to that dark music filling his mind with wondrous thoughts of blood and lust. He pulled Little Fox to him and kissed her for he had to taste more blood. But what he tasted was very different. He didn’t know what it was – if it had a name at all. But The Count recognized that taste of death, a cloying, darkly sweet taste that numbed the mind for more. Lucien succumbed to her power and relished her essence now entwined with his.

With a force far beyond her frail frame, Little Fox escaped his embrace and ran. 

Lucien chased her. He caught her in the kitchen and tried to kiss her bloody mouth.

That was when Lucien’s mother found them. Bram Stoker’s Dracula was in her hand. She screamed dementedly at her son, “This is the Devil’s playground. I forbid you to read such a vile book.” His mother marched up to Lucien and smashed the book in his face. She slapped him repeatedly until his lower lip split. The book screamed into his mind. He bent down and picked up The Count’s former home. He kissed the book now smeared with his blood.

Lucien laughed, licking the blood from the book with obvious relish.  

His mother gasped with religious shock, crossing herself. “I knew you were the Devil’s spawn. Like father like son.”

The Count was furious with Lucien. “How could you let this happen?”

Lucien’s mother dragged him from the whore and threatened his manhood. He was forced to confess his evil deeds to Father Papineau, and even worse, she dragged him to see Doctor Vernier at the asylum. But Lucien was too clever for the likes of those feeble-minded fools. He outwitted them all with his lies – sweet lies that became the truth the more he believed them.

When his mother decided to get rid of that Whore of Babylon for seducing her son with her evil ways, Lucien snapped under The Count’s influence. 

The Count explained, “This is what I want you to do.” 

Lucien eagerly listened. 

That night, knowing his father was visiting the brothels, Lucien stole into his parents’ bedroom stark naked and smeared with pig’s blood. He held a carving knife. 

“Mother, oh Mother!” His bloody footprints stopped at his mother’s bed. He raised his hand and stabbed down. He giggled when she screamed. To shut her up, he slapped a bloody hand over her mouth. “Now listen closely, Mother, we will not tolerate your attitude to my Delicate Rose. She stays! Got that? Nod if you understand.” She barely managed to nod yes. “See how easy that was. If you threaten my Delicate Rose ever again I’ll let The Count eat you from the inside out.” Lucien allowed The Count to show himself with glowing red eyes and black fangs reeking of death. Lucien plucked the knife from his father’s pillow and left. 

Lucien’s father became enraged when he was told of Lucien’s behavior and believed not one word. He used it as an excuse to beat Lucien’s poor wreck of a mother in his drunken rages. And so she kept quiet and never mentioned the subject again. Delicate Rose was allowed to stay on the orders of Lucien’s father.

With each full moon, Little Fox’s lust for blood grew stronger. Her thirst couldn’t be satisfied with chicken blood. She needed more – much, much more.

When the next full moon expelled the sun’s rays, Lucien took his Little Fox to The Busson farm where, strangely enough, she knew a pig was about to be slaughtered.  

Lucien asked local war hero, Jean Busson a special favor.  

The farmer gave the boy a worried look but allowed the favor, pocketing an extra twenty Francs for his trouble. 

She stood, fidgeting with excitement, while Lucien slit the pig’s throat with a demonic chuckle. The hot blood gushed into a wooden barrel.  

Lucien gave a wry smile, noticing the curious looks Busson gave them. He handed the bloody knife back to the farmer and left with the bucket of blood.

The youngsters raced off with their prize to the nearest hiding place in nearby woods where she gorged herself on the cooling liquid.  

She kissed him.  

He much preferred this blood to chickens. It had a more rounded flavor, no tangy aftertaste and the rusty taint was far less discernible. It was glorious. It came close to the plumy taste of a young Chateau Dupont which Lucien let her drink as often as she liked.

But many times over the following years and during other stages of the moon, young Lucien tried to force his Delicate Rose to drink blood to placate his unbridled lust, only to see her run away with disgust clearly written across her innocent beauty.  

The Count strongly urged, “Show her what a man you are. Force her to reveal her true vampire name. I cannot utter the name ... you must discover this for yourself.” 

But Lucien could not bring himself to harm her. “Why won’t she give her vampire name to me? Am I not her true love?” He cried to himself.

The Count sneered at the weakling.

One terrible day, nineteen-year-old Lucien listened to his mother threatening Little Fox with a visit to Father Papineau for she must be possessed. She made good her threat. 

The next day, after sunset, Mother took a struggling Little Fox to the church in Douvrey.

Lucien followed them across fields, hiding behind hedgerows. He reveled in the power of the predator on the hunt. 

On reaching the church Little Fox screamed, fit to burst her lungs, refusing to step foot inside.  

The holy one rushed from his sanctuary to discover what the commotion was all about. The priest gave the girl a worried look of fearful recognition and only broke free from her gaze when he entered his church with Lucien’s mother.  

Lucien rushed to his Little Fox and hugged her. Her music filled him with desire.

She giggled and said, “Be still Lucien so I might listen to them.” 

Lucien stood speechless while she relayed what went on inside the church. Nothing was left out, not even the priest’s thoughts.

“She’s telling the holy one about my need to drink blood on the full moon. He’s extremely worried. Now she’s saying you are responsible ... you have contaminated me with your lust. The holy one thinks your mother is insane.” She giggled then gasped. “Now the holy one believes I am a vile minion of the dark one, crossed over to this world to wreak havoc on his flock. He thinks of me as an abomination. He remembers my Eternal birth.” She cried out, “I am Eternal!”

Lucien went rigid when The Count rejoiced. She had given her true vampire name – Eternal. He loved that word with all his black heart.  

Eternal spoke, “Your mother says I am not normal. I don’t bleed only take blood. The holy one is thinking of telling his superiors.” She sighed and relaxed. “He can’t do that. He would have to explain my birth, his dirty little secret.”

Lucien wanted to enter the church and kill that meddling old fool but Eternal stopped him with a dark look from jet-black eyes. 

A wicked smile transformed Eternal’s face into something much more sinister. “I know your secret, Lucien. You won’t harm me.” Her devious grin changed to panic. “They’re coming! Leave now!”

The church door squealed open and Lucien ran for all he was worth. His mind raced faster than his feet carried him home. Eternal was far more powerful than he had ever thought. Even worse, she knew how The Count felt about her and what he wanted to do to her. Lucien’s fractured mind shattered to a thousand bloody pieces of uncertainty and delusion. He had to do something to stop her from running away.

That fateful night, his mother finally confronted her husband for his whoring ways.

The Count ordered Lucien to strip naked. This he did.

Lucien stood, calmly watching his father gripping his mother by the throat. He so wanted to help but was transfixed by the massive field revolver now aimed at his father. 

The Count spoke, “You know what to do. Always wait until the time is right.” 

Lucien smiled wickedly then a great darkness overcame him and everything went blank with the sound of three gunshots. 

The Count told Lucien what to do. “Wash their blood from your skin and hide the gun,” The Count ordered.  

The police believed Lucien’s story that a burglar broke in and killed his parents. They even arrested some deranged lunatic for the murders. 

Lucien was free to do as he pleased! And it pleased his darkened heart to imprison sixteen-year-old Eternal in The Great North Turret of the chateau to prevent her escape. 

The Count told him, “You must wait three more years before the eternal moon’s return. Then you will drink her blood and become Eternal.”

During every full moon Lucien and the whip his father used to beat his horse would pay her a visit. He opened the oak door to the turret room and relished her terror. Shackled to the damp stone wall was his beloved Delicate Rose curled up on a bed of straw, emaciated and weak. He uncoiled the whip and used it upon her white flesh. She backed away only to strain against the chain. He tossed her a bottle of pig’s blood and left her to whimper like a child. He never dared touch her once in all this time for he knew her power would overwhelm him. 

But Lucien’s patience wore too thin. Paris soon beckoned to him where his penchant for blood would go unnoticed. He sold his property to some unknown artist and her husband and bundled his emaciated true love into the black Mercedes Edwardian Tourer, with hands tied behind her back, and drove off for the metropolis.

Chapter 27

––––––––

5th June

Trapped within the bowels of the asylum, Eternal moaned in her disturbed sleep where frightening visions of her childhood cursed her. She was back in that dreadful prison in the North Turret. 

She looked around the circular room of damp stone. All she had for comfort was the moon piercing the thin slit window and a bed of straw. Hunger had weakened her to a frail state and death was so close she could reach out and touch its leering face. 

Something drifted from the shadows. It loomed with intent.

She felt suffocated, a great pressure crushing her throat. Her eyes flew open. A dark presence hovered above her. She gasped in utter terror. Its feral eyes glowed red with a burning hatred she knew only too well. The Count was seeking out her location! 

She summoned her music but this time nothing could save her. Her mouth flew open to scream. No sound came from her. She begged the door to open and save her. It remained locked. She struggled to get free of the overpowering stench, sickly and cloying, sucking the air from her lungs. She scurried across the bed of straw to be close to the window. The stinking black specter laughed. She tried to get up but the demonic Count forced its black torment upon her and gripped her slender throat with smoky fingers. Her exposed neck attracted its long fangs. It hissed with pleasure. It spoke. 

“I am Eternal!” The Count pounced with black fangs.

Damn him to Oblivion. Her desperate mind traveled back to her eternal death to confuse him of her whereabouts. The room transformed. Wearing a magnificent gown fit for a queen, Eternal drifted through a garden stocked with red roses that stretched to the horizon. Ahead of her was Marie Antoinette, now completely addicted to Eternal’s muse and totally insane.  

Eternal plucked a deep red rose but its thorns pricked her skin. She gasped at the sight of her blood. 

Marie Antoinette ordered, “Hold her.” 

Eternal tried to escape. She called out, “Edouard, my true love.” It was too late. Palace guards gripped Eternal tight so the Queen could suck the blood oozing from her palm.

Emaciated and bled almost dry, Eternal was dragged in chains up the steps to Madame Guillotine. She screamed at the head of her true love tossed to the jeering crowds. She glared with hatred at The Count in the guise of Robespierre, “We will meet again and you will suffer an agonizing death.” 

The Count laughed with derision and superiority, “You dance with the Devil ... you sleep with the Devil.” 

Prostrate beneath the guillotine Eternal screamed when the blade kissed her neck casting her into Oblivion.

But the never-ending nightmare continued for Eternal, reliving her past lives. The Count coalesced into Mordred, the Black Knight. He chased Guinevere’s handmaiden through dark woods upon his demonic horse. 

With every ounce of strength, Eternal the handmaiden recalled her true love as he once was – Lancelot du Lac, noble, strong and true of heart. 

Eternal opened her eyes wide and looked around her prison within the asylum. “Edouard, save me and we will be Eternal!” she cried out.

Chapter 28

––––––––

Bathed in her pearlessence The Eternal Moon,

The Mistress of the night took her infinite wisdom.

As the blood fire did surge with promises so soon,

Eternal shall reign supreme in the dark kingdom.

––––––––

5th June

Eternal’s screams for help carved a cavern of despair in Edouard’s pounding heart. Rushing from Henri’s private quarters, he skipped several steps and crashed into the locked door at the bottom of the stairs. A moan of impatience escaped him, his frantic fingers searching pockets for the key. With trembling hands he fumbled the key at the door lock. He dropped the key. “Merde!” He snatched it and tried again. “Baise!” It wouldn’t fit. “Ah.” It slipped home and unlocked the damned door. 

The moment he entered the sunny corridor his desperation to save Eternal hit a wall of screeching ravens. Her music branded its haunting melody into his mind. 

A choking, unfathomable fear strangled his breath. His legs became so heavy he had difficulty walking. He sensed a presence of pure evil. Its stench of death engulfed him in a cloak of putrid suffocation and the singular intention of sending another soul to the grim reaper sent terror into his mind. The murderous intent lanced him like claws raking his flesh. The need to breathe overcame him in a rush of panic.

Eternal’s voice rang clear in his fevered mind, becalming him, strengthening his resolve, “Oh brave knight, true and bold, protect me with your love.” Her words flooded him with purpose, empowering him with courage, honor and the need to protect his true love, once more as Lancelot du Lac. 

To his horror and amazement he heard the clanking of armor. In his hand was a broadsword, heavy and clumsy, dragging his arm almost to the floor – of a forest! His vision was limited by thin slits in front of his eyes. And what he saw was impossible. The sunlight quickly faded to be replaced by the full moon – The Eternal Moon. He saw a hideous creature of swirling black smoke and glowing eyes charging at him on a black horse of demonic design.

He hefted the massive sword and marched at the charging Black Knight. Too late! The strike of the lance knocked him to the forest floor. With difficulty he struggled to his feet, battling the ungainly weight of the armor. A great pain cramped his chest. The Black Knight circled, laughing with derision and charged once more. 

Using his instinct of ages past, Edouard swung the sword into the advancing beast, slicing straight through. The Black Knight crashed to the floor with a clatter of armor. It sprang to its feet and slashed with a black sword, a demon’s blade. Edouard’s sword of valiant silver clashed with the black, corrupt steel showering the ground with sparks and thick, acrid smoke. He forced the Black Knight back with each thrust. 

It spoke with a deep growl, “I am not finished with you, lover boy.” 

Edouard froze for a heartbeat in time, recalling similar words spoken by Him. 

In the blink of an eye the sun once more filled the corridor and her sweet lullaby abruptly ceased. Edouard clutched his chest, had he been hallucinating? In the time it took for another painful beat of his heart to thump within his heaving body, all seemed normal again. At his feet was his tie, he must have removed it to breathe.

With a huge intake of air, he bent down and picked it up, stuffing it into his hospital gown. He swiped the sweat of fear from his brow. His legs moved of their own will, an overwhelming dread of ice cold terror gripping him. He halted outside her room and could not sense her. Where was her music? 

In his desperation, Edouard pounded the door. He heard a sneer of contempt and turned to stare into Nurse Marteau’s hateful glare. “Don’t just stand there ... open the door.” His longing for Eternal to fill his mind with her insistent music left a pit of emptiness where his heart dwelled. Silence so profound crushed his soul. He slumped against the door and exhaled his misery. Get a grip.

“Move it, damn you.” He stared at the nurse’s seeming refusal to open the door. Was she taunting him with her deliberate hesitation? He slid back the bolt and twisted the handle to no avail.

When Nurse Marteau unlocked the door, he heard a sound like the soft fluttering of ravens. He listened to her sweet lullaby, a gentle wind through a field of roses to suffocate his senses. He stood as rigid as a knight in armor awaiting his destiny.

With a murderous glare of hatred the nurse stepped away.

Edouard faltered, his heart trying to rip from his chest. The alluring music dissolved to a bleak nothingness. He placed a tentative hand to the handle.

Eternal sat upon her bed with her knees up to her chin, gently rocking back and forth, muttering, “I am Eternal ... I am Eternal.” 

She had prevented The Count from discovering her. With relief she dared to part the blanket covering the window but the searing light was too intense. Her anguish was immediate, clamping tearful eyes shut. The hideous daylight offered a fresh start to her terrors, empowering Eternal to subjugate her weaker half. She had to bury Delicate Rose deep in her dream world or surely perish in this evil place.

She stared wide-eyed with terror around the tiny prison-like room and wondered what was going to happen to her today. A jolt of stinging pain reminded her to pull the blanket shut. Wiping tears of anger from her eyes, she curled up into her favored fetal position and stared blankly at the door. That was the only way out. She cocked her head and frowned at a familiar scraping sound.

Eternal jolted, transfixed by the peephole revealing a green eye. Something deep in her subconscious told her the eye belonged to her savior. It vanished when the metal shutter was slid into place. The door opened and her true love, slightly flushed, entered the room, wearing a white hospital gown. She sighed with relief.

Edouard stepped into a vacuum of eternal love. He went rigid with shock for the patient was indeed the woman of his dreams. This beguiling woman was connected to him by fate welding their souls together. He breathed deeply to calm his jangled nerves but it was of no use. 

The patient seemed oblivious to his presence, almost staring right through him with her wondrous black eyes. And that music filled his soul to bursting. He had a strong desire to take her from this place at that very moment. 

She began to chant monotonously, “Eternal ... Eternal ... Eternal ... Eternal.” 

Edouard scrambled out his notebook, put on his reading glasses with trembling fingers and used a pencil to jot down some notes – “disinterested activity – habitual chanting clearly displaying psychological automatism – performance of unconscious acts”. 

He approached her, treading on eggshells. She appeared so fragile, more delicate than a butterfly’s wing. He had to be careful.

The exquisite rendering of beauty before him remained staring at the open door with such intensity, Edouard looked behind him. All he saw was Nurse Marteau.

The patient screamed, “He’s coming.” She scrambled across the bed. “He’s so close ... he’ll take my blood.” She looked all around in a terrible state of panic.

Edouard visibly jumped, startled by her outburst. 

Cruel, taunting sniggers came from Nurse Marteau. 

Edouard turned sharply and shut her up with a harsh glare. Returning his attention to the patient, he noticed with alarm, utter terror etched across her face. He must leave – take her somewhere safe, hidden from this faceless menace he had come to know as The Count. The urge to flee with her overwhelmed him. Perhaps it was his destiny to run from this fiend. 

Edouard stepped out of the room and spoke in harsh whispers to Nurse Marteau, in the hope she would leave them alone. He returned, closing the door behind him. The sound of the bolt sliding home indicated his means of escape had gone. With a miserable gasp, he turned back to see the petrified woman staring at him with those wondrous eyes, darkly ringed with lack of sleep or perhaps fear.

Edouard leaned down directly in front of her and observed her fixation on the door with frantic eyes. Waving a hand across her face, he shared her need to escape this tiny prison. He loosened his shirt about his neck, breathing deeply to quell the dread slowly eating away his composure. 

She did not blink or flinch when Edouard clapped his hands in front of her face.

He grunted with recognition and jotted in his notebook – “completely trance-like – traumatized – dissociative behavior”.

He gently pulled her left arm from her knee and tested the pulse at her wrist, frowning with a tingling sensation. Her pulse was not normal at twenty beats a minute. In her heightened state of anxiety and stress, her heart should be racing out of control. For that matter, no one’s heart should beat that slowly. This woman was indeed special in some way – Eternal.

Edouard replaced her arm at her side.

Her hand clasped her knee. She mumbled something repetitively.

Unable to catch what she said, he leaned in closer. Placing his ear almost to her lips, he listened, only then remembering he was still wearing his glasses. He quickly removed them, slipped them in his coat pocket and reached out with a shaking hand. 

The bolt squeaked and the door opened. Edouard whirled around, realizing his actions made him look guilty of something indecent.

Nurse Marteau handed him a chair with a knowing smile. She glared with open hostility at the patient before being ordered out with a curt nod from Edouard. She left the room, drawing the bolt across the door with a loud snap. 

Edouard was so transfixed on his patient he jolted at the sound. He breathed deeply to regain his composure. He sat on the chair to resume the examination only to be lost in a moment staring at his true love. Yes, she was his true love. Had he known her in another life?

She started to rock back and forth. It was then he noticed her dress had slid up, exposing her thighs. 

He cleared his throat and looked away from her glorious sex, noticing for the first time the blanket hung like an improvised curtain over the window. He frowned but thought it an obvious thing to do for curtains were not allowed.

Edouard recalled Henri’s story of a patient who had ripped a curtain into strips and used them to bind and gag a nurse. The man had managed to escape, only to shoot himself at the police barracks in Auxerre, after being charged with a double murder. Henri insisted the man was innocent and could not harm a fly but the damage had been done.

Edouard got up and removed the blanket from the window. Sunlight poured into the room. He gave a start when she screamed with all her might. She tried to wrestle the blanket from Edouard’s frozen hands.

He watched her scrambling away from the window and before he could react, she slipped under the bed. Something else bothered him – her divine music had stopped. 

Completely perplexed, he stood motionless with the blanket dangling from his hand. The door bolt scraped. His heart sank with that ominous declaration. 

Nurse Marteau burst into the room.

Edouard shrugged at her in his obvious confusion.

The nurse shoved him aside and got down on her knees. She looked under the bed at the sobbing patient, demanding in her stern voice, “Now stop that at once, do you hear.” She tried to grab the patient but she had curled up by the wall and was out of reach. Nurse Marteau got to her feet and sighed. “They’re always doing this, you know. How many times have I said ... take the legs off the beds, we’re not running a hotel ... but does anyone listen to us nurses, of course not.” She shook her head with dismay. “I’ll fetch Bonbon.”

Edouard panicked for that would end his first session before it had begun. “That will not be necessary, nurse ... I’ll handle it.” 

Nurse Marteau looked dubiously at Edouard. “I don’t think that’s wise ... I can tell this one is trouble.” 

Edouard angrily insisted, “She’s merely having a panic attack ... there’s nothing dangerous in that.”

Nurse Marteau sighed with a grimace. “Very well, doctor ... but don’t blame me if she takes out an eye with those fingernails.” Faltering at the door, the nurse turned and smirked wickedly at him.

He had the distinct impression she would enjoy seeing his face scarred for life. She almost seemed amused by this prospect. 

Chapter 29

––––––––

Edouard jolted when Nurse Marteau slammed the door shut, evoking screams of torment from the other patients. He glared at the door, shaking his head with dismay. Realizing he was still holding the blanket, he replaced it across the window as best he could. Crouching down in the gloom, he looked under the bed.

She was wedged into the corner next to the wall and had pulled her knees up to her chin, blatantly revealing her womanhood. 

No – don’t go there. But he couldn’t help it and stared at her with a deep longing. His loins reacted to his desire. The dark music of angels kissing a celestial harp caressed his mind. That solitary word “Eternal” pierced his mind. He trembled with an overwhelming urge to crawl under the bed and make love to her.

He cleared his throat. “Good morning, I am Doctor Clavet. I am here to help you. Can you tell me your name?” 

She stared blankly at him for several moments before speaking in a listless, faraway voice. “You must stop him before it is too late ... you must.” Her solid black eyes were unblinking. 

Her face instantly transformed into a picture of sublime beauty by her smile. “I am only for you, Edouard.”

Thump! Edouard bumped his head on the metal frame of the cot. How did she know his name? Again he was reminded of their brief encounter and how she had spoken to him directly into his mind. His thoughts raced out of control. She was at the cemetery with those ghouls. Was she one of them? Did she feed on that poor woman’s blood? He remembered tasting blood when they kissed at the florist and trembled with an irrational fear. Was she a vampire – perhaps their queen? Was he hunting her as a vampire? That’s sheer nonsense. But the idea grew stronger, for it seemed to be the missing piece to this puzzle.

Edouard coughed and continued, “I am here to help you. You are safe now. No one can hurt you.” He reached out. “Come now, the blanket is back on the window.”

He felt a cold shudder like someone walking across his grave. With a leaden thud his heart began to race, filled with a lustful heat as the word Eternal sent his mind into a delirium of sexual desire. He was transfixed by those eyes so black, so limitless the entire universe dwelled there. He swam in her darkness.

Eternal reached out with a frail hand and grasped Edouard’s strength. He shuddered with her divine ecstasy, her ancient power surging through his flesh, blood, sinews and nerves. She allowed him to gently pull her from under the bed and help her to her feet. 

She looked around the circular stone room with the slit window and thought she was back at the chateau. Eternal smiled into those green eyes. She had loved this man ever since their first meeting at Troy. A stab of terror told her The Count was still searching for her fear. She transported her mind back many thousand years to confuse his hunt. The tiny room transformed.

Once again, Eternal stood wrapped in the embrace of her true love. Standing upon the ramparts of the fortress, she and Paris laughed down at the folly of Agamemnon’s army. Her beloved Paris hugged her closely in a wondrous clinch. With lips parted, Helen gently brushed Paris’ full lips in a moment lost in time – a moment lost in eternity that lasted for a mere heartbeat. The image evaporated when he drew back from her kiss. 

Eternal sat down on the bed and sighed blissfully. “I am only for you, my true love. Since time’s birth I have searched for you.” She cried tears of relief. “We are meant to be ... to be as one. Together we are Eternal.”

She heard the peephole shutter and sensed the hatred emanating from the other side of the heavy oak door. The fear that The Count was nearby gripped Eternal in a panic.

“You mustn’t let him take me,” she implored.

Eternal stared into Edouard’s eyes with her deep pools of night. She held him so tightly with her gaze she stopped him breathing.

“You promise to keep me safe?” she begged. “You must promise ... with your life, Edouard.”

~~~~

Edouard blinked several times, coming out of his trance. Visions of himself as Paris kissing his divine love, Helen, beneath a full moon invigorated him. He looked momentarily confused around the darkened room and instinctively started to remove the blanket from the window.

She snatched his hand from the blanket and screamed hysterically, “No.”

Edouard jolted again with her touch, receiving a torrent of her power, revitalizing him, loving him. He watched with morbid fascination her scurrying away from a shaft of light that bathed the bed in gold. 

Utter dread crossed her face when sunlight slashed her legs. A faint whiff of cooked flesh, swirls of fine vapor and a sizzle accompanied her harsh, gasping intake of breath.

Edouard frowned but didn’t let this deter him. 

She sang to his soul, “Love me with your gentle touch, Edouard.” 

Edouard had an uncontrollable desire to reach out and stroke her soft milky-white skin, to soothe the fine scratches on her face. He wanted to kiss those full lips and taste her with all his passion, and yet he was also strangely afraid of this mysterious woman. Why, he didn’t know but the fear sat in the pit of his stomach blending into a heady cocktail with his lust for her. 

“I hate the sun. It burns my skin.” She curled up into a tight ball at the far end of the cot. Her eyes were fixed on the blanket. 

Edouard dutifully mended the improvised curtain making sure no shards of light got through. “I need you to tell me your name ... can you do that?” He was jubilant now that he had her attention or was it the other way around? Perhaps he was finally getting somewhere and sat down on the chair to continue the treatment.

She turned to stare at Edouard with dead eyes, lackluster, lifeless. She proceeded to rock back and forth and resumed her chant, “Eternal ... Eternal ... Eternal.”

Edouard became agitated, frustrated at her immediate relapse into useless and repetitive muscular movements. Her intensity seemed to have diminished for the music had dulled to a faint whisper. But her power was undeniable for he too started to rock back and forth in unison with her. With momentous effort he broke the spell and jumped to his feet.

“Eternal ... what does that mean to you?” He frowned when the music evaporated from his mind. An immediate sadness overcame him.

He wanted to hug her to his chest and love her forever. She didn’t reply but her wild eyes stabbed his heart with a promise of so much more, pleading for something that perhaps he couldn’t give her. Or could he?

It was then that Edouard realized her eyes were a delicious, deep brown and her hair a dull reddish chestnut. He could have sworn her eyes were almost as black as coal, her hair dark burgundy just moments before. He shrugged off such things as impossible. A trick of the light was responsible. The mind can play strange games in moments of stress and desire. But the flashing images at the florist told him otherwise. And her music was gone.

“Perhaps you have a family? They will be worried about you, yes?” Edouard hoped this different tack might work.

She shook her head no with such ferocity that Edouard thought she might be convulsing but he dug further. He had to. Why – he could not fathom? Perhaps he had no control in her presence.

“So you do remember your family? Do you know where they are so that I may contact them?”

She stared in such terror that he instantly regretted inflicting such pain. She shook her head no, chanting yet again, “Eternal ... Eternal ... Eternal.”

He put on his reading glasses and scribbled in his notebook – “the mention of her family brought on a violent reaction of terror and disconnected chanting. This must be the source of her dissociative behavior – a classic case of posttraumatic stress disorder”. 

The scraping noise of the peephole interrupted his thought process. He gave an irritated glare at the door then looked back at her. His heart skipped and raced off like a wild stallion. Something struck a chord with him. He must do all he could to help her. No, that wouldn’t be enough.

She stopped rocking and said in a sad, listless voice, “I don’t have a family ... I am E ....” She stared blankly at Edouard with the look of a lost child.

“Eternal? Is that your name?” He waited what seemed an eternity for an answer and then continued in the face of her silence. “I am here to help you ... but you must first tell me your name.”

“Why?”

“It’s a good place to start, don’t you agree?”

She continued to stare at Edouard. Her eyes bored into his soul and caressed his heart with her desperate need.

He shivered for a brief moment with pent up guilt – perhaps he had failed her so many times before just like at the florist. An intense gust of darkness swept across his mind, leaving in its wake a mindless dread that he could not fathom. He sensed this woman and her unprecedented, intimate knowledge of previous lives held the means to repair his past failures.

She spoke with a soft voice, “I will tell you ... when you promise to protect me for all eternity.”

Edouard frowned at her request. What would he need to do to save her? The ancient lullaby filled his soul with her essence. He sighed with her passion bathing him, nurturing his desire. What did she mean? He gave her a kind look, shrugging off the inexplicable fear that had come upon him so swiftly. 

“Of course I will protect you ... there’s nothing to fear. You are in safe hands now, I assure you ... so please let me help you.”

She shook her head violently once more. “No ... you don’t understand. He’s coming ... I can sense him.” She paused with head cocked to one side, perhaps listening to something. “He wants Eternal ... when the moon is ....” She frowned. “He wants my blood ... he needs me.” 

Edouard stared into her obsidian eyes in puzzlement and hesitated for a moment. “You are not making any sense. Who are you ... please try to remember?” He began to realize that she might be suffering from split personality disorder.

She stared at him with an expression of such intensity he was momentarily distracted by her piercing gaze. 

“You must protect me. When I am free ... we will be Eternal.” She shuddered. “Nothing else matters.” Her face contorted with anger and fear. “You are duty bound,” she said with a growl.

Edouard was taken aback by her ferocity. Her mood swing was so severe he could not explain it. Damn it, that sound of the scraping metal plate interrupted his train of thought. He became enraged, glancing at the door. 

“Don’t concern yourself with them, Edouard,” she spoke into his mind. 

He whirled back to the woman now staring at the blanket with head cocked to one side, listening intently for what – danger? He needed to know if he was her savior. Had she chosen him?

“I don’t know what I look like,” she asked with an exquisite angelic voice. “Am I beautiful?”

Edouard was surprised by the simple but out-of-place question. He cleared his throat. “Yes you are. I’ll bring you a mirror if you so desire ... and a brush for your hair.” His stomach swirled with excitement, a million butterflies fluttered down there. 

She smiled with sublime radiance. “That would be so delicious ... thank you, Edouard.”

Edouard carried the chair to the door. He knocked and grimaced upon hearing the harsh scrape of the bolt being drawn. Every fiber in his body screamed to remain with her. Her hold was so intense. He stepped into the corridor and handed the chair to Nurse Marteau, thanking her with a curt nod.

He turned to his beautiful patient staring after him with those beseeching eyes. “There is no need to worry. You’re in my hands now.” 

She touched his mind, “Yes, Edouard.” She gave a faint smile then returned to her vigil at the blanketed window with head cocked to one side.

Nurse Marteau slammed the door with a terrible crash, causing Edouard to start and elicit screams from the patients.

He lost his temper. “Never do that again.” He glared at the vile woman and became even more infuriated by her disrespectful smile. He knew this nurse was the wrong kind of person to hold such responsibility over these fragile souls.

Edouard checked the corner mirror for signs of escaped patients before he ascended the stairs to Henri’s private office and quarters. He paused at the door to compose himself before knocking.

Henri’s voice beckoned him in.

Edouard saw Henri standing by the window. 

Henri sighed. “Do you have any opinions to her treatment?”

Edouard wondered if Henri had been privy to the interrogation – the scraping peephole. “I cannot be sure, not yet. I agree she has had a traumatic event but perhaps the amnesia is a means of self-preservation?”

Deep down, Edouard knew that wasn’t true. There were so many incongruous things about her he could not explain. It also seemed obvious now that Henri hadn’t spied on his session for he would have asked further about her name.

Edouard continued, “She has asked for a mirror.”

Henri turned around, looking encouraged. “You have done well in such a short time. I am impressed.”

Henri grimaced and walked over to a cabinet and removed a blood-stained dress.

Edouard stared in shock at the terrible state of the garment. What horrific ordeal had his true love experienced? His fear of The Count soaked through his shirt. 

Henri sighed with resignation. “The murders at the Moreau Chateau are weighing heavily on my mind.” He stopped, obviously overcome with grief. He wiped away tears. 

Edouard had a brief flash of terror, branding his soul with guilt when he recalled confronting that beast, Lucien, at the cemetery. The damp fog, blood on his hands and those fangs terrified him, forcing him to flee for his life. He had failed his true love that day for the second time. A tremble of cold dread chilled his spine. He dreaded the moment the police would be informed.

Chapter 30

––––––––

Inspector Gerard and the same two Gendarmes he used to investigate the murders retraced the tire tracks back to the field the killers had parked in. While the Gendarmes scoured the area for clues, Gerard stood on the gate and surveyed the perfect view of the chateau. He knelt and ran his hand in the deep grooves left by the wheels. The distance between the front and rear wheels told him the car was an expensive model. He removed a tape measure and noted the wheelbase which confirmed the car was very large – the length of a Rolls Royce or perhaps a Mercedes. 

“You two stand guard at the chateau. It’s a long shot ... but who knows what goes on in a lunatic’s mind. It wouldn’t be the first time criminals returned to the scene of the crime.”

Both Gendarmes saluted the inspector and marched back to their police car.

Gerard scratched the back of his neck. He knew no one in the area owned a large car that would match the wheelbase, in fact, not many had cars in these parts. People like Jean Busson still preferred horse and cart, clinging to the simpler ways.

He lit his pipe and worried his brain with a nagging thought. There were two possibilities left to him – the killers had left the vicinity – or they had gone to ground close by. Douvrey was out of the question for these monsters would stick out like sore thumbs. So if they had remained to hunt their lost witness, they would need to hole up somewhere.

Gerard puffed on his pipe and sat behind the wheel of his car. He drove back to Auxerre deep in thought.

~~~~

Sitting behind his desk, Inspector Gerard tapped the receiver for the operator. “Connect me with Inspector Duchamps, Paris.” He lit his pipe. The phone rang. “Ah, Pierre ... how are you these days ... sorry to hear that ... try soaking them in beer, I hear that does the trick ... the reason for my call is I need a list of all friends of the Moreaus ... regular guests they entertained who own a large car such as a Rolls Royce or Mercedes ... yes such a terrible thing to happen ... please make all inquiries into guests they had trouble with ... yes I appreciate this will take time ... give my regards to Annalise.” He replaced the receiver and puffed on his pipe.

He left the office and caught the attention of his Gendarmes. “Make yourselves useful and do a search of the immediate area surrounding Douvrey for a large car. Look for fresh tire tracks that seem out of place near disused barns. Keep a close watch on the village for anything out of the ordinary. These are deranged killers and they are most likely still in the area. If you see anything, report from Doctor Colbert’s pharmacy ... it’s the only phone ... apart from the asylum.” 

The Gendarmes saluted and left.

Gerard puffed on his pipe, deep in thought.

Chapter 31

––––––––

With eyes of burnt umber, Delicate Rose stared with an almost childish radiance at her reflection in a small, silver-framed mirror. A wooden brush caressed her long hair, bringing a tantalizing sheen to its previous drab dullness. Trembling fingers stroked her face where the fine scratches marred her beautiful chalk-white skin. 

Her fingers described her nose as if to prove to herself she was not in a dream, or perhaps to prove she actually existed. A stream of tears trickled down her finely-boned cheeks and waited under her chin. 

Delicate Rose turned with sad, distant eyes to see the doctor seated on a chair watching her intently. 

~~~~

Edouard gave her an encouraging look of approval. He was overjoyed to see her face contort ever so slightly into the briefest of smiles. He smiled warmly and begged for the music to return.

He got his wish and jumped in a moment of brief fear when she sprang forward to touch his neck. A fine tingling of electricity ran through his body and he heard Eternal’s sweet lullaby in his mind. He remembered he had nicked his skin while shaving. With some libidinous excitement, he watched her lick her finger clean of his blood. This act didn’t shock him at all for it seemed so natural but he did have to shift in his seat from the aching, uncomfortable arousal. 

Her eyes once again darkened to the color of raven’s wings and her hair became infused with the faintest hint of deep burgundy. How can that be? How is it possible to change the color of one’s eyes and hair? For his true love, this was natural. He accepted it. He embraced it.

Edouard shifted awkwardly, his erection making it difficult to sit straight. He could not take his eyes off her while she ran her fingertips sensually over her face. He drew in air in a suppressed intake to see those thin scratches on her face dissolve from the touch of her fingertips.

She giggled, obviously at his unease. “They say the eyes are the windows to the soul. Do I have a soul, I wonder?” she said almost listlessly, as if not expecting an answer. She looked away from her reflection and into Edouard’s surprised face with a probing smile. “Tell me my true love, do you think beauty can be evil?”

Edouard swam in the depths of her irresistible eyes, momentarily lost to the glorious darkness that engulfed his heart. Her music was heartbreakingly poignant. The need to make love to her overwhelmed him. Sweat burst from his brow and his erection strained to be buried in her.

“No ... but I believe beauty cannot exist without a name.” 

She gave a sad smile and placed the mirror meticulously on the bed next to the brush. Her finger ran along the edge of the mirror. 

“Thank you. It means so much to me. It reminds of ....” She frowned, continuing to caress the frame of the mirror and sighed. “Why do you insist beauty must have a name?” 

Edouard cleared his throat. “What’s in a name? That which we call a rose by any other name should smell so sweet.” Why he said that he had no idea? Was it from his past? He noticed a slight shudder of recognition from her, perhaps she had heard of the Shakespearian sonnet. He removed the mirror and brush. Guilt rushed to his heart to see hurtful yearning crease her divine countenance. He was about to hand them to her when the music grew louder.

She uttered a single word, “Rose?”

Edouard was encouraged at last. “Go on.”

She was obviously trying to remember something. “I remember him as if he were in this room with us right now.”

“Him?” Edouard thought of the monster who had taken her from the florist. His jealous rage spiked but her demeanor was different, lacking fear. He relaxed.

“Such sweet words ... such poetry. He would never have been anything more than a second rate author of comedies if not for my muse.”

Edouard was intrigued and confused. “Continue.”

“His lust for life destroyed his marriage and the more he took from me the more he desired. He pursued fame relentlessly and his addiction drove him to madness and despair.”

Edouard perked up on hearing the word addiction. “Who are you talking about?”

“Why ... Shakespeare, of course. You, my sweet Edouard came to me as Christopher Marlowe, the greatest writer England would have ever known.” She gasped and placed her head in her hands. She gave a forlorn look. “You died in a stupid brawl. My true love was gone ... killed by His hands.” She sighed with regret. “Once The Bard had become addicted to me, his writing soared with such passion, driving him to more fame. But it was time for me to move on.”

Edouard could not believe his own ears but he had the good sense to listen. First, Lancelot du Lac, Paris then Christopher Marlowe – was she an immortal? Preposterous – but the pieces did fit perfectly into the puzzle. Eternal.

“Where did you go from there?”

“England became too uncomfortable for my kind. Shakespeare, the ungrateful cur, declared me a witch for leaving him. I escaped to France and travelled across Europe to Carpathia. But the simple villagers of the Carpathians were some of the most superstitious people I had ever met. I was hunted from valley to valley, across mountains of snow until I met the one person who accepted me for what I am ... Erzsebet, the bitch.”

Edouard gasped. “Do you mean Erzsebet Bathory?” His stomach churned when she nodded yes. He shuddered at the thought of the Blood Countess. Images of virgins strung by their feet from rafters with throats slashed wide open shattered his composure. How could he know such things in vivid detail? He squirmed and gagged on bile to see thick rivers of blood run down a gulley into an awaiting bath.

“Yes, Edouard ... she took me prisoner and used my bl ....” Eternal went blank with terror and froze.

The images evaporated. Edouard immediately noticed her reversion to the more subdued personality. “Please continue.” Please come back, Eternal.

“I can’t remember. I can’t.” She cried tears of frustration. Her face calmed, possibly as a memory surfaced. “A rose ... a delicate rose.”

Edouard frowned, noticing a distinct change in his patient’s attitude and the return of the fine scratches, red and raw. Her eyes sank into their sockets smudged with sooty circles. Her transformation broke his heart.

“Is your name ... Rose?” He thought of the rose at the florist and knew he was making progress.

Rose nodded yes and suddenly shuddered. She looked at her arm in abject terror. “No ... not my blood. My blood is for my true love ... what does that mean?”

Edouard convulsed at the thought of drinking warm blood straight from her body. His stomach coiled with revulsion at what that sick monster, Erzsebet had done. He could never debase himself in that way. Get a grip, you fool. 

And then it happened again – impossibly. Her scratches faded away, her eyes were a deep black and her hair had the sheen of ravens’ feathers. He swam in the limitless pools of her soul and drowned in her dark essence. Oh how sweet was her music. He was transfixed by Eternal’s beautiful face.

“I am for you, Edouard. We will be eternal.”

She gave a faint smile, opening her legs, deliberately revealing herself. “Come to me now and embrace all that I can give you.”

Edouard stared between her legs and felt an irresistible urge to ravage her moist, dewy folds. She was ready for him, warm and wet, an open invitation. 

Now he knew beyond all doubt it was his destiny to be with her. His eyes locked onto her hypnotic gaze and slowly succumbed to her will. His trembling hand reached out to touch her, to experience her power but the scraping noise of the peephole snapped him out of his trance. 

Edouard sat back on the chair and frantically composed himself. He had to think of some innocuous question. “How do you know my first name?”

She sighed with unabated passion, running fingers through her glorious burgundy hair. She licked one finger provocatively. “I have known you throughout the ages my true love. Now you are my Edouard.” She smiled ever so faintly.

Edouard shivered when the music changed intensity to a lustful scream. Sickening images of blood feasting and erotic pleasures exploded in his brain. The heat of his unbridled passion soaked through his clothes. He heard her speak with the tongue of angels, a cacophony of whispers, dark and foreboding. 

She spoke directly into his mind, just like the first time they met. “The time is so close, my true love. We must prepare for the eternal bonding before He can stop us. For if The Dark One succeeds, there will be nothing but oblivion and despair.” 

A cold wind gripped Edouard’s soul forcing an intense shudder. The word Eternal whispered to his subconscious mind, awakening distant, nightmarish memories. He was reminded of that fiction novel, Dracula, with its lustful images of blood, orgies and the promise of eternal life. He wondered if she had mused Bram Stoker.

“Are you now Eternal?”

Edouard used every cell in his body to break free of her gaze. Was that her real name – Eternal? But Eternal could not be a name. He looked at the mirror still clenched in his hand and again thought of the book, Dracula. He knew it was childish but he had an irresistible impulse to try. He aimed the mirror in her direction and was relieved to see her reflection.

“Where did we first meet?” 

Eternal shook her head in frustration. “I don’t need to tell you that, Edouard.” She looked frantically about her as if in imminent danger. “He is coming. I can feel him.”

Edouard shuddered with her terror then sighed with exasperation for it was obvious she was in no danger. “Tell me more about him?” He waited for what seemed an eternity before his true love answered.

Eternal shivered and grimaced with disgust. “He is a vile creature who hates all that is beautiful.” She looked desperately into his confused eyes. “He has vowed to take all my eternal blood for his own. You must promise to protect me, Edouard. My blood is for you alone.” She held her head in her hands and wept. Her brief release was over in a heartbeat. “The Eternal Moon is so close ... I must embrace her ... I can feel her life force guiding me ... I must be Eternal.”

Edouard froze with fear and an all-consuming lust. Confusion washed over him. With deliberate intent he clasped her hand and felt the rapture take control. “Tomorrow will be the full moon on the sixth of June.” To his embarrassment he convulsed and released his seed, wetting the crotch of his pants.  

A sigh of relief escaped her lungs. “Tomorrow ... the mother moon is waiting to give birth to Eternal. We must leave now.”

Edouard looked to the door then back to Eternal. He was so excited now they were getting somewhere. “What about this mother moon? What does she mean to you?”

Eternal slipped her hand from Edouard’s grasp and stroked her hair in an almost childlike fashion and whispered, “The moon is calling to me. She is my mistress and my mother. It is my birthright to be Eternal.” 

He thought of bundling her in his arms and – and what? He knew he wouldn’t get ten feet beyond the door that prevented the only means of escape. He sighed heavily and got up from the chair. If any attempt to escape with her failed, there would not be a second chance. 

He still gripped the mirror and brush. Edouard involuntarily jumped back when Eternal reached for the mirror in a violent snap. He heard her power in his mind, followed by the sweet, dark music.

“I want the mirror. It comforts me.”

“I’m sorry but I cannot do that.”

For the first time she laughed. “I see. You think I’ll break the glass and slit my wrists.” She shook her head. “Why would I take my own life so close to becoming Eternal? Why would I waste my precious blood so foolishly?”

“Are you not Eternal right now?” Edouard’s eyes lit up with excitement and he sat back on the chair. “You must tell me.”

She ignored him and returned to her chanting, “Eternal ... Eternal ... Eternal.”

Edouard thought of the lustful images that momentarily flashed across his mind and knew beyond all doubt she had projected them to him. And yet his well-ordered mind insisted that was impossible.

Edouard tapped the door and handed the brush and mirror to Nurse Marteau. The weight of her expectations sagged heavy on his shoulders. She had entrusted him to protect her, both as a lover and a doctor. Was he up to the task? He turned to her and sadly saw the subservient personality, Rose. The lustful music had ended. He left in a slump.

Chapter 32

––––––––

Rose backed away from the hateful nurse’s advance.

The nurse smiled sweetly. “Oh, you poor thing, you look so frail and weak. Would you like something to eat?”

Rose didn’t acknowledge the nurse. She listened by the window, waiting for something terrible to happen and for the life of her she could not remember what that terrible thing was. But she knew it was coming and soon. 

“Very well then, you stupid bitch ... suit yourself. Starve, for all I care.” Nurse Marteau tugged Rose from the window. She tore the blanket away, cascading the room with intense shafts of brilliant light hotter than molten steel.

Eternal ripped into Rose’s mind and took control. She struck out with flailing arms and hysterical screams. She struggled to rip the blanket from the startled demon witch’s hands.

The hideous witch threw the blanket at Eternal and cowered with arms raised, trying to protect her face from sharp fingernails. She grabbed Eternal by a handful of hair and slapped her across the face. Eternal struggled with her.

“Evil little bitch!” The vile witch slapped Eternal again. “That’s better.” The creature snarled vehemently while adjusting its uniform. It grabbed Eternal by the throat and spat in her face. “Let’s see you try that on Bonbon, my dear.” 

The witch tossed Eternal against the window bars and left the room. The door slammed with a crescendo that set off wails and screams from other tormented souls. Eternal covered her ears to shut out the infernal racket. Her mind searched for an outlet but instead discovered the witch’s vile thoughts.

She saw the witch’s past deeds. She looked up at the bars covering the window and saw a female patient dangling from them, a knotted curtain around her neck which had been snapped by the male demon before the make-shift noose was applied. She jolted when her inner eye saw Bonbon rape the poor woman and break her neck like a twig. The witch stood in the shadows, watching, leering, chuckling.

Eternal screamed away the horrific images. She covered the window once more with the blanket and resumed her vigil, waiting for the inevitable. The bolt slid and the door creaked open.

Eternal whirled in terror to see the male demon entering her room with a tray of vile food alien to her. The disgusting smell of the simple offering made her stomach heave and churn. She swallowed bitter bile and gripped her midriff to prevent vomiting. 

“You must eat pretty girl. Eat what Bonbon gives you. Nice pretty girl.” It placed the tray on the bed next to Eternal and furtively touched her foot. It’s free hand massaged its erection twitching in its cotton trousers.

Eternal whimpered at the damp stain spreading around its agitated groin. She cringed in mind-numbing terror, her back to the wall. 

“Who’s been a naughty girl then, hmm?” the demon said with drool slithering from its puckering lips. 

She whimpered when its claws crawled up her leg like a spider. She slapped at the hand. The hand slapped her face and gripped her throat.

Eternal could not draw air and franticly scrambled down the cot but the demon’s claws still gripped her. She backed to the window and slammed against the wall. The creature let go of her throat, popped a bonbon in its maw and dropped the sweets into its skin pouch flapping from its fat, hairy stomach crawling with infestation. It snuggled up to her. 

Eternal instinctively cringed in disgust. She shouted out, “No! He’s so close ... he’s here. No ... Don’t let him take me.”

The demon looked around the room with a perplexed look. “There’s no one here but Bonbon. Let Bonbon help you.” The vile thing ran its clammy hand up her leg. It pulled back her hair and licked the nape of her neck with its stinking black tongue covered in bubbling boils. A trembling hand went in between her legs.

Self-preservation took control. Eternal withdrew into her dream world of nightmares past. She didn’t respond to the demon’s disgusting molestation. She didn’t know it was there for all she saw was Him – The Count! The Count was here for his final act of bloodletting. He stood before her in his long black coat and gleamed his fangs.

Eternal’s scream was cut off by the demon’s filthy hand. She could smell its sex on calloused, scaly fingers. 

The demon hitched up her dress to expose her hips. It hastily unbuttoned its trousers and released its swollen member. While its tongue licked her fleshy folds, it furiously masturbated.

Eternal shuddered with revulsion. Her thoughts drifted to another world where The Count whipped her pale flesh to streaks of bloody ribbons. 

She snapped out of her nightmare into the horrors of the present, still trapped in an imagined cold, stone, circular prison. She screamed in panic, desperately trying to pull her dress down while the hideous demon molested her with its tongue.

But the demon was too strong, heaving its putrid, pustule-ridden body on top of her, trying to penetrate her with its twitching Devil’s prong.

Eternal squirmed and twisted to no avail.

The demon hissed with delight then clamped its fetid lips to her mouth, raping her with its writhing tongue.  

She summoned her dark music of ravens’ wings to confuse the demon’s hatred. Ah, the sweat pain of gleaming! She smirked, sensing the vile thing’s pain. The demon’s eyes bulged almost from their sockets when Eternal’s long fangs bit into its tongue, simultaneously gripping its testicles with all her strength. She felt its pain, the stomach-groin agony that only males could feel. 

The demon tried to pull away, its bursting eyes reflecting her coal black pools, glinting with an ancient hunger. She sent a flock of wailing Banshees inside its mind. 

Eternal was knocked back by a vicious punch to her face. Her fangs refused to let go of the demon’s festering lump of meat. It fell across her, unable to detach itself from her teeth. 

It pulled her from the bed with blood pouring from its punctured tongue into Eternal’s eager mouth with her clenched nails fastened to its testicles in a vice-like grip. They crashed to the floor. 

Fully aroused, Eternal straddled the whimpering demon still gripping its groin. She detached her fangs from its tongue and drank the bitter blood gushing from its mouth. The need to regurgitate overcame her but forced herself to keep it down. It was better than starving to death.

The blood fire rushed through her body, tingling her skin with needle pricks of heat. She sensed the demon’s cruel life. Images of torture, rape, murder and perversions so vile and disgusting accosted her. This demon had been around since the Great Pyramid released his kind.

Eternal heard the bolt scraping across the door. She stared in terror at the demon witch charging into the room with sheer panic etched across its ugly face. The witch punched her and tried to gouge out Eternal’s eyes. 

Eternal’s fingers left the demon’s groin to protect her own eyes from the witch’s slashing claws.

The witch kicked Eternal in the stomach, gripped her shoulders and hurled her against the bars of the window with a triumphant scream. 

Momentarily stunned, Eternal lay sprawled across the bed, watching the monsters through blurred vision. 

The witch tended to the demon. She struggled and cursed at the demon’s heavy, dead weight. “Help me, you stupid fuck!” She hefted the useless, writhing monster. 

“Move it Bonbon, or you’ll get us both in trouble.” She tugged on Bonbon’s arm.

Eternal’s eyesight returned to normal. She sprang to her feet like a cat and growled her bloody mouth at the witch. She sprayed blood, snarling like a wild animal, “Get out, you witch.”

The witch stared in terror at Eternal and put her hands to her ears to shut out the wailing Banshees. 

“My music will be your death knell, vile bitch!” Eternal hissed.

The witch dropped Bonbon’s arm and backed away. She shuddered at Eternal’s ancient presence filling her vile soul with dark torment.

Eternal spat blood onto the demon’s squirming face then looked at the gore soaked into her hospital gown and on her hands. 

“I am Eternal,” she screamed so loud the witch had to put her hands to her ears. Eternal raised her hands to the heavens. The sight of demon blood dripping from her fingers ignited her need for more. With a growl she pounced on Bonbon. 

The witch ran. 

Eternal’s fangs were about to rip out the demon’s throat when she sensed danger. She turned to see a chair smash into her head. All went black for a moment. She groaned to a blurry half-consciousness and was kicked off the demon’s body. Her pain invited Rose to the surface.

Chapter 33

––––––––

Rose stared through tearful eyes at the nurse handling the orderly. She had no idea what was going on. 

The nurse struggled to remove the orderly’s hands to hitch up his trousers and fasten them. “Get a move on or we’ll both be found out.” 

The evil orderly groaned to his feet and leaned against the nurse. He pointed at Rose and slid his bloody finger across his throat with a grinning promise of her fate.

Rose could not understand. She got up and wiped blood from her face. Upon seeing the blood on her hand she gasped, staggering backwards onto the cot, her head pounding from a thousand hammers.

Nurse Marteau sneered at Bonbon. “Clean yourself up before that bitch Collette sees you ... damned fool.” 

“Wha’ ‘bout at one?” Bonbon said with a swollen tongue, pointing at Rose.

“I’ll take care of her.”

And take care of Rose she did. The nurse tugged Rose from the bed, tore the sheets off and used them to clean the gore from Rose in the harshest manner. She manhandled, slapped her, threw Rose to the floor, kicked and threatened her. “Bonbon says he’ll gut you like a pig.”

During this assault, Rose stared blankly around her in confusion and terror. She did not utter a single word or cry out at the rough treatment.

Nurse Marteau slapped Rose for the sheer pleasure of it. “We knew you were a bad one.”

Nurse Collette arrived, slightly out of breath. “What the devil is going on?” Shock was frozen on her face. She gave Nurse Marteau a peculiar frown.

Nurse Marteau held Rose close to her and twisted her arm behind her back. “She had a nose bleed ... went into a fit and fainted dead away.” The nurse struggled with Rose. “Fetch the jacket ... she’s violent!”

Rose became frantic. She screamed and hissed like an alley cat.

Nurse Marteau gripped Rose with a choke hold while Nurse Collette dashed off.

Rose fainted. 

~~~~

The witch’s bony fingers released the straps from the gurney and tossed Rose to the hard tiled floor cocooned in the straightjacket. The impact was excruciating. Rose was dragged across the wet floor and attached to a metal loop by a leather strap. She dangled like a side of pork in an abattoir. She watched the evil nurse walk back to a central pillion and remove something metallic. 

Rose stared with utter dread at the black orifice aimed at her. She had no idea what it was but the look of wicked delight on the nurse told her to brace herself for fresh torture.

The gush of ice cold water slammed Rose against the tiled wall, smacking her head with such force all went black. The pressure slowly compressed her lungs. She could not draw breath while water filled her mouth and nostrils. There was no escape so her mind travelled backwards, the crescendo of freezing water deluging her fractured soul. Flashing images of the previous day added to her torment. She saw bloody feet splashing in pools of black blood. Ice cold rain slashed her face then all went to hell. Oblivion! 

~~~~

Rose opened her eyes to see Nurse Marteau unclamping her from the gurney. The jacket was removed without further ado and in a moment of utter cruelty, Rose was dropped to the floor of her room.

She hit with a bone-jolting crunch that snapped her teeth with such force a surge of pain spiked into her head. She shivered with the chilling effects of the water treatment still gripping her. She was so cold her head felt like steel jaws were crushing it.

“Perhaps Bonbon might make a house-call tonight. I’m sure you’ll want to kiss and make up.” The miserable matriarch laughed, removed the blanket from the window and took it with her. She bolted the door, sealing Rose’s fate. 

Rose crawled onto her freshly made bed and hugged herself tightly. The soaking wet hospital gown clung to her like a second skin. She risked a glance out of the window to see the sun now obscured by black clouds but still intense enough to snap her eyes shut in an instant. A distant rumble foretold trouble. She burrowed under the sheet, curled up into her favored position and cried desperate tears to release her from this hell.

Rose fell into a deep sleep where vivid nightmares of bloodlust and erotic pleasures consumed her soul to replace it with something darkly different. Eternal took control of her weakening mind and sent desperate pleas to Edouard with sweet images of their naked bodies entwined in the heat of love. Her dark music fled the room in a flock of ravens, flew through the corridor, up the stairway until it found her true love and cloaked him with its irresistible allure.

Chapter 34

––––––––

Lustful thoughts of taking Eternal to that high plateau of pleasure filled Edouard’s sleeping mind with a singular purpose. His dreams were flooded with blood wine, dancing and rampant sexual adventures under the full moon. The more he loved her, the more blood he drank. The lovers embraced and fell into a deep slumber. A loud hammering at the massive oak door alerted them to the arrival of Eternal’s nemesis – The Count. Eternal screamed his name in terror – Lucien. 

Edouard jolted out of his nightmare, his heart pounding painfully in his heaving chest. His brow wrinkled with confusion, her influence still tangible. The room was quite dark. He scrambled for his fob watch and frowned, it should not be so gloomy at this hour in the afternoon. Was that thunder in the distance? The pounding grew increasingly louder, directing his attention towards the door. The frantic hammering became more insistent. Eternal echoed around his confused mind. “Help me now!”

A female voice called out, “Doctor Clavet?” A moment’s pause was followed by, “Doctor Clavet? You are needed at once.”

Edouard jumped from the bed, still fully clothed. He wiped sleep, confusion and the after-effects of too much cognac from his eyes, slipping on his shoes. Her sweet lullaby filled his agitated mind. He flung the door open to see Nurse Collette standing in the hallway looking extremely anxious.

“Doctor Clavet, please come quickly. Doctor Vernier told me to fetch you. It’s the amnesia case. She’s delirious.” She stepped aside for Edouard to exit his private quarters.

“Is she in immediate danger?”

Nurse Collette shrugged and said, “I cannot say, Doctor Clavet ... but it is of the utmost urgency.” She gave Edouard a peculiar look. “Your patient is quite unusual ... you care for her, don’t you?”

He looked away to hide his guilt. Desperation, confusion and uncertainty all fought for supremacy.  

Nurse Collette nodded her head and hurried off down the hallway after Edouard.

Edouard clambered down the gloomy stairs two at a time. He didn’t bother to check the mirrors, rushing along the darkened corridor to the horrendous screams. His heart was fit to explode. The music assaulted him, a crescendo of a thousand ancient storms.

Lightning created a strobe effect in the corridor. Thunder rattled the windowpanes with angry fists.

Edouard entered Eternal’s room with utter trepidation. A violent flash of heavenly anger flooded the room with a ghostly white light. No blanket on the window! He stared aghast at Eternal huddled in the corner of her bed where it abutted the wall and window. The look in her coal black eyes cauterized his soul with a hot lance. Her divine music flooded his being. This close to Eternal’s agonies enabled him to feel everything she felt. He was pummeled by her terror.

When she screamed at the blinding flash of light, he needed to scream – the tortuous glare drilling into her shattered mind with razor sharp needles. Her screams tore at Edouard’s breaking heart. He was about to rush to her and hug her to him.

Edouard faltered, noticing Henri scrutinizing the patient with a shake of his head. A crash of thunder shook the room with a terrible rage eliciting more screams which almost tore Edouard’s heart asunder.

Henri gave Edouard a despondent look.

Eternal put her hands to her ears and screamed like a Banshee. Her torment echoed around the institute infecting the other patients who picked up on Eternal’s terror, joining her in a cacophony of deranged wailing. The thunder ceased for a moment. The screams did not. 

Eternal stared with a terrible determination at Edouard. Her power infused him with her love. Her music caressed him with its sweet persistence. 

She pleaded, “You have come to rescue me, Edouard? You must take me from here before He comes, before He sends me to the dark place for all eternity.”

Edouard looked from Eternal to Henri, unsure of what to do or say. He cocked his head and frowned. The institute had fallen into a sullen silence, as if following Eternal’s cue. Had she silenced all the other inmates? Was her power that all-encompassing?

Edouard recognized the perplexed frown on Henri when all the patients’ tortured cries went silent. A preternatural calm cloaked the asylum. 

“You must protect me, Edouard. The Eternal Hour is so close.” She reached out to her true love with a trembling hand. Eternal gazed into Edouard’s concerned face with eyes that beseeched an answer. 

Edouard was about to reply when a flash of lightning ripped the gloomy afternoon apart, sending Eternal into delirium. Her screams were echoed by her fellow patients. With a resigned sigh, he knew the moment was lost.

Edouard accepted her torment, possibly etched in a distant past beyond his understanding.

He noticed Henri giving him a furtive glance, shaking his head with dismay. Had Henri figured out how much he loved her? Perhaps Nurse Collette had told him of her concerns? If so he might be removed from this case. His stomach turned sick with the thought of being deprived of her company.

Eternal looked around the room. “Where am I? Please don’t let the vile one find me at the chateau. Promise me, Edouard. You must protect our destiny.”

Edouard drew closer to Eternal and in a moment of unbridled recklessness, he caressed her shoulder. A dark passion surged through him, his heart impaled by a red-hot sword. His touch relayed to him the impossibility of her damp gown, creasing his face with a frown that was soon erased with a smile upon noticing her unblemished face. The scratches had completely vanished. He glanced furtively to Henri, wondering if he had noticed this miracle.

Henri gave Edouard a warning with his eyes. “Don’t get too close to her ... not in this state.” He placed a hand on his subordinate’s shoulder and gave him a stern look.

Another flash of lightning blanched the room. Eternal covered her eyes with her hands. “Please make it stop ... it hurts so much,” she begged. She cringed at the thunderous reply that shook the windowpane. Her hands went to her ears. “He mustn’t find me here ... not here ... not before the Eternal Hour.”

Henri turned to Edouard. “I truly believe she is delusional, no doubt reliving the atrocity at the chateau. Whatever she experienced is coming back. Perhaps she believes she’s still there, hiding from those murderous bastards.”

Edouard nodded in agreement, not taking his eyes from Eternal’s hypnotic gaze but knowing full well her terrors were far more insidious. “Where is the dark place?”

Eternal’s gaze changed to a faraway look of hopelessness. “I’m not going back there. Never ... never!” She looked around her room and frowned. “Are we at the chateau, Edouard?”

Edouard was confused for which chateau did she mean? “You are safe where you are. I won’t let anything happen to you, I promise ... but I need to know where the dark place is. Is it a cellar or cave, perhaps?” He gently probed under the watchful eye of Henri. “I’m here to protect you.” He cleared his throat and plunged in head first. “Edouard is here to keep you safe until the Eternal Hour has been completed.” Whatever that meant?

Henri gave Edouard a most curious glance. “Where are you going with this line of questioning, Doctor Clavet?”

Edouard looked nervously to Henri and shrugged.

Eternal smiled thinly. “Oh my sweet, Edouard ... I have loved you through the ages. Now you must stop him ... defeat him ... send him back to Oblivion ... only then will I be complete.” She grabbed her true love’s hand and held it up to her face, kissing and nuzzling his fingers. 

Edouard sighed with rapture when her power infused him with her allure. He glanced at Henri.

Henri watched Edouard very closely. A troubled look of concern flickered across his face.

Edouard knew he was in deep trouble now but pushed on. “Please help me to understand?” He gently removed his hand from Eternal’s feeble grasp. “Who are you frightened of?” This was for Henri for Edouard already knew the answer but he was not ready for Eternal’s response.

Eternal turned to the window and stared at her pale reflection only to look away in abject terror as lightning seared her eyes. She glanced about her tiny room, trembling with fear.

“The demon Count desires above all else to be eternal ... but he can never be, for only I have the power to decide that fate. My blood is for you alone, Edouard.” She shook her head violently, cascading her wet hair about her shoulders. “He has bedded his mistress for so long ... and her name is death. The Count lives for the hunt, to see terror in his prey before draining its life.” Eternal stared out of the window. “It was not always like that ... he would often hold my hand ... love me with a kiss ... but now he is gone ... corrupted by The Count who needs my blood so he may create an eternity of chaos and war.”

Edouard frowned. He gave Henri a worried look. “Are you talking of vampires and demons?”

“If that is what you want to call them ... then yes, demons ... there are demons here hiding inside those who let them in.” Eternal clutched hold of the bars and tugged with all her might. “I must be free.”

Edouard stared at her for a shocked moment, allowing what she had said to sink in. He glanced at Henri who shook his head with dismay. It was obvious Henri suspected Edouard had fallen under her spell. What now? He faltered for a moment, unsure how to proceed but was relieved to see Henri urge him on with a nod of his head.

Edouard seized the moment and ventured forth. “Who are you afraid of?” He waited. “What is his name?”

Eternal turned from the window with a look of death. “Knowing his ancient name will do you no good, Edouard.” Her voice trailed off as another flash of lightning blanched the room chalk white. “His name is as old as the creation ... it dwelled in the dark place waiting to be invited.” She growled. “Only to be released by the Great Pyramid ... the gateway to Oblivion.”

Henri shook his head with obvious disbelief. He pulled Edouard aside and stood in front her. Henri sounded quite angry. “Were you involved in the murders at the chateau?” Henri raised a hand to stop Edouard’s protests.

Henri whispered to Edouard, “I believe she is faking her amnesia and she may have been a party to the killings.”

Edouard’s legs turned to jelly. He leaned against a wall to prevent collapse.

Eternal continued, “I ... I remember running for my life ... now I am here ... back at the chateau ... His chateau.” She became blank-faced and chanted, “Eternal ... Eternal ... Eternal.”

“You must try harder,” Edouard pleaded. “Who or what are you afraid of?”

Eternal shook her head no with such ferocity that Edouard reached out and gripped her shoulders.

She calmed down with his touch. “I cannot say its name ... but when the moon is next full ... then I will be ready. Nothing must stop me. Nothing must stop the blood of the Eternal Moon.”

Henri interjected. “You must tell us your name, right now.” Henri looked angered. “Saying your name out loud will help you remember the rest.”

Eternal stared blankly at Henri. A thin smile parted her lips. “But, you already know my name.”

Edouard knew this was hopeless with Henri present. He thought about telling Henri the patient’s strange, otherworldly name, and dual personality but hesitated when she whirled around to glare at him. 

Edouard was transfixed by her power and visibly jolted when Eternal used her mind – “No my true love, you must not reveal my name to a stranger for then He will find me.” He wanted to take her in his arms and comfort her. A furtive look at Henri told him all was lost. His heart almost stopped beating with this crushing defeat.

Henri placed a hand on Edouard’s shoulder. “Enough for now.” He knocked the door. Once opened, he stepped into the corridor and spoke in whispers to Nurse Collette.

Nurse Collette nodded yes and waited for Henri to enter the room before bolting the door.

Eternal stared in horror at Henri. “No ... not the harness.” She scrambled away from Edouard and crawled into the corner of the bed by the window. “Not ever. Never! He will take my blood if I am trapped.”

Henri gave Edouard a puzzled look. “How could she have possibly overheard me whispering to Nurse Collette?”

Edouard gave Henri a non-committal shrug. He looked into Eternal’s tormented face. “You said we already know your name. If you remind us what it is we will be able to help you remember everything. Do you remember the rose?”

Eternal shook her head in anger. “The rose ... what about the rose?” 

“It’s best you don’t force her in this state,” Henri said, sounding resigned to defeat.

The door opened and Nurse Collette entered with a straightjacket and another blanket.

“Is there any need for such drastic measures?” Edouard pleaded. The thought of Eternal strapped inside that thing made him sick to his stomach.

Henri apologized to Edouard with a kind smile. “She’s currently in a high state of emotion. I believe it is for the best until she settles down.” Henri grimaced. “Perhaps then she will be more willing to reveal the truth.”

Eternal saw the straightjacket and embraced Edouard around the waist.

Edouard immediately sprouted an erection, her love enrapturing him. He tingled all over with a fine surge of dark passion. 

Nurse Collette gave Doctor Clavet a look to remove himself so she could apply the straightjacket.

Edouard didn’t want to stop their embrace. He felt absolutely wonderful with her sweet dark symphony washing over his soul. He was home.

“Please Doctor Clavet?” Nurse Collette implored, looking to Henri for help. 

Henri cleared his throat, saying quite sternly, “That’s quite enough, Doctor Clavet?”

Edouard gradually released his patient’s grip from around his waist on hearing his superior’s stern voice. 

“I know you will protect me, my sweet Edouard?” She cried out, “No! Please don’t go ... don’t leave me like this.”

“I’ll be back in a short while. I promise,” he reassured. He was rewarded by her sad smile. He frowned for she seemed to be in another place, perhaps drifting through the centuries searching for something beyond her grasp. 

Eternal did not struggle when she was gently wrapped into the straightjacket by Nurse Collette. 

“Don’t let the demons in here ... please Edouard ... they will feed on my flesh and satisfy their cravings on my ... on my essence ... on my blood.” 

Edouard gave her an encouraging look. “You have nothing to fear.” But he didn’t believe that for a second and was dismayed to see her eyes reflect the same. He sighed with regret when her dark lullaby diminished to a mere whisper.

Eternal looked into Nurse Collette’s kind face and spoke ever so softly. “This one is free of their evil influence ... but she is hiding the truth about the demons ... she knows they are here but fear holds her tongue.”

Nurse Collette gasped and gave Doctor Vernier a perplexed look, continuing to wrap the jacket around the patient.

The more the jacket tightened, so Eternal’s power diminished. 

Edouard shuddered from Eternal’s control and was reluctantly pulled to the door by Henri’s strong grip. He regretted leaving her to Nurse Collette’s tender mercies, walking back to Henri’s private quarters in sullen silence, contemplating how to escape this fortress with Eternal.

Chapter 35

––––––––

Edouard nervously watched Henri who seemed in a contemplative mood. His superior stood sipping brandy at the window looking out into the late afternoon gloom. The storm had lost its impetus and was now drifting to the horizon. 

Henri turned with a smile. “Thank God for that. I hate storms ... always reminds me of the Great War.” He sighed. “But the damage has been done.” He shrugged and continued, “More work for my staff.” Henri casually sipped his cognac and looked lost in deep thought.

Edouard sat on the couch watching him with mounting dread at being found out. He nervously placed his lips to his Armagnac, not daring to drink. 

Henri stabbed Edouard with a steely glare. “Well, she’s clearly troubled by her past traumatic experience. That much is obvious.” He grimaced. “I wonder if we should force her to remember her past so abruptly. The damage may be irreparable.” He gave Edouard a quizzical look to continue the conversation.

Edouard wasn’t listening, he was thinking about demons hiding in the asylum. 

Henri grunted and said, “Well?”

“Often in cases like this, coercing a patient to remember something they are desperately blocking out can result in drastic consequences. The mind, if forced to confront such events, has a built in defense mechanism that will only damage their fragile sanity.”

Henri nodded in agreement. “Indeed, I have had several hypnotherapy cases result in permanent catatonia upon revealing the patient’s reason for their reality disconnection ... but I ....”

Edouard was adamant and interrupted. “I strongly feel the longer we wait, the deeper will be her psychosis. I am eager to try hypnotherapy. It is the most logical approach.” He only wanted to be near her, to love and protect her, to escape with her and become eternal. His destiny waited in that tiny room.

Henri remained silent while he sipped his cognac. He seemed to be judging Edouard.

Edouard suspected Henri was biding his time to broach the subject of his obvious affliction d’amour. He pretended to sip his brandy and waited for the inevitable.

He prompted Henri. “What do you think?”

Henri gave a weary sigh while scrutinizing Edouard. “Perhaps we should go forward with hypnosis. In light of the murders, it is a risk worth taking.” He studied Edouard’s face and dangled the bait. “Of course, if you would prefer, I’ll take over her treatment.”

Edouard jumped to his feet, spilling his cognac. “Oh no, that won’t be necessary.”

“I merely suggested it because I think you are more than empathizing with the woman. You are, perhaps attracted to her? I think this is becoming too personal for objectivity. After all, she is beautiful, yes?” Henri watched Edouard like a hawk.

Edouard hesitated to speak. His stomach soured with anxiety. He didn’t want to lie to his new friend.

“Well, doctor?” Henri insisted.

Panic gripped him. He had to continue with the therapy at all costs. “You are mistaken, sir. I assure you I am up to the task.” He gripped his empty glass with white knuckles. “I would sincerely appreciate the opportunity to continue treatment with this intriguing patient.”

Henri smiled amiably and continued, “No need to panic, dear fellow ... we shall see how you fare.” He finished his cognac. “What do you make of all this superstitious claptrap ... vampires and demonic possession ... utter nonsense?”

Edouard shrugged. “She seems to believe in such creatures.” A sudden thought invaded his eager brain. “She mentioned being at the chateau ... a flashback, perhaps?”

Henri replenished their glasses. “Possibly ... but I am more concerned with her seeming guilt.” He looked momentarily lost in thought. “There’s something about this case I am missing ... something on the tip of my tongue. Ah well ... it can’t be that important.”

Edouard found Henri’s accusations disturbing. He knew deep down she was innocent of such an atrocity but there was also something about her that frightened him. It was obvious he had always known her. More than that, he knew he was meant to be with her. Had he once existed as Paris and Lancelot in some kind of past life? He had heard of past-life regression attempts through hypnosis. It had always been declared the work of charlatans – but perhaps not. 

Edouard plunged head first into the deep end. “Did you notice her scratches ... they have completely healed.” He thought of mentioning her eyes and hair changing color with each personality but waited to see if Henri had noticed.

Henri nodded yes. “That has been bothering me, too.”

“Have you ever seen anything like that before?”

“Can’t say that I have but that doesn’t mean it isn’t possible. The power of the mind is as mysterious as the vast expanse of the universe.”

“It could be nothing more than a peculiar ability to heal at a faster rate.” Edouard didn’t believe his own words for one second, but instinctively knew the comment would please Henri. Apparently it did.

“Perhaps but why do you think she insists you know her?” Henri looked very troubled now. “Have you met her before?”

“I wish I had, Henri ... but I must remind her of someone she once loved.” Edouard replied too quickly. Damn it! Calm down.

“That’s possible ... but I get the distinct impression your connection goes beyond mere false attachment.” Henri studied Edouard for signs of unease. “And you must know giving your first name to a patient is strictly taboo?”

Edouard’s panic escalated. How could he explain to Henri’s satisfaction? “She must have overheard one of the nurses talking about me. You witnessed her powers of hearing yourself.”

Henri grunted at the brilliant and feasible reply.

Edouard inwardly breathed a massive sigh of relief. His heart pounded in his chest. His aching need to escape with Eternal made him fidget and jumpy.

Chapter 36

––––––––

Eternal awoke with a terrified scream, still trapped in her cruel harness. She looked around the drab grey room with resignation to her fate. She struggled to be free but soon gave up. She muttered, “Life is blood ... blood is life.”

She heard keys jangling in a door, further down the corridor. Footsteps echoed from hard tiles. In a moment of terror, she thought the bloated demon was making good its promises. She used all her senses to detect the vile creature.

Eternal smirked for the demon was in no fit state to inflict its own personal reign of terror on any of the female patients. Its testicles had swollen to the size of pomegranates. The evil creature had to lie motionless on its back to ease the crippling pain. It was thinking how it would make up for this lack of attention on its raging libido and came to the inevitable conclusion it would enjoy snapping Eternal’s neck.

Eternal wondered exactly how long she had before the demon made good its promise. The footsteps grew louder. She recognized them. They were the familiar footsteps of Edouard. She turned her head to see the pair of black and white patent leather brogues belonging to her eternal lover enter the room.

~~~~

Edouard bent down and smiled into Eternal’s beautiful face. He reached out and touched her bare foot. An electrifying jolt of dark animalistic lust surged through him while he dragged her by the feet from under the bed. He knelt and was instantly transfixed by the fathomless dark ocean depths of her eyes and hoped they wouldn’t change color for it was Eternal he needed.

“I’m going to remove your straightjacket now. Would you like that?” He did not need an answer, sensing her hatred of the vile contraption surge through him like ripples across a pond. His stomach squirmed when a more defined fear caused her to gasp. She trembled and struggled to be free. Heavy, rasping breathing chilled him to the bone. He whirled to see Nurse Marteau with arms crossed, watching with a look of hate etched upon her face.

For a split second Edouard saw a fetid old crone covered in rotting, pustule-ridden flesh, sagging flat breasts half eaten by crawling lice and grey hair, matted and filthy, partially concealing its hideous face. Within a blink of his eyes the demonic creature was once more her sweet self. He shuddered involuntarily and quickly looked away from the fearsome shrew and back to Eternal. “You must be very hungry?” 

Eternal nodded her head, yes, keeping a wary eye on the evil witch’s spindly legs.

“What would you like to eat?” he offered.

Eternal’s eyes dilated with sanguineous hunger. “Something you cannot give me until the Eternal Hour.” She saw the confused look on his face and smiled. “A raw steak ... the biggest you have.”

“Don’t you mean a rare steak?” he asked, frowning.

Eternal shook her head no and snarled. “No. Raw.” She calmed. “It must be raw and bloody, dripping with blood.”

Edouard thought back to the previous session and wondered if she might actually be a vampire. Her fear of the sun and the blanket across the window added to the mystery. Images of the cemetery invaded his consciousness. Conventions or not, his mind was leaning in that direction. He looked over at the nurse and shrugged. 

“Tell the cook to prepare some raw steak and vegetables.”

“No vegetables!” Eternal blurted out.

Nurse Marteau nodded her head and quickly left the room. The door was slammed shut and bolted with her usual vehemence.

Eternal jumped at the loud noise and tried to put her hands to her ears but they were still shackled within the jacket. 

Edouard experienced her pain, his head shot through with molten steel. He flinched too and had a good mind for a stern chat with Henri about that nurse while fumbling with the last of the buckles and straps of the straightjacket. Was that gruesome visage of the witch real or had he merely succumbed to Eternal’s suggestions of demons? 

He removed the jacket by turning her this way and that then tossed the loathsome thing to the door. He helped his true love to her feet and gently placed her on the bed. He snatched the fresh blanket and draped it across the window.

Eternal looked deeply into his eyes of jade and swam in his tranquil sea. It was so wonderful to be caressed by her true love’s adoration. This she passed on to him with a feeling of gratitude and smiled into his soul, making love to it with her ancient music. 

“I have no use for vegetables,” she said, continuing where they had left off.

Edouard became excited at this moment of lucidity. “Excellent. You’re starting to remember something.”

Eternal shook her head and laughed for the first time with pure joy. “I didn’t need to remember that. I know they cannot sustain me.” She sent a mind message to Edouard.

He gasped at a little girl eating a plate of raw beetroot. She drank the dark red juice squeezed from the beet in her hand. “I’ll fetch some raw beetroot if you like?”

Eternal giggled. “I am not a child anymore, Edouard. My tastes have matured.”

His heart soared when she giggled. “Do you remember what you said in our last session?”

Eternal cocked her head to one side and smiled serenely. “Oh yes ... but I sense you do not believe me but you want to ... you need to.”

Edouard frowned. “Really ... can you sense what I am thinking right now?”

She grinned coquettishly. “Enough of this child’s play, Edouard.” She became serious, deadly serious. “We need to escape before The Count comes for me.” She turned away from his transfixed face and lifted a corner of the blanket to peek out of the window. The dim late afternoon light was just bearable.

He felt dejected now that his investigations were halted, just as things looked promising. He watched her staring out of the window into the gloom left by the receding storm and wondered if another storm was brewing, one from hell. 

He was intrigued. “This is not a game. Come on ... what am I thinking right now?”

Eternal sighed irritably. “Why do men love to play games ... such silly games? I’m not in the mood.” She turned from the window and trapped his soul with her aura. “Very well ... you are thinking of the red rose I plucked from you back in Paris. There, satisfied?”

Edouard gasped in surprise. “That’s amazing. How did you do that?” Her reply was not necessary. 

Eternal stayed at the window, waiting for the inevitable, waiting for him. “You are easy to probe, Edouard. You do not conceal your feelings with hatred, greed and deceit. You do not have a demon residing within.” She turned back to the window and sighed. She longed to be free, to hold him in a lover’s embrace until the end of eternity.

Edouard felt her innermost emotions of turmoil, love and fear all jumbled up, all fighting to be set free. “Do you see demons everywhere?”

“Of course not, Edouard ... if they were legion I would not survive for very long.” She continued her vigil at the window.

“You said Nurse Collette was free of such things but was hiding the truth about them. What did you mean by that?”

“Demons reside in the dark place ... Oblivion ... once sealed beneath the Great Pyramid but the seal was deliberately broken and now they are free to roam the land where they wait for the right moment to be invited in ... they cannot exist without a willing host.”

Edouard tried his best to assimilate this incredible information. He gasped, seeing an Egyptian High Priest smash through a stone door. Demons of swirling smoke escaped. His mind raced with dark thoughts of demons feasting on their prey. 

“Do you have a demon within you right now?” He dreaded the answer with baited breath.

Eternal whirled around and snarled. “Demons are hate, greed and cruelty ... would you be attracted to me if I were a demon?”

Edouard was sorry he had asked. “No ... I guess I would not ... but ....?”

“Fear not my true love ... but be warned, there are at least two hiding within these walls as workers. What a perfect place to inflict their evil upon such helpless fools.”

An image of Nurse Marteau confirmed she must be one. “You mentioned the full moon earlier today ... does the cycle of the moon govern your life?” He had to think of something to get off this disturbing subject.

Eternal nodded her head, swishing her hair about her shoulders. “Yes ... Yes ... Yes!” She simmered down. “But all will be lost if I am not able to complete my destiny.”

He was taken aback by her unexpected outburst. “Go on ... what is your destiny?”

Without warning, she grabbed hold of the bars with white-knuckled hands and screamed in terror. “He’s coming ... he’ll take me back and use me until he’s had his fill.” She pulled with all her strength but the bars were unforgiving, as was her fear of Him.

He reached out and touched her hair. “Please understand ... you’re safe here. Tell me who he is ... who is this Count?” He tried to reach out to her but withdrew his hand for fear of a stronger reaction. He got one anyway.

Eternal shook her head no and started to scream, “Eternal ... Eternal ... Eternal.”

Edouard’s heart was crushed with the realization this session was over. He watched her with a helpless feeling of encroaching dread. His soul ached to help her but the use of hypnotherapy on such a volatile patient could have catastrophic results.

He tapped the door and flinched at Nurse Marteau’s wicked glare. Once beyond Eternal’s influence, he shuddered. Were there such things as demons? In the dark ages perhaps, but now? If they do exist then who was the other one hiding in this lair of madness – he could only think of Bonbon? A frown creased his brow, wondering what fate awaited him beyond this sanctuary.

Chapter 37

––––––––

Jean Busson guided his cart along the country lane with a distracted frown. He recalled rescuing that poor woman covered in blood and her terrible treatment at the hands of that wicked orderly at the asylum. He thought of that hideous birth in the barn, the violent death of his father and wondered if they were connected to the woman he rescued. His mind rambled along with the cart. He pondered whether Inspector Gerard had made any progress with the murder investigation. 

Busson whistled merrily towards the tiny hamlet of Douvrey, a place he loved with all his soul. Everything seemed new now that his heart had opened up to Lisette. He whipped his horse into a canter for his eagerness to see her had aroused him. Late evening sunshine split the gloom asunder, bathing Douvrey with the joys of summer, cheerfully bringing the sleepy village to life once more. The ancient buildings nestled in the heart of a verdant valley of fresh young barley and vines. 

He recognized the ridge of crumbling limestone with pine forests that hemmed in the fine weather needed to ripen the grapes to their required sweetness. The valley community was actually nestled in the crater of a volcano, long extinct. His sweet Lisette had shown him a book on the geology of the area at the Auxerre library. 

The church steeple rose above the scattered grey slate rooftops. Busson steered his horse across the square. 

He looked around at medieval cottages huddled like old men around the square. His heart thumped at the sight of Lisette’s patisserie but his moment was soured when he glanced at the Gothic church of Saint Madeleine brooding for all to see and obey. Keeping his secret affair from Father Papineau was wearing him down.

Familiar villagers sat outside the quaint café at pretty cane tables, adorned with lace cloths, drinking coffee and gossiping. More people milled about the square on their daily business. They all waved to Busson and he waved back.

Jean Busson’s cart rattled across the cobblestones with its load of hay, leaving a trail of ochre strands. He stopped at the central fountain and Great War monument to water his horse. The old girl needed more watering with each day.

Old timers smoking pipes sat outside his lover’s patisserie, playing chess and watching the village life slowly flow and ebb. The old men tipped their caps to Busson while he tethered his horse to a rail.  

“Stay, Papillon!” His black and white sheepdog obediently whined and fidgeted.

Busson paused to check that interfering busybody, Father Papineau, was not spying on him. He entered the patisserie.

Busson rushed behind the counter and kissed Lisette, an attractive, plump woman with her raven hair tied in a tight bun. His heart hammered and his hands groped her ample curves. She returned the passion with the same vigor. Their lips parted.

“Oh, Jean ... when are you going to make an honest woman of me?”

“Come home with me, my little cupcake and I will tell you.”

Lisette squealed and hugged him. She undid her flour-smudged apron and dropped it. She called out, “Monique, lock up for me.”

“Yes Mama,” came the reply from another room.

Busson called out, “Don’t be too late, Annette.” Don’t be too early, either, he mused.

“Oui Papa,” came another reply from somewhere in the patisserie.

In a rush of passion, Busson and Lisette exited the shop. She giggled like a schoolgirl when Busson helped her onto his cart with a pat to her behind. He dashed around and hopped on. He whipped his horse and cantered off.

Busson tipped his cap to the old men giving him lecherous smirks. He hurriedly steered his cart across the square. Papillon, gave the old men a bark. Busson grimaced when he saw his old friend exit the church. Merde! Now all was revealed.

Father Papineau marched across the square shaking an angry fist. “Busson, you shame your Natalie’s memory.” 

“Good day, Father,” he said, tipping his cap. Inside he wanted to cry for Natalie. Outside he was proud of his Lisette who concealed her face with both hands. Busson pulled her hands free to reveal her beauty.

Chapter 38

––––––––

Lucien stretched aching muscles and sat up in his car. His dreams told him he was close to his Delicate Rose but without her blood to calm his thoughts he could not think coherently enough. Confusion and insanity now reigned supreme in his fractured mind and he hated her for that. He snapped out of it for something was wrong. Danger signals alerted his senses. Someone was searching the barn. He sat rigid and used his inner eye to flush out the intruder. He heard a rustling sound. Lucien turned to stare into the startled face of a flic. Baise!

Lucien kicked the door open, knocking the Gendarme on his back. He removed his sword and attacked. The flic rolled away and sprang to his feet and to Lucien’s amazement the flic tackled him to the ground. They tussled and rolled about, each trying to gain the upper hand.

Lucien took a wicked knee to the groin. He doubled up and was kicked in the stomach. Gasping for air, he looked up at the revolver aimed at him. 

He smirked to see the flic’s throat become a second mouth by Jacques’ switchblade. He nodded thanks to Jacques, picked up his short sword and casually watched the massive Haitian clean his knife on the flic’s tunic. He put on his dark glasses and left the barn.

Lucien returned a moment later. “He was alone.”

Jacques swished the hay from the car and drove it out of its nest. He dragged the body against a wall and covered it with straw. He used dirt to camouflage the blood splashed here and there.

~~~~

Lucien’s chic sunglasses reflected the valley scenery hugging the narrow country lane towards Douvrey. Bright flashes of infuriating light reflected off the windscreen, almost completely obscuring the tunnel of trees enveloping the lane.

His gloved hand directed the black Mercedes Edwardian Tourer through the crossroads and on towards the hamlet of Douvrey straight ahead without slowing down to the possibility of traffic.  

Lucien was in a foul mood to say the least, indicative of his murderous scowl. He wore his black Fedora to match his black mood. His hate was evident in his clenched fists. Blood trickled where his fingernails dug deep. A cruel smile etched his face, now covered with chalky-white makeup to ward of the last rays of sunset. 

He unclenched his hands, sensing he was close to Delicate Rose. He could feel her presence filling his black soul with the darkness he craved so much, infecting him with its brooding power. He gave Jacques a look to stop dawdling. “Do I need to remind you of our cover story?”

Claudette sat up and moaned. “We’re not stupid, you know!”  

Something kicked Lucien’s vampire senses into another gear. He gasped, snatching a fragmented vision of his Delicate Rose covered in gore being chased by a monstrous black horse. He concentrated but the image of his destiny dissipated like blood in a river.

Lucien watched the village sign pass him by. He sat more upright in anticipation of being reunited with his mistress. The thought of becoming Eternal sent shivers down his spine. Another strong whiff of his destiny evaporated in his mind’s eye. He was very close now, so close he could sense her fear of him. His scattered thoughts insisted she was in the village, possibly being tended to by Doctor Colbert.

Jacques drove sedately across the village square. He slowed down, the car billowing acrid fumes from its sputtering exhaust, to reverse into a side street next to the café.

Lucien listened to the unintelligible chatter bouncing around the square and was instantly aggravated. He needed silence to feel his mistress’ fear. All went silent. That’s better. Lucien chuckled at his affect on the villagers. Everyone stopped gossiping, chess games faltered, cups of coffee clattered. 

Lucien could clearly feel the disgust coming from that interfering sack of shit, Father Papineau, who was caught in mid-sentence while playing chess. Disapproving gasps escaped when Jacques and Claudette stepped from the car into the final rays of sunlight. Both wore fashionable dark glasses but Claudette’s face was painted unnaturally white, contrasting with her short black hair, somewhat tousled. 

Jacques’ tall, robust frame towered over her. His dark skin gleamed in the feeble light and his rat-tail hair stood spiked with a few strands of straw stuck to it. 

The Vampire Sucklings waited for their master. 

Lucien was the last to exit the car. His expensive black boots, long legs covered in black leather and his black leather coat created a macabre effect. He stretched his aching muscles and stood next to his vampire kin with a grimace, curling his upper lip, painted black as were his lacquered nails. He surveyed the familiar surroundings with eyes shielded from the light. 

Lucien tipped his black hat to the old timers and the damned priest. He received cold stares for a reply and smiled with amusement. The place hadn’t changed at all. The few cottages, and fewer shops, were just as he had left them. Time had stagnated here in Douvrey.

Claudette walked up to Lucien and hooked her arm around his. She looked up to him with a brief smile. Her filthy fur coat flapped open revealing her barely-concealed body in the tight, slinky black dress now stained with blood and scuffs of mud. Her pale legs were streaked with reddish-black filth. She grimaced at the unsavory glares from the villagers and could not resist poking her tongue at the old men playing chess with the priest. 

“Filthy fucking peasants,” she whispered to Lucien. 

Lucien gave her a nudge. “Remember ... be respectful ... we don’t want to alarm them more than we already have.”

The old chess players quickly looked away to resume their games.

Father Papineau gave Lucien a long, curious glance, only to be met by a troublesome smirk. He shuddered and kissed the cross hanging around his neck.  

Lucien laughed out loud, thinking how easy it would be to defile this pathetic lot. He whirled around at a new source of entertainment to see two more familiar faces from his past.

Monique Rousseau and Annette Busson looked on with growing excitement from the doorway of the patisserie. They giggled, giving each other knowing glances, stepping into the square. The attractive teenagers deliberately showed off what they had to offer, walking past the three strangers towards the café.

Jacques ogled the sultry pair of beauties, each wearing a homemade version of a slinky black Chanel dress with a string of pearls around their inviting necks.  

Lucien smirked, picking up Jacques’ lascivious thoughts. He pictured in his mind’s eye Jacques pleasuring both girls simultaneously while sampling their sweet essence. Lucien was interrupted by Claudette’s lustful meanderings.

Lucien leapt inside Claudette’s filthy thoughts to feel her heart skipping a beat when she focused on the young male waiter handing glasses of red wine to the two girls. Perhaps this pathetic village does have something to offer besides old farts and stinking farmers, she mused. He also became intrigued by the young waiter’s long, thin body. He had the look and bearing of a dancer. How exquisitely delicious, Claudette thought, her heart skipping another beat. She wondered what he tasted like. An image of cherries steeped in sweet red wine filled Lucien’s inner sense along with her wetness between the legs.

Jacques wasted no time at all, sitting at a table next to the vibrant living vintages, begging to be uncorked at the throat. “Tasty beverages ... very tasty indeed,” Jacques said a little too loudly. His stray hand massaged his massive erection.

Lucien and Claudette joined Jacques and he clicked his fingers for attention. He idly scanned around the square for signs of Delicate Rose but the torrent of revulsion from the priest distracted him. 

The holy one could not take his eyes off the three strangers. He watched them closely, fumbling with his rosary, perpetually crossing himself and muttering for help from The Lord with eyes raised to the heavens.

Lucien soon became bored and was drawn like a moth to a flame to the adorable young waiter with wavy black hair approaching their table. Oh such sweet innocence and ripe for the taking.

The waiter jotted down their orders of Pernod and water for Claudette and beer for Lucien and Jacques. 

Jacques winked to Lucien and copped a feel of the waiter’s pert behind. “Mmm, perfect ... just how you like it, Claudette.”  

The young man jumped with surprise. He slapped the offending hand away and hurried off.  

Jacques laughed at his effete reaction. “But I don’t even know your name, sweetheart.”  

Claudette scanned the village square with a discerning eye. “Hmm, looks a little too rustic for our tastes. Are you sure she’s here, Luc ....?” She stopped when Lucien kicked her shin. “Ouch.”

“No names ... not with that one listening.” Lucien nodded at the priest and to the girls sitting within earshot. He could sense Claudette’s petty rage about to overflow. “I disagree ... this will do nicely for Soo-Soo’s next film.” He spoke loud enough for the girls to hear. 

They gasped with excitement at the mention of the famous French actress.

Claudette winked at Lucien. “Hey Jacques, what do you think of this angle with the church as a backdrop?” She squared her hands and aimed them at the church like a camera.

Jacques shrugged and said, “Perhaps ... Soo-Soo would look great up there in the steeple ... his hands at her throat ... the bell ringing ... what a Hugo climax.”  

Lucien was momentarily lost in thought, glancing around the ancient village square. His need for her was now a deep emptiness. All the blood this pathetic shithole had to offer could not satisfy his lust for blood. And there would be blood, of that he was certain.

Claudette eyed up Monique and Annette. “Perhaps these two would make passable extras ... although their taste in clothes would need a drastic change.”

“Wardrobe would take care of that, darling,” Jacques said, eyeing the girls through a square of hands. 

Lucien’s black heart pounded like a sledgehammer at the thought of his Delicate Rose begging for mercy. He grew a hard on with the image of her offering herself in reconciliation for their abrupt separation, before he drank every drop of her ancient essence to be Eternal. As for Jacques and Claudette – well, so what if they needed Eternal’s blood as badly as he did. They could suffer the consequences. Let their addiction burn their blood dry and fry their brains. Her blood was his alone, no more sharing.  

The waiter returned with their drinks on a silver platter. 

Claudette elegantly smoked her cigarette and eyed the delicious waiter up and down. “You’ll do quite nicely,” she thought out loud. “So young and fresh ... full of joie de vivre.”

She giggled and nudged Jacques, whispering loud enough for the waiter to hear. “I haven’t had a virgin in so long, Jacques. I’d like to fuck him hard before sucking him dry.” She laughed. “Perhaps this pathetic shithole has something to offer after all.”

The waiter obviously heard everything. His face turned beetroot red when she winked at him. He smiled sweetly back at her. The nervous young man hovered at their table, waiting for a tip whilst holding the empty tray in one hand. His eyes bulged when Claudette opened her coat to reveal her flimsy low-cut dress, her nipples reaching for freedom from the scant fabric.

“W-w-will there be anything else?” the sweet young vintage mumbled.

She took the waiter’s free hand and placed it on a breast then eyed him wantonly, taking a long slow drag on her cigarette.  

He quickly removed his hand and glanced at Jacques suppressing a fit of the giggles.  

Claudette smiled seductively at this gorgeous young thing. “Perhaps? What’s your name, sweetheart?”

“F-F-Francois,” he stammered nervously, looking down at her pert breasts. 

Claudette pulled her coat together and teased, “What a sweet name for such a sweet boy. You are sweet, aren’t you?”

Francois didn’t reply. He remained a statue, smiling at Claudette with rosy apple cheeks.

Jacques waved to Francois. “Off you go, sweet Francois ... you’ve had your tip.” He blew Francois a kiss. “We’ll call you when we want another round.”

Claudette gave Francois’ behind a sexy pinch before he left the table.  

Lucien glanced over his shoulder to see Father Papineau still watching them. “Just look at the holy one ... he can’t take his eyes off us.” He waved to the priest.

“He knows something evil has come to town.” Claudette laughed. 

Lucien watched Father Papineau whisper to the old men. They nodded and looked suspiciously his way. They left their chessboards to saunter away as casually as possible. The priest rushed across the square towards the church. Lucien suppressed a fit of the giggles. This was too perfect. All went deathly quiet. 

Lucien grimaced with annoyance at Doctor Colbert dashing from his pharmacy and making a beeline for the table occupied by the girls. What’s this? Do we have a knight in shining armor? Lucien watched with barely concealed excitement. He sensed Delicate Rose had not been here. Where could she be? Damn the blood fire!

Doctor Colbert shot Lucien a curious glance then grabbed Monique’s arm. “Come along, Monique.”

Monique resisted, “Leave me alone.”

Doctor Colbert whispered to her, “I don’t like the look of these strangers.” He tried to tug her from the table. “Do not trust them.”

Lucien removed his sunglasses and stabbed Doctor Colbert with a killer glare from his ice-cold blue eyes. “Excuse me Monsieur ... we are scouting locations for Soo-Soo’s next film.” He smiled. “I am the director ... this is our cameraman and may I introduce Soo-Soo’s understudy and next star of the silver screen.” He held out his hand.

Doctor Colbert frowned for a brief moment then shook Lucien’s hand. “Ah ... this is wonderful ... so you have chosen our little corner of the world to make Soo-Soo’s next picture?”

Lucien saw the excited looks on both girls. He smiled serenely. “That is our intention ... and if it’s alright with you, we would like to interview these fine young ladies for minor roles.” He was gratified to see Doctor Colbert exude pride. The trap had been set.

Chapter 39

––––––––

While the sun relinquished its hold and sank below the horizon, Edouard gazed upon her sublime beauty, blood dripping from her mouth. 

Eternal savaged the meat like a wild woman, her hair constantly getting in her mouth. She didn’t seem to mind the blood darkening her glorious tresses. Dropping the bloodless meat she offered her fingers to Edouard.

Edouard had no choice but to lick them clean. He shuddered with delight at Eternal’s power. He grasped her hand, her music filling him with such dark desires. With a shudder of almost sexual completion, he gripped her hand tighter. His heart hammered painfully at the moment he released his seed. 

His passion spent, he began to focus on the task at hand – her treatment. “I am going to put you under hypnosis.” A look of terror and unease flitted across her face. “Please tell me what frightens you.” He received an overwhelming feeling of vulnerability. 

She almost snarled her reply. “We have no time for silly games, Edouard.”

He knew what she meant and accepted it as the truth. She instilled in him the need to be fully aware of the Eternal Hour, of the trials to come. “I will not let any harm come to you, do you understand?” He smiled. “It will be for only the briefest of moments.”

She shook her head no. “He is so close now ... he is in the village.”

Edouard understood her truth. “He can do nothing to you in here ... do you believe I am your true love?”

“Why do you need to ask, Edouard?”

“Do this for me, so that I may understand your past with Him. You do want that, yes?”

Though hesitant, she nodded for him to continue with the treatment.

“I will call you Rose and not your true name.” Edouard asked her in his gentle lyrical voice, “Keep your eyes on my hand and imagine you are floating on a warm sea.” He waved his hand gently up and down in front of her face like the rise and fall of waves.  Rise and fall. Rise and fall. 

“Upon a gentle rolling sea

You find yourself floating,

As you rock back and forth

Between the sighing waves,

Your dreams take you

To a time before when all,

Was at peace and tranquil

All your troubles and strife,

You no longer crave as

You close your eyes and,

Wake up new and alive

Born again beside the sea.”

Edouard lifted her arm and let it go. The arm dropped to her side without disturbing her sleep. He turned to the door when he heard the peephole scrape.  He had to be careful or Henri would find him out. To that end he decided to get her to reveal his name. 

He spoke ever so gently. “Can you hear me, Rose?”

She slowly nodded yes.  

“What is the name of the one you fear?”

“You know his name, Edouard.” She seemed to be struggling with her fear.

He swallowed nervously. His stomach squirmed at her struggle to keep his name a secret.

Henri quietly entered the room and walked up to Edouard. He looked at the blanket covering the window and whispered in Edouard’s ear. “This is not normal, Edouard ... she is holding back.” Henri went to remove the blanket. 

Edouard stopped him with an arm to the shoulder. “I know what I am doing, Henri.” 

Henri stood by the wall, listening with arms folded. He nodded for Edouard to continue with the treatment. His stern glance told Edouard he was treading a thin line.

Still in a deep trance, Eternal acknowledged Doctor Vernier’s presence. “Hello, Doctor Vernier.”  

Henri looked puzzled at Edouard, whispering, “How could she know I’m here?”

Edouard shrugged to Henri then turned to Eternal. “I need you to trust me, Rose.”

“Rose only existed in the memories of others. E ... we ... I trust you with my life now, Edouard.”

“We shall be eternal.” Edouard could not help himself for that phrase escaped involuntarily. He glanced at Henri who gave him a peculiar, puzzled look. With a shrug he proceeded into the embrace that was Eternal. “I am here to protect you but I must know who you are afraid of?”

Eternal shook her head in fear and shuddered. “Lucien and ... and The Count.”

Edouard saw the strange look of recognition on Henri’s face and frowned.

Henri nodded for Edouard to continue.

“Is Lucien your husband?” He had to ask something even if it was so banal.

“No ... he’s nothing to me ... he’s ....” Eternal abruptly stopped.

“Is he your lover?” 

She hesitated to answer this question. She seemed to struggle internally. “Lucien hates me ... he hates us all.”

Edouard was horrified by this answer and its implications. He continued, “Do you love Lucien?”

She shook her head no. “You know I only love you, Edouard.”

Edouard noticed out of the corner of his eye the look Henri was giving him. He was in real trouble now. He boldly proceeded. “And this Count ... who is he?”

She squirmed in fear, forcing a reply. “Lucien and The Count are as one. Lucien is the last surviving member of the Duponts.”

Henri gasped and went pale with shock.

Edouard turned from Henri back to Eternal.

“He allowed The Count entry. He was a suitable host for evil to dwell. The demon came from the book ... his book of blood and now he is here with his evil followers to hunt my blood and take it for eternity.”

Edouard was troubled by this remark. He glanced at Henri and saw confusion etched upon his face.

“What to do you mean by a host?” Edouard asked.

“A vile demon from the dark place resided within the pages of the blood book and it chose Lucien as its next host. He was ripe for the taking.”  

Henri shook his head with dismay and whispered to Edouard, “What nonsense ... ask her about the murders?”

Edouard nodded his head. “Can you tell me what happened at the chateau?”

She shook her head ferociously. “No I can’t ... I wasn’t there ... Rose was.”

“Will you let Rose answer?”

Eternal quivered like a leaf on a wind-blown tree. 

Rose cried frantic tears with warm, brown eyes and hair of chestnut brown. She looked to Edouard as a lost child to a stranger. “He slaughtered them like animals.” She became more desperate. “His need to kill is unending.” 

Edouard probed further, “Was Lucien looking for E ... for you, Rose?” He almost let slip her real name.

“Yes ... no ... I cannot say ... no ... it isn’t time.”

Edouard probed further, “You must tell me, Rose, you’re life depends on it.”

Henri groaned. “Must you use such a dangerous tactic?” He glared at Edouard.

Edouard was oblivious to his presence as the sweet darkness enveloped him. She had returned. He was back with the woman he loved. Her instant surge of power possessed him. “You are Eter ....” He stopped short of giving her name.

Eternal replied, “Yes, I am for you, Edouard. We shall be eternal.”

Henri gasped, pointing. “Her eyes and hair ... they have changed color.” He gave Edouard a curious look. “This is not possible.” For the first time Henri looked lost. He staggered back from her as if she was dangerous.

Edouard stepped over the edge and plunged headlong into the abyss. “I am taking you back in time. Back to the day you were born. Do you remember your birth?”

She smiled and said, “It was the sacred day of all days.”

Edouard’s skin tingled all over. He was intrigued, “Go on.”

She smiled with eyes closed. “I was brought into this world from the dark place at the sixth hour on the sixth day of the sixth month of the sixth year.”

Henri coughed. He fell backwards against the wall and slumped to the floor.

Edouard turned and tried to help Henri.

Henri waved him away. He got shakily to his feet and breathed deeply. His face was bathed in sweat. “No ... it just cannot be ... Lucien’s mother told me of her fears for Lucien and Rose.” He gave Edouard a look of outright defeat. “She insisted this servant girl, Rose, was possessed by a demon.” He coughed in anguish. “During one of our after-dinner discussions, just a few days after the murder of Lucien’s parents, Father Papineau confided in me his fears when Lucien’s mother brought Rose to his church for confirmation of her doubts. He told me of an exorcism performed in Busson’s barn but had lost track of the baby’s whereabouts but she had been named Rose. To believe in such religious nonsense as possession ... well that’s the realm of the church.” He gave Edouard an apologetic shrug. “Continue, Edouard ... you’re making good progress.”

Edouard turned back to Eternal. “Rose, I am taking you back further in time to the dark place. Tell me, what is the dark place?”

Eternal grimaced with fear and trembled. “It is the cold oblivion where I and others like me are condemned to infernal torment to fight the demons that dwell there and prevent them from escaping. It is described in your religious offerings as hell ... but it is not hot ... so cold and unforgiving. She sent me there ... I had mused her for so long that she became deranged on my poison and sent the crowd into delirium. I had no time to make good my escape with you, my true love. Robespierre’s secret police captured us. Robespierre used my blood. It drove him mad and we were sent to the guillotine for our troubles. Oblivion followed.”

“Robespierre? Dear God ... who was she ... who was the woman you had mused?” Edouard knew before she revealed the name.

“Marie Antoinette, of course.”

Henri coughed, shaking his head in disagreement.

Edouard looked irritated at Henri. “You spoke of musing Shakespeare ... have there been many others?” He was transfixed by his own curiosity. 

“There have been so many.” She seemed to be remembering a particular musing. “Ah ... the great alchemist! He floundered in obscurity until he tasted my sweet muse. Leo was so single-minded in his desire to take all my knowledge.” She sighed with fond memories. “But even the maestro succumbed to my poison. Such is the way of the muse.”

Henri stared aghast at Edouard. “I do believe she is talking of Leonardo da Vinci?”

“Were you Lucien’s muse?” Edouard asked, not sure whether he wanted to know the answer.  

Eternal growled her displeasure. “Never! He found me by pure chance. Some might say it was destiny. I’m sure he would. Once The Count discovered who I was and what I would become he imprisoned me in the Great North Tower.”

“Why would he do that?” Edouard saw her reluctance to answer. “I am taking you forward to the time you spent in the Great North Tower.”

Edouard saw Henri shaking his head no and giving him a warning look but the damage had been done. He turned and stared in utter horror to see Eternal’s skin grow sallow with age and her scratches returning, oozing blood. Her hair lost its sheen. She gasped as if being choked. She repeatedly flinched in agony. He could hear the crack of a whip.

Henri shoved Edouard’s shoulder. “For God’s sake man, bring her out of it, now.”

Edouard nodded his head. “When you hear me clap three times you will wake up feeling refreshed. You will remember what you have just spoken.” He clapped.

Eternal awoke and looked into those soothing green eyes. She became immediately frightened, looking about the darkened room of damp stone.  

She reached out with desperate hands. “Please, don’t let him take my blood,” she begged. “He is close ... so very close.” She slapped a hand to her mouth. “He’s in the village right now searching for me.”

“How can you possibly know that?” Henri asked rather sternly.

Edouard left his chair and reached out to her but faltered when Henri gave a warning cough. He couldn’t take his eyes off her terrible transformation. She looked so old and haggard. What had he done? He looked desperately from Henri to Eternal.

“I know many things Doctor Vernier ... I know how much you suffered during the Great War of the demons ... how you sacrificed sleep to help those possessed by a new sickness you assumed I have ... but you were helpless then as you are now.” She whimpered and shuddered. “I can feel his hate.”

Henri looked genuinely shocked at her revelation. He went as pale as chalk paste.

“I won’t let him take you, Eternal.” Edouard became tearful at his terrible mistake. “I promise you,” he implored, hoping that might placate her for uttering her true name.

“No,” she screamed with hands to her face. “What’s the point now ... you have revealed my true name to a stranger ... he will know where to find me.” Eternal cried forlornly. “He is using his mind to search for me right now.” Eternal concentrated. “Rose ... Rose ... Rose!” She cried in defeat. “It’s no use, Eternal won’t let her back in. She is gone!”

Henri grabbed Edouard’s arm and gently pulled him away from her. He whispered to Edouard, who nodded his head dejectedly. 

“You must rest now,” Doctor Vernier said in a softened voice. “Doctor Clavet will see you later this evening.”

Eternal listened at the window, “But you don’t understand. He always finds me. It’s his destiny to rule as once before ... to inflict his reign of death and destruction.”

Henri shook his head with dismay. “How can he possibly know where you are, Rose? No one outside the institute knows you’re here ... except Busson.” 

Eternal stared in terror at Henri then to Edouard’s look of desperation. “My true name has been spoken. That is all he needs to find me.”

Henri nodded to Edouard to leave. The two doctors walked to the door, Edouard rather reluctantly. 

Henri frowned and turned to Eternal. “Do you believe you are a vampire?”

“Yes ... yes ... yes!” Eternal looked at Edouard with utter desperation. “You know what you must do, my sweet Lancelot?”

Edouard jolted stiff. Before him appeared the round table. Twelve bold and true knights raised their swords and paid their respect to King Arthur. Arthur spoke their destiny, “Go forth and return with Eternal ... my Grail!” The knights’ swords kissed as one. 

Lancelot saw the desperation in Arthur’s eyes, as if all was lost. 

Edouard gave a furtive glance to Henri then smiled reassuringly to Eternal. “I promise with my heart, flesh, blood, bone and sinew, I will not let this Lucien harm you.” The Lancelot in him was not so sure.

Edouard’s mind swam in the dark waters of Eternal’s power. He was cloaked in the darkness that descended upon her thoughts. Her instincts told him the time was so close, for her earthly soul was rapidly relinquishing its hold like a fading light at the end of a long tunnel, allowing Eternal’s inner self to flourish unabated.

Edouard shivered when her grip tightened upon his conscious mind. He looked sadly at her while Henri knocked on the door. He heard the sound of the bolt snapping open. His heart nearly broke apart. A moment later, Nurse Marteau opened the door.  

Edouard flinched at Eternal’s perception of the nurse’s demonic appearance filling his mind. “I’d prefer it if Nurse Collette tended to Eternal.”

Henri frowned at Edouard. “Is there a valid reason for this request, Doctor Clavet?”

Edouard twitched nervously at the formal request. “Well, I have seen the way Eternal reacts in her presence and feel she would be better off with another nurse. She has evidenced a preference for Nurse Collette, and in her current state, I think it wise to allow this small boon.”

Henri was adamant. “The patient’s name is Rose ... and I have never had cause to replace Nurse Marteau and see no reason to now.”

Nurse Marteau glared with open hostility at Edouard. 

Edouard faltered. He turned to see Eternal rocking back and forth on the bed.

Eternal whispered hoarsely, “Blood is life ... blood is death ... I shall be eternal until my final breath.”

Chapter 40

––––––––

Edouard’s knees almost buckled when Eternal’s exquisite influence released its addictive hold. A furious bout of uncontrollable shudders shook him making it difficult to climb the stairs to the private quarters. He moaned with regret. 

A wave of dizziness overcame him. How could he ever exist without her dark music? She was his life now.

“You look troubled my young colleague?” Henri probed, reaching out to steady Edouard. He gave his subordinate a prolonged worried look.

Edouard knew he was treading on thin ice. “I truly believe she is in danger from this Lucien or Count,” Edouard replied with a confident manner. But he didn’t feel confident, in fact, he was terrified at the thought of confronting that monster.

Henri continued up the stairs. “Possibly ... but this could all be in her mind ... all smoke and mirrors. She is quite delusional, possibly brought on by a schizophrenic break ... and do be aware that patients under hypnosis are prone to hyper suggestibility.” Henri turned and placed a friendly hand on Edouard’s shoulder, but his eyes betrayed his true feelings. 

Edouard became unduly ruffled, knowing he was on shaky ground and had to be careful. “There is no need to remind me of the basics of hypnotherapy, Henri. As her doctor, I am positive of success. I am still her doctor?” Edouard hoped with all his heart that would still be the case.

Henri nodded yes. “For now I can see there is no other choice. But I fear Rose has captured your imagination, Edouard ... and perhaps your heart? You are quite infatuated with the young woman, are you not?”

Edouard shook his head with an emphatic no. “No ... I ... I ....”

Henri put up a hand to silence Edouard while hovering outside his quarters. “No need to fret, dear fellow ... it happens to us all. I suggest you devote some extra time to the other patients. They need you just as much as she does.”

Edouard wanted to scream with joy. “And what of her skin and her eyes ... how is such a transformation possible?”

Henri shrugged. “I must admit I have never witnessed such a clear example of a patient’s mental state creating a change in the flesh. Fascinating indeed.” Henri opened the door to his private quarters. “It would make a notable entry to my paper.” Henri entered and turned. “You look as though you could do with a shot of cognac, my dear friend.”

Edouard had already walked across the hallway to his own door. He knew that nothing must stop him from saving Eternal from Lucien. And that meant keeping a clear head. “I’d rather not, Henri.” 

Henri coughed and demanded, “But I insist. We have so much to discuss.”

~~~~

Eternal lay curled up like a tight ball of string when the festering demon witch stormed into her room. The demon uttered a scream of hatred, as ancient as life itself, stunning Eternal into a mind-numbing shock of rigid terror.

The creature rushed up to her and slapped her hard across her ravaged mask of a face. The witch glared at her. “Look at you now ... you are old and haggard, just like me.” It cackled with cruel laughter.

Eternal looked at the wrinkled skin on her hands and felt her face with trembling fingers. She began to whimper.

The stinking demon witch spat in Eternal’s terrified face. “Doctor Clavet won’t help you now, sweet Rose ... he finds you as repulsive as I do ... but if you’re lucky, Bonbon will look after you in his special little way. I will make sure he calls on you tonight.” It tore the blanket from the window.

Eternal wiped the thick yellow gobbet from her face and flinched from a ray of sunlight. 

The vile witch gripped Eternal around the throat and forced her face against the bars. “It’s not natural to be afraid of the light ... but fear not, that will soon be over.”

Eternal squirmed at the diminishing light of dusk branding her eyes. She bit the witch’s arm that released her neck. Blood trickled into her mouth. The taste was bitter and sour, like red wine vinegar, but it had an immediate effect on Eternal’s ravaged skin. She shielded her eyes and turned away from the dull glow with blood dripping from her lips.

The witch held its arm and glared with eyes wide open at the blood oozing through bony fingers. It smiled at Eternal before pouncing on her and hammered with flailing fists.

Eternal kicked the demon off the bed with a look of defiance but her strength was not up to the task of defending herself. 

The witch slapped her hard across the face. “You will pay dearly for that.” It dragged Eternal off the bed by her feet with a heavy clunk of bone striking floor and removed the remaining bed clothes, taking them with her. The door was slammed shut, resounding like ten cannons that shook the room. The bolt was drawn across the door.

Eternal screamed at the crescendo tearing her mind apart. She could clearly sense the witch’s evil intentions. Images of screaming demons hiding inside the patients while the witch tortured them ripped across Eternal’s inner eye. 

With considerable effort she shut out the hate and looked mournfully at her reflection in the window. She smiled with an ancient hunger that drove her to tears of remorse. The blossoming caused by the witch’s blood soon dissipated causing her reflection to wither to its haggard mask of grief.

~~~~

Edouard flinched with Eternal’s trauma, sitting on the sofa keeping a wary eye on Henri. Oh how much he needed to rescue her. He nervously pretended to sip his brandy, actually touching it to his lips, wondering when the axe would fall.

Henri gave his subordinate a concentrated look of scrutiny. “Lucien Dupont ... I never thought I’d hear that name again.”

Edouard hid his expressions behind the large brandy glass and said nothing. 

Henri took a hefty gulp of brandy. “I had the opportunity to treat Lucien Dupont at the request of his mother but at the time I assumed the young lad simply displayed normal sexual attraction to this servant girl named Rose ... but his highly religious mother thought her son was the spawn of the Devil and she possessed by a demon.”

“She might be correct in Lucien’s case,” Edouard said with little satisfaction.

“Yes ... well, the lad also had vampiric tendencies, in so much as he liked the taste of blood and loved the book Dracula, calling it his bible of blood.”

“That’s too close to the bone to ignore, Henri.” Edouard had no doubt that Lucien was the one who terrified Eternal, the very same man he met three times the night before. “The Count must be his alter-ego derived from the book.”

“I agree. First we have to contact the police ... loathsome as they may be ... they’re better equipped to deal with this.” Henri looked full of guilt to Edouard.

Edouard almost spilled his brandy in panic. “Please, Henri, wait until the morning. Perhaps by then we will have more to go on.” He was thinking of Eternal’s birthright for tomorrow was the sixth of June.

Henri grimaced and nodded in agreement. He stared at Edouard with intense eyes. The Directeur grunted with a perplexed look and frowned. He walked over to a vast bookshelf. His finger ran along the lines of books and stopped. He removed a thin Almanac and flipped through the pages. Pausing on a page, an exaggerated gasp escaped him. The book was handed to Edouard.

Edouard placed his glass on the arm of the sofa and stared in amazement at the dates of the full moon – June 6th 1906 and June 6th 1925. “The Eternal Moon, Henri.”

Henri shook his head in dismay. “Mere coincidence.”

“But to be born at that time on that day and from midnight tonight the full moon will rise again on the same day of the same month.” Edouard’s hand started to shake with the realization that his destiny truly was at hand. He would either live or die tomorrow.

Edouard asked the big one. “What do you think of reincarnation, Henri ... perhaps as an explanation to split personality disorder?”

Henri took the Almanac from Edouard and replaced it into its slot. He smiled sadly and said, “I wondered when you’d ask that question, Edouard.” Henri contemplated this for a long moment. “Do you believe the patient’s version of events ... that she actually witnessed those historical moments?”

“I see no reason for her to lie.” Edouard knew it was coming and braced himself.  

“Your infatuation is clouding your judgment, dear fellow.” Henri grimaced, his face revealing the need for stern measures. “She is purposely deceiving you to save herself.”

Edouard was appalled. “What of her knowledge of your war exploits, Henri ... surely that can’t be easily dismissed?”

“We have witnessed her acute sense of hearing before ... she must have overheard the nurses in the corridor.” Henri looked triumphant. “I will have a stern chat with them later.”

Edouard cleared his throat and decided to tell the truth. “You see, Henri, it’s like this ... I know her true name is Eternal. I have been dreaming about her for some considerable time ... even back in Paris.” He saw the condemnation on Henri but continued. “They’re more than just dreams ... she speaks to me and shows me my future as her true love. I have no doubt my destiny is to protect her.”

“Very well ... I am most grateful for your honesty, Edouard, but this puts me in an impossible situation.” Henri gave him a hard look. “I think it is for the best you concentrate your efforts on other patients from now on. I will tend to Rose first thing tomorrow.”

Edouard looked away from Henri to hide his grief and tears. Now more than ever he felt so alone, helpless, impotent against that which awaited him outside this sanctuary.

Chapter 41

––––––––

Lucien sat down on the soft springy bed covered with a thick floral coverlet. He looked around the room with disinterest at a heavy oak armoire, two bedside tables and a washbasin. Resting upon one of the bedside tables was a copy of the bible. 

“Get rid of it,” The Count screamed inside Lucien’s head. 

Lucien picked it up and threw it out the open window. He chuckled and looked down to see the book had scattered the contents of Monique and Annette’s table. He placed the pot of makeup where the bible had rested.

Claudette stood in the open doorway, giggling at Lucien’s manic display. She entered, removed her fur coat, revealing ample quantities of flesh and dived onto the bed. She rolled about with sexual abandon, fondling between her legs. “I’m so bored. I could do with a good fuck, Lucien.”

“Aw, is my sweet, little vampette bored?” Lucien teased, feeling her distress.

She removed two fingers from her inner sanctum. “Suck please?” Obviously getting nowhere with Lucien, she licked her fingers. She stretched out across the bed with an irritated sigh. The blood fire trembled through her body with the diminishing power of Eternal’s blood. “What do you think? Isn’t it time yet ... I’m thirsty?”

“We should wait a little longer. When it’s dark you can have all the fun you like.”

Claudette sighed irritably. “Can’t we have some fun now, Lucien?”

Lucien ignored the childish vampette, removed his coat and inspected the filthy thing with a look of disgust and love. With a moan he walked to the sink and washed his coat as best he could. After shaking off most of the water he hung it on the outside of the wardrobe. 

Groans of pleasure came from Claudette, fondling herself again.

He scrubbed away the white makeup, returned to the bed and stretched out on it. Closing his eyes, he wished he didn’t have to listen to her petty problems. The blood fire raged through his veins and arteries like molten lava. If he didn’t replenish his system with Eternal’s pure essence soon then he’d surely perish. He clenched his fists to stop the tremors surging through his dying body.

Claudette stopped manipulating herself, hitched her dress revealing her labia and tried to straddle across Lucien’s face. “Do me.” 

Lucien knocked her off the bed with a vicious swipe of his arm. “Fuck off ... I’m not in the mood.”

Claudette screeched to the floor. She got to her feet and skulked over to the washbasin where she stripped off her dress and gave herself a whore’s bath. She rubbed soap between her legs, upon her breasts and under her arms then wiped herself dry with a towel. 

She inspected her ruined dress with an irritable sigh. “What the fuck am I going to do with this, Lucien? I don’t think this dump has any Haute Couture, do you?” She glanced at Lucien. “I know you’re awake.” She became quite agitated at Lucien’s smirk and closed eyes.

She used the flannel to clean as much blood, mud and cow dung from her dress as she could and slipped into it with a sexy wriggle. Smoothing the wrinkles down, she lingered over her breasts and groin. She snatched her disgusting fur coat from the bed and put it back on, giving Lucien a hateful glance.

Lucien smiled and blew her a kiss with his eyes shut. “Enjoy.”

Claudette tidied up her short raven black hair, put on fresh black lipstick then left the room in the mood for some fun.

Lucien allowed his diminished senses to follow Claudette and Jacques. Now that they believed they were invincible vampires Lucien had to look after them like wayward children. Their poisoned blood had made them careless.

Claudette entered the café’s interior while the full moon gained power over the night. She immediately homed in on Francois hiding timidly behind the bar. He was serving drinks to Jacques, who walked back to a table where Monique and Annette eagerly awaited him.  

Francois nodded to Claudette and cleared his throat before asking, “W-what would you like to drink, mademoiselle?”

“You ... gorgeous.” She tossed her coat across an empty table and ran her fingers through her hair before fondling her breasts. She licked her lips and bared her teeth.  

Francois actually backed away when Claudette slipped behind the bar.

The sexy vampette grabbed his neck and tugged him to her open lips. She kissed him hard and rough, her tongue wrapping around his. Her stray hand massaged his bulging erection. Dropping to her knees, she tore open Francois’ buttoned fly to release his engorged cock. Her swirling tongue licked his shaft like a stick of licorice, slow and easy. Her pouting lips engulfed him. She took him all the way to the root, sensing his urgent need to spray his seed.

Francois busied himself cleaning glasses with a look of exquisite ecstasy on his face. He whimpered.

Claudette stood up and kissed Francois forcing him to taste his semen. She was pleased he didn’t rear back, reached out and upended a bottle of Pernod to wash away the taste. She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand before kissing Francois once more.  

Jacques sat sipping his beer carefully while Monique and Annette became ever more inebriated. He massaged his aching loins much to his prey’s delight.

Monique eyed up the muscular Haitian. “How many films have you made?” She winked to Annette. “How long have you known Soo-Soo ... she is so beautiful and refined?”

Jacques smiled amorously. “Soo-Soo and I have been acquaintances for some time.” He smirked in a knowing way and raised his eyebrows “If you know what I mean.” He laughed at their shocked faces. “You haven’t seen anything like me before ... of that I have no doubt ... with a hand on my heart.” He placed a hand on his chest and laughed.

Monique took a mouthful of wine and swayed slightly. Obviously she’d had far too much and so had Annette. They giggled and whispered into each other’s ears.  

Monique chuckled and asked, “Annette wants to know why you dress like that? Is it the latest craze in Paris?”

“Not really ... these are what wardrobe designed for Soo-Soo’s latest film and if you both play your cards right I’m sure she’ll want you on board.” Jacques winked at Annette. “I can tell you have the look ... my camera will love you.” He was amused by the girls’ coy reaction and explained further, “Not anyone can be an actor, you know ... the camera must love you ... like Garbo. And our boss, the director, has an eye for such things.”

Monique gasped and said, “A real live director. This can’t be happening. What’s his name? Is she his girlfriend?” She pointed to Claudette playing with Francois and didn’t seem in the least shocked.

Claudette lay across the bar with her legs over Francois’ shoulders. His head was buried deep between her thighs. She groaned loud and bit her lip.

Jacques laughed. “Definitely not ... she’s just his plaything. He has many uses for his playthings.” He glanced back to Monique in a knowing way. “You want to come for a ride in our car?”

Monique gave Annette an excited look. “Where to?”

“Oh here and there ... we’re scouting for another location to film ... and we like to party.” Jacques saw the dubious look on the girls’ faces. “Don’t fret my little play pretties, I can tell you like to have fun.”

Monique and Annette giggled.

Jacques got up and helped himself to a bottle of wine behind the bar. He watched Francois’ tongue delve into Claudette’s quivering love petals. He could sense her orgasm building to a crescendo and patted Francois on the back of the head. “Good man, Francois.” Jacques shook his head in wonder at her insatiable appetite. “Watch it though ... she just might swallow you up and spit you out.” He laughed out loud, walking back to the girls. “Now where were we?” He eyed each girl trying to sense which one will go first. Monique was the winner. 

Jacques uncorked the wine and filled their glasses with a rakish smile at Monique. He could feel her heightened arousal. He slipped a hand under the table and tickled his fingers up her leg like a spider. A broad grin split his face when his fingers found her moist underwear. His eyes never left Monique’s when he gently penetrated her.

Monique closed her eyes and shuddered with a tumultuous orgasm. She opened them to see no sign of Jacques. She looked about frantically then gasped, arching her back when Jacques’ tongue delved into her open fleshy folds.

Chapter 42

––––––––

Lucien was shocked to see the welcoming light from the Eternal Moon bathing him with its divine radiance. He had dreamed of taking Eternal for his own, drinking her dry and returning to his rightful place as regent of the underworld. 

She was close by and in great distress. Tendrils of her fear coiled inside his demented mind forcing out a cruel chuckle. A scowl soon shadowed his face, sensing her power gaining with every second and that power beckoned him with its ancient allure to be eternal. He wanted to scream at the sweet agony pulsing from his cruel heart. His hands trembled with the worsening blood fire. 

Lucien glanced at his watch – fuck, it was almost two in the morning. He sprang upright on the bed and looked around for Claudette. In his immediate state of panic he couldn’t sense his companions, his heart hammering painfully against his lungs. Is this the end? Will he collapse exhausted never to wake up? 

“Don’t be so pathetic,” The Count scoffed.

He jumped to his feet and went over to the washbasin, rinsing his face to freshen up. His heart slowed down empowering his inner sense. Eternal screamed in his mind. He whirled around looking for her in the dark room and half expected her to drift from the shadows and come to him as it was meant to be. Blinking in shock, he came to his senses. He snatched his coat and rushed from the room.

Lucien entered the café to see his friends had already chosen their meals for the night. He smiled at Jacques’ monstrous cock being pleasured by Monique’s pert mouth and Claudette fully engaged with Francois. He clicked his fingers. 

“Enough. It’s time for some real fun.” Lucien grinned with wicked delight.

Jacques groaned out loud when Lucien pulled Monique’s head by her hair.

“I wasn’t finished, man.” Jacques turned to Annette. “You want some?”

Annette looked away with disgust written on her face.

Jacques blew out his cheeks and tucked his cock away. 

Monique squealed in pain and scowled at Lucien. “What you do that for?”

Lucien sat down at their table and snatched up the familiar bottle of wine and drank the entire contents of Chateau Dupont straight from the neck.  

Memories flooded his mind – picking ripe grapes – bullying children and elders alike to carry baskets laden with fruit – his sweet Rose in a floppy hat pruning a vine. 

Lucien looked at the bottle marked 1919 and grimaced at the fading memories. The wine warmed his stomach. He sensed his Delicate Rose was so close he could reach out and touch her. He had an image of her cloaked in darkness and the sound of horse’s hooves. But where the fuck was she? Perhaps these sweet offerings knew? That’s it! One of them knew where his mistress was. Let’s play a game. Once their blood filled his mind with their memories he will know.

Lucien nodded to Jacques.  

Jacques held out both hands for Monique and Annette. Annette resisted but Jacques gripped her arm tightly, taking both girls out of the café into the cool night air.  

Lucien turned to the sound of Claudette in the throes of an orgasm. She was face down on the table with Francois pounding her hard and fast from behind.

“Not yet ... a few more seconds and I’ll beeeeeeeee!” Claudette screamed out her orgasm. “Done.” She slid off Francois’ erect penis and tidied herself as best she could. She snatched up her fur coat and stretched over the bar for several bottles of Pernod and cognac. 

Lucien had an eyeful of her glistening folds still open wide from penetration. “Move it, Claudette.”

Lucien and his two vampires walked all three vintages to the side street. They went unnoticed at this late hour. Not a single soul had dared venture forth. The village square was deathly quiet and not a light glowed from any window. Lucien sensed nothing untoward except snippets of concern from the priest in the church. His cover had worked. They crammed into the Mercedes waiting in the side street alongside the café.

Jacques drove off across the square and out of Douvrey into the gloomy countryside. He peered in the rear view mirror at the lascivious antics of Lucien’s drunken guests. “Where to Lu ... uh boss?”

Lucien used all his powers to detect his Delicate Rose. She was getting stronger the further from the village they went. “Just keep driving until I say stop.”

Claudette kissed Monique with unabated passion while she poured cognac down her face, spilling most of it onto the leather seat each time Jacques hit another rut in the country lane.

Francois sloshed Pernod on Annette’s pert breasts and licked up the sticky alcohol.  

Annette was revolted and frightened. She pushed Francois aside to ask, “Where are you taking us?” 

“Does it matter ... so long as it’s fun?” Francois said with a drunken chuckle.

Lucien froze when Eternal’s power hit him full on. “Pull up over there, Jacques.” Lucien pointed to a suitable opening in the hedges where a five-bar gate hung askew.

Jacques used the Mercedes to gently nudge the gate aside and drove into the field, out of sight from any inquisitive locals. He put on the handbrake and switched off the engine and headlights. Deathly silence cloaked the car.

Annette spoke with an edge of fear in her voice. “Why have you stopped here?” She frowned. “This isn’t much of a location?”

Monique scowled at her best friend and gave her a shove to get with it. “Don’t you go and spoil my fun like you always do.”

Lucien turned to stare right into Annette’s soul with a lascivious grin. “What are you thinking, I wonder?” He laughed. “You look so frightened.” 

Annette grew all the more uneasy by the second, glancing sideways for a means of escape. Her heart skipped a beat, now suspecting these strangers could be the very ones who had committed the atrocities at the chateau. Then it hit her hard. “Lucien Dupont! The Moreau massacre!”

Lucien’s smile changed to a dangerous grimace. “Oh dear, she knows who we are.” He laughed like a jackal.

Annette trembled like a trapped bird in the jaws of a cat. She put her hand to her mouth. “I think I’m going to be sick.”

Lucien screamed, “Not in the fucking car.”  

Claudette groaned and opened the passenger door. She slid out, dragging Francois with her. 

Annette seized the moment and dashed for freedom. She raced like a spooked deer across the field, clambered up a five-bar gate and ran into the night. 

“Fucking bitch,” Jacques called out. He kept an eye on Annette until she vanished in the darkness. Jacques rushed back to the car.

Claudette and Francois slumped back onto the rear seat and cuddled up to a nervous Monique. 

Monique looked around for her friend. “Where’s Annette ... what have you done to her?”

Francois plied her with Pernod, straight from the bottle. “Who cares?”

Monique shoved the bottle away, looking extremely frightened. Her eyes darted from Francois to the open door.

Lucien turned and gave a wicked glare to Claudette for letting the girl go. “Do that again and I’ll ....”

Claudette smirked defiantly. “And you’ll what, Lucien?” 

Monique started to whimper with absolute terror at Jacques’ bared fangs. She crossed herself and closed her eyes.

Francois saw Jacques and started to laugh hysterically.

Claudette kissed him to shut him up.

Lucien shouted, “Drive you fucking idiot. She’s a witness!”

Chapter 43

––––––––

Night passed by The Douvrey Institute almost unnoticed. Edouard casually strolled along the corridor. He stopped to see the full moon – the Eternal Moon. His heart quickened, knowing his destiny grew closer with each beat. The asylum seemed more sinister bathed by the lustrous glow of the full moon casting its shroud of celestial light across one of the towers, piercing the black mantle above with copper lightning rods. The oxide from the copper stained the conical roof with tears of green.

And against Henri’s express wishes to spend his time with the other patients, Edouard ordered Nurse Marteau to allow entry to Eternal’s room. He immediately noticed a complete lack of bedding and no blanket across the window. He frowned and looked at Nurse Marteau.  

The ever-dependable nurse smiled serenely, locking the door with a barely-audible slide of the bolt.  

Edouard watched Eternal staring out of the window at the garden now bathed in silvery light from the full moon. He cleared his throat to attract her attention.

Edouard stared aghast at her sallow skin, once more heavily scratched. It had aged her so drastically. He saw the hurt look flash across her face when she touched her cheeks with her trembling hand. He felt a twinge of guilt for putting her under hypnosis. 

Eternal looked away and wept. “I told you not to use your parlor tricks ... now look at me. I am so ugly. You will not want me now.” She hid her face with both hands and cried.

“Please forgive me, Eternal ... but I had no idea the regression would have such an effect.” He touched her hair and shuddered with her power. “I will love you for eternity.” He leaned forward, grabbed her cold hands and smiled into her haggard face. The surge shocked him rigid. “Edouard wants you more than ever, Eternal.” He kissed her tears flowing down her face.

Eternal’s dark eyes smiled sadly. “My time is so close. You must stop him or we will be doomed to everlasting oblivion, hunting his demons for eternity.”

He sat next to her on the bare mattress and kept a hold of her hand. “Tell me more about this Lucien? Does he have a weakness?” 

“He hates all that is female and despises us for the power we have over men.” She sighed with fond memories. “At first he was a sweet boy. He would pick flowers, help with my household chore, he actually loved me.” Eternal snarled with anger. “But with each full moon, he grew more jealous while I grew stronger. Although The Count held sway over his soul, he could do nothing but wait for the Eternal Hour.” She smiled sadly into those eyes of jade. “He will suffer an exquisitely painful death without my blood.”

Edouard thought of the dark dreams that had plagued him these last few weeks. He vaguely recalled a tall dark figure drinking the blood from the most beautiful woman. The blood feasting and sexual rituals caused him to stir down below. The dark figure had to be Lucien. It would seem he was linked to Eternal and her nemesis in a far more celestial way which implied this was his destiny. There was one way to find out for sure.  

He released her hand, put on his lyrical voice and forced Eternal to watch his waving hand. 

She struggled. “No, Edouard!”

“I must repair the damage ... you agree?” He was gratified by her nod. Reciting his sea poem, he slowly lulled her into a trance-like sleep.  

Eternal closed her heavy eyelids and rested her chin on her chest.

“Has Eternal always been your real name?”

“Yes ... it is my otherworldly name ... from the dark place where others like me wait for the Eternal Moon to give us birth. It is such a rare event and we are so few.”

“Can you give me The Count’s real name?”

Eternal moaned as if in pain. “He has assumed many names. He was Agamemnon to my Helen and your Paris. He swept through the centuries of Pharaohs causing chaos and destruction as B.... They had a name for him ... Ba ... no, I cannot say his name ... we met many times since ... Julius was so cruel and hateful. He saw the way Cleopatra became empowered with my muse and demanded my blood once too often.” She giggled. “I set in motion his death at the hands of his Senators.” She gasped. “As a cruel joke The Count possessed his closest friend. Marc Antony slaughtered countless thousands as The Count. He too tried to take my muse but I escaped to leave him die by his own sword. Better that than suffer the agonies of the blood fire. History must always remain aloof to my presence.” 

Edouard looked on in amazement. “You knew Cleopatra?”

“I was her handmaiden. I made her beautiful and irresistible ... but many times she demanded my blood, so I used my music to bend her mind. Guinevere was so sweet and easy to please but Mordred heard of my powers. You, my true love, went forth to do battle with The Count known then as Mordred the Black Knight.” Eternal paused to regain her composure. “Lucrezia Borgia, Copernicus, Titian, Elizabeth Tudor and so many more appreciated my influence ... I was free to roam the known world as a muse ... as it was meant to be ... but it was lonely without my true love.”

Edouard knew beyond all doubt he was hearing the truth for he had fallen under her influence as easy as a cobra hypnotizes its prey. He shuddered at the thought of her full power released on the unsuspecting victim to make them see what they wanted.

“If this Count is actually a demon then how do I kill it?”

“You cannot kill the demon, only the host. Throughout history the most notorious killers were all hosts to demons and not even death could eradicate them.” Eternal became agitated. “The evil thoughts of mankind will always allow them entry.”

“What happened to Eternal in the dark place?”

Eternal squirmed and moaned. “No ... I cannot go back. They await my return with a hunger that never dies.” Eternal looked up, causing Edouard to jump in shock. “I can see the silver blade of redemption as it ... I was sent there after my death ... so long ago. It is so cold and full of torment and misery.” Eternal shuddered and cried out, shaking her head no, “I cannot return there.”

“Is Rose still with you?”

“What remains will cease to exist when the Eternal Hour has passed.”

This saddened Edouard.

Eternal uttered a dismal cry, using her inner sense to remind Edouard that this was of no importance. “You must be ready to confront The Count. His cruelty is his strength and weakness ... he fears no man, use that against him.”  

Edouard shuddered when her dark music infused him with her desperate need to become Eternal. He was enraptured by visions that foretold his eternal destiny at the precise time of her celestial birth. 

He relived Rose’s entire life from birth, through her brutal upbringing at various orphanages, her refusal to eat normal food which elicited beatings of such severity he flinched at her pain. Her childhood love for beetroot, strong red wine with raw beef made him hungry. The blood feasting when she should be experiencing her monthly menstrual cycle made him love her all the more. 

Her terror of Lucien’s vicious anger instilled in him the need to protect her. Eternal’s imprisonment in the Great North Tower and the Parisian garret shocked his mind with her misery. But most of all he was enraptured by her vampire order of things – and at the top were Eternals. 

“Only Eternals have the ability to make vampire Sucklings. The Sucklings are the enslaved, always addicted to their maker’s blood. If satisfied with a Suckling’s obedience, I may set them free as true vampire hybrids to survive on their own.” 

Edouard looked around in a daze. He gasped with shock to see dawn’s first light filtering through the window. How many hours had he been under Eternal’s spell? He looked around the room in confusion and could still see those lurid images in his mind and yet they didn’t shock or repulse him. He was immediately drawn to her dark, almond-shaped eyes burrowing into his soul. 

He stared into those wondrous pools and slowly drowned in the blackness that dwelled within. He quivered with dark delight, a chill wind from an abattoir freezing his blood and gripping his heart. A soft angelic voice spoke to him with such allure –“We are eternal.” He begged it to continue, its sweet music caressing his soul with a black lullaby of exquisite torment. 

Eternal spoke in his mind – “Edouard, my love, you must take me away from this place today.” The voice became frantic. “The Count is so close now. He will come for me and try to take my eternal power for his own. You must stop him. You must!” 

Edouard blinked back to reality, taking her hand. “Is The Count in the village right now?” He dreaded the encounter but had no choice in the matter.

Eternal squirmed in terror. “I can feel his hate ... he is that close.”

Edouard looked into Eternal’s eyes with growing trepidation at what he must do. “How will I know him?” Flashing images at the florist, cemetery and the Ritz reminded him of a man heavily concealed with makeup.

Eternal spat out the reply, “He is the Devil incarnate ... you cannot fail to recognize him, Edouard. Go now, before it is too late.”

Edouard felt a great burden crush his heart. What if he was not up to the task? What if this brute, Lucien, killed him as easy as swatting a fly? What chance would Eternal have then? He must find the resolve to face this creature and defeat him. Edouard left Eternal to her vigil by the window.

Chapter 44

––––––––

Dawn held its breath beneath the fading allure of the Eternal Moon. The black Mercedes searched for new victims. Jacques kept an eye out for a concealed driveway to the isolated farmhouse but it was difficult without headlights. 

Lucien pointed to a roof reflecting his silver mistress.

Jacques put the engine into neutral and switched it off, coasting along the bumpy driveway to the large farmhouse, now devoid of any illumination. The Mercedes silently pulled up close to the front door.

Lucien glared at the farmhouse and blew out his cheeks. He shuddered with the blood fire boiling through his veins. He was cutting it fine.

Jacques groaned in the throes of withdrawal. “Do you suppose Annette is here?”

Lucien gave him a withering look. “It’s her father’s home ... where else would she be?” He looked at his wristwatch and grunted – just past three. Lucien was about to get out.

Jacques nodded towards Francois and Monique. “What about them?”

“Do I care?” Lucien was exasperated.

“What if they wake up while we’re in the house?”

Lucien gave an irritated look to Jacques. “Do I have to do everything around here?” He leaned over his seat and tugged Claudette off Francois with a squelching sound. He squirted Francois and Monique’s faces with the paralyzing Forbidden Kiss. “There ... happy now?”

Lucien faltered, noticing all the shutters were closed on the ground floor windows. The heavy front door was locked. He led the way to the rear to discover that this country peasant had locked that door too. This was not normal for country folk, they must be expecting trouble. 

He looked around for any sign of danger, confident there would be nothing to upset his plans. He nodded to Jacques.  

Jacques removed his switchblade and forced the lock open with ease. 

Lucien entered the dark kitchen, pausing for a brief moment to allow his eyes to adjust to the gloom. He sensed worry and fear from the inhabitants. With footsteps as light as a feather he skipped through the kitchen into the dining room with the confidence of his stealth and superiority.  

Jacques and Claudette followed with equal agility.

Claudette could not resist giggling and whispered in excitement, “Do we use the Forbidden Kiss?”

Lucien whirled around and silenced the bitch with a gleam of his fangs. He went stiff, sensing alertness from above.

Lucien rushed to the bottom of the stairs and listened. He had to be quick or lose the moment. 

~~~~

Jean Busson, wearing a nightgown, hugged Annette, still in her filthy clothes. Flickering light from an oil lamp cast eerie shadows around the bedroom. 

She slumped onto her bed and cried. “I knew there was something wrong about them ... will they come here looking for me, Papa?”

Busson kissed Annette on the forehead and prayed that would not be the case. “I pray they don’t, my sweet Annette. We must leave right now.” He left and entered his bedroom. He slipped off his nightgown and pulled on a pair of faded corduroy trousers. He sat on the bed next to a worried Lisette.

Lisette cuddled up to Busson. “What are we going to do, Jean ... they have my Monique?” She began to cry.

Busson kissed her. “We must get to the village and warn everyone those killers are still here. Get dressed!” He picked up a shirt from the floor and was about to put it on when Papillon leapt from the bed. “What’s the matter boy?” He took an oil lamp from a bed stand and hopped off the bed.

Papillon whined then growled menacingly at the door. 

Busson was alerted by a creaking board in the hall. At first he thought it was Annette but it sounded more than one person and Papillon would not growl at Annette. He gave a worried glance to his bride-to-be and put a finger to his lips.

Lisette put a hand to her mouth in fear. She burrowed under the bedclothes. 

A semi-naked Busson blew out the lamp and set it on the bedside table. Rushing to a double wardrobe, he removed his trusty double-barreled shotgun, checked it was fully loaded and carefully locked the barrels shut. He removed a box of shells and tossed them onto the bed, waiting nervously while Papillon scratched at the door. He tapped his leg to get the dog’s attention.  

Papillon ran to his master, whining.  

Now more than ever, he wished he had a telephone. 

The door flew open with a crash. 

Lisette Rousseau groaned with terror but her sounds were drowned out by Papillon’s furious barking.  

The trusty hound pounced on the arm holding the curved sword.

~~~~

Lucien screamed in agony, his arm dragged down under the weight of the dog. The sword clattered to the floor. 

Jacques and Claudette paused in confusion in the hall. 

Lucien kicked and punched the dog. Papillon yelped in pain and released his grip on the intruder’s arm. Lucien snatched up his sword and advanced on Busson, partially concealed by dark shadows in the corner of the room next to the wardrobe. The only light was the dull glow of the full moon relenting to dawn.

“Busson ... Busson ... Busson ....” Lucien’s eyes shone with hatred. Fleeting images of Delicate Rose on the back of Busson’s cart filled his mind. “Where’s my Delicate Rose?” Lucien screamed to the shadow hovering in front of him. His hatred and anger was concentrated on Busson. “You know where she is, don’t you?” He sensed Busson’s intent, heard the double click from both triggers of the shotgun and dived to the side. 

Both barrels exploded with a ferocious boom. The bedroom door disintegrated. Several pellets found their mark in Lucien’s left side.  

Claudette screamed in pain at splinters impaling her legs. 

Jacques stared down at his left hand now missing two fingers. He laughed like a madman.

Annette screamed out, “Papa, what’s happening?” More screams.

Lucien grinned with delight and raised his sword at Busson’s back. He staggered in pain with blood gushing from his wounds and lunged at Busson but the dog tripped him, gnawing at his ankle. The sword clattered to the floor once more. Lucien kicked at the dog, trying to reach his sword. 

Busson moaned desperately while reloading the shotgun. 

Lucien frantically kicked at the dog, his fate advancing on him with every second.

The shotgun was snapped shut and shoved into Lucien’s face, splitting his upper lip. He sensed how much Busson wanted to pull both triggers. 

Lucien tentatively reached for his sword with an outstretched hand not taking his eyes from Busson’s glare.

Busson warned him to stop with a shake of his head. He whistled for Papillon.  

Papillon obeyed and ran behind his master’s legs. 

Claudette staggered in, bleeding from several deep gashes in her legs. She screamed at Busson, “You’ve ruined my coat, you fucking bastard.” She lifted her coat to show holes peppered in it.

Lucien glared into the barrels with a terrible grimace. His face changed to a wicked smile when Jacques entered the bedroom with a knife to Annette’s throat.

Annette whimpered, “Papa!”

Lucien allowed Busson one last look at his daughter.

Busson trembled and dared look over his shoulder. He faltered. His gun hand began to shake with the enormity of the situation. His daughter stood rigid with terror, blood trickling from her neck where the knife laid claim to flesh. He stepped to his side so he could see his daughter.

Lucien laughed triumphantly and picked up his sword. He staggered to his feet and immediately clutched his left side. Blood oozed through his fingers. He giggled hysterically, stiffened then breathed a satisfied sigh. The blood slowed to a trickle. “That’s better.”

He wiggled a naughty finger at Busson, “Shouldn’t have done that, Busson ... you dance with the Devil ... you sleep with the Devil.”

~~~~

Busson frowned for a precious heartbeat. A brief image of a teenage boy and girl demanding pig’s blood ripped across his fevered mind. His father’s throat torn out. He saw moonlight glinting off Lucien’s fangs. What the Devil?

Busson aimed his gun at Lucien. “I’m not afraid of you, Dupont.” But he was terrified. 

Lucien giggled. “I was going to let you all go. But now ....”

Busson spat. “As if we had a choice.” He marched up to Lucien and shoved the gun into his stomach. “If you harm one hair on my daughter’s head, I’ll blow you in half you murdering bastard.”

Busson smirked at a faltering Lucien whose face grimaced with fear. He breathed with relief to see him slip the curved sword into its scabbard. 

“I’m not afraid to die. Are you?” Lucien laughed like a madman. He frowned at Busson’s rigid manner and nodded to Jacques to let Annette go. 

Annette ran to her father for protection but Lucien caught hold of her and swished his sword to her neck. “Not so fast, my pretty Annette.”

Busson held his ground. He stared into his daughter’s eyes and knew they were all going to die. Movement alerted him. He had just enough time to use his gun to deflect the sword in a shower of sparks. 

Busson cried out to see Annette shoved into the Negro’s embrace. He was tackled to the floor by Lucien. The gun skidded across the room into the darkness under the bed. The tip of Lucien’s sword teased Busson to his feet. He flinched at the stinging pain from a thin gash slashed across his heaving chest. The sword was lowered to his groin.

“Ooh, not so brave now, are we?” Lucien laughed.

Busson stared in horror at the other vampires gripping his Annette with fangs at the ready. His mind flashed back to that hideous birth nineteen years ago this very day. It seemed connected.

Lucien frowned. “Oh dear ... I do believe I have forgotten something.” He pounced on the bed and stabbed his sword through to the floor. A faint groan came from beneath. “That’s better.” He yanked the sword from the mattress and wiped the bloody tip with a sheet. “Where is she?” he screamed to Busson.

“No!” Busson collapsed to the floor with head in hands.

He dived under the bed and grabbed the shotgun. For a split second he stared into Lisette’s dead eyes. He raised the weapon but Lucien howled with rage, slashing across his chest. Busson looked down at his skin parting like two curtains, revealing ribs. The gun dipped in his hands at the knowledge his life was over. 

Lucien backed out of the doorway, using Annette as a shield.

Busson staggered forward trying to aim the gun with trembling hands. Before he could use it, Lucien and his vampires fled with his beloved Annette screaming into the darkness. 

Busson stumbled after them with a barking Papillon at his side. He stopped short of leaving his home when several bullets thumped into the wall by his head. Searing pain erupted in his chest, clutching the bullet wound, he fell face first to the ground.

Lucien called out, “Bye!” He laughed.

Busson’s vision blurred with defeat. Papillon whined and licked his face.

Chapter 45

––––––––

The Eternal Moon paled into insignificance while a living nightmare descended upon the innocent village of Douvrey, plunging its occupants into a cauldron of terror. The demonic Mercedes parked up within the impenetrable darkness provided by a grove of walnut trees.

Lucien dragged a struggling Annette from the car and sank his fangs into her. He reveled in her agony and her glorious blood, so smooth and fruity filled his stomach with renewed vigor to chill the blood fire. For a country bumpkin, she tasted like a Chateau Margaux, perfectly rounded, slightly plumy with an aftertaste of ripe berries.

Lucien released her neck and stared into her rigid face. “I will set you free if you tell me what I need to know.” 

Annette gagged on her fear. “I cannot tell what I do not know. That is the truth. Please let me go.”

Lucien allowed her blood memories into his mind. Perhaps she is telling the truth but the game must go on. Think, damn it! Where else would Delicate Rose hide? Not even The Count could help him for his brain was already dying with the blood fire. All he could hope for was enough fresh blood to revive him.

Francois lay across the rear seat breathing in the heavenly aroma sprayed into his drunken face by Claudette. At first, Francois giggled at Claudette’s playful demeanor. In a moment his face went completely blank and lifeless. He watched Claudette’s fangs stab his jugular vein.  

Monique began to stir from her drunken stupor mixed with Forbidden Kiss. She opened her eyes to see Claudette’s mouth clamp down on hers. 

Lucien joined in the feast, his sharp incisors impaling Monique’s slender neck. He drank the vibrant essence of her life with utter relish. Her wonderfully demure blood had a delightful lust to it, bursting with ripe flavors tainted with brandy – similar to a fine ruby port. Lucien tasted her warmth, so rich, without a trace of bitterness that he was so accustomed to in the big city, where syphilis, tuberculosis and a myriad other poisons contaminated his supply.

Lucien sniggered at Annette’s torment. He looked up from Monique’s neck to see the sun slowly rising and recalled the makeup pot he’d left behind on the dresser back at the café. Lucien trembled with anger at his own stupidity. Death was too close now.

“No!” The Count would have none of that. “You are perfect. You are supreme. You are a man!” 

The thought of the searing pain that would soon engulf him was almost as unbearable as missing the Eternal Hour. He clicked his fingers. “Enough! We don’t want to fill ourselves before the Eternal Hour.” He smirked in a callous way. “These bottles are empty anyway.”

Lucien gave Jacques a hefty kick in the side, “I said now!” 

Jacques groaned his displeasure, sliding off Annette’s limp body. 

Annette watched her own nightmare unfold as it grinned down and blew her a bloody kiss.  

Lucien tugged Claudette from Francois. The waiter looked close to death. Lucien felt Francois’ pulse at his neck and giggled. “C’est la vie!”

Jacques and Claudette dragged their victims into a watery ditch. They covered them with flotsam then tossed empty bottles to allay any suspicion.

Jacques settled into the driver’s seat and started the engine. He looked to Lucien, “What if they should wake up. No witnesses!’

Lucien shrugged and said, “They’re too far gone for that.” He pointed at the weak sun rising, “Back to the café before we fucking fry.” He grimaced to Jacques. “Before we rest up, disable all cars in the village. There can’t be that many.”

Chapter 46

––––––––

Eternal released the bars with whitened knuckles and hissed away from the early morning sun. She instinctively knew her completion was close at hand. Edouard must stop Lucien this very moment or she will never achieve her rightful place.  

She hoped with all her heart that he would succeed this time and cried softly, knowing the task was almost insurmountable. Lucien was as devious as the Devil and strong as an ox. She hoped for completion before Lucien could intercede. She opened her mind and searched for him. 

~~~~

Lucien grunted with satisfaction when Jacques put his foot to the floor. The Mercedes lurched off the grassy verge and skidded onto the lane with the sun growing more intense by the second.

Lucien pulled his coat over his face feeling his delicate skin prickling with heat. 

“For fuck’s sake, Jacques, move it or we’re toast,” Claudette screamed petulantly.

Lucien saw the thick cable hanging from pole to pole as they drove closer to Douvrey. “Stop the car!” 

Jacques continued driving with some urgency.

Lucien screamed, “Stop the fucking car!”

Jacques slammed on the brakes. The car skidded to a jolting stop next to a pole. 

Lucien pulled his coat tight about his face and sprang from the car. The heat was unbearable now, even though it was only four in the morning. Lucien ducked under a tree for protection and scooped up some mud. He rubbed the mud over his face and hands and walked into the blinding sunrise. With tear-filled eyes he found his sunglasses and slipped them on with trembling fingers. 

The car rocked violently when Lucien clambered onto the edge of the roof where the upper door supports were and climbed the pole. With a swish of his blade, the cable was left dangling in a hedge. He slipped and had to use both hands, or fall. In his desperation he dropped his sword which impaled the soft top roof. A grin cracked his face hearing Claudette’s angry screams. More searing pain when his sunglasses slipped off.

With tears running down his muddy face, Lucien climbed down the pole and jumped the last few feet to the ground. He retrieved his glasses and sword and was about to hop back into the car.

“Hey you! What the Devil’s going on?” A flic stepped from a copse on the other side of the road and approached with a gun in hand.

“I don’t have time for this.” Lucien used his sword like a spear and impaled the flic’s chest. He rushed to the quivering body and slashed down with the blade. The flic’s legs quivered then stiffened in death. 

He wiped the blade on the flic’s tunic and dragged the body out of sight. He hopped into the car, breathing heavily.

Jacques took one look at Lucien and burst out laughing. “Very fetching, man.”

Lucien scowled with squinting eyes. Just two hours to go. He screamed with rage for it was obvious he would not witness the transformation of his Delicate Rose into Eternal. He calmed down to a trembling anger and slipped on his sunglasses.

“Back to the café. Those village idiots are no match for us.” Lucien kicked the dashboard with frustration. “We’ll rest up a while. Let our wounds heal and make a fresh start.”

Claudette asked in an obvious way, “But what about your precious Delicate Rose, Lucien?”

Lucien removed his sunglasses. He turned around and glared at Claudette with bloodshot eyes. “What do you fucking think ... I want her back, you stupid bitch.” He gave her a withering look. “She’ll be so powerful from the Eternal making I’ll know where she is ... got that.” He turned back to the windscreen. “Besides we’ll all die if we don’t tap the source.” 

Claudette flinched, “I only asked?”

~~~~

Eternal shook her head to remove the after-images of The Count’s evil. He was growing weaker with every beat of his black heart. This gave her hope. A shudder of revulsion disconnected her link to the vile Lucien. Something almost as monstrous was coming her way. She probed within the walls of the asylum and found the demon.

In another room – equally as Spartan as her own, the dark, hateful face of Bonbon reflected from a mirror. It blew a kiss, touching its scarred face. For a brief moment the demon showed itself. Bonbon jumped in shock.

“Beautiful Bonbon ... you must take her before she wakes. Show her what it is to hurt Bonbon. Make her understand.”  

The demon glared with such ferocity Bonbon turned away. He snatched a paper bag full of his favored lemon bonbons and a key from a hook on the back of the door. Chewing a lemon bonbon his quivering hand slipped a cutthroat razor into his pocket.

Eternal gasped at its intentions but stayed inside the creature’s head.

Bonbon descended the stairs to the corridor where Eternal’s room waited for his presence. Dawn’s first light had now been replaced by the lustrous golden glow of early morning, streaming across the hallway, turning Bonbon’s hospital whites a pale yellow. He waited outside her room and placed an ear to the door. He listened intently and licked his lips in anticipation, massaging his raging erection. With a trembling hand he quietly slipped the key into the lock.

Eternal was frantic. She severed her connection with the demon and searched for Edouard. Time had run out.

~~~~

Edouard had not done his duty. He had collapsed in a state of exhaustion on his bed, fully clothed. His room was awash with glorious gold light, bathing him with its warmth. He murmured in his sleep full of dark visions of orgiastic blood-letting tormenting his tortured soul. That faint voice, so alluring, yet so disturbing, echoed in his nightmares, begging him to wake and fulfill his destiny.

Edouard muttered, “Eternal.”

Edouard dreamed of pleasuring his true love in every possible way. Eternal showed him how to drink blood without spilling a drop. She showed him just how powerful The Count was, slashing his enemies in half with his sword. Lancelot was no match for Mordred, the Black Knight. Mordred threw a rock at Lancelot’s head then impaled him. Mordred slid the sword all the way to the hilt and kissed Lancelot’s helmet. “You dance with the Devil ... you sleep with the Devil.” He laughed demonically.

~~~~

Lucien and his blood-thirsty friends cleaned their clothing and washed all traces of their blood-feasting from their bodies. 

Lucien removed the disgusting mud from his face and neck. He inspected the wound in his side. It was still seeping blood and hurt like fucking hell every time he moved. 

Jacques nudged him aside and washed the stumps of his missing fingers. He cringed in agony. “Will they grow back, Lucien?” He showed the stumps oozing blood.

Lucien gave him an obviously sarcastic smirk. “What do you think?” He turned to see Claudette casually plucking splinters from her thigh. Blood gushed from many puncture wounds. The more she tried to stop the flow the more she lost. He sensed her desperation. This fueled his hate for his Delicate Rose to new depths. 

“Damn her to Oblivion!” Lucien doubled up in pain. The day had not gone as anticipated to say the least. “We must rest or we’ll all bleed to death.”

They collapsed in an exhausted heap on the double bed and immediately fell into a deep vampire slumber where blood ruled the night.

~~~~

Eternal heard the key scraping inside the lock and the bolt sliding. Her utter dread plunged her into her other world where vampires ruled supreme and hunted demons for pleasure. 

The door squeaked opened. She stared in anticipation at the monstrous demon filling the prison doorway. It had the face of a rotting gargoyle and smelled of lemons. The creature locked the door, leaving the key and approached with deliberate intent. She felt helpless before the grotesque creature looming over her trembling body.

Chapter 47

––––––––

Eternal pressed against the window bars ignoring the needle-pricks of pain the sunlight inflicted on her ravaged skin.

The crimson sky heralding a coming storm created a perfect setting for Bonbon’s revenge. He snarled a grin at her, sunlight glinting off his rotting teeth.

Eternal convulsed at the demon’s face erupting with green puss. Its black tongue flickered in and out from its bloated lips and slithered across cracked brown teeth resembling weathered logs. It grinned at her. Something hideous squirmed between its legs leaving a spreading damp stain. 

Eternal screamed her fear away and replaced it with all her power. “Confuse it. This demon will make you Eternal. Drink its vile blood now and rid this realm of its presence.”

Eternal smiled in a relaxed, peaceful way inviting strong hands to grasp her throat, forcing her to gag for air. Its fingers stank of rancid cheese, a remnant of self gratification. Those filthy fingers tore her flimsy gown revealing naked flesh to the early morning light. She ignored the sun’s effect. The sickly stench of its Devil’s breath of rotting flesh and lemon crept into her nostrils. The snake-like tongue licked her pale cheeks. She fought against the need to throw up. Rough, trembling hands ending in filthy cracked nails groped her breasts. One hand tried to force its way between her legs. Her knees clamped her legs tightly together.

The demon slapped Eternal hard across the face and hissed its displeasure. “You’re Bonbon’s now.” It squeezed her breasts and twisted her nipples. 

She sensed dismay at her refusal to cry in pain. “Not yet. Let it think its power over you is complete.”

“Come to Bonbon. Show Bonbon a good time and he’ll give you a sweet.”

Eternal looked into its sexually induced blank expression just inches from her own. A sudden sharp pain in her mouth told her the gleaming was complete. She knew what to do. 

She saw, no, she heard the squish-squish pumping of the carotid artery in the demon’s neck. Ancient hunger blossomed with all its terrible passion. Eternal opened her mouth wide and bit through skin, flesh, sinew and gristle, tearing a huge chunk from the demon’s throat.

The festering thing fell backwards to the floor clutching its terrible wound. It could not scream for its entire throat was now hanging from Eternal’s mouth. 

She sucked on the putrid flesh smirking at the geyser of blood spraying from the awful wound, splashing the walls, creating a crimson masterpiece. She spat the bloody chunk of rotting flesh into its face.  

A series of bloody bubbles gurgled from the hole in the demon’s neck. 

Eternal pounced with a vicious growl and gorged on the life’s blood pumping from the artery with every beat of its rotten heart. She ripped the demon to pieces with an animal savagery dormant since her birth. Her triumphant growl witnessed its impending death. With a satisfied smirk she grabbed its groin and twisted. Blood poured between its legs.

The demon no longer had the strength to fight her off. It succumbed to the wondrous symphony of screaming angels, dark and malevolent, filling its mind with impending oblivion.  

Bonbon thought it was the most beautiful sound he had ever heard, reminding him of the church bells that celebrated the end of the war. 

Eternal drained the demon of every drop of blood before its vile heart finally gave out.  

Bonbon froze lifeless with a rapturous smile upon his face, finally at peace.

The festering demon stepped from Bonbon’s bloody mess of a body and hissed at Eternal. Its python-like black tongue snaked about its rotting corpse of a body. Feral eyes glowed yellow with hatred and fear set deep in sunken sockets of its reptilian-like skull. It clawed the air with long bony fingers ending in serrated nails. Sharp talons scratched the tiled floor in annoyance. It whirled around, screeching in terror and backed away from a black rip hovering in the air. Icy mist billowed from the tear. Clawed hands protruded from the dark hole, accompanied by screams and wails of torment. The hands grasped the demon and pulled it in. The rip closed and vanished with a scream. Shards of ice fell to the bloody floor. 

Eternal grimaced with the bitter taste, tainted with a subtle hint of lemon. Her senses begged for attention all at once, for her transformation was now complete. Dark power older than the pyramids pulsed through her. Her bloody hands flexed as if for the first time and gripped the bars but there were limits to her abilities. 

Now it was time to wait. Her obsidian eyes stared at the door and beyond into the infernal furnace of sunlight bathing the corridor. There was little hope escaping through that.

Eternal went rigid, her body felt like nothing she had ever experienced before. Her skin grew stone cold and the monotonous thud of her heart became still. She felt so powerful, so invincible, her mind exploded with the thrill of heightened awareness.

Patients in the nearby rooms wailed pathetically, infected by ripples of her vampiric energy spreading outwards. Their hysterical screams blended in unison with her angelic symphony. She sensed their pitiful crimes. The concoction of twisted lunacy reminded Eternal of the old times when Rome was all powerful. Those were the days.

Eternal sat on the cot and stretched her arms to the heavens in joyous exaltation. She screamed, “I am free!” 

She stared at the window and was blessed by her beautiful reflection, dripping glorious blood that covered every inch of her skin, protecting her from the sun’s rays. The Eternal vampire sighed, touching her fine cheekbones and perfect nose.  

“I am Eternal!” Pure undiluted joy rippled through her body. She hopped off the bed and danced a swirl of gore and naked flesh. The rapturous completion had been fulfilled as destiny foretold. She unlocked the door. Her tongue licked her fangs clean of demon gore then it hit her full force.

A chill breath of hatred froze Eternal in place. She could sense Lucien’s evil so close she could reach out and touch him. To confuse his search she imagined herself back on Troy’s ramparts. She turned to the door and with her mind located Edouard still asleep in his room. She sent a scream to him. The message was simple – “Edouard! You must confront the Count. He is weak from injury and needs to die. The time is now!”

Chapter 48

––––––––

Father Papineau stepped from his church and breathed in a fresh new day’s cool air. He stretched aching muscles. His fears about those strangers were now left behind. What a fool he had been to believe they were evil. He laughed, remembering Doctor Colbert mentioning they were part of a film crew scouting for locations. He straddled his bike and cycled from the rear of the church whistling with the joys of summer.

Papineau came to halt, noticing a girl’s body slumped at the fountain. He left his bike and ran to her, gently turning her and gasped to see Annette Busson in a dreadful state. She seemed lifeless. He placed his ear to her chest, exhaled with relief, hefted her and staggered across the empty square to the pharmacy. He tapped the door with a foot, looking down at the limp body in his hands and moaned with impatience. He kicked the door harder.

A groggy-looking Doctor Colbert opened the door, still fussing with his shirt and trousers. His eyes widened at the sight of Papineau and Annette. He ushered them in.

Papineau placed Annette onto the sofa in the waiting room and stepped aside for the doctor to treat her.

Doctor Colbert examined Annette with a stethoscope. He looked up at Father Papineau. “What in God’s name happened to her?”

Papineau looked concerned. “I have no idea doctor. I found her like this at the fountain.” He thought about her sodden clothes, filthy hair and skin. “She is soaked and not from the fountain. Perhaps she fell in a ditch?”

Doctor Colbert sniffed her mouth and grunted. “You could be right, Father. It seems she might be suffering from nothing more sinister than too much alcohol and a nasty fall.” He frowned at her pale skin with veins bright blue. He saw bruising at her neck. “What’s this?” He checked the wound on her neck. He gasped and continued, “This can’t be?” The doctor checked her all over. He removed wet leaves from Annette’s filthy legs. His hand stopped at her groin. He stepped back quickly, pointing. “She has similar marks on her thigh.” He thought for a moment and shrugged. “She could have fallen on barbed wire.”

Papineau frowned at the doctor. “You don’t sound convinced, doctor.”

Doctor Colbert looked significantly worried. “The Moreau massacre!”

“Sweet Mary, Mother of God,” Papineau exclaimed with eyes wide in terror. He kissed his crucifix, sanctifying Annette with a wave of his hand. “God help us all. I knew they were evil.”

Doctor Colbert used a handkerchief to mop his brow. “Who are you talking about, Father?” He used a cloth to wipe filth from Annette’s face, neck, arms and legs. She remained unconscious.

Papineau shrugged. “Those strangers at the café ... they must be responsible.” 

Doctor Colbert checked Annette’s pulse. “Too weak. This doesn’t make sense ... all the evidence points to vampires ... no, I must have proof of evil goings on ... she fell on barbed wire and passed out ... that is the logical conclusion.”

Papineau shook his head. “Vampires are responsible.”

Doctor Colbert shrugged and said, “I know but we must have proof Father Papineau. We must keep our wits until all the facts have been verified.” He made Annette as comfortable as possible. “You must fetch Busson right away.” He frowned. “And where are Monique and Francois? I saw them all leave with that film crew.” 

Father Papineau’s eyes bulged. “Merde!” He clenched his fists with indecision. “I will check Madame Rousseau’s patisserie ... but I believe Lisette will not be there.” He left in a rush.

Moments later Father Papineau returned. “As I suspected ... no one is home.” 

Annette stirred and regained consciousness. She looked around her. “Where am I?”

“You’re at the surgery, my dear,” Doctor Colbert offered. “You have been injured. Can you remember what happened to you?”

Annette shook her head no and started to cry. “I ... I ... I can’t remember anything. Not a thing. My head hurts.” With that she threw up all over the doctor.

Father Papineau gave a worried look to Colbert. “This is the work of vampires ... of that I am positive. It must be those strangers at the café.”

“They were just film people scouting for a location for their next film enjoying a drink out ... in the sun.” Doctor Colbert made his point with emphasis. “They couldn’t be vampires ... do you not agree, Father?” He shrugged. “Besides, they left late last night.”

Annette groaned, her eyelids fluttering open. “Father Papineau is right, doctor ... they are vampires.” She tried to sit up but slumped back. “One of them is no stranger to Douvrey ... Lucien Dupont has returned. He is looking for a woman ....” She looked to Father Papineau and cried. “They killed my Papa and Madame Rousseau.” She screamed with anguish. “They are monsters.”

The doctor looked anguished at a distraught Father Papineau. “Jean Busson and Lisette Rousseau are dead! What the hell do we do now?” 

Father Papineau sucked in breath at hearing that name Lucien Dupont. He crossed himself once more and said a quiet prayer for Busson and Lisette. He could not hold back tears. “So, this is the work of Lucien, that little monster.” He remembered the conversation he had with Henri Vernier about Lucien’s deranged behavior. Damn that little swine! He wiped away tears from his face.

Annette tried to sit up. It was too much trouble. “They had fangs and used a spray on us.” She screamed. “I can still see him drinking from my neck.” She felt her wounds and trembled uncontrollably. “It hurts so much.” Her eyelids fluttered, slipping back into unconsciousness.

Doctor Colbert checked her pulse and grunted.

Father Papineau looked confused. “But Lucien is no vampire, just insane.” A sudden thought struck him like a thunderbolt, remembering Lucien’s mother pleading with him that her son drank blood and was possessed by a demon and the servant girl. 

“Perhaps he believes he is a vampire, as do his evil friends,” the Father pondered out loud.

Doctor Colbert interjected, “What about those bite marks, Father?” He shook his head with confusion, “No human teeth could make them.” 

Father Papineau took a close look at the wounds. Two blood-red punctures, ringed with swollen white flesh circled by dark bruising. “God help us all,” he declared, crossing himself. He recalled the exorcism at Busson’s barn and had a strong feeling the child now a grown woman was to blame for all this.

Doctor Colbert became galvanized. “Inspector Gerard must be informed right away.” He dashed off but returned grim-faced. “The telephone is dead. What can we do against supernatural creatures?” He looked close to panicking. “How can we ....?” He rushed off, snatching keys from a jacket slung over a chair.

Father Papineau looked on in dismay. He stroked Annette’s forehead and silently prayed. He knew a great battle between good and evil was about to begin. He whirled around at Doctor Colbert’s return.

Colbert gave a look that said all was lost. “They have ripped the electrics from my car. They have planned this all along.” He held his head in his hands and wept.

Papineau shook some sense into him. “Snap out of it! We need you right here. Look after Annette while I fetch help.”

“Forgive me Father.” Doctor Colbert looked down in shame. 

“Tend to Annette ... I will get help.” Papineau patted the doctor on the shoulder and gave him a grim smile. He left the pharmacy.

Papineau raced across the desolate square and entered the church, locking the door with shaking hands. He hurried down the aisle, stopping briefly before the cross then scurrying off to his private quarters at the back of the church. 

He had so much to do and he sensed time was running out. First he had to bottle the holy water, find enough crosses, bless them too and deliver them to his flock.

Chapter 49

––––––––

Eternal sat naked wearing a cloak of Bonbon’s blood. She grinned at a shocked Nurse Collette, slowly backing away from the slaughterhouse to become a statue, staring at the gory scene. Groaning with joyous rapture, she sensed danger approaching in the form of the demon witch. She probed Nurse Marteau’s disgusting mind full of hatred. Eternal saw through the nurse’s eyes.

She saw the fob watch in the witch’s hand pronouncing the time, a half hour since the Eternal Hour. She giggled, picking up the nurse’s dark pleasure at the thought of Bonbon’s plans for her. The evil witch desired above all else to see Eternal lying in a pool of her own blood. 

Eternal suppressed a chuckle with a hand to her mouth in anticipation of the confrontation with the hapless demon. She lured the thing into the abattoir. She smiled at Nurse Marteau rushing to the open door, stuttering to a stop, a look of horror and defeat etched upon its gargoyle-like face. Eternal’s dark music raped the witch’s mind, ravaged its soul and tore all reason from its tenuous grasp. 

She spoke into its head, “You didn’t expect that ... did you, demon?” She laughed at her triumph but it wasn’t over yet.

The nurse fell on Bonbon’s corpse and frantically rummaged its trouser pockets. It retrieved something metallic and bloody, grinning with sadistic pleasure. “Get out of my head, bitch!” The old hag screamed, holding hands to ears. 

Eternal sent a howling Banshee of raucous ravens into the witch’s head. “You cannot hide your evil from me vile demon!”

The witch snatched up what she had dropped and with hands to her ears slowly backed away, shaking her head to clear it of the music.

Eternal let out an infernal cry, “Eternal!” She pounced on Nurse Marteau and used her sweet music to paralyze her prey. But before she sank her fangs into her exposed neck, a sizzling sensation interrupted her meal. She hissed in agony when a shaft of sunlight slashed across her face, momentarily blinding her. She backed away from the demon witch.

Eternal snarled with bloody fangs at the nurse slithering away like a festering slug. She was about to deal with the demon when it crawled into the hideous daylight and stayed there whimpering in terror. Frustration at the devious demon’s attempt to survive infuriated Eternal. She howled.

~~~~

Edouard sprang from his bed like a man possessed. Eternal’s scream echoed around in his head. Something was wrong. Still wearing his clothes from the earlier session with her he left his quarters in a rush and bumped into Henri. The look on Henri’s face told Edouard he was doomed.

Doctor Henri Vernier gave his subordinate a cautious look, “I forbid you to see her, Edouard, not in your present state.” Taking the lovesick doctor by the arm, Henri led him in the opposite direction to the day room.

With clenched fists Edouard impatiently watched Philippe sitting at a grand piano, playing Debussy’s Girl With the Flaxen Hair. With anxious eyes he glanced around at a number of patients. Some listening to the recital, some playing cards, others amused themselves with paints and easels while others danced to the music.  

Henri smiled at the pianist. “You wouldn’t believe that Philippe murdered his mother in a drunken rage and tried to commit suicide? Now look at him playing so masterfully, at peace with himself.”

Edouard nodded in appreciation, nervously wiping his hands down his hospital garb. His need for Eternal gripped every part of his being. “You have done a fine job with these patients, Henri.” He tried to leave but Henri tightened his grasp on the young doctor’s arm. Eternal’s music grew louder with her urgency. The barking of a dog created a pause.

Edouard frowned at Nurse Honore entering the day room via the French doors propping up Jean Busson who was covered in blood. A sheepdog sat by the open doors, whining.

Every single patient stopped their antics and watched Busson being settled on a sofa.

Henri removed Busson’s blood-stained shirt and gasped. “Dear God!” He whirled to Nurse Honore. “Get bandages and antiseptic.”

Edouard grimaced at the awful slash across Busson’s chest and the oozing bullet hole in his chest. “Who did this?” He already suspected who.

Nurse Honore returned with bandages and a bottle of antiseptic. She handed them to Henri then left. 

Busson looked close to death. He sucked in breath when the antiseptic stung his wounds. “Vamp ....” He gritted his teeth while Henri wrapped the bandage tightly around his chest. 

Henri looked worried. “You have lost a great deal of blood, Busson.” He tied the bandage in place and settled Busson into an upright position. “Try not to move and you’ll be fine.” He caught the attention of an orderly. “Phone the hospital in Auxerre and then the police.” 

Busson sounded desperate and through clenched teeth said, “Vampires attacked us at our farm.” He paused to alleviate the pain. “Their leader is Lucien Dupont. They ... they killed my beautiful Lisette.” He wiped tears from his face. “My sweet Annette ... they have taken her.” He wept.  

Henri frowned at hearing Lucien’s name again. He seemed lost in thought for a moment. “Vampires! Be serious man.” 

The orderly returned. “The telephone is out of order.”

Henri glared at the orderly. “What!” Henri looked worried.

Busson continued, “This is all my fault ... I should not have saved her.” He wiped tears from his face.

Henri’s brow furrowed with concern. He rubbed his chin in thought. “What are you getting at, man?

Busson moaned in pain. “Is she still here?”

Nurse Honore returned and handed Busson a glass of water and tablets. “Take these, Busson ... they will ease the pain.”

Henri looked aghast. “Are you referring to the woman you brought here yesterday?”

Busson swallowed the tablets and nodded yes. “Lucien is desperate to find her. It seems he will kill all who get in his way. I believe she was born in my barn on the 6th June, 1906 at six am.” He coughed up blood. “The number of the beast!”

Henri gasped. “That’s today! The sixth of June. It is her birthday.” 

Edouard sucked in his breath. He knew now it was all true and flinched when she screamed for him in his mind, now backing away towards the door. Nothing else mattered now, only Eternal’s safety. He couldn’t concern himself with Henri or his career. 

Terrible screams from the floor above echoed down the corridor and froze everyone in the day room.

Edouard was paralyzed for a brief moment, fearing the worst.  

The day room plunged into bedlam with the mild-mannered patients howling with rage. Some pulled out their hair in bloody tufts, others attacked the orderlies and nurses. 

Several patients screamed as one, “Eternal ... Eternal ... Eternal.”

Henri stared in disbelief at the miserable scene.  “What the Devil is going on?”

Nurse Collette ran breathlessly into the day room, hurrying over to Henri. “Please, Doctor Vernier, you must come with me this instant to the amnesiac patient’s room.” She burst into tears. “It is terrible ... so much blood.”

Edouard’s heart thumped painfully but her music and obvious influence was plain to see. Another scream from Eternal spurred him into action. He ran as fast as he could to her.

~~~~

Edouard, Henri and Nurse Collette arrived outside Eternal’s room, all out of breath. Edouard pushed a blood-spattered Nurse Marteau out of the way and entered the room.  

Henri followed, giving Nurse Marteau a curious glance. “What do you have in your hand, Nurse Marteau?” 

Nurse Marteau looked away from his accusing glare. She kept her back away from him, concealing her hand.

Henri stared at the terrible scene. He put his head in his hands and wept.  

Edouard fought back the urge to throw up while stepping over Bonbon’s smiling corpse. He knelt in front of Eternal and reached out to her. She gently placed her bloody hand in his. That wonderful shock of power surged through his body. The sweet music was a cacophony that whipped his heart into a stampede.

Edouard could hear Eternal in his mind. “I am Eternal, Edouard.” He shuddered with delight now that his destiny seemed inevitable. “The demon witch took the razor from the dead one ... use it on Lucien ... he’s near death and waiting for you in the village.”

Edouard looked at the corpse then into Eternal’s eyes. He turned to Nurse Collette, “Take her to the showers and clean her up.” He helped her to her feet and handed her over. He gave Nurse Marteau a hateful glare. 

“Hand it over, Marteau!” Edouard demanded, barely controlling his anger.

Nurse Collette took Eternal’s hand. She shuddered then smiled and led her out of the room, leaving bloody footprints in their wake. Nurse Collette gave a suspicious look to Nurse Marteau, “What are you hiding, Marteau?”

Nurse Marteau turned full circle to prevent anyone from seeing what she held. 

Nurse Collette shook her head with dismay while draping her hospital gown over Eternal’s naked, bloody body. She led her down the sun-filled corridor. Several times the nurse had to catch up to Eternal dodging spears of light like a child avoiding cracks in a pavement.

Henri wavered a moment before slumping against the blood-strewn wall, muttering, “Dear God, this is all we need. Poor Bonbon. Inspector Gerard will have a field-day with this. He’ll probably shut me down. I am ruined.” Henri cried with remorse.

Edouard shook Henri into a semblance of composure. He glared at Nurse Marteau. “How did that orderly gain entry without supervision?”

The vile nurse opened her mouth to speak but nothing came out. She backed away from Edouard’s accusing glare, turned and fled down the corridor.

Edouard had to hold onto Henri who looked as though he might lose it any moment. “Snap out of it, Henri. This isn’t the time for self pity.” He put an arm around Henri and helped him out of the room and down the corridor to the stairs leading to his private quarters.

Edouard settled Henri down on his couch. He dashed to the desk and tried the telephone, tapping for the operator. He dropped the receiver with frustration and poured a large cognac.  

“Come on Henri, this will do you good.”

Henri glanced up at his friend with a saddened look that said all was lost. “Everything is ruined.” He knocked back the cognac with one gulp. “Years of work for nothing.”

Edouard topped up his friend’s glass with more brandy and sadly watched him disintegrate before his eyes.

He rushed from the room and used the rear stairs to gain access to the shower rooms. He saw Nurse Collette with Eternal and ran to them. “Don’t let Eternal out of your sight and clean her up as best you can.”

Nurse Collette said, “Eternal?”

“I don’t have time to explain.” He turned to leave. 

Nurse Marteau stormed into the showers. “What do we do about that one for killing Bonbon?” She glared with hatred at Eternal.

Edouard slapped her face. “Hand over the razor, Marteau ... the razor Bonbon would have used on her.”

Nurse Collette put a hand to her mouth and gasped.

Nurse Marteau looked guilt-stricken and turned from the doctor’s accusing glare.

The Lancelot in Edouard gripped the nurse. A fleeting image of Lancelot in his shining bright armor strangling the life from the hated sorceress, Morgana, seared his mind. Edouard’s hand tightened its grip.

“Doctor Clavet!” Nurse Collette called out in shock.

Edouard rammed Marteau against a wall still squeezing her throat. He rummaged through her gown and removed a bloody cutthroat razor. He released her throat and placed the blade there instead. “What were you going to use this for?” He slapped her face, causing a thin cut to her neck when she flinched against the blade. He closed the razor, slipped it into his jacket and threw Marteau into the corridor. “If I see you when I return I will let Eternal have her way with you.” He turned to Nurse Collette. “Keep that one away from Eternal.”

Nurse Marteau cringed away in fear. 

He hurried from the shower room and dashed through the day room towards his car.

Chapter 50

––––––––

Edouard hopped into his Renault and noticed his white smock smeared with blood. He removed it, knowing he would never need it again, tossed it from his car and sped off down the driveway towards his fate in Douvrey. A squirming nest of snakes writhed and coiled in his stomach with the thought of confronting Lucien. He had to continually swallow back bitter bile of fear. Tears of uncertainty blurred his vision with the certain knowledge he was going to his death.

He drove like a madman towards the village, a knight on horseback with lance in hand. Something caught his eye – sun reflecting from a wheel. He slowed down to see two bicycles in a deep ditch and stopped to investigate. Floating in the muddy water were two bodies, their throats torn out. He gasped. Under a hedge were two more bodies of a young woman and man, their necks punctured and bloody. They were dead.

Edouard sat behind the wheel and trembled, positive that the monster Lucien and his minions had struck again.  

~~~~

Lucien sat in the shadows inside the dark café, straining against the pain of the blood fire eroding his strength. He could barely sense his companions’ agony now that his own took precedence.

With a trembling hand Claudette casually smoked her cigarette from the elegant holder, looking totally blasé. On a plate before her were the remains of a large steak, sucked dry and an empty bottle of Chateau Dupont. Her right leg was heavily bandaged and seeping with blood.

“I hate you Lucien. Look what you’ve done to me. It won’t stop bleeding.” Claudette showed her leg.

Jacques entered the café and closed the door. He sat next to his lord and master to catch his breath. He wiped blood from his face and nodded to Lucien, “No one will be talking to the flics ... and the car is out of sight from the square.”  

“Did anyone see you?” Lucien grimaced.

Jacques stopped sucking a slab of beef and said, “I saw no one. All is quiet out there.” He cringed in pain and dismay at his two bloody stumps where fingers once resided. Blood dripped onto the tablecloth.  

Lucien’s hands and face were equally as white as Claudette’s. He sucked on a raw slab of steak. He wiped blood from his mouth with a lace handkerchief and dropped it to the flagstone floor where small spots of blood collected. 

“Until we drink from the source we shall never heal,” Lucien declared to his pathetic Sucklings.

Claudette choked. “That’s just so fucking perfect, Lucien.”

“Maybe we shouldn’t hang around here,” Jacques mused. “I think we’ve outstayed our welcome.”

Lucien hammered the table with a clenched fist. “Are you fucking insane? Well are you?” Lucien saw the subservient look from Jacques and was immediately pleased. “We’ll leave when we have had our fill of Eternal ... and not before ... you must be feeling the fire in your blood?”

Jacques shrugged, “What of it?”

Lucien sighed, “I am surrounded by forgetful children. Without her blood we will die. Get it?” Lucien drank his cognac. “Her blood is our life.” He brooded over the fact his senses were rapidly diminishing with his blood loss.

Lucien leaned back in his chair and crossed his feet on the table. The pain in his side had subsided to tolerable levels. He assumed this was the result of his blood spree mere hours before. With this moment he sensed they were safe. All threat of outside contact had been eliminated.

He lifted his bloody shirt and gasped in horror to see blood oozing from the pellet holes. Fuck! 

The Count showed Lucien ancient methods of torture he would use to defile Eternal’s body in the most disgusting ways imaginable before swallowing her very last drop.  

Lucien perked up to the sound of a car’s engine approaching. He smirked. Oh, how positively delicious.

~~~~

Edouard parked right next to the fountain. He rushed from the car and scanned the empty square with a frown. Where in hell could they be hiding? He washed his bloody hands in the fountain and splashed his face. A hand gripped his shoulder. Edouard jumped in shock, his heart thumping painfully. “Dear God, I thought I was done for, Father.”

Papineau looked all around then grabbed Edouard’s arm with some urgency. “Please come with me. A young woman needs your attention at the pharmacy.”

Edouard was at a loss. He needed to confront Lucien wherever he may be. “I have no time for that, Father.” He tried to leave but Father Papineau held his arm. With a sigh he was led across the square to the pharmacy.

Edouard shook hands with Doctor Colbert. The doctor showed Edouard to a delirious Annette, slumped on the couch, soaked in sweat and looking deathly pale. “What happened to her?” 

Doctor Colbert coughed. “We cannot say for certain but we believe vampires attacked her, Doctor Clavet.”

Edouard inspected the wounds on the girl’s neck. He felt her pulse and listened to her heart. This was Lucien’s doing, of that he was sure.

“Well, Doctor Clavet?” Doctor Colbert asked.

Edouard looked troubled and said, “I cannot say as to her state of mind but her pallor would suggest a great loss of blood, presumably from those bite marks?”

Father Papineau looked to Doctor Colbert, becoming excited. “So you agree they are vampires.” 

Edouard gave the Father a worried look. “I have absolutely no doubt.”

Father Papineau shook his head with dismay. “What can we do?”  

Edouard looked to Father Papineau with a growing sense of dread. “We must fight them.”

Papineau agreed with a nod. “I have sent two villagers to Auxerre to get help.”

Edouard grimaced. “They didn’t get very far. I found them with their throats torn out and also the bodies of a young woman and man.”

Father Papineau staggered backwards as if to faint. “Dear God, what have I done?” He looked distraught. “Poor Antoine and Maurice, I sent them to their deaths. You said there were two more bodies?”

Edouard fidgeted. He needed to do his duty to Eternal. “The other two had bite marks on their necks. They were so young.”

Papineau crossed himself. “Monique and Francois.” He kissed his cross and said a silent prayer. “We are being eliminated one by one.”

Doctor Colbert shook with terror. “God help me for asking this ... but will Annette change into a vampire?”

The Father took a small bottle of holy water and splashed some onto Annette’s forehead. She moaned but remained unconscious.

“I am certain she will not, Doctor Colbert,” Edouard replied. “The vampires would have to give their blood to convert their victims.” 

“How do you know this?” Doctor Colbert pleaded.

“I cannot explain now ... but take my word as the truth.” Edouard’s urgent need was overwhelming him.

“Can they be killed?” Doctor Colbert asked.

“We have to find them first.” Edouard looked to both men quizzically.

Doctor Colbert shrugged, “They were last seen at the café with Monique and Annette.” His chin quivered with grief. “I tried to warn the girls but their leader was quite convincing with his lies.” He looked thoughtful. “It was as if he had read my mind ... he knew I am enamored with the film world and ....” He coughed with embarrassment. “.... And I have always loved Soo-Soo.”

Father Papineau grimaced. “I have witnessed the lies from Lucien first hand. He sleeps with the Devil.” 

Edouard rushed to the door. He turned and said, “Do either of you have weapons?” He was dismayed to see both men shake heads no. What did he expect from a man of the cloth and a doctor sworn to do no harm. “Rally the villagers and gather as many weapons as possible ... anything will do.” 

Doctor Colbert looked ready for battle. “Old Cedric has some shotguns.” He left the surgery.

Edouard was prevented from leaving by Papineau’s strong grip.

Father Papineau asked, “What are you going to do, Doctor Clavet?”

Edouard shook his arm free and rushed down the hallway of the pharmacy.

The priest caught up with Edouard at the door. “Evil has come to our little village in the guise of those vampires ... I fear they are responsible for the vile atrocity at the Moreau Chateau?”

“I am certain of it, Father.” Edouard was desperate to leave. “I must seek them out or all will be lost.”

Father Papineau showed Edouard his cross and a bottle of holy water. “The good Lord will triumph and protect us all in this hour of need. I will help you.”

Edouard hesitated at the open door to collect himself. “No Father, this I must do alone.” Then he dashed off.

Chapter 51

––––––––

Edouard faltered to see all four tires flat. He heard childish sniggering and turned to see three cadavers scrutinizing him with curious smiles, sitting outside the café drinking red wine. The one with the black hat nodded. He had no doubt he faced Eternal’s fearsome enemy. With mounting dread he watched the other two licking their lips. He bravely marched right up to Lucien and loomed over him with clenched fists to hide his fear.

Lucien lifted his sunglasses and smiled amiably. “Please be seated, monsieur.” He kicked a chair from the table.

Edouard glanced uneasily at the other two vampires who seemed ready to pounce. He ignored the offer and sat down at the table next to Lucien. He noticed their bloody wounds, perhaps there was a chance after all.

The rivals weighed each other up with grim smiles. 

Lucien broke the ice. “What can I do for you, dear Edouard?” He smiled with anticipation.

Edouard’s balls crawled up into his crotch. He was absolutely terrified. “And you must be Lucien?”

Lucien laughed. “The one and only ... at your service.” He glared at Edouard. “I knew our paths would cross.” He sniffed the air. “You reek of fear, doctor.” He offered his hand.

Edouard hesitated with Eternal’s warnings of Lucien’s tricks rattling around in his mind. He refused to shake hands with the vampire but gave an awkward smile for he did not want to appear cowardly. “What makes you think I am a doctor?” 

Lucien looked at the nearby pharmacy then back to Edouard and laughed. “What joy! You are toying with me. I smell hospital on you ... a psychiatrist, perhaps?”

Edouard knew the game was up. He swallowed hard, listening to Eternal reminding him Lucien was still weak from his wounds and to press the attack.

Lucien leaned forward with menace. “My poor deluded Edouard, you have mistakenly come to weigh the opposition in our little game ... and now I know where my sweet Eternal is hiding.” He laughed with triumph. “Just like that besotted fool, Lancelot, you wear your heart on your sleeve ... and once again you have led Mordred to the Grail.”

Edouard sucked in his breath. He panicked. “She is no longer at the institute. The police are questioning her at Auxerre.” His stomach gripped in knots when he saw the other two vampires rise from their table.

Lucien waved his friends to be seated. He leaned back and chuckled in derision. “Come now, Edouard, we both know that isn’t true.”  

With lightning speed, Lucien grabbed Edouard’s wrist and pulled forward while reaching inside his coat.  

Edouard listened to Eternal’s warning of the Samurai blade hidden there. He used Lucien’s momentum, crashing into him and knocking him from his chair. In one fluid movement, Edouard flicked open the cutthroat razor and pressed it to Lucien’s throat.  

Jacques and Claudette jumped from their chairs ready to attack, snarling and gleaming their fangs. They advanced on Edouard with a menacing glint in their eyes and tongues licking fangs.

With a knee on Lucien’s chest, Edouard pressed the blade hard against Lucien’s throat, drawing a thin trickle of blood.  

“Tell them to sit down or I’ll give you a new asshole.” Edouard despaired when the two bloodsuckers continued to advance. He dug the blade in deeper and warned, “Do it now!” Eternal screamed in his mind, “Kill him now!” Edouard pressed the blade deeper into Lucien’s neck but faltered. His oath to do no harm weighed heavily on his conscience.

With bloodshot eyes Lucien smirked into Edouard’s face. “Is the good doctor having second thoughts?” He chuckled. “That will get you killed.”

The blade dug deeper into Lucien’s neck. He grimaced and gave the others a look to back off. They sat down reluctantly and glared at the doctor. More blood trickled from Lucien’s neck.

Edouard’s hand shook with the tension and the razor cut deeper. Could he end someone’s life so easily? Without warning, he felt Lucien’s strong hand at his throat and was easily flipped over onto his back. 

~~~~

Lucien snatched up his sunglasses, sniggered and advanced on Edouard, kicking the razor across the square. He faltered with a peculiar frown and looked at the blood pouring down his coat. He staggered forward, as if to fall.  

“What have you done?” Lucien screamed and slapped a hand to his neck to stem the flow of blood from the gash. Hand clasped tightly to his throat, he removed his sword with a flourish. The blade swished the air barely an inch from Edouard’s terrified face, forcing him to stumble backwards.

Lucien smirked when Edouard knocked over a table and crashed into chairs. The other two sprang like cats, closing in for the kill.  

Light glinted from the sharp edge of the Samurai sword, slicing a table in half that Edouard cowered beneath.  

Lucien removed his hand to go for the kill only to replace it when blood gushed down his front like a flooding river. 

Edouard rolled to his feet and ran. 

Lucien staggered forward, thinking this pathetic fool might have actually killed him. He watched Edouard falter, cornered by Jacques and Claudette at the fountain. With grinning pleasure, he advanced, scraping the tip of his sword across the cobbled square. It took considerable effort to calm his raging heart to a dull thud. His vicious fangs gleamed.

“I wonder what a doctor tastes like.” Lucien approached the trapped Edouard, showing his eager fangs. “Probably like carbolic soap and antiseptic.”

Jacques and Claudette smirked at the doctor’s unease.

Edouard fell backwards into the fountain. He splashed to the other side where he was rescued by Father Papineau holding his crucifix with trembling hands.

Lucien erupted into hysterical laughter. “That’s right Lancelot, hide behind Merlin’s frock.” Deep down, he was afraid. Visions of his religious mother flooded his brain. 

The Count told Lucien, “Beware of the exorcist and his powers. If he should recite the holy words of exorcism all would be lost. Back off. You are losing too much blood.”

Blood gushed from Lucien’s neck. His eyes rolled up into their sockets and he collapsed face down on the cobblestones. 

Edouard couldn’t believe his luck. He had defeated The Count. He kept a close eye on the other two vampires who looked unsure of themselves. They dragged their master’s body back inside the café, leaving a smeared crimson trail. 

Edouard staggered to his car and gave it a hefty kick.

Father Papineau retrieved the cutthroat razor and offered it to Edouard, who refused it. Papineau stared at the tainted blood and washed the vile vampire essence in the fountain. “Perhaps you can still run the car on flat tires?”

“I’ll have to but they will catch me before I get one hundred meters.” Edouard opened the car door.

Papineau stared at the razor. “Leave the rest to me, Doctor Clavet. I shall rouse my flock and deal with those minions of the Devil.”  

Before Edouard could thank the priest, Papineau dashed across the square to the side street.

Edouard drove off with great difficulty, sparks flashing from rims, the rubber quickly shredding. Within seconds a wheel collapsed causing the car to skid sideways. He leapt from the car and ran like the Devil was on his heels. Destiny awaited him.

~~~~

Lucien stemmed the blood flow by relaxing his anger. Claudette wrapped a strip of torn curtain around his neck and tied it off. He drank heavily from a bottle of brandy. He looked up to see Father Papineau walking past the café. What was the holy one up to? A flashing image of his car told him to act now.

Lucien, Claudette and Jacques rushed from the café to see the priest racing for his church, his cassock billowing behind him.

“Kill him!” Lucien screamed. He coughed and adjusted the makeshift bandage around his neck. Blood seeped through his fingers.

Jacques skidded to a stop to see his beloved Mercedes leaning to one side with air hissing from the rapidly deflating tire. He cursed the priest with a bloody clenched fist.

Lucien glared at Jacques’ stupidity and sprang into action but faltered in pain from his side and neck. He licked the aperitif from his fingers and whistled for the other two but Jacques hesitated by the car.

“This is more important, man.” Jacques frantically jacked up the car and removed the spare wheel from the undercarriage. He carelessly undid the wheel nuts, moaning in pain. Both missing fingers caused him to drop everything. He cursed Lucien under his breath, “You damned fool ... we should have left when I said.”

“I heard that!” Lucien called out. 

Lucien and Claudette chased after Papineau who now had a good lead on them. Damn the old fart for his unexpected speed and his own blood loss. He crashed into the church door which slammed in his face with a thunderous bang. Lucien screamed in a terrible rage.

“I’m going to rip out your heart and eat it before your dying eyes, holy one.” Lucien hammered the door. He tried the massive brass ring but the damned priest had locked it.  

Lucien joined Claudette at the rear door to the church. They screamed when the church bell rang the alarm. 

The door opened to reveal Father Papineau, who slowly backed away from them, displaying his cross in terror.

Lucien laughed with triumph.

With demonic delight across her face, Claudette cackled like a hyena when the priest shoved his crucifix towards her. Her tongue licked her lips suggestively.

Father Papineau ran from the vampires back into the sanctity of his church.

She chased after her prey, chuckling with childish glee.

The rear door slammed shut. Lucien entered the hallowed ground. He removed his Samurai sword and swished it across the air at the retreating holy man. He slipped his glasses into his coat to get accustomed to the gloom.

“Why did you have to interfere, holy one?” Lucien enquired with a malicious grin, swishing his sword. He playfully lunged at Father Papineau. “I would have left you all to your petty little lives.” He sniggered menacingly.  

Claudette made a merry dance of death around the terrified Papineau, poking him with long fingernails. 

“I wonder what a holy one tastes like.” She licked her lips and gleamed her fangs.

Lucien grimaced. “Probably like brimstone and cheap sacramental wine.”  

Father Papineau stepped back from the sharp blade, took out a bottle of holy water from his cassock and splashed its contents across Lucien’s face.

Lucien screamed in agony. His eyes opened and his mouth burst into hysterical laughter. “This is going to be such fun.” He smiled with utter madness at the priest’s folly, licking the holy water trickling down his face. 

“That will do you no good, holy one. This isn’t make-believe. Your religion will not save you now!” Lucien pounced at the helpless priest. 

The Count ordered, “Don’t allow the priest to recite the exorcism!”

“There’s no need to tell me twice!” Lucien smacked his head.

Father Papineau fell backwards to the stone floor. He scrambled away on all fours with Lucien and Claudette teasing him by jabbing his kicking legs with their sharp fingernails. He tried to pull himself to his feet but all he did was topple the table adorned with flaming candles to the floor. He got to his knees, scooped something up and prayed. The blade kissed his neck.

Lucien snarled at the crucifix thrust in his face. He screamed and cowered from its ancient power. Visions of his mother shattered his control. 

The Count roared with rage and fear at the holy relic. “Stop him!”

Father Papineau, empowered with religious fervor, placed the crucifix on Lucien’s forehead. He made the sign of the cross. “I exorcize you, unclean spirit, in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ ....” Papineau faltered.

With a hideous scream, Lucien regained his composure. He laughed hysterically, clutched the cross and kissed it. He snatched it from the priest’s confused grasp and tossed it to Claudette.

“Had you going there, priest,” Lucien teased.

Claudette giggled and rubbed the crucifix between her breasts before slipping it in and out from between her legs. She licked it with sexual abandon then dropped the crucifix into Papineau’s lap. “I’m all done now. It was so good.”

Father Papineau breathed deeply, clutching his defiled cross to his chest. His lips moved with silent prayer.

Chapter 52

––––––––

Edouard slammed into the front door of the asylum and hammered. “Let me in ... it’s Doctor Clavet.” He bent over, gasping for breath after his exertions. His feet ached in his wet city shoes not suitable for the distance he had run.

The pretty receptionist opened the door.  

Edouard pushed her aside. “Lock the door.”  

She faltered for a moment when Nurse Collette came alongside her. With a look of apprehension upon her face, the receptionist handed the keys to the nurse and ran out of the asylum in terrified tears.  

Nurse Collette looked dumbfounded at the receding figure of the receptionist.

“Where’s Eternal?”  

Nurse Collette indicated. “She is waiting for you in the surgery.” 

Edouard gave her a big hug and a kiss on the cheek. “Lock the door.”

Nurse Collette touched her cheek and smiled sweetly.

Edouard raced to the surgical room. He embraced Eternal, her full power engulfing his body with a massive jolt. He kissed her with a terrifying passion while her sweet music washed away his fears. Now he understood that his own transformation was necessary to complete their eternal union.

Eternal’s obsidian eyes popped open to glare at the demon witch giving them a look of sheer hate. She smiled and blew her a kiss. “Thank you for my aperitif, demon.” 

Edouard and Eternal resumed their passionate kiss with all the love she had nurtured through the centuries. He had an overwhelming sense of home. He sighed in her embrace but was irritated by Marteau’s presence. 

The witch nurse blinked with terror and held her head with both hands. “Get it out!” She screamed, backing away. It shook its head with a growl and charged at the lovers entwined and kissing. It grabbed Edouard’s shoulder. 

“What about Bonbon? She should go to Madam Guillotine for what she’s done.” The witch snarled.

Eternal smothered her lips against Edouard’s and lashed out at the witch. The vile thing flew across the room and crashed into the surgical table, scattering instruments to the floor. 

He smiled in awe at Eternal’s strength. She truly was Eternal. He glared into Marteau’s hateful eyes. “Get out of my sight. You’re finished here.”

The creature stood up and spat at them. “You can’t speak to me like that.” She spat again and jabbed a finger towards Eternal. “You are nothing without that one.” She ran off.

“Can she do any harm?” Edouard asked swimming in her deep black pools.

“That demon is not worth the effort.” Eternal flinched and snarled. “Lucien’s still alive but weak. We must leave now.” She took his hand and led him out of the surgical room.  

Cold terror settled in his gut. He had failed to defeat The Count. “I must say farewell to Henri.” The lovers walked with purpose down the corridor towards the sound of insanity. 

Edouard looked at her. Even with the threat of The Count, she seemed strangely calm and acquiescent, almost angelic. Her serenity bathed him in cool, calm waves. Hand in hand they entered the noisy day room to say goodbye to Henri.

~~~~

Edouard looked from Eternal to the terrible chaos of the day room. Sheer bedlam. 

Busson lay on the couch, helplessly observing the insanity, cuddling his trembling dog. 

Henri tried to calm Philippe who had his hands to his ears to cut out the sound of the other patients’ screaming.

Patients pulled at their hair and wailed like Banshees. Some tussled with one another on the floor. Others tried to copulate like wild animals, urgently masturbating.

Martha jumped up and down on the keys of the piano in a state of deranged torment, meowing like a cat and lifting her dress in a sickening, yet erotic display.

Nurses and male orderlies tried their utmost to maintain a semblance of order but they were losing the battle.

~~~~

In her transformed state, Eternal saw all the demons, witches, goblins and horned satyrs dancing merrily to her ancient rhythm. An aura of goodness radiated from those trying to calm the monsters. A demonic succubus with a grotesque vagina snarling with teeth stomped about on the piano. The scene comforted Eternal, confirming her superiority over these pathetic creatures.

Eternal and Edouard walked up to Henri. The cacophony of screams immediately subsided. A deathly hush fell upon the day room.  

The patients became fixated with Eternal. Heads cocked to one side, listening to her melancholic lullaby caress their fevered brains. All eyes followed her as she seemed to glide across the room like a swan on a mist-shrouded lake. Several patients bowed to her, some averted her gaze while others tried to kiss her feet.

She smiled serenely at Henri, infusing him with her hypnotic music.

Henri looked dazed at the effect Eternal had on his patients and made eye contact with her for the briefest of moments. He shook his head, placing hands to ears. 

Eternal’s ancient power filled the room with her dark symphony. She caressed frantic souls with her wondrous allure and transfixed everyone.

A brilliant shaft of sunlight sliced across the room, washing over Eternal. With a vicious snarl, she put up her arms to shield her eyes. She stepped out of the golden ray in annoyance and laughed, sensing the return of the eternal storm, the same one that ushered in her birth.

Her infectious smile was replaced by a look of pure hunger. She gazed upon the tasty morsels on offer before her with eyes black as night. Visions of blood feasting inflamed her appetite to bursting point. She shuddered and gleamed long fangs with a hiss of delight.

One by one, the patients backed away from her in abject terror, as far as they could into a corner. They huddled there, quivering like bowls of jelly. The word Eternal echoed around the room from patient to patient to orderly to orderly to Henri.

Eternal lifted her arms to the heavens. “I am Eternal! Let there be darkness.” 

An otherworldly twilight descended with a shroud of heavy black clouds, transforming Douvrey and the surrounding area into the realm of the dead. Lightning flashed across the sky followed by a tremendous crackling of thunder. Not one single patient uttered a cry when the windowpanes rattled.

Henri looked with utter defeat from his patients to the deep, comfortless gloom that had descended upon the day room. He swayed as if slightly intoxicated. He gazed into Edouard’s eyes with hopeless resignation.

~~~~

Edouard gripped Henri’s shoulders. “You’ll be fine, Henri.” He smiled sadly at Henri’s acceptance. Eternal sent him Henri’s confusion.

Henri knew beyond all doubt what Bonbon and Nurse Marteau had been doing, right under his nose. It came to him in a flash of sickening revelation, straight from Eternal’s powerful mind. He glared at Nurse Marteau trying to control a shivering Philippe. What he saw repulsed him. The festering demon was trying to escape its fleshy prison.

Henri shuddered for a moment, a dark, cold wind blowing his fears away. He looked around the room and focused his anger on Nurse Marteau, hovering by the French doors. It looked like she was about to make a run for it but a whimpering Philippe hugged her legs, preventing escape.

Edouard gripped Henri’s jaw and turned him face-to-face. “Forget her, Henri.” He saw the confusion in Henri’s face. “Do not concern yourself with Bonbon ... his sacrifice was a fitting end for the evil he spread in this place. Be grateful he is gone. I know your patients are.”  

Henri blinked for a moment, digesting Edouard’s words. He grimaced with anger and charged across the room towards a startled Nurse Marteau.

“What have you been doing to my patients?” Henri challenged with grim determination.

Chapter 53

––––––––

Father Papineau lay spread-eagled on the cold stone floor of his church. He stared up into Lucien’s demented grin. 

“Life is so unfair ... don’t you think?” Lucien giggled with superiority.

Father Papineau’s outstretched hand gripped a fallen candle, spitting a weak flame. He plunged the flaming end into Lucien’s right eye.  

Lucien fell back, throwing his sword high in the air to clutch his hissing eye. He howled in agony, running around, stumbling and crashing into pews.

The eternal gloom that had descended upon Douvrey turned day to night within the confines of the church of Saint Madeleine. The only source of light came from the scattered candles that had rolled across the floor to ignite the red cloth atop the table. Flames licked up the dangling cloth, hungry for more food.

Father Papineau staggered to his feet and glared triumphantly at the vile vampire clutching its face. He saw the sword quivering in a pew. He looked around in the shadows for the other evil one and saw her in the aisle crouching with indecision.  

Movement directed Papineau to look further down the aisle at Doctor Colbert pointing a shotgun at the female vampire. The sound of movement! Where was Lucien? He looked around for him but he had vanished along with his sword. More movement diverted his attention to the tall black one creeping up on the doctor.

“Behind you, doctor!”

Jacques crushed Doctor Colbert’s head with a tire iron, inflicting immediate death. The shotgun was ripped from the doctor’s dead hands before he collapsed to the floor, the tire iron embedded in his skull.

Father Papineau rushed down the central aisle, towards the main door. He heard the click, click of both triggers being pulled back. He dived for cover under the nearest row of pews, the shotgun blast peppering the thick oak door.  

The lock shattered. Papineau rejoiced when the door burst inwards. A horde of angry villagers charged forth brandishing, shotguns, pitchforks, garden rakes, swords and rusted old rifles with bayonets fixed, screaming in righteous fury.  

Father Papineau wept with relief, for his words had not fallen on deaf ears. Something caught his eye.

~~~~

Lucien sprang from a row of pews. He pulled his revolver from his coat and fired three times into the angry mob.  

Three villagers fell to the floor but they advanced on the vampires without hesitation.

Lucien leapt over the pews and ran down the aisle, followed by Claudette and Jacques.

The villagers chased the vampires out of the burning church and into the square where more villagers lay in wait.

Lucien opened fire three more times into the surging crowd. The throng stuttered for a brief moment, allowing him to cut a swathe with his sword.  

Several villagers fell, clutching their abdomens.

Lucien and Jacques dashed for the waiting Mercedes with its canopy down. He hopped into the passenger seat and thanked the Devil for Jacques leaving the keys in the ignition.

Jacques started her up and drove straight at the surging mob. The car bumped over the unfortunates unable to get out of the way. Jacques slowed down for Claudette but she was not so lucky.

A pitchfork impaled her through the back. She spat blood, staring down at the barbs protruding through each breast. She laughed in a bloody gurgle of surprise. 

“Help me Lucien! I’m afraid!” She coughed blood into Jacques’ face.

Jacques reached out with his stumped hand and grabbed Claudette’s hand. That was all Jacques pulled into the car as a scythe swished. He stared at the detached hand in his grasp.

Claudette screamed at her bloody stump, spouting a fountain of blood. She staggered forward and collapsed to the cobbled square.

Jacques swerved the car into the man wielding the scythe. He grimaced when the car jolted over the villager. The rest of the mob scattered before the Mercedes.

With the Mercedes speeding away, Lucien looked behind to see screaming villagers hacking away at Claudette. Her head was held high.

Jacques put his foot to the floor. The car lurched out of the village into the gloomy unnatural twilight, leaving a wake of death. 

Lucien screamed with a terrible rage to see his scarred, burnt face mocking him from the vanity mirror on the sun visor. He scraped wax from his swollen eye socket with a long fingernail. All the car’s instruments glowed as if made of gold. 

Lucien turned to see the church bursting into flames. He heaved a sigh for Claudette. 

Jacques wiped away tears. “That was not on the menu. Fuck it, I’m going to miss her.” He looked across at Lucien bemoaning his scarred face. 

Lucien glared at Jacques. “I want them all to suffer for this.” He snarled, stamping his foot onto the dashboard causing the instruments to waver wildly. 

“The asylum!” he screamed.

Jacques admonished Lucien, “Don’t take it out on the car, man.”

Lucien jabbed the pistol into Jacques’ temple. “Stop the fucking car or I’ll blow your brains out!”

Jacques laughed. “It’s empty you damned fool.”

Lucien shrugged and pulled the trigger to prove a point. He tossed the gun into Jacques lap, hitting him right where it counts.

Jacques slammed on the brakes and moaned with the gripping pain.  

Lucien kicked him out of the driver’s seat and rammed into first gear with a crunch. He glanced curiously at a pretty blonde woman running past them, crying hysterically.

Jacques had just enough time to dive into the back before it raced away. He crawled to the front passenger seat and glared at Lucien. His shaking hands frantically opened the glove compartment and fished out a box of cartridges. He clumsily reloaded the gun, not daring to hand it back to Lucien.

Lucien drove like a man possessed. The Mercedes screamed down the country lane towards the bright lights of the institute. In his fury, he missed the turn. He slammed on the brakes, reversed to the turn off and sped like a lunatic down the driveway to the institute with headlights on full beam.

Jacques braced himself while Lucien swerved the Mercedes across the damp lawn to the rear of the institute, churning up the grass with skid marks.  

A demonic grin etched across his scarred face, Lucien put his foot to the floor and charged straight for the large French doors.

Chapter 54
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Eternal advanced on the demon witch with hands outstretched, using her vampiric lullaby to confuse the evil creature. Her fangs begged for more blood. Her eyes were burning black coals of sanguineous desire. She relished the demon’s terror. 

The evil creature tried to escape the old bag of skin in which it was trapped. The witch developed two heads and a swishing forked tail. The demon head hissed and spat its displeasure. It slipped back into its vile home.

Nurse Marteau tried desperately to pull Philippe from her legs but the stupid fool gripped her more tightly in his own terror.

“You are just like Mama,” Philippe cried out to Marteau.

“Stay away from me, you evil bitch!” she screamed. “Someone, please help me?”

Eternal heard Lucien’s hideous screams of hatred charging towards the institute like a raging bull. She stopped with a flash of fear curling her upper lip into a snarl. She turned to Edouard and rushed to him.

As they fled the room, Edouard shouted out, “Sorry Henri.”

~~~~

Completely confused, Henri watched Edouard leave. His heart was heavy at losing such a talented colleague. He turned his attention to the nurses, still comforting the patients. The room immediately settled to a tolerable level of insanity now that Eternal was gone.  

He blinked when the strange music lost intensity. He shook his head to clear it, thinking how could vampires exist in this day and age? But he had seen her fangs and witnessed her power firsthand. 

Everything Father Papineau had told him was true. There actually were demons and vampires walking the earth. He had seen Eternal’s demonic visions. Sweet Martha was a monstrous succubus. So it was her demon that had murdered all those men and devoured their genitals. Philippe had murdered his mother who was actually a demon. Henri’s world had been turned upside down and inside out. Could all his patients be possessed?

Henri knew of at least one other who nurtured a demon. He glared at Nurse Marteau struggling with Philippe, still trying to make good her escape through the French doors. 

Intense light flooded the room. She looked behind her to be dazzled by the twin beams of the Mercedes’ headlights. Her hideous screams forced the demon within to vacate its home but it was too late.

Henri stood rooted to the floor while Nurse Marteau’s demon crawled out of her body with a bloody squelch. His stomach squirmed at the grotesque sight. It looked straight at Henri and snarled. Edouard had been correct all along about her influence. He backed away when a black rip appeared in the air and swallowed the demon whole leaving an icy mist.

The French doors exploded with a crash of glass and splintered wood. The front grill of the car slammed through Nurse Marteau and Philippe, shattering their skulls into fragments. The car sucked their bodies under and crushed the piano against the far wall. Poor Martha and an orderly died instantly.

~~~~

Lucien jumped from the car, brandishing his sword. He callously chuckled. “Knock knock.”  

Lucien advanced on Henri, feeling the aftershock of Eternal’s presence. He faltered, looking for her and smiled dementedly, continuing to advance on the terrified doctor hugging a matronly nurse. He glanced at Busson lying motionless on the couch, arms wrapped around a whining Papillon.

“Please ... don’t get up!” Lucien laughed.

Jacques leapt from the back of the car leaving the engine running and surveyed the catastrophe.  

Henri and Nurse Collette stood motionless, staring wide-eyed with terror at the pair of vampires advancing on them. He nodded to Nurse Collette, “Run!”

Nurse Collette didn’t need to be told twice.

Two male orderlies let go of troubled patients and charged at the intruders.  

Jacques casually squeezed off two shots from the revolver. Both men were thrown backwards, their heads exploding. He laughed, blowing smoke from the barrel. He licked the muzzle with a hiss of steam from his tongue.  

The remaining patients ran screaming through the shattered doors.

“Take care of that nurse!” Lucien shouted to Jacques.

~~~~

Edouard hurtled down the hallway led by Eternal’s immense strength. They slammed into the front door. 

He tried to open it but then remembered it was locked. He cried out in anguish and turned to see Nurse Collette racing to him. She shrugged a goodbye and tossed a bunch of keys before dashing back down the corridor. 

“Come with us.” He watched her disappear down the corridor.

Edouard heard her screams and so wanted to help now that his Lancelot persona was stronger. A mental slap from Eternal forced him to leave the nurse’s fate in her own hands. He frantically tried key after key. 

Edouard whined desperately for the right key amongst the countless within the bunch. He prayed the vampires would give him enough time. He jumped when several loud gunshots shattered the moment.

Edouard gasped, sliding the right key home and the door popped open to freedom. They burst into the strange twilight gloom of early morning and ran, hand in hand, across the manicured lawn towards the woods to the north of the institute. Neither dared look back.

~~~~

Lucien glared at Jacques’ miserable return. “Well?”

“She won’t be telling tales to the flics,” Jacques said, not looking Lucien eye to eye.

Lucien picked up Jacques lies and knew he had not taken care of the nurse. The room was so thick with car fumes Lucien coughed his guts up. He stood surrounded by the blood-spattered remnants of humanity left in the wake of his vampiric rage. The only survivors were Henri, Busson and his dog.

Lucien grimaced in pain, his need for Eternal raking against his nerves with rusty nails. He gave Jacques a nod to check outside. Blood seeped from the makeshift bandage around his neck. More blood flowed down his left leg to pool at his feet. His psychic bond to Jacques was barely functioning. He received only garbled images.

Jacques eagerly left through the shattered doors. He breathed in the fresh air and surveyed the pandemonium in the gardens. He moaned in pain and glared at the blood dribbling unabated from his stumped hand.  

Several patients scrambled onto Busson’s cart. One enterprising patient whipped the horse into action and cantered off while more patients hopped onto the back, howling like devils.  

He lowered the pistol, not wanting to waste bullets on those idiots. In fact he didn’t think he could hit the broad side of a barn now that his blood boiled through his body with a terrible need.

Another male patient danced frantically with three naked females. They seemed oblivious to the carnage around them. Three more patients were entangled in an orgy, cavorting on the lawn.

Jacques turned from that disgusting sight to see two people dash into the woods surrounding the northern perimeter of the institute. He couldn’t see who they were. The pain erupted with full force. 

To placate his uncontrollable need for Eternal’s pure blood, he dived on a naked female running past him. He ripped her neck wide open with his fangs and drank but immediately threw up the vile stuff contaminated with foul tasting drugs.

Jacques heaved a sigh, sliding off the dead woman. He dreaded the inevitable tirade from Lucien and entered the asylum.  

Lucien held up a hand to stop Jacques from opening his mouth. He placed the tip of his shaking sword under Henri’s chin. The sword wavered, his hand trembling with the blood fire. It felt like acid flowed through his veins. He must have her blood now and his confused senses told him she was still very close.

“Where is she Doctor Vernier ... where is Eternal?”

~~~~

Henri grimaced at the shaking blade cutting into his neck. He stoically stood his ground and for the first time in his life he experienced a traumatic flashback, so often described by his patients. Lucien changed into a strutting officer aiming his swagger stick at him. Instead of thunder shaking the room, shells exploded all around the hospital surgery. The officer screamed demented orders at Henri. Henri looked on in dismay at the dismembered bodies heaped in a corner and buckets full of amputated limbs.

Henri was rudely shaken from his flashback to see the deranged glare of victory on Lucien’s face. He stepped back in shock when Lucien’s mouth pounced on his neck. Henri shoved the vampire away with a tearing of flesh.

“Go to hell, Dupont!”

“You first, doctor,” Lucien said with a cold chuckle. He ended Henri’s life with a thrust of the sword through his heart.

Henri fell to the blood-soaked floor no longer troubled by the horrors of the Great War.

“I saw someone running into the woods. It could’ve been her,” Jacques said nervously to his thoroughly deranged master.

Lucien turned to Jacques. His face paint cracked with pent up rage. He exploded like a volcano. “You fucking idiot!” 

Jacques backed away and hopped into the car, now dangerously close to overheating. He slid across to the passenger side. 

“They can’t be far. Come on!” he urged.

Lucien slumped into the driver’s seat. He felt slightly better for Henri’s vintage. Brief images of warfare and screaming legless soldiers flashed across his mind. That was when he noticed Busson staring at him with sheer hatred and fear. He shrugged a smile and winked. 

Lucien reversed from the day room, crunching over prone corpses, and skidded on the damp lawn. He switched off the headlights and buried his foot to the floor. The massive car charged off at breakneck speed, killing all in its path. 

He stopped on the driveway to see approaching headlights. A police car raced past the entrance. He gave a worried look to Jacques. 

Lucien drove like a maniac, ramming the pedal to the floor, lurching the car away from a ditch and raced for the Moreau Chateau. He had an overwhelming need for home and that was where he would become Eternal.

Chapter 55
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Eternal dodged needle-sharp thorns and spear-like branches with a grace befitting a gazelle. Her otherworldly vampiric senses allowed her to navigate every obstacle with inhuman agility. Creaking, gnarled wooden demons with spindly fingers grasped at her hair. Brambles failed to scratch away her milky-white skin with long talons. She skipped aside all obstacles in her path but many times she had to pause for Edouard to catch up.

Eternal stopped and listened at the edge of the familiar leafy lane. She turned to her true love and relayed imminent danger with her music. The familiar growling sound of Lucien’s approaching car grew louder with each second they paused at the clearing by the roadside. She grabbed Edouard’s hand and dragged him from the woods.  

They were transfixed by powerful twin headlamps. Eternal put her hands to her eyes and screamed like a Banshee. The Count’s hatred froze her to the spot. She turned to Edouard but it was too late. The massive grill with body parts protruding from it seemed to open its steel maw to swallow them whole. 

Edouard shoved Eternal to safety. He dived but was clipped by the car’s bumper and thrown into the water-logged ditch with a terrible force. 

The screech of tires spurred Eternal on. Terror drove at her heels but her love reached out for Edouard. She groaned with his agony.

Edouard staggered to his feet, holding his side in extreme pain. Winded and coughing to clear his lungs, he stumbled up the embankment and stretched out his arm for her. He gave her a terrible look of defeat, slipping back into the ditch.

Eternal refused to accept defeat and slid down the embankment to grip Edouard’s hand. She tugged her true love from the ditch and dragged him up the bank. She watched Lucien advancing with his bloodthirsty sword.

“There you are!” Lucien laughed. 

Eternal dared to look into the hatred glowing from his eyes. She saw the sword swishing through the air. She pulled Edouard up the bank with a mighty heave. 

She screamed, “No!”

Eternal felt the intense pain sucking everything from Edouard’s lungs. 

Edouard stared down at the sword piercing his side. A numbing weakness overcame him. Oh how much he wanted to rest for a while, just a brief moment to regain his strength. Shock kicked in but he felt no pain when Lucien removed the sword.

“You are going to beg me for a quick death, lover boy!” Lucien sneered.

Eternal growled with an inhuman rage. She pounced on Lucien, knocking him backwards. She forced his head under the filthy ditch water. Her hate held him down with his legs kicking. She grimaced with pleasure when his hands tried to release her grip but she was so much stronger now. His damned sword rose from the water, flailing in the air. With a snarl, she looked up to see the dark one leap from the car to save his master. An explosion of thunder puffed the hair at the back of her head.

Eternal snarled, leapt from the ditch and dragged Edouard up the embankment. She wept with fear to see him so weak. Gripping his cold hand, she dragged him, limping and stumbling across a magnificent lawn.  

Lucien screamed orders to his evil minion. “Come on ... we’ll cut them off at the chateau.”

Eternal cried with distant memories of the familiar chateau looming before her. She saw herself collecting eggs. A golden comb ploughed her lustrous hair. An overpowering sense of home filled her mind, melting her heart with its promise of sublime comfort. The image of the cold turret room shattered those childhood memories.

Several times Eternal had to heave Edouard from the damp grass. He was losing so much blood she feared she wouldn’t have time to save him. All this suffering would be for nothing. Don’t think that!

“Please Edouard ... help me,” she urged, dragging his injured body towards the chateau. She heard the demonic car racing up the long driveway, hissing steam, spitting gravel and growling from its tooth-like grill.  

“What the hell’s going on?” 

Eternal whirled around to see a man dressed in black running towards her with a gun in his hand. A boom of thunder sent the man flying for a brief moment with his face exploding into bloody fragments. 

She ignored the violent death, continuing to drag Edouard closer to safety. Almost there now! Another thunderclap resounded through the heavy atmosphere. The death screams of some poor unfortunate were cut short by another gunshot.

“Eternal!” 

She faltered at The Count’s scream piercing the membrane of her soul, or what once was her soul for something else resided there now. Eternal smashed through the thin wooden boards blocking the shattered French doors with unnatural ease.  

Edouard followed under his own steam, although staggering more than walking. He held his side with a bloody hand and gave Eternal a forlorn look that said everything she didn’t want to hear.  

Eternal entered the grand hallway and made for an under-stairs door. She opened it and beckoned Edouard into the sheer blackness of the cellar. Oblivion! 

She waited for Edouard to enter the dark place. He closed the door behind him and stumbled into her arms at the foot of the stairs. 

Eternal froze in terror when a dull yellow light from above banished the darkness.

~~~~

Standing at top of the stairwell, Lucien called out in a teasing voice, “I know you’re down there, my Sweet Rose.” He chuckled with anticipation of the hunt. “You can’t hide from me, my beloved.” He turned to Jacques. “Do what you want to the other one but leave her to me ... got that!”

Jacques looked angry. “I need her blood just as much as you, man.” He looked at his ruined hand and could barely manage to hold the heavy revolver. With effort he cocked the trigger. 

“Don’t fret my friend ... there’s plenty to go around.” Lucien grinned at Jacques. A noise alerted Lucien, forcing his legs to rush down the rickety stairs two at a time, jumping to the dusty floor. He hovered, listening, scanning for that noise to dare repeat itself. Please do!

Jacques stood behind him, brandishing the pistol. He had to use both trembling hands to cock the trigger all the way.

Lucien sensed his companion’s discomfort, patting Jacques on the shoulder. “It will all be over soon, my friend.”

Before them was a staggering array of barrels and bottles of wine stacked to the ceiling. The cavern like cellar was an immense maze full of a connoisseur’s delight. Disappearing into the gloom was a tunnel, its walls beaded with bare light bulbs and its floor laid with a rail track.  

Lucien nodded to Jacques. The vengeful pair of vampires separated.  

~~~~

Eternal pushed the flat end of a massive barrel. The end swiveled inwards to reveal a cozy niche, explained to her by a teenage Lucien that this was used to hide the Aristocrats from the Rebels. She urged Edouard into the barrel with great difficulty. Closing the barrel, she jolted at Lucien’s black soul entering her mind with its powerful stench of corruption. 

Her inner sense almost gagged on the revulsion emanating from The Count. The other suckling was less discernible but had an odor unmistakably vampiric and desperate. Eternal let out a girlish giggle, sensing their discomfort. More fool them for taking her blood.

Lucien turned to stone when he heard his beloved’s laughter. He rushed around a stack of barrels with his sword ready and willing. There she was cowering beside a barrel stamped 1921. A distant memory jolted Lucien back to his childhood where he and Rose watched the sun set over a field of grapevines all neatly picked. 

The Count screamed, “Take her blood now!” 

The image quickly evaporated. He advanced on Eternal. 

Eternal chuckled, scampering away as if a child once more. She playfully called out, “I’m over here, Lucien.”

Lucien looked behind him in bewilderment. That was impossible. She could not have moved so fast. He turned and listened, hating her all the more for toying with him. Were her powers so great she had the confidence to amuse herself in this game of death? He was unsure of the situation now. The Suckling whirled around to more childish taunts from another direction and another until he’d had enough. 

He screamed at the top of his lungs, “Eternal!” He gasped in panic when he sensed Jacques’ intentions. He rushed across the cellar. “No!” 

Jacques cautiously approached the tunnel where her sniggering emanated from. He aimed the pistol down the tunnel. The gunshot was deafening in the damp confines. Ancient dust drifted down from the ceiling.  

Lucien screamed. “Stop shooting you fucking idiot. I want her alive.”

“Fuck you too, man,” Jacques whispered. He had just enough time to squeeze off another shot before turning to stone with shock. He went rigid with pain spreading from his chest to his groin. He stared down at the blade protruding from his chest and giggled.

“You’re so fucking stupid to think I’d let you become a made vampire.” Lucien forced the blade downwards, slicing Jacques’ body in two from his heart to his groin. “You dance with the Devil ... you sleep with the Devil.”

Jacques staggered forwards and fell into his pile of steaming guts. He squeezed off an involuntary shot. 

A rumbling noise grew louder. Lucien wiped his blade on Jacques’ back and whirled around to see a massive trolley hurtling along the rail track towards him.

The heavy, rusting trolley crushed the remains of Jacques’ body and pinned Lucien with its momentum. With all the air knocked from his lungs, he gripped the rim of the trolley but slipped. His legs were splayed either side, trapping him. He could not let go. He desperately tried to haul his weakened body into the trolley and with a final flip he managed to slither face down into the trolley. It smashed through a stack of barrels all marked during the Great War. It continued through row after row of barrels causing thousands of gallons of blood-red Chateau Dupont to cascade across the cellar floor like a river of gore. The trolley obliterated the stone-built central arch support which collapsed on top of Lucien and came to a rest inside a fifty gallon barrel. The ceiling started to groan. Fractured lead pipes gushed water.

~~~~

Eternal stood at the mouth of the tunnel, her head cocked to one side, listening for further danger. Satisfied, she grabbed a lever protruding from a wall and tugged down. A heavy steel door crashed to the floor, blocking off the tunnel and sealing the cellar. She dashed over to the barrel where she had hidden Edouard and dragged him out.  

Her true love was so weak with loss of blood he fell into the growing pool of wine. Eternal snatched him up as though weightless and ran up the creaking stairs.  

She gently placed Edouard onto the wooden floor of the hallway and dragged a heavy oak armoire blocking the cellar door. 

Finally safe, she fell to the floor in sheer exhilaration. Her keen senses could not detect Lucien’s beating heart. The Count was defeated. The game was finally over!

Chapter 56
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There wasn’t any time for rejoicing. A moan from Edouard spurred her on. She grasped his trembling hand and sensed he was at death’s doorstep. She must hurry! 

His arm fell limply to the floor and his eyes rolled up. He lost consciousness with blood oozing from his side.

“No Edouard!”  

With her immortal strength she heaved him to his feet and hefted him over her shoulder. She stormed up the massive right-hand staircase to the next floor.  

Eternal kicked a bedroom door wide open and entered. A brilliant flash of light escaped the eternal gloom, slicing through swirling clouds of dust, followed by a resounding boom of thunder. She gently placed Edouard onto a four-poster bed. She wanted to stroke his forehead with deep affection but her senses told her she had no time. First she rushed to the source of light and expelled it with a swish of velvety darkness.

Eternal climbed onto the bed next to Edouard. First she licked his wounds until they closed shut then gleamed her fangs. She bit deeply into her own arm, shuddering at the sight of two holes, red and yet bloodless. She needed oxygenated blood to revive her heart. There was no choice. She placed the dry wound over Edouard’s mouth and bit into his carotid artery. The blood fire raged through her. Oxygen revitalized all her organs. Her brain swam in fresh blood and her heart thumped once more.

“Drink my eternal essence my beloved ... drink and we shall become eternal.” She proceeded with the mutual vampiric transfusion.

Edouard’s eyes flew open, gagging on the ice-cold blood filling his body with invigorating life. His legs trembled. Sweat erupted across his brow. His once emerald green eyes became darker with each drop of eternal life. He gripped Eternal’s wound to his bloody lips with a new vitality.  

Eternal sighed with such exquisite pain. His sweet offering blended with her dead blood. She shuddered with divine tenderness, sensing her beloved’s strength returning and much more. Her music diminished in intensity with the euphoria of the blending. Not yet. He must have his fill. We must be as one. Eternal blood must flow with equal strength. 

Eternal’s eyes grew heavy with fatigue and joy. Her instincts told her it was time. She shuddered with completion. Her blood had blended to a perfect cocktail with her true love’s essence. Gently removing her arm from Edouard’s lips, she licked his neck wound until it sealed. 

She curled up beside her beloved and used her mind to placate him. “We must sleep now. Sleep as we have never before.” She dozed off with her head on his chest listening to his beautiful heartbeat slowing until it stopped. Eternal bliss!

Eternal drifted into a deep sleep where she finally said farewell to Rose. She awoke within her dream to find little Rose standing at the foot of the bed holding a single red rose. There were tears of joy in her eyes. Rose skipped up to Eternal and kissed her on the mouth. She placed the rose across Eternal’s chest where her heart remained motionless. The rose dissolved into her chest and became Eternal’s heart. Rose smiled sadly and vanished.

An imaginary fire crackled in the stone fireplace. Eternal kissed her lover gently on the lips to rouse him from his slumber.

Edouard looked with sleepy eyes into Eternal’s deep black pools of darkness and smiled. They caressed each other, kissed, entwining their tongues in eternal ecstasy.

~~~~

An exhausted Eternal sighed with exquisite rapture. Every part of her body tingled with passion and desire. Her inner blood fire radiated a sensation of numbing cold to her skin. This she knew would facilitate instant healing properties and instill great strength.

She lifted her head from Edouard’s silent chest. His heart was still and would not beat until the blood fire raged. Eternal looked around the bedroom, drifting back to his face. His eyes opened. Oh how much she adored that boyish smile and that fervent gleam from his black eyes. The faint hint of jade caused her to squeal with joy.

But most of all she loved the bulge of his raging erection. She tore his stinking clothes from his rampant body then her power sucked them both into a dream world of past desires. 

Beneath the mother moon, Eternal frantically helped Lancelot remove his cumbersome armor. Her long fingernails ripped his tunic to shreds. Her hands caressed his rippling muscles, tense with the heat of his passion. His strong hands unstrapped her gown which slid to the ground, revealing her glory. 

With incredible force she pushed him to the mossy ground and savored him with her rampant mouth. He tasted of battle and bravery, honor and devotion, all combined with his everlasting love. She kissed his beautiful tears and traced his firm muscles with her tongue. 

Eternal laughed with heightened arousal, kissing the place where Lucien’s sword had pierced. She gleamed her fangs and nipped his skin, leaving two punctures. She giggled when Edouard jolted with pleasure.

She sensed his urgent need to bite her. “Not yet my true love.” Those sweet words made her inner fire burn with joy.

She sighed to see no sign of a wound or scar from her love-bite. Her tongue lapped his cool skin, tasting stale wine. His passion sent waves of tingling orgasms through her, heightening her desire. His fingers combed her hair, softer than strands of silk, caressing the nape of her neck. She arched her back when his lips stroked her earlobes, nuzzling her shoulders. Trembles of joy rippled through her. Oh how long she had waited for this moment.

Her power infused them with her sweet memories. The cool desert moon bathed the desperate lovers with its beloved radiance. Helen’s cold, white skin quivered to Paris’ gentle touch. His green eyes melted into the night, her lips clasped with his, their tongues embraced, confirming their destiny. She licked the salt from his skin, tasting its intensity, loving the sensation of urgency from his inner fire. She drowned in his lust, lost in a moment of eternity.

This is what she had yearned for. So many centuries of misery now washed away. Eternal kissed Edouard’s writhing body, licking every trembling inch of skin. Her tongue loved him. Her lips adored him. She bit into his flesh, swimming in a sea of passion, seasoned with his flavor. Her eager mouth sucked his nipples, teasing his need for immediate release. His sweet pain was her desire. Her joy blended with her true love’s ecstasy to create a heady blend of lust that drove her over the edge.

She lost herself in his rampant heat centered in his loins. Her hungry mouth nibbled, her teeth plucked his skin until she found his erection. She used her tongue to tease his twitching penis, slithering over his head now oozing with imminent release. Her hungry mouth engulfed him. She took him to the hilt as he thrust his hips and trembled with their first mutual orgasm. 

Eternal was lifted by Edouard’s immense strength. His fangs sank into her buttocks, over and over, leaving sets of bloodless pock marks. His probing fingers parted her moist petals where his tongue snaked around her wetness, delving into every crease. She whimpered when his tongue slipped deep inside her. She ground down on his face, gasping, his fangs nibbling her tender folds. She quivered with an impending explosion of rapture and was gratified when he released at the same moment.

Edouard lifted her from his face and entered her with a gentle grind of his hips, teasing her need to have him to the hilt. Ever so tenderly he pushed deeper, savoring each orgasm that convulsed her body, gripping his erection like a fist. His teeth nipped at her neck and shoulders and her fangs found his flesh. His mouth discovered her tongue. He sucked it slowly wrapping his tongue around hers while they tangled their bodies, creating perfection. He stayed within her, as hard as steel – their hearts now silent as one – their minds in perfect unison. The eternal vampire lovers fell into a deep slumber wrapped in each other’s embrace.

Chapter 57

––––––––

The vampire lovers awoke entwined as one, instinctively thinking each other’s thoughts in the dissipating afternoon gloom. They embraced the otherworldly, eternal storm for serving its purpose to protect Eternal from the sun. 

Edouard could feel the storm dwindling in strength, relenting to nature’s irresistible force to return the land to daylight. The power of this false twilight tugged at Edouard’s inner fire.  

Edouard sprang from the bed and swished the curtains apart. He opened the window and attempted to breathe in fresh air but his chest refused to expand, proving his young vampire mind still refused to believe he was now to all intents and purposes – dead! 

He frowned, realizing he couldn’t feel his bare feet on the wooden floor. The sensation of floating on air was immediately attractive. It seemed natural that his sense of touch had evaporated with his transformation. And yet when they made love or merely fondled, his skin tingled all over him and he sensed every nuance of Eternal’s sexual pleasure too. This vampire thing would take some getting used to. 

He was amazed to see a ghostly apparition reflected in the window. His complexion was that of fine white porcelain and those black-green eyes had something darkly brooding behind them now – his inner fire. He could see every fine hair on the back of his hand and even determine their exact length – without glasses!

He placed hands to ears and cringed at the garbled signals of nightlife creating an entire orchestra in his head. An instant pain throbbed where blood once flowed, no longer providing oxygen to his grey matter and yet he could think as never before. And the night music did play to the direction of Mozart once more. Mozart! Eternal had mused him. 

He recalled a frantic Mozart, scribbling down his music while Eternal stroked his feverish head. The musician drank blood from a cup with trembling hands, his Requiem becoming his epitaph.

Edouard let his hands fall to his sides and was bombarded by an explosion from the horn section. He was tempted to cover his ears but resisted the impulse. The familiar sound came from a barn owl hooting from a cedar in the garden. In his mind he envisioned the owl ripping a rat apart with its beak. It was as if he sat on the same branch. The wise old owl! 

The owl transformed into Plinius Secundus, a personal hero of Edouard’s and the author of the first encyclopedia on natural history. With a strange fascination, he watched Eternal muse Plinius with her blood. Plinius became so weak his body suffered the ravages of asthma. Edouard witnessed Plinius lead the Roman fleet to save victims at Pompeii only to die, the ash from Vesuvius smothering him. In a blink the owl hooted and flew off. He turned to Eternal with a look of boyish wonder.

Eternal giggled. “You will get used to it, Edouard ... my muse is in my blood and living in the dark hours has its own benefits. You’ll see.”

Edouard listened by the window, in the same manner he had often seen Eternal do. The owl was precisely fifteen meters away drifting along the night currents. He didn’t have to see it to know where it was. Astonishment replaced wonder at his heightened senses.  

He wanted more. His ears picked up a fox yelping with excitement, playing with a vole. Again, he couldn’t prevent images of Eternal’s past muses flashing across his mind. The fox reminded him of The Prince of Foxes, Cesare Borgia. The wicked prince dropped his goblet of blood for the last time, the fire burning out his brain. Eternal laughed with triumph.

Birdsong of every kind bombarded him along with every creak and groan emitted by the chateau’s worn timbers.

A second pale reflection joined Edouard’s. Eternal wrapped her arms around him and soothed him with her sweet dark music, the very essence of her allure. She used her inner fire to explain how to filter out the white noise of everyday life and concentrate on her music that filled him with a deep, dark love. She took his hand and led him back to bed.

Drifting off to sleep, Edouard listened with a sad fascination to the church roof crackling under fire and the desperate cries of the villagers of Douvrey.

Chapter 58

––––––––

While the eternal storm battled nature’s brilliant design, Father Papineau and the remaining villagers of Douvrey, worked tirelessly. A column of villagers, including several Gendarmes, handed buckets of water up the line to contain the fire within the church of Saint Madeleine. The effort was futile.  

Father Papineau wept when a shaft of sunlight struck the steeple for the last time. How many times had he rejoiced seeing the bell turning a liquid gold when the evening sun kissed its cold iron? He and the villagers stood back to watch the steeple collapse, ringing the church bell for the final time. Had God exacted a penitence for his refusal to destroy the abomination born this same day, nineteen years ago? 

The damage was almost too much to bear, not only for the fine old Norman church but to the decimated townsfolk of Douvrey.

The priest collapsed outside his ruined church and wept at God for saving his life but not Doctor Colbert’s, Jean Busson, Francois Labiche, Monique and Lisette Rousseau and so many more. He sat there and mourned while the strange stifling storm grumbled over the horizon without sending a single drop of rain.

~~~~

Several black Citroens were parked in the square. A very glum Inspector Gerard walked past a dismaying array of bodies shrouded in linen. His coat was smeared with blood. He walked past each corpse with a shake of his head. For the second time that day he gasped upon seeing the shattered skull of Doctor Colbert. His head slumped to his chest for a brief moment, mumbling a silent prayer for his close friend. Guilt welled up from his gut burning his throat. 

Gerard turned to see Father Papineau sitting beside the ruined church, head in his hands. He crossed the blood-spattered cobblestones.

Inspector Gerard sat next to Father Papineau, placing a placating hand on the priest’s shoulder.

Papineau jumped and grimaced. “Did you catch them, Inspector?”

Gerard’s voice shook in unison with his hands, “I have just come from the asylum.” He saw the inquisitive glance from Papineau. “The news is not good, I’m afraid.” He saw the shock on Papineau’s face.

“Not Henri?”

Gerard confirmed with a nod.

Fresh tears flowed down Papineau’s face. 

“The massacre at the asylum reminded me of The Somme. The killers were indiscriminate, both staff and patients alike were systematically executed.” He paused for a moment, not sure if he should mention the insane statements given by the two nurses he had rescued from the surgery. With a flat, listless voice, he continued, “Busson barely survived.”

Papineau jolted at the wonderful news. “Busson is alive!” He looked to the heavens and silently thanked God, crossing himself.

“He’s recovering at the hospital in Auxerre. He told me everything that occurred from the moment he rescued the witness right up to the atrocity at the asylum.” He paused, shaking his head with dismay. “Damn it to hell, Doctor Vernier lied to protect her and paid the ultimate price.” 

Gerard never liked Doctor Vernier but to be callously slaughtered like that jarred his very soul. He shook his head in remorse.

“Did you find your missing Gendarmes?”

“One is dead ... as for the other ... I have men searching the countryside right now ... but I don’t hold much hope for a favorable outcome.”

~~~~

Father Papineau mourned his close friend, Henri. Who else could he argue with over the virtues of religion against the cold reasoning of psychiatry? 

For only the second time in his life Father Papineau decided to break the sanctity of the confessional. “This could all have been avoided, you know.”

Gerard paused while in the process of lighting his pipe. “How so, Father?” He lit his pipe with shaking hands, puffing furiously to keep the tobacco alight.

“If I had not agreed with Henri’s assessment of Lucien Dupont’s affliction, I am sure this tragedy could have been prevented,” Papineau said, wiping tears from his face. He saw the curious look from Gerard. “He suspected Lucien Dupont was merely displaying the behavior of normal teenage boys, if you know what I mean?” He waited for Gerard to give an understanding nod. “But, you see, the boy’s mother thought he was a vampire, possibly possessed by a demon ... and I knew there was more to it but kept it to myself ....” His voice trailed off with a fresh bout of tears preventing further conversation.

Gerard stared aghast at the priest. “I have heard quite enough of this vampire nonsense. Preposterous!”

Papineau became angry. “I assure you, Inspector, they were vampires.” He saw the incredulous glare on Gerard’s face. “Lucien was their Sire ... huh, still is for all we know?” He gave the Inspector an inquisitive look.

Gerard blew out his cheeks along with a trail of smoke. “Lucien Dupont and the Negro have gone to ground.” He thought for a moment. “I have two men at the Moreau Chateau ... you never know.” He thought for a ponderous moment. “I don’t expect the murderers to return to their first crime scene ... but all precautions have to be taken.”

Father Papineau nodded with the finality of it all. “Lucien’s mother came to me, desperate to help her son. I listened with mounting dread when she confessed her son’s addiction to drinking blood ... his love of that book, Dracula, and worst of all, his evil love for a young girl working at the chateau.”

Gerard interrupted, “Busson insisted this Rose was born in his barn ... an unholy birth ... he kept babbling about the three sixes over and over ... and of course, he claims she was a vampire, along with Lucien and the Negro ... he saw their fangs.” He paused in thought on seeing Papineau’s shocked face. “He did ramble on somewhat incoherently about her powers ... no doubt due to the painkillers.”

“You must believe me, Inspector. Busson speaks the truth.” He looked away in shame. “Lucien’s mother took Rose from the Auxerre Orphanage to become a servant at the chateau.” Papineau went red with embarrassment. “She became convinced the girl was unnatural, possibly possessed by the cycle of the full moon.” He cleared his throat. Papineau looked sad. 

“What are trying to say, Father?”

“His mother believed father and son were the Devil.” Papineau shrugged on seeing the disbelief on Gerard’s face. He stopped short of confessing the illicit exorcism, even though Busson had mentioned it – some things in this world should stay between him and God.

Gerard thought for a moment and said, “Hmm ... that’s it then ... this Lucien fellow and his gang must have been responsible for the Moreau murders.” He puffed on his pipe. “If only I knew this yesterday, perhaps this carnage could have been avoided.” He glanced furtively at the priest. “You are absolutely certain they were vampires?” 

“Of that, I have no doubt,” Father Papineau declared. “I saw their fangs ... we all did.” 

Gerard looked at the ruined church and shrugged with resignation. He puffed on his pipe and blew out smoke. “Damned if I know what I’m going to put in my report ... my superiors would have me locked up for mentioning vampires.”

Chapter 59

––––––––

Eternal sat bolt upright disturbing Edouard’s vampiric slumber.

“We must leave now!” she declared, her thoughts filled with desperation that were transmitted into Edouard’s mind. Groans and creaks of tortured timbers banished the silence. 

Edouard visualized the cellar ceiling collapsing without the central support. The weakened chateau trembled in its death throes. The increasing sounds of structural anguish sent a naked Eternal and Edouard leaping from the bed. Fear gripped them with images of the building entombing them, filling their minds with the need to escape. 

Eternal flung a wardrobe door open to reveal a dazzling array of haute couture. Snatching a familiar dress from its hangar, she slipped on the black Chanel number. Blue velvet trousers and a white silk shirt were tossed at Edouard who hurriedly slipped into them. She found several empty valises and filled them with clothes and shoes. 

They scrambled into the first floor hallway with their luggage and peered down into the gloomy grand hall from the balcony. Large cracks gradually crawled up the plaster work, snaking all the way to the ceiling. The noise was a crescendo of screaming wood and shattered plaster.  

Eternal’s music washed away the fear from Edouard’s mind. She gave him a reassuring glance.  

The stairs trembled and creaked in their death throes. Wooden floorboards bent, straining to remain intact before they splintered apart. Windows screeched with hairline cracks spreading like spiders’ webs then shattered, cascading shards of glass across the hall. Shafts of evening sunlight streaked through the haze of dust clouds swirling in the grand hall. To their horror, the hall floor cracked wide open and sank into the red froth in the cellar. A section of the left-hand stairs detached from the wall and wavered in mid-air before crashing into the swirling lake of blood-red wine below. The oak armoire trembled before sinking through shattering floorboards taking the cellar door with it.

Edouard tossed the valises across the hall to land by the front door. He spun with fear.  

Eternal had gone rigid, a low moan of terror escaping her lips. She pointed.

A hand with long black fingernails reached out from the dark pool of wine. 

Eternal gasped. She turned to Edouard with her mind. “We must use all our vampiric strength to rid us of Ba’al, the Lord of Lies. This demon is the only one that can defeat us.”

Edouard cringed at the images inflicting his mind with Ba’al. Massacres on a grand scale, cities laid waste, bodies impaled on long spikes and Ba’al – standing tall, hideously hairy, drooling fangs, glowing eyes, leading his army of demons through the gates of Oblivion – the entrance to Khufu’s Great Pyramid. 

Edouard grimaced into her dark eyes and kissed her mind with his inner fire. He raced back into the bedroom and removed a sword from a fireplace display. It seemed only fitting that he face Ba’al in a duel to the death. He swished the sword through the air with a flourish just like he had seen in those swashbuckling films. He hugged his true love with all the confidence of an eternal vampire but faltered when he picked up her doubts.

Edouard stepped back to see terror etched across Eternal’s face. He glanced down at the object of her fears to see Lucien staggering across what was left of the hall floor. He threw up copious amounts of wine then looked up with a grin.

Lucien screamed, “You once promised to be mine forever. Now I will take all your blood.” He snarled with hatred. “You know I am stronger, superior in every way.” He laughed hysterically. 

Edouard jumped over the balustrade to the hallway far below and landed with a heavy thud, dipping low into a crouch. He stood erect and brandished the sword. He advanced, skipping nimbly around the beams of light.

Lucien stepped forward, removing his Samurai blade from its scabbard. “You are no match for me, Lancelot ... or is it Paris now?” Lucien sliced the air with his sword. “You dance with the Devil ... you sleep with the Devil.” He lunged with his deadly steel. “I am going to put you to sleep forever.” 

Edouard evaded him with ease. He instinctively knew how Lucien would attack. He sensed Ba’al’s hatred like a projector of dark images searing his inner eye with hearts ripped from chests, brains devoured and limbs torn asunder in a feeding frenzy. He saw his opponent as Vlad the Impaler staking out his victims and drinking their blood.

Lucien whirled around to find Edouard behind him. A flicker of fear and confusion crossed his face. 

Ba’al screamed his anger at Lucien’s weakness, “Kill him!” 

Lucien grimaced and snarled, “Your pathetic vampire games don’t fool me, lover boy.” He feigned movement to the left then struck to his right. 

Yet again, Edouard had guessed his intentions and now stood behind him. 

Lucien spun around and attacked in a flurry of expert swordplay.

Edouard parried each strike with little effort. He sidestepped Lucien’s increasingly desperate plays, tapping the blade aside with a flash of sparks.  

Lucien became enraged with Edouard’s adept swordsmanship.  He changed tack and thought about attacking Eternal. He feigned a lunge coinciding with a massive tremor that split apart more floorboards. The sneaky ploy worked.

Edouard was taken by surprise having to step away from the crack appearing between his legs.

Lucien stabbed the Samurai blade into Edouard’s chest. 

Eternal screamed out, “Nooooooooooo!” 

Edouard stumbled and fell in slow motion into the wine lake now lapping the floorboards of the hallway giving Lucien just enough time to tug the blade from his chest.

Eternal backed away from Lucien’s grinning advance. 

Lucien limped and stumbled to the remaining section of stairs hanging precariously by a few wooden rivets and heaved his body up each step with considerable pain.  

Edouard sank to the bottom of the wine lake for he had no air in his lungs to keep him afloat. He sensed Lucien’s deadly intent and could do nothing about it. Once more he had failed his beloved.

Lucien faltered a mere sword’s distance from Eternal. A momentous groan filled the grand hall, the upper hallway slowly detaching from the wall.

Eternal screamed, clutching desperately onto a tapestry.  

Lucien leapt from the top of the stairs and grabbed hold of one of Eternal’s legs. With malicious desire, he raised his sword and placed its quivering tip between her legs. “I die ... you die.” He laughed with such cruelty to see his sword leave small scratches on her upper thighs.

Edouard used the shattered timbers to haul himself to the surface of the wine lake. He dragged himself onto the hall floor, the entire section of stairs and upper hallway crashing down around him.

He gripped the wound in his chest, feeling the bloodless hole begin to knit back together. The healing pain caused him to double up, the heat of a branding iron searing his flesh. He wondered how he could feel pain if he was dead? 

Edouard looked up to see Lucien hanging by one hand to Eternal’s kicking legs. Chunks of ceiling plaster rained down. 

Eternal screamed and relinquished her hold of the tapestry taking Lucien with her into the wine lake. 

Lucien lunged with his sword but his weakened state favored Eternal. He sank below the surface desperately swishing his blade with a terrible need for vengeance.  

Edouard pulled Eternal to him. There was no time for delay. He gripped Eternal’s hand and both ran out of the main door. He ignored the searing rays of the evening sun and hopped into the Mercedes with steam rising from his exposed flesh.  

Eternal stepped back into the shadows of the chateau’s grand hall.  

Edouard started the car and drove across the garden and through the broken French doors.  

The car smashed the dining table against a wall and crashed through the heavy doors to the grand hall.

Once more Lucien stood staring at Eternal with the blade gleaming in his hand. It was now or never. Just one quick slash and drink her essence to become eternal. He turned to see the dining room doors splintering around him. There was no time to scream. 

The sword fell from his hands, the front grill of his father’s Mercedes chewing his torso to ribbons.  

All the evil Lucien had caused erupted before his eyes – forcing his Delicate Rose to drink blood – condemning her to years of misery in the turret – the many kills he had inflicted on the people of Paris – massacring the Moreaus – and last of all shooting his parents dead with his father’s revolver – until all that was left was a frightened teenage boy, named Lucien.

Lucien had enough time to scream out, “I love you my Sweet Rose!”  

For the last time he tasted his family’s wine. His lungs rapidly filled with Chateau Dupont, ridding Douvrey of Lucien and the Dupont family name forever.

~~~~

Eternal ran into Edouard’s arms knowing the game was finally over – the eternal curse that was Ba’al had been lifted. She wept dry tears with rapturous relief. 

She and Edouard watched the murderous Mercedes sink into the wine lake carrying Lucien to where he belonged.

To their horror a massive series of bubbles burst to the surface. Something vile and black as soot escaped from the froth. The corrupt essence of Ba’al opened its fire red eyes and screamed all the way into the dark rip which swallowed it up in an instant.

Chapter 60

––––––––

Edouard stood hypnotized with images of Eternal born from Sekhmet, bald vampire queen and Egyptian Goddess. Her birth was drawn from a stone sarcophagus. Its heavy stone cover slid open and a mature Eternal was revealed, naked, bald and beautiful. Eternal was given life with Sekhmet’s blood – “I give my daughter life and her name shall be Eternal!” Dark tresses appeared upon Eternal’s head. Fangs sprouted from her mouth. She hissed and stepped from her birthing chamber. 

He snapped out of her allure to the full moon’s lustrous bloom and looked into Eternal’s eyes, sighing with eternal joy. Something was wrong. His head throbbed with a buzzing of furious bees. His throat was on fire as was his blood, now acid searing every organ, muscle and bone. His need for sustenance was overwhelming. He panicked.  

Edouard groaned with relief, his mind joined with Eternal’s, sharing her calming thoughts, her feelings. The blood fire diminished. The silence was all encompassing and so exquisite. They were one. Neither could live without the other. He sat up on the bed and listened to every other occupant of the hotel in Montmartre.  

Edouard clearly heard a man slapping his girlfriend for cheating on him. Images of two prostitutes pleasuring their client projected upon his mind. Eternal’s music switched them off. How absolutely divine to live an eternity with music in your heart, he thought. 

He opened the window and tried breathing deeply the smells of the city and faltered hearing Eternal’s giggling. This was one habit difficult to ignore.  

He could clearly define a dog defecating close by, the rotting food outside a café, the stink of car fumes and the basic stench of humanity that crammed the city like sardines in a tin. Edouard’s nose wrinkled with disgust urging him to close the window. He much preferred the smells of the country but alas they required the anonymity of the masses to conceal their true nature.

Eternal laughed with delight at Edouard’s newfound senses. She leapt from the bed to join him.

Edouard’s libido was heightened to preposterous levels, his twitching penis begging for sex. He chased his true love around the room, trapping her in the bathroom where they entwined in a lovers’ embrace. He entered her with a gentle thrust and slowly danced to her rhythm. It was glorious to experience Eternal’s intense orgasm enwrapping them both in her gentle embrace.

Later that night the desire to feed became an intolerable need. The eternal vampires hurriedly dressed in fashionable black, courtesy of the Moreaus then left the hotel to experience the delights on offer. They strolled past the Moreaus’ white Rolls Royce, parked in a side street.

The Pigalle bustled with garishly dressed whores plying their trade. Some didn’t even bother to cover their womanhood, hitching fashionable knee-length dresses high enough for prospective customers to catch a wink of the pink.  

Eternal walked arm in arm with Edouard down the busy street, attracting admiring glances from both sexes. A young sailor caught her eye. 

“Can I do it while he watches?” he asked. 

Eternal laughed, nodding yes. She led him into a dark alley, sensing for troublesome pimps within the shadows. Satisfied she would not be disturbed Eternal removed the sailor’s rampant penis. While she stroked his twitching member she gleamed her fangs. Her incisors grew longer and sharper with her bloodlust. She sank her teeth into the sailor’s neck as he ejaculated with sweet pain under her hypnotic allure cloaking him in a deadly web of pleasure.

Edouard watched with rampant desire, his own erection needing immediate attention. He waited for Eternal to finish, casually leaning against a filthy wall. 

Deeper into the night, Edouard took Eternal to the Cimetiere du Montmartre. There, he placed a blood red rose on his parents’ graves. “Please forgive me for what I am about to do for the rest of my unnatural life.”

Edouard sensed a beautiful woman crying over her departed loved one. He drifted through the encroaching ground mist to the source of the sound. With his darkly sweet music he hypnotized the young woman. He gleamed his fangs and drank her arterial essence. The pain was immediately addictive. His heart started to pound. His blood felt on fire. His skin tingled all over and he ejaculated while caressing her sleek neck with his lips. The intense flavors surged through him, making him weak at the knees.  

Edouard dragged his prey to the damp grass, drinking her glorious ripeness, seasoned by wealth and good taste. He cried dry tears while the sweet essence of life filled him with a beauty specific to this woman. But he could not take this sad woman’s life, even though she would welcome release from her miserable existence. He licked the neck wound until it knitted back to a slight bruise. He left her dazed and confused, lying next to her loved one’s grave with the moon shining brightly above.

Eternal grabbed Edouard’s hand. They raced off into the night, laughing with joyous exaltation.  

Eternal stopped outside the Ritz, listening to familiar sounds. “I wonder what Coco tastes like?”

“Let’s find out.” Edouard gleamed his fangs.  

Au Revoir. 

Please tweet you have read Blood of the Eternal Moon and if you are so inclined, leave a review. Thank you!

Please follow me here:

http://facebook.com/simononeillauthor
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Dreamz

(The Wunder Prequel)

By

A.R. Von
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Introduction

Wunder isn’t your average girl in fact—she isn’t even an average human. In a world ravaged by Zombies, she was born amidst the chaos. She may have a normal life now...well as normal as a freak of nature could have. Part zombie while her job is to hunt bloodthirsty creatures to protect the innocent. It’s the dreams that haunt her and they aren’t nightmares. Wunder dreams of a man, a man made just for her. Is he real, can he be the one she‘s yearned for?

Wunder’s life has been far from perfect so far, secretly being part Zombie in a world devastated by the plague of the walking dead. Still, she knew there was something special awaiting her, someone out there who could change everything and she did find him. Pete is everything she dreamed of and more as she discovers passion and fulfillment for the first time in her life.

Pete has his own secrets to tell. His world is a lonely one as he wrestles with the reality of being part zombie. His hatred for the creatures that killed his parents drives him to patrol the streets and wipe them all out. His life would be stark, but for the dreams he’s been having; of a woman, so sensuous, so sexy. These alluring visions have become erotic and consuming. He feels as if he made her up to keep from going crazy. Is this life of hunting the walking dead, all there is? Or is she out there waiting—just for him?

Wunder’s life turns into a journey of discoveries. Secrets from the past come full circle and her world is changed forever. In the coming chaos, can she keep her new found happiness and the man of her dreams?
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~Wunder~

Twenty five years ago, the spread of the virus was out of control. My mom and dad were just trying to survive, and keep their unborn child safe. It was a dark time for the world—for my parents.

I’ve heard the stories from some who escaped being infected. I’ve heard many things about that time in history, when everything went to hell. These people around me remained normal though; they were average human beings as they should be.

As for me, I’ve never known what it was like to be fully human—normal. I was born with a touch of infected DNA within me. Making me a quarter part zombie. 

My parents were what you would call bad-asses; they’d survived the infection and the swarms of biters for a long time—years, because they did what they had to do. They weren’t scared of the blood and the gore—they did what was needed to survive.

All was going as well as could be expected, considering the chaos happening in the world, with the desperate search for safe shelter, food and drinkable water. Every day was a quest to live, and to keep from being a meal yourself.

One day, my parents were out looking for supplies and were attacked by a hoard of the infected. It was a close call for them—as far as I was told having been overpowered by an abundance of vile, blood hungry zombies, who pretty much ambushed them as only predators could.

My father used a hatchet, combined with a few other weapons, concealed on his body to behead and permanently destroy everything in his path. 

At eight months pregnant, my mother carried light weight guns and plenty of ammo on her person. She was taught by her husband to aim and shoot for the kill—with no hesitation. 

Both of them took down zombie, after nasty zombie while holding their position, back to back to one another. 

They didn’t see the one slimy fucker on its belly, crawling its way toward their right side, the side closest to my mother. By the time the creep was spotted, it bit my mother on her ankle. She was screaming in pain and terror, she kicked the bastard in the face, while still shooting others down. 

My father swiftly pointed his 9mm at the scum’s head, turning its brains to permanent sauce. They both finished off the rest of the obnoxious pests, before running as fast as possible toward the safety of their house. Once back home, my father was a frantic mess. Although, my mother continued to tell him she felt fine, he feared any type of help would be too late.

You see, the virus takes an average of three days to run its course. This was a fact they both knew. One can be saved, if the infected part is amputated within approximately thirty minutes of being bitten. The zombie had bitten her two hours prior by the time they reached safety, which meant it was already too late to even try. 

My mother kept begging for my father to save the baby and kill her—to spare her from becoming one of them. 

In truth, he would rather die himself than do such a thing to the woman he loved. He told me so each time he spoke about her. He said without her, this already hellish world would finally be a place not worth surviving in or trying to save. “Jasmine, hold on for me? Please love, just hold on.”

“It burns, Lance. All over, I feel like my blood is on fire”. Suddenly, she screamed and liquid pooled all around her bottom. “Lance the baby—it’s coming, now!” 

“All right love, just hold tight. I’ll get you through this. We’ll get through this.” 

According to my dad, I was out in no time flat. He barely had enough time to collect the supplies needed for my delivery when he saw the top of my head. 

My mother gave a few good long pushes while screaming out in pain.

“It’s a girl!” My father yelled happily.

My mom was in and out of consciousness after my arrival. “Let me see her, Lance,” she finally murmured. “I want to hold her.” 

He carefully handed me over to her and my mother sighed, tears streaming down her cheeks. “Wunder—our little miracle.”

“What’s that, love?” My father asked. 

“Her name; Wunder, our baby...our little miracle. I think it fits perfectly. Don’t you, darling? Especially, in the times we’re living in.” She softly kissed the top of my head.

“Yes, love. It’s perfect, she’s a blessing to us—our miracle.”

That would be the end of his atrocious yet happy fairy tale, and my father has never told me more than that. He’s always let things hang right there—the fight with the zombies, then my miraculous birth. His eyes would shine when he repeated the part where his wife gave me my name. Each and every time he spoke about the day of my birth, he would always stop right there, after my naming. He never told me what really happened with my mother and I’ve always let it go no matter how badly I wanted to know... 
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Dreamz

Why? Why the torture? Each and every single night since I became a woman, I awaken sweating, panting, hot and bothered from pure sexual yearning. So many times with my hand rubbing my most intimate place. Always due to a dream, so many dreams. Each one is different, but all contain the same faceless dark haired stranger. 

“UGH!”

The only things I know for sure is he is tall, with raven black hair, the same color as mine, but much shorter. He has the most beautiful eyes I’ve ever seen. Glowing eyes, eyes which seem to be able to see into my soul. To see my heart’s deepest desires and he always grants them to me without pause or question. It felt strange at first, seeing him and yet not. Not being able to make out his facial features, except for his eyes. I got used to it throughout the years, I guess. One thing I DO know—is the way he makes me feel, always.

So much passion, heat and desire with each touch and spoken word. He makes me feel beautiful, irreplaceable and wanted in a way, I imagine, every woman wants to feel.

Frustration at its finest each and every time. This latest dream seemed more realistic than all of the others. I still feel the ripples on my skin from his touch; the most intimate touch I’ve ever experienced, the only touch from a male I’ve had in such a manner, all from him. The goose bumps are just starting to go away. His caress is always so sensual and arousing. My mouth is still dry from all of the panting I’ve done with this dream, my panties are drenched and my heart is still pounding. 

This recent dream was the most erotic I’ve ever had. I’m talking porn worthy. There are no words in this dream, no conversation...only actions, the sounds of pleasure and the breeze passing through the leaves. It starts with me completely nude with my hair in a high pony tail. My hands and legs are bound to a tree as if I was being offered as a sacrifice. My arms were spread wide, pulled slightly above my head. My legs spread as far as they could go. My feet were settled comfortably against a thick flat root on each side. One would think he somehow positioned the branches just so, so that he could tie me this way. 

I even remember seeing the type of tree once before in Georgia. They were all over the place and I was fascinated by them because of how their roots grew part above ground and managed to still look so beautiful. I later found out they’re known as Centenarian trees and absolutely perfect for climbing and I guess for tying people up on too. Who would have thought! Now that I think about it. The surrounding area looks just like the place I visited, minus the people and carnage. I wonder how we ended up here...?

Once he seemed content with his work, he tortured me in the sweetest of ways. Nips, licks, suckling, and caresses everywhere and anywhere he could reach. Quick as a flash, my dream man drops to his knees and places his head between my legs; his tongue doing a sensual dance against my clit as two of his fingers are pumping furiously into my pussy. The combination is so painfully pleasurable. After some time, he even places a finger slowly within my rear entrance while continuing to eat my pussy like a starving man. 

I not once thought it would be such a pleasurable feeling. I’ve never thought of anyone or anything touching my dark hole, or any hole for that matter. But now I know. The combination of all he is doing, makes me feel as if I am dying, floating away, never to return. 

My head is thrown back and my eyes are closed. I can’t bring myself to keep my eyes open to watch him. My entire body is so tightly strung, I feel as if I’m a guitar string about to pop off the bridge it’s settled on. I have tingles everywhere and my entire being begins to shake. I feel warmth flooding my entire being, my juices flowing all over his face and fingers. I want to close my legs so badly it hurts, hurts so fucking good. Suddenly out of left field I explode on a scream, a very pleasurable one. 

Even though this is a dream and I don’t fully know this dream hunk, well yes we’ve shared dreams for years. But I have no clue what he really looks like, if what he presents himself as here is what he really is outside of the dream realm. I can’t believe the amount of trust I have for him. I’d let him do anything he desires to me, to my body without a second or even a first thought. Wow, he completely ruled my body!

Now, I know what my mind and heart see and feel is something I can trust in. They’ve not yet steered me wrong. I’ve never had any of this and I hope one day, one very lucky day. I’ll have it all, especially him... It’s no wonder I wake up with drenched panties or with my hand between my thighs, pleasuring myself. He must have women lined up around the corners to get a taste of him. I don’t like this thought at all. But there’s nothing I can do about it. I don’t even know where he lives or who he is! 

No words could ever describe my desire to meet this man of my dreams. That is—if he truly does exist. I’m going to be 25 years old and have zero sexual experience. I’d give anything to feel even a portion of what I’ve felt during these amazingly satisfying yet torturous dreams. Anything!

When I finally do get out of bed and stroll towards the bathroom, the floors feel extra cold on my overheated feet. “Definitely starting off with a cold shower.” I turn on the water full blast cold, toss my sleep shirt and panties in the hamper and brace for the shock of cold water against my flesh. “ACK!” Holy crap does it sting. But hey, it works. My body no longer feels the intense heat of arousal, just the residual tingles left after the orgasm, still lingering along my muscles. I fully submerge after adding a touch of hot water to the mix, when I hear banging on the bathroom door. I jump slightly and slip a bit, almost landing flat on my ass. Luckily, I have fast reflexes and right myself quickly.

“Wunder? WUNDER? Are you all right in there?” My dad is a real worry-wart when it comes to me. The best dad ever! 

“Yea dad. Water came out cold. That’s all. I’m fine.”

“Alright hun. I’m making coffee now”

“Ok, dad. I’ll be out in a few,” I answer him with now chattering teeth. I’ve only added a touch of hot water and need to add more, so I can get washed up and get out. It’s just that my body is always so super sensitive after these dreams. 

EVERYTHING feels more intense. But the shock of cold water is the only thing which seems to help tone down my racing hormones and heated flesh to at least some semblance of order, so I can function properly and keep my next pair of panties dry, for now.

Raising the temperature a lot more, I get all washed up. Making sure not to stimulate any of my sensitive parts by lingering any longer than necessary. I try to push the haunting dreams to the back of my mind, instead of having them hovering in the forefront, teasing me as you would a dog with a juicy steak. Yea, not happening. As always, the remnants of my dream will linger for the entire day.  

After drying off, I jump into my daily uniform consisting of all black. Black cargo pants, T-shirt, my steel-toe combat boots and I head to the kitchen. 

I know my dad is going to want to have the traditional ‘morning chat’ with me. It’s a ritual with him and I honestly don’t mind it. As long as it puts his mind at ease, I’m good. “Morning dad” I grab a mug off the counter and peck him on the cheek at the same time. 

He has a slight smirk on his face. “Morning, Wunder. How was your sleep?”

I can tell he’s trying really hard to suppress his knowing smile.  “It was fine. I slept...Nothing special. Same as usual,” I say with a grin while adding sugar and powdered milk to my coffee. I miss flavored creamers. They’re very hard to come by these days. There aren’t many factories left in the world for the distribution, though I’ve heard there once was. The last time I had it was about 2 years ago now. “Dad, have any new shipments come in?” 

“No, not since last month. Why do you ask?”

“I was just thinking of a nice creamy addition for my coffee. It’s been so long since I had any extra flavor to it. Besides sugar that is. It would be nice, you know?”

“Yea, it would. Who knows when we’ll get more? I’ll ask around to see if anyone heard of any of the other areas getting their hands on some. I’m sure someone will make a nice trade. That’s if they have any on hand. If not, I’ll put the word out and we’ll see what happens.” His smile brightens as if his mind has wandered off to a happy place.

He never shares with me what brings him these secret smiles...ever. I can tell when he’s there in his ‘happy place’, because his eyes glaze over and his smile is relaxed. No tenseness to him whatsoever. My dad is so handsome. I never understood why he hasn’t dated anyone since my mother—Yea, at a solid six feet tall, full head of dark brown hair, hazel eyes and a killer personality. I just can’t understand why no one has shown any interest in him. 

I’ve asked him about dating once; he looked seriously hurt by the question and said he’s just not interested. I left him alone after that. I know he misses my mother, but I would rather see him happy. Whatever his choices are with relationships, or anything else he has going on, his happiness is all that matters to me.

You might even say I have a normal life—well as normal of a life a freak of nature that lives in a world filled with infected people can have. Normal...as in training daily to fight and kill to stay alive as well as keep others safe. But it was a bit difficult for me growing up. No mother, abnormal genes and being raised by a single parent, my father, Lance. 

Don’t get me wrong, he’s the best father a girl could ask for. I think he did an excellent job raising me. He taught me everything I know and then some. Well, with the exception of a few minor details that a father prefers not to discuss with his only daughter, you know, the ‘sex talk’. 

When I was checked over not that long ago, the doctor determined I could have children, just like any other woman in the world. As a result, my dad actually had one of the local female physicians try to give me the talk. 

Oh yea, that was fun! I believe I had Doc Smith blushing when I blurted out everything I knew. Which I have mostly learned from the guys at the training center and my teammates. They always speak openly and boldly of their conquests and love lives. 

Then of course, there are my dreams. I’ve not told her about those though. She said I knew an awful lot for not having experience in that area. Her comment made me blush and we ended the conversation right there.

My dad couldn’t look me in the eye that evening when I got home. I kept smiling the entire time, knowing how awkward he felt about having to send me to someone else for the talk. I didn’t tease him or anything though, despite my constant grin and strong desire to tease him a bit. Well, I did in my mind, but I knew he would be even more uncomfortable if I did. I couldn’t do that to him. 

He’s had enough to deal with, just having to hold on to the secret, my secret. The secret which lives within in me. He’s kept it for so long, on top of having to continue living with the loss of his one true love and soul mate, my mother Jasmine. 

There are some others beside my dad and myself, who know what I truly am, but not many. My dad had no other choice but to try and find out more about me and what to expect as I grew and developed. He wanted to be prepared in case of anything happening because of my DNA. 

There seems to be no other part zombies of any sort around to question. So, he went to a couple of his closest friends who worked in the medical field, and they ran a multitude of tests on me. Comparing me to other humans, other zombies, even a few animals...to date there’s never been an infected animal of any type.

I don’t remember much about most of it. I was way too young to hold all of those memories. I do recall lights, very bright ones and some smells. I now know what one particular scent was. Zombies. Boy, do those suckers stink! I think it’s my heightened senses which seem to make it so bad. I’d describe their scent as a combination of the stink in the air which comes into a car window when driving by an old sewage plant on a very hot day, combined with a rotted corpse. The smell of death reeks! 

My dad always tells me he doesn’t smell them the way I do. Not even close. He can only smell them when he’s up close and getting personal with handing them their death. One of those ‘up close and personal meet the end of my machete’ types of meetings. He’s been by my side for all of it. He still is to this day. Even every month, when I have to go renew my proof of living, he’s right there by my side. 

He insists on being there in case any changes occur within me. So, I won’t have to feel alone or frightened.

All they do to process anyone for their proof of living—which everyone has to go through no less than once a month, is prick your finger to draw a bit of blood. I guess you could say it’s somewhat similar to what a diabetic would do to test their blood sugar. Except in this case, they’re checking for a different sort of abnormality within. You know, the fucked up infected kind. 

It’s an instant result, which I learned took years to develop. A color coding or some crap like that. If you’re clear, you get a new proof of living card, updated with your finger print, photo, blood type, test date, bar code and an expiration date.

If you fail?

Well, that’s a whole other story I’ve yet to have the horror of knowing. The procedures are very hush- hush. I think it’s kept this way, so people won’t have a fear of being tested. Best to keep them in the dark, so there’s no hesitation for monthly testing. There would most likely be a riot of sorts if the truth did come out. But what do I know?

Gathering my thoughts to the present, I shake my head to clear my mind. “Sounds great dad—thanks! I appreciate you asking around. It’d be nice to have a taste of the good stuff, even for a little while.” I hurry and finish up my last bit of coffee and toast.

“I know how much you’d enjoy a special treat in your coffee too. I better split.” I quickly wash my cup and plate as I glance over at my dad. “I have training this morning and then a patrol with the team the rest of the day. I’m not sure how late I’ll be tonight. You know it’s never the same. Something extra always being tossed in or suddenly remembered.”

“Yeah, I gotta go too. Check up on those supplies and look into our chance for a luxurious cup of coffee, then get to work myself. You be safe out there and don’t go soft on anyone during training today.” 

“What do you mean go soft?”

At my reaction, my dad burst into laughter

Ignoring his expression of amusement, I continue with my defense, “You know I can’t use all of my strength on anyone I train with. I’ll break a bone or something. You of all people know how that goes.”

“I do know, Wunder. But when I heard that Tank pinned you yesterday I was a bit shocked. You’ve never gotten pinned before. It’s like you’re not paying attention or something lately. Just don’t let your guard down. Focus on the now and kick ass!” He says with laughter still lingering in his voice.

“Tank tricked me. That’s the only reason he was able to pin me. He faked some serious injury. I bent over him to check and make sure he was all right. I thought I seriously hurt him. My guard was down because I was concerned for my team mate, my friend. I won’t fall for that crap again. I told him as much too. He’s the only one there who knows I can best him no matter what. He knows all about the real me. I didn’t think he’d pull a stunt like that. He’s such a pain in the ass!”

With my frustrated description, my dad is shaking with laughter.

I still feel the sting of embarrassment because I was taken down. The first pin in my training history by my team ‘equal’ Tank the Skank. I’ll get him back. Oh, you bet I will. Payback is a bitch and revenge is a mother fucker. The idea of sweet retribution brings a smile to my face. I’ll think of something to pay him back. “Bye dad. Love you.”

”Love you too.”

Leaving the kitchen, I stop at a panel by the entryway and press on the four corners of the panel my dad installed years ago. It silently pops open, and reveals a small walk-in which is loaded floor to ceiling with weapons of all sorts. I grab my weapons belt with a high powered Taser attached. 

The belt is loaded, with different weapons like an expandable baton and some other odd and ends I’ll need throughout the day. I change things over here and there. Depending on my mood and what’s planned for the day. I always have at least two guns on my person and a nice amount of sharps...Aka...knives, daggers, throwing stars and sword in my duffle. 

Ready for war...Another daily routine for me. I never leave the house without weapons. You never know what’s going to happen. What might lurk around a corner or even right in front of you. So, I prefer to play it safe, instead of being sorry.

With my gear now packed, I make my way out the door being sure to lock it up tight. Wow! It’s such a gorgeous day out. So bright and a perfect temperature. I’d say it’s at least 70 degrees in the sun. I love this time of year when the weather is like this. It brings a smile to my face and an extra bounce to my step as I make my way to the training center. 

There are a few people milling about, moving on with their day. Not many paying much mind to me at the moment. A few smile and give me a quick wave which I reciprocate. Most are tending to this year’s harvest, so we all have enough produce to last throughout the year. Others are going to either a training center similar to the one I’m heading to, or some other daily activity.

I love the rush of training. It’s one of the only things that allow me to vent and feel—really feel ordinary on a daily basis, even though I have to hold back my full potential. I know this is the one thing I can do really well and be able to feel normal the entire time. Today though is extra special. I’ve just thought of how to get Tank back without doing him any harm. Well, not much harm except maybe to his huge ego. I can’t help but to smile. He’s going to flip out, once he experiences a Wunderwedgie!
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A Zombie Free Life?

My favorite part of each day is patrolling. It’s the best when there’s some action. What I mean by action is when some of the zombie scum aimlessly wander into our area and we get to give a no mercy beat-down. 

There are six of us altogether on my team known as RIP 1 (Resilient Infected Police) in this area. There’s myself, Tank, Adam, Jonah, Sky and Zoot. Each team has no less than six members, no exceptions, ever. It’s been that way from as far back as the older members can remember. 

We’ve lost quite a few members throughout the years, thousands. All casualties of this fucked up zombie horror that’s plagued the world for over 30 years now. It seems to only get worse as the years pass.

Investigators, scientists and civilians are all still trying to find the outbreak’s origin, hoping once the source is found, an end can be brought and we can all finally live in peace. Well, maybe not in total peace.

A zombie free life would be fan-fucking-tastic! I’d love to not have to kill anymore. While I DO enjoy the rush and adrenaline I get from the fight and the knowledge that I just kept at least one person that’s not infected safe. It just eats me up inside, knowing the infected I just took down was once a human, with a normal life; possibly a very happy one and might of even had a family. No one deserves to become an infected.

The worst part is when we have to put down a younger infected, a child. I feel as if I lose a piece of my heart each time I have to neutralize one. It’s so sad; we’ve even had some infants that have had to be brought to rest. I don’t care if they call me a chicken shit or whatever other name in the proverbial book—even I have my limits. 

It’s been 6 months since any of us had a nice zombie pounding session and we all recently petitioned the head of RIP to allow us to travel further out from our town, where I constantly sense hundreds of those fuckers, creeping like the creeps they are. I’ve only had a slight sense of their presence. So, I know they’re no less than 5 miles out.

It drives me crazy to know they’re out there and I NEED to let out some of my frustrations by pounding on a few thousand pounds of zombie flesh until they are all no more than rancid chop meat and I end up in dire need of a shower.

I have what you’d call the itch to bitch. But I can’t do that around my team. They don’t want to hear it. So, instead I press on. “Tank, did you hear anything from Sterling yet?”

He’s the only one on our team that knows the truth about me and my special abilities. He’s like the goofy big brother I never had and my BFF all rolled in to one gigantic package.

He doesn’t turn to look at me, but I know he sees me through his peripheral vision. He’s good like that. Eyes everywhere at all times. Plus, he’s a bit pissed at me for what I did to him during a training session today. He’s actually patrolling commando right now. Poor guy...not!

“Not yet, Wunder. We’re all waiting, just as impatiently as you are, to see some action. It’s been too damn quiet and the same training regimen day after day just isn’t doing it for any of us.”

I look away from him and sigh. “I know what you mean. There has to be something we can do to get the go ahead to venture further out. Maybe I should approach him—?”

“I doubt that would work. It’s not just Sterling that makes the decisions you know? Besides, the main setback is the little fact the big guys are all worried that if we leave, there might not be enough fighters left behind to protect everyone, if any infected suddenly came this way.”

Just then, I felt a shift of movement and focused on it. “Tank?”

“Yo.”

“I sense some moving closer. I’d say 20 to 30 give or take.”

“Shit! How close?”

“Not that close. I can’t tell exactly, but...” I pause to try and get a better feel for the exact number and how many are moving toward us.

“Let’s give it a shot, Wunder. We’ll go as a group and ask if we can scout the area where you’re sensing them and take action before they get too close. We won’t know until we try. You’ve never steered us wrong yet. I don’t see why we would be denied right now.”

“And what will we say to them Tank? Think about it for a minute. None of the heads know what I’m about and I plan to keep it that way for as long as I can. I don’t want to be a permanent pin cushion or labeled as a freak for the rest of my life. No, thank you, sorry.” I take a deep breath and wait to see if he has anything else to say after listening to my lovely rant but he remains silent and looks a bit guilty.

We both turn our heads to the sound of a vehicle coming fast right in our direction maneuvering the last second to avoid hitting us, then coming to a hard stop. 

Tank and I look at one another and our other team members who are gathering around us and we move toward the vehicle as a solid unit. 

All the windows roll down simultaneously and there is a total of five people within. Two are unfamiliar to me and the others are a part of various RIP units.

“Wunder, Tank.” Ron, the driver and also Sterling’s right hand man speaks up first. “Sterling wants you two to come along with us to the next town to help assist the supply truck and some other RIP members that are trapped. They’re completely surrounded by over a hundred infected with no more ammo and no way out.” He nods his head toward the members in the back. “Lane and Elliot are going to take your place here until we return. Sterling wants his best for this and you two are it.” 

The two RIP members that are to stand in for me and Tank are now exiting the vehicle and introducing themselves to Jonah and the others.

Tank and I look at one another with knowing smiles and hop right in, taking the now vacant seats even before they’ve even cooled from the previous passengers. 

Ron peels out, even before we get the door closed and gets right to the point. “What’s going to happen right now is we’re going to meet up with one more member, Justin who’s readying another vehicle. You two are going to go with him while we take this one. We’re going to park approximately a quarter of a mile out from the rendezvous point and foot it in with guns a blazing and swords a chopping. We want everyone that matters in one piece, no bites and as many infected exterminated as we can make happen. We have eight people to extricate at this point. There were twelve originally. But four had no patience to wait. One got infected and took his own life while a zombie was gnawing at his ankle. It’s not going to be pretty. I hope you’re both ready.”

“We’re always ready.” Tank states, while I’m thinking the exact same thing.

We’re all loaded up with weapons beyond imagination and getting closer to our rescue mission fast. No one abides the speed limits posted. We haven’t done this for years!

I’m sensing them stronger and stronger as we draw closer. There are more than a hundred, but I keep that to yours truly. I cannot give myself away. I shift myself toward Tank. He and I are seated in the back while Jonah drives. I catch his eye; give a slight shake of my head and motion for him to look at my hands. 

Luckily, we have done things like this before and have a way to communicate without words to one another. Putting up one finger and doing a double zero signal. Then, he glances back at my face and I nod my head for him to look back at my hands and put up one finger with the double zero and a plus sign.

His eyes widen, but he catches himself and clears his throat. 

Then, I sit and think; How in the hell are we going to get through over one hundred infected fuckers and all come out in one piece?

Tank shoulders me back to the present. The vehicles are slowing down, getting ready to park, so we can start tracking it to our destination. I’m formulating a plan of attack in my head just like my dad always tells me to do. “Be prepared for anything Wunder and always make use of what’s at your disposal. Anything can be used as a weapon.” I turn to Tank and tell him, “I have a plan...”
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Zombie Toast

After taking only a few minutes to dish out the new plan, we go in groups of two and surround as much of the area as we can. Each of us holding machine guns with the ammo draped over our bodies like we’re Rambo wannabe’s. We’re strapped with a shit load of other killer weapons as well that say, “THE END” with their actions alone. 

I have a ton of 2-in-1 magnetic throwing stars circling my waist. One of my all-time favorite weapons. There’s a 2.5 inch star stuck on top of a 3.5. Makes for double the weapon and I’m one accurate throw! 

We’re all in place and waiting for the signal. There are already a good thirty or so VERY dead infected littering the streets. 

After a heart beat passes, Ron shouts, “Everyone grab cover!” 

Gun fire erupts and all hell breaks loose. The infected don’t stand a chance against guns. Especially, when each person firing is a perfect shot. We’ve already taken down at least thirty or so and they are still coming on strong. These fuckers are fast! Luckily, bullets are faster or we’d be zombie toast.

The infected bodies are piling up higher and higher. I don’t recall ever seeing such a sight. It’s fucking great! Tank stops to reload while I’m still shooting up a storm. “Hurry Tank! I’m almost out.”

“Got it. All set!”

Perfect timing! When Tank starts firing I hear the tell-tale click-click, letting me know I need to reload. Swiftly reloading and ready to fire, I hear Ron shouting in the distance, “Look out!” 

Both Tank and I turn toward his voice and see Justin surrounded by about eight infected. I think fast and hand Tank my gun while removing stars from my belt and making quick work of four of the fuckers. Dropping them like dead fruit falling from a tree on a windy day, then making work of two more. 

Justin is kicking one of the bastards in the face repeatedly.

Then, the other of the original eight has her eyes set on me. She starts running full speed at me like a freight train.

I pick up my pace as well while pulling out my dagger and slicing her throat before she even knows what hit her. 

Justin is still fighting with the one bastard he’s been kicking for what seems like forever. 

An easy kill for me since this infected is practically lying on the ground. “Justin move, NOW!” I make quick work of stabbing the fucker in his cranium; I then snap his head clear off his shoulders with the assistance of my blade.

“Thanks Wunder.”

I give a slight nod and hand him the only gun I have left which now leaves me with just a few stars, four grenades, my dagger and bare hands to finish off the few that are left. 

He takes off toward Ron while shooting down a few zombies in his path until the gun empties, making it to Ron and getting a new piece locked and loaded. 

Tank runs up beside me while I’m trying to sense how many are left. It’s difficult to explain how I can sense the infected and tell the count. It’s almost like a second pair of eyes floating around and seeing everything through night vision goggles. Similar to green hued auras...I only see three—no make that two left. 

Ron gets one right between the eyes and it drops hard. 

I sense more behind the warehouse and I tell Tank as much, so we head in that direction. I only sense seven of them. But there’s no way I’m about to let any of them live. I pull out a star and separate the smaller one from the larger one and am ready for the kill. 

What we see before us is an absolute horror. The four infected are feeding on two children, one no more than eleven years old. The other victim is even younger—so tiny and helpless.

I quickly swallow the lump that forms in my throat and aim for the kill. I drop two within a few seconds and Tank takes down the rest with his gun. 

I don’t sense any more infected around as far as my senses go. But the children that were just attacked are going to come back once the infection runs its course. “Tank, I—I can’t. Those poor kids. What are we going to do?”

Just then, Justin, Ron and two others come running around the corner and stop in their tracks. “Oh, shit!” They shout in unison.

“I got this ya’ll”

I shift my eyes and look at this monster of a man. This dude is HUGE! I thought Tank was large and in charge. But this guy makes him look miniscule. His accent sure as hell does not fit his look. But who am I to judge? I’ve not heard many accents except for some German, Irish and Italian throughout the years. I’m thinking a Texan; maybe. 

He looks at all of us and his eyes stop right on me. “Ya’ll go about your business. I’ll wait and take care of what needs to be done here. Go on. There are others that need you.”

We are all staring at him.

I turn to Ron and he gives me a nod. Right now, I honestly don’t care what the guy’s name is or even who he is. I just can’t stomach this part of the job. Those poor kids. They barely got to live and now...?

“Let’s go, Wunder. We need to get the supply trucks back and help whoever is left and get them settled in their new homes. It’s one long ass night for us.” Tank tugs my arm to get me to start moving where we need to go. 

We walk back a bit slow to where the supply trucks and others are and I see some of the other RIP members moving infected bodies, so a path is clear for traveling through. Both by foot and by vehicle. I mean the ground is covered with infected bodies beyond belief right now.  

Just then, I hear someone say, “We need to pile them in the center over there, so nothing in the surrounding area can catch fire when we burn them.” 

A faint recognition flows through me. That voice. It’s so damned familiar. I feel warmth in my abdomen and every tiny hair on my body is standing on end. I look to my left and cannot believe what I am seeing. I think it’s him. The boy—make that the man from my dreams. It has to be! It’s as if I’ve seen him before and I’m feeling the same warm feeling I experience in my dreams whenever he is near. I only see his side profile. But WOAH! What a profile. He’s built like a man who works out daily. A sleek, tall and incredibly attractive piece of perfection. I want to see his full face. If only he’ll turn around. 

I’m staring right at him, mentally asking him to please look at me over and over in my mind. 

Suddenly, he stops chatting it up with his friend and whips his head in my direction. 

Those eyes! Oh my god—those eyes. They’re beautiful. He’s beautiful. I’m rooted to the spot. I cannot look away as he stares at me.

He looks stunned. He says something and his friend turns to him. But it seems as if he brushes him off.

I try to read his lips, but all I can make out is the words shit and myself. I can’t stop the smile that blooms on my face. Did he just say—he shit himself? For real? Nah, it can’t be that. 

He says some other words to himself or to his friend maybe?

I try, but I just couldn’t make them out from this distance. I’ve never been a good lip reader. Right about now, I really wish I would have practiced more. I need to know what he’s saying. His gaze is so intense and I feel as if I should move towards him. I get a moment of doubt. What if it’s not him? The one from my dreams...

Tank nudges me. “Wunder? Come on woman. Let’s go. I would like to get some sleep tonight at least.”

“Yea, alright. One thing first. Do you know who that guy is right there?”

“Which one? There’s more than one over there you know.”

“The one with the jet black hair, bright eyes dressed in all black. He’s standing next to Raul.”

“Oh yeah, that’s one of the new guys. His name is Pete. Don’t know anything else about him though.”

I forced my eyes away from the man I think might be my destiny and follow Tank in the opposite direction. I feel dream-boat’s gaze on me as I walk away. It’s fine. I’m not worried. He’s going to be coming to live in my town now. I’ll see him again. I know it. I feel it in my soul...
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~Pete~

I need to find this woman whose been haunting my dreams for so long. Don’t get me wrong. I’m loving the intensity of each one. So damned sexy, erotic even. This dark haired goddess is rocking my dream world and I just can’t get enough of her. I can’t begin to imagine what it would be like to have her body pressed against mine.

Well, that’s a lie. I actually can imagine it all. Skin to skin. The feel of my erection snuggled tight against her abdomen. The feel of her breasts warm against me while doing the most explicit sensual dance. Flesh meeting flesh. 

Looking into her mysterious eyes while owning her body, making it respond to my every touch, lick and nibble. Hearing her scream my name in completion over and over again while my cock gets harder than I ever thought possible. Just thinking about her is causing it to leak moisture from its tip as if it would burst. “DAMN!”

What the fuck is happening? These dreams keep getting stronger and more realistic as the years go by. It’s almost as if I’m getting closer to her. That’s if she’s even real. I remember when the dreams first started, they were more innocent. Just boy meets girl type deal. No sex, no intimate touches. Never very personal. Just laughter, fun, explorations and deep conversations. All very enjoyable and memorable.

I recall the day most of that changed. I’ll never forget it. It was the night of my eighteenth birthday. In my dream that very night, she came to me with the greatest gift imaginable. Just a smile and a sexy red silk ribbon around her neck. We were on a beach at sunrise, just the two of us. She had a blanket laid out with fruits and a basket with who knows what because I didn’t care to look at anything but her. She’s all I ever wanted. 

We stood there consuming one another with just our eyes.

I wonder if she sees me the same way I see her. I can make out practically everything but her eyes. They are blurred in a way; almost censored. I can still see how she’s devouring me from head to toe. Her hot gaze stops briefly at my crotch and she slowly licks her bottom lip. 

I look down and see I’m wearing black swimming trunks and they are tented as far as the fabric will allow. I glance back up and can’t help but wonder what’s going through her mind. Who this ‘wonder girl’ of my dreams. Why is she on this beach so exposed, completely nude and so comfortable in her skin?

Moving slowly, gracefully towards me with her arms out, she’s motioning for me to take her hands while staring straight into my eyes.

She seems to be looking for something and I’m not sure what. I don’t hesitate though, I take her hands.

Pulling me gently towards the blanket, she motions for me to sit while she still stands. 

My face is now directly level to her crotch and my mouth waters. She has such perfect skin and full breasts that I itch to touch and taste. I’ve never had sex, but have watched plenty of porn. So, I’m not unfamiliar with the female anatomy or the many things that can be done. I’ve often wondered what a woman would taste like against my tongue. This woman, in particular.

I don’t even know her name. We’ve never asked that question of one another. It’s always been just fun, playing, smiling and watching and enjoying whatever scene surrounds us during the dreams.

She breaks me out of my reverie state by asking me if I want to unwrap my present.

I don’t even know how she knows it’s my birthday, but it really doesn’t matter much. I nod in reply because in all honesty, I’m at a loss for words. Her beauty leaves me speechless. 

She then presses her palms against my chest and pushes me down. Forcing me to lie back. She now straddles me, careful not to press against my erection. 

Thank god for that, it’s already at the point of unbearable pain. Never have I experienced such a hard-on. I’m looking directly into her eyes now, waiting for her next command, patiently, trying to plead with my eyes for her to please tell me what she wants me to do. 

She then, lifts her head up as if she’s looking up at the sky for something, and then tells me to unwrap her. 

All I need to do is pull the end if the bow and I know it’ll slide right off of her neck. So, I do just that and I was right. I now hold the silky material, warm from her body heat in my left hand and bring it to my nose to see if it carries her scent. I take a deep breath and almost come right there. She smells amazing. Like the sweetest of strawberries to be devoured and savored at the same time. Delicious and juicy, ripe and ready. I feel her eyes on me. Only to look up and see she has a sexy, yet mischievous smirk on her lips. 

She leans back a bit, moving further down my thighs all while staring at me and gliding her hands down my stomach. 

An involuntary shiver courses through me as she makes her way towards the waist band of my swimming trunks and starts to shimmy them down. I realize she can’t get far with my ass planted on the blanket, so I raise my hips causing her to let loose a full blown smile and then a hum of appreciation as my cock springs free. 

The rest I’d really rather not think about right now. I need to get my head together for today’s mission. It’s really hard not to think about that moment though. It’s...to date...the best time I’ve had in my life. Even though it is only just a dream.

Once again, I find myself drifting back to the memory. It’s really hard to forget something so real and memorable. I’d swear I lost my virginity that night. But no, I didn’t. I just woke up with soaking wet boxers. All sticky and nasty clinging to a still hard cock. Stop it Pete! Yeah, I scold myself. I need to beat feet and get moving. I can’t do that if I continue to drift to my dreams and the woman who haunts my every thought. Deep breathing, Pete. Get it together!

My unit has a major mission today. We have to get the supply trucks and whoever is left in this town moving to a more stable community.

Many who were here, either left to try and find an area that was not infected—yeah good luck with that—then others died or became infected themselves. So, there are only a handful of us left and a unanimous decision was made for us all to go to a more fully developed and populated area which happens to be the next town over. 

I’m feeling great about it. But we have a mass breakout of infected, literally surrounding the area. We know once they sense us moving. It’s on. We need to be prepared to get everyone out of here safe and sound. 

After a swift shower and an even quicker manual release with my soapy hands. I get dressed and head to the kitchen where I find my uncle standing, watching and waiting for the water to boil for his tea. “Morning”

“Morning Pete. How’d you sleep?”

“Great thanks. You all ready and packed?”

“You bet! That’s one of the reasons why I’m sitting here, waiting for the water to heat up enough, so I can drink a cup of tea instead of my normal coffee breakfast.” He turns back to the pot of water with a smile on his face. “Would you like a cup? I left out the black tea. It has enough caffeine in it.”

“Yes, sure. Thanks.”

Sitting down, drinking tea and eating our breakfast of champions which consists of powdered eggs, bagels, granola and some canned fruit. We both seem to be lost in thought with what’s to come. 

He’s the first to break the silence, “Are you ready? I mean for if we get overcome with infected? Do you have everything together to defend yourself?”

“Yeah, sure. I have all my gear set in a duffle. My weapons belt is loaded and I’ll have more on me once I finished getting dressed. I’m good to go and ready for whatever comes our way.”

“Good. That’s good. I should know better than to ask you,” he says with a smirk and pats me on the back. “Let’s get going then, son. We both know what’s waiting for us once we get moving. But no one else does. We have to try our best to keep everyone safe. Are the numbers still the same from when you last sensed them or has it changed?”

“Still the same. No more. No less. Around two hundred or so.”

“Well, we’ve been here before. I just can’t believe there are still so many and they’re surrounding us here. This area isn’t even all that populated. I wonder what’s drawing them here...”

“I don’t know. I just want this to be over and done with. We don’t even know if any more RIP’s will arrive or if we’re on our own.”

“Very true. Let’s head out like it’s just us and the crew. We’ll be fine.” He nods his head as if he’s convincing himself and turns to suit up.

Since I’m ready and don’t want to head out without him, I get to thinking of how I came to be. The story my uncle has told me many times throughout the years to help me understand the ‘why’ of me.

The true reason I’m part zombie is because my mother was bitten by an infected while she was in labor with me. She was lying helplessly on a birthing bed and breathing through contractions—she finally gave birth to me. 

As the story goes, there were five other people in the room, my father being one of them. Then, there was a medic named Norma, my father’s brother Michael, a guard by the door and another person assisting the medic with the delivery. 

Anyway, I was told that they had to pull over in an abandoned town and found an empty hospital. My mother was in labor for a while by then. So, they took it as a sign and went in, unknowingly of what the hospital held. It could’ve possibly been crawling with a large number of infected. At the time, they didn’t see any though. 

Both of my parents died the night of my birth; my father trying to fight off the uncountable amount of zombies that did eventually enter the birthing room. Infected filled the halls and beyond.

My uncle tells me he fought bravely and neither of us would have survived if it wasn’t for my dad. I was raised by my uncle, Michael. He told me the story many times throughout my life. Over the years, he’s told me all of his memories of my parents, both good and bad. The only bad really being the night they died.

Now here I am, 24 years later. I patrol, fight for the survival of myself and others. Now, I’m getting ready to move on to new place, again. I’m also still looking for the fuckers that murdered my parents. Well, not the exact ones because they’ve been dead for years. But any others out there, so we can try and gain control over the spread of this virus, mutation, disease, whatever you want to call it. Basically, to keep those who are clean...safe and protected.

Today, I’m clearing a path with five others, it’s all males in this group and only two of them have been even slightly friendly towards me. I’m not sure what I’ve ever done to them, but I’m definitely not welcomed by everyone. I’m glad my uncle is a part of it. He helps me to ignore those two judgmental pricks and focus on what’s important.

No one here but my uncle knows about me. The few others who did are long gone now. My uncle Mike is the best though. He took over the role of my father the moment I was born and has called me his son ever since. I call him pops. The nickname fits him for three reasons. One, he’s older than me...Two, he has a full head of grey hair and the third is that; he looks like one of those ‘Gordon’s fisherman’ from straight off the packages I’ve seen around. He always introduces me as his son. Proudly each and every time too. 

“Pete! Snap out of it son. We need to get this done tonight. The sooner the better. I hope we settle longer this time around and are comfortable there. I’m getting too damn old to keep up with all of this moving crap. Get the lead out kiddo.”

I roll my eyes and smile. I think I’m really too old to be called kiddo anymore. But it makes him happy, so I deal. I love the old sap.

We are all trying to get everything loaded into the last truck. The delivery trucks have been here and ready to go for a while now. There are only a few families left, a handful of kids and then our team. It should make for an easy transport. But once again, I’ve thought too soon. All but one family and the team are loaded. I feel the prickle of slimy awareness creeping up my spine. 

Two infected run fast and snatch up the two right in front of us.  Then, out of nowhere, about twenty more swarm us. The parents are hysterical and trying to run after their kids. 

Pops and I are the only one’s fully loaded with weapons. Everyone else figured all was well. “Fuck!” It’s all my fault. If only I told them that there were infected around. That I knew they were around. This could have been avoided. I look to my uncle. 

His face is grim and he gives me a slight shake of his head. He knows what I’m thinking. It’s happened many times before and it always ends up with not just dead infected—but dead innocents

It kills me inside. Now I’m well and truly pissed.

Time to take it out on these infected fuckers. Everything is happening so fast. “All of you get in the fucking truck, NOW!” I yell out to the others. The parents are lord knows where and the kids—I cannot think about those poor kids.

Pops and I are shooting up a shit storm as more and more infected continue to come at us.

“Pete? Son, we have to retreat. Let’s go into the truck and wait it out. Someone will come soon. They have to come. They’ll send somebody over when we don’t show as scheduled.”

Just then, Raul pops his head out. “I sent a distress call about twenty minutes ago. They’ll be here. Come on. Both of you get in.”

I let off a few more shots as I’m waiting for my uncle to get in first. I want to make sure he’s safe before I think about myself. I always do.

“Come on Pete. Get in son.”

I let off one more shot—my last shot and turn to get in. I’m suddenly stuck. My boot is caught on something. So, I start kicking and backing out. Unbelievable! There’s an infected in a dirty tux under the truck and he has a strong hold on my right foot. He’s pulling and trying to get me down...the smart bastard! I hop back and land on my left foot while pushing full force with my right, trying to bash its head in.

“Pete, here take this.” Pops tosses me a Billy club fisherman use to knock out huge catches instead of wrestling them. 

I use it to bash in the fuckers head until his face is no longer there at all, then I hop into the truck and the door slams behind me. I’m shaking like a leaf. That was a close call. I can’t believe how smart these fuckers are. 

Nothing at all like you see happening in the movies in the auditoriums and such. They’re not slow, far from stupid and they’re very well preserved. These infected communicate with one another and know exactly where to strike to get their prey immobile. Their clever tactics are our Achilles tendon. They also know how to use other weapons to their advantage. They’re far from brain dead. I actually think their intelligence increases once they become infected. It’s scary shit!

I’m not sure exactly how long we sit in the truck awaiting the Calvary. But there is no doubt whatsoever when they finally arrive. A male voice shouts, “Everyone grab cover!”

Guns seemed to fire from every direction. We all duck low to be safe. I can’t make out how many guns are firing, but I sense less and less infected in the area. More time passes along with a bit of shouting. Then all gets quiet. 

We all wait a few moments, barely breathing and then pops speaks up, “Let’s go out and see the damage and see if we can help.” Everyone nods in agreement and we exit the truck one by one with weapons drawn.

I only sense four infected behind a building to my left. I see two RIP agents heading that way at a slow jog. They seemed to quicken their pace once two gunshots go off. Figuring they got it under control and not sensing any more infected around, I suggest to the others that we start moving the bodies, so we have a clear path to drive through. 

We’ve been piling bodies for only a few minutes when a thought comes to mind. “We need to pile them in the center over there so nothing in the surrounding area can catch fire when we burn them.” Suddenly, I feel as if someone is staring at me, so I turn my gaze ahead and my heart stutters in my chest. “Holy shit! It’s her!” 

“What man?”

I turn towards Raul and give a sheepish smile. “Oh, nothing—sorry. I—I was talking to myself.” With my heart pounding, I turn back to look at the beauty who stands literally just a few feet away from me. I stare and gawk, taking her all in to my heart’s content. I can’t believe my eyes. These feelings I have, not just in my chest and the pit of my stomach, but everywhere...All over. It has to be her...My dream girl.

She’s staring back at me, her eyes wide.

I feel that if I look away for even a second she might disappear, so I stare back unblinkingly at her. I’m truly captivated. 

She’s so beautiful. Tall, with the most amazing curves and her eyes are so bright they seem unreal. Now, I finally see her eyes and they are as striking as I hoped they’d be. 

Abruptly, she turns her head toward the big guy I heard someone call Tank. He says something to her. She nods her head and answers back. As though unsure, she gives me another glance then turns away, walking toward the other RIP members she seems to be with.

She just walks away? How can she just walk away like that? Didn’t she feel the same things I just felt? The pull—the instant attraction...“Ah dammit!”

“What now dipshit?” Raul looks at me with a roll of his eyes. “You talk to yourself too much you know? I think there’s something wrong with you. Let’s get the rest of these infected corpses out of the way, so we can skedaddle.”

“Yeah,” I answer with a sigh. “Let’s get done and get going—I’m looking forward to getting settled even more now than ever!” I add with a stupid grin on my face.

“Aright dude. Whatever you say. Zip up and let’s blow this joint.”

Only thing that gets me moving is knowing that I’ll be seeing her again. I still don’t know her name. But I know I’ll find out. I halt in mid step and feel like slapping myself upside the head, but I refrain from doing so. “Raul?” 

“Huh?”

“Who was that female with the rescue team? What’s her name?”

“That’s Wunder. She’s pretty kick ass. You should see her in action. It’s pretty hot how she takes down those infected pieces of shit. She’s got some moves, dude.”

I don’t know what to say from there. I feel a slight pang of envy that he knows her and admires her the way he does. I try brush the envy off just as quickly as it comes. It’s actually great that she’s admired like that. And she’s kick ass too. 

“Wunder.” I test the name out just to get a real feel for it. Wunder...? Yeah, my Wonder woman! I chuckle at the joke and find myself curious if she’ll visit me in my dreams tonight or if things are going to change now. Only one way to find out...Go get settled in our new home and get to know more about Wunder. Let the fun begin!

Want more Wunder?  The next installment is waiting for you: The Approach

WUNDER THE APPROACH
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No one knows the real history and reasoning behind Valentine’s Day.

Okay, maybe there are a few out there who know the real truth. But these people are really not people at all. To tell you the truth, they’re beings that no one who needs food, water and oxygen to live would ever want to meet in a dark alley. 

Humans—those delicate beings, which could die with the snap of a neck do not have this knowledge. The dark entities that do know these secrets have kept them within their circles for millennia.

What sort of dark beings are we talking about here? I’m afraid you’ll not be told about any of them here and now, other than one. The one and only entity which is still celebrated cherished and coveted on this planet...this plane. 

You see humans as well as other beings have a variety of holidays they celebrate. There are birthdays, Christmas, Easter, Halloween and so many others within all cultures and walks of life on earth. The one you’re to concern yourself with for now, is known to all as the one and only holiday that is full of love, sex, gifts and a ton of history...Valentine’s Day.

There are many stories to how Valentine’s Day started and even who started it. The most popular one is the story of St. Valentine, a priest that married people in secret. Why is that such a big deal? Well, at the time of these occurrences, marriage was banned completely. Long story short, the priest was eventually found out and put to death for doing what he felt was right. All that the priest did was all being done to benefit the soldiers of that time period. It’s a sad story really.

Another story of Valentine’s Day roots that was spread far and wide is of a young man named Valentine. A young man who was in prison for helping persecute Christians. This man fell in love with his jailors blind daughter, and it’s said, he restored her sight. I’m not sure about the order of the two, what I do know is love did not prevail in this tale. He was executed. But before his execution, he sent out a letter to his beloved which he signed ‘Love, your Valentine’.

So many more stories are out there and each holds a very small bit of truth. That’s all except for thee one, the one and only true story of Valentine and its origin. Yes, you read right. Its origin. 

You see, Valentine is not a human, a saint, a fae being or an angel. Nothing like any of those delightful, happy ending, good representing beings. No, Valentine was born from darkness, in darkness, lives, breathes, bleeds darkness and releases nothing but darkness, death and destruction. 

The truth of it is, Valentine is a demon. A wicked and evil demon who has roamed the earth, right beneath all of our noses for hundreds of life times, a seductress of sexes and taker of lives. A bringer of death, hatred and fornication. 

Valentine does not represent love. It—the being—represents death, destruction, horror and finality. There’s nothing positive about Valentine, not to humans and their lives. Not to anything or anyone good and pure.

It can take on any form it wishes, this demon known as Valentine. It can come to you as a male, female, animal, even the freaking Easter bunny if that is what it desired. But that’s beyond the point here.

For over a thousand years, Valentine has had a secret coven, a clan if you wish, in which followers help to make Valentine even stronger by bringing in people to celebrate this false holiday of love. A private party promising good times is usually the hook, line and sinker. 

Once the humans get a small taste of the free feeling and sensuality Valentine can give. It then entices the humans by making small promises, laying out various temptations that make humans weak, causing them to cave in to temptation. To give up all that is them, their heart and soul to Valentine and only Valentine.

It’s so easy for the demon to gain followers with the small promises of wealth, a girl, a man desired, long existence, a fantasy come to life, even a dream home or a trip back in time. It all depends on the individual, the follower and their worth to Valentine. What none of them know is; most of the people who have been brought into this celebration will never come back out, never receive what was promised to them. Those little sheep, those followers are what in truth strengthens Valentine and is what has kept it alive throughout time, death. 

Death is what gives it power. 

It requires the heart of its victims along with the very soul within the body. Valentine tortures, mutilates, plays with, and then ingests them like it’s nothing and continues to live on and on...

Here’s just one tale, one small story of an instance of Valentine and its following at work. Please do not continue if you dislike kinky sex, gore, violence and moonshine...

A.R. Von
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Highland Wolf Clan

Book 1

The Reluctant Alpha

By

A K Michaels

~ Chapter 1 ~

Cameron woke with a warm, naked body snuggled next to his. Frowning, he opened his eyes and saw the woman he had brought back to his suite after the previous night’s charity ball. Damn! He’d drank far too much and assumed when she went into the bathroom she was getting dressed to leave. Apparently not.

He was sure he’d made it clear that he liked to wake up alone and that she wasn’t spending the night. He never spent the night with any woman.

Cam disentangled her limbs from his and rose quickly, heading towards the shower. If she was still asleep in his bed when he got out of the shower he would have Jinx get rid of her. He really didn’t want to face her this morning. His anger directed at himself for using the woman the way he had, for sex, but he couldn’t seem to help himself lately. The number of women he was going through lately was just ridiculous. His libido spiked a few months ago and there was no sign of it easing.

As the hot water ran over him he realized the increase in his sex drive coincided with the restlessness of his Wolf. Almost one hundred and fifty years old, he and his beast had lived in harmony most of the time but for some reason it was now misbehaving badly.

The water soothed his aching body but did nothing for the disgust he felt deep inside. Disgust that he had, again, used a woman for his own needs alone. As flashes of the previous night consumed him he gagged, almost throwing up as he remembered the moment the woman had approached him. “Sub” he knew as soon as he saw her. It was in her walk, her body language, and the way she peered up at him between her long lashes.

Far too often a submissive approached him, confusing his Alpha Wolf for a Dom. Usually, he’d politely send them on their way but last night he didn’t. Shit! His revulsion grew, sickened that he had used her for his own needs with no thought to her wellbeing at all. “What the fuck is wrong with me?” he thought as he fought to control his desire to smash his fist into the wall.

No wonder Jinx had lost his temper with him regarding his callous treatment of the women that he so easily got into his bed. Cam didn’t blame him. He used to treat women like a precious gem, showing them care and affection, if not love. No, never love. Cam wondered for the thousandth time whether he was even capable of such an emotion. Probably not.

Rinsing off and stepping from the shower, he wrapped a towel around his waist and peeked out the door of the bathroom to see whether or not the woman had left. “Shit! I don’t even remember her fucking name!” he thought as he saw her still lying amongst the sheets. He peered at her intently, checking to make sure there were no marks on her naked skin. Thank the Goddess! Her skin wasn’t marred by even the slightest bruise so he must’ve been far gentler than normal with this one. Maybe his subconscious played a part in their sex, ensuring he didn’t harm her. 

“Fuck! I was drunk as a skunk!” he thought as he turned away from the sleeping woman.

Sighing heavily he walked out of the room, heading towards Jinx’s room on the other side of the suite. As he passed by his tux jacket, discarded on the floor, he heard his phone ring. Picking up his jacket he pulled the phone out, scowling when he saw his father’s name and number on the screen.

His father? His father never called him, still angry at his perceived ‘abandonment’ of the Pack for a more lucrative career in property and hedge funds. Pushing Jinx’s door open he strode in, “Hey, can you get rid of whatshername for me? I’ve got to take this call.”

Jinx opened his eyes, “What? Are you serious, Sin? You don’t even remember her name?”

“It’s my father, I have to take it,” he said, shaking his phone about in his hand.

“This is fucking crap!” Jinx got up, reaching for a robe, “You seriously need to stop this! This is the last time I do this for you, Sin. I mean it, do not ask me again!”

“I’ll stay here and order some breakfast,” Cam said as Jinx stormed off.

Frowning at his phone again as he accepted the call, running a hand through his wet, jet black hair. “Father.”

“Where are you?” his father demanded.

“What? No pleasantries? No, ‘How are you, son?’”

His father heaved a sigh, “I don’t have time for pleasantries. We need you home now.”

Cam wondered what was so important that his father had made the call, instead of his mother. “I’m in Paris, I can be there later this morning, just make sure the strip is clear. I don’t want the jet damaged on landing.”

“I’ll make sure, just get here as soon as you can.”

With that, his father hung up, no goodbye, no anything. Typical of the man.

Cam could hear Jinx making up some excuse or other to the woman as he obviously hurried her to leave.  “Yes, Mr. Sinclair had an early morning meeting he couldn’t get out of.”

The softer tones of the woman sounding upset before Jinx spoke again. “Of course I’ll give him your number. Yes, okay, goodbye.”

Cam dialed room service, placing a large order for breakfast. His mouth already watering as he thought on tucking in to the feast when it arrived.

Jinx appeared, still angry and sullen, throwing a business card towards him. “She’s gone. This is her card, she wanted me to give it to you.”

Cam reached up, snatching the card from midair before slowly ripping it in two and dropping it to the floor.

His best friend growled at him, actually growled. “I’m telling you one last time. You have got to stop treating them like this. It isn’t right and you’re getting a bad reputation on your womanizing ways. No wonder I call you Sin, you commit enough of them!”

Cam shook his head, trying to clear it enough to remember the woman’s name. He couldn’t and felt regret once again. “I’m sorry, I don’t know what the hell’s wrong with me lately.”

Jinx sat down in one of the chairs. “Is your Wolf still acting up?”

He grimaced. “Yeah, the fecker is always prowling around and won’t stop. I don’t know what’s wrong with him.”

“Could it possibly be because you hardly let it out now?” Jinx raised an eyebrow. “Come on, when was the last time you were Wolf or went on a hunt?”

“I’m too busy, you know that, Jinx.”

His friend shook his head. “You’re a Wolf, you can’t deny your beast and I have no idea why you even try.”

“You know why,” Cam glowered. “All that shit when growing up, my father ‘grooming’ me to be Alpha. Well, if his coldness and mistreatment is called ‘grooming’ I’m a fucking She-Wolf! It was harsh and unnecessary and I’m not going back to that Pack to live. Ever. There are times I wish I was anything but a Wolf!”

“I know he was unusually hard on you, but that doesn’t change the fact you’re a Wolf.” Jinx inclined his head to the side, staring. “Your Wolf isn’t happy and there’s no denying that so you’ve got to figure out some sort of compromise before you really fuck up.”

Standing up, Cam walked over to the large window, staring out over Paris. He caught a glimpse of his Clan tattoo in his reflection. His fingers ran over the mark on his chest, right over his heart as regret flooded him at the thought of not feeling proud of it. He knew all his friends wore their Clan tat with pride and Cam wished he could too. Sighing he turned back to Jinx. “Well, we’ll be seeing everyone later this morning. I’ve been ‘summoned’ and we’re going to Scotland. Can you get the jet organized, the Alpha says he’ll make sure the strip is clear this time and phone Stracey to ask her to clear my calendar for the time being.”

“Is there something wrong?” Jinx asked, worry in his voice.

“I assume so,” Cam stated as he turned around. “What other reason would he ask me to come home for?”

“Okay, I’ll go organize everything though I’m sure Ms. Hood would prefer you call and explain what’s going on. Is breakfast coming?”

Cam laughed, his friend ate even more than he did. “Yes, a very large breakfast is on its way and I’m sure Stracey will be fine. She’s used to me changing things and stop calling her Ms. Hood. You know she doesn’t like you calling her that.”

“Good, I’m famished and Ms. Hood sounds so much more, more...professional than Stracey, even if she has been with us for a couple of decades.” Jinx disappeared back through to the lounge area separating their bedrooms as Cam turned to stare out the window again.

“I hope mother’s okay,” he thought as he tried to figure out why his father had called and not her.

His brother, Grant, popped into his head. The perfect Wolf, always following his Alpha’s lead and, as usual, Cam felt a pang of jealousy at the thought. Grant didn’t suffer the same harsh treatment from their father growing up as he had and he hated that fact. The relationship between Grant and their father so much closer than his. He’d go so far as to say he and his father were estranged, only meeting when it was absolutely necessary.

Only his mother stayed in contact on a regular basis, every Sunday she called to check on him. Her sadness at his not visiting always clear to hear in her voice. Didn’t she know he was far too busy to keep flying to Scotland for visits? His business now a multi-billion dollar company, with offices all over the world. His attendance coveted at the kind of Charity Ball they’d been at the previous night, sending him to the biggest and lavish events imaginable. 

“Back down to earth with a bang,” he thought as he envisioned his familial home in the Highlands. Large log cabins that were comfortable, but in no way could be called lavish.

“Fuck!” he cursed as he thought on the coming confrontation he would, no doubt, have with his father.

Marching back to his room, Cam started to pack, throwing things in his case quickly, before dressing in one of his best, hand-made suits. A dark charcoal color with a pristine white shirt, platinum cufflinks giving the final touch. Looking at himself in the mirror he smirked, he looked so far removed from a Pack Wolf that it was laughable and he knew it would irk his father terribly.

A knock on their suite door announced the arrival of breakfast. Cam went through as their food was set up on the white linen covered table. Jinx whistling when he saw him. 

“What the hell? We’re going to Pack land and you’re dressed as if you’re going to a party,” said Jinx from his position at the table, already piling food onto his plate. “You trying to annoy the hell out of him or what?”

“I’ve no idea what you mean, Ewan.” Smirking as he sat down, getting his own food and pouring some fresh orange juice.

Jinx swallowed the food in his mouth, getting some coffee as he stared over the table. “No idea, huh? Your using my proper name is tell enough! I think you do and I think you’re trying to rile him from the get go. Bad move, Sin.”

“I’m not scared of my father, Jinx, and if he doesn’t like my choice of clothes he can go fuck himself.”

Jinx put his hands up. “Whoa, don’t get all worked up with me! I’m just pointing out your potential flaw of appearing in a suit that would probably feed a family for a year. You’re rubbing his nose in your success and you know it.”

Cam sneered, “What if I am? Every time another million is added to my bank account I think of the freedom it gives me. Freedom from him and the Pack.”

“I know that, Cam. I do. But you don’t have to antagonize him every chance you get,” Jinx chided as he piled some more food onto his plate. “He’s still the Alpha and you should show him some respect.”

“You are kidding, aren’t you?” Cam was shocked. “Any man that gets my respect is because they earned it. Not because they hold some position or other. Whether it’s in business or a personal deal. I don’t respect just anyone. He may be Alpha, he may be my father, but he won’t get my respect. Not a fucking chance.”

Jinx shook his head. “I can see this is going to go real well. Cam, can you at least try and keep it together to stay on the ground long enough for me to catch up with my parents?”

“Sure, I’ll try, but I can’t promise you anything. It depends on what he says when we get there.” Cam drank some juice and continued, “However, if I were you I’d try and get your visit done real quick. Just in case.”

“Shit!” Jinx pushed his plate away. “I’m going to pack.”

Cam watched as his friend stomped off to his own room, wondering again why he’d been summoned home. As he sat waiting on Jinx his phone rang again, his mother’s number this time. Sighing he answered, “Hello, Mum.”

“Cameron, how are you?”

“I’m fine, how’re you?” Cam wondered when she would get to the point of her call. That she had a point wasn’t in doubt, just the time it would take her to get there.

“Oh, I’m good, Son, I’m good.”

“Mum, why don’t you just get to the point and tell me why you’ve called? As it’s come less than an hour after Father called I can only assume it’s related.”

Cam heard his mother’s soft breathing before she finally spoke again, “Well, yes, it is. Sort of. I just wanted to warn you that your dad is a little uptight.”

“When isn’t he? Mum, he’s always uptight when it comes to me.”

“I know you and your dad have a difficult relationship, Cam, but he’s uptight for other reasons. Can I confide in you?”

Cam wondered what the hell was going on. “Of course you can, Mum. What’s wrong?”

His mother didn’t answer for a minute or two, the silence stretching out but Cam didn’t rush to fill it. He’d spent far too much time in high powered meetings where he learned quickly to wait out the other person. Refusing to speak until they had. He waited and as was usual the other person would start to babble to fill the awkwardness. It was no different with his mother.

“Cam, please, you can’t say I’ve said anything but we’ve got two problems. Serious problems. Your father has been slowing down lately, not quite his usual self and a few of the other Wolves have voiced concerns.”

His mum’s voice quavered before continuing, “So, we need a new Alpha...”

“No! Not a chance!” Cam almost shouted into the phone.

“Cam, please just shut up and listen!” his mother returned the shout and Cam quietened instantly, rarely hearing his mother raise her voice.

“I know you will never be Alpha here, I’ve accepted that but your father has not. But, we have another problem, your Uncle Fearghas called and he’s got some problems and is asking for our help. He wants both you and your brother to go there but with what’s going on here it means one of you has to stay and take over as Alpha and one of you has to go to America.”

Cam’s breathing increased as his mother spoke. Even the thought of being Alpha to their Pack causing him to think about flying far far away. “I won’t be Alpha, Mother. Not ever.”

The sadness in his mother’s voice was so thick he was sure she was near tears. “I know that, Cameron, but I wanted to let you know what’s happening so you can be prepared. I didn’t want this sprung on you when you got here.”

“I appreciate that, Mum, I do.”

“Cameron, your father is finding all of this to be very difficult. Accepting he is no longer the strongest in the Pack is hurting him deep down, Son.”

“He’s not been the strongest in the Pack for a long time, Mother.” Cam sighed, “It’s one of the reasons I stay away. We may not be close but I don’t want to rub his nose in that fact.”

“Oh, Cameron, my son, I wish things were different and I know I’ve never said this to you, but, I am sorry, so very sorry.”

Cam could clearly hear the tears now, causing his heart to ache. “It wasn’t your fault, mum.”

“Yes, it was, in part anyway. I should’ve done more to change the way he was with you. I love your father but the way he treated you was wrong, plain and simple.”

At his mother’s acknowledgement his heart lifted slightly. “That means a lot to me. Thank you.”

“Please know that I love you, Cameron, I’ll always love you.”

“I know, Mother. I’ve got to go, we’re leaving for the plane.” Cam needed to compose himself, never allowing his emotions to show to anyone but his closest friends. “I’ll see you later, bye.”

“Bye,” his mum almost whispered just before he ended the call.

Cameron took a few moments to sort through the information he’d been given, knowing the Pack needed a strong Alpha to lead them, but he was not that Wolf. His home land held nothing but bad memories for him. There was no way he could ever live there again. Not in a million years.

“Who was that?” Jinx interrupted his thoughts.

“My mother.” Cam smiled ruefully, “Appears there’s trouble within the Pack and also my uncle in the US needs help of some sort.”

Jinx walked to the door to their suite, placing his suitcase on the floor before turning around, a frown on his face. “I guess we need to go and see what’s going on.”

Cam ran a hand through his hair. “She said the Pack needs a new Alpha.”

“What?” Jinx came over. “Fuck, what are you gonna do?”

“I’m never going to be Alpha of that Pack, Jinx, not ever,” Cam sighed. “I hate being there, it’s mostly bad memories for me and I don’t think I could go back to that life even if I wanted to.”

“So where does that leave the Pack?” Jinx looked worried as he stared at Cam.

“I’m not sure but we’ll soon find out.”

“I guess we will,” Jinx replied softly.

~ Chapter 2 ~

“You okay?” Jinx asked as they neared Scotland.

“What do you think?” Cam answered a little too sharply.

“Hey, don’t take it out on me because you’re riled up.”

Cam looked out the small window, seeing his homeland come into view as the jet lost altitude. “Sorry,” was all he uttered as his stomach tied itself in knots.

“What do you think’s going to happen?” His friend was obviously worried about their Pack but tried to hide it.

He could see it though, Cam could always tell when his friend was worried, a little pulse in his neck giving him away. “The Pack needs an Alpha so we need to make sure they get one, just not me.”

“Who?”

Cam had been toying with the problem since his mother had called and came up with the only solution he could. “Grant.”

“Grant?” Jinx asked quickly. “He might not be ready, Cam, and you’re the oldest. It should be you, not your brother.”

“How many times do I have to say this? I will never be Alpha!”

“I know, you keep saying it but you are an Alpha, Cam.”

“Jinx.” Cam locked eyes with his oldest friend. “Don’t push me on this.”

“Fine!” Jinx’s hands flew upwards in exasperation. “Have it your way but I’m telling you I’m staying long enough to visit with my parents.”

“Okay, I’ll give you some time with them,” Cam smirked. “Hell, I may even join you. Your mother makes the best mince ‘n tatties I’ve ever tasted.”

“That she does,” Jinx laughed. “She better have made some or I’m not gonna be happy.”

“If she knows we’re coming then she’ll have made it. She does like to spoil her little boy.”

Cam started laughing at the outraged look on his friend’s face.

“I might not be as big or muscular as you but I was built for speed,” Jinx grinned. “I can leave you behind most of the time, Sin, and don’t you forget it.”

“Yeah, yeah, in your dreams, my friend.” Cam looked at Jinx, taking in his reddish blonde hair, freckles on his pale skin, thinking he looked far more Scottish than he did himself.

“We’re there,” Jinx motioned with his head to the window as Cam saw the plane was almost touching down.

Inhaling a deep breath, Cam tried to calm his racing heart. “Suppose we should go and see what’s happening.”

At the slight bump of the tires landing on the tarmac of the small runway, Jinx stood up anxious to see his family. Once more, Cam wished that was how he felt when he returned home instead of the desperate desire to escape he always experienced. 

Cam sat until the jet stopped, his pilot, Marcus, appearing to open the door and let down the steps. Jinx standing waiting eager to leave the confines of the plane. “Come on, Cam. Let’s go.”

His friend took a step out and then poked his head back in. “We’ve got a welcoming party,” he whispered as Cam finally joined him. 

“Just what I need!” Cam turned to Marcus. “Have it ready, just in case.”

“Will do.” 

Cam nodded. “I’m not sure where we’re going to be heading after meeting with the Alpha. I know I’m supposed to be going to that charity thing in New York but plans may change.”

“I will need to land and refuel somewhere if it’s going to be a longer journey, Cam.” Marcus being one of the few that got to call him by his shortened name.

“Okay, check and find out where the nearest location is that you can refuel and if necessary you can go fill her up. I’ll let you know where we’re heading as soon as I can.”

“No problem,” said Marcus turned away, heading back into the cockpit.

“Let’s get this over with.” Cam straightened his back, standing as tall as possible as they started to walk towards the small group of people waiting for them.

He could see his father, front and center, with his brother at his side and his mother behind. Jinx’s parents stood beside Grant, Jinx’s father one of the Wolf guards who patrolled their land and still one hell of a tough man, even if he was getting on in years.

“Go,” Cam said and Jinx took off, jogging towards his smiling parents.

Cam continued at a more leisurely pace, taking in his friend’s welcome from two people who loved him unconditionally. Jinx’s father held him in a tight embrace, patting him on the back as his mother tried to reach up to place a kiss on his cheek. Jinx laughed, patting his father’s back in return.

Nearing his own father, Cam kept his face neutral, not letting any emotion show before stopping right in front of him. “Alpha.” Cam tried to make his voice sound respectful but wasn’t sure if he had pulled it off. Going by the tightening of his father’s jaw...probably not.

“Cameron. We have a lot to discuss so let’s get going.” His father about turned and walked away without another word.

Typical.

Grant stepped forward. “Hi, Cam, how’s things?”

Cam looked his younger brother over, his hair and features so like their father’s. “I’m good. You?”

“Well, we’ve got a few problems but I’m sure Father will tell you about them soon enough.”

“I’m sure he will,” Cam replied as he saw his mother’s face blush almost scarlet.

“Come, Son, I’ve baked some scones for you.” His mother smiled, holding a hand out.

Cam patted his brother on the shoulder before going forward and hugging his mother. Her body in his arms feeling much frailer than it had the last time he’d held her. When was that? Damn, but he couldn’t remember.

“You know I love your scones, Mum.” Cam held her hand as they walked the short distance to the camp and going straight to the Alpha’s house.

He caught sight of Jinx and his mum and dad following them, chattering away with ease. The sound of Jinx laughing bringing a smile to his own face. It always made him glad to see his friend happy. “There are others waiting for us.” 

His mother’s whispered words bringing him crashing back to the here and now and the reason for his visit. Cam didn’t have a chance to ask anything as they reached the wooden steps leading up to the largest cabin in the camp. The door wide open as they made their way up and inside.

Cam smiled when he saw some of his friends, Cormac Brody coming forward to hold him in a bear hug for a moment before releasing him.

“Hello, Cam, it’s been too long.” Cormac, or Mac as he was known, grinned at him.

“I know, Mac, but it’s nice to see you.”

Then the twins, Rory and Logan Dunbar pushed Mac out of the way. “What the hell? Why are you dressed like some poncy playboy?” Rory laughed while fingering Cam’s suit.

Logan grabbed an arm, fiddling with a cufflink. “You’re all prettied up for a visit here, Cam?”

Cam laughed, grabbing both of them to him in a playful tussle. “It’s nice to see you two trouble makers again. I assume you are not staying out of trouble?”

“Us?” Rory grinned. “We always manage to get outta trouble. Admittedly, after we’ve gotten into it!”

“Some things never change.” Cam slapped the two of them on the back as a loud ‘harrumph’ interrupted them.

“Can we get down to business?” his father growled, standing in front of the fire with his hands behind his back.

Cam left his friends, who went back to where they had been standing, and walked over to stand in front of the Alpha. “Want to tell me what this is all about?”

Grant joined him, then they both sat down on the sofa at their backs, as his father’s jaw clenched tightly for the merest of seconds. “Your Uncle Fearghas has had some problems and is seeking our aid. You know Fergie had that accident and he’s now in a wheelchair. Well, Fearghas is convinced it wasn’t an accident and that another Pack is trying to pick off his strongest Wolves.”

Cam stopped his father interrupting, “Wait up. Are you saying there’s been other Wolves injured?”

“Yes,” the Alpha almost snarled, obviously upset. “Several of his stronger Wolves, his guards, have either been hurt or disappeared. So, he’s asking me for help.”

“What kind of help?” Cam stared his father in the eye, not something that was generally allowed while in the presence of an Alpha. His father’s scowl letting all know he wasn’t happy with the outright confrontation.

“He wants you and Grant to go over with some of our Wolves to see if you can get to the bottom of things. He’s worried about asking for help from nearby Packs in case it’s them that’s behind the attacks.”

Cam nodded, his mind going a million miles a minute as he sifted through the information. “Okay, I can see where he may feel reluctant to trust anyone around them. So, why didn’t you just tell me this and I could’ve diverted, meeting Grant there?”

His father turned his back on him, placing his palms on the fireplace. “Our Pack also needs something.”

“What?” Cam waited, knowing the words must be sticking in his father’s throat.

The silence seemed to drag on as his father obviously fought to get the words out. A pin could’ve been heard dropping as everyone waited, breaths held. Finally his father broke the silence with a voice far lower than normal, almost a whisper, “An Alpha. I’ve been a little under the weather and some of the Wolves have expressed concern.”

“I see,” Cam spoke slowly, calmly. “Well, I think Grant should take over as Alpha.”

Cam had pondered his mother’s words all the way here and this was the only solution he could come up with. There was no way in hell he was going to be Alpha. Not a chance!

Grant jumped up stating, “Cam, you’re the eldest!”

“That I may be,” Cam said as he looked at his brother, while his father turned around to stare at him. “We both know I’ll never come home to live. I will not, under any circumstances, return to be Alpha here. Grant, you are the best choice.”

“Son,” his father’s voice causing both he and Grant to turn around, but it was Cam’s eyes that his father’s sought. “I always thought you would return. Take over from me, but I see now that won’t happen. Maybe it’s for the best.”

“It is,” Cam said stiffly as Grant gazed between the two of them.

Grant stared as his father carried on, his voice now forceful and commanding, “It’s settled. I’ll call a Pack meeting and announce Grant will take over as Alpha. There may be an objection or two and if there are then they will have to be dealt with as normal. Grant, are you willing to fight for your place as Alpha?”

Grant stood taller, his face shining with excitement. “Hell, yeah!”

Cam laughed, punching his brother in the arm. “That’s the way, Grant. Good luck, Brother.”

“I won’t need luck, Cam.” Grant gave a lopsided grin. “I’m much tougher than I look and if anyone challenges me then they’ll find that out the hard way.”

“I’m sure they will, Brother.” Cam looked to his father who seemed lost in thought.

“So, I guess I’m going to visit Uncle Fearghas.” Cam saw his father come out of whatever reverie he was in, nodding once.

“The three boys are going with you.” The Alpha stepped forward, placing a hand on Cam’s arm. “We may not be close but you’re still my son and I won’t send you without some back-up.”

Cam met his father’s eyes and saw for the first time something other than confrontation in them. What it was he couldn’t quite place but it cooled his reply, “Thank you, I’ll be glad of the extra help.”

*****

Mrs. Jenkins, Jinx’s mother, opened the door to leave, shouting over her shoulder, “Mince ‘n tatties will be ready soon boys and there’s enough for all of you so just pop over when you’re done.”

Grinning Cam shouted after her, “I’ll be there just as soon as I’ve had a scone or two!”

Jinx followed his mother out with his dad behind, slapping him on the back and chatting a mile a minute. Cam felt a twinge of jealousy as he watched the closeness between father and son. His life would’ve been so different if he had that.

Sighing he looked over to the twins and Mac, they came over, surrounding him and bombarding him with questions. “Where you been?”, “What trouble you been getting into?”, “Will that jet of yours get us to the US without crashing!” were just a few.

Cam grinned, trying to answer them all as they made their way to the kitchen and his mother’s scones. “Mum, can you butter me up some of those? I need to call Marcus and let him know our flight plan.”

“Sure, I’ll get you a nice cup of tea too.” Agnes busied herself getting plates out and the kettle on, “Boys, sit down, there’s plenty for everyone.”

The twins and Cormac were sitting down at the large wooden table with smiles and comments, “It’s been ages since I had one of your scones, Mrs. Sinclair!” Cormac beamed as he took his seat.

“Och, Cormac, you know just to come and ask if you’re wanting anything.” 

Cormac blushed. “I don’t like to bother you. I know you’ve got a lot on your plate being Alpha female, Mrs. Sinclair.”

“I’m never too busy to bake or give you some of my scones. I’ll pack some of my baking up for you to take on your trip. It’s a long flight over there.”

Rory punched the air exclaiming, “Yes! I’m not sure what Cam has on that jet of his but I’ll bet it’s nothing like your baking!”

Agnes laughed, “I’ll make up some sandwiches too. You’re going to need all the nourishment you can get if there’s trouble over there.”

“True, Mrs. Sinclair, but I’m sure we can sort it out,” Logan smirked. “After all, with Cam and Jinx there, well, they’ll know what’s best to do. If there’s trouble with another Pack, then they’ll soon see what us Highland Wolves can do.”

“Be careful, boys,” Agnes frowned. “I don’t want any of you getting hurt.”

“We know how to look after ourselves,” Rory said in a more serious tone. “Don’t worry ‘bout us.”

“I know, Rory, but if Fearghas is worried then that worries me.” Agnes placed the scones on the table, the boys attacking them as if they hadn’t eaten in days.

Cam finished his call, sitting down and catching the tail end of the conversation. “Mother, I’ll make sure this lot behave and I’ll call and let you know how things are going.”

“Thank you, Son.” Agnes patted his shoulder. “You know how I worry.”

“I do, but please don’t.” Cam looked up into his mother’s face and saw the tight lines around her eyes, “You just worry ‘bout Grant and what’s going on here.”

“I hope he doesn’t have to fight too many,” Agnes whispered as she went to make the tea.

Rory piped up, “I doubt it, I can only think of one possible Wolf that will challenge him and I’m telling you, Mrs. Sinclair, Grant will beat him down no problem at all.”

“Really?” Cam asked, hearing the respect in Rory’s voice for his brother.

“Yes, really,” Rory stared over at Cam, “Your little brother has turned into a fine, strong Wolf and he’s a lot tougher than he looks. Trust me, Cam, we’ve had our tussles and that bugger has beat me every time. He’s freakishly strong for his size, whether in human or Wolf form.”

“I’m glad,” Cam stated. “He’ll make a good Alpha for the Pack.”

“He will,” Rory agreed before stuffing yet another scone into his mouth.

“Marcus needs to stop about an hour from here to refuel the jet and then we can make it straight through to the US.” Cam took a large bite of a heavily buttered scone before carrying on, “It’s a long flight, guys, but you can rest on the jet, there’s only two bedrooms...”

Cormac butted in, “Bedrooms? On a plane?”

Cam laughed, “Yes, Mac, bedrooms. As I said, there are only two and one of those is mine and I don’t share. There are sofas in the main cabin too so I’m sure you’ll manage to get some rest.”

Logan snorted, “I’ll be trying to get to sleep before these two. Have you heard them snore? Sounds like runaway trains!”

Rory scowled at his twin. “I do not!”

Cormac laughed, “Yes, we kinda do, Rory.”

Cam smiled around at his friends, who he hadn’t seen in far too long, enjoying the banter and realizing he had missed it very much indeed. “You lot better not keep me awake later. I need my beauty sleep.”

“What? Beauty sleep?” Rory smirked, “Well, now you mention it, yeah, you do!”

Cam looked through the kitchen door, wondering if his father would join them, but there was no sign of him. “Probably just as well,” he thought as he ate another scone. He didn’t want to spoil his visit by getting into a pissing contest with his dad.

“You better leave room for your mince ‘n tatties, boys.” Agnes poured more tea as the men didn’t look as if they were stopping any time soon.

“I’ll always have room for Mrs. Jenkins’ mince ‘n tatties!” Cam grabbed another scone, “They’re just like your scones, Mum, absolutely delicious!”

“Och, thank you, Cameron,” Agnes replied as she turned away to start making up a basket of food for the boys to take.

“If you’ve any shortbread can you put some in?” Cam asked. “You know you make the best shortbread in Scotland!”

“Behave!” Agnes smiled. “But, yes, I do have some and I’ll put it in for you.”

“Good, and you lot better leave it for me. I’ve not had any for so long I’m sure I’ll fight you for it!” 

Logan laughed, “That’s your fault for not coming home to visit more often!”

“True,” Cam finished off his scone and continued, “but doesn’t mean I won’t beat you down if you touch it!”

All three of his friends put their hands out, palms up, Rory being the spokesman for them, as usual. “Okay, okay, we promise not to touch your shortbread!”

Agnes sniggered as they all joined in, laughter filling the kitchen.

~ Chapter 3 ~

After a double helping of Mrs. Jenkins’ mince ‘n tatties, the twins and Cormac disappeared to get their luggage. Already packed and waiting for them in their homes, they were back soon. Watching as Jinx hugged his parents’ goodbye, Cam, once again, wondered what it would’ve been like if he had that kind of relationship with his father.

“No point in thinking about it, it didn’t happen and things are what they are,” he told himself as he said goodbye and excused himself to go and say a quick goodbye to his own family.

“We’ll get you at the plane!” Jinx shouted as he left and Cam only nodded as he carried on.

His feet were heavy, his walk slow, as he made his way back to the Alpha’s house. Once again not looking forward to seeing his father. He wanted to get away this time without having their usual arguments, disagreements, or downright fights. For once he wanted to leave without the drama of going head to head with his father.

As he drew nearer the cabin, he saw Grant sitting on the top step, his eyes on Cam as he walked towards him. “Grant.”

“Cam!” Grant stood up, closing the distance between them. “I just wanted to say I didn’t want to take your place as Alpha. I was hoping you would come home and I’d be your Beta.”

Cam reached forward, grabbing his brother into his arms in a tight embrace. “I know that, Grant. But, it was never going to happen. Too much has happened between me and the old man for me to ever return here.”

“Won’t you come home? I kinda miss my big brother.”

Letting Grant go, Cam stepped back, “I’m sorry, Grant, but no. I have too much anger inside me and it would be disruptive to the Pack. You’re going to make a great Alpha and I’ll try and visit more often and you can come visit me too. How’s that sound?”

“I’m sorry.” Grant’s face screwed up as if in pain. “I know he treated you differently and I’m sorry about that and I think he is too.”

“He may well be but it’s too late now. I’ve made my life away from the Pack and I have the freedom to do whatever I want, when I want.” 

Grant cocked his head to the side. “Everything apart from being a Wolf. Don’t you miss it?”

Cam sighed, “Sometimes, but don’t let Jinx know that! He’d be hounding me forever if he knew.”

“You’ll always have a home here, if you ever decide to come home that is.”

“Thank you, Alpha,” Cam said solemnly, watching as his brother’s face beamed at him.

“Thank you,” Grant said as they turned and made their way inside.

His father stood in front of the great fire, his back to them, and his mother sitting in her favorite armchair next to the roaring flames. Her eyes flitting to their father as they entered, her obvious worry clear for Cam to see.

Cam went over to her. “Just stopping in to say goodbye. The boys are already on the plane and they’re waiting for me.”

Agnes got up, hugging Cam around the waist. “Be careful, Cameron, we have no idea what you’ll be walking into so please take care.”

“I always do, mother.” Cam hugged her back and he was sure he saw a tear or two in her eyes as she sat back down.

“Father,” Cam said and waited, if he didn’t turn around in one more second Cam was leaving and wouldn’t look back.

A long, drawn out, sigh escaped his father as he turned around. “Be careful,” was all he said and Cam nodded once.

“I will,” he replied before turning around and leaving the house that used to be his home. One that he hadn’t felt comfortable in for almost his entire life.

Cam had spent most of his time over at Mrs. Jenkins’ cabin, eating and even sleeping there more times than he remembered. That was a house full of love and caring, not one ruled by a tyrant. The name seeming to suit his father down to a T. As he closed the door behind him, Cameron wondered just how long it would be before he was back. “As long as I can get away with,” he thought as he made his way back to his jet.

The noise of the other Wolves reaching him far before he walked up the steps. Laughter and jokes were in abundance as he entered, Jinx telling them of some of the hijinks they got up to in the US. Cam smiled widely as he brought the steps up and secured the door, Marcus appearing to double check everything was secure.

Sitting down, Cam motioned to the large wicker basket that had recently been in his mother’s kitchen. “Who remembered the basket? I completely forgot about it.”

“I did,” Logan smirked. “I like my food and your mother’s baking is top notch! No way was I gonna forget to go get it.”

Rory piped up from his place lounging on one of the red leather sofas, “He’s the greedy twin!”

“Hey! I’m not greedy. I just appreciate my food that’s all,” Logan said with a scowl toward his brother. “And when it includes baking by Mrs. S. then I’m definitely not passing it up. That would be like saying ‘no thanks’ to Mrs. J. when she makes mince ‘n tatties! That is just not happening!”

Laughter rebounded around the cabin as Marcus started to taxi for take-off. Rory and Logan sat upright, worry on their faces as they looked out the small windows. Jinx saw it and pounced, “Don’t tell me you two are scared of flying?”

Logan’s white face turned to growl at Jinx, “We’re not exactly what you’d call ‘frequent flyers’ and we’ve never been on anything this small. Are you sure it’s safe?”

Cam stifled his own laughter, “Yes, it’s perfectly safe and a lot faster than those big planes. Marcus is an excellent pilot and he’ll get us there safe and sound. If you’re nervous, have a drink. There’s a bar just at the front.”

Rory got up, grabbing a bottle of Cam’s finest Whisky and some glasses. “Don’t mind if I do,” he quipped as he handed the glasses out and pouring a generous measure in each.

“Just remember, when we land I want you all alert.” Cam ordered as he refused a drink. “We’ll land early evening local time and I want you all in the meeting with the Alpha. I’m interested to hear what my uncle has to tell us and I don’t want you lot with foggy brains.”

“Sure, Cam,” Logan answered looking serious. “We’ll get some rest in a bit, after we’ve had a drink and some of your mum’s goodies.”

“Okay, we’ll have a quick stop shortly to refuel then it’s straight through to the US.” Cam saw Cormac’s brain working overtime and waited on him to start with his questions. Cormac always liked to know every last detail of absolutely everything. He didn’t have long to wait.

“Cam, where exactly are we going and are we landing at your uncle’s?” Cormac sipped the whisky as he asked.

“It’s a large area, the Pack land sits between Deeming and Maple Falls. Part of it runs along the Nooksack River and across it right up and over the Canadian border. My uncle runs a large logging business but he also has luxury cabins he rents out to corporations and others rich enough to afford them.” Cormac nodded and Cam continued, “So, he has a small airstrip that was built to accommodate those folk. They don’t tend to be the type of people that drive, they fly in and out on their own jets.”

“What about other Packs in the area?” Cormac asked, his mind already on the job at hand.

“I know there’s one over the border in Canada that joins Fearghas’ land and there’s a very small one about twenty miles or so past Maple Falls but I think those are the only ones in the area. Unless, of course, others have moved in that I don’t know about.”

Cormac sat up a little straighter inquiring, “Surely your Uncle wouldn’t allow another Pack to take over land near to his without some kind of agreement?”

“No,” Cam’s voice was grim. “Fearghas most certainly wouldn’t, not without some kind of fight but I can’t be certain until we get there.”

“I can’t see a smaller, weaker, Pack taking on a larger Pack though, so if it is other Wolves that are involved then we should be looking to the ones over the border,” Cormac replied.

Cam had already come to that conclusion and smiled at his friend. “My thoughts exactly, Mac. Oh, yeah, remember my cousin Fergie is in a wheelchair from his accident.”

Rory leaned forward, placing his elbows on his knees. “I heard about that, what the hell happened? Why didn’t his Wolf heal him?”

“He was hurt while in human form,” Cam frowned, still unclear of the exact facts of what happened. “Apparently, he was unconscious and by the time he was found he was in a coma. He couldn’t turn and his injuries are permanent, hence the wheelchair.”

“Fuck!” Logan cursed.

“Yes,” Cam replied, knowing they were all thinking it would be a fate worse than death to be in a wheelchair and no longer able to transform.

“How does he cope with that?” Jinx was the one who asked what everyone else wanted to.

“I’ve no idea.” Cam shrugged, “I’ve not seen him since it happened, but, I guess we’ll find out soon enough.”

“Cam,” Rory sounded far more serious than his usual self. “What are your orders regarding any threats we come across?”

Cam didn’t even blink as he answered calmly, “We deal with any threats with immediate brutal and deadly force.”

“That’s what I thought you’d say,” Rory responded. “Just wanted to check though.”

“A threat is a threat and the only way to deal with one is to take it out as quickly and efficiently as possible,” Cam’s voice had turned cold and hard. “Don’t think for one minute that I’ve grown soft just because I no longer live within a Pack. I will take out anyone or anything that is a danger to my uncle or his people.”

Cam had taken on the role of leader easily, it was one that fitted him well and only caused problems when he was near his father. The other men looked to him as their “Alpha” and he was perfectly happy to assume the role in this situation. After all, he was definitely not a follower and any time someone tried to put him in that position always resulted in problems, with him never backing down.

Cormac looked around at everyone, “We’re with you, Cam, aren’t we, boys?”

The twins both said, “Aye! That we are.” As Jinx smiled knowingly.

“Good to hear it ‘cause I really didn’t want to turn the plane around and take any of you back home,” Cam joked as the jet started to lose altitude, Rory’s eyes widening in fright.

“For fuck’s sake, Rory!” Jinx pounced again, never letting the opportunity slide to rile the twin. “We’re landing for fuel, there’s nothing to worry about. Quit acting like an old lady!”

Rory’s growl rumbled deep down inside him and Cam put his hands up. “Hey, no horsing around on my plane. I don’t want the leather damaged! On this jet, if ya break it, ya pay for it! Trust me, boys, you definitely do not want to have to pay for anything!”

“Tell him to shut up then!” Rory grumbled as Jinx laughed.

“Grow up! The pair of you are like a couple of kids,” Cormac retorted, getting frowns from both of them.

The jet landed smoothly, to a surprised look from Rory, who hadn’t even realized they were so close to the ground. Jinx apparently couldn’t help one last dig at Rory, “Marcus can land this plane on a sheet of ice and we still wouldn’t know. Stop being a baby and just enjoy the ride.”

Rory scowled but didn’t reply, choosing to look outside the window instead.

It wasn’t long before they were back in the air, on their way to sort out whatever problems the Highland Clan Pack were having and Cam took some time to catch up with everything that’d been happening back in Scotland. 

He couldn’t hide his surprise when he learned of two of their friends had found their true-mates and laughed so much his sides ached at all the escapades the trio had gotten up to when helping their friends. As both She-Wolves were with another Pack and their Alpha hadn’t wanted to lose them, the guys had hatched plots to “snatch ‘n grab” the women and mate with them before the Alpha could stop it.

His father hadn’t been pleased when the Alpha had appeared before him, angry and upset at the loss of two of his females but the deed had been done so the only thing left open was restitution. Their Pack had lost a lot of timber in payment for their friend’s actions but they had all worked together to make the “payment” as quickly as possible.

Rory, as usual, was in the thick of things and had paid a high price in man hours to accumulate the timber involved.

“You shoulda seen my hands! Blisters all over them and my body ached for a week!” Rory groaned, looking at his hands as if he expected to see the blisters reappear.

“You’re an old woman! A few blisters didn’t kill anyone and it was your idea to kidnap them in the first place!” Cormac fought hard to stifle his laughter.

“Well, the Alpha wasn’t going to let them go. What else could we have done?” Rory and Logan spoke the exact same words at the same time and Cam burst out laughing.

“By the Goddess, I’ve missed this!” he managed to get out as everyone joined him.

“You two crack me up. How do you do that?” Cam asked, staring at the twins.

“What?” they said in unison.

“That!” everyone else shouted.

Both of them shrugged. “No idea,” Logan said as Rory shook his head.

“Hey, Cam,” Cormac said as he turned around, “you still do that little trick of yours?”

Cam inclined his head to the side, reaching a hand out and clicking this fingers. “You mean this one?”

A pair of jeans appeared in Cam’s hand as he chuckled, “Yup, I can still do it.” Cam’s mother was part Witch and she had passed it onto Cam, he kept it mostly secret and not even his friends knew the extent of his powers. He could cast spells far more powerful than the clothing one they all were aware of.

“Do you use it when you turn?” Rory wanted to know.

“It’s been so long he probably doesn’t remember!” Jinx said scathingly.

“Jinx!” Cam’s tone warning his friend to keep quiet.

“What? You don’t want the guys to know you hardly let your beast out?” Jinx’s anger showing through as he spat out his words.

“What’s going on?” Cormac asked, looking between Cam and Jinx.

Cam shook his head. “Nothing. I’ve just been busy with work lately and not had the chance to transform.” 

“Cam, you know that’s not good. Your beast will get restless if you don’t turn.” Again it was Cormac who spoke as the twins stared at him wide eyed.

“Enough!” Cam stood up. “I’m going to rest. Make sure all of you get some too.”

As Cam strode to the rear of the cabin he could hear Rory’s voice clearly, “Shit! That’s not good, we all know how bad it gets if we don’t turn.”

Jinx’s soft voice answered, “I know, I’ve been telling him for weeks.”

Cam’s temper rose at the words. He hadn’t wanted them to know it had been weeks, no, months, since he’d allowed his Wolf free rein. Slamming the door behind him he made his way to his room and threw himself down onto the bed. Anger and his beast prowling around inside his head meant it was a long time before he fell over into a fitful sleep.

~ Chapter 4 ~

Loud knocking woke Cam, his head pounding in unison with the bangs on his door. Jinx shouting, “Cam, get up, we’ll be landing soon.”

Shaking his head to clear it he shouted back, “I’ll be out shortly.”

His tone telling his friend to leave him the hell alone. Cam was still angry at Jinx’s loose words and he wanted to calm himself before joining the group in the cabin. Giving himself a quick wash at the sink in the attached bathroom, he brushed his teeth then ran his hands through his hair, looking at his reflection in the mirror.

“Get a grip!” he said aloud as he felt his beast prowling restlessly once again. “You’ll get out soon enough, Wolf, so just relax.”

His beast seemed to take heed, lying down and sighing. “Good, now behave ‘cause I need to focus.” 

When he felt as if he was more in control, Cam stripped off his suit, changing into jeans and a casual shirt. Pulling a denim jacket from his always stocked wardrobe, he shrugged it on before rejoining everyone in the main cabin, noting they were already making their descent. Rory still looked a little worried as the land rose to meet them. “Rory, did you manage to get any rest?”

Cam tried to distract his friend and as Rory’s eyes left the window and found his, he hoped he had. 

“Yes, I had a few hours on the sofa.” Rory’s eyes darted to the window again.

“I’ve slept on it more than once,” Cam continued the conversation. “It’s not as good as the bed but it’s comfy enough.”

Rory slapped the leather beside him. “Yes, it’s okay for a nap but Logan’s damn snoring kept waking me.”

“Shut up! I don’t snore!” Logan retorted, scowling over at his brother.

Cormac interrupted, “Yeah, you do.”

Jinx caught Cam’s eye, raising an eyebrow, asking if they were okay. Cam moved his head slightly to let him know things were fine and his best friend gave him a small smile. Cam sat down just as the plane landed, not quite as smooth as usual and he wondered if the strip was in disrepair. If so, he’d need to get it sorted before his jet took off. He didn’t take chances with his aircraft.

As they came to a stop, Cam addressed everyone, “Okay, so we’ll go and see what Fearghas has to say and take things from there. Tonight I just want to get a feel of what’s going on and then we can rest up and take any action we need to tomorrow.”

“Sounds good,” Jinx agreed as the twins and Cormac nodded their heads.

“Anything you say,” Cormac said as they stood up, waiting to disembark.

Marcus appeared, opening the door, letting the steps down then turning to Cam asking, “Will I wait for your orders? Or do you want me to return to base?”

Cam thought for a second or two before responding, “Wait, for a bit anyway. I want you to check the strip and see if it needs clearing. We’ll get that done before you take off.”

Marcus agreed. “Yes, it definitely needs some clearing. There are branches and other things on it. Sorry, boss, the landing wasn’t as smooth as it should’ve been.”

“Not your fault,” Cam patted Marcus’ shoulder, “I’ll get it dealt with, then go home. I’m sure we’ll be here for a few days at least and if I need you I’ll call.”

“Okay,” Marcus said, looking pensive. “Be careful, Boss.”

“I’m always careful.” Cam grinned as he passed his pilot and left the jet. “Marcus, can you put the bags out here and we’ll get someone to pick ‘em up?”

“No problem.” Marcus waved as Cam turned away, walking towards the welcoming party at the far end of the strip.

He felt the twins and Cormac at his back, Jinx walking quickly to his side. “Is that Fearghas?” his friend asked as they drew nearer to the small group waiting for them.

“Yes,” Cam squinted, using his enhanced sight to take in his uncle. “Jeez, he looks ill.”

“Just what I was thinking,” Jinx replied softly.

When they were a few yards away his uncle and Aunt Marie walked to meet them. “Cameron, my boy! I’m so glad to see you.”

Fearghas grabbed him by the shoulders, smiling into his face, Cam smiled back. “Alpha,” he said with as much respect as he could muster. That word always sticking in his throat.

“No, no, you don’t call me that! I’m your Uncle, plain and simple.” Fearghas gave him a quick shake before hugging him quickly and letting go.

“Aunt Marie, nice to see you.” Cam smiled down at the small woman who seemed dwarfed next to the large men surrounding her.

“Cameron, I’m happy you could come. We’re so worried.” Marie’s eyes had dark circles beneath them, a telling sign that she had not been sleeping at all.

Fearghas turned, his arm motioning for a large, bearded man to come forward. “Cameron, this is Matthieu Oleander, my Beta. He took over a few months ago but you’ve not been here since then.” 

Cam smiled, as his Wolf’s hackles rose at the look in the man’s eyes. He obviously didn’t want Cameron or his men there. “Hello,” Cam said as he stuck his hand out towards Matthieu.

It was several seconds before the other Wolf reacted, closing his face down to hide the look Cam had glimpsed, as he took his hand. “Bonjour,” he said as he tightened his grip on Cam’s hand.

“French?” Cam asked as he returned the tight grip before Matthieu relented and released his grip.

“Oui,” was all the Beta said before he turned and walked back towards the cabins.

“Friendly fuck, ain’t he?” Jinx whispered as Fearghas frowned at his Beta’s back.

“Indeed,” Cam whispered back, “keep your eye on him.” 

Jinx nodded. “Will do,” he replied as his eyes followed the large Wolf’s path.

Marie motioned everyone forward. “Come, I’ve got some food set up in the kitchen and you can eat while we talk.”

“Sounds good.” Cameron and the rest started to follow after Matthieu, Fearghas, and Marie just in front.

Cam took the time to look around, looking for any areas that were weak spots in case the worst happened and they came under attack. What he saw was a well laid out community with several watch posts dotted around to cover areas that could be potentially problematic. Smiling, Cam realized it was set out just the way he would’ve done himself.

His aunt babbling as they walked, “Fergie is dying to see you, Cameron, he’s waiting for us in the cabin with Angel.”

“Who’s Angel?”

Marie chuckled, “She’s his mate.”

Cam’s steps faltered. “Mate? I didn’t know he had one.”

Marie looked over her shoulder, her smile so bright it was a joy to look at. “Yes, she started helping after the accident and, well, they became close and before we knew it they were mated.”

“That’s great,” Cam replied as he wondered how it was even possible. To truly mate they would need to have sex and he didn’t think someone who was paralyzed would be capable of that. Then again, he wasn’t really sure the extent of Fergie’s injuries, only knowing what his mother had told him.

“Is that possible?” Rory muttered as Cormac said, “Shh.”

Jinx turned around, giving the twins a warning look before continuing on.

His uncle’s cabin was just as he remembered it, large and sumptuous but cozy at the same time. It was far nicer than his own father’s and Cam wondered why his father was so frugal. Making a home comfortable for those that lived there seemed a no brainer to him but his father obviously thought different.

“How long has it been exactly, since the accident?” Cam couldn’t quite remember when his mother first told him.

Fearghas hissed, anger rolling off the Alpha as he stomped on. “I don’t think it was an accident, but it’s been almost six months now. You’ll see we’ve put in ramps everywhere so Fergie can get around on his own. They’ve got a little cabin on the outskirts of the Pack, all on one level, with everything made to accommodate him.”

Marie’s hand landed on Fearghas’ arm, as if trying to calm him. “Here we go, come in, come in and make yourselves at home, boys.”

“Cam, is that you?” Fergie’s shout was excited as he barreled out of the kitchen, heading straight for them very fast.

At the last second he managed to pull the wheelchair to a stop, tilting back on its rear wheels. A young woman ran out behind him, shouting as she came, “Fergie! Will you stop doing that! You’re gonna hurt yourself, ma cherie.”

Cam smiled at his cousin, taking everything in quickly. The sparkle in his eyes, the muscles in his upper body. He looked the picture of health; apart from being stuck in a wheelchair that is. The woman grabbed the handles of the chair, pulling him backwards before leaning down and placing a kiss on Fergie’s cheek.

His cousin grabbed her, hauling her body until she sat on his lap and kissing her lips for a brief moment. Pulling back he grinned up at them, “Isn’t she beautiful? This is Angel, my mate. Angel, meet Cam, my cousin and his friends.”

Cam couldn’t help the grin that appeared on his face, “Nice to meet you, Angel. I see you’ve got your hands full with this one.”

His eyes took in her long dark hair that shone and sparkled in the waning sunlight. Her eyes were like dark brown pools of chocolate and they too sparkled, with obvious love for his cousin. She was absolutely stunning.

Angel laughed, “Oui! He is definitely a handful. Cam, nice to meet you.” 

Fergie almost pouted, his eyes locking with Cam’s. “Don’t start any of your ‘playboy’ nonsense with her. I saw that smile you gave her!”

“Sorry,” Cam laughed, “but she’s so beautiful I just couldn’t help myself!”

Angel’s face blushed as Fergie scowled up at him. “Hmf!” was all he said, still scowling.

Fearghas shouted from the kitchen, “Come through, we’ve got a lot to talk about.”

Cam saw Fergie’s face cloud over as Angel squirmed out of his lap and rushed back through to the kitchen, following Marie. Cam ushered Jinx and the boys forward, “Go on, I’ll be there in a minute.”

Fergie looked up at him, “What’s going on?” Cam asked and saw his cousin’s frown deepen.

“I’m not sure, Cam, but I’m sure my accident wasn’t, an accident that is.” Fergie’s eyes hardened. “I’m sure I was knocked out first and then thrown over the cliff. I sensed someone just before I blacked out but it’s the strangest thing, when I remember that moment, I can’t remember feeling worried, or on alert, or scenting anyone. Ya know?”

“Weird,” Cam agreed before nodding towards the rest of them. “We better get in there. I assume you don’t want your new mate getting all the attention from those guys. Especially the twins!”

Fergie growled, turning quickly and speeding off towards Angel. Cam smirked as he followed, not quite believing his cousin looked so well. 

“Angel, stay away from them! They’ve got arms like an octopus!” Fergie rumbled as he took his place at the table, one that had no chair. “You lot, if you lay a hand on her I’ll rip your head off. Understand?”

Jinx grinned as Rory and Logan put their hands in the air, talking as one, “Absolutely.”

“Good, ‘cause I don’t want to embarrass you by having a cripple whipping your ass.” Fergie slapped Angel’s backside as she walked past, her face blushing almost scarlet.

Marie squealed, “Fergie! Will you behave? Our guests have just arrived and you’re already threatening them.” 

“Behave? Me? Not happening, mother. You should know that!” Fergie grinned as Cam laughed out loud, especially at the shocked looks on the twins and Cormac’s faces.

Fearghas sat at the head of the table, Cam taking the seat directly opposite, with the boys dotted on either side. Marie placing plates and food in the middle, telling them to help themselves.

Cam poured himself some juice as he waited until his Wolves were settled before looking straight at his uncle. “Okay, tell us what’s going on and shouldn’t your Beta be here?”

Surprised that the Beta wasn’t where he should be, at his Alpha’s side, Cam raised an eyebrow as Fergie snorted. Cam’s eyes found his cousin’s, who only shook his head as Fearghas took a deep breath and started to talk.

It wasn’t only Cam that was shocked at what had been going on, Jinx and the rest sat listening with growls escaping every now and then. It started with Fergie’s “accident” but it by no means ended there. The old Beta had sustained terrible, fatal injuries in a car crash, Matthieu taking over only three months previous. Although the now Beta had been with the Pack for only a short time, he had been moved up the pecking order. Before he had been one of the Pack Guards and Fearghas had thought he would be a good fit for Beta.

When his father said this Fergie snorted again but held his tongue. “Interesting,” Cam thought as he tuned back into his uncle. Several more guards had just disappeared, whether hurt, killed, or just moved on, nobody knew. Fearghas was convinced it was certainly not the latter.

His logging business had also had some very nasty accidents, ones that they’d never encountered before, and again Fearghas suspected foul play. Then there was the luxury cabin business, several of the cabins being vandalized just prior to important clients arriving. 

Cam listened avidly and, apart from the physical injuries, disappearances, and death, it all felt like a hostile takeover. Something he had dealt with many times in his corporations. “Uncle, I have to agree that this all adds up to what looks like someone trying to take over. Whether it’s the Pack, the land, or just the businesses, we can’t be sure at this time. It’s definitely not humans behind it so we can only assume it’s another Pack. So, tell me about any nearby. Give me as much information as you can.”

Fearghas told them about the much smaller Pack off past Maple Falls, saying they’d never had any problems with them. In fact, they had even helped them when there had been some bad weather and he’d sent a dozen or so of his Wolves to assist them. 

Cam was well aware that only a strong, large, Pack would even contemplate taking on his uncle’s. “What ‘bout the one across the border?”

Fergie piped up, “I wasn’t far from their land when I was injured. I was out checking a load of trees we’d earmarked for logging and it ran almost to their border.”

Cam put his hand up, turning to his cousin, “Fergie, I don’t mean to sound crass, but what exactly are your injuries?”

“That’s okay,” Fergie replied with a lopsided grin, “most folks don’t have the guts to ask. Basically I don’t have any feeling from about mid-thigh down. The doctors aren’t sure what’s causing the paralysis, with me being a Wolf ‘n all, my physiology is different to a human. All I know is my darn legs don’t work.”

“I see,” Cam’s mind was going over a host of things he would’ve tried if he’d been in Fergie’s position and was just about to voice them when his uncle carried on talking.

Fearghas nodded emphatically. “When we finally found Fergie, I was convinced I could scent someone, something, but it was just a ghost of a scent and I couldn’t quite grasp onto it. I’ve been out there a hundred times since then, hunting for it, but so far I’ve come up empty.”

“So this Canadian Pack is large?” Cam queried, looking between Fergie and his uncle.

Fergie nodded, “Yeah, we used to know the Alpha, he was a friendly guy and we were on good terms. About, oh, I’d say about ten years ago, something happened and all of a sudden there was a new Alpha and he wasn’t so friendly. Warned us to stay off his land if we wanted to keep the peace.”

Cam looked to Fearghas, “And did you? Keep off his land?”

Fearghas growled, “Yes, not because we were scared or intimidated, but because of good Pack manners. We don’t trespass on another Pack’s land, plain ‘n simple.”

“You think this Alpha could be behind this? If so, how did you not smell him and his Wolves?” Cam was confused and couldn’t quite grasp the lack of scent of other Wolves in the area.

“No idea. Angel,” Fearghas motioned to the young woman, “tell them about the new Alpha.”

Angel stood behind Fergie, her hands on his shoulders. “His name’s Philippe Dupont and he’s a monster! He’s unjust and cruel and runs the Pack like some medieval slave camp. I managed to get out but that was in the beginning, before he succeeded in getting all his own men in place. Now, well, I’m damn sure folks don’t freely leave the Pack, not alive anyway. He also changed the name, it’s now called the Wild Ranch Pack!”

Fergie’s hand reached up, grasping one of hers and squeezing it gently. Cam noticed the glisten of tears in her eyes as she looked away. “Sounds like the kind of guy I want to meet,” Jinx was the one that spoke, everyone turning to look at him.

“What?” Jinx’s eyes widened. “He doesn’t deserve to be an Alpha if he acts like that.”

“No, he doesn’t, but the fact is he is, so we’ll need to tread carefully.” Cam’s mind wandered back to something he had thought on earlier. “Fergie, if the doctors are baffled, did you think on seeing a Witch? Using magic to help heal you?”

Fergie’s nose wrinkled up as if he’d just smelled the vilest thing possible and Fearghas snorted loudly. Cam bristled, after all, he was part Witch, as was his mother.

“We don’t believe in using Witchcraft,” Fearghas said quietly.

“If it can help then you should consider it.” Cam’s eyes stayed on his cousin’s. “I can check it out for you, if you want?”

Fergie’s eyes slid away. “I’m not sure, Cam.”

“We can talk about it later, for now let’s just focus on the threat to the Pack.”

His uncle’s palm hit the table, hard, causing things to jump and shake. “If I was certain it was this Philippe I’d go to war but we’re not. There’s never any scents of other Wolves around anywhere near any of the incidents and no bodies have turned up of our missing Wolves. The Council would not look kindly on me going after this Alpha without solid proof.”

Cam agreed, “Exactly, so I propose the guys and I go out first thing in the morning and go to locations of these ‘incidents.’ We’ll start at where you were attacked and go from there.” Cam stopped, thinking things through in his head, “No, wait. The boys and I are going to tread very carefully from here to the point of Fergie’s accident. I want to ensure that there is nothing untoward closer to home so to speak.”

“What do you mean?” Fergie asked, frowning as if trying to work out where Cam was headed with this.

“I just want to make sure there’s no sign of anyone or anything close to the cabins, if we just go tearing through the forest to where you were hurt we could miss things. We’ll go slow, searching every inch from here to where you were attacked.”

“What’s the point? If we couldn’t scent anything then how are you going to?” Fergie face was angry as he glowered at his cousin.

“I’m not trying to insult any of your abilities but I want to go and see if I can sense anything that may have been missed...”

“There was nothing missed!” Fearghas shouted, again his hand slapping the table with force. “I’ve been out to where Fergie was hurt a hundred times and not once have I scented anything. Not a damn thing!”

When he’d finished there was utter silence, a pin dropping could’ve been heard, as everyone looked between the Alpha and Cam. 

Cam sat still, waiting, dragging the silence out for minutes before he inclined his head to the side. “Alpha, we’re here to help but I’ll conduct my own enquiries and searches. If that’s not acceptable, we understand and I’ll call Marcus to come collect us.”

Marie paced back and forth, wringing her hands as she stared at her mate. “Fearghas, please,” she whispered, her voice full of emotion.

As Fearghas fought to control himself, Cam sat up straighter, never lowering his eyes and waited. Finally his uncle nodded once and replied, “It’s acceptable.”

“Good.” Cam knew that would be all they would get from the Alpha. “Now, can you show us where we’ll be sleeping and then I want to catch up with my cousin here before I turn in.”

Marie jumped as if coming out of a dream, her eyes flitting to Fearghas and back to Cam. “Of course, we’ve put you in the Pack Club House, if that’s okay. It’s got a number of rooms and they’re all made up for you. There’s a few of the She-Wolves who’ve been assigned to cook breakfast for you but you’re to come here for lunch, dinner, or any other time you’re hungry. I know what you young Wolves are like. Never stop eating.”

Rory looked pointedly at Cormac. “Some of us anyway.”

Cam stood up, wanting to avert a slanging match between Rory and Mac. “Move, you lot, I want you to get to bed and rest because come first light I’ll be working you hard. I do not want anyone moaning or grumping, understand?”

As Cam looked around the table each of them nodded, “Good, now go and rest.”

His Wolves got up, thanking Marie and Angel for the food and bidding everyone goodnight. Fearghas rose, “I’ll show you where you are, lads.”

As the kitchen emptied Cam turned to his cousin. “Can we go and chat somewhere quiet?”

Fergie nodded, “Sure, come through to the study.” 

Cam followed behind his cousin’s wheelchair, determined to get him to listen to what he had to say. He didn’t care what the Alpha felt about Witchcraft. If it could help his cousin he was damn sure going to get him to at least try it. 

Even if he locked horns with his uncle. After all, Cam was used to disputes with an Alpha. He’d had a lifetime of it.

~ Chapter 5 ~

The study looked just as Cam remembered, all dark wood with a fireplace that was alight with logs, the large wooden desk taking up about a third of the room. There were only two armchairs angled toward the fire now, the third obviously taken away to make room for Fergie’s wheelchair.

He knew his face was showing his sadness at seeing his vibrant and cheeky cousin in a wheelchair so he shut it down. All emotion frozen from his face as he took a seat. Fergie headed to the small cupboard that held his uncle’s best whisky. Although not a patch on his thousand dollar bottles it was still a good strong drink that ran smoothly down your throat.

“Thanks,” Cam said as he took the generously filled glass Fergie held out to him, “now, can we talk?”

Fergie grinned, taking a sip of the whisky, “Welcome to Highland Wolf Clan Pack, Cam. It’s been far too long since I saw you.”

Cam took a drink, raising his glass towards Fergie. “Thank you, though I keep expecting the name to change. Highland Wolf Clan? Kinda far away to keep calling it that.”

Fergie chuckled, shaking his head as he replied, “Hell, don’t let him hear you say that! ‘It reminds us of our roots, boy. Our roots!’”

Cam burst out laughing as Fergie’s voice took on the exact tone of Fearghas’. “Shit! You’ve got that down even better, Fergie. Has the old man ever heard you? He’d have a fit!”

Fergie smirked, “Nah, I’m not stupid. I only do it when I know he’s not around.”

“Well, I can understand him wanting to keep the name then.” Cam took a large pull of his drink, savoring the warmth as it ran down his throat. “Now, Fergie, tell me about Angel.”

The smile that erupted on the younger Wolf’s face was glorious to see, even a slight blush crept up onto his cheeks. “She’s gorgeous isn’t she? I don’t know how I got so lucky. I’m over the fucking moon she agreed to our mating.”

Cam’s hand came up, halting his cousin. “Again, I don’t mean to be crass but are you two fully mated?”

Fergie laughed, his eyes twinkling with mischief. “Hell, yeah! I’m still fully functional in that department.”

“Glad to hear it, Fergie, glad to hear it.” Cam couldn’t help grinning, his cousin’s excitement and happiness rolling off him and filling the room. 

Fergie sipped his whisky as Cam tried to think of the best way to broach the subject he was, so far, skirting around. “Hell, I guess I should just get on with it.”

As Fergie gave him a weird look Cam realized he’d said that aloud. Shrugging his shoulders Cam carried on, “Can I talk candidly?”

“Of course,” Fergie’s attention now fully on Cam, “what’s on your mind, cuz?”

Cam took a steadying breath, “You have to listen, no interruptions. Okay?”

Fergie nodded so Cam carried on, “I know most Wolves aren’t happy with magic or Witches, however, you know I’m part Witch, don’t you?”

“Well, yeah, the old man’s mentioned it a few times but you’ve never done anything ‘magical’ around me so I thought you didn’t really have any powers.”

Standing up, Cam went to refill his almost empty glass, “You want some more?” he asked, Fergie shaking his head and waiting expectantly. “Right, I can do magic, some simple spells, nothing dramatic but it certainly comes in handy at times. I do have a rather unique ‘tracking’ ability that mother says is rare but that’s not why I’m bringing magic up.”

Sipping the amber liquid as he sat back down, Cam kept his eyes locked on Fergie’s, trying to gauge his reaction as he continued, “What I would like to do is contact a rather powerful Witch I know. Her healing abilities are very strong and I think she should have a look at you...”

“No,” Fergie’s voice sounded tortured causing Cam to raise an eyebrow as the younger Wolf’s voice lowered, “I’m afraid that won’t work. The old man is dead set against Witchcraft of any sort. Something ‘bout what happened in the Highlands a long time ago. He’s never told us the whole story but he hates Witches and won’t allow one on his land. You, my dear cousin, are an exception because you are mainly Wolf.”

“I’m honored,” Cam said wryly.

“Well, Mum raised this point not long after it happened but he won’t hear of it.”

Cam scowled, not quite understanding why his uncle wouldn’t try absolutely everything to make his son better. “I see, well, that doesn’t mean you can’t still see her. I can take you to her, or she can go to Maple Falls and I can take you there.”

Fergie’s eyes lowered. “He’s Alpha, Cameron. I can’t go against him. I just can’t.”

At the distressed tone in his cousin’s words Cam slowly shook his head. “I’m sorry, Fergie. I just want to help.”

“I know.” Fergie gazed into the flickering flames before them. “He’s just so dead set against magic and I can’t go against him, Cam, and it’s not just because he’s Alpha. I love him and everything he’s done for me, and Angel, well, it would be like a slap in the face. Ya know?”

His frustration rising, Cam tried to calm himself before answering. “I understand, but please just think about it. For me?”

“I will, but we need to get to the bottom of what’s going on here first.”

“Yes,” Cam said and inclined his head to the side, “tell me about the new Beta, Matthieu.”

Although the older Wolf hadn’t made a good impression on Cam, he wouldn’t hold that against him. Very few people, human, Wolf, or otherwise, made a good impression on him. His standards were high and, so far, Matthieu came nowhere close to them.

Fergie’s nose scrunched up, as if a bad smell had entered the room. “He’s strong, I’ll say that for him and he keeps the others in line, but...”

His cousin stalled, his eyes once again leaving Cam’s to stare into the fire. “But?” Cam prodded.

Troubled eyes turned towards Cam, Fergie’s voice low when he replied, “I don’t trust him.”

Nodding, Cam raised an eyebrow. “Why?”

“I don’t know.” Fergie sipped the last of his whisky, cradling the empty glass in his hands. “I have nothing to base it on but he’s always seemed ‘off’ to me.”

Sipping his whisky, Cam mulled over Fergie’s words. The Beta making him feel on edge and knowing exactly what his cousin meant. Matthieu definitely felt “off” to him too. However, Cam always took note of his feelings about people, he didn’t judge them totally without evidence to back it up. “Where did he come from? His accent says over the border. He may speak French but he’s definitely not from France.”

“He says he was brought up near Quebec.” Fergie mirrored Cam’s earlier eyebrow raise which said much more than his words.

“I take it you don’t quite believe him?” 

Fergie shrugged. “Not sure, I never scent lies on him but, then again, he could just be a good liar. I do know that I never truly believe anything he says.”

Cam’s mind started to go into overdrive. “Can you get me his full details, name, where he said he lived before here, any family members, anything you can get me? I’m going to put one of my men on it and see what he comes up with. Trust me, if there’s anything to find out about Matthieu then my guy’ll find it.”

“Sure,” Fergie replied. “I’ll find it out and give the details to you tomorrow. Though, I’m pretty sure there’s not much in his file. Said he ‘moved around a lot’ before he came here.”

Chuckling, Cam looked around the study, “Your old man still keeping files on everyone?”

“He sure does. Says he likes to have information in case of any trouble with the Council.”

“Fergie, that reminds me, why hasn’t your dad contacted them? The Council. Surely they could send someone to look into all this that’s going on?”

Fergie wheeled himself over to the cabinet, placing his glass down and quickly turning around. “He said we don’t have enough evidence to call them in but I wish he would at least file some sort of report or something with them. I’m worried, Cam, really worried.”

“About?”

“I’m sure I wasn’t meant to survive, then the Beta gets killed, our most important, and strong, guards are either gone or injured. I have a bad feeling that the next target is going to be our Alpha.” Fergie looked behind him, checking the door was closed. “I’ve not said anything as I don’t want my mother worrying but I’m sure he’s in danger. I feel it.”

Cam could feel the worry rolling off of his cousin, the scent cloying in the air around them. “I’ll do my best to find out what’s going on and I’ll also try and keep the old man safe. Maybe it’d be better if he stayed close to camp for the time being.”

“I agree, but good luck with that,” Fergie replied, shrugging his shoulders. “He’s always out on the prowl nowadays and sometimes we don’t see him from first light until after dinner’s passed.”

“I’ll talk to him in the morning. See if I can’t get him to stay around here, for a few days anyway. Now, tell me all the Pack news. What’s been happening?”

Cam settled down and listened as Fergie filled him in on the day to day happenings, the matings, the new cubs that had graced the Pack in recent years and, of course, his own mate, Angel. When the younger Wolf spoke of her his eyes lit up, his face relaxed, and his happiness was very clear to see.

“I’m thrilled for you, Fergie, she certainly makes you happy, that’s for sure.”

Fergie grinned like a lovesick pup. “Yes, she does and she’s such a strong Wolf too. I’ve no idea why she lumbered herself with me.”

“Because she knows you and loves you. That’s also clear to see. The way she blushes when she looks at you. It’s really cute.”

Fergie frowned, his eyes dropping to his almost useless legs. “Still, I’m not exactly the catch of the Pack.”

Cam felt his irritation rise again at the way magic was perceived here. He was sure the Witch he had in mind could help his cousin. “Are you sure you don’t want...”

Fergie’s hand shot up. “No, I’m sorry Cameron, but I just can’t. He’s going through enough shit at the moment and I don’t want to add to it. There’d be a hell of an argument ‘bout it. Best to just leave things be.”

“As you wish,” Cameron conceded as he stood up. “I’m going to turn in. I want to make sure we all get enough rest for tomorrow. I’ll be working the boys hard and it’s been a long time since I’ve trekked through the forest, so I’ll need to get a good night’s sleep.”

Fergie turned his wheelchair, following Cam out of the study. “G’night, Cam, hope you can get to the bottom of all this.” 

“Me too,” Cam carried on down the hallway, “see you tomorrow, cuz.”

“Cam,” Fergie asked him, “how long can you stay?”

Cam was thoughtful for a moment before answering, “I have a few social appointments that I can miss and I don’t have any urgent business meetings for a little while. Don’t worry I’ll stay for as long as I’m needed. I can always get Marcus to fly me to anything urgent.”

“Thank fuck,” Fergie cursed then grinned up at Cameron. “I was worried you’d have to jet off soon and, as I said, I’m worried and I feel a little useless being stuck in this thing.”

Fergie slapped the arm of his wheelchair. “So, I can go home to my mate and get a decent night’s rest tonight, knowing you’re watching the old man’s back.”

Cam patted Fergie on the shoulder. “I’ll do all I can to keep everyone safe. I may be a businessman now but I’m still a strong Wolf and no fucker is going to harm any of mine.”

Fergie chuckled, “There he is! The Cam I know and love and not that poncy guy in a suit!”

“Hey!” Cam punched Fergie on the arm, none too gently. “I don’t look ‘poncy’ in my suits. I’ll have you know I spend a fortune on them to make sure I don’t! Look poncy that is.”

“Yeah, yeah, you can tell yourself that all you want.” Fergie laughed out loud as he rolled away, heading towards the kitchen. “I’m going to grab my mate, in more ways than one, and get on home.”

“I so didn’t need to know that!” Cam smirked as he shouted a quick goodbye before heading outside, a smile still on his face.

Walking through the camp he nodded to a few of the Pack that were out and some shouted “Hello’s” to ones that he was friendly with. Amazing that it had been many years since he’d visited but it felt like only a few months had passed. 

The land his uncle had chosen for his Pack so long ago was beautiful in the extreme. Lush green forests for hunting and logging, although they replenished everything three times over to ensure they didn’t deplete the area. From flat land leading to the river, going over and up into a mountain range that held some of the most spectacular views Cam had ever seen. 

“Funny how I feel more at home here than I do in my actual home,” he thought as he made his way to the Club House. Making a quick call on his phone to get his best Detective, Jacob Stone, on the case too.  

Cam’s enhanced Wolf hearing picked up laughter and banter from within the Club house as he drew near.

Mac’s voice was indignant as Cam opened the door, “How the hell does he do it? That’s what I want to know, I mean, we’ve been here for less than a couple of hours and he’s already got someone wrapped around his...”

Logan interrupted, “Mac! I hope you were about to say finger.”

Jinx burst out laughing, bending over and holding his sides, as Cam joined them. “What’s up?”

“Rory!” Mac and Logan said together.

Cam noticed the more outgoing twin was nowhere to be seen. “Where is he? I said I wanted you all to have an early night.”

Logan’s face blushed, his eyes dropping as Jinx finally got himself under control. It was his best friend that answered, “He’s off for a ‘walk’ with one of the young She-Wolves. Less than a minute after her stopping to say ‘hello’ he had her agreeing to take him on a tour. Not sure when we’ll see him, but my guess is it won’t be ‘til morning.”

Cam’s growl was low as his anger grew, “What? Are you shittin’ me? He better get his ass back here pronto or I’ll be kicking said ass from here to the other end of the camp, and back again!”

Logan’s body went in on itself, his eyes not rising as Cam glared at him. Mac shrugged. “Don’t give Logan the evil eye, it’s not his fault his twin’s able to get women to do whatever the hell he wants. I did warn him you’d be on the warpath though, so, hopefully he’ll be back soon.”

As if on cue, Rory walked in, a huge smile on his face. “She is so nice! Easy on the eyes too, don’t ya think?”

Cam’s scowl shut Rory up, “Where the hell have you been? Out canoodling with a She-Wolf?”

Rory’s hands came up, his eyes all wide eyed innocence. “Nope, definitely no canoodling went on but she did show me around and they’ve got some good ideas. One of them is so simple yet practical, they have wooden shelves built at several places with those big plastic tubs with lids on. They put their clothes in there when they’re going Wolf so that they’re nice ‘n dry when they get back. Plus, no chance of any animals running off with them.”

Logan looked between his twin and Cam. “Yeah, that is a good idea, isn’t it, Cam?”

A small growl rumbled from Cam, “We’re not here to pick up tips on where to store clothes. Rory, I told you to come here and rest. Do not disobey me again.”

Mac stood up. “He’s here now, Cam, and I’m sure he’ll be a good boy now. Won’t you, Rory?”

Mac’s tone emphasized the last bit, his eyebrow raised as Rory nodded. “Yeah, sorry, afraid I let a pretty face sidetrack me, Cam. I won’t let it happen again.”

“Good,” Cam’s said and his body relaxed slightly, “we’ve got a lot of work to do tomorrow and we need to be alert. These ‘accidents’ have happened to strong Wolves whose abilities are formidable and they’ve been taken by surprise. I do not want that happening to any of you.”

Cam looked around, his eyes locking with each of them before he smirked. “After all, if anything happened to any of you my mother would kill me!”

Laughter erupted as the tension broke, Rory walking over apologizing, “I really am sorry, Cam.”

Patting Rory’s shoulder Cam inclined his head to the side. “I know you are, but there’ll be plenty of time for fun after we’ve neutralized any threat. Okay?”

Rory’s eyes lowered. “Yes, I know. I’m a sucker for a pretty face but I’ll focus on what we’re here to do.”

“Rory,” Cam lowered his voice, “you’re one of the strongest here and I need you at my back.”

“I’ll always have your back, Cam.” Rory’s face solemn and far more serious than normal as he spoke.

Cam turned towards the others, his voice somber, “We’ll need to watch out for each other on this, guys. I’ve a feeling it’s going to get dirty.”

Jinx got up, standing next to Cam. “We’ll be careful and it’s been a long time since I had a good ol’ fight. So I say, let’s do this and god help any fucker who gets in our way. What do you say guys?”

Mac, Rory and Logan all shouted, “Hell yeah!” Excitement now rolling off them all. Their little group liked nothing more than a good hunt.

“Good,” Cam replied and smiled around at his friends, “now we get some rest ‘cause I want to be up and away before dawn.”

He watched as his Wolves left, making their way upstairs to their rooms. Cam sat down on one of the sofas as his own Wolf prowled around inside his head. “Tomorrow, old friend, tomorrow I’ll let you out.”

His Wolf seemed appeased as Cam lay down and let his eyes close.

~ Chapter 6 ~

The smell of cooked bacon and strong coffee woke Cam, his body aching from his night on the sofa that wasn’t meant to house his large frame. Stretching and rubbing his eyes he got up, heading towards the large communal kitchen, noting it was still dark outside.

The young woman he found was zipping around the kitchen doing, what appeared to him, a dozen different things at once. Her long dark hair flying around behind her, humming a tune, as she organized a feast for their breakfast. 

“Hi,” Cam said and she almost jumped in the air, turning around quickly and almost dropping the plate of scrambled eggs she had in her hand. 

“Heck!” she exclaimed, “You nearly gave me a heart attack!”

“Sorry,” Cam smiled, noting the blush that crept up her face. “I’m Cameron and you are?”

Placing the eggs in the middle of the table she smiled back. “I’m Charlotte but everyone calls me Charlie.”

“Good morning, Charlotte.” Cam saw the slight frown as he used her full name. “You’re here early.”

Charlotte continued fixing breakfast. “Yes, I was told you’d be going out before dawn so thought I better make sure you’re all fed.”

“Thank you.” Cam poured himself some strong black coffee, taking a sip as he watched her over the rim of the cup. “I’m sure the guys will appreciate it. I’m going for a quick shower and I’ll give them a shout, although the smell of the food will probably have woken them. See you in a bit.”

Placing his cup on the table Charlotte only nodded as she continued to ready the mountain of food. Cam strode out towards the stairs, passing Logan and Jinx as he went up. Both were dressed and looked refreshed as they passed. “Morning,” they said, almost in unison.

“Morning, I’ll be down in five. Are the other two awake?”

Jinx nodded. “Yup, they’re on their way. The food woke us.”

“Thought it might.” Cam smirked as he carried on.

Rory and Mac met him in the hallway, “Morning, Cam,” Rory said as Mac only inclined his head. Mac was not a morning person.

“Morning, I’ll be down shortly, food’s all ready for you.” 

Cam found the room with his luggage, sighing as he saw the large, very comfy looking bed and wishing he had slept there instead of the sofa. Grabbing his toiletries he had a very quick shower, dressing in casual jeans, boots and a t-shirt, with his denim jacket on top. Not that it mattered, he’d be Wolf all day.

As that thought passed through his mind, his beast started prancing around, obviously excited to be let loose. “You need to behave. We could be in danger and I won’t allow you to put any of my Wolves in danger just because you’re excited!”

His beast seemed to quieten down, although Cam was sure it wasn’t happy with him. He thought he’d insulted it by implying it would put the others in danger. If so then it could just suck it the hell up because he was going to make sure none of his Wolves were hurt or injured under his care. Not happening.

His face hard and cold as he joined the rest in the kitchen, Rory chatting away to Charlotte as if he’d known her all his life. Cam saw the twinkle in her eyes as she laughed at one of his jokes.

“I love your accent! It’s so cute.” She almost purred as her hand gently ran along Rory’s shoulder.

Cam snorted, “Cute?” before taking a seat and loading up his plate.

“My accent!” Rory scowled before finishing off what had been on his plate.

“Here, I’ll help you with the dishes.” Rory stood up, his plate in his hand.

“No need.” Charlotte took the plate as Jinx and Mac’s laughter erupted.

“Help with the dishes?” Logan’s grin was huge. “I’ll tell Mum that when we get home, will I?”

Rory turned on his twin. “No need for that, Brother!”

Cam watched the banter between his Wolves, enjoying it and realizing, again, how much he missed it. 

“Boss,” Jinx broke into Cam’s thoughts, “what’s the plan for today?”

“I want to speak with Fearghas first about a couple of things.” Cam didn’t expect that conversation to go down well, but it had to be done. “I would like him to stay near Camp until we can find a clue as to what’s going on. Then we’ll start on the side of the land that leads towards where Fergie was hurt. I want us to check it as we go. Slowly and with care. I don’t want to miss anything and we stay close to each other. No fucker is gonna sneak up on us the way they’ve been doing to others. So stay alert and keep your wits about you.”

Cam looked at each of his Wolves, “Jinx, I want you to be right behind me. I’m going to try using a trick or two my mother has taught me so I may not be one hundred percent focused on my surroundings. Mac, Logan, you take the flanks and Rory, you’re watching all of our backs. Got it?”

Everyone nodded, although Cam noticed Mac and the twins frowning at his mentioning using his mother’s magic tricks. It wasn’t only Fearghas’ Pack that was uncomfortable with magic.

“Get ready and I’ll meet you shortly in front of the Alpha’s house.”

Cam got up. “Thank you for the breakfast, Charlotte.”

“You’re welcome, Alpha,” Charlotte said, causing Cam to frown. 

“Why the hell did she say that?” he thought as he made his way to his Uncle’s house.

All the lights were ablaze in the Alpha’s house as he approached and Cam hoped his Uncle Fearghas was still inside. Taking the stairs two at a time he knocked once before pushing the door open, “Uncle, you here?” he shouted as he moved towards the kitchen.

“In here, Cameron.” Fearghas’ loud voice bellowed.

Cam found the Alpha finishing his breakfast, Marie already clearing the table. She stopped to offer him something, which he declined before he took a deep breath and started the conversation he knew would be problematic.

“How did you sleep?” Fearghas asked as he drank his coffee.

“Fine,” Cam lied. “Uncle, I need to talk to you and I want you to listen to me fully first.”

Fearghas frowned but nodded so Cam plowed on, “It’s clear to me that there is some kind of ‘attack’ going on against the Pack. You’ve asked for my help and I’m more than willing to give you it. However, what I’m about to ask may not be what you want to hear this morning but I have to do it.”

Fearghas’ frown deepened as Marie stopped, holding a dish towel in her hand and listening closely. Cam gave her a quick smile before turning back to his Uncle.

“Alpha, it would appear to me that your strongest Wolves are being picked off and that leads me to think that the next in the line of fire is you. Now,” Cam stopped and placed a hand on Fearghas’ shoulder, “I know you want to be out there doing what you can to protect your Pack. However, the most important thing here is that your Pack needs you in this time of upset. Would you agree?”

Fearghas rumbled, his frown deepening even more. “Of course, Cameron, I don’t see what you’re getting at?” 

“I want you to stay close to the Camp for the time being. The Camp needs its Alpha’s protection right now.” Cam stopped, waiting on the outburst that he knew would come.

He wasn’t wrong, Fearghas pushed his chair back, standing abruptly and scowling at him. “Now just you wait a minute...”

Cam held a hand up. “Please, Alpha, I’m asking you to stay within the Camp to protect it from those that would hurt your Wolves.”

Fearghas stopped, his eyes closing to squint at Cam. “You’ve a way with words. I’ll give you that.”

“I only speak the truth.” Cam grinned. “Plus, it would make me feel a lot better when I’m out there to know that you’re here in case you’re needed.”

“Okay, I’ll concede the point for the time being, but I’m not sure how long I’ll manage to keep my Wolf contained.” Fearghas sighed heavily, “It’s been on the rampage since all of this started and I find it hard not to be out there trying to find those responsible.”

Cam again patted his uncle’s shoulder. “I understand that, but for now you need to be here.”

Marie’s exhalation was clear for them to hear, she’d obviously been holding her breath. Cam turned and saw the relief all over her face and he gave her a slight nod before turning to leave. “I’m away to start our search and, hopefully, get to the bottom of this. We’ll be back later and, of course, I’ll let you know if we find anything.”

“Yes, please let me know as soon as you’re back.” Fearghas sat back down, looking as if the weight of the world was on his shoulders.

“This’ll be my first stop. I promise.” Cam gave a last smile to Marie as he left.

His boys were waiting on him, Rory and Mac bouncing on their feet as Logan’s eyes peered all around. They looked as if they were all set for the hunt, with Jinx his usual calm self. “Let’s get going.” Cam pointed off to the right, heading there quickly, his long legs striding over the ground as the rest fell in behind him.

As they neared the edge of the forest Rory ran ahead, “Over here guys, this was what I was telling you ‘bout last night.”

There, set back within the trees, was a large wooden shelving unit, inside the individual shelves were the plastic container boxes. As they started to strip Rory handed down a box to each of them. Cam was naked first, placed his boots at the bottom of the box and his clothes on top, fastening the lid he placed it back within one of the empty slots.

Cam saw the Clan tattoos on each of his friends and again knew they wore theirs with pride. Maybe one day he would feel that pride too but not today. 

Cam could feel his Wolf was pacing back and forth in his mind, his stomach suddenly filling with butterflies at the thought of running wild and free in the forest. It had been so long since he’d allowed himself to be truly Wolf that he was filled with apprehension and excitement in equal measures. Once again he wondered if his beast would behave. “You fucking better! ‘Cause now is not the time to put anyone at risk.”

He saw his beast clearly as it stopped pacing, cocking its head to the side and moving it in a parody of a nod. “Thank you,” he told it as he turned to his friends.

Cam stood for a second, muttering under his breath to cast a tracking spell. One that would show anyone or anything that had been in the area and were not part of the Highland Wolf Clan Pack. Once he was satisfied the spell was in place, he turned back to his Wolves.

“Right, so we all know what we’re going to do, stay close and alert. We have our link so we’ll know if anyone’s in trouble. Let’s shift!”

No more words were said as they each morphed. Cam was first, his change always one of the quickest. His change no longer painful as his bones broke and reset, his muscles growing and stretching, his face elongating as great fangs erupted from his gums. His Wolf ecstatic at being released from its prison within.

His midnight black fur rippled as he shook his body, getting a feel for his Wolf once again. A feeling of joy encompassed him as he embraced his beast and he wondered why he ever tried to contain it. This was what he was, a great beast full of raw power and strength. A Wolf, an Alpha!

As that entered his brain he shook his massive head, “No! I’m no Alpha!” he told himself forcefully. Never.

As his friends changed he “felt” them in his mind. The Pack sharing a link of feelings of the others within it. They couldn’t talk to each other but they could sense feelings, especially strong feelings such as anger or fear. Cam had never told anyone, apart from his mother, that he had a stronger link. A much stronger link to his Packmates, so much so that he could get glimpses of thoughts as well as feelings.

His mother taught him at a young age to keep it to himself and not draw attention to it. She put it down to his being part Witch and it was never good to advertise that in a Pack.

At this moment he could feel the excitement in all four of his friends. Jinx with his usual exuberance, Rory with his unfettered enthusiasm for a hunt, Logan was full of anticipation of a new adventure, and finally Mac, who held eagerness and wariness within. Cam smiled, Mac always the one who could see good and bad in every instance. His reluctance to run headlong into something without first thinking it through first, a trait that they needed.

Cam’s beast took point, moving deeper into the forest and towards the place where Fergie had his accident. He set a pace of a slight trot, going slow enough to use all of his senses, including his magic. It wasn’t too long until he saw something, a light purple mist floating through the grass like footprints. His Wolf stopped as he used his abilities to scent all around.

Magic hung in the air around him, his Wolf pacing back and forth as he tried to make sense of what he was seeing. It hit him like a blow, so strong he nearly yelped aloud. He could feel the unease from his Wolves at his strange behavior and he did what he thought best. He transformed to talk to them before continuing.

His change so quick the others stepped back, wary and on alert. Cam addressed them, his voice hard and cold, “Magic is all around and others have been here. Yes, here, this close to the Pack and they’re managing it by using magic to hide their scents. We need to be even more on alert because this means we won’t scent, or even possibly hear, them coming. Do you all understand?”

Each of the large beasts before him lowered their heads, letting him know they understood. Jinx’s brown beast growled, the rumble coming from deep within his chest. “I know, I’m not happy ‘bout this either but I’m going to try and cast a spell to counteract theirs. It may or may not work so we can’t depend on it. Okay?”

There were a few more growls, yips and pacing from the Wolves in front of him as Cam thought hard on the spell he wished to cast. His reticence high in doing so in full view of Wolves from his Pack. Although they knew he could do simple clothes spells, only Jinx knew he was capable of more. Cam made it short ‘n sweet and as soon as he was done he went Wolf again, his beast desperate to find those who had violated this land.

As soon as they set off, Cam could feel the change around them. His spell was working and he could now sense that they were shielded from others. Good. Looked like they would need all the help they could get on this foray into the forest.

It looked as if things were far worse than they had first expected. He knew that Fearghas was going to go ballistic when he found out. It also meant that the Alpha would be even more against magic and Witches than before and Cam saw his chances of getting Fergie to a healing Witch completely disappear.

The growl that erupted from his throat told of the anger that was now encompassing him as he trotted on. As more and more evidence of interlopers was found, his pace increased. It was obvious now that the Pack had been invaded multiple times, and by several Wolves, so trying to find evidence of that was no longer an objective. 

Cam’s beast took off, its large paws eating up the ground as he picked up speed. His mission now to find out if the same evidence was to be found at the site of Fergie’s so called accident. If so, then this put a whole new angle to what was going on and his uncle would definitely not like some of the solutions Cam was already formulating in the back of his mind.

He registered the pleasure his beast was having running free and Cam vowed to try and stop denying who and what he was. It wasn’t fair to his beast to keep it caged like an animal in a zoo. His Wolf was incredibly happy, barreling along through the forest with glee.

Cam took in the beauty of the land, rivalling even his homeland in the Highlands, and he could understand why rivals would want to get their hands on it. He was determined that they would never get the Highland Clan Pack land, no matter what it took.

On and on they ran, swiftly eating up the distance to the point where his cousin had been injured. The miles fell away as they moved through the deep forest, Cam noting that they were now heading upwards on a pretty steep incline. None of them slowed down though, still running at top speed until they broke free of the trees to enter an area that had been cleared, trees felled to leave a large open area. 

Cam slowed, walking around and taking in all the different scents. Most were from the Clan Pack but others reeked of magic. The purple mist showed clearly to Cam’s eyes and it told him exactly what happened to Fergie, causing a growl to rumble in his chest.

His cousin and uncle had been right; it was no accident. With the spell cast to hide any scent from the other Wolves, Fergie didn’t have a chance. They’d attacked from behind and threw him off the cliff. Cam moved to the very edge, Jinx’s Wolf yipping a warning as he looked over; it was a long way down and covered in rocks and jagged outcrops. No wonder Fergie had been hurt so severely, it was a miracle he’d survived at all.

Moving away from the edge Cam changed, pacing back and forth to compose himself before he spoke to his friends. After a few moments he turned to face them, “It was no accident. Fergie was attacked and thrown off the side of the cliff. I want to carry on and see where these fuckers came from but if any of you are too tired stay here and wait for my return. I’ll give you five minutes to rest and there’s a small stream over there for you to get a drink. After that I’m going hunting!”

Cam morphed quickly, trotting over to the stream and lapping the clear water. Jinx and Logan joined him as Rory and Mac kept guard. Once Cam was finished Rory’s reddish brown Wolf took his place at the stream and when Jinx had finished, Mac’s grey Wolf went to slake his thirst.

Cam’s larger, ebony, Wolf kept watch, his senses on overdrive as he ensured there were no threats in the vicinity. However, the magic that he could see was old and it looked as if the ones responsible for his cousin’s attack hadn’t been back. Cam was determined to find out who and where they came from and make them pay.

As his impatience grew he yipped towards Mac, hurrying the grey Wolf to finish so they could get going. As soon as Mac’s beast lifted its head from the stream Cam took off. Following the purple trail of the attackers.

The farther they ran he realized they must be over the border and into Canada and that meant they were near the Wild Ranch Pack and most definitely were on their land. As the trail was leading him Cam didn’t give a fuck whose land he was on and if anyone got in his way he knew he would attack immediately.

More scents, normal scents, of other Wolves were now all around them and he heard both Rory and Jinx’s Wolves growl as they knew they were in enemy territory. Cam’s strides slowed, his body lowering as he moved with more caution. He felt the others fanning out behind him as his senses saw the trail leading right up to and in a camp before them.

It was all the evidence he needed. 

Turning around, his beast moved with ease back the way they’d come. His mind in turmoil as it worked to formulate a plan of action. Obviously the Alpha, this Philippe Dupont, was behind everything and Cam was going to destroy him—utterly and completely.

Moving away from the Wild Ranch camp their Wolves ran faster, not bothering to hide their path through the forest. Cam using both is Wolf and Witch abilities to check ahead for danger. His hearing picked up movement, his Wolf stopping quickly and dropping down amongst the leaves littering the ground. He heard his Wolves doing the same behind him and Cam slithered forward on his belly, listening intently.

Cam could hear what he thought was two Wolves running ahead of them. He caught a glimpse of a pure white She-Wolf as it darted through the trees, a very large brown Wolf chasing it. If it wasn’t for the fear and loathing he could feel rolling from the white Wolf he would’ve thought it was a couple out for a run together.

However, the white Wolf’s terror was cloying in the air and her scent invaded Cam completely. His Wolf almost howling as Cam tried to rein it in. He took a second to think before morphing quickly, “Carry on, get back to Clan land and wait for me.”

Jinx’s Wolf moved forward, shaking its great head. Cam snarled down at it, “Do as I say. Now!”

Cam morphed back and was pleased to see his Wolves carrying on their way. Jinx was in the rear and his head kept turning to look back at him. Cam ignored him and turning to his left took off after the White Wolf.

Although they’d been running for hours, his Wolf picked up speed until he was fairly flying through the forest and gaining on the two Wolves in front. The large male Wolf was so intent on catching the White one that it didn’t even hear him gaining on them. “Idiot!” Cam thought as they broke free of the trees into a small round clearing.

The She-Wolf was almost at the other side when the male launched itself at her, his large front paw raking across her hindquarters to knock her to the ground. Cam’s beast bellowed as he leaped high into the air, sailing forwards to land on the back of the brown male. 

Cam’s claws dug deep, bringing the Wolf down as they rolled on the ground, teeth bared and blood flying all around. The brown male was strong but not nearly as powerful as Cam. The male was all brawn and no finesse, Cam’s beast easily gaining the upper hand.

It was while fighting when he was young that Cam knew he was different to other Wolves; mostly by being able to sense their moves beforehand. His mother told him at a young age to keep that to himself, and he had. He wasn’t a fool and used his ability whenever the need arose.

Cam needed it now as the massive strength of the brown Wolf was pitted against him. His ability keeping his adversary from landing any death blows. In fact, the brown Wolf hardly landed any blows at all as Cam’s beast twisted and turned, bit and clawed his way around the other Wolf.

The brown Wolf growled then roared in frustration. Cam knew he had him just where he wanted until the male turned as if ready to run to safety. He couldn’t allow him to get away or the entire Wild Ranch Pack would be on his tail in no time. 

Cam’s Wolf moved with lightning speed, his razor sharp claws digging deep into the hind leg and bringing the other crashing to the ground. Not wasting a second, his Wolf landed atop the other, pinning it beneath him as his powerful jaws opened. His great maw lowered, his deadly fangs ripping the throat clean out of the male below him. 

Cam’s beast spat out the skin, bones, muscles, and fur that were between its teeth before letting out a roar of victory.  Stepping away from the limp body he looked at the grisly sight as it lay dead amongst the wildflowers. His head turning to look for the female he’d just killed for.

The white female stood to the side, watching fearfully as Cam transformed. Using his magic to dress himself in a pair of jeans before snapping his fingers and producing a blanket. Walking forwards he held the blanket out to the female. “Change, so we can talk.”

He’d kept his voice soft and low so as not to spook her but he saw in her eyes the thought of just turning and running. “Don’t. Don’t even think about it. I said change and I mean now.”

This time he used a more powerful tone and saw the difference in the female immediately. Her Wolf taking heed of the Alpha tone and she started to morph. It took her far longer than it did for Cam, but after a few moments she stood naked before him, her arm snaking out to grab the blanket.

“How did you do that?” was the first thing out of her mouth.

Cam stared wide eyed at the most beautiful woman he’d ever laid eyes on...and that took in a hell of a lot of women. Long blonde hair cascaded down her back, her skin porcelain white with the most gorgeous eyes he’d ever looked into. His heart sped up as his beast howled in his head.

It took him a moment to reply, so intense was his reaction to her. “Do what?”

Her eyes were wary, her voice barely a whisper. A whisper that ran across his senses as she spoke again, “You transformed with jeans on and then a blanket just appeared in your hand. How did you do that?”

Cam smiled, taking a step closer and noticed she didn’t retreat. “I’m part Witch, on my mother’s side. Who are you and why was that Wolf hunting you?”

Her eyes darted to the fallen Wolf and fear started to roll off her again, her body shaking as she started to whimper. “Oh shit! No, no, no! This can’t be happening. He’ll know I was involved and god knows what he’ll do to me!”

Cam couldn’t help himself, he stepped forward and held her in his arms. “Shh, it’s okay, you didn’t do anything. It was me, so whoever it is you’re talking about will come after me, not you.”

Her eyes filled with tears as she looked up at him. “He’ll know. My scent is on him so he’ll know I was here.”

Cam could feel her entire body shaking, her dread almost choking him. “First, tell me who you are and why he was after you.”

“My name’s Chastity, and he’s ... was ... Silas, the Beta of my Pack,” she stopped, taking in a deep breath. “He’s been after me for a couple of years but I’ve always managed to avoid him, but today he found me when I was out running. He wanted to...he wanted to...”

Her breathing hitched as she fought for control, Cam tightening his hold on her. “Oh, I think I know what he wanted to do.”

“Well, my brother said he’s Beta so he can do what he wants.” Her body shook again, in revulsion this time. “My own brother!”

Cam’s tone was sharp as he spat out, “A Beta can’t just go around taking whoever he wants. Not in any Pack I know anyway, and brothers should fight to the death to protect their sister. Just who is your brother ‘cause I think he needs a good talking to about how to protect a family.”

A small laugh erupted from her throat but Cam couldn’t see what the hell was funny about any of this. Her next words chilled his blood. “My brother is the Alpha of the Pack, his name’s Philippe but trust me he doesn’t care about me or anyone else and when he finds Silas dead he’s going to punish me. You just don’t understand what goes on in that Pack. Women are second class citizens, available to be used by Philippe and his guards. It doesn’t matter if they agree or not, they are taken by force when necessary. Sometimes, it’s just for fun, a game to those bastards, to see how much a woman can take. They are the worst kind of animals.”

Cam noticed for the first time Chastity’s accent, French Canadian if he wasn’t mistaken and her words were like music to his ears. “Strange,” he thought as he loosened his grip, stepping back and staring down at her.

Cam felt his anger growing as she spoke, wanting to get his hands on these so called men. “What? That’s outrageous, no Pack should be like that and no woman should be treated like that.”

“Oui, but that’s the way it’s been for a long time now and Philippe will hunt me down if I don’t return but if he finds out I had anything to do with this,” she pointed to the remains on the ground, “then I’m as good as dead.”

“I can get rid of the body, if you think that would help?”

Chastity’s eyes widened so much they were like saucers in her face and he saw her mind going to work. Barely a moment passed before she nodded once. “Oui, if he doesn’t find him then he can’t know I was involved and he really can’t know.”

“Okay,” Cam pushed a lock of hair that had fallen over her cheek, his finger tingling at the brief touch. “I’ll do what I can to make sure he doesn’t know you were involved.”

“Merci!” Chastity breathed out, as if she’d been holding her breath for an eternity.

“You’re welcome.” Cam smiled, “Chastity, if your brother is as bad as I’ve just heard then maybe you should leave?”

She shook her head. “Non. I cannot! He would hunt me down and he would not just punish me. He would rip me apart. I cannot leave, not ever.”

Chastity pulled away from Cam, her head shaking so forcefully her hair swirled around her head. “I have to go. He will miss me soon and send out guards to find me.”

“Wait.” Cam held out a hand, trying to grasp her but she ducked away from him. “You don’t need to go back. I’ll protect you from him, I promise.”

“You are kind, and strong, but you don’t know him like I do. He is cruel and depraved and so very strong, I fear nobody can stand up to him.” Chastity pulled the blanket from around her, holding it out to Cam. “Merci, Monsieur, but I have to go now.”

Cam looked at the cover in her hands, hesitating before he took the blanket, his stomach clenching at the thought of this gorgeous female going back into the hands of someone like her brother. “My name’s Cameron, if you ever need my help try and find me, Cameron Sinclair of Sinclair Enterprises. Your brother shouldn’t be able to scent me on you, we were masked.”

He saw her nod her head before she transformed before him, the loss of the sight of her nakedness causing him to snarl abruptly. Cam watched until she went Wolf, taking in her beast’s beauty, its eyes meeting his for a brief moment before it turned and disappeared back into the forest.

His Wolf howling in his head in protest at her leaving, “What the hell’s wrong with you?” he asked as he took the blanket over to the dead Wolf lying on the grass and wrapping it around the blood soaked fur. “Shit! This is gonna hurt,” he thought as he bent to pick the large body up, knowing he would need to take it far before he could dispose of it.

Struggling under the weight of the Wolf, Cam staggered forwards, only to stop short when he saw a set of Wolf eyes staring at him from between the brush in front of him.

~ Chapter 7 ~

Cam halted his steps, dropping the deadweight of the body he held in his arms, straightened up and snarled. “What the hell are you doing here?”

The Wolf pushed forward, leaves sticking to its thick fur, coming towards Cam confidently to stop in front of the dead Wolf on the ground. A growl rumbled in its throat for a second before the change started. In less than a minute, Jinx stood defiantly before Cam.

“I said, what the hell are you doing here?” Cam spat the words out, “I told you to go on, didn’t I?”

Jinx cocked his head to the side. “What? You really thought, for even a moment, that I’d just carry on and leave you alone in enemy territory?” Jinx’s tone was incredulous as he shook his head. “How long have we been together, Sin? Just the two of us? So long that I can’t remember but you sure as hell shoulda known I would never have left you alone.”

The look of anger and hurt on his best friend’s face halted Cam’s retort, instead he took a deep breath to calm himself before speaking. “You should still have gone with the others. What if something happened to you out here?”

“Sin, what’s going on?” Jinx looked pointedly at the dead body lying between them.

“I’m not sure, I felt her fear and my beast kinda took over but then when I saw him bring her down like that...” Cam ran a hand through his hair, “I just lost it.”

“First things first, get me some jeans or something will ya?” Jinx smirked up at him, “I’m not hauling that lump through the forest naked!”

Cameron produced a pair of jeans and handed them over. “Sorry, you know I’m useless at getting boot sizes right so I guess we’re gonna have sore feet by the end of the day.”

“Ya don’t say!” Jinx pulled the denim up over his nakedness. “At least it’s not cold or raining, ‘cause if it was I’d be wanting a lot more than a pair of jeans.”

“She was something though, wasn’t she?” Cam all but whispered as his mind went again and again to the memory of the beautiful White Wolf.

“Yeah, she was.” Jinx fastened the button then looked up at him, “Not so sure she’s worth killing for though, my friend. The shit is really going to hit the fan if we don’t get a move on and get rid of this body.”

“She was,” Cameron murmured as he bent down to heft the body of the Wolf up.

“You take the back end and I’ll take the front, and we need to get moving, Cam.” Jinx held on tight to his end of the dead weight. “We definitely don’t want to be caught here lugging around the dead body of one of their Wolves.”

They set off at a brisk pace but it wasn’t too long before Jinx started to moan. “For fuck sake! Could ye no pick a smaller Wolf to kill? This blinking eejit weighs a ton!”

A rumble of laughter erupted from Cam, the Scottish twang heavy in his friend’s words. “I know! He’s a big git and I think we should pick up the pace and get him off Wild Ranch land ASAP.”

Cam’s long legs strode faster, Jinx only just managing to keep up with him. Although out of breath, his friend didn’t shut up, “So, who is she? I was too busy looking at the dead Wolf to concentrate on what you two were talking about.”

“You won’t believe me, but, she’s the Alpha’s sister, Chastity, and she’s absolutely terrified of him.” Cam had to stop, his anger rising once again at the thought of a brother allowing his Beta to rape his sister. 

“You okay?” Jinx asked, worry in his voice as he stared at Cam.

“No, not really.” Cam stated. “He told her that this fuck was Beta and could do whatever the hell he wanted with her. She was running from him to stop getting raped. Fuck! What kind of brother would say such a thing? She told me about a lot of abuse against the women in the Pack. It’s bad, Jinx, real bad.”

“Philippe Dupont’s her brother? Shit, Cam, you certainly know how to pick ‘em!”

Cam growled, “I didn’t pick her! I saw a Wolf in trouble and helped, that’s all.”

Jinx laughed, “Yeah, right! I saw the way you held her and you killed a Wolf for her, Cam. That’s not something you do every day so I’m betting there’s more to this than you’re letting on, my friend.”

Another low rumble escaped from Cam as they trudged on, the dead Wolf heavy in their arms. Silence all around apart from the animals and birds, all of which scarpered out of the way of the two Wolves walking through their home. Finally Cam answered his friend.

“There’s nothing going on but we need to get rid of this body and I have no idea where. What do you think we should do with him?”

Jinx snorted, “You keep telling yourself that but I know there’s more to it and I have no clue what to do with this lump. If we just dump him somewhere he’s gonna be found and that’s definitely not a good idea. We need to really get rid of him.”

“True,” Cam pondered for a moment, “guess I could burn him, use a little magic but I don’t like the others seeing that. They have no clue about my magical abilities.”

Jinx stopped, causing Cam to almost stumble, “What?” Cam grumbled as he fought to keep hold of the body.

“They deserve to know. It’s not something to be ashamed of, Cam.”

Cameron cocked an eyebrow, his steely blue eyes locking with Jinx’s. “Really? You’re really gonna say that when you know they all hate magic and Witches?”

Jinx nodded. “Yeah, I’m saying it. You’re a Wolf who just happens to do some magic and those three are our friends. You should trust them, Cam.”

“Come on,” Cam said and started to walk again, “it’s not as simple as that and you know it. Only you and my mother know how powerful I am in that regard and that’s the way I’d like it to stay.”

“For fuck’s sake, Cam! You’re gonna have to tell Fearghas you used a spell to find out about the other Wolves being on his land and being the ones to attack his son. There’s no getting ‘round that.”

Walking on for a few steps before stopping, Cam sighed heavily. “I know. That’s not going to go down well with my uncle. He hates magic.”

“Well tough, ‘cause it was your magic that got us the information we needed. We now know who was behind Fergie’s attack and the fact that they’ve been invading Clan land for some time.”

“He’s going to be very angry, Jinx, we’ll need to stop him going off half-cocked against this Philippe guy. If he’s as strong as I’m beginning to think, then Fearghas doesn’t stand a chance and that would leave the Pack without an Alpha.”

Jinx’s eyes widened. “Shit, I didn’t think of that. Obviously your cousin is in no place to take charge and that would leave Matthieu and we both know we don’t trust him.”

“I’ve got Jacob working on that and also Philippe. I want to know everything I can about him. We may be able to attack him in other ways, financial, property, anything I can get I’ll take right now.”

“If there’s anything to find out then Jacob’s the one to do it.”

Cam agreed, Jacob was the best damn PI he knew and was an utter whiz when it came to electronic investigation. “He’s going to get everything together and send it to me later today. Hell, by the time we get back to camp it’ll be there on my laptop. I just hope he finds something we can use as leverage.”

“So,” Jinx slowed his pace, “this looks as good a place as any and we’re a good way away from their camp now. Want to do your magic here?”

Looking around Cam saw a sheer drop off to their right and he walked towards it. “Here,” he said as he dropped the body on the ground. “Take your jeans off, we’ll burn those as well and go back the rest of the way Wolf, it’ll be quicker.”

Jinx tore the jeans off, “Quickly, I want to be far away from here if they smell the smoke and come to investigate.”

Cam took his own jeans off, placing them on top of the blanket covered body, turning to pick up a thick branch that lay on the ground. “Take this, as soon as it’s well alight push it over the edge. Make it harder for them to reach it if they do come looking.”

Jinx took the branch and Cam focused on his magic, making fire was one of the simpler spells, so it wasn’t long ‘til the blanket was encompassed in flames. The scent of burning flesh thick in the air as Jinx placed the end of the branch underneath the bulk and levered it up and over the edge. With the rain that had obviously fallen recently everything was damp and there was very little chance of the flames taking root on the way down. A small stream sparkled at the bottom and they waited until the body fell, landing on a large rock before tumbling off and coming to rest at the very edge of the stream. Cam turned away, no regret at killing the Beta. “Let’s get back, by the way, did the others say where they’d wait?”

Jinx shook his head. “I told them to wait for us just outside the Camp. I didn’t want them going in and being seen without us ‘cause that would have Fearghas asking them where we were and I didn’t want him coming to look for us.”

“Good thinking.” Cam approved of Jinx’s reasoning, it was what he would’ve done too.

“Let’s get back and get this over with.” Cam scowled, knowing the meeting with his uncle wasn’t going to go down well at all.

Morphing in moments, Cam’s large black Wolf waited on his friend and as soon as Jinx was ready they took off back towards the Clan camp. 

As his beast ran free he could feel its utter happiness, the freedom he’d denied it for so long making him feel guilty. “Yes!” it answered him as its great paws flitted across the ground gaining speed. Jinx’s Wolf kept pace with his, winding in and around the trees and brush as they sped towards Clan land with the information they’d found. 

Cam let his mind float away, leaving his beast in complete charge as he savored the feelings that ran through the great body. He was sure neither he nor his beast had felt as delighted as they did now. The problems that were to come would be dealt with but this moment he gave in to his Wolf.

As Jinx’s Wolf yipped with excitement Cam felt his own answer with glee. Their fur flying out as their speed increased again. Now they were almost flying across the ground, eating it up so fast that it in no time at all he could scent his friends. All three waiting for them in Wolf form.

Cam thought it strange they hadn’t changed and dressed and as he slowed his beast to a trot he gave a small yip of command. Rory, Logan and Mac fell in behind him with Jinx coming up the rear. As they reached their clothes, Cam changed quickly, noticing a hose attached to the side of the shelves.

“What a great idea,” he thought as he cleaned off his hands and feet, before reaching for the plastic tub that held his clothing. Once dressed he checked his phone, seeing several missed calls, one from Jacob and quite a few from his secretary, Stracey. There was a text from Jacob, his PI. Cam frowned as he read the message – “I’m coming. Be there early evening.” Cam wondered what he’d found that had Jacob leaving his office in LA to join them here. Shrugging, Cam put his phone back in his pocket, he’d find out soon enough so no point worrying about it.

He’d call Stracey after his meeting with Fearghas. It was rare that there was something his right-hand woman couldn’t take care of herself and there wasn’t anything businesswise what was urgent at the moment. Not that he knew of anyway.

Looking around he saw his Wolves were all dressed, the twins and Mac waiting patiently to see if he would tell them what had happened. Jinx raised an eyebrow in question as Cam sighed and said, “I felt a Wolf in trouble and went to take a look. Found her and she was being attacked by a male.”

Rory swore, “Shit! One of theirs?”

Jinx sniggered, Cam throwing him a dirty look before he carried on, “Yes, she’d been told the Beta could do whatever the hell he wanted. Including hunting her in the forest with the aim of raping her, which was where I came in.”

“Damn!” Logan exclaimed, anger now rising in all three.

“Exactly, long story short, we fought, he’s dead. Jinx and I disposed of the body.”

A loud snort came from Jinx, causing the twins and Mac to turn to him, confusion on their faces. “Oh, wait for it guys, just wait.” He laughed as Cam stood straight, his eyes boring into Jinx’s.

Rory, Logan and Mac turned back to Cam, “Fine! The She-Wolf I saved is named Chastity and she’s Philippe Dupont’s sister. She’s terrified of him and even though I told her she should leave, she was too scared. The women in that Pack are abused in the worst possible way. It makes my blood boil. She said Dupont would hunt her down and rip her apart if she left.”

Mac ran a hand through his hair, frowning as a low growl rumbled in his chest. “That’s fucked up! Where was he brought up to think it’s okay to act like that? She’s his sister! He should be protecting her not scaring the shit out of her!”

“Too right!” Rory grumbled, his face tight with anger.

“That’s what we’re up against and add in that he’s using magic, this is not going to be easy, guys.” Cam looked at each of them and continued, “Plus, when I let Fearghas know he’s gonna go nuts. If he goes after Dupont he’s gonna get hurt and I won’t allow that to happen. So, let’s go break the bad news but I want you all calm. I don’t want your anger to affect him. Okay?”

“Gotcha.” Logan nodded, giving his twin a pointed look.

“What?” Rory poked Logan, “I’m okay, promise.”

As they walked to the Alpha’s cabin, Cam could see his uncle pacing back and forth on the wrap around veranda. He could feel the tension in his uncle and as soon as Fearghas saw them approach he came down the stairs, waiting for them with a scowl on his face.

“You’re back,” Fearghas said, his face impassive, obviously hiding his worry. “Everything go okay? Did you find anything out?”

“Let’s go inside, uncle.” Cam took hold of Fearghas’ elbow. “We can talk better after we’ve had something to eat and drink. It’s been a long day.”

“Of course!” Fearghas almost ran up the stairs to open the door. “Marie! Food for the boys.” 

Cam followed, knowing his aunt would most probably have a meal ready. He wasn’t wrong. As they entered the kitchen she was busy rushing around with Angel helping her. Fergie at the table with a laptop, typing away before looking up at him with a questioning glance.

Marie placed large bowls on the table as Angel picked up a huge pot, brimming with beef stew. Marie put a large ladle in the stewpot, smiling nervously at all of them. “Help yourselves, I’ll get you some bread and would you like a beer to go with it?”

Cam took his place at the opposite end of the table to Fearghas, waiting ‘til his Wolves were all eating before taking his own. “This smells delicious, thank you and yes, I think we deserve a beer.”

As soon as he spoke Angel got them their drinks then sat down next to her mate. Fergie finished whatever he was doing and closed the laptop. An air of expectancy all around as they ate.

Cam couldn’t stand it, “Okay,” he started while still trying to eat. “Alpha, you have to sit and listen, to all of what we have to say. Okay?”

Fearghas nodded, his lips set in a tight line as Cam drank down his beer in one go. Wiping his mouth with a napkin he took a deep breath. “Your land has been invaded with Wolves from the Wild Ranch Pack time and again and...”

“How?” Fergie interrupted. “How is that possible without us knowing about it?”

“I did say to listen?” Cam spoke quietly but his tone was pure Alpha and Fergie’s eyes flitted down as he said a quick “sorry.”

Cam inclined his head to the side, watching his uncle’s reaction and saw lines appear at the side of his eyes and mouth as his son showed submission to Cam. 

“Right, I’ll continue.” Cam’s eyes stayed locked on his uncle’s. “They’ve been using magic to mask their scent and hide their presence. I know you don’t like magic, hate it in fact. However, if we are to stand a chance against them then we need to use it to counteract theirs. If we do not do this then we are, what we say in the business world, fucked.”

Fergie swore as the Alpha’s face turned red and Cam worried he was about to blow. However, Fearghas nodded at him to carry on. “We tracked them, and yes I did use a little spell my mother taught me to be able to do this. At the spot that Fergie was attacked it was obvious to me what happened and he was attacked. No doubt about it.”

Marie gasped, Angel whimpered and Fearghas cursed. Cam ignored them and went on, “So, we tracked those responsible all the way back to the Wild Ranch camp. There’s no doubt it’s them that’s behind everything and we need to figure out how to take them down. Or more importantly, Philippe Dupont.”

Fearghas spoke for the first time since they’d sat down. “How do you propose we do that?”

Cam stared hard at his uncle. “I’m glad you said we, because this Alpha is, apparently, worse than we thought. I came across his Beta in the forest...”

Fergie’s head shot up, “What? Shit! They’ll know we’ve been on their land!”

“Hold on, let me finish. I said I came across him but he’s no longer in a position to tell anyone anything. We had a slight difference of opinion. He thought it was okay to hunt down a She-Wolf and rape her. I thought otherwise. We fought and afterwards Jinx and I got rid of his body, burning it to mask the scent of the female. She is absolutely terrified. I’ve never seen anyone so scared.”

“Who was she?” Angel asked, fear on her face.

“Chastity.” Cam waited and saw Angel’s eyes widen, her face losing all color.

“No! Oh my god, that’s the Alpha’s sister!”

“Yes,” Cam said, “she is and she’s so goddamn scared her body was shaking from head to foot. She won’t say anything ‘cause she’s under the impression Dupont would hold her responsible and ‘punish’ her. Whatever the hell that means.”

Cam drank some more of his beer, his eyes still on Fearghas, seeing the tension in the Alpha. He was trying to hide it but Cam could see it clearly.  “Fearghas, we need to bring a Witch in on this. I know you don’t approve of Witchcraft but we’ve got to fight fire with fire and we’ll be blind if we don’t.”

A heavy silence hung around them as Fearghas sat stiffly, his jaw tightening and his eyes flashing with anger. Cam waited him out, his own expression calm as Fergie looked between him and his father. The seconds ticked by, Marie and Angel starting to fidget, before Fearghas nodded once. Cam took that as approval.

“Good, I’ve got someone in mind but she won’t get here until tomorrow at the earliest so I think you should tell folks to stay within the Camp. No wandering around and, oh yeah, just where the hell is your Beta? He should be here at his Alpha’s side.”

Fearghas looked at Fergie, “Did you tell him to be here?”

Fergie nodded, “Yup, I texted him earlier but he didn’t reply. I’ve no idea where he is.”

“Damn!” Fearghas’ palm hit the table, with enough force to cause the plates to rattle. “I’ll call him in a bit and see what’s going on. Anything else we should know for now, Cam?”

“My PI, Jacob, is on his way here, he left me a message.” Cam wondered again why Jacob decided to come. “No idea why but if he’s coming here then he’s got information he wants to tell us face to face.”

“When will he arrive?” Marie asked, “I’ll put some food aside for him.”

“He’s a Wolf so he’ll be hungry, he’s always hungry.” Jinx laughed, “I don’t think I’ve ever seen anyone as large as him and he sure puts away a lot of grub.”

“He is big, but he’s also very fast and damn lethal.” Cam looked from Jinx back to Fearghas. “He’s good in a fight but he’s an absolute whiz with computers and electronics.”

Fearghas inclined his head to the side. “Good to know, looks like we’ll need all the help we can get.” 

“I’m glad you feel that way because Jacob has a tendency to ‘take over’ and I don’t want him rubbing you up the wrong way.” Cam raised an eyebrow continuing, “Just let him do what he does best and he’ll be an asset. Try and not take his abrupt manner personally. It’s just the way he is.”

Fergie laughed, “Abrupt is he? Well we’ve got Matthieu so we’re kinda used to abrupt.”

“That reminds me,” Cam looked away from Fergie, wondering how his uncle would take his next bit of information. “I had Jacob look into Matthieu. Hope it doesn’t offend, but I like to know who I have at my back. I don’t know him so, therefore, I don’t trust him.”

“Really?” Fearghas cocked his head to the side, his expression one of surprise. “You could’ve run that past me first, Cameron.”

Cam shrugged. “Sorry if I’ve offended you but regardless of what you said I would’ve had him checked out. As I said, I like to know who’s behind me.”

Cam’s cousin turned to his father. “It’s a fair point, Dad, and to be honest I’d like to know what’s been found out too. He’s always been a little cagey and I’ve already told you this, but I don’t believe most of what he says.”

Fearghas frowned. “I know who he is and that should be enough for anyone.”

At those words Cam’s mind went into overdrive. To him it sounded like the Beta wasn’t exactly what or who he appeared to be. “Care to enlighten us?”

“No,” Fearghas grumbled, his eyes not meeting Cam’s.

“Interesting,” Cam thought and hoped Jacob would get there soon. He now wanted to know all he could about the elusive Beta.

Cam was just about to prod his uncle about Matthieu when he heard a familiar noise. His jet was coming in to land. Jinx looked up at the ceiling asking, “Is that your jet?” 

Cam nodded, getting up and leaving quickly. If Marcus was here then there was a damn good reason for it. 

~ Chapter 8 ~

Cam jogged towards the landing strip, Jinx right beside him. His sleek jet landed smoothly, running along the short strip to stop a couple of hundred yards from them. They walked forward, Jinx apparently as curious as Cam.

“What’s Marcus doing here?” his friend asked as the door opened and the steps were lowered.

“No idea,” Cam replied, his eyes on the door.

Cam saw a large shadow fill the doorway, “Jacob,” he said.

Sure enough, his very large PI came into view, his trademark sunglasses in place even though night was almost upon them. Jacob raised a hand in greeting as he strode towards them. Cam placed his hands on his hips, an eyebrow raised. “Care to let me in on the reason you’ve used my private jet?”

Jacob smirked, “Was quickest way to get here and trust me, you want me and my expertise here.”

“That remains to be seen,” Cam replied, noting Marcus placing bag upon bag on the tarmac.

“What’s all that?” Jinx asked, pointing to Marcus.

“Tools of the trade,” Jacob replied non-committedly.

Marcus joined them, “Boss, you need to call Stracey, she’s been trying to get you and she sounds worried.”

Cam stared at his pilot. “What?” he asked, not one instance coming to mind when Stracey had been “worried.” 

“She says to call as soon as you can.” Marcus looked pensive, obviously aware that Stracey didn’t spook easily.

Cam dug his phone out of his pocket. “I’ll do it now, you lot get all that stuff over to the Club house.”

Hitting speed dial number one he waited, the call answered immediately. “Cameron, I’ve been trying to reach you.”

Stracey’s tone wasn’t one he’d heard before. Not in the twenty years the woman had worked for him. “What’s going on?” he asked quickly.

“I’ve had a call from a woman who said she met you earlier. She sounds scared and said you’d told her to contact you if she needed help.”

Cam’s heart lurched, Chastity. 

“And?” Cam almost whispered.

“She was rambling and it took me a few minutes to understand what she was saying,” Stracey took a deep breath. “She said her name was...”

Cam interrupted, “I know her name, go on.”

“She said something about the Alpha knowing something or other. Not about you, but about her. Said he scented Silas on her but Silas can’t be found and he punished her in some way because he said she was lying to him. Cam, she sounded very scared. I don’t think I’ve ever heard fear like that before. What the hell have you gotten into?”

His stomach clenched at the thought of what “punishment” Chastity had endured. A growl rumbling up from his chest and breaking free, loud enough that Jinx shouted over, “You okay?”

Cam ignored him, trying to get a grip on his emotions. Emotions that were suddenly out of control. Stracey’s voice breaking in on his thoughts of what he was going to do to Dupont when he got his hands on him.

“Cameron! What’s going on?”

“Did she leave a number?” he barked out, his tone sharp and one he’d never used before when talking with Stracey.

Stracey sounded worried and offended as she spoke, “Yes, she did, I’ll text you it but you need to let me know what’s happening. I may be able to help.”

“I need you to cancel everything in the diary for the next couple of weeks, maybe longer. I’ll let you know. If there’s anything urgent you deal with it ‘cause I’m going to be busy here. If you can’t deal with it let me know but I’m pretty sure that’s not happening. Stracey, I trust your judgment implicitly and I need to be focused here.”

Cam could hear her gasp, “You’re going off the grid? What will I tell everyone?”

“Yes.” Cam’s mind full of the She-Wolf he’d met earlier. Determined to get her to safety at the same time as meting out his own form of “punishment” to her brother. “We have a situation here at my uncle’s Pack and I’m not sure how long it’s going to take to sort it. I’m going to, possibly, need your help and if I do then you have to do as I say. No questions asked.”

“Of course,” Stracey’s voice now strained, “you know I’ll do whatever I can. I’ll make something up as a cover story for your sudden vanishing act.”

“Thank you,” Cam’s tone was almost back to normal, “and remind me you need a bonus and a raise when this is over.”

Stracey chuckled, “Yeah, yeah, what I really need is a nice holiday. Somewhere warm and quiet.”

“Done,” Cam agreed. “Oh, and Stracey, can you make sure you have a copy of my will? It’s in the safe in my office.”

“What?” Stracey almost shouted down the line. “Cameron Sinclair, you tell me right now you’re not going to do anything stupid like getting yourself hurt!”

Cam’s voice lowered, steely determination seething down the line, “I’ll try, but no promises.”

“Don’t make me come out there, Cameron! I mean it.”

Cam laughed. “I’ll be careful, I promise. Plus, I have Jinx and Jacob here, as well as some of the guys from Scotland. Now, tell me, Stracey, who can stand up to that?”

Stracey didn’t sound convinced, “Please, Cam, be careful.”

As she used his shortened name he knew she was worried, very worried. After all Ms. Hood never called him anything other than Cameron. “I will be, just be ready in case I need you to do anything. Okay?”

“Always.” 

“I’ve got to go, lots to do on this end. I’ll contact you soon.”

“Okay, and Cameron, please help that girl. She sounded so scared.”

Cameron almost snarled, “Don’t worry on that score. I most definitely am going to help her.”

“Let me know how it goes. You know I’ll worry until you do.”

His tone far gentler as he replied, “I will. I’d tell you not to worry but I know that would be useless. I’ve got to go. Talk soon.”

“Goodbye,” she said as he hung up, turning to Jacob and Jinx to find they’d already left.

Marcus standing, waiting on instructions. “You can go home but make sure the ‘copter is fueled and ready. I may need it.”

Marcus bobbed his head, turning back to the jet as he threw over his shoulder, “Will do. Be careful, Boss.”

Cam didn’t bother replying, just raising his hand in farewell before making his way back to Camp to find Jacob. He needed to know why his PI had come and he wanted to know ASAP.

When he reached the Club house he found it a hive of activity. Everyone, including Fearghas, was there, with Jacob setting up a host of electronics on the large kitchen table. Jinx was helping and Fergie was wheeling around checking everything out with a twinkle in his eye.

Cam had forgotten just how much his cousin loved his gadgets.

“Jacob, report please,” Cam’s voice stern as he took everything in.

Jacob stopped setting up his laptop, “Good, you’re here. Everyone, if you get comfortable I’ll begin.”

Cam sat at the head of the table as everyone else grabbed a seat. Jacob waited, not speaking until there was complete silence. His eyes found Cam’s and stayed there.

“Where do you want me to start? Philippe Dupont or Matthieu?”

Fearghas growled. Cam looked at him. “Something you want to say, Alpha?”

His uncle inclined his head. “I suppose I should.” Fearghas turned to Jacob and stated, “If there’s anything else to add you can when I’ve finished.”

Jacob nodded as Fearghas took a deep breath before he went on, “Matthieu isn’t who you think...”

Fergie snorted, “No shit, Sherlock!”

Fearghas threw his son a dirty look before continuing, “He’s from the Council. I contacted them a while back and they sent him to try and get to the bottom of things. So far he’s not found any concrete proof against Dupont so the Council has refused to take action.”

“Fuck!” Fergie cursed. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

Fearghas looked unrepentant. “I was told to tell nobody, family included.”

Jacob spoke up before Fergie could make anything more of the information. “Right, I found that out within minutes. He specializes in infiltration and information gathering. Apparently, he’s good at what he does but he can only work within the confines of the Council rules and Matthieu is nothing if not a stickler of rules.”

“True,” Fearghas harrumphed, “he keeps saying he can’t do this, or that.”

“Right,” Jacob agreed, “so his hands are tied and he’s not going to be able to help us, not against Dupont.”

Cam looked over at Jacob. “Go on.”

“Dupont, aka Alpha of the Wild Ranch Pack is one bad Wolf.” Jacob checked the screen on his laptop. “He is suspected of killing the previous Alpha but nothing could be proven and although fights for status are allowed, out and out murder is not. He’s been buying up land all around his own Pack land and also some smaller packets of land that border Highland Clan land.”

“What?” Fearghas exclaimed. “How did I not know about this?”

Jacob sneered, “Because he’s good and is using dummy companies under innocuous names to do it. Also their Pack land is split up with Dupont owning forty-nine percent, with his Beta, Silas Smith owning twenty-five, Pascal Boudreaux owns nineteen and he’s apparently the Pack Enforcer, with Quincy Madden holding the rest and his position is personal guard to Dupont.”

Cam listened avidly, his brain working fast. “The Beta is gone, we had a run in but I’m sure Dupont doesn’t know. Not yet anyway. Jacob, can you find his signature somewhere?”

Jacob grinned, “Yes, of course and I like the way you’re thinking!”

Fearghas looked between them, confusion on his face. “What do you mean?”

Jacob opened his mouth to answer but Cam got there first. “If we can duplicate his signature, I’m going to have papers drawn up and dated yesterday with him selling me his percentage.”

“Is that legal?” Fearghas asked.

Cam thought about his answer, taking his time while every eye was on him. “Fearghas, I think Marie may need you.”

Fergie smiled and chimed in, “Yup, I heard her calling on you, Dad.”

Fearghas sighed in response, “I guess I should go and see what she wants.”

“Good idea,” Cam said quietly, waiting until the Alpha had left before turning back to Jacob. “Okay, anyone else who has a problem with anything they even think I’m going to do, should leave now.”

Nobody moved, Fergie shaking his head. “I’m in. I don’t give a fuck how we do it but we need to take him down.”

“I agree.” Cam grinned. “I’m going to make him pay and first stop is getting control of his land. So, Jacob, contact Ms. Hood and get her to organize a contract dated yesterday and get it ‘signed’ then find me something I can use against the other two. If you can’t find something that’s enough for me to get them to sign over their percentage then make it up and make it good.”

“Done.” Jacob smiled. “Now, I’ve got a ton of electronic motion sensors here. I want them put all around the camp so we can monitor who’s watching us.”

Cam spoke up, “They’re using magic to mask their scents but hopefully the sensors will pick them up.”

“They will,” Jacob agreed. “Plus I’ve brought some ‘surprises’ too. They’re only small charges, enough to scare but not kill. I’ll only detonate from here so nobody from this Pack sets them off but it’ll give those fuckers something to think about.”

“Shit! That’s great. I can help there, I’m pretty good with electronics and got even better the last few months.” Fergie hit the arms of his wheelchair. “Nothing else for me to do nowadays.”

“Good, you and I can work together so there’s always one of us monitoring the instruments.” Jacob turned back to Cam. “Who’s the girl?”

“What girl?” Cam tried to deflect.

“Don’t mess with me. I need to know everything and I heard your conversation with your right-hand woman.”

Jinx smirked at Cam and said, “She’s Dupont’s sister and Cam met her earlier. That was about the time he and Silas had a run-in.”

“Okay, well, she may be able to help.” Jacob looked thoughtful. “If she could let us know what’s going on over there it would really assist us.”

“No!” Cam almost shouted. “She’s in enough danger as it is. I won’t put her in anymore.”

Jacob’s hands came up, palms forward. “Okay, Cam. I see the girl is a sore point.”

“Chastity. Her name’s Chastity and Dupont has already hurt her today.”

Fergie growled. “What?”

“She phoned the office and spoke with Stracey. She was scared and said that Dupont had already ‘punished’ her because he could scent Silas on her but they can’t find him.”

Jinx smirked, “Well, that’s ‘cause he’s burned to a crisp at the bottom of a ravine.”

“Sounds as if she’s really scared of her brother,” Mac put in, his face showing his distaste at the thought.

“She’s terrified,” Cam agreed. “She was shaking like a leaf and I swear I could almost taste her fear. So, Jacob, I will not ask her to do anything that puts her in more danger.”

“Fine,” Jacob acquiesced, “woulda been good to have someone on the inside but we can work with what we’ve got.”

“I’ve got a number for her and I’ll call her shortly. Jacob, you sort out what you need here. First is getting Silas’ percentage of the land. Then I want as much as I can get.”

“I’ll phone Ms. Hood now.” Jacob got up, dialing a number on his phone as he went to the back door to make the call.

“Jinx, you liaise with Jacob. Give him whatever he needs and we’ll set up some shifts to guard the camp.” Cam stood up stating, “I don’t want that fucker trying anything here but if he does come, I want to be the one to confront him. Make sure everyone knows that.”

“Will do,” Jinx replied, “tell Chastity to stay safe.”

Cam noticed the cheeky glint in his friend’s eye as he checked his phone, seeing the text from Stracey and memorizing the number. Inputting the numbers his heart sped up and when he heard her voice his breath hitched, just for a moment, before he caught himself.

“Hi, it’s Cam. Are you okay?”

He heard a little intake of breath, similar to the one he’d just experienced, before she replied. “Yes, but he knows something is wrong. Silas is never away this long.”

“Don’t worry, he won’t get any more information from the body. That’s if they find it.” Cam’s heart was beating wildly in his chest and he had no idea why. “Do you want to leave? I can meet you and bring you to safety.”

“I can’t, not tonight. He’s got me locked up with guards on the door.”

Her words elicited a snarl, “Locked up? I can come, now, and I’ll get you out.”

“No!” Chastity’s voice was frantic. “Please don’t do that. You’ll get hurt and then he’ll know I’m involved in something. Please don’t come.”

Cam took a steadying breath, the urge to go Wolf and go get Chastity gnawing inside him. “What do you want me to do?”

“If I get out tomorrow, I’ll call you and we can talk ‘bout it then. I just needed you to know that he’s aware something is wrong. I,” her voice faltered, “don’t want you getting hurt.”

“Trust me,” Cam said forcibly, “when your brother and I meet it won’t be me hurting.”

“I hope not,” Chastity whispered.

“While I have you on the phone can I ask you some questions?” He waited until she agreed. “Okay, do you have any information that could be used against Pascall and Quincy? Any weaknesses they have? Anything at all.”

“Hmm, let me think.” She was quiet for a moment or two. “Pascall likes to gamble. I know Philippe has argued with him about it before because he had to bail him out of a hole. Other than that I’m not sure.”

“That’s good to know, I can use that.” Cam knew Jacob would uncover any debts the man held. “What ‘bout Quincy? Anything on him?”

Long moments of silence met him as he waited her out. He could sense she wanted to say something but was having difficulty putting it into words. Finally, she answered, “Quincy is a creep, a really bad creep and there have been rumors of him liking young girls.”

Chastity took a deep breath, the sound of it causing Cam to inhale too. “Go on,” he said quietly, her reluctance obvious.

“I know he’s gotten into trouble here for going after the youngsters and got into a fight or two over it. I overheard Philippe telling him he had to stop, well, in the Pack anyways. Now I think he goes elsewhere to get what he wants.”

Cam fought back the growl threatening to break free at the thought of a full grown Wolf taking advantage of young girls. His disgust at Quincy causing him to think of the ways he was going to hurt him as soon as he got the chance. He kept his voice calm when he replied, “Okay, that’s information we can use too. Oh, and Chastity, he’ll pay for what he’s done to them. Don’t worry ‘bout that.”

“Good,” Chastity murmured, “he deserves to be punished. Cam, I have to go, I can hear them coming. Please be careful.”

“You too and if you get out of there, phone me immediately and I’ll come get you.”

“I’ll try.” Chastity hung up.

Cam sighed, the loss of her voice in his ear causing a sadness within his chest. “What the hell is going on with me?” he thought as he went back to the table.

Jacob was grinning like a cat that got the cream. “Here it is.” He shook a sheaf of papers held in his hand. “All I need to do now is copy his signature and you are the proud owner of Silas’ share of the land.”

Cam sat down. “Good. Now I have some more work for you.” He went on to give Jacob the information that Chastity had given and saw his PI smirk before doing what he did best.

The rest of the guys were being herded out by Fergie, a black hold all on his lap. “Where they off to?” Cam asked.

“Going to put the sensors out, Fergie is quite the little whiz with electronics.”

“That he is,” Cam agreed, picking up the paperwork and going through the contract with a fine tooth comb. 

*****

Chastity stared at her phone before placing it back inside her bra. The fools had patted her jeans pockets but that was all so they hadn’t found her phone, thank goodness. Her thoughts had been wandering to the tall, dark stranger she’d met earlier. Her heart beating wildly every time she thought of him.

He’d said he could help her, take her away from here. But, could he? Was he strong enough to stand against her brother? More importantly, was he devious enough to beat Philippe? She knew how cunning and underhanded he was and she wasn’t sure if this Wolf, Cam, would be able to do what he’d said.

She hoped so. She wished with all her heart that he could because her brother was downright evil. No other word for it and it saddened her to no end. Philippe hadn’t always been this way. When they were both young he’d always watched out for her, looked after her. Then their parents were killed and he changed.

No longer did he care about anyone or anything except himself and he’d turned into a monster. A malicious and wicked man who did whatever he needed to do to get what he wanted. Including murder.

Chastity was well aware of what he’d done and she feared for her own safety. Knowing he’d do whatever he felt was necessary to get what he wanted from her. And what he wanted right now was his Beta.

She jumped as the lock turned in the door, backing up, and sitting on her bed as he walked in. Philippe’s face scared her, the look in his eyes one she’d seen before. She fought to control her body, stop it from shaking in fear as he stepped in front of her.

“Tell me,” he sneered down at her, obviously scenting her terror.

“I don’t know where he is. I really don’t.”

Chastity didn’t even see it coming, his hand moving so fast as he slapped her hard. Her face stung and her eyes watered as she fell sideways. “Philippe, I’m not lying! I saw him earlier but then he left and I don’t know where he went!”

“Chastity, my dear sister, you are lying and if you don’t tell me what the fuck is going on I’m going to let Pascall and Quincy come in here and have some fun with you.”

“You wouldn’t!” Chastity’s breath caught in her throat at the thought of those two being let loose on her.

“I will, now, tell me.” Philippe’s eyes bored into hers and her mind went haywire trying to come up with something, anything, to stop the threat being carried out.

“Okay! I’ll tell you.” Chastity knew her lie may not be believed but it was all she could do to stop from being violated. “You have to stay calm, Philippe, you’re not going to like what I am going to say.”

Philippe raised an eyebrow as he motioned with a hand for her to continue.

“He wants to leave the Pack and take me with him. He’s trying to do some sort of deal with someone but he wouldn’t tell me any details. He said he can’t trust me not to tell you. He said he wants to go somewhere he’ll have a chance of becoming Alpha and he knows that won’t happen here. You’re too strong for him to ever challenge so he’s got his eye on a smaller Pack with an Alpha he can take over from.”

Chastity sat back up as Philippe cursed, “Fuck! I knew he was a traitor! He’s going to rue the day he ever thought of leaving. I’ll rip his fucking throat out! When is he due back? Tell me, sister, tell me now!”

Chastity’s heart leaped in her chest as Philippe ranted. “I’m not sure, he said he’s got some business to attend to and he didn’t want you to know ‘bout it. He said he’d kill me if I told you.”

“I bet he did. Well, you don’t need to worry ‘bout that fucker anymore. I’ll deal with him.” Philippe sneered down at her, “However, you’re staying here until I deal with him. I wouldn’t want you letting the cat out of the bag that I know his devious little plan. Get comfortable, Chastity and thank you, sister, for finally telling me the truth.”

“I was scared, Philippe. He said he would hurt me or kill me if I told you.” Chastity managed a small smile as her brother’s hand tousled her hair.

“I won’t let him hurt you. I’ll take care of him but you understand I can’t have you running off and letting him know that I’m onto him. Don’t you?”

“Yes, of course, but I would never do that.” Chastity tried for sincerity and thought she’d pulled it off as he smiled at her.

“Just in case, little sister, I’m keeping you guarded under lock and key.”

With that he turned around and left, her heart rate slowly going back to normal. She could still hear him talking to someone outside in the hall so she guessed he was making sure the guards didn’t let her out.

“Shit, I’ll need to call Cam in the morning and let him know I can’t get away,” she thought lying down and trying to sleep. Thinking of the black Wolf causing her stomach to flutter as her eyes slid closed.

*****

Cam watched his PI work. Jacob hissed, then snarled, then growled, but Cam didn’t comment. He knew that he would talk to him when he wanted and not before, but could only assume he was checking out Quincy. Pascall’s gambling would not elicit that kind of response from his hardened PI. Cam continued with the contract, nodding to himself as he finished. Stracey had done it again. Everything was perfect and legally binding. Well, apart from the forged signature. However, he knew that absolutely nobody could question the perfect copy of the Beta’s own handwriting. 

Jacob was good, very good indeed.

It was almost half an hour before Jacob spoke again. Slamming a palm down onto the table as his printer started to whir and papers appeared. “Got it. Pascall is easy, he’s already in hock to another moneylender and looks like Philippe has bailed him out before so he’s not gonna do it again. He is up to his neck in gambling debts so...”

“How much?” Cam butted in.

“Over a hundred thousand and rising dramatically every day with the kind of interest he’s paying.” Jacob handed Cam the paperwork. “Now, our other Wolf, Quincy, I gotta say, Cam, I want to get my hands on him real bad. He’s online a lot getting kiddie porn pics and through that I managed to hack into his home pc. It’s chock full of disgusting images and the stupid fuck even has pics of him on there with kids. I’m sure we can use them to get him to sign over or we hand him and the pics over to the Council. He’ll know full well what the Council does to kiddie diddlers so he’s gonna want to avoid that at all costs. It’s a pity though ‘cause he needs to be dealt with and the harsher the better.”

Cam held his hand up, “Wait, shit, I forgot to phone Rebecca. I need to get in touch with her before I can deal with Quincy’s sick proclivities.”

Jacob started to put the paperwork into two separate files and Cam almost gagged as he caught sight of some of Quincy’s pictures. He turned away so he didn’t have to see them as he found Rebecca’s number and connecting the call. It rang for several seconds before her soft voice answered.

“Cam, how nice to hear from you.”

Cam couldn’t help but smile. Rebecca may be small, with strawberry blonde hair and brown eyes and she had the softest voice he’d heard. But, and it was a big but, the Witch was anything but soft. She was one kickass woman who wielded magic like a sword, precise and, at times, deadly.

“Rebecca, I hope you are well?” Cam opened with the niceties, she didn’t respond well otherwise.

“I am, thank you for asking. And you?”

“I’m fine, thanks.”

“So, what do you need?”

Typical Rebecca, straight to point after the minutiae was out of the way. “I’m at my uncle’s Pack and we have a problem. Another Pack is using magic to shield them infiltrating and attacking his Wolves. Some have disappeared and never been found, others have had nearly fatal accidents, including my cousin. If I send the jet are you able to come and help out?”

Rebecca’s voice changed in an instant, “What? That’s outrageous! Of course I’ll come. I’ll be there as soon as I can. I’m visiting another coven so I’m not too far away. I can drive, I don’t need the jet.”

“Thank you.” Cam knew Rebecca’s deep seated values would have her offended and angered at what was going on. “We need all the help we can get. See you soon, Rebecca.”

“Okay, Cam, and you take care until I get there. I wouldn’t like to see you getting hurt.”

He knew that the Witch had a soft spot for him but he thought of her more like a little sister and just didn’t feel that way toward her. He’d let her down gently one time and she’d backed off. Cam was glad because he didn’t want to lose her friendship or her magic. She’d helped him hone his own on more occasions than he could remember. 

“I’ll be careful. Gotta go, we’ve a lot to do here.”

She said goodbye and he hung up, turning to see Jacob smirking. “Don’t say a word. Not a word.”

“I didn’t say anything but since we’re alone I think you’re going to want to hear some other information I have.”

Cam sat back down. “Go,” was all he said as Jacob checked his screen.

“Okay.” Jacob scrolled down and then looked at Cam. “Philippe’s been buying up land as we already know, but, he’s got bids in on two parcels that could cause this Pack problems. One is to the North West and one is to the South East and Fearghas transports timber right through both of those areas. I can only assume Philippe is going to buy and then stop your uncle from using those roads. There’s no other way available for Fearghas unless he builds another road and that’s going to either be impossible as it would need to cut through property he doesn’t own or pay Philippe to use the roads. Neither is a good option.”

“When do the bids close?” 

Jacob checked his screen again. “Tomorrow at midday.”

Cam pulled his phone out, hitting speed dial one. He didn’t even let Stracey say hello, “Jacob is going to send you some details of land that’s up for sale. Bidding ends tomorrow midday and I want them. He’ll let you know what to bid in the mail he sends you. Let me know as soon as it’s done.”

Stracey only said, “Of course.” And Cam hung up.

Looking pointedly at his PI he queried, “I assume you can find out Philippe’s bid?” Jacob nodded, “Good, add on another fifty thousand and send that figure to Ms. Hood.”

Jacob held his hand up, “Wait a minute, Cam. The land is tiny and I’m sure, wait a sec...”

Jacob’s fingers flew over the keyboard for a couple of minutes before he smiled, “Yeah, I thought so. Philippe’s bid is eight thousand for one and nine for the other and he’s outbid any others by a couple of thousand. You don’t need to pay fifty more.”

“I do,” Cam’s face was as hard as his voice, “if I want that land I need to make sure he doesn’t get it. I’m assuming he doesn’t have an extra $100K lying around?” Jacob shook his head. “Good, that means I get the land. Send the email, Jacob.”

“Fine,” Jacob grumbled, “but if you want to throw money away then throw it my way.”

Cam sniggered, “You have more than enough money and don’t even try to deny it.”

“I get by,” Jacob said as Cam laughed out loud.

“Get by! You get by? So how did you buy that Porsche? Or that Cartier that’s on your wrist?”

Jacob shrugged, “I saved?”

Cam laughed again. “Yeah, you saved up for a Porsche.”

The large Wolf laughed with Cam before giving up. “Yeah, okay, I’ve got a few dollars. Not as much as you, playboy, but enough.”

“So, we’ve gotten sidetracked. Let’s get back to Pascall and Quincy.” 

Jacob scowled, “Do we have to? I felt as if I needed a long shower after dealing with those two, ‘specially Quincy.”

“Yes,” Cam said as he picked up one of the piles of paper, “we do. Now, Pascall is going to be easy, get his number and arrange a meet somewhere in town. Offer him enough to pay his debts off and some more and if he doesn’t bite then you can tell him it’s a case of take it or...”

Jacob’s face deadpan as he answered, “I do like the ‘or’ option but I’ll only go there if need be.”

“Organize another meet with Quincy. Take this shit here and let him know you’re going to hand him and it over to the Council if he doesn’t sign over his percentage. Offer him ten $10K in cash and that’s all.”

Jacob’s face turned hard, full of anger as he replied, “We’re not letting him get away are we? I just want him to sign then I’d like to take him somewhere nice ‘n private for a little one on one.”

Cam stared at Jacob, cocking his head to the side then raising an eyebrow. “How well do you know me? You think I’d let him go? Really?”

Cam saw Jacob’s eyes widen before his mouth broke into a grin. “Thank fuck for that, ‘cause I’m not sure I’d’ve let him go even if you’d said to. So, what’s your plan for him?”

“Matthieu,” Cam nodded toward the pile of papers that held the disgusting images of Quincy. “We give him that and the time of the meet and he can pick him up afterward. I have a feeling Quincy will have a rough ride with that particular Wolf. Matthieu doesn’t come across as if he’ll be gentle with a Wolf that’s done what Quincy has.”

“Good,” Jacob’s voice full of hatred, “makes me feel a bit better but I’d still like my own time alone with the bastard.”

“Me too, but we have other things to take care of, my friend. We need to keep this Pack safe.”

~ Chapter 9 ~

Cam went to the fridge, putting out some fruit to snack on just as Fergie and the boys arrived back, joking and laughing as they entered the kitchen. Fergie looked as if he’d been given a new lease on life, his smile wide and eyes alive with mischief. Just the way he used to be before being attacked and left for dead.

“Fergie,” Cam caught his cousin’s attention, “I’ve a job for Matthieu and the Council. Can you give him this paperwork and ask him to liaise with Jacob regarding picking this fuck up?”

Fergie reached for the sheaf of papers and Cam cautioned, “I’d warn against looking at this. It’s not pretty and you’ll only feel disgusted and angry. Just get it to Matthieu please.”

“Okay, cuz, whatever you say.” Fergie placed the papers on his lap and wheeled away quickly.

*****

“Angel, where are you?” Fergie asked as soon as he closed the door of their cabin. His need to hold his mate burning deep inside him.

“I’m here, ma cherie.” Angel appeared from the kitchen, a pile of laundry in her arms. “I’m just going to put these away. Did you have fun getting the sensors set up and meeting with your cousin?”

“Put them down and come here.” Fergie’s voice was husky as his arousal grew. A mere glimpse of his mate was all that it took.

“Oh! I see my Wolf is amorous tonight. Oui?” Angel laughed, placing the laundry on a chair and skipping over to him. 

As soon as he could he grabbed her, his thick strong arms, pulling her to sit on his lap. “I am, my little minx, especially after the crap I’ve just seen. I need you, Angel.”

“What’s wrong?” Angel’s eyes staring at him, worry on her face.

“One of the Wild Ranch Pack, he’s a fucking monster. He, he, well, let’s just say he preys on kids.”

“No! Surely an Alpha wouldn’t allow that? Even one as bad as Dupont?”

“He does, he apparently doesn’t give a shit one of his inner circle is a pedophile. Fuck!” Fergie ran a hand over his face, “Come to me, baby, I need you to take those fucking images outta my head.”

She was on his lap, her arms around his neck, in a flash, the feel of her body against him calming his inner beast. Angel pressed her lips to his, his heart beating wildly as her hands caressed his face. “Let’s go to bed, ma cherie.” Her words stroking against his mouth.

“You know I love you? Don’t you?” Fergie murmured against her luscious lips.

Angel’s tongue licked his mouth before gently biting his bottom lip. “I do, but not as much as I love you. Now, take me to bed and let that tongue loose on my body!”

Fergie chuckled as he wheeled them towards their room, Angel’s hands doing sinful things to his body as they went. “Help me forget what I saw, Angel.”

Her head lowered, nibbling on his neck, “I will, ma cherie, I will,” she whispered as they reached their room.

“Good,” was all he said as his lips claimed hers in a scorching kiss.

*****

“Are guards organized? Shifts set in place?” Jacob asked as he typed furiously on his keyboard.

“Yes and yes. We’re taking over at dawn but it’s covered ‘til then.” Mac replied as he got a beer from the fridge and sat down.

Jacob nodded. “Good. All sensors are active and an alarm will go off here if one is triggered. I’ll have this beside my bed, wherever that is, and it’ll wake me. Fuck, the noise will probably wake everyone up so if you hear it then get your asses’ outta bed.”

“Will do,” Cam muttered as his mind wandered to the white Wolf. He could see her clearly as she ran through the forest and once again his stomach clenched tight.

*****

“Cam,” Rory braved Cam being upset at him, taking the bull by its horns and asking what he’d wanted to since they’d walked in.  “Is it okay if I go and meet Charlie? I promise I’ll get to bed at a decent time and be up for our shift at dawn.”

Cam frowned. “Charlie? Who the hell is Charlie?”

Jinx laughed as Logan smirked, Rory knew he was blushing. “Charlie’s the She-Wolf I met last night. Her name’s Charlotte but she prefers Charlie.”

Mac smirked as he put his beer down. “She followed us around as we put the sensors out. She’s like a little...”

“Shut up, Mac!” Rory spat out through clenched teeth. “I told you earlier to pack it in. I won’t say it again.”

Rory could feel his anger rising as Mac spoke and he fought to control it. He was sure Cam wouldn’t appreciate if he punched Mac square on the nose, like he desperately wanted to. Rory felt his anger recede as his longing to go and meet up with Charlotte rose. He watched as Cam looked between him and Mac.

“So long as you don’t forget your commitment to us, Rory.” Cam stared hard at him. “We’ll need you alert for your shift, the Pack’s safety is in our hands right now and we can’t jeopardize that for anything or anyone. Okay?”

Rory’s heart soared. “Yes, I understand. See you at dawn.”

He was already walking backwards while he spoke and as soon as he finished he turned around and bolted outside. Charlotte was waiting for him, sitting on the bottom step to the house. As she turned to look up at him, her face broke into a wide, beaming smile and his stomach was suddenly full of butterflies.

“Hi,” he managed to get out as she stood up, “you’re still here.”

“What an idiot! Of course she’s still here!” he thought as she held out a hand to him.

“I told you I’d wait.” She grinned as he took her hand.

“Where shall we go?” he asked as they walked away from the house. The feel of her hand in his so good he clasped it tighter.

“Well, my dad is on guard duty and it’s only him and me in our cabin.” Her eyes twinkled as she looked up into his eyes, a rather cheeky look on her face.

“Really?” Rory grinned like a kid. “Where’s your mum?”

“Mom, we say mom here and she’s away visiting her sister for a few days. So, my true Highland Wolf, we have the place to ourselves.”

“I see.” Rory squeezed her hand. “I just gotta check though, is that okay? Your Pack doesn’t have rules ‘bout that? A single female taking a male back to their cabin? I don’t want to upset anyone ‘cause Cam would kick my ass if I did.”

Charlie shrugged. “Nope, we’re pretty free around here and I’m old enough so there’s no problem.”

“How old?” Rory asked, wondering for the hundredth time since he’d met her.

“I’m an adult, Rory, don’t worry.” Charlie pulled him onwards. “How old are you?”

Rory laughed, “Oh I think you’d be surprised. I’m a lot older than I look.”

“Same here.” Charlie smirked.

“Let’s just agree we’re both adults and free to do as we wish. How’s that?” Rory asked as she tugged him up some stairs and into a small cabin.

“Agreed.” Charlie swept her arm outwards. “Welcome to my home, Highland boy.”

“I’m no boy, Charlie.” Rory only looked around for a second or two before his eyes landed back on hers.

“Good,” she said and bit her lower lip, “‘cause I’m not looking for a boy. I want a man and they’re in short supply around here.”

Rory frowned. “What’re you talking about? This is a large Pack and there’s a lot of Wolves. They can’t all be young boys.”

Charlie only stared at him, seconds turned into a minute before she reached a finger up and ran the tip along his lips. “Nobody for me here. I’ve been looking for a long time, Rory from Scotland, and nobody has ever got under my skin.”

Rory opened his mouth, letting her finger slip along his lips as his heart rate rocketed. “I do?”

Charlie nodded, going on her tiptoes as her hand moved to the back of his neck, pulling him down towards her. “Good,” he said as he grabbed her to him, his lips finally meeting hers in a scorching kiss.

His breathing irregular as he grasped her closer and closer, moving them backwards until she hit the wall. One of his hands curled tight in her long dark hair as the other seized her ass and pulled her up. As soon as he did, her legs wrapped around his waist and she sank her tongue deep inside his mouth to dance with his. 

“Bedroom,” he mumbled as his hardness grew, his senses on overload while her scent invaded his entire being. His Wolf howled loudly when she removed her legs from his waist to stand before him.

Charlie’s pupils were so dilated her eyes looked almost black as she smiled up at him. “This way, Highland boy.”

Rory felt a growl rumble in his chest as he followed her. “I’ve told you, I’m no boy.”

Charlie laughed as she ran the last few feet towards the door to her bedroom, tugging him in behind her. Rory didn’t even take time to look around, as soon as he saw her bed he picked her up and carried her towards it. “Let me show you I’m no boy,” he growled when her lips found his once again.

“Show me,” she breathed into his mouth as they made it to the bed.

Rory placed her on the bed, his hands moving lightning fast to remove her clothes and boots. As his fingers touched her soft skin he growled again, his eyes raking over her body. The sight of her in only her bra and panties causing his cock to twitch almost painfully within the confines of his jeans. 

“Your turn,” she purred as she moved to get more comfortable, her head on a pillow, she stared at him as if he was her next meal.

He cocked his head to the side, watching her as he pulled his own clothes off. When his shirt left his body he heard her gasp and he clearly heard her heart rate picking up. “Now, Charlie, do I look like a boy to you?”

Shaking her head, she bit her bottom lip again, “Nope,” was all she said as her eyes moved to his fingers, now undoing his jeans.

Rory kicked off his boots, leaning down to remove his socks before standing up straight. Charlie’s eyes glued to the waistband of his pants as he slowly lowered them. A chuckle escaped him as she let out a long breath when his full nakedness came into view.

“Wow!” she exclaimed, as her eyes widened at his arousal.

Rory lay down next to her, taking her in his arms, as they kissed with abandon. His hands running up and down her body before landing on her breast. As he slid her nipple between two fingers she melted back into the bed, his own body moving to cover hers. 

One of Charlie’s hands held the back of his neck, her fingers in his hair as her other hand ran her nails down his back. She wasn’t being gentle and he could feel small drips of blood pool where her nails raked his skin. Rory moved a knee to open her legs as he moved to cover her completely, his hardness nearing her entrance.

Their passion reaching heights he had never encountered before as his mind was consumed by her; body, scent and soul. A fleeting thought of protection ran through his desire addled brain before her hand landed on his ass, urging him towards her. With one last movement he slid inside, a low roar erupting from his throat as they moved in unison toward that great precipice.

Charlie’s screams of passion bringing him nearer and nearer his release. His name torn from her lips as her head fell back, her orgasm hitting hard as she clamped tightly around him. It was at that point he knew he could last no longer, his seed erupting deep inside her, his head thrown back as he howled loudly.

Rory only just managed to stop himself from sinking his teeth deep into her, marking her as his. “What the fucking hell?” he thought as he retracted his fangs that were now filling his mouth. “That’s never happened before!” His mind in turmoil at the feelings coursing through him.

As his mind cleared he looked down into Charlie’s beautiful face. A face that shone with passion and contentment. “You okay?” he asked quietly, hoping he hadn’t hurt her.

“I’m more than okay, my Highland Wolf.” She beamed up at him and he noted she didn’t use “boy.” 

“Fuck! Shit!” he cursed as he realized they’d not used a condom. “I’m sorry,” he apologized and she raised an eyebrow in question. “Protection, we didn’t use any,” he clarified and saw the comprehension hit.

Charlie placed her hands on his chest, pushing him off her, before jumping up and running to the bathroom attached to her room. He could clearly hear her curse and swear as she turned on a shower. Rory sat up, placing his head in his hands as he took several deep breaths.

“How could you be so stupid?” he thought, over and over as he heard something that almost broke his heart.

Rory got up quickly, striding to the bathroom and finding Charlie sitting on the toilet seat, tears running down her face. He knelt in front of her, placing his finger under her chin to lift her head. Her red-rimmed eyes met his and she hiccupped as he kissed her lips gently.

“I’m sorry,” he whispered, “it’s my fault, I should’ve stopped and gotten a condom.”

Charlie shook her head. “No, it’s not just your fault. I should’ve told you to wear one but, fuck, Rory, I’ve never felt like that before.”

Rory sighed. “Me neither, but it doesn’t excuse my lack of thought. I’m really sorry.”

“As I said, it’s not all on you, Rory. Let’s just keep our fingers crossed that your seed didn’t take root, ‘cause I’m darn sure neither of us wants that right now.”

Rory stood up, pulling her up and heading into the walk-in shower together. Her words ringing in his ears as he pondered the thought of becoming a father. It was definitely something he’d avoided like the plague ‘til now, but for some weird reason he wasn’t running for the hills at the thought. Usually he was a “love ‘em ‘n leave ‘em” type of guy, having fun then moving on, but he knew Charlie was different.

He knew it and his Wolf knew it. She was special but he had no clue why or if she felt the same. All he knew was that from the moment he saw her his heart stuttered every time he looked at her. His beast prowling around inside his brain and fighting to get out.

As he soaped Charlie’s back she relaxed, “Rory,” she murmured, “did I see your fangs earlier? I thought I did.”

Rory squirmed, embarrassed for the lack of control over his beast. “Hmm, possibly.” He tried to distract her, his hands reaching around to gently rub the soap over her breasts.

“Stop it!” Charlie laughed. “You know you’ve got to get back and rest.”

Rory chuckled, “Yeah, I know, but it was worth a shot.”

“So,” Charlie said and turned into his arms, “you never answered. Fangs?”

He knew his face flushed, he could feel it as she stared into his eyes. “Yeah, no idea what happened but they came out all on their own. Musta been in the heat of passion, ya know?”

Charlie shook her head. “No, I don’t. It’s never happened before and I think you missed it but mine did too.”

“Really?” he stuttered, “What the hell?”

Charlie frowned. “I know, surprised the shit outta me too.”

Rory leaned down, placing his forehead against hers as the water fell over them as if they were standing under a waterfall. “Weird, it’s never happened with me either.” 

“Too late to think on it now, my Highlander, you need to get back and sleep.” Charlie reached over and turned off the water. “I don’t want Cam angry at you, or me! He seems a little intense.”

Rory stepped out, grabbing a towel and handing it to her before getting one for himself. “He’s okay, just likes things done properly and his way. He’s a good leader, Charlie. A very good leader.”

“Yes, I think so too, well, from the little I’ve seen of him. Is he Alpha?”

Drying himself off, he shook his head. “No, he should’ve been but there’s history between him and his dad so he left the Pack a long time ago. He’s a fancy businessman now, property and finance and he’s rich as Satan with private jets ‘n fancy cars.”

“That’s a pity. He looks like he’d make a good strong Alpha.”

Rory went in search of his clothes, dressing quickly as Charlie pulled on a long t-shirt. “If he ever decided to live in a Pack he most definitely would be Alpha. He’s not good at taking orders from anyone, he much prefers giving them, but he thinks things through and does what’s best. Like here, he’s doing his damnedest to help and he won’t stop until he’s fixed things.”

Charlie came over, cupping the side of his face. “Good, ‘cause it’s been kinda scary round here lately.”

“Don’t be scared, Charlotte, we’ll make sure you’re all safe. Trust me, you don’t want Cam gunning for you ‘cause he’s one scary Wolf when he’s angry. Talking of which, I better get going. See you tomorrow?”

Rory cocked his head to the side as she nodded and he pulled her hard against his body, his lips taking hers in a hot kiss. He could hear her heart beating madly as he pulled away. “Tomorrow, my American Wolf.”

“Yes, tomorrow,” Charlie whispered as he left her standing in the middle of her room with a smile on her face.

~ Chapter 10 ~

Cam was still up when Rory walked in, a goofy smile on his face. He sat on the sofa waiting to see if his friend would even notice he was there. Rory was almost to the stairs before he saw him, his face blushing as he gave a small smile. 

Cam chuckled. “I see you had a good night.”

Rory walked over, sitting on the chair next to him. “I did, she’s wonderful, Cam. I’ve never met someone that I felt like this about. It’s kinda scary and shit, can I ask you something?”

“Not if it’s anything to do with sex.” Cam kept a straight face. “You’re a big boy and I’m not your father so any questions in that department are not getting answered.”

“Don’t be daft! Well, it’s not directly about sex. Cam, have your fangs ever come out on their own when you’ve been...you know.”

Cam sat up straighter, frowning at his friend and trying to word his answer so it didn’t scare Rory shitless. “Fangs coming out? Hmm, nope never happened to me but I’ve known a few that it’s happened to.”

Rory let out a long sigh, “Thank goodness! I was getting worried.”

“Rory, the people I’ve known it happen to, well, it happened at a particular time. Not just run of the mill but ...” Cam stopped, seeing his friend’s eyes widen as if he was waiting on the executioners axe to fall. “Don’t look so scared. It’s not anything bad. Well, not for most Wolves anyway.”

Rory jumped up. “Cam, will ye just tell me!”

“It usually happens during bonding.” Cam waited, knowing an outburst was going to follow.

He was right, Rory’s hands flew up, his head shaking furiously. “No! Don’t be stupid. I’ve just freaking met her. Yes, she’s gorgeous, hot ‘n sexy but my mate? I don’t bloody think so!”

Cam sat quietly, waiting on Rory to calm down but his friend started pacing back and forth in front of the log fire. Cam watched as he saw a dozen different emotions flitting across Rory’s face. Shock, incomprehension and even fear were clear on Rory’s features. At last he stopped, turning to Cam with a face as white as a sheet.

“You think she’s mine?” he whispered.

Cam shrugged. “I have no idea, I’ve not seen you two together and truth be told, Rory, only you and your beast know the answer to that.”

“Fuck,” Rory swore, running a hand over his face as his breaths quickened. 

“You should go to bed, looks like you’ve a lot on your mind, my friend, but try and get some rest.”

“What? Rest, you really think I’m going to get sleep now?” Rory grumbled as he walked up the stairs with Cam chuckling as he went.

Cam settled back on the sofa, his mind wandering, again, to the White Wolf and hoping she was safe and unhurt. The thought of her being injured or suffering in any way bringing an anger so great it scared him. Anger wasn’t a good emotion to function on. Cool and calm was the way to go but when he thought of Chastity all rationale appeared to fly out the window.

Lying down, Cam decided he would rest on the sofa instead of making his way upstairs. This way he would be nearer the door if anything happened overnight. The last thing he saw in his mind was the image of the White Wolf flying over the ground as it tried to outrun the Beta. He made a vow to himself he would keep her safe from her brother. No matter what that took.

Cam was certain his eyes had just closed when he heard feet coming down the stairs, more than one pair. He shot up, thinking the alarm had gone off but the smell of breakfast hanging in the air told him otherwise. Jinx, Mac and the rest of the guys, including Jacob filed past. 

“I assume there were no alarms overnight?” he mumbled and Jacob shook his head.

“Good,” Cam said as he joined everyone at the table, moaning. “It’s still dark outside.” 

“We take over at dawn, so duh, ‘course it’s still dark out.” Jinx grinned as he shoved crispy bacon into his mouth and washed it down with fresh orange juice.

“True, well I have to...” Cam didn’t get to finish as Fergie crashed through the front door shouting.

“Cam! Cam! He’s gone, Mom doesn’t know when or where but he’s gone!”

Cam strode over. “Who’s gone?”

Fergie’s face was white and Cam could feel the fear and apprehension rolling off him. His cousin took a deep breath, “Father, he’s gone. Mom couldn’t find him and neither can I or the guards. Cam, I’m worried he’s gone after Dupont.”

“Fuck!” Cam cursed as he started to pace back and forth. “I told him I’d deal with this. I told him not to go after him!”

Fergie agreed, “I know you did but he’s angry. So, so angry.”

“I know, and I understand his anger but going off on his own won’t solve this. Jacob, why didn’t the sensors pick him up?”

Jacob shrugged his shoulders. “I have no idea but if he knew where they were he could easily get around them. The area around the camp is huge and we only put them on the side that Dupont’s Wolves have been known to use.”

Cam frowned and huffed, “We should’ve known Fearghas would do something. I should’ve known! Okay, we need to go and find him now. Before he gets himself into trouble. Grab something to eat quickly, boys, we’ve got to move.”

“We’re ready,” Mac said, motioning to the rest to get up.

“Where do we start?” Jinx asked as Cam started to strip off his clothes.

“Alpha’s house, we’ll start tracking from there.” Cam pulled his jeans off, turning to Fergie. “We’ll find him, go and stay with your mother, she’ll be needing you, Fergie.”

Fergie’s hands were clenched as he furiously hit the wheels of his chair. “I fucking hate this!”

Jinx stepped forward stating firmly, “Fergie, we know, but you need to stay calm and go look after your mum. Now, Fergie.”

Fergie looked up at the sharp tone, his eyes full of anger and anguish. “Yeah, I know, sorry.”

“No apologies necessary,” Cam said as he walked past and went outside, transforming as soon as he was free of the confines of the house.

His great black beast paced in front of the house impatiently waiting on everyone else as Fergie rolled away, back to the Alpha’s house. Cam watched his friends as they filed out, stark naked, changing as soon as they could then waiting for his lead.

Jacob joined them, his beast massive as Cam took off towards his uncle’s house, where they found Fergie, Angel, and his aunt waiting. Marie came down the stairs, wringing her hands and worry on her face. “Find him for me, please.”

Cam growled then lowered his head, letting his unique tracking power loose to lock onto Fearghas’ trail. He saw it as a gold mist floating just on top of the ground, heading around the back of the cabin. He took off, slowly at first, but once in the trees he had a clear view of the trail his uncle took and he increased his speed until they were speeding headlong through the forest.

The golden mist took them on a twisting trail, which was obviously done to avoid the sensors Jacob had positioned to warn them of Dupont’s incursions. Cam mentally shook his head at the stupidity of his uncle. Going after someone as dangerous as Dupont on his own was madness. He only hoped they got to him before Dupont.

As they ran on Cam’s beast became more and more frantic, rushing headlong through the trees with his men at his back. “What’s wrong?” he asked it as they ran faster and faster. His beast snarled, growled then let out a blood-curdling howl as they broke free of the trees at the spot of Fergie’s attack. 

His black Wolf slid on its huge paws, coming to a stop beside the body of a large Wolf. Blood, skin, fur, and guts covered the ground and if it wasn’t for the golden mist trail and the distinct scent of his uncle, Cam wouldn’t have been able to tell who it was that lay decimated before them.

Cam’s beast threw its mammoth head back and roared at the sky, his howl full of pain and grief. He was only partly aware that the Wolves that followed him were doing the same. Their wails of grief filling the air as birds scattered from the trees that surrounded them, taking flight at the deafening sound.

He wasn’t sure how long they stood, united in anger and sorrow, as his heart pounded at the thought of telling his cousin and aunt that the Alpha was dead. Finally, Cam transformed, kneeling down to gently stroke the bloodied face of the once great beast. “I’ll make him suffer, don’t think I won’t. I promise you. I’ll destroy him!”

Cam breathed in deeply, scenting the other Wolves who’d been present. Snarling as each one imprinted inside him. “They didn’t even try and shield their scents this time,” he muttered as he stared at the carnage before him.

A few moments passed then Cam turned, “Jinx, go and get some branches, we’ll try and put something together so we can take him back. Rory, go back to camp and get a cover of some sort and meet us at the edge of the Camp. Do not talk to anyone, I’ll tell them myself. Try to get in and out without anyone seeing you. Go.”

Rory’s reddish brown Wolf turned, running across the ground and disappearing into the trees. Jinx and Jacob morphing to go in search of whatever they could find to fashion some kind of transportation for the remains as Mac and Logan’s Wolves took up guard posts, their beasts prowling in anger and despair.

Cam shivered, his heart heavy as he thought on the Highland Wolf Clan Pack that was now without an Alpha. Fergie couldn’t take over and their Beta wasn’t really their Beta. Shit! The Pack was ripe for the taking by someone like Philippe Dupont! “I can’t let that fucker get his dirty hands on the Pack!” Cam thought again and again as he paced naked before his uncle.

Jacob touched his shoulder, causing him to jump. “We’ve managed to put together a litter that will carry the remains. We can each take a turn in pulling it.”

Cam shook his head. “No, I’ll take him back. I should’ve made sure he was safe.”

Jacob patted Cam’s shoulder. “You couldn’t know he’d go off like he did. None of us could envisage that he’d do this and you did warn him not to go looking for this bastard.”

“I’ll still take him back. It’s my duty.” Cam dreaded seeing the heartbreak he knew would be in Marie and Fergie’s eyes, his stomach roiling just thinking about it. “Jacob, get those meets arranged as soon as you can. I want this fuck and I’m gonna take everything I can before I take his head!”

Jacob stared at Cam, their eyes locking. “I’ll set them up for later today. I’d already got Quincy’s for tomorrow but I’ll change it. We’re meeting at the Hungry Bear, in Deeming. I’ll let you know ‘bout Pascall as soon as I can.”

Cam only nodded as Jacob placed a hand on his shoulder. “I’m sorry, Cam. I should’ve brought more sensors and set them all around.”

“It’s not your fault, Jacob.” Cam felt Jinx at his back.

“We’re all set,” his best friend said in a voice Cam had never heard before. Sadness invading every syllable as Cam noticed for the first time that the remains were now lying on the makeshift litter.

“Okay, let’s get him home.” Cam transformed before going over to the remains, maneuvering his large Wolf so that his jaws could pick up and hold the front bar and walking on. His paws and heart as heavy as they’d ever been in his life.

His Wolves fell in all around, guarding him and his uncle on the lonely trek home. Cam’s anger brewed the entire time, with every step his Wolf took his anger grew, and he knew there would come a day when he would face Dupont, Wolf to Wolf.

First they had to return the Alpha to his Pack and give him the burial required for the leader of a Pack. Cam’s heart ached at the thought of his failure to keep the Pack’s Alpha safe. He felt as if he carried the weight of the world on his shoulders as he strained to carry the remains back to the Camp. 

Jinx’s Wolf stayed at his side, whining several times and Cam knew he wanted to take the load from him, even if for a short while. Cam refused, his beast refused, trudging on with sorrow eating away at his insides. Vowing time and again he’d make Dupont pay in the worst way he could.

His mind must’ve wandered because Jinx suddenly gave him a little shove and Cam saw Rory standing before them, dressed and with a large blanket in his hands. Cam let his jaws open, dropping the litter and moving to the side to morph.

Rory already covering the remains quickly and pointing to a pile of clothes. “I brought you all something to put on.”

Cam nodded as he found his own set, noting it was the clothing he’d peeled off and left lying on the floor of the cabin earlier. “Did anyone see you?”

Rory looked sheepish. “Yeah, Charlie did. I didn’t say anything but I think she knows something is wrong. She told me she could sense it from me but I shook my head and walked away.”

“Good,” Cam looked around, scrubbing his face with a hand and taking several deep breaths. “Give me five minutes to go ahead and tell Marie and Fergie, then bring the Alpha to his cabin.”

Jinx stepped forward. “I’ll come with you.”

“No,” Cam said placing a hand on his best friend’s shoulder. “I need to do this, Jinx. Alone.”

“Okay,” Jinx acquiesced, “if you’re sure.”

“I am.” Cam turned, his feet dragging as he made his way to the Alpha’s cabin.

He dreaded the moment he would shatter their peace, their love, their lives, having to force his feet to keep moving. Going over and over in his mind if he could’ve stopped this. 

As the cabin came into view he steeled himself for what was to come. Knowing that his actions and words would tear apart the life his cousin and aunt knew. “How do you get over this kind of loss?” he thought as he trudged up the stairs and opened the door.

The warmth of the blazing fire hit him as he walked in, Fergie flying from the kitchen as Marie and Angel ran behind him. Cam found it almost impossible to look them in the eye but he straightened his back and spoke the words he knew they were desperate not to hear.

“I’m sorry, we found him but he’s, he’s gone. I’m so sorry.”

Marie screamed, one hand covering her mouth, the other grasped her chest. Her face chalk white as her knees buckled. Cam moved with lightning speed, catching her before her head hit the hard wooden floor. Angel there to help him place his aunt on one of the sofas. 

“I’ll go get the Healer.” Angel ran for the door, her feet slapping against the wood as she disappeared.

Fergie stared at his mother lying prone and then up at Cam, his eyes filled with emotion so raw it was painful to see. “I’m sorry, Fergie. He was gone by the time we got there. I couldn’t do anything for him.”

He watched as Fergie shook his head in denial, his voice barely a whisper, “No, he can’t be dead. He’s Alpha, he can’t be dead, Cameron! He just can’t!”

Cam knelt down beside Fergie and enveloped him in his arms. “He’s gone but you have to be strong for your mother. She’s going to need you, Fergie, and we need to organize the burial ceremony. I’ll do whatever you need me to do but you need to keep it together until after the funeral. Okay?”

He saw the moment his words hit Fergie’s consciousness, his cousin straightening his back and the look on his face changing from devastation to a mask of steel. Cam felt proud as Fergie nodded once, wheeling himself over to his mother’s side and stroking her face.

“I’m not sure she’ll get over this, Cam. He was her world.”

“You’ll get her through, we’ll all help and I’m sure the Pack will be behind her. She’ll feel their support. I’m sure of it.”

“Where is he? I want to see him.” Fergie murmured, looking up into Cam’s face.

“I don’t think that’s a good idea.” Cam dreaded the thought of his cousin seeing his father in the state they’d found him. Nothing would prepare his cousin for the sight of his shredded body.

“I have to,” Fergie’s tone was cold as ice and Cam tried again to dissuade him.

“Fergie, it wasn’t pretty. There were multiple Wolves involved. I can’t stress enough how much I think you shouldn’t do this. Please.”

Fergie’s shoulders straightened, his eyes boring into Cam’s. “I need to see my father.”

“Okay, come with me but steel yourself, Fergie.” 

Cam could already hear his men outside and with the loud murmuring that was growing louder and louder he surmised the Pack was massing outside. As he opened the door he saw he was right, his Wolves in a semi-circle around the litter carrying his uncle, guarding it, whilst the Pack congregated a little ways behind. Fergie rumbled down the ramp to the left of the door and swung around, coming to a stop before the tangle of branches that made up the make-shift litter.

Jinx stepped forward, looking to Cam for confirmation before gently lifting the blanket. Fergie’s eyes widened as he saw the full devastation done to his father and his roar of pain started a chain reaction within the Pack. More and more bellows joined Fergie’s as they realized their Alpha was dead. Taken from them by lethal force by an enemy with designs on all of them.

Cam could feel the outpouring of misery and also uncertainty and fear churning through the Pack. He knew panic would set in soon if something wasn’t done to halt it. Striding to the top of the stairs in front of the cabin he held up his hands, “Can I have your attention!” he raised his voice, silence following immediately.

He took a deep breath, knowing that Fergie should be doing this but also aware that his cousin couldn’t. No matter the rights or wrongs, a Wolf in a wheelchair just couldn’t lead a Pack.

“Your Alpha is gone! Killed by those that would take over your Pack. Fearghas fought bravely but he was outnumbered and attacked whilst alone.” Cam stopped as outrage ran through the Pack. “I tell you now, I will not allow that. I will not allow them to come here and enslave you. I will not allow them to take over this Pack. I will not allow them to succeed and I will wreak vengeance on those responsible. I will make them pay for what they’ve done and I will keep each and every one of you safe.”

Jinx gave him a small smile as the crowd fell silent once again. Cam pointed to his uncle’s remains. “Fearghas will be avenged, but we must prepare the funeral for the Alpha. The ceremony will be tomorrow and I’m sure each of you knows what’s necessary. Marie and Fergie are going to need you, each and every one of you, to get through this despicable loss. So, Highland Clan Pack, go in peace and carry out your duties for the funeral. We’ll meet here tomorrow at dusk to lay your Alpha to rest.”

Cam waited, hoping his words held sway with the Pack, knowing he was only a guest and held no right to be ordering the Pack to do anything. However, the Pack started to break up, sobs and crying clearly heard as they went about their duties. He saw Marie standing to the side with an older woman and he hoped it was the Healer. Cam suspected Marie was going to be in need of some of the Healer’s magic to get her through the coming days.

Angel walked over to Fergie, hugging him tightly as tears ran down her face. The sight so profound Cam had to turn away. A hand on his arm making him jump, looking down to see the Healer smiling sadly up at him.

“Show me where Marie is,” The woman spoke in a hushed tone as Cam nodded, ushering her inside the Cabin.

~ Chapter 11 ~

The Elders took charge of the remains as the women started to arrive with meal after meal at the Alpha’s house. Soon the kitchen was filled with every dish imaginable as Angel sought to find places to store them for the Pack dinner they would hold before the funeral. Afterwards they hunted together as a Pack to help bond them together after a loss.

Marie was like a ghost of herself, sitting in an armchair next to the fire in the lounge. No amount of talking or cajoling from anyone got her to leave her place. Fergie’s face filled with worry and anguish as he tried to fill in the gaping hole his father’s death had caused.

Cam didn’t see Jacob for a couple of hours and then only a fleeting meeting as his PI said he was going to meet with Pascall and Quincy. Cam wanted to rip both of them apart, knowing they most likely had been there when Fearghas was attacked. However, he needed to get their percentage of the land so he’d wait and bide his time. If either of them got away then Cam would hunt them down, one way or another, he’d get them.

Angel pulled Cam to the side, worry clear in her eyes. “Cam, I’m worried for the Pack. We need someone to lead them at the funeral tomorrow. Fergie won’t be able to do it and we know that’s just the way it is within a Pack, so, would you do it?”

Cam shook his head and responded, “No, I can’t. I’m not their leader.”

Angel’s eyes held his as she spoke, “You’re the nearest thing we’ve got. You have to do this.”

She frowned up at him, her dark eyes pleading. Cam felt his heart stutter in his chest as he realized she was right. “Fine,” was all he managed to say before he turned and marched away.

He needed fresh air and solitude to clear his mind so he walked over to the trees and sat down on the ground. His back rested on the large oak behind him as he worried for the Pack. A Pack wasn’t a Pack without its leader and he felt panic at the thought of leaving the Clan in such a vulnerable position. “What the hell am I going to do?” he thought, over and over.

That’s where Jacob found him several hours later. “You okay?”

Cam didn’t know, “Am I?” “No idea, lots running through my head right now. What’s your news?”

Jacob smirked, sliding down the tree to sit beside Cam. “Got both of them. Paperwork is in the cabin and Quincy got nabbed by Matthieu as he left the restaurant. I met Pascall at the Nooksack River Casino of all places and he jumped at the chance of the money. He did let slip that he wouldn’t be going back to his Pack as he was scared what Philippe would do when he found out he’d sold his share of the land. But, he also said he’d be visiting his sister’s Pack near Colorado so we can get him there.” 

Jacob looked pointedly at Cam and asked, “I take it we are going to get him?”

Cam snarled, “Hell yes, he’s not getting off with what he’s had a hand in, but he’ll be for another day. Get someone to keep an eye on him in case he moves on again. I want to know where he is at all times.”

“Thought you’d say that,” Jacob said. “Already done. I have someone that’ll pick him up at his sister’s Pack and keep tabs on him.”

Cam sighed, “One less thing to think about for the time being. Now, Jacob, tell me what the hell I say at an Alpha’s funeral ceremony? I have no fucking clue.”

Cam’s head was all over the place, too many things invading his brain to focus on just one. It wasn’t something he was used to and he felt very uncomfortable and ill at ease. He was always in control, always in charge, so to feel the way he was, which was downright confused, well that was alien to him.

Jacob was quiet for a few moments and then he sighed too, “I have no idea, Cam. I guess you have to say what a good Alpha he was but also let the Pack know they are safe and secure.”

“That’s the point.” Cam turned to look at his friend. “How can I tell them that? They have no Alpha and they have nobody who is suitable to be Alpha. I can’t lie to them but how do I tell them the truth.”

“It’s a problem, for sure, but it’s something you need to figure out, Cam. You’re the only leader here at the moment and they’re all looking to you for confirmation everything’ll be fine.”

Jacob patted Cam’s shoulder. “You’ll do okay. Fuck, you’ve held meetings with the most powerful people on earth and come out ahead so I’m sure you can manage a funeral ceremony.”

“That’s different, that’s business. Business I can deal with, this I’m not so sure.”

The sound of a car approaching had both of them getting up, alert in case of trouble. When Cam saw the sleek black BMW with its private plate, WTCHY, he knew who it was. Smiling he walked forward. “It’s okay, Jacob, it’s Rebecca.”

Jacob grinned, “I’ve only met her once and I sure did hope to meet her again.”

Cam smirked, “I did notice the attraction between you two but she’s more than a little aloof so it’ll take all your charm to woo her, my friend.”

The large PI grinned wider, “Well, I’m sure I’m up to the challenge.”

As the car parked in front of the Alpha’s cabin they watched as Rebecca opened the door, swinging her long legs out and getting up gracefully. Dressed in a green satin dress she looked as if she were going out on a dinner date rather than coming to a Wolf Pack Camp.

“Rebecca, I’m glad you got here so quickly.”

Cam held his hand out and took hers, pulling her in for a slight hug before letting her go. “This is Jacob, you’ve met before.”

Rebecca’s eyes moved over to Jacob, scrutinizing him from top to bottom before nodding her head and putting her hand out, a coy smile on her face. “Yes, I remember you.”

Jacob took her hand, raising it to place a kiss on the back. “Hello again, Rebecca. I’m happy you could come and join us.”

Cam almost sniggered as he heard Jinx’s voice muttering, “I bet you are.”

His best friend stood at the door, his face flitting between sorrow and anger but when he’d seen the Witch he’d smiled, shouting down, “Hi, Rebecca.” 

“Hello, Jinx, hope you’re well?” she asked, raising an eyebrow as Jacob still kept hold of her hand.

“Yeah, sort of, what with the Alpha being murdered ‘n all, I’m not in the best of moods.”

Rebecca pulled her hand from Jacob’s grip, swirling around to face Cam. “The Alpha is dead?”

Cam frowned. “Yes, we found him this morning. The funeral will be tomorrow but we need to keep the Pack together and safe until we get this Dupont guy sorted. I’ve already got plans in place to get a majority holding of his land and if I can, I’ll buy up every business he’s associated with. I’m going to destroy him financially and then I suspect he and I will have a personal meeting. Wolf to Wolf.”

She moved towards him and gave him a hug. “I’m so sorry, Cameron. Really I am. I’ll get to work placing wards and alert spells and I’ll stay for as long as you need me.”

“Thank you.” Cam turned back to Jacob and asked, “Can you help Rebecca? Get her bags taken to our cabin, there’s plenty of room for her there.”

Jacob’s smile was bright as the sun as he looked back at Rebecca. “Yeah, I surely can help our little Witch.”

“Good.” Cam was just about to ask Jinx how Marie and Fergie were when his phone buzzed with a message. Pulling it out he saw it was from Chastity so he opened it and started to read. She was still supposed to be locked up but something had happened in their Camp and she had no guards so she was going to try and sneak out and meet him where they’d met previously.

His heart rate rocketing as he turned away. “I’ve got to go, Chastity is going to try and sneak out. I’ll meet her in the forest and, hopefully, talk her into coming back here.”

Jacob’s attention left Rebecca immediately, “I’ll come with you and we should take the boys too. You shouldn’t go there on your own, Cam. This could be a trap.”

“It’s not,” Cam said, “I don’t know why but I trust her.”

His PI scowled, “Don’t be stupid, Cam. With everything that’s going on none of us should be going off alone. Just hold on two minutes and I’ll round up the boys.”

Cam shrugged, then took off, jogging to where they’d left their clothes previously. Stripping quickly he stuffed his clothes in one of the plastic containers and transformed immediately. His Wolf happy to be let out again so soon, it took off at its fastest pace, running freely through the trees.

He kept his senses on alert for any possible danger, using his magic as well as his Wolf abilities, but there appeared to be no other Wolves around. His speed increased, a longing inside of him to see the white Wolf again. Cam hoped she got to their meeting point safe and sound and his heart beat wildly at the thought of her being hurt.

Cam knew he would rip apart anyone that harmed her and not think twice about it. 

Time flew as he ran on and on, finally coming closer to their meeting place, slowing his great paws to a slow trot as he tried to sense any danger. He felt nothing, he was alone so his beast padded quickly to the clearing. Chastity wasn’t there so his Wolf lay down beside a large bush to wait.

It wasn’t long before he heard a beast careening towards him. The animal not taking any care to mask its approach. Cam lay still, not sure at this point whether it was Chastity or not. A minute or so later her scent came to him on the breeze, his Wolf scenting her and letting out a small growl as her scent was full of fear. 

His beast stood up, waiting on whoever had instilled that fear into her; ready to fight. As her beautiful white Wolf sped out of the trees it saw him and she stopped only long enough to change, before running forwards again. Cam changed immediately and strode towards her. 

Her feet ran over the meadow and she slammed into him, her arms reaching around his waist to hold on tight. Cam’s breath caught in his throat as her naked breasts pressed against his chest, his arms holding her to him.

“Oh thank the Goddess, you’re here! I’ve got news, bad news. Really bad news.”

Cam held her firmly to him as he tried to calm her, clearly hearing her heart beating as if it was about the burst. “Hey, calm down, you’re safe.”

Chastity looked up at him, her eyes full of tears. “He killed him. He’s killed him!”

Cam’s mind careened about trying to figure out who she was talking about. “Who? Who’s killed who?”

She held onto him for dear life, her tears now running down her cheeks. “I heard them celebrating this morning. Cam, I think they’ve killed the Alpha.”

Cam stiffened, proof positive that Dupont had been the one that murdered his uncle. “We know. We found him hours ago.”

Chastity stepped back but Cam kept hold of her as she stared at him. “I’m so sorry. He’s a monster and I can’t help him anymore. I’ve tried to see good in him. I promise I’ve tried. But there is none; he’s evil and cruel.”

“He’ll get what’s coming to him.” Cam’s jaw clenched as he fought for control. His eyes noticing the bruise on her cheek.

“What the hell is that?” he asked, his finger trailed down her face.

“It’s nothing, he wanted me to tell him where Silas was and didn’t believe me when I said I didn’t know. It’s almost healed now that I’ve had a chance to transform and once I go Wolf again it’ll disappear.”

Cam couldn’t help the growl that rumbled from his chest. “He hit you?”

Chastity said with a nod, “Yes, but I had to make up some cock and bull story ‘bout Silas doing some sort of business deal he didn’t want Philippe to know because he was going to, he was going to...”

Chastity couldn’t go on, hiccupping as fresh tears ran down her face. Cam pulled her back against him and realized he’d forgotten to use his magic to dress himself. The feel of her body against his causing him to become aroused.

He moved slightly to the side, not wanting her to feel his growing erection as he nodded at her to continue, “Go on, what was he going to do?”

She frowned, fear, disgust and anger, flitting across her face. “He was going to let Pascall and Quincy...you know...do what they wanted to me.”

A roar erupted from him, his anger growing by the second. “What? He was going to let two of his men rape you? Just to get you to talk?”

She nodded and started to shiver in his arms. Cam cursed, “Fucker, he’s going to suffer for all he’s done.”

Chastity held on even tighter. “He’s dangerous, Cam, very dangerous.”

“So am I, little Wolf, so am I.” Cam’s thoughts filling with visions of his ripping Dupont’s throat out.

Gentle fingers caressing his bare back bringing him out of his imagination. He looked down to see Chastity pressing a kiss to his chest. His cock hardening as his hands ran up and down her back. 

“There’s something about you, Cameron Sinclair, something I can’t quite understand. But, you make me feel...”

Cam leaned down, one hand at the back of her neck to tilt her head up. “Hard. At this moment I’m feeling hard.”

Chastity smirked, “I can feel it, Mr. Sinclair.”

“Well,” Cam laughed, “I’m a Wolf. What do you expect when a gorgeous, naked woman, is in my arms?”

“Gorgeous?” Chastity raised an eyebrow.

“Fishing for compliments, are we?” Cam leaned down, letting his lips taste hers in a small kiss.

“No, just curious. You really think I’m gorgeous?”

Cam placed a hand on her bare ass, pulling her ever closer. “Yes, and if you don’t want me taking you right here and now you better get some distance between us.”

Chastity’s hands moved, one moving up to tangle in his hair as the other reached down to fondle his own ass. “Hmm, that doesn’t sound so bad. Here in the forest with nobody around.”

Cam’s eyes widened as her face flushed scarlet, one of her hands popping to cover her mouth. “I don’t believe I just said that!”

He laughed as she started to breathe faster, her eyes never leaving his as he kissed her again. This time devouring her mouth as his hands discovered her body slowly. Her scent invading his mind and soul as she melded to him as if she were made by the Goddess just for him. He was desperate to be inside her, desperate to make her scream as he brought her to orgasm after orgasm. Desperate to have her beneath him as he thrust deep inside her, spilling his seed with no barrier between them.

Cam’s head shot back, his head throbbing as he gently put a few inches distance between them. “I think we need to stop.”

Chastity’s eyes showing her arousal as she looked at him frowning. “What’s wrong?” she asked quietly.

“Nothing,” Cam lied, “but we’re not doing this here!”

Cam felt panic rising inside him at what he was feeling for this woman. He’d never, not once, felt anything other than a passing sexual attraction to anyone and he wasn’t about to start now. A relationship was the last thing he wanted, or needed. 

He felt regret at the loss of her lips and at the look of confusion on her face, but he would not allow himself to be pulled in by her beauty. Her face blushing even more at his rejection as she moved away.

“Sorry,” she muttered, “I don’t know what came over me.”

“No need to apologize.” Cam wanted her back in his arms and almost closed the distance between them, only just managing to stay where he was.

“I better get back.” She turned to leave and his hand shot out, grasping her shoulder to turn her around.

“What?” he scowled at her. “What are you talking about? You’re coming with me back to Clan land where you’ll be safe.”

Chastity looked at his hand, shrugging it off. “I don’t think so.”

“Are you mad?” Cam’s voice rose as tension crept up his spine. “He was about to hand you off to two of his men and you’re going back? What’s wrong with you?”

A snarl escaped her lips, her expression fierce as she spat back at him, “He didn’t though and you obviously have a lot on your hands, so I’ll go home and stay in my room until it’s over.”

Cam fought to control himself, wanting nothing more than to fling her over his shoulder and take her back to the Camp. “Seriously? You’re going back there?”

Chastity nodded and as she did so he saw the anguish in her face. Had he put that there? He stepped towards her, “Please, come with me.” Holding a hand out and willing her to take it.

She looked at the hand then up into his face. “I’m sorry for embarrassing you earlier.”

Then she turned and ran, surprising him as she transformed mid-stride, her gloriously white Wolf galloping away. Cam’s first instinct was to go after her but a strong hand on his shoulder stopped him. 

Whirling around he came face to face with Jinx. “What the hell are you doing here?” Cam asked as his eyes sought, and found, the rest of his Wolves in a semi-circle around the clearing.

“Jacob told us where you were going and, again, you don’t think I’d let you go off alone.” Jinx didn’t look happy as he went on, “You really need to rethink things, Sin. If you thought for a moment we wouldn’t follow then you’re just plain stupid.”

“How long?” Cam looked around, seeing the twins and Mac’s Wolves but not seeing Jacob’s.

“How long have we been here?” Jinx asked, not waiting on a reply. “Since you pushed her away and embarrassed the hell out of her.”

“I didn’t!” Cam almost shouted as his eyes came back to land on his best friend.

“Yeah, you did. Kinda low even for you, Sin.”

Cam turned away, not welcoming the reproach in Jinx’s eyes. “I didn’t mean to embarrass her.”

“Well you did and now she’s gone back to a place she might not be safe.”

“Fuck!” Cam clenched his hands into fists, wanting to hit something. “I’m not sure what happened. She was in my arms and felt so good there and then I ... shit I don’t know what I was thinking but you know me. I don’t get involved. Ever.”

Jinx sighed, “Yes, I know you, but sometimes you act like an ass and one of those times is now.”

“Where’s Jacob?” Cam looked again and still couldn’t see his beast.

“He’s following her back a little, just to make sure she’s safe.”

Cam frowned at the thought of his PI following his white Wolf. “What the hell? My white Wolf?” he thought as his heart sped up all on its own. 

“We better get back, we’re still on their land.” Jinx was looking around too, obviously checking for trouble.

He didn’t want to go back, Cam wanted to race after Chastity and apologize but then his head went all crazy on him again. “What for? You don’t want to lead her on.” So he nodded then morphed quickly, tearing back the way he’d come as his insides felt empty. As if he’d lost something precious.

Several times Jinx’s beast nipped at his hindquarters, obviously wanting him to stop, but he steadfastly ignored him. Running on, and eating up the miles back to Camp. Cam didn’t let up until he was back where his clothes were stored. He morphed quickly before grabbing his clothes and storming off.

He could feel his friends’ eyes on him as he left. Their scrutiny only making him quicken his pace to leave them behind.

He was pretty sure he’d never heard that tone from Jinx before, or seen the look on his face. Cam felt bad enough without his friend making him feel any worse but it was for the best. Chastity couldn’t get any ideas about him, no, definitely not happening.

He’d been a lone Wolf for so long and he had no plans on changing that. He had a business to run, a lifestyle he enjoyed, a woman was not on his agenda. Never had been, never would.

~ Chapter 12 ~

Chastity ran as fast as she could, desperate to get far from the humiliation she felt; at her own behavior and Cam’s obvious rejection. “How could I have been so stupid and let my guard down?” she thought again and again as her beast weaved in and out of the trees in its path.

She’d never gotten close to anyone, not once, and now she felt stupid and shame ran through her like lava burning inside. As a She-Wolf she’d had sex, every adult female had, but never had she felt anything between her and the male. Chastity knew if she’d been in human form that tears would be streaking down her face and felt grateful her Wolf couldn’t show that weakness.

Why the hell had she acted like that? She had no clue, only knowing that both she and her beast were drawn to Cameron Sinclair like a child to candy. She thought he’d felt it too but she was obviously mistaken. He’d pushed her away as if he’d been burned and she felt mortified as she saw him staring down at her; almost panting with desire.

“Jeez, you are an idiot!” she berated herself as she grew closer and closer to the Camp. How she ever thought that someone like Cameron Sinclair would be remotely interested in her was the dumbest thing she’d ever thought. Chastity forced her heart to close, her mind not to even think on the handsome man, or his magnificent midnight black Wolf. She would not make another mistake like that. Never again.

“You only have yourself to depend on. Nobody else,” she thought again and again as her Wolf slowed its pace, dropping down and creeping along to the bottom of the tree that she’d climbed down earlier.

She morphed quickly and started to climb, her long legs and strong arms making short work of the task. In mere moments she was climbing through her window and let out a long sigh of relief. As Chastity moved to stand upright something hit her full in the face and she fell like a stone. 

Her eyes watered, her nose and mouth hurt like a bitch, and she fought to take a breath as a booted foot kicked her in the stomach. Her Wolf howled, wanting to be let loose to protect her but then her brother’s voice entered her consciousness and she stilled, not moving as her heart beat frantically in fear.

“What do we have here?” Philippe’s tone cordial and almost friendly as she stared up at him through her hair. “Sister, welcome home! I assume you were out meeting the other traitors?”

Chastity sat up, her stomach hurting so much she felt she was going to puke. She grabbed a robe from the chair beside her and covered her nakedness. “What? What are you talking about, Philippe?”

Philippe bent down, his hands on his knees as he stared into her eyes. Chastity could see the anger clearly but she could also see something else. Something that looked like pure insanity. “I’m not getting out of this alive,” she thought as she waited on him to answer.

“Traitors, you’re not stupid, you know the meaning of the word and I’ll bet you know exactly who I’m talking ‘bout!”

“No,” she answered and shook her head furiously. “I don’t, I promise I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“Wrong answer.” Philippe lashed out, backhanding her and sending her sprawling back to the floor.

Chastity could taste the blood from her split lip as she scrambled to get some distance between her and Philippe. “Please! Tell me who you’re talking about. I only slipped out to go for a run. You know I hate to stay inside but I didn’t meet anyone. I didn’t even see anyone!”

Her brother raised a hand to his mouth, a finger tapping his bottom lip. “You certainly sound as if you’re telling the truth. But, you’re a good liar, aren’t you, sister dear?”

He moved so fast she didn’t have a chance to defend herself, his fist smashing into her face before he kicked her hard, this time catching her hip. She thought she heard a loud crack but pain was blinding her senses so she couldn’t be sure. What she was sure of was the pain that lanced through her head and body from the assault. Once again she thought, “He’s going to kill me.”

Philippe paced back and forth, his fist hitting his thigh as he ranted and screamed down at her. “You do know! First Silas, now Pascall and Quincy. Where are they, Chastity? Tell me and tell me now or so help me you’ll never leave this room alive!”

Chastity felt the hot tears running down her face as she realized the danger she was in. She couldn’t answer him because she had no clue where Pascall and Quincy were and she knew Philippe wouldn’t believe her. She knew without a doubt she was going to die.

*****

Jacob followed the white Wolf all the way back to her Camp and knew she must’ve been very upset because not once did she realize he was there. He almost yipped in a parody of laughter as he saw her climb the tree with expert ease and crawl back into, what he assumed, was her room.

His beast relaxed slightly as he saw her get to safety and turned to make the journey back to Clan land. Jacob’s massive Wolf only taking a few steps before he heard the noise of Chastity being attacked, the sound unmistakable to him. Snarling he went back, listening carefully and his anger rose as his heart sank. 

She was in danger and it was her own brother that was inflicting the wounds. Jacob’s first instinct was to get in there and kill Dupont and he was just about to transform when he heard footsteps, seeing about a dozen guards taking their places around the Alpha’s cabin.

Shit! He was good but probably not that good! He needed to get help, fast.

Jacob’s beast rose to the challenge, eating up the ground at a speed he’d never achieved before. His massive heart beating wildly with the strain as he desperately ran to get help for the She-Wolf. He could hear over and over again the angry words, the thuds of punches and he was certain her brother had kicked her, more than once. Jacob heard the sounds and his anger grew as he almost flew over the ground.

He was all the way back to the Clan Camp when he saw the others up ahead. They were all still Wolf except for Cam who was stomping away and Jacob morphed quickly, shouting loudly, “Cam, get your fucking ass back here! She’s in trouble and we need to go now!”

Jacob saw Cam’s back stiffen before he whirled around, shouting, “What? What the fuck’s going on?”

Cam ran back over stripping off the clothes he’d only just put on. Jacob spoke quickly, “Her brother’s beating the crap outta her. I was gonna go in but there’s about a dozen guards so I hightailed it back here. We’ve got to get moving, Cam. I think he’s gonna kill her.”

Cam roared, his face a mask of hatred as he morphed, taking off like a bat out of hell back the way they’d all just come. The other Wolves followed, Jacob taking a moment to take a drink from the hose beside the clothes drop off point, before he too went Wolf and ran after the others.

*****

Cam had never felt such strong emotions in his life. Roiling through his system as his beast pushed itself to the limit, crashing through underbrush and weaving in and around trees that got in its way. His heart beating so quickly he thought it would surely burst as he cursed himself. If he hadn’t pushed her away Chastity would’ve come back here with him and be safe. It was his fault she was now in danger.

His anger grew and grew, with every step he took he felt it boiling up to almost choke him. The thought of Philippe Dupont laying a hand on his beautiful white Wolf causing him to think on the many ways he would make the man suffer. 

“Nobody touched her! She was his!”

As this thought invaded his mind he almost slowed down in shock. “What the hell?” he thought as he carried on running for all he was worth. His? When did that happen? 

“Probably the first time I saw her,” he finally admitted to himself.

He only hoped they got there in time because if not then he knew he would wreak havoc on that entire Pack. The Goddess herself wouldn’t be able to stop him. 

His beast snarled as the land fell away beneath its great paws, and Cam knew Jinx was right at his back. The twins and Mac were slightly farther back, unable to keep up with the pace he set. Jacob was with them, bringing up the rear, his massive Wolf protecting them from a surprise attack.

Six, there were six of them and at least a dozen guards awaited. Cam knew he would’ve taken them all on himself to protect Chastity but two to one were still good odds. These guards had never dealt with five angry Highlanders and one badass PI. Cam couldn’t wait to get there and let some of the rage that was inside him free. If he didn’t release it soon he was certain he would explode with fury.

His senses catching the scents of the Camp as they closed the distance to the Wild Ranch Pack. Cam using every power available to him to alert him to danger as they sped along. So far there were no outlying guards in place so his pace didn’t slow, running as fast as he could to reach his white Wolf.

Far quicker than he remembered, they were soon on the outskirts of the Camp, slowing their pace and catching their breaths. Cam could sense the guards, all around the house, but none anywhere else. Not very good security if none were guarding the approach to their Camp but that was something that was beneficial to him and his Wolves as they crept onwards quietly.

Jinx stayed near him as Mac and the twins peeled away to cover their flanks with Jacob staying behind them all, just in case. Cam saw two men at the rear of the cabin, standing chatting as if there was nothing in the world to fear when a shrill scream rang out.

Chastity! Cam growled and leapt forward, knocking both men so hard they flew backwards, their heads hitting the cabin, before falling unconscious to the ground. As screams rang out from Chastity he ran to the left, running straight into two more men. 

He didn’t think, only reacted, as his beast dealt with them quickly and with lethal force. His ears picking up fights from all around as shouts of alarm rang out. Cam’s beast ignored the melee around him as he fought to reach the door. His only concern to reach Chastity before Dupont killed her.

Cam’s thought process focused on eliminating anyone that stood between him and his She-Wolf. As he reached the stairs up to the door, two of the guards had morphed, their beasts snarling and snapping as he approached. Not even stalling he carried on and as his powerful hind legs propelled him upwards a flash of red fur sprang from his right. Jinx.

His best friend’s Wolf tore into one of their enemies as his own black beast stalked the other. He could smell its fear as he drew nearer, it didn’t surprise him when it turned tail and bolted. Cam’s Wolf roared as it smashed open the door, morphing as soon as he was inside and bolting up the stairs. Her blood and scent driving him onwards as he arrived in a hallway. Cam didn’t even slow down, knowing exactly where she was as he ran down to the last door on his right and kicking it open with all his might.

The sight before him causing his rage to erupt like a volcano; Chastity a bloody heap on the floor and a man standing over her with her blood on his hands and boots.

“Who the fuck are you?” the man snarled, a wild look in his eyes that Cam had seen only once before on a rabid dog.

“I’m the one who’s bought your land from under your fucking nose. I’m the one who’s going to rip you apart for touching her!” Cam’s jaw clenched so tight he thought his teeth would break.

“Really? You?” Dupont huffed, looking Cam up and down. “You don’t look much.”

Cam snarled, using one of his rare abilities; morphing his fingers into long razor sharp claws. Only the very oldest of their kind being able to do this, however, he’d been able to do it for a long time. Usually hiding it from others. Today he reveled in the surprised look from Dupont as he saw the claws and also the fangs Cam allowed to erupt.

The long canines causing him pain in his jaw as they stretched his mouth to its absolute limit. His eyes burned with hatred as he moved across the room, his eyes flitting to Chastity’s prone body on the floor. Blood rushing through his system, together with the adrenaline affecting him so that he couldn’t discern her heartbeats.

A moment of panic ran through him at the thought that she was dead. Had they been too late? He fucking hoped not because he felt as if his heart was being ripped out of him as he returned his attention to the Alpha. 

Dupont taking advantage of Cam’s distraction to punch him viciously on the jaw, knocking his head to the side before he roared and struck out. Cam’s claws raked along Dupont’s chest, tearing his clothes to shreds and leaving deep cuts in their wake. The scent of blood mingling with that of Chastity’s pushing Cam’s anger to the boiling point. 

He needed to get rid of Dupont and get to Chastity and the only way he could see was to kill him. However, the Alpha wasn’t going quietly or easily, as his own roar bellowed around the room, dropping down and side swiping with his leg. The blow hitting Cam’s ankles and causing him to lose his balance.

Cam’s fury was like lava inside of him, trying to burn its way out, as Dupont’s body barged into him, knocking him fully to the floor. The Alpha’s hands raining blows down onto Cam, one particularly severe punch causing him to almost lose consciousness. Shaking his head furiously he could hear Dupont laughing maniacally as his hands found Cam’s throat.

Using his claws he slashed across Dupont’s nearest forearm, blood gushing from the wounds to splatter over him. When the Alpha jerked his arm away, Cam took advantage and drove his arm upwards, his claws embedding deeply into the Alpha’s throat. Dupont fell back, both his hands reaching to the gaping wound left by Cam’s razor sharp talons. Cam moved with lightning speed, knocking Dupont over and straddling him to hold him down.

“See you in hell!” Cam screamed as he thrust his claws deep inside Philippe Dupont’s chest, feeling his talons piercing the heart of the Alpha. A killing blow that even a Wolf couldn’t survive. Cam roared wildly as relief flooded his system as he saw the light in the other man’s eyes dim. A look of shock on his face before finally all life left him.

Cam rolled off of him, gasping for breath as he crawled over to Chastity. Her body lay bloodied and broken as he reached over to feel for a pulse. He only just felt it, her heartbeats stuttering in her chest as he picked her up, cradling her in his arms as he ran for help.

Blasting through the doorway he saw his Wolves had taken up defensive positions and the bodies of the guards lay scattered around. “Healer! I need a fucking Healer now!”

A few of the Pack were now making their way outside, fear on every one of their faces. Jinx walked forward, stark naked, towards an older woman. “Who is your Healer?”

The woman shook her head. “She’s gone, she defied the Alpha and the next day she was nowhere to be found. We’ve not had a Healer for over a year. I’m sorry, we can’t help her.”

“Fuck!” Cam roared. “What’s the quickest way back to our Camp? Is it cross country or by road?”

A young boy stepped forward from behind a woman who tried to keep him back, the boy shrugged her off coming to a stop next to Jinx. “I can show you, there’s a short cut, if you take one of the jeeps it takes us almost to your Camp then you can walk from there.”

Jinx turned, spotting a vehicle and running to it to find the keys in the ignition. Cam jumped down the stairs from the cabin, jogging over to join them as the boy got in the front passenger seat. The youngster’s face was white but his eyes twinkled with excitement as Jacob joined Cam in the rear of the vehicle. 

“Cam, here, let me have a look, maybe I can help.” Jacob reached for Chastity and Cam’s head turned sharply, growling ferociously at his friend.

“Hey!” Jacob grabbed his hands back. “Sorry, I’m only trying to help.”

Cam’s mind wasn’t working, he was running on adrenaline, fear and something else...a feeling he didn’t recognize but one that would’ve caused him to rip his friend’s throat out. Jinx turned his head and said, “Cam, you need to calm down. She’s in no danger from us.”

“What’s your name, boy?” Jinx asked as the young Wolf gave him directions.

“Me? I’m Johnathan, and I hope that bastard is dead!”

Jacob looked over at the boy. “Language!”

“I don’t care! He was a bastard! He killed my father and many others and he let his men do what they wanted with the She-Wolves. I’m glad he’s dead.” Johnathan looked back at Jacob and Cam, a look of fear flitting across his young face. “He is? Isn’t he? Dead, I mean. He is dead, please tell me he’s dead.”

Jacob turned to Cam, seeing the blood he was covered in. “If the amount of blood that’s on our Alpha is anything to go by then I’d say yes, he’s dead.”

Cam snarled, his eyes locking with Jacob’s. “I’m not Alpha.”

Jacob shook his head. “Whatever, Cam. Now, have you calmed down enough to let me have a look at the girl?”

“How long? How much farther?” 

Johnathan pointed out another turn to Jinx, “Not long, we’ll need to stop in a little bit then I’ll show you the trail, it’s only bout ten minutes’ walk once we stop.”

Cam looked back at Jacob. “I can’t, I can’t let you touch her. I’m scared what I’ll do if you even try. Jacob, I’m not in control.”

His PI nodded once. “Okay, we’re nearly there, Cam.”

Cam could sense and feel the damage done to the woman he held in his arms. Her nakedness only partially covered by a bloody robe. Broken bones in abundance and the Goddess only knew what other injuries she had. His beast howled in anguish at the damage done to the white Wolf and he wished nothing more than to join it in its plaintive lamentation.

“She has to survive!” he thought over and over as they drew nearer to the Clan Camp. 

~ Chapter 13 ~

Cam paced back and forth as the Camp Healer moved her expert hands and eyes over the prone body of Chastity. Her mouth making little noises showing her distress each time she found a new injury. It seemed like forever before she turned to him, her brows furrowed as she spoke.

“She has many broken bones, which I can set, but I have no idea what’s going on inside. I think we may have to take her to a human hospital, Alpha.”

Cam frowned at her use of the word but chose to ignore it. He had far more important things to deal with right now. “Shit, you can’t heal her here or force a transformation so her beast can heal her?”

“No, I’m sorry, I can’t.”

Cam shivered, still naked and covered in blood, as a soft hand touched his arm. Jerking around, he looked down into Rebecca’s serene face. “Cameron, I can help. If you’ll let me?”

Cam looked from Rebecca to Chastity and back again. “Can you?”

“Yes,” Rebecca said, handing him a blanket. “I can heal her broken bones and I should be able to tell if there’s internal injuries that I can heal too. Here, cover yourself, or better still, go and shower. You look like you’ve taken part in a bloodbath.”

He took the blanket, shaking his head. “I’m not going anywhere right now. Not until I know she’s out of danger. Rebecca, do what you can for her, please.”

The Witch inclined her head. “She means a lot to you, doesn’t she?”

Cam looked away, not yet willing to voice his answer. “Just help her, Rebecca.”

“Okay, I’ll do my best.”

Cam heard the Healer hiss through her teeth before “tutting,” obviously put out that magic was going to be performed on Pack land. Cam scowled at her, “Leave, if you’re not happy with Rebecca helping.”

The Healer stepped back, going to stand in a corner of the room, her eyes avidly taking in everything. Cam stood at the end of the bed, the urge to lie down beside Chastity and take her into his arms so great he had to tamp it down forcefully. As Rebecca opened a bag he hadn’t even seen in her hands he prayed she could help.

Cam watched as Rebecca took out several bottles, opening each and placing a little in a small bowl before returning them to her bag. Alien words pouring from her mouth as she chanted over the bowl before finally lighting a match and dropping it inside. The sizzle of the contents burning loud in the room for a split-second before blue smoke appeared, swirling upwards and out of the bowl.

He looked on in surprise, the blue mist following Rebecca’s outstretched hands as she waved them over the prone body on the bed. The smoke drifted downwards until it appeared to seep right inside Chastity’s skin. 

Rebecca continued to utter words that held no meaning to him, her hands moving gracefully in the air; as if dancing to some unheard music. The concentration on her face the only sign of the work and energy she was using in her healing spell. Cam could see small beads of sweat appear on the Witch’s forehead and top lip as she continued to work her magic over Chastity.

Cam’s heart beat wildly as Rebecca finally stopped, sagging forward, he rushed to catch her before she fell. He held her upright as she turned glassy eyes up to him. “I’ve done all I can, but there’s a head injury that neither I nor human medicine can cure. It has to heal on its own. Or not.”

As her words hit, he shook his head. “No. Are you saying she may not wake up?”

Rebecca looked sad as she replied, “I’m sorry, Cam. I don’t know if she will wake up. How she was even still alive I have no idea. He just about killed her.”

Jacob coughed gently, “Rebecca, why don’t you let me take you to your room so you can rest?”

Cam handed her over to Jacob. “That’s a good idea, go with Jacob and he’ll look after you.”

After Cam handed off Rebecca to Jacob, he picked up a chair and placed it next to the bed. Sitting down, he took one of Chastity’s hands in his, gently rubbing it as he stared at her beautiful face. Still covered in blood that didn’t take away from her perfectness. A few moments later the Healer tapped his shoulder.

“Alpha, you should go and clean up and get dressed. I want to bathe her and make her as comfortable as I can.”

Cam didn’t want to leave the room but slowly rose, his eyes staying on the body in the bed until the Healer closed the door behind him. His feet seemed to drag as he found his own room, entering the bathroom and turning the shower on full blast.

His mind in turmoil as the water cascaded down over him. Dupont’s blood being washed away to run down the drain. It seemed to take forever before the water ran clear as he laid his hands on the wall, his head hanging down as his thoughts went to the woman in the room next to his.

“What the fuck am I going to do? I don’t want a relationship, I don’t need a relationship! So why the hell does she affect me so?” he thought more than once. Turning the water off, his mind no clearer, he grabbed a towel.

When he re-entered his room, Jinx sat on his bed, freshly showered and dressed. His friend stared up at him, a determined look on his face.

“Cam, I know you don’t want to hear this now but it’s got to be said.” Jinx stood up and continued, “The Pack needs you. It’s in chaos at the loss of Fearghas and you have to perform the funeral ceremony tomorrow. I’ve spoken to Fergie, or rather he came to speak to me. You have to tell the Pack tomorrow that you’re now Alpha.”

Cam cursed, “Fuck off! What are you talking about?”

Jinx placed a hand on Cam’s shoulder. “I know you’ve never wanted to be Alpha but the goddamn truth is you are an Alpha. Always have been and always will be. This Pack needs you and you don’t have a choice. You have to do this, Cam.”

Shrugging off Jinx’s hand, Cam strode to the wardrobe, pulling out jeans and a t-shirt. “I don’t want it.”

“Sorry, but the Pack is already calling you Alpha and they need you.”

Cam tugged on his jeans as Jinx carried on. “You need to announce it tomorrow and I’ll be right there with you. Don’t think you’re getting rid of me, Sin. Together forever. That’s what we said when we left Scotland all those years ago. Wasn’t it?”

“Yes, but being Alpha wasn’t part of the deal.” Cam scowled, pulling his shirt on and seeing his Clan tattoo as he did so. 

“Cam, you can do this. You were born to do this. The Pack couldn’t ask for a better or stronger Alpha and you know it. So, just suck it up big guy, ‘cause you gotta do it.”

Cam’s shoulders slumped, defeat in his body and Jinx pounced. “Good, I see you finally agree. I’ll let Fergie know and we’ll get your stuff moved into the Alpha’s cabin.”

Cam’s head shot up. “Not alone. Chastity comes too and so do you. I’m not staying there on my own.” 

Jinx was already at the door. “Okay, I’ll make sure she’s moved too. I presume you want her near your room?”

“Next to it and I don’t want the master bedroom either. I’m not sleeping in my uncle’s bed. Tell Marie she’s welcome to stay. I don’t want to put her out of her home. In fact, insist she stays to take care of the new Alpha or some such nonsense.”

Jinx smiled, “Good idea, I’ll do that. There’s also something else you need to decide on.”

Cam couldn’t help but snarl, “What? You want to know if I want new drapes? New Sofa?”

“Hey, cut it out, Sin!” Jinx spat back, “Dupont’s Pack needs some leadership until it’s been decided what to do with it. So, firstly we need to send at least a couple of our guys to go keep an eye on them and we didn’t find the Witch who was helping him so we need them to find whoever it was.”

“Fuck, I forgot about that.” Cam ran a hand through his hair, frustrated that he’d not thought of this. “Okay, I think Mac and Logan should go. What’s your thoughts?”

“Good choice.” Jinx grinned, “I don’t think you’d get Rory to go anywhere at the minute. He’s totally smitten with Charlotte and Mac and Logan both have cool heads. I’ll tell them to leave tomorrow morning.”

“Okay, now, are you finished?” Cam snapped.

Jinx opened the door shouting over his shoulder, “Yup, for the time being. Remember we’ll be coming to move Chastity soon, so don’t get angry when we show up. Oh yeah, I assume I now hold the position of Beta?”

Picking up a boot, Cam threw it after Jinx’s disappearing head. His friends voice shouting, “I’ll take that as a yes!”

Cam padded back to Chastity’s room, finding her in a soft white nightdress, all traces of blood gone from her and the bed. Now she lay on crisp white sheets, her damp hair lying around her like a blonde halo. He ran a strand of her locks through his fingers as he sat down next to the bed. 

Moving the chair slightly so he could stretch his legs out and place his feet on the side of the bed, crossing his arms and letting his head fall back.  Cam’s eyes slid closed and sleep overtook him.

He was rudely awakened when his feet were pushed from the bed, his eyes flying open as a snarl tore from his throat. 

“It’s only us.” Jinx held his hands out. “We’ve moved your things and we’re here to get Chastity.”

“I’ll do it.” Cam stood up, gathering the prone body up into his arms, covers included and following his friend on the trek to the Alpha’s cabin.

He knew, without a doubt, that his life was going to change dramatically and he wasn’t sure about any of it. It was the last thing on the Goddess’ good green earth he’d ever wanted. To be Alpha of a Wolf Pack. 

Cam pushed the thought from his head as he carried Chastity the short distance to the Alpha cabin. Fergie sat in his wheelchair on the porch, his cousin nodding to him as he arrived. “Evening, Alpha,” Fergie said quietly, emotion thick in his voice.

“Evening, Fergie,” Cam replied just as quietly before heading inside to find where he was going to be staying for the foreseeable future.

Passing by the lounge he caught sight of Marie, her eyes red and her face pale, sympathy welling in his heart for his aunt’s pain. He hoped she could get through the loss of her mate. Some Wolves didn’t, almost as if they wasted away from the loss of their love. Possibly, with Fergie’s help, she’d get through it and out the other side of her grief.

Angel was waiting for him, at the bottom of the staircase. “I’ll show you where to put her and we’ve put you in the room next door. It’s on the opposite side of the cabin from the master bedroom.”

“Good,” Cam said and inclined his head towards Marie. “How’s she doing?” 

“Not so good, but we’re hoping after the funeral tomorrow that she’ll pick up.”

“Understandable,” Cam spoke quietly, not wanting his aunt to hear him. “It’s the worst possible loss, the loss of a mate. Or so I’ve heard.”

Angel led him along the hallway, stopping at a room and ushering him inside. “I know, but I’ve never come across it before so I’m not sure what to do for her. I guess just be here in case she needs us.”

“Yes, I presume so.” 

“This is all set up for Chastity. The Healer will be in daily to check on her. She did say if Chastity didn’t waken soon she’d need an IV line to keep her hydrated and fed but that’s not something that needs to be done today.”

Cam felt his heart tighten in his chest at the thought of the She-Wolf in his arms not waking soon. It wasn’t something he was prepared to think deeper about at this moment. Far better to believe she was going to sleep tonight and wake up as normal in the morning.

Angel moved the bedding and he placed Chastity on the bed, covering her back up. Cam moved the armchair from the corner to beside the bed and sat down.

“Your room is right next door and if you need anything at all just let me know.” Angel backed out of the room, closing the door behind her.

Cam settled down, making himself as comfortable as he could, because he had no plans on leaving the room or Chastity. He was staying right there until Chastity regained consciousness.

*****

Shelly stared at the two powerful Wolves addressing the Pack. The Wild Ranch Pack, a name she hated with a vengeance. One that that abomination, Philippe Dupont, had insisted the Pack be called. Her heart had soared when she’d heard the unmistakable sounds of a full on fight the day before. Peeking from behind her curtains to see large Wolves attacking Dupont’s guards.

She’d watched every second she could, a glimmer of hope starting to glow deep inside her. As she saw the midnight black Wolf decimate everything in its path and run inside she clapped her hands together in glee. Hoping and praying it would be strong enough to annihilate their despicable Alpha.

An Alpha that beat and tortured his own sister. After all, she and the entire Pack had been listening to him doing it for what seemed like hours. The blood-curdling screams torn from Chastity still ringing in her ears. Could these alien Wolves be their saviors? She’d hoped so with all her heart as she continued to watch the battle.

When it was over she and everyone else slowly emerged, desperate to ensure Dupont and his thugs were dead. As it became obvious they were she, along with every other Pack member, started to hope that their futures weren’t as grim as they’d been only hours before.

They worked together and gathered all the bodies, including their now-dead Alpha, and piled them up. The Pack then collected dried branches, logs and anything else that would burn, placing them around and over the bodies. Almost all of them then lit matches and set the pyre alight. 

Burning the evil Wolves and denying them the peace and dignity of a Pack funeral.

Now two of the Wolves had returned, telling them they were there to look after the Pack until something more permanent could be arranged. Telling them they had nothing to fear from them and to come and talk to them about any concerns they may have.

Shelly’s eyes were drawn, time and again, to one of them, her inner beast yipping loudly in her head. “Be quiet!” she told it time and again as she began to think her life may be going to get better.

Anything was better than what she’d endured these past years. Dupont allowing his men to do whatever the hell they wanted, to whoever the hell they wanted. She’d withstood unspeakable acts carried out on her by his men, especially Silas, Quincy and Pascall. Those three were devils incarnate and she hoped wherever they were that they were being punished for all their evil deeds.

She jumped as the other one raised his voice; loud noises scaring the shit out of her nowadays. Her friend, Tina, placed a hand on her arm, “It’s okay, Shell, they’re the good guys. Or I think so anyway.”

Shelly nodded and answered, “I hope so, Tink.”

“Me too,” Tina whispered, touching the fading bruises on her face that Dupont’s men had put there just the night before.

~ Chapter 14 ~

Rebecca sat reading on one of the sofas in front of the fire, her legs pulled up underneath her as she tried to escape inside the words of the book. She was finding it a little difficult and thought it was, perhaps, the reading material. Definitely not her usual read but one of her friends had pushed it into her hands and told her she just had to read it.

She usually preferred Sci-Fi or sometimes a good romance but this was rather different to either of those. The scene she was reading was hot, no mistaking that, but she couldn’t make up her mind whether she liked it or hated it. 

A low rumble of laughter making her jump, her head turning to see Jacob standing behind her. His eyes on the book in front, obviously reading over her shoulder. She couldn’t stop the blush that appeared on her face, snapping the book shut quickly. “You always sneak up on people like that?”

Jacob smirked, “Nope, no sneaking was involved but you were immersed in your story.”

Rebecca snapped, embarrassed at being caught reading the book. “I wasn’t, I was just flicking through it to see what all the hype’s about.”

Jacob walked around and stopped in front of the blazing fire. “I see. So what’s your opinion?”

She placed the book back into her bag, hiding it from view. “Not decided yet. Can’t make up my mind about it at all.”

“So you’re not in love with Mr. Grey?” Jacob cocked his head to the side, his eyes seeming to penetrate her soul.

“No, definitely not,” Rebecca spoke quickly, the large Wolf’s eyes twinkling as he responded to her.

“You’re in the minority then.” Jacob kept staring, a slight smile on his face. “From what I hear, women have been mad for this book for quite a few years. You’re late to the party, Rebecca.”

She felt herself squirming under his gaze. “A friend gave me it. It’s not my normal kinda book.”

Jacob grinned, his eyes burning into hers and she couldn’t break the connection. “So you don’t yearn for what’s done in that?” he nodded toward her bag where she’d hidden the book.

“Never tried it. Why? Do you?” Rebecca’s hand flew to her mouth. Shit! Why did I just say that!

Soft laughter rumbled from Jacob as he fingered the black tie he wore beneath his smart suit. “I’m open to most things, Rebecca. However, I am no Mr. Grey. I’m better. Perhaps you’ll find that out.”

Rebecca gasped at his brazenness, his absolute confidence in his bedroom abilities. “Perhaps, perhaps not.”

“I would prefer the first.” Jacob walked forward, stretching out his hand to her. “Are you ready?”

Rebecca took his hand as he pulled her up to stand very close to his hard body. “What?” she exclaimed, as he gazed down into her upturned face.

“Don’t panic, Rebecca.” One of his fingers ran down the side of her face causing her to shiver, “I’m talking about the funeral. It’s due to start. I came to get you and escort you to the ceremony.”

She knew she was flustered, this Wolf apparently affecting her in ways she had no control over and her heart sped up dramatically as she fought to get words out. Finally her brain and mouth worked together, though her words were breathless as she murmured, “Oh, yes, sorry. I’m ready and you’re looking smart in your suit. I didn’t know Wolves did the whole suit thing for funerals.”

Jacob raised an eyebrow as he moved them towards the door, his hand at the base of her back causing her skin to tingle, even though they weren’t touching her. “We may be Wolves but we’re not Neanderthals, Becca.”

Her own eyebrow raised. “My name is Rebecca.”

“I think I prefer my own name for you. Just between the two of us.” Jacob led her down the stairs and around the back of the cabin. “It’s more relaxed and friendly. Don’t you think, Becca?”

She couldn’t answer, not a word passed her lips as his other arm snaked across his body to take her hand in his. Such a large, powerful hand holding her tiny, green painted nails, hand. His thumb was moving in soft little circles over her skin and she thought, for just a moment, he was using some kind of magic on her because she absolutely never reacted to men like this. What the hell was going on?

“Are you okay?” he whispered into her ear, leaning down so his breath caressed the skin on her neck.

She only just managed to get out one word, “Fine.” 

“Yes, you are. Mighty fine,” Jacob chuckled as they arrived at a clearing in the forest where the entire Pack were assembled.

Rebecca saw Cam at the front, standing before a freshly dug grave with the wrapped body of Fearghas to the side. She stared at the new Alpha, seeing the tension in every muscle of his taut body and the lines at the sides of his eyes. She was certain she’d never seen him like this. 

He was always so calm and in control, nothing fazing him, the epitome of cool, calm, and collected. Not so today. His power was still on show. Clear for everyone present to feel as he coughed, clearing his throat before raising his arms to quieten the Pack.

Jacob’s hands stayed glued to her, making it difficult to concentrate at first. However, as soon as Cam’s powerful voice rang out in the clearing, appearing to be reverberated back at them from the trees around them. It wasn’t long until she felt tears in her eyes as she listened to his impassioned declaration.

“You’ve lost your Alpha. An Alpha that was good, strong, just and true.” Cam took a deep breath, raising his voice, “An Alpha that would do anything, anything at all, to protect each and every one of you. An Alpha that worked tirelessly to ensure the Pack was successful in its endeavors. An Alpha that lay down his very life for each and every one of you!”

Rebecca could feel the sorrow and grief in the air surrounding them, Marie’s sobs rending the silence. She reached for Jacob’s hand, holding it tight as she fought the tears that threatened to break free. “I don’t cry!” she thought as she imagined her mascara streaking down her face. Definitely not a good look.

Jacob apparently had abilities she wasn’t aware of...mind reading... as he whispered. “It’s a funeral, Becca, it’s perfectly acceptable to cry.”

She shook her head and said, “I don’t do tears.”

“A woman who doesn’t cry?” Jacob asked, his tone a little surprised. “You intrigue me more and more, Witch.”

Cam’s voice broke her attention from Jacob, her heart again speeding up at the Wolf’s lustful look.

“We unite in our grief with Marie. Her anguish and sorrow is our anguish and sorrow. We unite in our pledge to help her through this torturous time. We, as the Highland Clan Pack, will help and support Marie and Fergie as they grieve for a much loved mate and father. There will be united love for them and we will get them through this.”

The roar of affirmation from the Pack brought even more tears to her eyes. Jacob pressing a clean, crisp white hankie into her hand. She took it gratefully, dabbing gently at her eyes. 

Cam’s voice continued, “The Pack gives me great honor by accepting me as Alpha. I promise I will do my best for all of you. With your help we will make the Highland Clan Pack the strongest Pack known within the Wolf community. We will grow strong together, we will prosper together, and we will become the best damn Pack that we’ll be turning other Wolves away as they clamber to join us. Together we will survive!”

Even Jacob roared this time, Rebecca looking up to see the strong Wolf beside her. His large frame filled with muscular strength and beauty as he joined in with the Pack. Her eyes widened as she looked at him, not usually going for the large musclebound type. Jacob was different though, but, she had no idea why. All she did know was he affected her in ways no other man ever had. Her mind wandering to ponder how his lips would feel against hers, her tongue licking her lips at the thought.

His eyes snapped to hers, the look almost feral as he looked at her lips before rising to lock onto her eyes. “You and I will be spending some time together later, Rebecca. After the hunt, I’ll be looking for you.”

His words weren’t a suggestion, weren’t a question. They were a statement of fact and her thighs clenched together of their own volition. What the hell! Why did he affect her so?

Cam started to strip off his bespoke suit, “As we lay to rest your Alpha, we will honor him in the only way we can. As Wolves!”

Rebecca watched as three men lowered the body into the grave and started to fill it in as the Pack started to take their clothes off. Her eyes slid to the side, watching as Jacob took his jacket off and held it out to her.

“I don’t want to get this dirty.” He grinned and asked, “Would you take my clothes back to the cabin?”

Taking the jacket from him she nodded, her eyes widening as the tie and shirt were soon in her arms. Damn, but he was one fine specimen of maleness! As his pants lowered, together with his underwear, she fought to keep her eyes north of that area. 

“Are you sure you’re okay?” Jacob asked, “You’re looking a little flushed, Becca. Are you running a temperature?”

Rebecca tried hard to keep her composure but thought she’d failed miserably as Jacob chuckled. His voice whispering, “I’ll see you soon, Becca.”

With that she heard the unmistakable sound of thousands of bones breaking, reshaping and realigning as the Pack morphed. Even Marie taking part in the hunt to honor Fearghas. Jacob’s beast was far larger than most, its silver grey fur rippling as it shook itself from head to tail. The knowledgeable eyes turning to look up at her before nudging her gently with its head. Reaching down she gently ran her fingers through the silky fur, feeling the beast quiver at her touch.

As Jacob’s Wolf moved from beneath her fingers she saw she was surrounded by massive beasts of all shapes, sizes and colors, only a few of the elders not changing or going on the hunt. Fergie was urging Angel to go but she steadfastly shook her head. Rebecca looked closely at Cam’s cousin, wondering if she could help him. She would ask Cam or Jinx about it tomorrow.

As Cam’s massive ebony Wolf howled into the night sky the rest of the Pack joined in. The haunting sound bringing tears to her eyes once again. Never had she heard anything as melancholy and evocative as when Cam turned and led the Pack away.

Rebecca watched until the last straggling Wolf disappeared into the trees, her heart sad at the Pack’s loss. Angel walking over asking, “Would you like to come back for a drink and something to eat?”

“Yes,” she nodded, “that would be lovely. Thank you.”

Angel smiled, her face friendly and welcoming. “Good, we’ve got plenty of food ready and I’ve some nice wine chilling.” 

“I’ll just take Jacob’s clothes back to our cabin then I’ll come over.”

“Jacob huh, he’s rather intimidating isn’t he?” Angel’s head cocked to the side, her look a little devilish.

“You could say that.” Rebecca smiled back.

“He looks at you with that look. He likes you, doesn’t he?”

Rebecca blushed, turning away. “Not sure what you mean.” She started to walk away, treading carefully with her heels in the soft ground. “I’ll see you in a little while.”

She rushed away before Angel could probe her any further. Discussing the extremely handsome Wolf with anyone was definitely not on her agenda.

*****

Cam’s beast tore through the forest, the Pack spread out behind him, splitting off into smaller groups as they started to hunt. He and his Wolf were in agreement, neither of them wanting to be hunting when they should be watching over Chastity. But, Cam understood the need for the Pack to participate in the ritual hunt after they’d lost one of their own.

The hunt forging the Pack together and helping those that grieved. He could scent Marie’s Wolf nearby and although he still sensed her sorrow, her beast was helping her get through this horrendous moment in time.

However, he was going to pass the hunt onto his Beta as soon as was respectfully possible. He could feel Jacob’s desire to leave also and wondered what was going on with him, usually his PI loved nothing more than to go Wolf and hunt. Cam hoped everything was okay with his friend as they ran on, towards the elk he’d scented and was now tracking avidly.

As soon as he’d brought it down he’d pass the hunt on to Jinx and head home. Cam wondered if Jacob would make the early return journey with him. If the vibe his PI was giving off was anything to go by he thought the answer would be a resounding yes.

His Wolf slowed its pace as they drew nearer, motioning with its massive head to send several Wolves to outflank the elk and remove any chance of escape. His beast eager to finish this and return to Camp it slithered on its belly to gain a better view of the animal they hunted. There, in a small clearing, the elk stood proudly, a magnificent creature that was also dangerous and potentially deadly.

It was a bull, with gigantic antlers that could rip a Wolf to shreds. Given the chance. Cam wasn’t going to afford it the opportunity to hurt him or any of the others. A light yip and he, Jinx and Jacob’s beasts leaped forward attacking from both sides and the rear. No Wolf was foolhardy enough to attempt a frontal attack on a beast with a rack of antlers so deadly.

The bellow of pain from the bull rang out into the night as it thrashed around, trying to gore them. He and the other two were far too experienced to allow that to happen and it wasn’t long before they downed the elk, its blood seeping into the ground in its death throws.

Cam’s Wolf circled around the bull, watching and waiting for the animal to die. He wouldn’t allow any of the Pack near until he was sure it was safe. Many a Wolf had been caught out and gored with a bull’s last breath. His beast prowled back and forth, its eyes taking in every last detail of the animal as it lay dying before him. 

A last struggle, a final rattle of breath, a last spurt of life saving blood, and then it lay perfectly still in death. Cam took a moment to take in the magnificent beast before turning to look for Marie’s beast, spying her waiting off to his side. His Wolf padded over, nudging her with his head, giving her the honor to be the first to feed, as was tradition in his Clan.

She hesitated, looking around then back to him, her beast’s eyes showing her sorrow. Cam’s obsidian Wolf nudged her again and as she stepped forward, he led her to the bull. With a final nudge her beast lowered its head and ripped into the soft underbelly of the elk as Cam’s Wolf released a loud howl of victory. Jinx’s beast joined his and then Jacob’s, soon, every member of the Pack present joined them as they allowed Marie’s beast to devour as much of the elk as it could.

When she was finished, her beast howled long and hard up to the night sky, releasing her pain and sorrow. Her Packmates joined her for a moment before they attacked the remains of the bull, ripping and shredding the body until only a carcass remained.

Now they’d had a taste of blood, the Wolves wanted more, yipping and prancing as Cam prodded Jinx’s reddish brown beast. His action obviously letting his Beta know to take over. Jinx’s Wolf growled, snarled, and then took off with the others close behind. Cam wasn’t surprised to see that Jacob stayed behind. 

He’d been right, his PI wanted to get back to camp. 

As his beast sped off into the darkness back to camp, he could feel Jacob’s at his back. Cam had no idea why Jacob wanted to leave the hunt, and, truth be told, he didn’t care. All he cared about was getting back to check on Chastity.

~ Chapter 15 ~

Jacob broke away from Cam at the edge of the Camp, heading towards the Club House cabin. His excitement growing at seeing Rebecca again, the thought of taking her in his arms and showing her what he could do with his lips. Just thinking about her lips causing his beast to quicken its pace.

He morphed at the stairs up to the cabin, striding up and in quickly. Jacob stopped, a little confused when the Witch wasn’t sitting on the sofa and even more confused when he used his abilities and realized she wasn’t in the cabin. His temper rose as his disappointment caused him to growl, his eyes noticing his suit lying over the back of the sofa.

So, she’d been back, but where the fuck was she now?

His inner beast was prowling around, discontented that the Witch was not here and he agreed with it wholeheartedly. Jacob snatched up his pants, pulling them on quickly and grabbing his shirt, not bothering to fasten it or put on shoes, he turned and stalked outside. 

He had to force himself not to snarl as his senses sought her scent. His intention to seek her out and pursue the attraction between them. Jacob was certain she felt it too, it was obvious in the way she looked at him, the way she reacted to him. It was definitely not only on his part and he couldn’t wait to have her in his arms.

Jacob had only taken two steps when he saw her walking toward him. Placing his hands in his pockets, he waited until she was directly in front of him. “Where’ve you been?”

Rebecca raised an eyebrow at his question. “Angel invited me over to eat and we shared a bottle of wine. Why?”

Jacob smirked, “I thought you’d be waiting on me.”

Rebecca swerved around him, her aura clearly upset. “You think I would just sit around pining for the big, bad Wolf? If so, then you are sorely mistaken!”

He watched as she stormed inside, her ass snugly covered by her dress and calling to him to feel it. Damn, but the woman was hot. “I see you’re annoyed with me.”

Rebecca tried to slam the door in his face but he caught it easily and went inside, closing it quietly. She stopped in front of the fire, her eyes blazing, hands on hips. “Annoyed? Me? No, I’m not annoyed with you. I’m fucking furious! Who do you think you are to just assume I’ll be at your beck and call?”

Jacob stalked over toward her. “I didn’t say you were at my beck and call. However, I know you feel this between us and I just thought you were as interested as I to pursue it. Obviously I was wrong.”

He stopped right in front of her, invading her space but not touching. Her scent assaulting him and causing his cock to harden. “You’re rather bewitching, if you’ll pardon the pun, but I know you feel it, Becca.”

Again her eyes flashed with anger and she slowly stated, “My name is Rebecca.”

“I prefer Becca when it’s just the two of us.”

He could see her pupils dilate, scent her arousal, but still she fought him. Standing stiff as a rod and glowering up at him. Jacob reached over and took one of her hands in his, bringing it up to gently kiss her palm. His lips lingering for a moment before he pulled back. He heard her breathing quicken, a little gasp as she tugged her hand free.

“Who are you? You’re no ordinary Wolf, that’s for sure.” Rebecca frowned, her skin puckering at the top of her nose as she looked him square in the eye. “I don’t normally associate with Wolves, apart from Cam and Jinx, but here you are Mr. Tall, Dark and Handsome, affecting me like I’ve never been affected before. To tell the truth, I’m not sure I like it.”

“Really?” Jacob grinned. “Tall, dark and handsome. Why thank you, beautiful lady. My ego’s just taken a boost.”

Rebecca finally smiled. “I don’t think you have any problems with your ego, Wolf.” 

Jacob reached forward, placing a hand at her waist and gently tugged her forward. When she didn’t resist his touch he stepped into her body, holding her snug against him. “Sorry if I seemed a little forward earlier. I was just a little disappointed when you weren’t here. I’d been looking forward to seeing you and getting you all to myself.”

“I’m not a She-Wolf, Jacob, I don’t do well with being told what to do or when to do it.”

Jacob nodded. “Noted,” he said as his head lowered and his lips brushed across hers, his beast howling as their tongues danced. Her taste lighting a fire inside him he’d not felt in a very long time.

He knew she felt it too, little gasps of pleasure from her throat causing his cock to harden until it strained to break free. Her hands now on his body, beneath his shirt, her fingers caressing his skin as he deepened the kiss further.

Rebecca’s body responded to his touch, to his kiss, and melted to his. Jacob forced their lips apart, “You want to stay here, or go somewhere more private?”

Her eyes hooded as she replied softly, “Oh I think we need to take this somewhere private. Don’t you?”

“I do indeed, Becca.” He saw her squint up at him but she didn’t protest at his use of the name.

“I think we’ll use my room.” She took his hand and led them upstairs.

His eyes glued to her ass as it swayed in front of him. “I can’t wait to see you. All of you,” he murmured while she laughed.

“I’ve seen what you’ve got to offer already, Wolf.”

“I’m glad it didn’t put you off.” Jacob chuckled stating, “Some women are intimidated by my size.”

As they reached the top of the stairs, Rebecca turned to look over her shoulder, “I’m not easily intimidated.”

Jacob laughed, moving to pick her up in his arms and carry her the rest of the way. “I’ll bet you aren’t.”

Her lips latched onto his throat as he pushed open her door, kicking it shut behind him before placing her on her feet. “Need a hand?” he asked, as he tore off his shirt.

“No, I’m perfectly capable of undressing myself.”

As his pants fell to the floor he kicked them off, reaching for Rebecca. “Please, let me,” he growled, his ardor rising by the second.

She stood still as his hands lowered the zipper on her dress, pushing it from her shoulders to let it pool at her feet. Jacob hissed through his teeth at the sight before him. Rebecca standing in matching purple lace bra and panties with sheer, hold up stockings, her feet still encased by her stiletto shoes.

“Goddess, but you are beautiful! I’m loving that look on you, my sexy Witch. Nothing quite like the sight of stockings to turn a man on.”

“You needed the stockings?” Rebecca’s smile was seductive as she batted her eyelashes at him. “I don’t think so. You were already turned on, Jacob, no denying it.”

“Yeah,” he grinned, “I was, but hey, this is a bonus.”

Picking her up, he carried her to the bed, “Let’s see how many times I can make you scream my name.” he joked as he placed her gently on the covers.

“Hmm,” Rebecca said and bit her lip, “I think I’ll take you up on that and raise ya! Let’s see how many times I get you to roar my name.”

“Done.” He agreed, pouncing to cover her body with his.

––––––––

~ Chapter 16 ~

Rory held Charlotte tight against him, their lovemaking tiring them both, but still he couldn’t sleep. His pull towards this She-Wolf was scaring him and he had no idea how to address it. Every time he was near her, his Wolf would prance about, urging him to mark her as his.

His reticence to do so causing him to worry he was going to muck this up. It wasn’t every day a Wolf found a mate but he had so many things to ponder. Did he want to stay here? Go back to Scotland? Would Charlie even want to leave here or would she expect him to stay, even if he didn’t want to?

Questions, questions, always running through his head, a tight band of tension taking hold. Closing his eyes he let out a long sigh, jumping when Charlie poked him in the ribs.

“You okay, Highlander? What’s up?”

He looked down into her twinkling eyes, seeing a slight frown on her face. His finger gently stroked the pucker. “Sorry, it’s just all these feelings running through me and my head is, as we say in Scotland, ‘full of mince.’”

Charlie laughed, “You’re kidding. Right? You don’t really say that, do you?”

Rory chuckled, “Yup, we do and right now there’s not a more apt saying for the way my brain is.”

“So, you’re feeling what I’m feeling?”

Pulling her tight against him he kissed her forehead. “If you feel like you’ve been sucker punched and your heart feels like it’s going to explode and your Wolf is giving you its very own headache. Then aye, I do.”

“That’s about right.” Charlie clung to him. “What do we do?”

“No feckin’ idea but I guess we need to discuss some things. Like whether I want to stay here in the US, or go back to the Highlands. If you want me to stay here or if you want to come with me to Scotland. Too much for tonight, Charlie. We’ll talk tomorrow, if that’s okay?”

“Tomorrow is good. We don’t need to decide right now, Rory.” She cuddled even closer, whispering, “Can I stay the night?” 

“Aye, I don’t want you going anywhere, Charlie. So long as your father won’t come hunting for me in the morning?” Rory tickled her side, right at that little spot he’d found earlier. “Cam’s got enough on his plate without a challenge from a disgruntled father.”

“I told him ‘bout us. He said to do what my beast and heart tell me.”

“Really? He said that?” Rory wondered if her father was wiser than either of them were. Probably.

“Yeah,” Charlie snuggled into him, “he’s okay with me being here. Promise.”

“Good, now, let’s try and get some rest.” 

Charlie yawned, “Okay, we’ll talk tomorrow.”

Rory nodded, closing his eyes and trying to sleep. As thoughts, words and feelings careened inside his brain, he realized it was going to be a long night.

*****

Rebecca stared at the large Wolf in her bed, his rock hard body lying next to her, one of his arms across her waist. She’d never been attracted to a Wolf before, well, apart from Cam and that was only a friendship. Nothing ever happened between them in the bedroom department.

Her body appeared to react to this Wolf, Jacob, all on its own with no input from her at all and she fought against those feelings. Always in control at all times, she wasn’t happy at this lack of restraint on her part. “What the hell is it about him?” she thought over and over as she stared at his perfection.

Yeah, he was large (she’d always liked tall, muscular men), he was handsome (way more good looking than any man should be), he was passionate (boy, was that an understatement), he was a considerate lover (extremely considerate). She smiled, stifling a little laugh at all the ways he’d been “considerate” but he was also controlling, obstinate, and dominant. None of those appealing to her in even the slightest before she’d met him.

She was her own woman, a strong, independent Witch, who ran her business and life her way. The thought of someone else having a say in her life brought out a cold sweat in her that caused her to shiver involuntarily. 

What was he going to say when she let him know that she was in no way going to let him impact on her life? She guessed he wasn’t going to take that well but, hell, she was in no doubt that Jacob was going to try his goddamn hardest to infiltrate her life.

She’d just have to be strong enough not to allow him that power.

*****

Shelly pulled the cover tighter around her as she curled up in the corner of the sofa, re-reading one of her favorite books. Yes, she had all the new-fangled technical ways to read but sometimes, just sometimes, she liked the feel of a real book in her hands.

Rushing to turn the pages to see what happens, or, stalling to read a much-loved paragraph. As her best friend walked over she closed the book, “Marshmallows?” she asked with hope as Tina handed her a large, steaming mug of hot chocolate.

“Yup, of course.” Tina sat down in her armchair set right next to the fire.

Shelly sipped her drink, savoring the taste as she thought how lucky she was to have her friend staying with her. After her father “disappeared” she’d been alone, her mother killed in an accident when she was small. Tina hadn’t hesitated, moving in so Shelly wouldn’t be on her own.

“Tink,” Shelly used her friend’s nickname, “do you really think we’re safe now?”

Tina turned around, cream along her top lip, “I don’t know why, but I do. I think those guys are for real. I didn’t scent any deceit on them and they both appear to be open and up-front ‘bout things.”

“Good,” Shelly said and pointed to her own lip, Tina sticking her tongue out to lick hers clean. “I really hope so, this Pack needs to heal and grow strong again. Without fear, punishment, or death, forever in our minds.”

“I know, honey,” Tina said and cocked her head to the side, “plus, they’re kinda cute, ain’t they? Those accents are h.o.t!”

“Tink, that’s the last thing on my mind,” Shelly laughed, and she agreed but wasn’t going to let her friend know that. “Do you think we’ll ever be able to find out what happened to my dad?”

Tina’s expression changed, sadness and sympathy visible now. “I don’t know, babe, but if we can then we will. I’ll maybe go and talk to those two tomorrow. Give them a run-down of what’s been going on here and about all the so-called disappearances. Maybe they can help.”

“Do you think they will? Help that is.” 

“I’m sure they will.” Tina looked thoughtful for a moment. “Shell, I think they’re good Wolves who’ll do what they can to help us. We can pray to the Goddess that they can find everyone who we’ve lost and then we can give them a proper burial. I know we’ve talked ‘bout it before, honey, we know they’re dead. That fucker Dupont or his men killed them but if we can lay them to rest that’ll be something.”

“Yes,” Shelly’s eyes filled with tears with her response, she turned away quickly so Tink couldn’t see. “I want to bury him next to mom. He would’ve wanted that.”

“I know, honey, I know.” 

Shelly nodded, picking up her book with one hand and pretending to read it as she hoped and prayed they were indeed now safe. Her one wish to find her father and put him where he belonged; next to her mother.

*****

Cam stared at Chastity’s prone body, her face pale against the sheets, so pale it almost matched the white linen she lay upon. His Wolf lay down, whining in his head. His need to stay close to this woman all-encompassing and causing his heart to ache.

What he wouldn’t do to see her open her eyes; nothing. There was nothing he wouldn’t do to bring her back into the living instead of this coma-like state she was now in. With all his wealth and contacts there’d never been a time when he couldn’t “sort” something; until now.

His frustration growing by the hour as he sat at her side. Cam could hear Jinx wandering around in a nearby bedroom and hoped his friend didn’t attempt to make him go to bed. Cam had no intention of leaving Chastity’s side until he’d brought her back from the brink and anyone who tried to move him was in for an angry Alpha response, from his beast and from him.

For the first time in his life he prayed to the Goddess, urging her to bring the white Wolf back to life. “Chastity, wake up, you have to wake up,” he murmured over and over again, his heart sinking each time there was no response.

*****

Chastity ran, weaving through the trees, her heart filled with dread. Something bad, something terrible, something terrifying, was chasing her and she ran on and on trying to escape.

She couldn’t see it, only felt it, as it followed her every move. Something dark and dangerous that wanted nothing more than to catch her and do unspeakable things, drag her somewhere she didn’t want to go.

Tears streaked her face as she ran, her feet not feeling the ground beneath her. “Am I dreaming?” she thought, as she raced onwards, fear lapping inside her belly as her heart felt as if it was going to explode from the exertion.

She hoped she was because this seemed never-ending. No matter how fast she ran she couldn’t escape whatever it was that was chasing her. She tried again and again to morph into her beast but nothing happened. Her beast howling in protest at being unable to protect her.

Chastity thought she could hear voices but when she tried to latch onto the sounds they drifted away in the breeze. “Please, please! Is there anyone there?” she screamed aloud, hoping someone would come to her aid.

Nobody did, the forest silent as her scream died away. So she did the only thing she could; she ran, faster and faster.
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The Sexy & The Undead

By

Charity Parkerson

It is said the Angels were created from light itself. Their luminous white wings and golden hair give comfort to the poor souls they escort to the Heavens.

The story history does not tell is of the Angels born of the dark. Distinguishable by their solid black wings and warrior-like bodies, these beings are the Guardians of the Gods. -Randall Cruz’s guide to Magical Creatures

CHAPTER ONE

“This place flipping sucks,” Tam said, using her whiniest voice.

She didn’t get to visit with her friend, Lena, very often since she lived amongst the humans. Tam was stuck living in the Hall of the Gods. She was taking full advantage of the rare social call by laying all her problems on the Seer as thick as possible. “I mean, look around,” she added, gearing up for a full rant. “There’s not one man in this joint I’d be willing to sleep with.”

Lena’s bright pink hair, which stood out in a spike above her head, tilted from side to side as she did as Tam ordered. Her eyes widened, showing her confusion.

“Are you insane?”

Disbelief laced her words. Lifting one beautifully manicured finger, she pointed out a blond angel guarding a nearby door. “What about that one?” Before Tam could answer, Lena added, “or that one?”

Tam didn’t bother glancing in the redhead’s direction. She knew without looking both men wore matching black kilts and nothing else. Their golden muscular bodies were a common sight in the Heavens.

“Bloody freaking hell, Lena. All these guys are three feet taller than me. What am I supposed to do with them, I ask you? Their,” she made a swirling gesture with her index finger, searching for the right term. “Pricks. Yes,” she said with a nod, deciding she liked that word. “They are probably the size of my leg. I’d be killed.”

A snort of laughter escaped Lena. She covered her mouth as if attempting to hold it in. Tam’s nerve endings lit up at the sound. Most people believe chanting their belief in fairies will cause one to grow strong. In truth, laughter was the key to pixie power. A day with Lena was equivalent to a day at the spa for Tam. Not only was Lena the clumsiest immortal in all the realms, she was also a regular hoot.

Feeling encouraged, she grew even more outrageous. “Take him, for example.” Tam nodded toward a dark-haired angel who stood a few inches taller than the rest. “Notice how his kilt falls to his shins instead of his knees,” she pointed out.

Lena nodded. “I did think it was odd, but then again, what isn’t here?”

It was Tam’s turn to snort. “Well, his is not a fashion statement. I heard he tried wearing the standard uniform when he first arrived, but everyone got sick of seeing his huge one-eyed monster slapping his kneecaps every step he took. Mistress Katrina finally made him wear a longer one.”

Lena openly gawked at the man in question. Leaning over in her chair, she tried to peek under his pleat before losing her balance, almost landing on her face.

Catching her stare, the man began to inch the plaid upward as if fully prepared to relieve Lena’s curiosity.

“Thomas!” Tam cried, admonishing the wicked angel.

With a wink in Lena’s direction, he turned away. Lena didn’t look the least bit ashamed as she attempted to right herself.

“Too bad,” she sighed. “I’ve never seen a knee-slapping monster before. Why don’t you leave?”

Wasn’t that the million-dollar question? Tam’s wings drooped, mimicking her inner deflation. “I want a normal man,” she confessed to Lena. “An ordinary man who won’t squash my twat,” she added miserably.

****

Ella would be hard-pressed to explain exactly how she ended up with her very own pet zombie if anyone ever expected to hear the story. Nonetheless, here she was at twenty-six, single, unemployed, and with a zombie named Freddie to support. It wasn’t cheap keeping up the care of a zombie. There were codes, visits to the zombie witchdoctor—don’t get her started on the food bill—and a zombie sitter; those were almost impossible to find. That was why she was now fifteen minutes late to the first job interview she’d managed to land in six months with Freddie in tow, and no idea what she was going to do.

She found the tiny shop squeezed between an organic food store and a nail salon. She almost missed it, but at the last moment, she caught sight of the gold-embossed letters spelling out Cruz Apothecary across a red door. The windows were dark and dingy, causing a person’s eyes to automatically skirt past it. Since she was already late, it looked like heaven to her. Inside, the place appeared a bit more cheerful, with bright yellow walls and shiny oak shelves lining each one. A cream-colored loveseat sat wedged between two huge shelves covered in corked and colored glass bottles. She led Freddie in its direction. It wasn’t the ideal place to leave him. He was better off here than in her apartment unsupervised. Unfortunately, Freddie was having none of it. No matter what she did or promised, he wouldn’t stay put.

As a last resort, since she was feeling desperate, she brought out the big guns. “I promise to take you hiking on the wilderness trail as soon as we leave here. You can eat all the little critters you find.”

At one time, Freddie had been a handsome man. Unfortunately, his curse had stolen most of his looks. His slightly drooping hazel eyes reminded her of a pouting hound dog. Freddie huffed, but stilled at her words. She sighed in relief.

“Remarkable!” A male voice exclaimed behind her, startling her so much she clutched her chest. Spinning, Ella kept her hand pressed to her breast, trying to still her racing heart. A man wearing a white lab coat stood mere inches from her, appearing every inch the mad scientist. His sandy-brown hair stood on end. He held a black-rimmed pair of glasses up to his eyes to inspect Freddie closer. “I’ve heard of their existence, but this is my first time actually seeing a Homo Coprophagus Somnambulus.”

Freddie was of average height for a man, coming in around five-foot-ten. The scientist towered over him. Ella could see Freddie beginning to shuffle anxiously. Stepping between them, Ella forced the man to take a step back and focus on her. “Freddie is a good boy,” she remarked, as if she were talking about a dog instead of the undead. He shoved his glasses all the way onto his face, assessing her with his dark-blue eyes. An overwhelming desire to smooth her blonde hair and make certain her blouse was wrinkle free, overcame her.

“Ella Perry, I presume,” he said, sounding a little too pompous for her liking. Good manners won out, and she held her hand out for him to shake.

“Yes, and you are . . .”

“Dr. Randall Cruz,” he answered as he reached for her hand. She almost groaned. Of course, he was the one interviewing her today. It seemed her bad luck was holding.

As soon as their palms touched, Freddie sprang into action and clamped his powerful jaw around Randall’s wrist. Randall released a howl of pain. Ella froze in shock at the sight of Freddie chomping on her—hopefully but unlikely—new boss. Freddie made a “nom-nom-nom” sound, jerking Ella from her shocked haze. Digging through her purse, she pulled out her make-up case.

“Stop, Freddie! Down, Freddie! Bad, Freddie!” she screamed while flashing the tiny mirror from her compact in the zombie’s face.

With a screech, Freddie cowered from the sight of the mirror. He flung himself face first onto the couch behind him. Randall ran in a small circle, howling in a mixture of outrage and pain while frantically waving his arm from side to side. Ella watched the doctor’s hop-skip-run dance in confusion. Freddie had gnawed on her several times in the past. She knew from experience it didn’t hurt that bad. When it finally occurred to her what the real problem was, she had to stop herself from slapping her forehead in disgust.

“Oh, there’s no need to worry,” she told him soothingly. “He’s not contagious.”

Randall froze mid-frantic wave with his mouth still stretched wide in a silent scream. She watched as his face changed almost comically from terror to confusion before finally ending in curious calculation. “I thought zombies ate people, then whatever was left of them turned into a zombie, and so on and so forth,” he mused, the scientist in him showing itself.

Ella giggled. “You watch too many movies.”

“I resent that,” he said hotly. “I don’t watch movies at all. I read books,” he added with an offended sniff.

“Those ridiculous fiction books,” Ella retorted.

“Well, yes,” Randall admitted. “But still, most myths are based on some form of truth. Therefore, you must concede my fears aren’t unfounded.”

“Freddie here is a victim of a bitter witch’s curse,” Ella confessed, shaking her head sadly. “He was too sexy for his own good, and too stupid to know not to two-time a witch.” Ella waved the mirror in Randall’s direction. “Part of his curse is a fear of mirrors as punishment for his vanity.”

Freddie emitted an offended grunt. Ella patted his head. “No worries, babe. You’re much smarter now. Unfortunately, you’re not quite as handsome, but the intelligence level has seen a definite spike.”

Randall looked back and forth between them, snorting. “And you call me ridiculous.”

Ella looked pointedly at his hand before slowly raising her gaze back to his. She lifted her eyebrows, making him blush. “Yes, well,” he stuttered, sounding embarrassed. Ella did nothing to alleviate his discomfort. He glanced around the room, attempting to avoid her gaze. Forgetting about the mirror she held, Ella accidentally flashed it in Freddie’s direction, causing him to let out a pitiful moan. The scientist jumped a foot. In a rush to get away, he stumbled and then quickly righted himself.

“Our interview,” she called at his retreating back, causing him to freeze in his tracks. Without turning, he called over his shoulder, “Be here at eight a. m. sharp tomorrow morning. Leave the zombie at home.”

***

The Hall of the Gods had been home to a vast number of Gods and Goddesses over the centuries. Nowadays, the palace resembled more of a bed and breakfast than a stronghold as the deities only visited in passing. War between the realms lessened as more beings came into existence, allowing for an equal split of worshippers for each idol.

“It is Lena,” Samuel called as he rocked her chair back onto two legs, kissing her loudly on the cheek. She tried to swat him away. There wasn’t any real heat in the action. Lena was his favorite immortal. Since he’d saved her from the edge of death some years earlier, he liked to fancy himself she owed him the occasional kiss.

“You never write. You never come to visit,” he fussed in a falsetto old lady voice. “And what of your puny man?” he asked, referring to her husband, who wasn’t tiny in the least. Samuel shook his head. “He is not worthy of you, you know?”

Lena giggled like a little girl.

“Don’t break her,” Tam chastised. “Then neither one of us will get to play with her anymore.”

“Yes, please don’t break me. First off, my husband won’t like it, but also if I’m broken, then we can’t gossip.” Lena’s words reined him in. He did love gossip.

“Oh, I’m in. I love chinwag. Who are we on about tonight?”

“Tam was telling me about Thomas.”

“Oh, he is a fine solider. He could cut a man clean in two in one blow.”

Lena cut him off. “No. Tam was telling me about his one-eyed monster.”

Samuel’s jaw dropped. It wasn’t often he was surprised. This was one of those times. “Well, I’m out of this conversation then,” he said as he jumped to his feet. “But for the record, Thomas doesn’t possess the biggest staff in this place.” With a wink, Samuel turned to leave while the girls were still laughing, but something was wrong. Freezing in his tracks, he turned in a slow circle as he searched for the cause of his unease.

A foggy vision of a blonde female flying through the air, as if struck by an invisible force, formed as a mist in front of him. No one else in the room showed any reaction to the sudden appearance. His body swayed as the floor became similar to quicksand at his feet. He could see Tam and Lena staring at him with matching looks of confusion, their faces made hazy by the film in the air.

“Tam,” he said slowly. “Something isn’t right.”

Their eyes met. In an instant, she was back to pixie size and flying in his direction. Her eyes widened in shock, making him wonder if she caught sight of the same apparition. Lena stood covering her mouth as Tam shot through the air and straight at his chest. At the impact of her tiny frame barreling into his, the palace disappeared around them.

CHAPTER TWO

Ella flipped through the calendar, checking the date. She’d only worked at Randall’s shop for a grand total of two weeks. She didn’t feel confident she’d hang onto the job for very long. She was perpetually late, and she had yet to find a sitter to take Freddie. He’d been to work with her each day. It was only a matter of time before Randall became fed up by it all.

“That can’t be right,” Ella muttered to herself as she leaned closer to the calendar. Closing one eye, she tilted her head to the right in hopes of changing the date staring back at her. No matter how she looked at it, the numbers refused to change. She groaned. It was Valentine’s Day again.

A heartfelt sigh escaped her lips as she thought of another year alone. She’d always have Freddie unless she could break his curse. He wasn’t always enough for her. Most of the time, Ella’s single status wasn’t an issue, but for one day a year she really wanted that special date. It was busy work being a full-fledged witch and searching for a cure for Freddie. She didn’t have time for a man in her life. She mentally assembled a list of eligible bachelors, thinking tonight she could make an exception. She discarded each choice. The guy at the coffee shop was cute but too short. The one at the bank had a good job, but he talked too much about himself. Randall was single, but he was her boss. She needed her job more than she needed a little fun time in the bedroom. She knew she was, most likely, too choosy, but why waste her time on someone? After all, she wasn’t ignorant of the fact she could be more than a little high-maintenance when she set her mind to it. On the other hand, she also knew she’d work hard to keep a man happy if he was worthwhile. Almost to the point of despair, her eyes landed on the row of pots hanging above her stove. A smile tugged at the corners of her mouth. Pulling down the largest one, she set it on the stove, and turned the eye on high. Freddie lifted his head at the sound of her moving around the kitchen, but quickly went back to flipping through the set of books she’d recently purchased for him. They were boring but filled with pictures of different meat packaging plants from around the world. Freddie seemed to love them.

Ella knew the heart of any good spell was the ingredients. All she needed to do was decide what she wanted in the perfect date and she could conjure him up herself. Jumping up and down, she let out a girly squeal as she considered the possibilities. Freddie grunted and clapped his hands once as well. It was one of his best qualities. Even though Freddie had no idea why she was so excited, he was still happy for her.

Focusing her thoughts on her plan, she debated which quality she should deal with first. She wanted a cool man, not some dork with zero prospects. Using the first thing that came to mind, Ella dumped a pint of ice cream in the pot. It was cool and sweet. Next, she added a pinch of spice, for obvious reasons, and a lily she’d nicked off the grave with the huge ancient-looking angel headstone from the cemetery next door. She knew it wasn’t right to steal from a grave, but the flower was almost silver in coloration. The oddity of it called to something inside her. She added the flower now because how else could she ensure his eyes would end up that color? It took a moment for her to think of anything else. Well-groomed, that was a big one as well. Unfortunately, the only thing she could think of to add to the mixture to guarantee such a quality was a huge pair of toenail clippers. As she dropped them inside the bubbling potion, it turned an ominous black, signaling it was complete. However, now the potion was finished, she wasn’t a hundred percent sure what she should do with it. Not to mention, as the excitement began to pass, she couldn’t help but wonder if she shouldn’t wait until after she’d fixed herself up a little before conjuring up this dream man. After all, Ella really didn’t want him to see her with her hair in a ponytail and wearing last night’s pjs. While she was busy debating her next move, Freddie shuffled off down the hall. He returned with a necklace dangling from his fingers. With one glance at the miniscule corked bottle hanging from a leather cord, Ella threw her arms around Freddie’s neck, hugging him tight.

“You’re a genius,” she exclaimed, accepting his gift.

With a happy grunt, Freddie settled himself back at the kitchen table with his books.

Dipping the vial into the mixture, she inserted the cork, trapping the precious drops inside before wiping off the excess with a nearby hand towel. Unfortunately, she took too much time busying herself with tying it around her neck and forgot about turning the heat down on the stove.

Oily smoke began to roll from the pot. A hint of panic began to worm its way into Ella’s mind. She tried pulling it from the eye and waving off the fumes. It was too late. The brew had taken on a life of its own. Backing away slowly, Ella almost made it across the room before a giant fireball shot out and blew her off her feet. Her body slammed into the wall behind her, and her head spun as the room plunged into darkness. She tried hard to stay conscious, but the blackness pulled her under. Luckily, it didn’t claim her for long. Someone was shaking her. It took a couple of tries to pry her eyes open. They refused to obey her mind. Her throat burned and her stomach churned at the horrible smell hanging in the air. The smoke detector squawked loudly, reverberating off the walls and causing her head to pound even harder. She absently noted Freddie whimpering in the corner, but Ella’s gaze remained locked on the man attempting to keep her awake. His broad muscular chest was bare. A long, dark braid fell over one shoulder as he leaned over her. Black wings stood out from his back, blocking out the room behind him. His silver eyes held a hint of concern as he checked her over for injuries.

“Am I dead?” Ella asked, when she could think of no other reason for an angel to be attending her needs, even if he was a dark angel.

“I do not believe so.” His deep voice was so musical she wanted to touch him to see if he was real. “Do you feel dead?” he asked, sounding curious.

“You have wings,” she explained. As the words left her mouth, the giant black wings disappeared from sight. Squeezing her eyes shut for a moment, Ella tried to grip ahold of reality. When she reopened her eyes, she found the same sexy man leaning over her, only now a tiny fairy stood on his shoulder staring down at her as well.

“Holy smidgeon shot, Samuel, she’s gonna have a real shiner under that left eye,” the pixie observed. The foot-tall woman was wearing an all-leather bright-orange outfit. She seemed concerned about Ella’s well-being, and for some reason that made up for wild clothing.

“I must’ve really hit my head hard,” Ella noted. The pair nodded their agreement. “It hurts, so I’m going to assume I’m not dead. I mean, you don’t hurt after death, right?”

Both the fairy and the hot stranger shrugged while maintaining the same lost look.

Ella made a move to sit. Unfortunately, Freddie chose that moment to strike. She watched in horror as he snatched ahold of the pixie, shoving her into his mouth. Tiny legs kicked out in every direction as he fought to chew. She was too strong and wrestled to get away. Sexy Stranger sprang into action, snagging her by one ankle. He tugged, popping her free from inside Freddie’s mouth. The sound reminded Ella of a cork bursting out of a bottle of champagne. Freddie howled at the loss of his snack. Ella stared, transfixed, at the mysterious man. He was every bit of seven feet tall and wore only a black kilt that hung to his knees. A black tattoo of wings covered his bare back. They moved in time with the muscles flexing with his every motion. He was arresting. She recognized she should attempt to pull herself from the floor, but she couldn’t tear her eyes away from him long enough to do anything except stare. Fortunately, a bright flash filled the room. The foot-tall pixie became a full-grown woman around five-two. She was dripping wet and looked pissed as hell. Her anger focused on Freddie, giving Ella the drive she needed to move. Jumping to her feet, she placed herself solidly between the whimpering Freddie and the pixie obviously bent on killing him.

“Please don’t hurt him,” Ella begged. Although the woman was shorter than she was, Ella felt sure she also possessed a great deal of magic. The last thing Freddie needed was another damn curse.

The pixie’s green eyes flashed dangerously. One of her wings tilted at an odd angle. She spoke between clenched teeth. “He licked me and not in the good way.”

Ella’s mouth twitched despite the situation. She had to force herself not to laugh since she didn’t think it would help the circumstances. Sexy as sin seemed to have no such qualms. He snorted once and then roared with laughter until he was steadying himself with one hand on the counter.

“You,” he said, sounding as if he was choking. “Your wings,” he tried again. He giggled. “You got eaten. HAHAHA!”

His laughter was contagious. In spite of Ella’s best efforts, she found herself joining in at his final words. He made her getting eaten sound so naughty even the pixie snorted.

Clearing her throat, Ella made a valiant attempt to keep the laughter from her voice. “If you’d like, you can take a shower here. I’m sure I can find you something to wear.” Even as she said the words, Ella wondered what she could loan the fairy that wouldn’t crush her wings.

The pixie turned her shining eyes in Ella’s direction. To her great relief, there was no longer any anger in her gaze, only merriment. “Nah,” she said on a shrug. Then, in a move resembling a dog, she shook all over. Magically, she was set to rights, appearing as if nothing happened.

The gorgeous man, having caught his breath, stood to his full height once more. Wiping his eyes, he held out his hand to her. “I am Samuel, and this is Tam,” he tacked on, nodding in the fairy’s direction.

As Ella’s hand was swallowed by his much larger one, electricity surged up her arm. She resisted the urge to make sure her hair wasn’t standing on end.

“I’m Ella, and this is Freddie,” she added, nodding in his direction as Samuel had with Tam. The funny thing about their introduction was, neither one of them spared a glance for the other’s companion. Their eyes remained locked on one another. Neither one of them attempted to pull away from the other’s hold.

“Awk-warrrd,” Tam sang out when the moment went a minute too long. Ella reluctantly pulled her hand away when Freddie grunted in agreement.

“I’m very grateful for your assistance,” Ella told them both, scrambling for something to say. “How did you know I was injured?” Did fairies and shirtless men come to people’s aid during magical disasters? Somehow, she doubted it, since no one had volunteered to help Freddie, except Ella, of course... lucky her.

Casting his eyes around the room, Samuel searched for an excuse. His gaze landed on the window. Spotting a huge stone angel in the distance through the curtains, he said the first thing that came to mind. “I was visiting the grave of a friend when I heard the explosion.” He nodded as if trying to punctuate his words. He had to force himself to stop before she began to wonder who he was trying to convince that his excuse sounded plausible. Her head turned in the direction of the window.

“You were at the cemetery,” she repeated as if testing the explanation on her tongue. “Wearing only a kilt?”

Rocking back on his heels, he clasped his hands behind his back. “Well, it is very warm today.”

Ella’s eyes latched onto his chest and seemed to lose focus as she nodded at his excuse. “Yes, it’s very warm.”

When she clutched the neck of her shirt and began fanning it open as if seeking more air, he suggested, “Maybe you should take off your shirt too before you get the heat exhaustion.” When Tam snorted at his words, he smiled innocently.

“It’s not fair,” Ella grumbled.

“I know, right?” Tam agreed, drawing herself up to her full height. “Why can’t we take off our clothes to catch a breeze? I mean, men’s nipples get hard too, but we can’t show ours off. What’s up with that?”

Freddie grunted his approval. His head bobbed up and down as if ready to picket for feminine rights.

With the drama subsiding, the putrid stench of burnt potion began to penetrate her pores. A rush of horror ran through her. This sexy man could smell her stink.

“It was nice of you to check on me. Come again soon.” She wanted to smack herself at the stupid statement as she rushed the pair to the door. However, she didn’t slow her step. They needed to leave. Wrapping her fingers around the knob, she tugged twice before realizing it was locked. She quickly twisted the dial. Her hand froze at the loud click. How did they get in? Catching the flicker of Tam’s wings out the corner of her eye, she shrugged and threw the door open. No doubt, Tam had used magic to flash them inside.

“It was nice meeting you. Thanks for not killing Freddie. Sorry he made you all wet. I mean, licked you.” Ella really did smack her palm against her forehead this time as Samuel chuckled. She immediately regretted it. “Ow.”

“No worries, chicky. If I had a dime for every time a zombie tried to eat me . . .” A line appeared between Tam’s brows as if attempting to figure the amount in her head.

Samuel reached out, snagging Ella’s hand. Lifting her fingers to his mouth, he touched his lips to the back of her hand. “You would have exactly ten cents,” he told Tam while holding Ella’s gaze.

Her knees went to jelly. She was also fairly certain she sighed, but her hearing failed at the touch of his lips against her skin.

“Come again,” she repeated. Okay, she officially needed an idiot muzzle.

A roguish smile touched his mouth and a wicked glint lit his eyes as if he knew exactly the effect he was having on her. “I look forward to coming here...soon.”

Ella was still blinking at the spot where he’d been, ten minutes after the door closed behind them.

“Wow.”

She was in so much trouble.

CHAPTER THREE

“I’ve been thinking about Freddie,” Randall said as soon as Ella walked through the door. Relieved he didn’t mention how she was ten minutes late, again, she seized hold of the topic.

“Really, how so?”

Randall pushed his glasses up his nose with his middle finger, in the way that always made her feel as if he was flipping her the bird. He inspected her more closely. “You have a black eye.”

“I. . .” she started, but Randall interrupted her.

“You’re also ten minutes late and have Freddie with you.” Although he left out the “again,” it hung in the air between them as surely as if he’d screamed it out loud.

“It won’t happen . . .” she began. Randall’s eyebrows shot to the ceiling. “You were thinking about Freddie,” she reminded him.

There was something about Randall’s eyebrows. They left her feeling thoroughly chastised as if he’d spent fifteen minutes lecturing her, except it was in a facial hair language only she could understand.

“Well then,” he said, letting her off the hook. He moved to his worktable, waving for her to follow him. “Take a look at this.”

Randall’s workstation seemed more like Dr. Frankenstein’s lab than an apothecary. Glass tubing ran from vial to vial. Pink and blue fluids met halfway to form a purple bubbling brew. Once, Ella thought she caught sight of an old black cauldron in his office before he’d quickly ushered her out. She hadn’t forgotten it.

“What am I looking at?” She asked as she came to stand at his side.

“It’s a new concoction.” His voice took on a lecturing tone. “To cure Freddie,” he added.

Ella’s heart sank. There’d been a time when she thought she could cure Freddie through medicine as well. Disappointment lay at the end of that hope. “Freddie’s not infected with some disease,” she reminded him. “I’m afraid only the witch who cast the spell can undo his condition. That day will never come,” she added, disappointment lacing her words. Selena Smoke had been a vengeful woman. Even if she were still alive, to break Freddie’s curse, she wouldn’t have done so. She would’ve relished every day Freddie spent suffering. Ella felt as if her only true hope was to become equally as powerful as Selena had been. Only then, possibly, she could create the perfect potion for Freddie.

A tiny tinkle of bottles moving against one another was all the warning they had before several glass vials went crashing to floor. Sharp rainbow-colored shards flew in complete disorder. Ella spun in the direction of the sound. Freddie traced the tiled floor pattern with the toe of his shoe, appearing every inch the guilty child.

“Perhaps we could try it out,” Randall suggested, sounding tired and desperate. Although Randall proposed doing almost exactly what Ella herself had been trying to do ever since Selena’s death, she still scoffed. Randall’s work originated from science while Ella’s was based more on magical properties.

“You’re not giving any of that crap to my sweet baby,” Ella snapped as she waved Freddie away. Snatching up a nearby broom, she angrily swiped it across the floor. Even though she knew Randall was trying to help, and he could fire her at any time he liked, she was not about to let him experiment on Freddie.

“Your sweet baby is destroying my shop,” Randall exclaimed as another glass vial tumbled to the floor.

“Look, Mr. Cruz, I know your heart is the right place, but as Freddie’s guardian I can’t allow you to treat him as your own personal test subject.”

“Just this once,” Randall pled. CRASH! “Please?”

Ella cringed but stood her ground. “No.”

KABOOM!

A tiny explosion shook the store. Black plumes of smoke came billowing through the room. Coughing, Ella waved a hand in front of her face in an attempt to clear the air. Randall’s hair stood on end, making him appear as if he’d stuck his finger in an electrical socket. Soot covered one side of his face. His eyes shined angrily in her direction through the dirt.

“Just this one time,” she agreed without giving Randall the chance to kill her.

***

New Orleans, while relatively young compared to him, was a city of flavor. Supernaturals often came here to visit or live openly since the unusual was the ordinary here. Cruz Apothecary blended nicely into the scenery. Unfortunately, Samuel was beginning to realize, even in a town such as this, he was an oddity. Several people openly gawked as he weaved his way through the crowded streets. He was on the hunt for a beautiful witch with blonde hair. He wouldn’t be able to rest until he knew she was really okay. The putrid smell hit him first, but then he spotted the door of the medicine shop. Someone had propped it open by cramming a shoe beneath it. Underneath the stench of burning chemicals, another scent carried on the breeze. His woman was inside. He didn’t question how he knew she would belong to him. The instincts that saved him during many battles had never failed him before. This was no different.

The life threads connecting people with or against their wills strung the walls of the palace where he lived. He knew how to recognize their intangible signature. Ella was the thread twisting with his.

The narrow doorway was barely wide enough for his shoulders. He also had to duck as he stepped through to keep from hitting his head. Despite the tight fit, the sight of Ella’s gorgeous legs as she stretched up onto her toes, straightening the contents on a shelf above her head, made it worthwhile.

She didn’t notice his arrival. He held his silence for a minute, enjoying the show at leisure. He’d seen beautiful women before, hordes of them to be exact. Ella glowed from the inside. For someone such as Samuel, someone who lived his life as a prisoner of duty, she was a beacon of warmth begging him to come inside her embrace. He seemed as if he’d only known the cold before looking into her eyes.

***

“I find all I must do is follow the smoke and there you are.”

Ella covered her eyes at the sound of Samuel’s voice. There was no way he was standing behind her. It couldn’t be happening. Slowly turning, she dropped her hands to find the same sexy and shirtless man she’d met the night before.

His long, dark hair fell in a braid over one shoulder. The only difference today was he wasn’t barefoot. Instead, he wore a black pair of combat boots.

She made an involuntary “mhmm” sound. His eyes twinkled, but he didn’t call her out on it. Clearing her throat, she forced her hormones back under control.

“I didn’t do it,” she said, feeling a strange need to clarify the point.

His mouth twitched, and he brushed his fingers over it as if attempting to wipe the laughter away.

“There are a great many flammable materials here,” he said after a moment. “I was worried about you,” he added, answering her unspoken question about his visit.

“I have a black eye,” she said idiotically. Well, didn’t she sound as if she had some form of fucked up Tourette’s? The smile, which threatened to show itself earlier, burst to life at her words.

“Really?” he asked. “I would’ve never been able to tell underneath all the soot.”

A rush of horror ran through her. “No.” Hurrying from the room, she yelled over her shoulder, “Don’t move a muscle!”

Throwing open the bathroom door, she stared at her reflection.

“Oh my God.” The horrified whisper fell from her lips at the first glimpse of herself. Her face was completely black, with the exception of her nose. Inexplicably, it had been spared. Her hair stood on end in several spots. Something unidentifiable had dried to a hard crust on her chin. Turning on the hot water, she scrubbed at her skin until it was red but clean. A loud bang reverberated from the walls. She snatched some paper towels from the holder to dry her face. Randall shot from the back room, streaking past the open bathroom door in his rush to investigate. Ella followed in his wake while still patting her face with the towels. She knew that, for once, Freddie wasn’t to blame, so her eyes immediately sought out Samuel. With his hands clasped behind his back, he stood exactly where she’d left him, seeming unnaturally still.

Randall, on the other hand, fluttered around a mousy brown-haired woman who blushed profusely under his ministrations.

“No, no. I’m fine,” she reassured him while casting nervous glances in Samuel’s direction.

Samuel paid her no heed as he stared unwavering at Ella. She felt oddly as if she was the only thing that existed to him. Shaking off the feeling, she asked, “What is going on out here?”

Samuel was the first to answer. “Nothing.”

However, the woman confessed. “I walked into the door.”

Looking back and forth between Samuel’s emotionless expression, bare chest, and the woman’s red face, all the pieces fell together. She must’ve been busy staring at Samuel and walked into the door they’d propped open to air out the store. A surge of respect ran through Ella’s veins at the way Samuel was attempting to spare the woman’s pride by acting as if nothing happened.

Luckily, it seemed as if Randall had things under control since Ella couldn’t think of a thing to say. Her heart turned over in her chest. He was amazing. Why was he here? Ella knew from experience amazing things didn’t happen to her.

“See, black eye,” she pointed out again since she couldn’t think of anything else.

Samuel’s mouth lifted in one corner and a dimple peeked out at her.

“May I see you tonight?”

His offer sounded so formal and yet it was like ambrosia to Ella’s ears.

“I might have a black eye too,” the woman claimed loudly, making Ella feel not quite as sorry for her as she had earlier.

Without looking away from her, Samuel raised his palm in the woman’s direction. “Go away.”

At his command, she turned and walked from the store as if nothing had happened. Randall pushed his glasses up his nose with his middle finger, assessing Samuel with his most disapproving look, the one he normally reserved for Ella.

“What did you . . .” Ella began, but Randall interrupted her.

“I understand as an Angelus Tenebris you may do as you please, but in my shop, I maintain a ‘no shirt, no service’ policy.” With an offended sniff, Randall returned to the rear of the store, leaving them alone.

“What is a . . .” Ella began.

“Until tonight.” Samuel cut her off before disappearing.

“Huh,” she grunted, staring at the spot where he’d been. It looked as if she had a date. It would’ve been kind of nice if someone had allowed her to say whether she wanted a date, she thought bitterly as she tossed her paper towels in the trash and snatched up the nearby broom. The light shining through the open door sparkled off some broken glass she’d missed in the corner. A few black feathers ended up in the pile of tiny shards. She marveled over how quickly things blew inside with the door open as she attempted to focus on anything other than what might happen when she saw Samuel again. Who was she kidding? She’d be lucky if she didn’t jump on the man like a crazed monkey spotting a delicious banana.

“Where’s Freddie tonight?”

“Dr. Cruz gave him an experimental med earlier. He volunteered to take him home with him so he can keep a close eye out for nasty side effects. I needed the break, so I agreed.”

They walked to the corner to a café that was overly crowded, but the smells coming from inside were delicious. Taking one glance at the jam-packed bar, they chose a table on the balcony instead. Samuel knew nothing of mortal food and was caught off guard by the waitress.

“What can I get you, Mr. Hottie? You can have anything you desire, and for the record, just because you don’t see my name on the menu that doesn’t mean I’m not available.”

Ella looked like she was ready to punch her, but Samuel had things under control. Reaching out, he gently snagged the waitress by the wrist and brushed his thumb over her skin. Holding her gaze, he dropped his voice into its most seductive tone. “Would you truly like to fulfill my desires?” She sighed but Samuel didn’t give her time to answer. “I’d be pleased to the extreme if you would satisfy my woman’s every demand. She is, after all, the one person in possession of the key to my heart. Therefore, pleasing her is very agreeable to me.”

He knew he was laying it on thick, but he didn’t want Ella to be uncomfortable or have any doubts about this night. The woman pulled her hand away. She focused her smiles on Ella. He knew she would, considering the huge push he’d given her mind.

“How may I serve you tonight?”

Ella’s smile seemed a bit stiff. Nonetheless, she ordered a toffee-nut mocha without hesitation. Samuel asked for one too since he didn’t know what else to get.

With no server interrupting them and their drinks in hand, Ella seemed to relax further.

“I know very little of Freddie’s condition,” he admitted. “But zombies are immortal, as long as properly fed, are they not?”

“Oh yes,” Ella answered with a smile. “I take very good care of him. His body should fare well until I can find a cure.”

Playing devil’s advocate, and because he wanted to know everything about her, Samuel asked, “What if something happens to you? What will become of Freddie?”

Ella shrugged. “I’m not really concerned about such a thing happening. It’s not as if I’ll ever grow old. I’m damnably durable.“

Samuel’s brows drew together in confusion. He might spend a vast majority of his time in the heavens and therefore was woefully ignorant of mortals, but he did know they were fragile beings.

“Have you developed a potion to ensure long life then?” She laughed at his question. The musical sound pulled a smile from inside him, scattering his thoughts. Why did he care how she’d live for eternity? She would live. It was all that mattered.

“No. I’m not quite that accomplished.”

He’d lost the thread of their conversation. “What?”

“I’m not very good at being a witch,” she clarified.

He took a drink of his coffee to hide his reaction to her confession. Considering she’d spelled him right out of the most heavily guarded building in the Heavens, he thought she was a damn good witch.

Obviously, misunderstanding his silence, she began explaining herself. “This is not the life I wanted or expected. My mother is a Valkyrie and my father was one of the Mirror People.”

Samuel choked on his coffee. Thankfully, she didn’t pay him any heed. “I wanted to be an artist and then Freddie happened. I put my dream away, throwing everything into helping him.”

“How did you end up responsible for Freddie?”

At his question, Ella looked away. She busied herself opening a packet of sweetener for her coffee.

“Somebody had to do it,” she answered after a moment.

Hearing the reluctance in her voice, he decided not to push.

“A Valkyrie, huh?”

She snorted at this question.

“I sense a great story here,” he added, hoping to turn the conversation away from Freddie. It wasn’t as if he was jealous of their relationship.

It was more as if wanted her to himself for this night.

“Not really,” Ella answered with a shrug. “There are a great many warriors trapped inside the Mirrors. My mother was charged with bringing him to his death. The journey was a long one. They fell in love along the way.” She pointed to herself. “And now here I am,” she ended with a sweet smile.

“What happened with your parents? Did she still lead him to his end?”

“Is that not what Valkyries do?” she answered evasively.

Leaning back in his chair, he crossed his arms over his chest, assessing her closer. A Valkyrie and a Mirror man was a combination he’d never seen before.

Did the blood mixture explain her lovely eyes and the hold she had on him? She was a bit of a mystery he wanted to solve.

Twisting a lock of blonde hair around the tip of her finger nervously, she finally burst, “Why are you looking me like that?”

“You are very beautiful. It’s alluring.”

She ducked her head. She wasn’t quick enough. He caught sight of the blush across her cheeks. A growl rose in his throat as the skin on his body began to feel too tight. It took him a moment to understand his emotions. He was aroused.

He hadn’t experienced a sexual attraction toward anyone in centuries. Eons as a sexual slave would do that to a guy. But now, here he was, sitting at this table, surrounded by people and loud music, while one tiny woman did nothing except blush. His skin itched to be closer to hers.

In his shock, he heard himself ask, “May I walk you home?”

She smiled but didn’t answer. He recognized he was about to be shut down.

“I promise it’s merely my concern for your safety prompting me to ask.”

At his words, she nodded her agreement. “Will you expect me to invite you in?”

“I expect nothing,” he answered honestly. “However, I do feel moved to inform you if you ever do decide to invite me... in, it will be an experience you’ll never forget.”

Oh dear. Ella wanted an experience she would never forget. She wanted this sexy, kilted and combat-boot-wearing man to show her things that would rewire brain.

“Monkeys love bananas,” she mumbled under her breath as they stood to leave.

“What?” The laughter in his voice made her wonder how much he heard. She shook her head in answer.

The night brought with it a chill on the wind. Ella was grateful she remembered to carry her sweater along with her. She struggled to get her arms in the sleeves with so many people surrounding them. Using his size against the crowd, he cleared a spot behind her, gently helping guide her arms inside. His hands smoothed over her shoulders as if checking the material was straight. The contact sent chills down the length of her body. Unfortunately, they ended at her core, leaving her unable to take a step. Linking their fingers, Samuel took control by making a path through the busy sidewalk while pulling her along in his wake.

Ella kept her eyes locked on his gorgeous back, mesmerized by the way his body moved. Each muscle did its job. They moved in time with the duty they were meant to perform. Never had Ella truly considered the beauty of a person’s muscular system before tonight. However, they hadn’t taught Samuel’s body in Science class or a lot more girls would’ve paid attention. She didn’t see anything except him until her house came into view, and even then, she only noticed it in a curious how-did-we-get-here sort of way. She excused her distraction this one time.

She wasn’t going to invite him in. Most likely, she’d never see him again after tonight. Therefore, just this one time she was going to soak up the memory of him, and hold onto it forever.

“Home and safe as promised,” Samuel announced as soon as their feet hit her front porch. He didn’t drop her hand. She made no move to pull away. They simply stared at each other. He was so tall. That fact kept floating through her brain. At five-foot-ten, she was tall for a woman. He still towered over her. She wanted to kiss him. Other than jumping up and down like a rabbit, she couldn’t figure out how to pull it off.

As if reading her thoughts, Samuel stepped backward down two stairs on the porch. He still was higher than eye level, but definitely more manageable.

“May I visit you again tomorrow?”

A spike of disappointment shot through her. Ella groaned at Samuel’s question. “Freddie will be home tomorrow. I can’t take him to a coffee shop.”

Instead of appearing put off, Samuel simply smiled, his irresistible dimple making an appearance and causing her knees to go weak. “I’ll bring Tam along. It can be like a play date.”

Ella really wanted to ask what the beautiful pixie was to him. She wanted to kiss him more. Since his answer could ruin the moment, she held her silence. Reaching out, she squeezed his shoulders. If possible, she went even more gooey inside at the sensation of his skin beneath her fingers. While her mind was out of focus, Samuel leaned in, touching his lips to hers.

It was a sweet kiss. He didn’t press her in any way. His lips were slightly parted as if simply breathing in her air. She was content to have his bottom lip between her teeth, his body this close to her. Their tongues never touched. It was the most erotic moment she’d ever experienced. When he pulled away, his eyes shined with lust. A flush covered his cheeks, but obviously, his will was strong. She was busy beating down her inner crazed monkey, and he kept his hands to himself.

“Good night, my little witch.” He walked backward down the remainder of steps while holding her gaze.

“Until tomorrow,” she answered, and he disappeared the same as he had earlier in the day.

She knew she’d eventually need to find out what sort of creature he was. For now, he was hers and that was all that mattered.

CHAPTER FOUR

Samuel prowled from one end of his ten-by-ten room to the other, feeling more restless than he had in ages. Perhaps it had been building for centuries and he had refused to acknowledge it. Now, it was staring him in the face. He was unhappy. He was a warrior, a guardian, and proud of it. He’d ensured the safety of the Hall of Gods for eons, never expecting a thing in return. It was his job. This was his place. His duty. It fucking sucked.

“I think you’ve worn the varnish off the floor.”

Samuel extended his wings, cracking his neck in his annoyance over the interruption. Curling his fingers into a fist, he ground his back teeth.

“Did you need something, Mistress Selena?”

“Your incessant stomping can be heard three floors down, Samuel.”

“My apologies, Mistress,” he said between clenched teeth. He froze in place, becoming unnaturally still.

“No need to be an ass. I came to check on you because I was concerned. Not to mention, Lena has been worried about you ever since you disappeared.”

Selena, along with her sisters Rowena and Katrina, better known as the Three Fates, had been his mistresses since creation. He’d neither enjoyed nor hated his life of servitude. Until recently, it had simply been the way of things. The touch of affection in Selena’s voice caused his blood to run cold. He purposely shut his mind against all emotion.

He reached down and with a precise tug, dropped his kilt to the floor, leaving his body bare. He stared at a spot past her shoulder. “I would’ve come to you if you had called. There was no need for you to make the trip to my quarters.”

He could hear the lack of enthusiasm in his voice, but he couldn’t be bothered to hide it. Samuel had been Selena’s personal guard and sexual slave from the day he was created as a full-grown man. Even though she’d granted him his freedom three thousand years ago, he’d known it was only a matter of time before she revoked their bargain.

“Oh, Samuel,” she said, sounding sad. “You’ve been free to leave here for a long time.”

He did meet her eyes at the words. The concern in her blue eyes took him by surprise. It wasn’t as if he didn’t care for Selena or she didn’t care for him. There was no love there. As much as it may seem the perfect bargain for a man, it wasn’t. No one, not even a warrior such as he was, could survive an eternity without love. To have love is to belong. He belonged nowhere.

“There is no place else for me,” he heard himself admit.

“Then perhaps you’ve not looked hard enough,” she said, leaving him alone.

***

He was waiting for her when Ella arrived at work the next day. Standing in the center of the shop with his feet braced apart, braid hanging down his back, and bulging arms crossed over his chest, Samuel was the perfect picture of sexiness. Ella wanted to lick him, just one time. Surely, there wasn’t a soul who would chastise her if she simply ran her tongue over his nipple and kept walking as if nothing happened. The way he watched her should be illegal. He ate up her presence with his stare. Damned if her body didn’t scream for more.

“I found I couldn’t wait until this evening to see you again. I brought you breakfast.” He nodded toward a paper bag waiting by the cash register. A cup of coffee sat next to it. If such a thing was possible, Ella wanted him even more. A delicious man who comes bearing coffee holds the key to instant pants removal.

A pink rubber band shot through the air, flying past Ella’s head, before pinging off Samuel’s bare chest. Samuel didn’t as much as flinch.

“No shirt. No service,” Randall said haughtily. Ella hadn’t even noticed his presence behind the counter. She’d been so engrossed in Samuel.

Samuel’s already iridescent eyes began to glow seeming almost to swirl with anger. He turned his gaze in Randall’s direction. His temper didn’t show itself in any other way. Ella still found herself taking a step back. Making his retreat, Randall headed toward his office, grumbling under his breath the whole way about dark ones pissing all over other people’s territories. He slammed the door closed behind him. Yanking it back open, he stuck his head out.

“And you’re fifteen minutes late,” Randall admonished before slamming the door closed once more. It immediately opened again. “Freddie’s in the back, asleep.” This time the door closed with a definite snap instead of a slam.

“The shaman has a crush on you.”

Ella’s jaw dropped at Samuel’s statement. “Shaman? Who? Randall? He’s no shaman. He’s only a pharmacist, and he doesn’t have a crush on me.”

She wanted to add if Samuel ever witnessed the twenty-minute eyebrow lecture she endured daily from Randall, he’d laugh hysterically at the thought of Randall possessing any mushy feelings for anything, much less her.

“A pharmacist,” Samuel repeated. He moved to the nearest shelf. Picking up the first bottle he came to, he read, “Angelica: mix three drops with lukewarm water at bath time for five nights to remove itching hex. Other uses include home protection from most curses if sprinkled weekly. Yes. I was mistaken. This is the average pharmacy, and yes he is carrying a torch for you.”

She knew she’d caught sight of a cauldron in his office once. She’d concede the shaman point, but a torch? No way.

Deciding to let it drop, she flashed him a wicked smile. “Is there any Cherry Bark over there?”

Samuel clasped his hands behind his back, perusing the shelves. Finding a small amber-colored container, he read the label.

“Cherry Bark/Wood: add one drop in a non-alcoholic beverage to induce moderate to severe lust.” Samuel paused and glanced over at her. “Tell me, how you did not realize this isn’t normal?”

Ella shrugged. “Organic remedies aren’t uncommon.”

He shook the bottle at her as he moved in her direction. “Perhaps we should add a drop of this to your coffee.”

“Okay,” she teased. “But I need to get to work and you need to leave. I’ll be here all alone with Randall.” She let the statement hang in the air for a second before adding, “all day long.”

A growl rose in his throat. Her insides did a girlie dance at the possessive sound. Leaning over the counter separating them, he swooped in so fast she wondered for a second if he was going to kiss her. At the last second, he tilted his head until his mouth pressed against her ear.

“He may have you to himself during the day, but he’ll never possess you,” he whispered against her lobe. “However, I promise you someday I’ll have that honor and I won’t need to drug you. You’ll be scratching my back and chanting my name as I tease your clit with my tongue.” Ella grabbed the edge of the counter for support as a fog settled over her brain. “I intend to ruin you for all others.”

With the promise balanced between them, Samuel touched his lips to her cheek and disappeared.

***

With his body still humming from his morning visit, Samuel kept himself hidden while walking the perimeter of Ella’s house. For many, it might seem an odd thing to do, but she was important to him. He needed to ensure her home was fortified against intruders. The smell of magic hung heavily in the air, proving she was an intelligent woman. The place had wards against a majority of magical creatures. Satisfied with the exterior, he materialized inside her living room. The walls were white and bare. There were no pictures of family hanging upon them as he’d come to expect from humans. An eclectic mixture of furniture filled the room. Even though they seemed to have been chosen more for comfort than style, it still looked nice. The couch was an odd red color and small T.V. sat in the corner of the room. The focal point was a huge bookshelf. It overflowed with books of all sizes and genre. In the center of it sat the one lone picture in the room. Lifting it up, he inspected it closer. Despite the changes Freddie had undergone, Samuel didn’t have any trouble recognizing him. His eyes and hair seemed brighter and his skin looked healthier. There wasn’t any doubt about who it was. Under Freddie’s arm and tucked tightly against his side was Ella. They appeared happy together. He flipped it facedown, walking away.

Heading down the hallway, he noticed most of the doors stood open. He entered the first one he came to. It was divided into two parts. One side held a gigantic desk covered in several slivers of paper with tiny symbols drawn on each one. A stack of books, notes, and a coffee cup sat haphazardly on the floor beside it. As if attempting to offset the clutter of its other half, the opposite side of the room was immaculate. A single stool stood in front of an empty easel. An oak service cart against the wall held an array of brushes, each separated into a perfect line across the wooden surface. Samuel intentionally didn’t touch anything for fear of disrupting some process he didn’t understand. One of the walls was covered with a canvas-like material. Although it piqued his curiosity, he chose to leave it undisturbed as well. Exiting the room, he moved past the bathroom, noticing absently its mirror was covered with a tarp-like material.

He found the next room bare, with the exception of a cot. It seemed hard and lacking of any comfort. It also held another element, which didn’t escape Samuel’s notice. There was nothing a person could use to hurt themselves. An unwelcome pang of sympathy for Freddie twisted in his gut, but he wasn’t there for him.

Closing the door behind him, he crossed the hallway and entered the final room. A queen-size bed sat in the corner. It smelled exactly like her. A huge dry-erase board, covered in symbols the same as the ones from the desk, hung above the headboard. Bright yellow bedclothes sat in a jumbled mess on top the mattress. Walking to the edge, he leaned over the bed, inspecting the board closer. It appeared Ella was working on some type of elemental formula. He knew very little of such things.

Lifting her pillow from the bed, he pressed his face against it. Inhaling the lingering scent of her hair, he envisioned her blonde locks fanned across its surface. He could almost feel the silkiness in his hands. Crawling onto the bed, he settled in.

Her body had been where he was. The sheets cradling his body had slid across her skin. His dick hardened at the picture forming in his mind. How often did she touch herself here? Did she brazenly spread her knees wide and bury her fingers in her heat or did she shyly stroke her wet folds beneath the cover of darkness? Setting his erection free, he stared down the line of his body, watching as he palmed it. Tugging the skin upward, he hissed between his teeth at the pleasure tightening inside him. Would she primly allow him to take his satisfaction from her body or would she scream his name as he fucked her on her knees? Allowing his eyes to fall closed, he pictured both scenarios. Her eyes closed and her lips parted as he rocked himself slowly against her. Her head was thrown back. Her back arched as he slammed home again and again. His hips rolled against his palm with no real thought. In his mind, it was Ella’s pussy pulling at his cock.

Without warning, an orgasm shot through him, coating his stomach. He continued stroking himself until the final drop emerged. Every muscle in his body went limp in the aftermath of his fantasy. “Holy shit,” he breathed into the otherwise silent room. He needed to have the real thing soon, or he was going to go insane.

CHAPTER FIVE

Staying out of sight, Tam watched Freddie sitting alone in his empty bedroom. His head hung low. He kept twisting his fingers. A pang of longing punched her in the chest in the face of his loneliness. She knew too well how it could eat away at you until there was nothing but a shell left behind. It was true they’d not met under the best of circumstances, but she was very delicious, if she did say so herself. She couldn’t really blame him for wanting to bite off a piece of this.

Stepping into the open, Tam prepared to disappear again if necessary, but Freddie merely stared at her.

“So,” she began, clasping her hands behind her and casting a glance around the room. “This is casa de Freddie. It kind of sucks.”

Freddie gave a short nod and grunted. Taking that as a “yes,” she snapped her fingers. “I know what this place needs; a menagerie. A fake one, of course,” she added for good measure. Freddie grunted again.

“I take that as an official wish.” Conjuring her wand, Tam gave it solid flick. A variety of stuffed animals appeared throughout the room. Most likely, there was a taxidermist somewhere now staring at an empty workstation, but Freddie seemed overjoyed. He rushed, in a slow zombie-like way to each one, giving them all a taste of his teeth.

Samuel poked his head in the door. “Hey, guys, I noticed an easel in this other room, but no artwork in the house. Who’s the artist around here?”

Freddie shuffled in Samuel’s direction and slowly made his way across the hall. It seemed as if one of his legs wasn’t working very well today. It lagged behind the other as he walked. It was almost strange he was a zombie. Besides the attempt on her life, the lifelessness of his hair, and skin that was beginning to drag, Freddie didn’t seem all that bad of a guy.

Opening the closet door near the low-sitting stool and empty easel, Freddie gestured inside it, in what appeared to be a forced motion. Tam noticed several canvases stacked against the wall inside. Samuel went down on his haunches. While he was busy inspecting the contents of the closet, Tam moved to the tarp-covered wall.

“What’s this?” she asked Freddie even though she knew he couldn’t answer. He waddled in place. She peeked behind it. A large silvery surface peered back at her.

“Why’s the mirror covered?” she asked and with a solid yank, she pulled the tarp down. Freddie made a pitiful sound, turning away.

“Oh my gosh,” Tam cried, rushing to his side. He’d pulled his red t-shirt up to cover his face. His dark-colored blue jeans were riding low enough on his hips to show the band of his boxers. “Oh dear,” Tam said. “I’m sorry. What’s the matter?” she asked, tugging on his shirt, uncovering his face. His hazel eyes looked everywhere but directly at the mirror and her.

Taking his face between her hands, she forced him to look at her. She half-expected him to gnaw her arms off, but he went completely still at her touch. She spent a moment holding his gaze until she knew he was calm before she spoke.

“That shiny thing behind you isn’t going to hurt you,” she promised. “I will kick its ass if it tries, okay?”

When he grunted, she took it as a “yes” and tugged him over to stand in front of the mirror. She held onto his arm so he couldn’t get away. She need not have bothered because he didn’t move. Tam liked shiny things. She spent a minute cataloging their images. Freddie was an average height, coming in at maybe five-foot-ten. She didn’t look dwarfed by his side. His body was slim, and she wasn’t sure if it was due to his strict zombie diet or if he was like that before his curse. Dragging pictures from the closet, Samuel moved around behind them. He ignored their presence as he focused on his task.

“See, it’s just you,” Tam told Freddie when it became apparent he wasn’t going to freak out. “And you’re perfect as you are,” she added for good measure. A shadow rippled along the surface of the looking glass, capturing Tam’s attention. Freddie moved closer to it. Tam dropped his arm and let him go since he seemed fine.

“Hey look,” she called over her shoulder to Samuel. “They have folks in their mirror just like we do back home.”

“Freddie! I thought I told you not to eat in my bed,” Ella yelled as she pulled the fourth black feather from between her covers. What in the hell did he keep snacking on? When her words met only with silence, she went in search of him. The door to her office stood open. She picked up the pace. Damn it, she must’ve forgotten to close it. Crossing the threshold, she froze in place at the sight that met her. The canvas covering had been removed from the wall, leaving the ten-by-ten mirror exposed. Freddie was attempting to climb it, showing no fear whatsoever of his reflection while Tam sat cross-legged on the floor, watching him with a luminous smile. Samuel had several of her paintings spread across the room, inspecting each one closely.

“What is going on in here?”

In her mind, the words sounded deadly. Leaving her mouth, they were wooden. At her question, Freddie shuffled over to her. Grabbing her arm, he began tugging her in the direction of the looking glass. Reluctantly, she allowed him to position her in front of it.

“Reflective surfaces cause Freddie pain,” she said. She knew her declaration was ridiculous in the face of the facts. Freddie was fine. She was not.

“How do you know? He can’t talk.”

Tam was right, of course. She’d always assumed by his reaction that his image caused him physical pain, but he couldn’t say as much.

“Besides, there’s peeps in there,” Tam said, pointing out the shades moving inside the silvery surface. Stepping forward, Ella placed her palms against the cool exterior before touching her forehead to the mirror. The shadow on the other side did the same before disappearing again. Her throat swelled. Her eyes sought Samuel’s in the mirror.

“Yes, I know,” she said finally before lifting the canvas from the floor and tossing it over the glass, hiding it from view once more. Without sparing a glance for anyone else in the room, she began gathering her paintings and stuffing them back into the closet where they belonged.

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Samuel gesture toward the door. Tam took Freddie’s hand.

“Come on, babe. I brought meatsicles for you,” Tam cooed, dragging him from the room.

Samuel closed the door behind them with a definite snap. Before she could guess at his intentions, he wrapped his arm around her from behind and held tight. With his free arm, he pried the painting from her hands, leaning it against the wall.

“Stop,” he ordered. “Just breathe, okay?”

Ella did as he demanded and then before she could stop herself, she stamped her foot. “You were in my private space! I don’t know either of you and you’re here going through my things,” she told him angrily.

Placing the palm of his hand between her breasts, he covered the tiny vial resting there.

“You know me.”

Her eyes fell closed at his softly spoken words. It was true. She had known from the very first moment she opened her eyes to meet his silvery gaze that she had done this.

“It was a stupid spell done in a moment of weakness. I didn’t mean it.”

He stepped away from her so quickly that she almost lost her balance. She knew deep in her heart that she had hurt him with her statement, but when she turned to face him, a playful glint lit his eyes.

“I am very used to making women weak,” he said with a laugh. “Now, tell me about this painting,” he said, lifting it from against the wall.

Ella hated the heaviness in the air. She jumped at the change in topic. Part of her wondered if he’d intentionally caused her to want to talk about her work. She also knew a fake smile when she saw one. He was wearing now.

Moving to his side, she leaned in to get a better look. “It’s a symbolic piece. See the compass in the middle,” she said, pointing to the sketch of the miniscule arrows in the center of the canvas. She then pointed out the sun. “The sun is rising in the west and setting in the east.”

“Ah,” he breathed. “Everything is backward. Is this what life looks like to you?”

His question caught her a bit off-guard. She shrugged in answer. He returned to staring at the picture he held between his hands.

“It is how life looks to me,” he said quietly, after a moment.

The truth was in the lines of his face. He understood how she felt. It seemed unfair to her that a man such as he should know anything except happiness. Suddenly, she needed that for him. She wanted the world set to rights for him.

Without a word, she took the painting from him and set it back in the closet with the others. Returning, she stood toe to toe with him.

For a split second, she wished she’d changed clothes before he showed up. She twisted the hem of her ratty gray t-shirt between her fingers in her nervousness. However, the shirt gave her an idea.

“Would you sit with me while I paint? I’d intended on starting a new piece today, but I didn’t know you’d be here so early.” It was a trick, of course, but he didn’t need to know that.

“I would like nothing more.” The earnestness in his voice almost made her wish she’d planned to paint. It wasn’t her intention.

Gesturing toward the stool, she said, “Go have a seat over there.”

He did as she bade. She enjoyed watching him cross the room. She felt as if she’d never tire of simply looking at him.

“It makes me happy you would share this part of yourself with me,” he said as he settled in.

She did her best to keep a straight face. “Well, then I hope you’re not disappointed.” She moved to stand between his knees.

“What are you about?” His tone let her know he wasn’t complaining, only curious.

“It’s hard to get your tall ass down low enough for this,” she answered as she swooped in, opening her mouth over his.

He tasted of spice and hope. It was a fanciful thought to have as Samuel’s tongue brushed hers for the first time, but so fitting. His arms gripped her tightly. The fingers buried in her hair caused the nape of her neck to sting as he tugged. Her arms were trapped between them, leaving her unable to move. She didn’t care. It didn’t matter who was in control as long as he was touching her. None of the sweetness from his kiss the night before was present in this one. It was hungry desire. It was need pooled with desperation and heat. He nipped at her lips, licked at her mouth. He stole away her breath, replacing it with his. It was a meeting of two souls. Tearing his mouth away, he kept his forehead pressed against hers. His eyes remained closed. She stared at his closed lids, willing the silver pools to open. When they did, she sucked in a deep breath at the longing inside them.

She really did want to paint now. The vision of him right in this moment was one worthy of being frozen in time.

“When I have you, it will be amazing,” he breathed. The honesty in his voice would’ve caused her knees to buckle had he not been holding her against him. He was going to leave her shattered. She had no illusions.

“When? Not if?”

At her question, he pulled her mouth back to his. This time he didn’t relent until he drew a moan from her.

“Do you doubt me?” he asked, sounding as breathless as she felt.

A blood-curdling scream sliced through her haze. In a heartbeat, she went from warm in Samuel’s embrace to shoved aside. He bolted from the room. Hot on his heels, Ella skidded to a halt at Freddie’s bedroom door. Her mind did its best to absorb the picture before her. At first, she thought Freddie was once again trying to eat Tam. She writhed on the floor as if having a seizure with Freddie’s teeth clamped onto her upper thigh. It took her a second to realize Tam was laughing. She’d passed the point of any sound coming from her mouth. Her whole body shook with the power of it. They were playing. Ella covered her mouth at the sight. Freddie looked happy. That was something she hadn’t seen in years. Blinking back tears, she glanced over to find Samuel watching her with a thoughtful expression. She flashed him a saucy grin, feeling lighter than she had in ages in the face of Freddie’s joy.

“I’d like to keep seeing you,” he surprised her by saying. “Until you tell me to go away, that is.”

“I’d like that too.” A blush touched her cheeks at the admission.

“Also,” he added. “You’re going to have to do something about your penchant for arriving to work late. I can’t tolerate too many mornings of Randall giving me the stare of death for fifteen minutes. It might eventually work.”

His announcement surprised a bark of laughter from her before reality kicked in. “I haven’t been able to find anyone to watch Freddie for me. Not full-time anyhow,” she amended.

“I’ll do it,” Tam called out, reminding Ella they weren’t alone.

Ella chewed on her bottom lip, trying to decide what to do. They did seem to have fun together.

Samuel brushed his fingertips along the back of her arm, drawing her gaze to his. “Freddie will be safe with Tam. She is my ward. I’d trust her with my life.”

“Okay,” Ella agreed. Tam cheered and Ella’s shoulders sagged in relief. She wasn’t sure if it was due to finally finding a zombie-sitter or learning Tam’s connection to Samuel.

CHAPTER SIX

It was six weeks of bliss. Forty-two nights of heated glances, stolen kisses, and roaming hands setting set Ella’s skin on fire before leaving her unfulfilled. It wasn’t his fault. It was hers. It was driving her insane. She wanted to attack him. There was a doubt lingering right on the edge of consciousness, waiting to pounce every time they were apart. Was it her spell? Did a crazy Valentine experiment keep him around when under normal circumstances he wouldn’t have given her the time of day?

“That’s not me,” Samuel said again.

“I painted it. I’m looking right at you. It is too you,” Ella argued, refusing to back down.

“I’ve seen myself many a century. I don’t smile like that.”

“How many,” she began before snapping her teeth together to keep from finishing the question. He might answer her. She didn’t want to know or rather, she feared his answer. Concentrating on the center of the discussion, Ella peered closer at the canvas. In truth, she knew it wasn’t Samuel’s usual smirk. It was the smile she wanted him to have. It was the one she caught him with when he didn’t think she was watching.

Tapping the picture with the tip of his finger, the image transformed to the wicked Samuel who came out to play when he was turned on.

“How did you...never mind,” she tacked on with a sigh.

“Perhaps you prefer this,” he said tapping it again. This time his mouth began a series of changes. It went from happy to sad and back to happy again. It appeared to be making funny faces at her.

“For the love of,” she began, but he chose that moment to haul her against him. Running his hands down her back, he cupped her ass. He lifted her to his lips.

Between kisses, he spoke against her skin. “Oh, so magic isn’t so grand when you’re on the other end of it, is it? I enjoy giving some of it back to you now and again.”

As if struck by lightning, Ella knew what she had to do.

“I need to give you something.” Pulling away, she took him by the hand. Leading him down the hall, she glanced back to find his eyes smoldering. However, he kept his careful smile in place. It was the one Ella had come to recognize as Samuel’s you-can’t-hurt-what-you-can’t-touch smile. She hated it. “It’s in here,” Ella explained, waving Samuel inside her bedroom.

“Ah, I know what you’re in need of.” Nodding his understanding, he flipped up the hem of his kilt. His body was hard all over. His member was no exception. Long and hard, his shaft stood at the ready. Ella froze in her tracks. Her mouth watered at the sight. Damn, he was so outrageous at times. She loved it.

“No, not that,” she cried, despite her body’s immediate reaction to the sight of him. Half of her brain screamed she was an idiot, and for a second that half took control of her mouth. “Wait,” she said, stopping him when he began to drop the material back in place. However, the reasonable part of her brain wrestled her libido under control. “No, I really didn’t bring you in here for that.” She wanted him in a bad way, but not until she was sure.

“Mhmm, too bad.” With a sigh, he set himself to rights. “I could’ve made it worth your while.”

Ella’s brain stuttered to a stop. An image of wrapping her legs around his tightly sculpted hips exploded inside her head.

“I am such an idiot,” she admitted as she moved to the bedside table. Forcing her hormones under control once more, she pulled the tiny vial filled with oily liquid out of the drawer. Samuel inhaled sharply at the sight of it. She’d kept the necklace in her bedside drawer ever since they decided to keep seeing one another. She hadn’t looked at it again since.

“I want you to take this.” His eyes locked onto it. They moved from the tiny bottle to her face.

“Okay,” he answered, but he made no move to take it from her.

Butterflies fluttered in her stomach. Hot liquid rushed to her core. “Why are you staring at me like that?”

“I’ve realized something.”

At his answer, she found herself studying his expression closer. Did he realize he didn’t want her? Her heart plummeted at the thought. In spite of his erection, she wondered if his proposition had been genuine. Oh, she didn’t doubt he would’ve followed through, had she been willing. However, now there was something different about his eyes. He seemed truly aroused from the inside out. Her body was more than ready for him.

“What did you realize?” Her voice came out in little more than a whisper. She didn’t want to break the spell.

“This,” he said, taking the potion from her rapidly numbing fingers and tucking it safely back inside the drawer. “Isn’t what continues enticing me to this place. You’re an idiot for thinking it.”

Snagging her by the waist, he towed her against his body until she hugged every inch of his. “It is you that lures me here. I cannot resist your call.”

She had no idea her body knew how to dial the sexy-guy-booty-call hotline, but she was thankful nonetheless. Burying his fingers in her hair, he tilted her head as he bent to her neck. He nibbled a path to her ear. Chills covered her skin. She wondered if she should be doing the whole prim “no, stop, this isn’t right” thing. She couldn’t. Opening her mouth, she really tried, but a moan escaped.

“I intend to fuck you,” he warned.

“Thank God,” she sighed before she could stop it.

The rumble of the deep chuckle in his chest only turned her on further.

“Could you do it a little faster?” she pled when he only continued nipping at her skin. If she was really going to do this, she wanted it now. It had been a torturous few weeks. She wanted to press her knees together and relieve the pressure building there. She wanted to claw the clothes from his body and climb him like a mountain. She wanted him inside her now.

She’d never truly considered the freedom of a man wearing a skirt before, but she took advantage by yanking it up and wrapping her fingers around his cock. It was his turn to moan as she tugged the silky skin, stroking him firmly. If she was going insane, then he was going with her.

Swatting her ass, he rubbed away the sting. “Naughty girl, you have no patience.”

“Too fucking right,” she agreed, stroking his cock once more. “And you have too much.”

With a growl, Samuel shoved her down onto the mattress. His chest heaved and his eyes shined with lust. It was the sexiest thing she’d ever seen. She wanted more. Deliberately taunting him while holding his stare, she pushed her shorts down her hips, taking her underwear with it leaving the lower half of her body bare for him.

“The shirt too.” Her pussy clenched at the desire in his voice. Doing as he bade, she tugged the shirt over her head and unsnapped her bra, tossing them both to the floor.

His eyes roamed the length of her nude body. Her nipples hardened to a painful point and her knees fell open in anticipation.

“Delicious.”

She’d never felt more desirable than she did with only his one word.

“I’m going to taste you now.” He dropped to his knees at the edge of the bed.

“Thank you, baby Je...fuuckk,” she cried as he flattened his tongue over her clit. Gripping the blanket between her fingers, she held tight as her hips left the bed, attempting to be closer to him. Based on his earlier hesitation, she expected him to torture her. He kept up a steady pressure, lapping a quick pattern that had her chanting his name. The muscles in her stomach tightened. She dug her heels into his back, urging him on. Tiny pulsations fired to life before exploding like fireworks throughout her pussy. Before the final wave could pass, Samuel covered her body and buried his cock inside her. A second orgasm hit her as he filled every inch of her canal, stretching her wide. Her womb begged for everything he could give. His tongue stroked hers. She could taste her own juices adding to her lust. With her knee hooked over his elbow, he gave her no time to adjust before surging home again and again.

His kiss was every bit as powerful and overwhelming as the rest of him. He filled every molecule of her with his presence until she truly felt they were one. The stroke of his tongue matched the rhythm of his hips.

Just as she’d enjoyed the pleasant discovery of the freedom of his kilt, she found out what men loved about long hair. Wrapping his braid around her wrist, she attempted to control him. Tilting his head away, his eyes closed. He drew in a sharp breath. The flush of arousal high on his cheeks hinted at how close he was to finding release. When his eyes opened once more, his silver irises seemed almost iridescent.

“Come for me again,” he ordered. Proving he was the master of her body, she did. Waves of pleasure flowed through her limbs. His muscles hardened as he surged forward once more before finding his release.

“Holy crap,” she breathed at the sight of him in the throes of passion. Every line of his face sharpened until it seemed as if no one else existed except for her. She felt loved.

Ella had been driving him mad. Gods, he’d wanted to be inside her so badly he thought he’d snap. He’d jacked off so many times after leaving her each night he couldn’t believe his dick hadn’t fallen off. Of all the possible reasons for her hesitance, Samuel had never once considered that stupid freaking potion until he was looking at her hesitant face as she offered it to him. As if a handful of cooked herbs, and Zeus knew what else, could possibly keep him here. It was her. She’d managed to burrow so deeply into his brain and heart he couldn’t shake her loose. It took everything he had to stay away while she worked during the day.

There wasn’t a boiled liquid that could bring about the pure obsession he felt for her. She squeezed his cock with her inner muscles. His gut twisted with desire. Sex wasn’t enough. He wanted to own her. He’d never felt this way before. Lowering his weight gently, hoping not to crush her, he touched his lips to hers. With a quick roll, he was on his back with her straddling his hips. Surging upward, he let her know he was nowhere near finished with her despite his release.

“I’m ensnared by your beauty,” he confessed between kisses. “Fascinated by your mind and held captive by your body. You’re an addiction from which I have no desire to be cured.”

She possessed the type of body that begged for a man’s touch. She wasn’t one of those stick figures, which caused a man as powerful as he was to fear she’d break. Instead, her curves enticed his hands to explore every inch. To him, she was the perfect mixture of soft and firm, making him want to lose himself in her.

Balancing her weight on her palms, she rocked against him with a moan. “I’ll be here to feed you anytime,” she offered.

Snagging the back of her head, he pulled her mouth to his. He spoke against her skin as her pussy tightened around his cock, causing it to jump.

“You won’t be able to keep me away,” he promised before licking the seam of her lips. The salty taste of sweat mixed with the sweet flavor that was her own caused him to want her even more. He’d not been merely spouting poetic. He was irrevocably hooked.

CHAPTER SEVEN

The idea of Randall as a shaman pecked away at the back of Ella’s mind. At the oddest times, she’d catch herself staring at him, watching for clues. She knew Samuel had been telling her the truth about the man. There was still a part of her hoping he was wrong. If Randall was capable of powerful magic and couldn’t find a cure for Freddie, then what chance did she have?

“Why did you hire me?” The question burst from Ella as she watched Randall unpacking a box of herbs.

Glancing up, his face seemed devoid of all emotion. She wondered if he was hiding something.

“You’re a witch,” he answered simply, taking her by surprise. “I can’t very well have some ignorant riffraff hawking items out of my shop while having zero knowledge of what they’re dealing.”

Ella felt there was a compliment hidden in there somewhere, but she struggled to see it.

Wiping his hands on his red and already stained t-shirt, Randall moved to lean on the counter next to her.

“Now, it’s my turn to ask a question.”

A smile touched Ella’s lips at his words. “I didn’t know we were playing twenty questions, but I’m in.”

“I don’t know that game.” She wanted to stamp her foot at his inhuman ability to be human. “However, I do get what you’re suggesting. I’m willing to play along. Are you dating the dark one now?”

“Yes. Are you a shaman?”

“No. Have you asked him why he always only wears a kilt but isn’t a Scot?”

“No. If you’re not a shaman, then what are you?” she shot back as quickly.

“I’m a wizard. Aren’t you the least bit curious about his background?”

“No. Do you think you’ll ever be able to cure Freddie?”

“No. He’s going to break your heart.”

Ella pulled a face. “That’s not a question.”

“I know. It was a statement of fact,” Randall told her sadly.

“Okay, then. Do you know anyone who can help me with Freddie?”

Randall looked disappointed in her as if she should be seeing something right in front of her face. With a huge sigh, he gave up. “Very well, if you’re determined to be blind, then there is nothing I can do. There is a magical being living deep in bayou country, a Voodooist mind you, so it’s very dangerous, but they might be able to help you.”

Ella jumped up and down as she snagged Randall around the neck, hugging him tightly. “Thank you. Thank you. Thank you.”

With a sniff, he gave her a light pat on the back. “Yes, well, you shouldn’t thank me yet. I can’t promise it will help. If you’re going to do this, then you should take the giant ass with you. If nothing else, he is deadly and can keep you safe.”

***

“Oh, no, no, no. You can’t go messing with no voodoo.”

While Ella had been prepared to argue with Samuel, the unexpected opposition came from Tam. In her hot pink bustier and bright orange tutu, she looked exactly like an outraged rainbow.

“Samuuueellll, tell her she can’t go,” Tam demanded with a pout.

The pair turned to Samuel, each expecting him to back them up. Instead of appearing torn, he simply shrugged. Ella watched the muscles in his chest shift with the motion, feeling a bit of feminine pride in his beauty. She still couldn’t believe he was hers. “If she is determined in this, then I cannot stop her,” Samuel said like a man resigned.

Refocusing her persuasive skills on Ella, Tam tried a different approach. “Then Freddie and I won’t go.” Her chin took on a stubborn tilt. “She is liable to want Freddie’s poor bones for her black magic hoodoo, and them folks like the taste of Tam better than even Freddie does.”

Instead of backing down, as Tam was clearly expecting, Ella nodded in agreement.

“Okay.”

“What cha mean ‘okay’?” she asked with her green eyes flashing in anger. “Are you gonna head in there with no Tam and Freddie guarding your back? What the hell is wrong with ya?”

“I mean, okay,” Ella answered with a shrug. “It’ll be quicker with just the two of us.”

“But Ella,” Tam whined. “She’s gonna put the stank eye on you, and then what, I ask? You’ll be stuck with a zombie, plus you’ll have pink eye and a club foot,” she said without giving Ella time to answer.

In spite of her best efforts, Ella laughed. Tam’s pout deteriorated into a full-fledged sulk.

“I’m sorry, Tam,” Ella said when the guilt began to eat at her. She looked over at Samuel, expecting he’d back her up again. Instead, he gave her the what-you-gonna-do shrug. Men! She was on her own.

“Look, I promise if this woman’s eye gets the least bit stinky, then I’ll high-tail it out of there, okay?”

Staring down at her lime-green high-top Converse sneakers, Tam refused to meet her eyes. She gave a tiny nod and Ella nearly groaned in relief. One obstacle down and one cheesy eye left to go.

***

Ella never slept. That was the main reason Samuel allowed this crazy black magic witch-hunt to proceed. A huge part of him hated she went to such extremes for another man, but neither could he let her go alone or stay away from her. “Deep in bayou country” turned out to be the last room inside the Bayou Country Club, which would’ve been funny in itself to Samuel without adding in the actual Voodooist, who looked more like a sleazy car salesman than any magic man.

Everything was white. The couch, the walls, chairs, and tables were all blinding in their cleanliness. At the center of it all, appearing as a slimy stain on an otherwise spotless handkerchief, was Pierre Lacombe, Voodooist extraordinaire.

The man possessed all of four brown hairs in the front of his head. He used those to cover the pale bald spot at the back. This feat obviously needed a ton of oil to accomplish, a fact, which seemed to hold Ella mesmerized as they took the seats offered to them after a rather lengthy introduction that was uncomfortable at the very least.

Whereas they both had been expecting chicken bones, burning incense, and even a possible club-foot-curse, what they got were some hot wings, cigar smoke, and Ella’s ass grabbed.

That final thing alone was a killing offense in Samuel’s eyes, but the greasy-haired man who wore too many gold chains held onto his life by his immediate prophecy.

“You must spend a night in the woods and become one with the dark,” he told Ella between gnawing on the red-coated chicken parts and them settling into their chairs. “Only that which is created from obscurity can give you what you seek,” he added.

“Any particular spot in the woods?” Ella asked the four hairs.

Wiping his hot-sauced fingers on the front of his shirt, Pierre pulled an ink pen from his pocket. Jotting an address on his napkin, he handed it to Ella. Pinching the slightly rumpled and stained paper towel between her thumb and forefinger, Ella reluctantly accepted.

“Um, thank you.”

“What is the price of your time?” Samuel asked, holding the man’s beady brown gaze.

As he feared, Pierre’s rat-like features became calculating at his question. Samuel knew he shouldn’t have let the ass grab go.

Narrowing his eyes, he allowed a hint of the rage always boiling just under his surface to show in his stare. Samuel had killed many beings since the creation of time. Today would be no different for Pierre if he didn’t choose his words wisely.

Showing a hint of good sense, Pierre waved off the question and lifted another wing from his plate. “For a woman as lovely as yours, and because Randall is my friend, this advice is on the house.”

Another checkmark against Randall as far as Samuel was concerned.

“Oh, thank you,” Ella cried. “However, I insist you accept something.”

Samuel bit back a groan.

Flashing a triumphant smile, Pierre drawled, “Well, there is one thing.”

Under the table, Samuel tapped the heel of his boot against the floor, causing a blade to slide out at the toe. Lifting his foot, he pressed the point against the man’s groin. Pierre’s eyes widened. Samuel silently dared him to continue.

“You can tell Randall I send him good wishes,” he finished quickly, and Samuel dropped his foot to the floor, popping the blade back in place.

Seemingly oblivious to the exchange, taking place just out of sight, Ella smiled brightly. “I will,” she promised. “And thank you again. I can’t tell you how much I appreciate your help.”

Wiping the sweat from his brow with his sleeve, Pierre accepted her show of gratitude while rushing them on their way.

As soon as they hit fresh air, Ella sucked in a deep cleansing breath as if attempting to expel the disgusting man from her lungs. “Lucky thing you threatened to castrate him,” she said, taking him by surprise. “Otherwise, he might’ve expected me to flash him my boobs.” Samuel threw back his head and roared with laughter. Nothing ever escaped her notice. It was one of the many things he loved about her. She was extremely observant.

Having never been camping before, Ella decided renting the needed equipment would be her best bet, especially since she possessed zero desire to repeat the experience after tonight. Samuel argued vehemently against it, believing they could simply sleep beneath the stars. Ella wanted a barrier between herself, the bugs, and the snakes that were prominent in the area. Samuel assured her his presence was enough to keep her safe. It was all she needed. In the end, she relented. Unfortunately, she wasn’t any closer to finding the answers needed for Freddie.

Darkness falls late in the south during the warmest months. Ella thought she’d crumble under the pressure of waiting for its arrival. Switching her attention between her notes and the plant life surrounding them, Ella asked, “What do you think Pierre meant by becoming one with the night?” A wicked smile touched Samuel’s lips before he attempted to hide it. However, it was too late. She glanced in his direction, catching sight of it before he could mask his reaction. Sitting side by side on the blanket Samuel spread out for them beneath the stars, Ella bumped him with her knee.

“What is it?” Samuel shrugged. Instead of answering, he asked, “Do you know why there is a night and a day?”

“Because the Earth rotates,” she began before he cut her words off with an annoyed look. “You know there is more than one realm and more than one plane of existence. Yet, it is the same on every one.”

She realized he was right. “I never really thought about it.”

“The light is for guidance and transcendence,” he explained. “But the dark is for protection and passion.” Her mouth formed an “O” as she caught his meaning, but she still couldn’t understand the location. “Why this place though? I mean, is Pierre hiding in the bushes and watching us?” Her eyes shot to the nearby tree line at the thought. She didn’t put it past the slimy pervert.

“We’re completely alone,” Samuel reassured her as he tugged the notebook from her hands and set it aside.

Her shoulders relaxed. Her eyes fell closed as his lips touched the side of her neck. There was no one she trusted more than him. If Samuel said they were alone, then they were alone. One day, she knew she’d have to look closer at the reason he was so high up in her books, but it wouldn’t be tonight.

Cupping her breast, he rolled her hardened nipple between his fingers. She moaned at the pleasure running down her spine.

“Tell me what grows around us,” he demanded as he removed her clothing, and kissed each spot as it appeared.

Falling back onto the blanket, Ella attempted to focus on their surroundings while he set her body ablaze.

“Carnations,” she began. “And clover.”

“What else?” he asked as he peeled her panties down her hips.

“Daffodils, daisies, dandelions, and dragon’s blood,” she trailed off in a haze.

“Hickory,” he added before sealing his mouth over her core and delving his tongue inside.

“Yes,” she cried. Gripping the blanket between her fingers, the stars blurred in the sky as Samuel teased her clit with his tongue. This was the perfect spot to become one with dark, she decided, before her mind lost its ability to do anything other than feel.

***

It hadn’t worked. That was the one thought plaguing Ella’s mind as she stared at the lines of Samuel’s sculpted and nude body. It had been seven solid days since their night under the stars, but Freddie was no closer to being human than before.

The flat pads of Samuel’s chest were hard beneath her fingers and she marveled over the lines of his sleeping body. Every single muscle in his body seemed poised and ready for battle even as Dreamland invited him in. A fine sheen of sweat covered his skin. His already deliciously full lips were swollen from their kisses. His long hair clung to his face and neck. Her fingers itched to paint him like this. He was such a hardened and secretive man. When they were apart, she marveled at how much of herself she shared with him while she knew next to nothing about him. However, when they were together, none of it mattered. Any doubts she experienced fell away with his first hot glance. With only one look, Ella could see how much he cared about her. His silvery eyes would focus on her and she knew, in those moments, she was the most important thing to him. Samuel possessed some vital element...her mind trailed off. That was it. The potion she made that called to Samuel. Slipping from the bed, she dug around in her bedside table until she found Samuel’s potion, and then headed for the kitchen.

The glow from a computer screen was the only light on in the house. It was enough for Ella to see the entire living room. Tam was wearing a black leather bustier, a bright yellow skirt, coupled with black and yellow striped fingerless gloves. The entire outfit paired with her wings resembled a giant bumblebee. She was playing solitaire on Ella’s laptop while Freddie sat at her feet, gnawing on her ankle. They both seemed content at their choice of leisure and Ella hated to interrupt them. She tried sneaking past, but after only a few minutes of banging away in the kitchen, they joined her.

***

The smoke pulled him from sleep. Rolling from the bed, Samuel landed lightly on the balls of his feet, prepared for a fight. Years of battle crowded his brain. In one quick motion, he swept his plaid from the floor and wrapped a length of the material around his forearm to protect it from the blows. Reaching for his sword, he found it missing. That moment of confusion proved sufficient to slow his mind long enough for the room to come into focus. He was at Ella’s and no enemies were surrounding him. His nostrils stung from the stench in the air, reminding him of the reason for alarm. Following the smell, he ended up in the kitchen. Tam sat perched on the table used for meals while Freddie occupied a chair at her side. He spared them only a passing glance before focusing on Ella. Jealousy gnawed at his gut at the knowledge she’d left his side to be with Freddie. It didn’t matter Tam was present as well. She couldn’t stay away from her zombie man long enough to sleep one full night in his arms.

“What the hell are you doing?”

He would’ve liked to think he hadn’t meant the accusing note in his voice, but he had. Looking away from the black cauldron that sat boiling on the stovetop, she met his eyes long enough to flash him a quick smile before returning to concentrate on the pot. She stirred the contents with a long wooden spoon.

“I had an idea,” she answered with an absent tone.

Her tiny blue shorts and spaghetti-strap shirt, which went far to showcase her gorgeous body, did nothing to cool his temper. She’d left the bed where they made love to work on another fucking potion.

Rolling his shoulders, he felt something pop. He took a deep breath. Neither of those things did a thing to help. He was still pissed. He made a valiant attempt to keep his tone in check.

“You left our bed.”

“My bed, actually,” Ella said, sounding unconcerned.

Reealllly. Wasn’t that a kick in the balls if he ever heard one? His eye twitched.

“Oh dear,” Tam said. She, of all people, had known him long enough to recognize the muscle flexing repeatedly in his jaw wasn’t a good sign.

At Tam’s words, Ella finally gave him her full attention.

“You’re not wearing any clothes,” she observed.

“I didn’t see the point in spending ten minutes rolling myself in plaid when you are coming back to bed.” He paused before adding, “Now.”

Her eyebrows shot to her hairline at his words. “I am?”

Striding the length of the room, he stood over her, crowding her with his body. “Yes. You are.”

Reaching past her, he flipped the dial, cutting the heat off from the eye. Ella switched it back on.

“What the hell is your problem?” Her aggravation showed in her voice, but he was past the point of caring. Switching off the eye once more, he grasped her by her shoulders and gently turned her away from the stove.

“I want you to get some sleep.”

“Pssh,” Ella said, waving off his words. “You want to have sex.”

His blood began to boil hotter than the contents of her cauldron.

“You’re killing yourself,” he began, but her eyes flashed with anger. She cut him off.

“You’re ruining my potion all because you’re horny.”

The light grip he had on her shoulders tightened unconsciously at her words and she flinched. “I am trying to take care of you, you little fool. Because I love you and obviously you need a keeper.”

Coming up on her toes, Ella went nose to nose with him, or rather, nose to chest with him. “I’ll sleep when Freddie is well,” she shot back.

Something inside him snapped in the face of her resistance. His head turned slowly in Freddie’s direction. Finding a new target for his seething rage, he backed away from Ella.

“It is you,” Samuel growled, advancing on Freddie. “You’re the reason Ella refuses to rest, allowing herself nothing.”

Ella attempted to snag his arm to halt his progress, but he simply slipped from her hold. There was no cooling his anger. It rose inside him, threatening his sanity. Freddie whimpered in response, appearing every inch the trapped rat.

“Please, don’t hurt him,” Ella begged. He knew she’d never forgive him if he snapped the zombie’s neck from his shoulders. His temper demanded recompense. The only thing he’d ever desired for himself was Ella and this thing stole her happiness. It kept her heart otherwise engaged.

“Please,” Ella repeated. “His skin is very fragile.”

Hearing the tears in her voice, he conceded to one point. If she wanted this man, if her need to protect Freddie and have him back at her side as a human meant more to her than he did, then that’s what he’d give to her. However, Samuel would leave his mark. Reaching out, Samuel snagged Freddie by the throat, lifting him to his feet. With a tiny shake, Freddie transformed from zombie to human. Baring his teeth and showing the points he usually kept hidden, Samuel growled, “There. Now, I can punch you in your face properly.”

Rearing back, he did as promised, landing a solid blow to the center of Freddie’s face. He kept his strength in check, not wanting to hurt Ella by killing her pet. The satisfying crunch of breaking bone beneath his knuckles and the gush of blood flowing over his hand assuaged a tiny bit of his need for retribution.

Dropping Freddie to the floor at his feet, he stepped over the man’s prone body, and headed for the door. He was finished with this. He was done with coming in last and begging for love he’d never have. He was over it.

Black wings unfurled from Samuel’s back as he strode toward the door. A few feathers floated to the floor in his wake. He disappeared into thin air. In her shock, Ella couldn’t move or speak as she absorbed what had happened.

On his knees, Freddie was now human again. As soon as she could get her feet to move, Ella rushed to his side.

“Oh my God,” Ella cried, brushing his shiny brown hair away from his gorgeous face. “It’s really you. You’re back. Oh, how I wish Samuel had spared your beautiful face, but I’m so damn happy to see you again.”

She knew she was rambling as she attempted to wipe Freddie’s blood away with her shirt. His hazel eyes watered and she didn’t know if it was from the pain of Samuel’s blow or if he was crying.

Sitting on the edge of the kitchen table, Tam kicked her legs back and forth while blowing huge pink bubbles with her gum. Seeming almost bored by the show, a tiny wand with a huge, flat, and sparkling star at the tip appeared in her hand. With a solid thwack, she landed a blow in the center of Freddie’s forehead. He healed immediately, leaving behind no signs of Samuel’s attack. The wand disappeared as quickly as it appeared.

“Oh, look, you’re a sexy fella.”

Freddie slumped forward, wrapping his arms around Ella’s shoulders, hugging her tightly to his chest.

“Thank you so much,” he told her quietly.

Her shock began to fade. His body became a tangible thing surrounding her.

“He fixed you. Just like that, Samuel fixed you, and you,” Ella added, pulling away from Freddie and focusing on Tam. “You could’ve done so too, couldn’t you? Why didn’t you?”

Tam shrugged. “You didn’t wish for it, did ya?” Her explanation ended on a squeal of surprise as Freddie snagged her by the front of her leather bustier and hauled her forward. Cutting off the sound, Freddie opened his mouth over hers, kissing Tam deeply. Ella’s jaw dropped as she watched Tam’s wings slowly flutter. They each fought to be closer to the other one.

“Well,” Ella said, her voice sounding numb even to her own ears. “Well,” she repeated, attempting to tear her gaze away from the pair when it almost seemed voyeuristic to continue staring.

All the time spent on a cure, all her hours of study, and just like that, it was over.

She felt...empty.

Her life revolved around Freddie. Never once had she stopped to consider what life would be like after the curse was broken. Her eyes fell closed as a terrible revelation slammed into her. Samuel said he loved her. She’d lost the best thing that ever happened to her. For the first time in years, she thought only of herself and walked away from Freddie.

Trailing from the room in a daze, she bent to gather the scattered feathers. So, she’d not imagined his wings the night they’d met. She’d always known he was magical, but she’d purposely not looked further into it. Brushing the quill across her bottom lip, and lost in thought, she found herself standing in the center of her bedroom with no memory of walking there. His kilt hung half off the edge of the bed. She rolled herself into it as she crawled onto the mattress. Curled on her side with his scent surrounding her, the tears began. There were no heart-wrenching sobs or fits of drama. There was only the quiet shattering of her soul. Was this how her mother had felt? The bed dipped beside her as Freddie scooted in next to her. Wrapping her in his embrace, she settled against his chest as he smoothed the hair away from her face. This was truly what that curse had stolen from her. This was the thing she’d missed the most; the security only her big brother could bring to her. He was the only steady person in her life since her mother shoved them through the mirror when she was only a little girl. It seemed he would always be the only comfort in her life.

A shuffling in the doorway caught her attention. She spotted Tam looking unsure of her welcome. Opening her arms, Ella invited Tam to join them. The pixie gingerly climbed in on the other side of her.

“I wish I could tell him I love him too,” she said, after the tears stopped.

“Wish granted,” Tam whispered. Ella found herself standing in an unfamiliar room staring at a frozen Samuel.

Ella disappeared, leaving the space between Tam and Freddie empty. They stared at each other in silence.

“You kissed me,” Tam said when the lack of noise almost became a tangible thing suffocating her.

“You kissed me back.”

His voice was the same as having her skin stroked by velvet. Freddie was very different as a human. His sparkling eyes, shining hair, and firm skin came together to paint a picture of masculine beauty she’d been unprepared for. The kiss had been pretty awesome too. Even though Tam didn’t have much to compare it to, she knew from witnessing the pure sexual talent living in the Hall of the Gods that expertise had shown itself in Freddie’s kiss.

Expertise that landed in the zombie hot seat, Tam reminded herself firmly.

“Yeah, well, don’t plan on it happening again, bub,” she warned.

Freddie held his tongue. His eyes roamed the length of her body, making her feel all warm in places she shouldn’t.

“All righty,” Tam said cheerfully, leaping from the bed. “I say we go fix up your room and make it all fit for your humanlike deliciousness again.” Tam paused. “I said ‘deliciousness’ out loud, didn’t I?”

Instead of embarrassing her further, Freddie stood as well. He moved at a slower pace than Tam had. She wondered if it was out of habit, or if he was still adjusting to his old form.

“Am I going to get good mattresses?”

“Sure thing, babe,” Tam answered with a smile. She never got tired of making Freddie happy. “If super-duper mattresses is what you wish, then it’s what you shall have.”

Heading for the door, Tam welcomed the relief from his stare as she focused on imagining the amazing room she’d create for him.

“When you’re done with those mattresses, I wish you’d let me eat you for real.”

Tam gripped the doorframe to stay upright when her knees went weak at Freddie’s words. She didn’t turn and look at him. She couldn’t.

“Wish granted,” she said, sealing her own fate.

The room was tiny. It was made even more so by the massive black wings standing out from Samuel’s shoulder blades. An array weapons hung from his waist and more from the walls. He seemed twice as dangerous, than ever before.

“Where are we?” His eyes fell closed as if he was in pain at the question.

“I’m going to kill Tam,” he growled.

“It’s not her fault. I wished for it.” He shook his head.

“She didn’t have to grant your wish.”

When he opened his eyes, she flinched against the coldness inside them.

“Welcome to my humble abode,” he said with a sweeping bow. “May the Gods have mercy on your soul should any of them catch you here.”

Turning in a slow circle, she took in every detail. She was reminded of Freddie’s bare living quarters, except Samuel’s room had something Freddie’s did not. The painting she’d done of the mirror world, the one with compass as its center, hung on his wall. She hadn’t known it was missing, but she didn’t catalog her paintings every day. It wasn’t a surprise.

Walking over to it, she stroked the canvas lovingly before stepping away from it.

“I would’ve given it to you,” she told him as she moved back to him. “I would’ve given you anything.”

Ella watched as if from a distance as her hand lifted to touch his skin. His chest felt ten degrees warmer than the rest of the room. It was so hard it didn’t give at all underneath her palm. The coldness left his face, replaced by sharp planes of lust.

“Don’t toy with me.”

She shook her head. His voice was every bit as hard as the muscles in his chest. She knew she’d truly hurt him.

“I no longer wish to be a plaything,” he confessed, sounding as if the words had been ripped from his throat. She knew there was nothing she could say to prove to him she didn’t feel that way. Samuel could never be anything less than everything.

Stepping closer, she prayed he wouldn’t pull away as she leaned in. Pressing her lips to the skin next to her hand, his chest shuddered underneath her kiss.

“I’ll beg,” she whispered against his skin as she encircled his waist with her free arm. “I’ll drop to my knees right now and plead for you not to send me away. I don’t care. I’ve never had any pride when it came to you.”

As if the muscles in his neck ceased working, he dropped his forehead to the top of her head. He made no other move to touch her.

“Only secrets,” he whispered.

His deep breaths fanned across her hair. Clinging desperately to the last shards of her breaking heart, she clutched him tighter. Frantically, she tried to memorize every detail. The texture of his skin, the smell that was his own, and exact measurement of how far her arms needed to spread to accommodate his large frame. Those things became the most important details in the world to her. When he was gone from her life, she’d only have these memories of him.

However, she hadn’t lied. She’d drop to her knees and beg. If Samuel wanted to send her away, then he’d have to drag her body from this place to do so.

Anxiety gripped ahold of her, threatening to choke the air from her lungs.

“I love you. Please don’t leave me?”

Samuel jerked backward as if she’d punched him. Ella let her hands fall helplessly to her sides.

“What?” His lips peeled away from his teeth in a snarl.

“Please don’t leave me,” she repeated. She’d beg. She really would.

“What did you say to me?” he growled.

Her mind scrambled to understand the reason for his sudden hostility, but she came up blank.

In an unconscious motion, she lifted her hand to her chest, attempting to rub away the pain building there.

“It’s right here,” she admitted. Tears sprang to her eyes. “It is killing me right here.”

With a single step, he was invading her space and crowding her with his body. Burying his fingers in the hair at her nape, he tugged her head back roughly.

“Don’t fuck with me on this, Ella.”

Her eyes fell closed at the sound of her name on his tongue.

“What did you say to me?” he demanded, once more.

In a whisper so low she wasn’t sure she even made a sound, she confessed, “I love you. I’m so in love with . . .” His mouth descended upon hers, cutting off her words.

His tongue fought hers for domination. She wouldn’t back down. If he needed to strip away the last shreds of her being, then he could do so. At least she’d know she tried.

Samuel wanted Ella to hurt. He needed her to feel the sting of his pain, bleeding for him the way he bled for her. Only the knowledge her body was more fragile than his own kept him from tossing her through the air to his bed. He feared himself more in that moment than ever before. Stripping the tiny shorts from her body, he lifted her up until she wrapped her legs around his waist. At the last second, he remembered his sword and willed it away. Purposely, he didn’t hide his wings or remove his plaid. He wouldn’t give her more of himself than he already had. A few short steps had her back against the wall. He was buried inside her. Punishing her mouth with his teeth, he ground his hips against her core. Despite the pain stabbing him in the chest, he needed her pleasure this one last time. When her body tightened in his arms and her pussy clenched around his cock, he disengaged his body from hers without seeking his own release. Her eyes seemed unable to focus and her lips were swollen from his kisses. It was a look that made a man want to pat himself on the back. He was no man.

Tugging a plaid from the end of his bed, he wrapped her body inside and clutched her tighter to his chest. Spreading his wings wide, he shot into the air. The walls of the palace disappeared into a fog. Ella grappled to hold him tighter. Solid ground no longer existed.

“I would never let you fall.” At his assurance, she relaxed in his arms.

Samuel moved through the realms in a matter of seconds. They were back inside her bedroom with barely a beat of his wings.

Settling her on the bed, he kissed her cheek. She didn’t beg as she’d claimed she would. He was grateful for it. There was only so much his heart could stand. She had Freddie back now. After everything she’d been through to achieve it, she’d eventually choose him. Samuel had no intentions of watching her slip away. It was better this way.

He could feel she knew it was it over. He stood to leave. She touched his arm, capturing his attention.

“I love you.”

“And I believe you,” Samuel admitted. “But you love Freddie more. I don’t want to be your second choice.”

She opened her mouth as if to argue. He disappeared before she had the chance. He’d been nothing all his life. It was easier to accept than a half-life with someone else.

CHAPTER EIGHT

Randall was the first to notice the change in Ella. She could’ve kept her secret longer if she hadn’t become so efficient at getting to work on time since Freddie’s curse had been broken. In hindsight, she realized it would’ve only taken her an extra fifteen minutes at home to get past the morning sickness. Unfortunately, arriving to work five minutes early had become a huge part of her survival routine.

Hugging the porcelain throne, she pressed her head to the cool surface, uncaring of any germs. She was immune to most mortal diseases. There wasn’t anything she could catch at this point that could make her feel worse.

“Oh dear. Oh dear,” Randall chanted while hovering in the doorway of the bathroom. Any other time, she would’ve been mortified by anyone seeing her like this. Now, she felt too bad to care.

“Is there anything I can do?”

“You can kick Samuel in the balls,” she answered, refusing to lift her head. Well, it wasn’t as much a refusal as an inability. Either way it wasn’t happening.

“Is there anything I can do that doesn’t involve coming in contact with another man’s testicles?” Randall tried again. “Perhaps, I can call someone.”

Finally managing to tilt her head at an angle, she met his eyes. “I’d rather you didn’t.”

He made a face as if to argue, but gave her a short nod instead. “I think this calls for an old remedy rather than a medicinal one. How about some soda and crackers?”

Without waiting for an answer, he disappeared. Ella was pretty sure she blacked out for a minute, because when a pair of shoes came into her line of sight once more, they were Freddie’s instead of Randall’s.

“Traitor,” Ella whispered, but her heart wasn’t in it.

“Come on, baby girl. Let’s get you home,” he said as he lifted her from the floor and into his arms. Wrapping her arms around Freddie’s shoulders, she tucked her head into the crook of his neck.

“I wish you would’ve said something,” he told her quietly as he carried her to the car. She knew it was as far as any lecture from him would ever go. Unfortunately, she didn’t know how to respond.

There was no good explanation for why she held so tightly to her secret, other than it was Samuel’s baby. This was all she had left of him.

“I’m sorry,” she said lamely as he clicked her seat belt in place. His gaze met hers. A muscle in his cheek flexed as if he was grounding his back teeth.

“You shouldn’t be sorry. You should be pissed.” He slammed the door closed at the words, punctuating his point.

“Why?” she asked the empty car. Why should she only be pissed when she was already furious?

***

Going in search of Tam, he found her in the great room, sitting alone. She didn’t look up as he entered. He knew she knew he was there. Tam wasn’t one ever to get caught off guard. Throwing himself down in a seat against the wall, he decided to confess all.

“I miss Ella.”

“‘Bout time, stupid,” Tam answered, sounding as if she wasn’t really listening. Instead, she kept her focus on a big ball of thread. She appeared to be knitting. He cast away the ridiculous notion. She’d never knitted a day in her life.

“She chose another man over me,” he added, choosing to ignore her earlier slander of his intelligence. The ball of yarn bounced off the side of his head. She hadn’t given him time to react, and he hadn’t seen it coming. It didn’t help matters that one of the needles was still stuck down in the ball. It pinged off his head.

“Um. What the hell?”

“I’ve recently realized something,” she answered. “You’re a big ass idiot.”

“Damn, Tam. I’m pouring my heart out to you while you call me names and throw things at my head.”

“It could only help your fat ass head,” she shot back, and Samuel didn’t know how to react. Tam had never been truly angry with him a day in her life. It was obvious she was now.

Reaching down, he scooped up the pink and blue mixture of yarn where it had landed on the floor. He turned it over in his hands.

“What are you making anyhow?” he asked in a valiant attempt to salvage their conversation.

She released an offended sounding sniff. “It’s a baby blanket.”

They knew very few people capable of producing offspring. His curiosity was effectively piqued. “Do we know someone having a baby?”

“We know them very well,” she answered. “Freddie is going to be an uncle,” she added slyly.

“How odd,” Samuel remarked, swallowing down the taste of bitterness coating his tongue. When it didn’t work, it spilled over into his words. “One would think if he had a sibling to care for him, then Ella wouldn’t have been forced...” Everything became remarkably clear.

Dropping the ball into his lap, he covered his face with both hands. He let his head fall back against the wall behind him. When it didn’t do enough to shut out the screaming in his brain, he banged his head twice more as hard as he could until a spike of pain shot through him causing his ears to ring. Every time he thought he had nothing else to lose, he learned there was still more. Rock bottom always seemed to have a rock bottom basement he didn’t know about until he was sitting in it.

Moving to stand over him, Tam snatched up her yarn and kicked him in his shin.

“Fuck, Tam! What was that for?”

“I don’t think you beat yourself up enough for my liking,” she answered. Popping her hands on her hips, she drew herself up to her full height as he rubbed his bruised shin.

“And for your information,” she added. “While you were having your hissy fit about Ella killing herself, you should’ve stopped to wonder why. Did you ever think she was doing it so Freddie could have his freedom and the two of you could have a life? Not to mention, my magic is mostly bound by words, but you could have cured Freddie any damn time you like. However, you chose not to, so don’t you think it’s about time you stop playing the damn victim?”

Tam’s rant stunned him speechless, which was probably a good thing in the face of her anger.

***

It was a feather. A lone quill that caught her attention, and she knew she wasn’t alone. She could feel his presence even though he remained hidden. Pretending not to notice, Ella tugged the covering from the mirror, staring at her reflection.

“This was my mother’s speculum, her portal between the realms. It’s almost as old as time itself. It’s been hidden in almost every country around the world at some point. This house belonged to my parents, or rather the reflection of this house did. I left out a few details that night at the café.”

The room fell away as she pictured the crystal land she’d once lived in. Her father’s long hair was so blond it almost appeared white. His eyes were the color of the sky. As if his light needed a balance, her mother had been dark haired, dark eyed, and dark in complexion. She could remember every detail of their appearance as if it had only been a day since she’d last seen them as opposed to years.

“As I said, my mother did indeed fall in love with my father when she attempted to lead him to his end. It wasn’t due to a long journey. When she’d gone to collect him, he wasn’t alone. She told me once she loved him and his son instantly.”

A smile touched Ella’s lips at the memory of her mother brushing her hair while telling her stories of true love and great warriors.

“The feeling was mutual. They loved her immediately as well. Freddie’s mother is a Succubus. She abandoned him as she moved on to her next victim. My parents married in secret. My mother became Freddie’s mother as sure as she’d given birth to him. Ten years later, I was born, and their love only grew stronger with each passing year.”

Ella ran the tip of her finger along the glass. “Then, one night, when I was eight and Freddie was nineteen, the other Valkyrie came for us. Our parents had gained confidence in our safety since no one had found them in all their years of hiding.” She stopped to swallow past the pain of that night. Pressing her palm flat against the cool surface, she forced herself to continue.

“They cut down our father at my feet. I can still feel the hem of my nightgown, soaked in his blood, slapping against my ankles as I tried to run away. It slowed me down. Freddie tossed me over his shoulder and my mind went blank as I concentrated on trying to breathe. The impact of his quick pace cut off my air. When we reached the edge of the mirror, Maman kissed us both before shoving us through and sealing it from ever being penetrated again.”

The looking glass blurred before Ella. She knew she was crying, but she made no attempt to wipe away her tears.

“Everything I knew was gone in an instant.” Focusing on the spot in the mirror where she knew Samuel to be, she added, “Everything except for Freddie.”

Appearing behind her, Samuel cradled her head with his chest. Sliding a palm over her abdomen, he quietly sent his love to their child. He also sent up a prayer of thanks when she didn’t pull away, but neither did she welcome his touch. It was no less than he deserved.

“You accused me of keeping secrets when it came to you, and you’re right,” she admitted. “But you kept secrets too. It’s my fault. I should’ve pressed. No, I should’ve wanted to know, but I didn’t. A part of me expected I wouldn’t be able to hang onto you. I was right. It was easier not to know what I was losing.”

Samuel met her gaze in the mirror so she could see his shame as he made his confession. “Where I am from, my kind are kept as slaves. Do you understand what I am saying? Slaves for every purpose,” he emphasized. Ella sucked in a shuddering breath, but nodded her understanding.

“I was granted my freedom three thousand years ago, but three thousand years is nothing in the face of eons of service. I’ve known no other life. There has never been a single thing that was mine alone until I met you.”

Pausing to gather the strength needed for what he knew he must do, Samuel braced himself against the pain.

“Tam told me about the baby.”

“Oh, I see.”

She looked...destroyed. He hated it. He hated himself.

“No. You don’t see. I understand what it’s like to have nothing. For a moment, you showed me a different life. I was so scared of losing it, of losing you, I took away your choices. I could’ve cured Freddie the first time we met, but I didn’t. I didn’t know that he is your brother and I was afraid,” he confessed. “I could see your love for him and I wanted to keep you. Therefore, I did nothing. In the end, it didn’t make any difference because I still lost you.”

Bowing his head, he squeezed his eyes shut against the pain of what he was about to do.

“I, of all people, should’ve known better.”

Meeting her eyes in the mirror, because it was what she deserved from him, he added, “I can live with nothing as long as I know you have everything.”

Before he could change his mind, Samuel gently shoved Ella through the speculum and back into the mirror world.

“What are you doing?”

Samuel glanced back at the woman sitting on the desk behind him before turning back to the silvery surface.

“I’m not at your service today, Mistress Selena.”

It was the first time he’d ever said those words to her. He didn’t need to be able to see her reflection to know her eyebrows had shot to her perfectly coiffed hairline.

“You’re not in my service any day,” she answered, instead of chastising him.

A chill rippled over her Ella’s body as she unexpectedly found herself moving through the silver. Immediately replacing the cold was the warmth of her mother’s embrace. She knew her touch and face as well as she knew her own. She hugged her mother tighter to her chest.

“How?” Ella asked. The crystal trees and grass over her mother’s shoulders were a blur through her tears.

“You can’t stay here,” her mother said into her hair, but she made no move to pull away.

“I know,” Ella agreed. “But can I not stay a moment longer?”

Leaning away, her mother smoothed the hair back from Ella’s face before cupping it between her hands. Eyes dark as coals stared back at Ella.

“I’m always here for you, right on the other side, okay? But your place is with Samuel.”

“But Maman,” she began, but her mother shushed her.

“He’ll bring you back to me, in time, but right now you must look.” Turning her around, her mother forced her attention to the mirror. It had been shattered into a thousand tiny pieces, explaining why it no longer worked.

“How?” she asked again before she focused on Samuel’s image on the other side. He looked broken.

“Look at your warrior,” her mother said against her ear. “I’ve always been here watching and waiting. It was prophesized a dark angel would bring my children back to me, and he shall, but he needs you. He was created of the night and has no light to guide him.”

“Become one with the dark,” Ella repeated, recalling the voodoo words.

Her mother nodded. “You’re his savior as much as he is yours, and you carry his child. Yet, he gave you the freedom to choose this world over him.”

Even more tears filled her eyes at her mother’s words. Samuel really did love her.

“Let your heart not be torn in two, my sweet girl. I will be here and he will give you the world. Whichever world you so choose.”

A second figured appeared behind Samuel, and Ella cried out in fear. Selena Smoke, the same witch who cursed Freddie and died before breaking her hex now stood at Samuel’s back.

She couldn’t allow this devil’s spawn to tear another man from her life. Finding a shard large enough for one of her hands, she shoved it through the glass. Samuel’s eyes widened in shock, but he snagged a hold.

Turning her gaze to her mother’s, one last time, she promised, “I will be back for you,” before Samuel towed her out of the mirror land.

She would choose the mirror land, of that Samuel had no doubts. However, he still stared at the looking glass for longer than he should have while silently saying his goodbyes. He fancied there was no time limit when it came to taking leave of one’s dreams. He did wish he could’ve done so without witnesses, but Selena would go and do as she wished.

“I worked my ass off to give you the life you wanted, and you shoved it into a speculum. I’m still trying to wrap my mind around that one.”

Her words caused his spine to stiffen. His brain ceased to work. Ella’s hand appeared through the mirror as if searching for a way out. He grasped ahold of it before she could change her mind. Tugging with all his might, she came flying out. In a flurry of limbs and blonde hair, she practically climbed his body until her legs wrapped around his waist. Her body melded itself to his upper torso. She buried her face in the crook of his neck.

“If she’s taking you, then she’s taking me too,” Ella cried.

Confused but elated, Samuel held her close. “Nobody is taking me anywhere. I told you I’m a free angel.”

Lifting her head, Ella looked back and forth between him and Selena. With a muddled expression, Ella asked, “Do you know her?”

“All of my life,” Samuel answered. “Do you know her?”

“That is Selena Smoke. She’s the witch who cursed Freddie. She is taking me too this time if she thinks to curse you as well.” As if emphasizing her words, and bracing herself for the hex, she held onto him tighter. Ella buried her face in his neck once more.

A tinkling laugh sounded from the desk. Samuel ignored her as the full picture came together in his mind. Selena did more with her ass than work it off to give him the life he desired. Meeting Selena’s twinkling blue eyes over Ella’s shoulder, he mouthed “thank you” as he held Ella tighter. Running a hand down Ella’s back, he said quietly into her hair, “Ella, meet Mistress Selena,” pausing he clarified, “Selena the Fate.”

She lifted her head slowly, meeting his eyes. “What? What cha mean ‘Fate’?” she asked, sounding exactly like Tam for a moment. “Like an actual Fate?” she added.

“One of only three, actually,” Selena said dryly, drawing their gaze her way. When she had their attention, she added, “You both are going to be very happy together. I guarantee it.” With that final promise, she disappeared, leaving them alone.

Turning her shining eyes back to Samuel, Ella whispered, “We’re going to be very happy together, says Fate.”

“And so we shall,” Samuel promised, never meaning anything more in his life than he did in that moment.

THE END
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––––––––

The power line fell from the sky in a shower of sparks, hitting the road in front of my car to lash on the asphalt like an angry snake.

My head snapped around from where I’d been gaping out of the driver’s window at the scene beyond. With a gasp, I slammed on the brakes of my Audi A6, the sudden change in momentum throwing me forward. My seatbelt locked across my chest, punching the air from my lungs.

I almost hadn’t noticed in time. Instead of watching the road into the small Northeastern coastal town of Sage Springs, my eyes had been drawn to the huge field to my right and the multitude of trucks and trailers parked up there. Despite the bad weather—high winds with a promise of rain—giant, brightly colored metal structures were being lifted into the air by even bigger cranes. Still lying flat on the ground were the blue, white, and red stripes of a canvas top for the carousel. Signs in garish swirls of letters, and currently unlit giant platforms of lights, also still remained on the ground, waiting their turn to be hoisted high. The field had been churned up in ruts of mud by the big, heavy wheels of the trucks. Farther in the distance, where the field turned to the asphalt of a huge parking lot which served the beach goers, some of the larger structures were already up—a huge Ferris wheel, the Waltzer, the Tilt-A-Whirl—were dotted between the smaller stands. Men in wife-beater shirts, exposed arms covered in a blur of homemade tattoos, stood shouting and gesturing instructions to the crane drivers. 

I’d been watching the spectacle of the traveling carnival being raised and so hadn’t noticed when something, perhaps one of the cranes or even the wind, caught the power line overhead.

On the other side of the road, dense woodland of oak and pine ran into forest, which crept inland into hilly terrain. Sage Springs was a good distance from any other town, something I’d locked into, wanting the solitude. I wasn’t running, exactly. I knew I couldn’t run from what I was. But I did want to leave the big city behind and start my new life at college somewhere completely different from the bright lights of Los Angeles where I’d grown up. 

Far from the almost continuous sunshine of my home city, the sky was overcast here, strong gusts of wind causing the trees to bend with its force. I had been thinking that the traveling carnival shouldn’t have been trying to erect such tall structures in these high winds. I guess my point had been proven. 

Now my eyes were fixed on the snapped power line, still lashing around on the road. A gust of wind lifted it, causing the thrashing to grow wild. I froze inside the car, my hands locked on the steering wheel, knuckles white. The sparks died off and then spurted again like a Catherine wheel.

Was I safe inside the car? Thoughts of the rubber tires somehow grounding me went through my head, but I wondered if I might have gotten things mixed up with lightning. If the live end of the wire touched the metal shell, would it fry everything—and everyone—inside? I wanted to jump from the vehicle and make a run for it, but the high wind wasn’t making things any easier.  I couldn’t predict which way the thrashing wire would be thrown next.

I became aware of voices, men shouting. I relaxed my grip on the steering wheel enough to turn in my seat and peer out of the rear window. Several of the men I’d been watching putting up the rides in the adjacent field had seen what had happened and come running. They gestured to each other, then to the sky where the wire had come from, and then my car. 

The truth was, those men were probably in more danger than I was. I didn’t know how my body would react to a severe electric shock, but I knew I’d be more resistant than they would.

Looking at the scene before me now, I worried that if this went wrong, my independent life would be over before it even got started.

The wind that had been gusting and battering the car suddenly fell still. The wire dropped to the ground, sparks still spurting, but less so now. Something drew my gaze back to the field which had first distracted my attention. In the distance stood a lone figure, a man, or boy even, dressed in black. I couldn’t make out his features, but I felt certain he was watching me. I shook my head, wondering why the thought unnerved me. Of course he was. The spectacle the scene created meant everyone was watching. Yet for some reason I picked up on this person’s intensity, as if his concentration on the scene was so much greater than anyone else’s.

A fist thumped on my rear window, making me jump. I turned around again. The moment I did so, the wind started back up. “Hey, Miss. Get outta the car, will ya!”

Another man standing just behind him also yelled out a couple of useful comments. “What are you doing just sitting there? Back the hell up!”

I blinked, forcing myself to focus. Of course. I needed to back up to get away from the power line. I hoped no one else came along too fast behind me, or they were likely to go straight into the back of me, and force us both into the current.

As I shifted into reverse, the wire whipped in the wind, making contact with the hood. I let out a shriek, instinctively lifting my hands from the steering wheel, not wanting to touch any more of the car than necessary. Sparks exploded, the black metal of my vehicle where the exposed wire had hit turning white. Electricity danced over the shell of my car. In the engine, something popped, and instantly the car’s power died, my stereo going with it. The voltage must have fried the electronics. The vehicle was a new model, so nothing worked without them. 

I was stuck. My option of backing up to safety had just been taken from me. 

Shit.

I forced myself to think. The electricity had traveled over the metal shell of the car, leaving me safe within. My best option would simply be sitting here and waiting for the power company to arrive and switch off the juice to this part of the grid. It might take a while and would probably make me late to register for my classes, but I figured I was better off late than dead.

The big guy who had banged on my rear window seemed to have different ideas. He strode to the car and yanked open the door. The wire lifted again in the wind.

“What the hell are you doing?” I screeched at him.

“Getting you out.”

“Jesus!”

The electric cable danced. The man ducked as it flew toward him, but then another gust caught the wire, whipping it away. I knew what was about to happen. Sparks flew as the live wire spun around like a furious snake held suspended by its tail. The wire lashed directly at the guy’s head. He’d been trying to save me, like I was some helpless little female, but in the end he was the one who needed saving.

Channeling all my strength, I lunged out of the open car door. My palms flattened against the man’s barrel chest, and I shoved him with all my strength. He flew backward, landing on his butt before skidding and coming to a rest at the feet of his companions. At the same time, I ducked, the wire grazing the top of my head, sparks catching in my hair. I battered at my dark locks with my hands, smothering any sparks that might flare into flame. I was out now, and I saw no point in climbing back inside the relative safety of my car. Instead, I ducked low and ran toward the small crowd.

As I ran from the car, the wind gusted. Carried on the air was the scent of leather and some kind of engine oil. With it came the overwhelming feeling of being watched once again, and I didn’t just mean by the men. I frowned, eyeing up the men who had supposedly come to my rescue. The scent certainly didn’t appear to be anything any of them would be wearing—they appeared to be more odor de sweat and beer kind of guys. Once more, my gaze was dragged to the adjacent field, to where the boy in black remained, stock-still.

He was too far away for me to be able to meet his eyes, so then why did I feel like his were focused on me?

The boy in black wasn’t the only one staring.

I could feel the group of men’s eyes on me, the questions behind them. How had I managed to push my ‘rescuer’ like that? He was a big guy in his mid forties, with a barrel chest and a gut to match. He outweighed me three times over, but I’d sent him flying, literally lifted him off his feet, and threw him away from danger. They knew something was off, they just didn’t know what.

I wasn’t about to start filling them in. 

The man got to his feet and rubbed the top of his head, his fat forehead pulled down in a frown of bemusement. “I must have tripped,” he said, trying to explain away what had happened. “Fell over my own feet when you pushed me.”

No thanks for saving your life, then?

“Sure,” I said, not wanting an argument, or any further attention. “Any of you guys either handy with an engine or know of a decent garage around here?”

The carny nodded. “Micky over there can tow you. I’m pretty sure there’s a chop shop a couple of miles out of town.”

“Okay, great.” I forced a smile. “I guess we have to wait till the electricity company shows up first.”

As if they’d heard me, the wire died, the sparks fading away. We all stood, watching the end with mistrust, like a dog that might turn and bite at any moment. Several minutes passed, but nothing changed.

“We’ll get you towed, Miss,” the man with the barrel chest said. “Least we can do, you know, considering.”

So the guy realized that had I not pushed him, he probably would have ended up hospitalized, if not dead.

“Thanks,” I said. “I appreciate that.”

I hoped the garage would have courtesy cars available, or I was going to be seriously late for my first day.



Chapter 

2

––––––––

I stepped from my rental vehicle, slammed the door shut behind me, and stood staring up at the red brick building that would be my home for the next four years.

The weather had brightened since I’d been towed to the garage, the sun breaking through the remaining blanket of cloud. The shop had offered me the rental until my poor, fried Audi was fixed, though they’d muttered comments about expensive cars and parts, not giving me any hope it would be returned to me soon. The replacement vehicle was a beaten old SUV, though it was probably better suited to this area than the sedan. The shiny, black chrome of the Audi would have stood out—another thing to make me feel like an outsider. While I wasn’t exactly out in the sticks, people seemed to go for a more relaxed look, vehicle-wise, than the convertible and sedan-loving L.A. crowd I was used to.

At least the replacement meant I’d reached school in time to register. I was running seriously late now, but others must have traveled as big a distance as me, if not farther, so I was sure I wouldn’t be the only one to be delayed.

A big shoulder barged into mine, and I almost stumbled forward. “Wake up, dreamer!” the owner of the shoulder said as he walked by.

“Hey, watch it,” I exclaimed, my forehead creasing in a frown, my body jerking away from the impact.

The person who had nudged me—a tall guy with broad shoulders and a buzzed-short blond head—threw me a grin over his shoulder as he walked away.

I scowled at his retreating back, trying not to appreciate the muscles flexing beneath his form-fitting, gray t-shirt. My first introduction to my new college and I’d already been called out on one of my flaws, daydreaming. Self-conscious, I tugged at the sleeves of my long-sleeve tee. I only hoped my other quirks weren’t quite so obvious.

Most kids blame their parents for who they are. In that way, I’m no different. However, what I am is unlike any other girl starting college.

I am a dhampyre—born of a human mother to a vampire father. My parents did their best to raise me as any normal child, but hey, when your dad survives by drinking the blood of other people, something like that is always going to play on a girl’s mind. Being half vampire is something I’ve just always known—I imagine it must be a bit like growing up always knowing you’re adopted. I don’t remember my parents ever sitting me down and breaking the news that I was a dhampyre to me. Boy, what a conversation that would have been! 

I do, however, remember serious conversations about never being able to mention what my father was to anyone. I’d been warned that either he would be taken away or I would be taken away; neither good results in my child’s mind. Oh, I’d wanted to tell people on many occasions, especially as my dad’s supposed condition of extreme light sensitivity made ‘vampire’ the obvious taunt for kids in the schoolyard. I’d wanted them to know how close to the truth they were, for him to come and show them his speed and strength, just to shut them up, but of course that could never happen.

My existence had caused some troubles when I was younger—problems I only had a vague memory of now—and so it wasn’t exactly something I wanted to broadcast. I’d even Googled ‘dhampyre’, hoping to get some answers, but I’d only been able to pull up fictional pages. It wasn’t like a dhampyre convention occurred once a year where I could go and talk to other, like-minded, half-vampires.

In truth, the vampire side was less troublesome than whatever weird genetic screw allowed me to see things about people that hadn’t happened yet. When I was younger, I struggled to tell the difference between what I actually knew about someone and what I’d picked out of mid-air. This made for some uncomfortable conversations, especially when what I’d told them came true. But lately I’d been developing an unnerving craving, one I didn’t want to admit to, even to myself. If I’d admitted to either of my parents that I was craving the taste of blood whenever I became angry or upset, I was convinced they wouldn’t let me move away. They’d have wanted to keep me close to keep an eye on me, and bang, there’d go my new independent life.

All around me, excited or nervous new students unloaded their belongings from their parents’ cars. I could tell the parents were trying to hold it together, not wanting to cause a scene in front of their offspring’s potential new friends. I recognized the tight-lipped smiles, the shiny eyes on the verge of tears, and strained expressions from the ones that had been plastered on my own parents’ faces just before dawn one morning, a few days ago. 

I’d made the three day drive alone. My parents had wanted to bring me, but unless we’d only traveled at night my dad couldn’t come. My mom wanted to come alone, in fact, she’d begged me to let her drive up with me and fly back, but I was perfectly aware of how my mom looked. Something happened in her past which meant she regularly took drops of my dad’s blood to keep her well. The result was my mother looking like a seriously hot twenty-five year old. I had no intention of watching all the guys at college noticing her before me. Beside her, I disappeared into the background.

People told me I looked like my mother, but when I stood in front of the mirror, I only saw my father staring back at me. I was blessed with my father’s shock of unruly dark hair, and as for my skin, I was definitely not one to tan. Minutes in strong sunshine caused me to burn. Ironically, my dad used the excuse of xeroderma pigmentosum—a genetic disorder which made him susceptible to sunlight—to pass as a regular human. My condition wasn’t so extreme, but I couldn’t hang out at the beach without some serious cover-up.

People rushed past me, giving me only sideways glances as I still stood staring up at my new home. My earlier experience had left me rattled, so now nerves roiled inside my stomach, though I wasn’t going to show it. The only way I dealt with being me was by toughing it out, acting as though I didn’t need anyone else, as if I were fine on my own. I couldn’t get too close to other people. I either saw something in their future that meant I couldn’t bear to look them in the face, or I touched them and got a flash of their present. Either way, I struggled to maintain long term friendships. As for relationships with guys, well, let’s just say getting physically involved with someone like me wasn’t a good thing. 

First thing I needed to do was register, and have my dorm and key allocated to me. Leaving my belongings in my replacement vehicle, I headed up the main path and entered the campus building. The red-brick Victorian structure managed to be both beautiful and imposing. Turrets rose from a number of points on the roof. High ceilings created a cathedral-like space. Tall, arched windows allowed the late afternoon light to filter through in beams, highlighting dust motes which spiraled lazily in the shafts.

I went to the administration office, clutching my paperwork to my chest. The door was open. A girl stood with her back to me, talking animatedly to the small woman with short gray hair who sat behind the desk, peering at the computer.

I couldn’t help but eavesdrop on the conversation.

“No, Mrs. McCarthy,” the girl said in curt tones. “You do know I am on the system because I have lived in Sage Springs my whole life, and you babysat me for half of that. You know I would not leave, which is also why you know I am on that computer somewhere!”

The poor woman behind the desk fidgeted, chewed her thumbnail, and then hit a few more keys on her computer. “I am sorry, Laurel. You’re just not coming up.”

The girl—Laurel—gave a sigh of exasperation, rounded the desk, and stood behind the older woman. “Up you get, Mrs. McCarthy. Time to let me have a go.”

“Oh, I really don’t think that’s ...”

“It’ll be fine. No one will know.”

Both their gazes settled on me loitering in the open doorway as I gawped at the gall of the new student. The girl had astonishingly blue eyes behind her glasses, her mousy blonde hair pulled up into a high ponytail. She wore an old fashioned white blouse buttoned up to the neck and teamed with jeans. Around her neck, on a chain, hung a tiny silver birdcage with a minuscule silver bird perched inside.

“She won’t say anything, will you ...?”

She lifted her eyebrows for me to fill in the gap.

“Elizabeth,” I supplied.

“There you go,” said Laurel. “Elizabeth. A nice, trustworthy name.”

She gave me a wink, and I couldn't help but grin back.

“Now let me at those files.” She settled in front of the computer, leaning across the administrator as she hit a number of keys, her eyes glued on the screen.

She grinned. “There you go. Told you I’d find it.”

Mrs. McCarthy blinked at the screen. “But that’s not the right major.”

“Sure it is. I’m majoring in journalism.”

“Well, no wonder I couldn’t find you. I thought you were doing law to follow in your daddy’s footsteps. What are your parents going to say?”

“I’m eighteen years old. They don’t have to say anything.”

She bristled. “I’m sure the money to pay for college has come from somewhere.”

Laurel scowled. “And I’m sure that’s none of your business.”

Secretly, I was delighted. If this spiky girl was doing journalism, our paths would cross, either in class or on the college newspaper. I didn’t know what it was, but something about her seemed different. She seemed like the type of person I could be myself around. Okay, maybe not totally myself, but the human version, at least.

The administrator printed off Laurel’s schedule and handed it to her, her face taut with disapproval. I couldn’t help but wonder who her parents were, if they were some kind of bigwigs in town.

Finally, Mrs. McCarthy turned her attention to me. Feeling somewhat shy about the intrusion and the tension remaining in the room, I sidled forward and pushed my own paperwork across the desk. I could only assume Laurel had arrived without any for the administrator to struggle to find her.

My details were typed in, and within a minute the printer spurted out my schedule. The older woman’s warmth hadn’t improved as she handed me my schedule as well, as if I’d played a part in the confrontation deliberately and hadn’t simply been an accidental addition.

I smiled my thanks to her, but she’d already looked away, busying herself with something else. I mentally bookmarked her as someone I should try to avoid.

Turning from the desk, I discovered Laurel hadn’t gone anywhere, but instead waited for me in the doorway.

She grinned at me and linked her arm in mine, pulling me down the corridor with her as though we’d known each other for years. I braced myself, waiting for the onslaught of images I knew would come.

Nothing happened.

“What?” she said, slowing to a halt.

I realized I was staring at her and forced my eyes away, turning my lips into a grimace of a smile. I prayed she wouldn’t think I was a total weirdo. “Oh, nothing. I just thought I recognized you for a second.”

She smiled. “Nope, don’t think so. Not unless you’ve spent much time in town. I’ve never left.”

“Perhaps it was during orientation.”

She shrugged and started to walk again, though I noticed her arm slip out of mine. “Yeah, maybe. So what major did you say you were doing?” 

I relaxed slightly, thankful to move onto something else. “I didn’t, but it’s English Lit.”

“Oh, cool. We’ll have some classes together then!”

“Yeah, I guess we will.”

We grinned at each other, and the awkward moment melted away.

Just because I wanted to work on the newspaper didn’t mean I wanted to be a journalist. I wanted to write, and I’d write anything, including factual stories. I’d already gotten in contact with the editor of the school paper, The Sage Gazette, and I reminded myself to drop in on her and introduce myself. Writing on the paper was also another way for me to fit in, to create my own niche at school. In Los Angeles, I’d always been an outsider, despite living in the city all my life. My tendency to burn instead of tan, our big, gated house in the hills, and the secretive father no one ever really saw only made me stand out as someone different. In L.A., it wasn’t good to be different. This move to Sage Springs made me the outsider, but I hoped this new start would give me the opportunity to be the person I never got the chance to be back home. No one needed to know anything about my family, and the cloudier climate here meant I didn’t need to slather myself in sun lotion twenty-four-seven, or make constant excuses about why I couldn’t go to the beach. When I did go to the beach, I sat in a giant brimmed hat and under a couple of layers of throw overs while the other girls spread themselves out on the sand in the smallest bikinis they could find. 

“You’re not staying on campus then?” I asked, realizing Laurel had not been given a room key like me.

She shook her head. “No need. My folks live in town. It would be a bit weird if I decided to stay on campus when they are only around the corner. I’m hoping next year I’ll be able to get an apartment with a couple of friends, but I’ll have to see. I haven’t mentioned my plans to my parents yet.”

“How come?”

“They can be a little ... overprotective.”

I laughed. “Yeah, I know the feeling.”

She cocked an eyebrow. “Yours too, huh?”

I nodded.

“But they let you come here by yourself?” The question was in her tone.

“I told them I’d disown them if they didn’t.” I could hardly tell her the truth—that my father was only capable of being protective in the night time. His attempt to be protective in the day had once almost killed him.

I was disappointed Laurel wouldn’t be staying on campus, but figured we’d see each other around. I hoped my roommate, whoever that may be, was equally cool.

With my new room key clutched in my hand, I headed back out to my car to get my belongings and find my new home.



Chapter

3

––––––––

Bending down, I heaved my huge backpack onto my back and then picked up the box containing a few of my personal items—my pillow from home, my bedside lamp, and a couple of framed photographs from my childhood. As much as I’d been desperate to get away from home, I knew I’d miss my family. But I’d spent my whole life immersed in all the fakery of the Hollywood Hills, and I’d picked this place precisely because it was so different. Sage Springs survived purely because of the college. Without the influx of students, the place would probably die away, but with the fresh injection of new blood each semester, bringing money and part time workers, the town remained vital.

I balanced the box on one arm and stooped for a third time to snatch up my laptop bag. I didn’t plan on going anywhere without my baby. English Literature was my major, and my laptop was my life. If I didn’t have something to write on, I’d lose my mind.

With my possessions precariously balanced, I got my feet moving and headed across campus. 

My half-vampire genetics made me stronger and more agile than most five-foot-six, hundred and fifteen pound, eighteen year olds, so I strode across the lawn toward the building, not noticing the weight dragging down on my shoulders.

From the tour I’d taken earlier in the year, I knew classrooms and lecture halls filled the main building where I’d registered. The two separate buildings to the left were the boys’ dorms, and the two to the right made up the girls’ rooms. Each building housing the students had been named after a type of herb—I was staying in the one called Caraway. The sister building was named Loveage, while the two boys’ dorms were Yarrow and Tarragon. I imagined the ‘Loveage’ name probably caused a few smirks and elbows jabbed in ribs for the girls who stayed there.

Of course, not everyone stayed on campus. Some lived close enough to stay home and travel in, while a few super independent types rented apartments. I wasn’t anywhere close to that stage yet. Just coming here set my teeth on edge. I wanted to appear mature and brave, but my heart hammered inside my chest, and my legs felt like jelly.

Taking deep breaths, I took the path that separated a grassy knoll up to the main building and then headed right. My new building was the first. Some thoughtful person had wedged open the front doors, so I didn’t need to fight with my belongings to get in. A couple of new students hung out with their parents by the elevator, and they both shot me nervous smiles. I debated waiting with them for only the briefest of seconds. I didn’t want to be squished into a cramped, awkward space, and besides, I didn’t tire easily, and I was only on the second floor.

Decision made, I tramped up the stairs. The door to the second floor hadn’t been so conveniently propped open, so I turned around and used a combination of my elbow and back to barge through. Like a hotel, the numbers of the rooms had been engraved on a plaque on the wall. My room was number sixty-three, so I followed the brass arrows pointing me in the right direction.

I paused outside the door, which held the number correlating to the one on the key tag I now held in my hand. On instinct, I tried the handle before bothering to struggle with the key, and the door swung open.

I walked into the room to discover I wasn’t alone.

“Hey!” A perfectly made-up blonde spun to meet me. A million-watt smile was plastered on her face, but I watched it falter for the briefest of seconds before she dragged herself back to little miss perfect again.

“Hey,” she said again, reining in her apparent disappointment at the scruff-bag who had just imposed on her immaculate world. “I’m Brooke.” 

I force my own smile. “Elizabeth.”

The smile remained fixed, though her eyes dropped down my body, taking in my tee and sweats. “Oh my God, that’s so pretty. I just love those old-fashioned names.”

Ouch, I knew it was coming. A jab in the ribs with a verbal knife. 

My grin felt frozen. “Thanks.” An idea suddenly occurred to me and burst from my mouth before I could stop it. “But everyone calls me Beth.”

“Beth ... sure,” she said. “Here, let me help you with that.”

“Oh, no,” I shook my head. “I’m fine, really.”

“Don’t be silly.” She reached out and grasped the sides of the box still circled in one arm. “I’ve got it.”

Her hand brushed against mine. I got a flash of her sitting on a double bed, the coverlet beneath her covered in tiny embroidered pink roses. Her knees were pulled up to her chest as she cried into a pink stuffed rabbit—the same one, I noted, which now sat on her pillow.

I shook my head, trying to dispel the unintended invasion of her privacy. I couldn’t be sure if what I’d seen came from her past or future. I wasn’t sure which option I even preferred.

Unaware of my visions, Brooke took the box from me with two hands and staggered under the weight. “Jeez, what the hell have you got in here?”

Oh yeah, books. I’d forgotten about the books.

I grinned and took the box back, lifting it easily. I deposited it on the desk on the side of the room my new roommate hadn’t yet occupied. Glancing over to her side, I realized she’d unpacked already. Tubes and pots of hair products, makeup and body lotions all teetered on the surface where her school work was supposed to go. A laptop with a pink cover sat unopened beside them.

“Your folks leave already?” I asked.

“Oh,” she gave a shrug, her silky blonde hair sliding over her shoulders. “They didn’t bother coming. They hate goodbyes and figured if I’m old enough to come to college, I’m old enough to drive myself as well.”

“Yeah, me too. Welcome to our independent lives.”

She offered me what I felt was her first genuine smile.

I shrugged my backpack off my shoulders and set it beside the single bed that was now mine. “So have you come far?” 

“Not really. My family actually live just outside of town. They own a few thousand acres of the forests and lands west of Sage Springs.”

“Oh, right,” I tried to hide my surprise. She was close enough to be living at home and traveling in to school daily. “A few thousand acres? That’s a lot of land.”

“They own a mining company, and so they’re really busy.”

“Is that why you’re staying on campus?”

Brooke shrugged. “I’m used to staying away. I’ve been at boarding school since I was eleven.”

Again, I tried not to judge, but I couldn’t help feeling sorry for her. As bizarre as my own family’s setup was, they’d never sent me away and would have happily kept me under their roof until I turned thirty.

Not bothering to unpack, I left my stuff on my bed, made my excuses to Brooke, and headed back out. 

I walked away from the dorms and went back to the central building on campus. Through the main doors, I made my way down a couple of different corridors, my shoes squeaking on the polished wood floors. I pushed open another set of heavy, arched doors and entered the place I’d been aiming for.

The accommodation for the students had been added on more recently in the history of the college, and contained none of the atmosphere of the main building. In the hushed silence of the library, I could sense the history of this place. Somewhere above my head, pipes ticked, as though the building itself had a heartbeat. This was the one part of school I’d been excited about spending time in since I’d decided which college I wanted to attend. The library not only housed my favorite things in the world—books—but was also the base for the school newspaper, The Sage Gazette. I’d applied to become a junior staff writer as soon as I’d received my acceptance letter, and I wanted to get my face in front of the Editor in Chief, Dana Trestle. 

The office for the school newspaper was positioned in a far more modern room set at the back of the library. Glass walls divided it from the rest of the space, but cream blinds hung, partially open, offering the people inside a modicum of privacy. I glanced between the slats as I approached. Several desks were positioned around the periphery of the room, but only one desk had someone sitting behind it—the person, I assumed, I’d hoped to see.

Her red hair sprung in tight ringlets around her heart-shaped face. These were perfect curls, not the messy frizz I spent half my life trying to straighten out with a pair of heating irons. Her pale skin was spattered with freckles, and a pair of Ghost glasses framed her eyes. She was obviously a couple of years older than I was and seemed to be the epitome of a sophisticated woman. I suddenly became hugely conscious of the scruffy sweats I still wore and cursed myself for not changing before I came to make my introductions.

Hesitantly, my heart picking up its pace with nerves, I lifted my hand to rap on the glass door with my knuckles.

I hovered, my hand still held above the glass, as I debated going back and changing. What the hell had I been thinking anyway? 

Just as I was about to step away, she lifted her head and caught sight of me.

Darn. Busted.

I continued to hesitate—did I knock now, or just go in? But she answered my question by smiling and beckoning me in with a finger.

Twisting the handle, I cracked open the door and stuck my head in. “Hi, sorry, I’m not disturbing you, am I?”

“No, not at all. I’m just catching up on some stuff. What can I do for you?”

I slunk around the door and crossed the room, my hand out. I wouldn’t normally willingly make physical contact with someone new, but in this case I needed to make an impression. “Elizabeth Bandores. I’m your new staff writer.”

The smile widened, revealing perfect white teeth. She slid her glasses from her nose, dropping them to her desk, and rose to meet me. I was by no means short, but she must have been close to six feet.

“Hi, Elizabeth,” she said. She reached out and shook my hand. I tried to ignore the flash I got of her fighting with someone, an older man. Her father? No, he was too young. Despite the flecks of white around his temple, he didn’t look anywhere near old enough to be her parent. I saw her shove him in the chest, her face streaked with tears. There was too much passion in the action for her to be related to this dark-haired man.

I dropped her hand and removed myself from her future argument—yes, future. I could see that clearly.

“Are you okay?” she asked. Clearly, I’d zoned out for a little too long. I had to watch myself.

I flashed a smile. “Yes, I’m great.”

“Well, you’re certainly eager.”

“I am, huh? Yeah, I guess I am.”

She jerked her chin toward the plastic chair set across from her, on my side of the desk. “Take a seat. You must have had a busy day.”

I shrugged. “It’s not been too bad. I wanted to get started.”

“I’m glad you’re here. I’ve actually got a job for you if you want to get your feet wet early. I like to get something out within the first couple of days of all you new guys starting the semester—a kind of ‘welcome to Sage Springs College’ edition.”

I leaned forward, my elbows on my knees, my fingers laced together. “Yeah, that would be awesome.”

“I need you to go and interview Flynn Matthews. Do you know who he is?” I shook my head. “He’s the captain of our swim team. We’re very proud of our swim team here at Sage Springs. Some of the members are potential Olympic competitors.”

Inwardly, I groaned. Sports. I knew nothing about sports, especially not swimming. What the hell was I going to ask him—can you swim underwater? How long can you hold your breath? I knew I should have changed my outfit. The sweats must have made her think I’d be ideal for this assignment.

On the outside, I flashed a smile and said, “Great! I love swimming.”

Where the hell had that come from?

“Cool. He’ll be down at the gym. Do you know where that is?”

I nodded. I’d been shown around on the tour, though the gym certainly wasn’t a place I’d ever imagined myself attending.

“You got a pen and paper handy?”

I nodded to my purse. “I always carry a notepad and pen. You never know when something inspiring might hit.”

Dana grinned at me, her gray eyes lightening a shade. “You sound like my type of girl. I think we’re going to get on just great, Elizabeth Bandores.”
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The sounds of the gym came muffled through the door. Feet hitting the treadmill, grunts of someone trying to lift weights, MTV on in the background. Someone brushed by me as I lurked outside. A towel was slung over the guy’s shoulder as he barged through the door. The gym’s noise blasted out to me before the door settled shut again.

I hopped from foot to foot, trying to build up the courage to go in.

Come on, I told myself. This is nothing. What if I ended up as an actual reporter and had to go to war-torn lands to get the latest story? How could I do things like that if I didn’t even have the guts to walk into the college gym?

The thing was, all the people working out would be older than me—second and third years. The kids my own age were only just arriving and were far too preoccupied with settling in to bother heading for a workout.

I took a deep breath and pressed my lips together. I really needed to stop hanging around outside doors.

Letting my breath out in a whoosh, I pushed my way into the gym. Heat and the faint tang of body odor clung to the air. Everyone seemed busy with their own thing. The occupants barely glanced at me as I stood, still feeling awkward, my eyes scouring the machines. I didn’t even know what the star of the swim team looked like. It wasn’t as though he would be wearing a name tag.

A skinny guy in a football top about four sizes too big stopped at the water fountain to my right. He bent his head to take a drink, and the shirt ruffled up around his neck like an Elizabethan collar. He was certainly the least intimidating of the bunch.

“Excuse me?” I said. He jerked upward with a cough and a splutter. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you.” 

His eyes took me in, the briefest flick up and down my body, resting only briefly on my chest.

“That’s okay,” he said, his hand over his mouth to stifle another cough. “You lost?”

“No, I’m looking for Flynn Matthews. I’m a new staff writer with the Sage Gazette.”

“Oh, right.” His narrow shoulders dropped. “He’s over here. Come with me.”

My heart sank as we crossed the gym to where a guy sat on a bench, lifting weights. The moment I saw him, I recognized him from earlier in the day when he’d nudged me and asked me if I was dreaming.

“Flynn,” my escort said, lifting his voice to be heard above the rest of the ruckus. “You’ve got a visitor.”

The blond lifted his head and caught sight of me, a slow grin spreading across his face. “And there was me thinking you’d finally picked up a girl, Shawn.”

A flush crept up around Shawn’s throat, and I experienced a pang of sympathy for him. However uncomfortable I felt at times, it couldn’t be easy being his build in a world full of jocks and gym-bunnies.

Flynn’s eyes were an aqua green and incredibly sharp. I felt myself shrink under his gaze. But he kept it on my face, and I gave him credit for that. I’d been blessed with curves, and most guys checked them out before they’d even bothered looking at my face.

“You’ve woken up then, huh?”

I gave him a tight smile. “I was never asleep. I just like to think, that’s all.”

“Think or dream?”

“As long as either one uses the brain and imagination, I don’t see what’s the difference.” I glanced down at the weights and added, “But I believe in using brain above brawn.”

His eyebrows lifted at my comment. “Some people don’t have a choice.”

“Aren’t you even going to ask me why I’m here?” I said, putting my hands on my hips.

He glanced down at the smart phone, tucked just beneath the bench, and then bent to retrieve it. “I’m assuming you’re the girl from the Gazette. Dana phoned and told me you were on your way.”

“Oh, right.” My cheeks heated. He’d flustered me. Of course they knew each other. The way these two looked, they were probably dating.

“Just let me put the weights away,” he said, “and then we can go talk.”

I looked at the selection of dumbbells around his feet, the lightest one probably forty pounds. Feeling stupid at my earlier retort, I didn’t want to stand around, watching him.

“Let me give you a hand.” 

A laugh bubbled up from his throat, right up until the point I bent and picked up one of the weights, one handed. I lifted the dumbbell and stacked it back in the rack and turned to find him staring at me.

I stared back. “What?” 

“You got some muscles hidden under there?”

I realized what I’d done.

“Yoga,” I told him in a rush. “Builds up some amazing strength. Nothing like using your whole body as a weight.”

Flynn studied me again with that intense stare. His eyes had the sort of clarity I’d expect to find in a glacial pool or in the sea of somewhere tropical and untouched.

He nodded, but his eyes were narrowed, as though he were agreeing with me but thinking something else. “Maybe I’ll have to give it a go then.”

I laughed, a high-pitched titter, and cringed at the sound. “You should,” I said, hoping he wasn’t going to ask me for lessons. Other than a brief fad last year doing Bikram yoga—where I’d been stuck in a room with thirty other people to sweat out fat and toxins—I didn’t know anything about it.

He tilted his chin toward me. “Look, give me five minutes to shower and change, and I’ll meet you outside. Then you can grill me.”

“Sure.” 

I left the remainder of the weights where they were.

––––––––

I sat at a picnic table set in the small courtyard in front of the gym. My hands rested on the table, and I absently picked at the dry skin around my nails. Weirdly, I was looking forward to being in Flynn’s presence again. While the jock persona did nothing for me, something about him had sparked my interest. At least he hadn’t attempted to shake my hand or touch me in any way, and for that I was grateful. Normally, I avoided contact with other people, but today’s multiple introductions had left me open.

I lifted my head to find Flynn striding across the courtyard toward me. His hair was still damp from the shower, making it a shade darker. With his hair being so short, I was sure it would have the texture of velvet if I ran my hand across his head. I shook the thought away; I’d just been relieved that he’d made no attempt to touch me, I certainly shouldn’t be thinking about touching him.

“Hey,” he said as he slid onto the bench opposite me. “I just realized you never told me your name.”

“Elizabeth.” I was certain the extended hand would come and I’d see something I didn’t want to. Miraculously, it didn’t.

“Elizabeth ...” He seemed to mull it over. “Pretty.”

“Thanks.” I tilted my head. “I bet you say that to all the girls.”

“Only the ones who have pretty names.”

I cocked my eyebrows. “Puh ... lease. Anyway, everyone calls me Beth.”

He grinned and folded his arms on the table. “Sorry, can’t help myself. So how come you’re here interviewing me, Beth? Shouldn’t you be hanging out with other freshers and getting settled in?” 

“I’m not really into the socializing thing. I prefer work.”

“You know what they say about all work ...?”

“Are you able to say anything that isn’t a cliché?”

He held his hands up in surrender and laughed, a full-belly laugh that made me want to laugh with him. “Okay, okay. I was just messing with you. So if you’re so focused on your studies, don’t you think you should ask me some questions?”

“Actually, I should probably be honest. I’m not even sure what I’m supposed to ask you. I don’t know anything about the swim team.”

He ran a hand across the top of his drying head. “That’s Dana for you. She likes to throw people in at the deep end, see what sort of stuff they’re made of.”

“See if they sink or swim?” I said.

He laughed again. “Now who’s talking in clichés?”

I grinned and went back to picking the skin on my nails. I looked back up at him. “So you guys know each other well?”

“We’re both from Sage Springs, so yeah, I guess you could say that.”

“Really well?” I probed.

His head jerked back, his eyebrows knitting in the middle. “Oh, man, no. She’s more like the big sister I never wanted.”

“Oh, she’s older than you then?” I remembered the glimpse I’d gotten from her as she shook my hand, that of the older man with the salt and pepper hair. I didn’t normally see anything too far ahead—months or days as opposed to years, so perhaps I should have been more aware that Flynn wouldn’t be Dana’s type either. 

“Yeah, she’s in her final year.”

“And you’re ...?”

“In my second,” he said slowly, as if I should have already either known or figured it out. Okay, that made him nineteen. Not quite so intimidating. I felt like I’d asked far too many questions around his personal life. If I didn’t switch the topic, he was going to get the wrong idea.

I fished in my bag and pulled out my hardback notepad and pen.

Flynn filled me in on everything happening with the swim team—upcoming races and training schedules. I diligently scribbled down all the information he fed me, while sneaking glances at his face. He seemed to come alive when he spoke of his time in the pool, of lap-times and formations. His hands spoke for him, gesturing to highlight some particular fast time or stroke.

Just as I was writing down his final thought about which other college teams were the ones to beat, his hands dropped to the table. He folded his arms in front of him and leaned forward, his chest resting against well-muscled forearms.

“So tell me about you, Beth. What brings you to Sage Springs?”

His direct question caught me off guard, and I glanced up from my notebook. 

“Errr ... college?”

“Yeah, I think I figured that one out for myself. I meant why Sage Springs? You don’t strike me as a small town girl.”

I cleared my throat. “I’m not. I’m from Los Angeles. West Hollywood, to be exact.”

“Daughter of a film star?”

No, a vampire. 

“Not quite.” I looked down at my hands again, self-conscious, the heat rising in my face.

“Only child, though. I can tell.”

Something about the comment jarred me, and my head snapped back up again. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

He shrugged. “You just have that ‘single-child’ vibe.”

“Why?”

He must have realized he’d pissed me off, because he sat back and raised both hands in a ‘surrender’ gesture. But I wasn’t going to let him get away that easily.

“So what about you? I suppose you come from a family of six—after all, I’m guessing there isn’t a whole lot else to do around here.” 

He flashed me a grin, showing off his straight white teeth and the dimple in his left cheek. “Nah, takes one to know one.”

I felt my defensive posture relax, my shoulders sinking. “Oh ... Oh right. You’re an only child as well.”

“So I was right then?”

“Yeah. I guess you were.” 

I’ve never been comfortable with people asking about my background. The story I’ve told so many times about my dad’s condition always felt false on my tongue. I’m a terrible liar.

I scooped up my notepad and pen and smiled brightly at him. “Well, I think I’ve got everything. Thanks so much for making things easy for me.”

A trace of confusion rippled across his handsome features, but he didn’t argue with me. “Okay, no problem.” We both stood, and he held out his hand to me, the gesture I’d been trying to avoid this whole time. I hesitated, trying to figure out which would be worse, seeing something secret to him or being rude enough to ignore the handshake. A flash of inspiration hit me and I held out my pen.

“This is Dana’s. If you see her, could you give it back?”

Again, I’d thrown him, but his fingers closed around the pen. “Uh, sure.”

“Thanks so much. See you around, I guess.”

“I guess.”

I left him standing there, holding my pen. I walked away, trying to keep my pace even and not break into the run my legs seemed determined to do.
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I got back to my room to discover Brooke had made a couple of friends. The three girls sat on Brooke’s bed, their heads together as they giggled and gossiped. They didn’t even notice my entrance, and I sidled over to my side of the room, hoping things would stay that way.

They didn’t. 

Brooke spotted me. “Oh, hey.” Then she turned back to her new friends, “This is my roommate, Beth.”

The two girls each lifted a hand in a wave. “Kayla,” introduced the dark-haired girl with the coffee colored skin. 

“I’m Erin,” added the other girl, a brunette, like me.

“We’re going out tonight, if you wanna come.” said Kayla. “Every year, a carnival comes to town right at the same time the new intake starts. It’s kinda traditional for everyone to go down on the first night. You up for it?”

I wondered why Flynn hadn’t mentioned something, but shrugged it off. He obviously had better things to do than hang around with a fresher. “Sure, sounds fun.”

Brooke smiled, but it was what I’d started to think was her usual ‘fake’ smile. I had the feeling I didn’t exactly fit in with what she was looking for, friend-wise. Both girls currently sitting on her bed wore immaculate makeup, complete with skinny jeans and strappy cami-tops. I’d change into jeans before that evening, but I’d have to make a judgment call on the length of my sleeves, something that had nothing to do with the temperature outside.

“Well, we’ll be leaving in less than an hour,” said Brooke. “So if you want to come, you should probably get ready.”

My stomach twisted with a sickening sensation. I knew she was making a point about my scruffy appearance, that she didn’t want to be seen with me looking like a street urchin. Part of me wanted to tell her to screw it, and that I’d go on my own, looking however I wanted. But the other part of me desperately wanted to fit in. I’d spent so much of my time in Los Angeles without a real social group to speak of. I didn’t want to be an outsider here, too.

“No worries.” I gave her a tight smile. “I was just going to take a shower now. I had a long drive, you know?”

One side of her mouth turned up in a smile, but it didn’t reach her light blue eyes. “Okay. Later then.” And she ducked her head back down to continue to gossip with her friends.

I gave a sigh and opened my bag to fish out my wash bag, towel, and a change of clothes. I headed down to the showers, hoping I’d find the place empty. I didn’t want to risk bumping into anyone else when I was anything less than fully dressed.

My luck was in on this occasion. The bathroom was empty.

Quickly, I stripped off my sweats and stepped into one of the stalls. A fiddle with the faucet sent a gurgle up the pipes, and a moment later cold water drenched down on top of my head. I bit down on a shriek at the chill of the water and forced myself to stand beneath it until the temperature warmed up.

I soaped my hair and body, letting the water wash away the grime of my journey.

My fingers ran down the skin of my forearms. A couple of weeks had passed since the last time I’d lost control, and the scars that often littered my arms had practically disappeared. I figured I might get away with short sleeves after all. In the moonlight and dancing colored lights of the carnival, the remaining scars would be invisible.

I was relieved. I didn’t want to feel like an outcast or a freak. More than anything, I wanted to fit in. While I knew I’d never slot into one of the popular girl crowds, I didn’t want to attract glances for the wrong reasons.

Feeling clean and refreshed, I climbed out of the shower and dried myself off.

I tugged on my light blue jeans, the denim as soft as worn cotton. Over my head, I pulled a black, sleeveless tee, the sparkling mouth and tongue emblem of the old band The Rolling Stones blazed across the front. I caught my hair up into a high ponytail and secured it with a band. It only took me a moment to debate my choice of footwear. I didn’t do heels, so it was either my biker-boots or sneakers. To go with the top, I went with the boots.  

I still had half an hour to kill before the girls were heading to the carnival. Perhaps I was being a coward, but I didn’t want to go and sit back in my room, trying to make small talk about clothes, makeup, and boys—things I wasn’t interested in. Instead, I left my floor and headed down to ground level, pushing out of the doors and into fresh air. The sky had grown a dusky pink and purple as the sun slipped, unseen by me, beneath the horizon. 

Pulling my cell phone from my bag, I checked it for messages from my mom. I wanted to wait until dusk before calling home, but because the time zone here was three hours ahead of L.A., I would need to wait until later that night. That way both parents would be available for me to speak to. It would hurt my dad’s feelings if I called beforehand and only spoke to Mom, but right at that moment I would have given anything to hear a friendly voice. 

With a sigh, I pocketed my phone and made my way back up to the room to see if Brooke and her friends were ready.

––––––––

We approached the carnival, the entrance marked by a huge, metal archway, with ‘welcome’ written across it in tall, red and yellow letters. The midway was alive with music and lights. Stalls selling all types of foods—funnel cake, caramel apples, French fries, and hot dogs—were spliced with stands with games such as the Crossbow Shoot, Water Guns, and Balloon and Darts. Stuffed animals hung in clear plastic bags, and more prizes lined every shelf. The big rides such as the Chair-O-Planes, Zipper-ride and Ferris wheel created the biggest attractions, marks queuing to get on. People buzzed around everywhere, the sweet scent of cotton candy and the irresistible tang of frying onions filled the air.

“Oh, boy, hottie alert,” said Kayla, nudging me in the side.

I looked over at her, and she nodded in the direction of a group of guys hanging out around the back of the Tilt-a-Whirl.

“You know who that is, don’t you?” said Brooke. “That’s Flynn Matthews. He’s something of a rising star around here.”

“He can rise around me anytime,” said Kayla, her eyebrows shooting up her forehead, eliciting a squeal of delight from Erin.

Brooke shook her head. “Nah, he’s all about sport. He’s not interested in mucking around with girls. I heard he had a serious girlfriend last year, but she broke his heart and messed up his whole training schedule. It nearly ruined his career, so he’s stayed away from the dating scene since then.” She sighed, her shoulders sagging. “Shame. He’s just my type.”

Kayla laughed. “He’s everyone’s type!”

I was listening to this new information and simultaneously watching Flynn laugh and talk with his friends out of the corner of my eye. I certainly hadn’t taken him for someone who was willingly abstaining. Not that I was interested. Even if I was attracted to a guy, I couldn’t imagine how it would work with me being able to catch glimpses of his past or future. What if I saw him cheating on me in the future? Would I end things based on a crime he hadn’t even committed yet, or would I have to wait it out, knowing what he was going to do, but unable to act on it until I caught him in the act?

Lost in my own thoughts, I’d not realized I’d been staring. One of Flynn’s friends—a shorter guy with light brown hair—punched Flynn in the arm, and Flynn jumped away from him, laughing. The movement changed his line of sight, and he caught me watching him. A wide smile spread across his face, and he said something to his group and then started walking over.

Kayla’s mouth dropped open. “Holy crap. He’s coming over.”

Brooke shot me a confused look, but she didn’t have time to say anything. I couldn’t help the slight feeling of smugness that came over me at the sight of the expression on her face. She looked as though she wondered if she’d misjudged me.

“Hey, Beth,” Flynn said, flashing that wide, dimpled grin. His eyes cast over my companions. “Hi, ladies. You enjoying the carnival?”

“We’ve only just got here,” I said, the sudden compulsion to hustle everyone away from him casting over me. “We haven’t even had a chance to look around yet.”

Brooke stepped forward and swung her sheet of blonde hair behind her shoulder before holding out a hand to him. “Hi, I’m Brooke.” 

He smiled at her and took her hand. “Flynn,” he said. I tried not to get a flash of jealousy. I had nothing to be jealous about.

“I know who you are.” She flashed her billion-watt smile, and I tried not to cringe. “You’re something of a star around these parts.”

“Oh, you’re local then?” His forehead creased. “I don’t recognize you.”

She issued a small titter of laughter. “Oh, I’m from Sage Springs, but I’ve been away a lot. You’d probably know of my family—the Squires? They own half the land around here.”

He lifted his chin, his aqua-green eyes narrowing slightly. “Oh, right.” He turned his attention back to me, shifting his body slightly so he angled Brooke out of the conversation. “You want to go on any of the rides, Beth? My treat.”

I lifted my hands in defense. “Oh no. I’m not good with rides. I don’t like heights, and I really suffer from motion sickness.”

The other girls were staring at me like I was insane, their eyes burning into me. I did my best not to make eye contact with any of them. I think if Flynn had offered to take any of them to do anything—naked bungee-jumping, diving with sharks, wing-walking—they’d probably have jumped at the chance. I can’t say I wasn’t tempted, if only to give Brooke a poke in the eye, but I didn’t want to give Flynn the wrong idea. While I was sure he was only being friendly, there was just enough tension between us to make me wonder if there was something more than a friendly offer in his words.

His shoulders fell, but he gave a shrug. “No worries. Maybe we can do something a little more ...” he searched for the right word. “Immobile next time.”

I laughed. “Sure.”

Flynn stuffed his hands in his jeans pockets. “Later, ladies.” And he turned and walked back to his group, who’d been watching.

As soon as he reached a safe distance, Kayla jabbed me in the ribs again, this time hard enough to hurt. “Okay, spill it. How the hell do you know him?”

“We just got talking.” Not wanting to ruin my sudden allure of ‘cool,’ I added, “In the gym.”

Brooke looked me up and down, and gave a slow nod of understanding. I realized she’d just pieced my sweat outfit of earlier with my assumed workouts in the gym. She was way off course, but I wasn’t going to correct her.

We continued to walk down the midway, rides bordering us on both sides. Screams heightened with a combination of fear and elation filled the air. Different pop songs, fighting to be heard, blasted from numerous loudspeakers, fading away from one ride and strengthening at another. 

A stand with hundreds of bags of pink cotton candy caught my attention. The treat was my mom’s favorite, and the sight and smell of the spun sugar evoked a memory of home. A sudden pang of homesickness stabbed me. My mom would always buy me some if we ever went to a carnival or pier together.

“Hang on a sec, guys,” I called out to the others. I hadn’t bothered to bring my purse, but I’d stuffed a couple of bills in the back pocket of my jeans. I waited in line, and when I reached the counter, ordered a bag.

I returned to the girls, the bag already open and the sweet hit of sugar on my tongue. 

Brooke arched her eyebrows. “That will turn straight into fat, you know?”

I grinned. “And it’s worth every calorie.”

We started to walk again, and I people watched, taking in all the different groups, trying to figure out which, like me, were new in town.

As I looked over, something—or someone—stole my breath.
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The young man stood, balanced on the edge of the Waltzer, giving each car an extra shove as it passed. The girls inside the cars squealed with laughter, while the guys they were with bit down on their yells, trying to remain cool. 

He wasn’t particularly tall and didn’t possess the broad-shouldered physique of Flynn, but he had high cheekbones and a full mouth, combined with a square jaw. A dramatic combination of feminine and masculine features. 

Something about the sight of him made me stop short, my new friends continuing to walk on without me. As I stood, staring, he turned his head and caught my eye. Immediately my heart raced, my stomach lurching into my throat. His bright blue gaze eyed me curiously, and he pushed a hand through his jaw-length, black hair. I forced myself to look away. Heat flooded my cheeks, and I stared at the dirt ground, my cotton candy all but forgotten.

My heart pounded a tribal beat in my chest, my breath quickened. I forced myself to lift my head, my eyes automatically searching him out again. 

Despite being with their boyfriends, I didn’t miss how most of the girls threw glances in his direction, giving extra screams and head tosses whenever their turn came for him to push their cars. He looked to be around our age, perhaps slightly older, but he obviously didn’t go to our school. He had the self-assured air of someone who knew where he belonged, even if where he belonged was constantly on the move. The dark stranger was obviously one of the carnival crowd.

Look at me again, I willed. Notice me.

I’d never learned if persuasion was part of the gifts I’d been cursed with due to my part-vampire gene pool, but this time it seemed to work. He gave another car a shove and then lifted his head and stared right at me. 

One side of his full lips turned up in a lop-sided grin, and he gave me a slow, but definite, nod.

Flustered, I didn’t even return the smile, but instead looked away and quickly started walking again, trying to catch up with the other girls, who hadn’t even noticed I’d stopped. My heart still ran in a pitter-patter, hard enough that it seemed to be beating against my ribs, and heat still burned my cheeks.

As I walked, I glanced to my right. He was no longer looking at me, concentrating instead on his job. A gypsy? Was that what he was? Someone who traveled with the carnival?

Suddenly, a strange buzzing sounded in my ears, as though I were suffering from tinnitus after going to a rock concert. The music seemed to slow down, sounding like morphed voices on an old record player. Everything felt distant, and the world seemed to drag around me, the spinning machines now creeping on slow-down. The edges of my vision blurred, but the center of my line of sight sharpened and focused. My gaze was drawn, dragged into a certain spot at the base of the Waltzer, not far from where the dark haired guy was still standing. 

I gripped my fists to my sides, but I could neither turn away, nor walk toward the thing that had gripped my attention. I zoned in on a particular spot, the area racing into my vision as though I’d pressed the zoom button on my camera. Metal plates vibrated under the force of the whizzing cars. As I stared, a part of the plate began to move more than the rest, the vibrating turning to actual shaking. A screw popped out of its holding, quickly followed by the one beside it.

Still frozen in one spot, I couldn’t move. In slow motion, one of the cars hit the loose spot, and the whole plate came free. The air was filled with the sound of screams as the plate wrenched away under the force of the movement. Like I was watching a slow-motion car accident on a movie, the car spun off the ride and into the people standing around. A screech of metal on metal filled my ears, cutting right through me. The terrified screams of the bystanders drowned out everything else.

I gasped and squeezed my eyes shut. As soon as I did, my hearing went back to normal, my ears popping as though I was on a descending aircraft.

The sounds of the carnival—music, laughter, bells ringing—met my ears. Not the screams of terror I had been expecting. I opened my eyes to find everything was back to normal. No signs of anyone hurt. But I couldn’t change what I had seen. Something was wrong with the ride, and I didn’t know if the accident would happen mere minutes from now, or possibly months, but I had to do something.

My bag of cotton candy fell to the ground and bounced once before coming to a rest. I broke into a sprint and pushed my way between the small crowds of people—fellow student-types, families, even an elderly couple watching the fun—and jumped up onto the edge of the ride where the leather-jacketed guy was standing.

“Hey!” I had to yell to be heard over the music, which was almost painfully loud. “You need to stop the ride.”

He turned to face me, both confusion and recognition passing across his face. “What?”

“Cut the power. Now! There’s going to be an accident.”

Despite my panic, in the back of my mind I was vaguely aware that launching myself onto the ride, and yelling at the cute guy running it, made me look like the one thing I always tried so hard not to be, a freak. In the crowds, people were exchanging glances, and though I couldn’t hear what they said to each other over the music, I knew they were questioning my sanity. But they couldn’t stay where they were. The small crowd was standing in the exact place the runaway car would land.

“Get out of the way!” I yelled at them, sweeping my arm to the right as though trying to herd them. “It’s dangerous. Move out of the way.”

I caught sight of Flynn’s blond head and the concerned expression on his face, and my heart sank.

A hand caught my arm, and the carnival boy dragged me back around to face him.

“What the hell are you doing? Are you crazy or something?” 

Sum-ting. Even over the music, I detected the faint Irish lilt in his voice.

“One of the plates is loose. You’ve got to stop the ride or there is going to be an accident.”

“What are you talking about?” He had to shout to be heard and leaned in closer to me. I tried not to tremble at having him in such close proximity. “How could you know that?”

“I ... I saw something. A screw came out from beneath one of the cars. It’s not safe!”

Something in my expression must have registered with him. Instead of getting me hauled off by security or the cops, he frowned at the plates of the ride.

He reached out and touched my arm. “Wait here.” 

My whole arm fired with goose bumps, and I stared at his leather clad back as he leaped deftly between the spinning cars and to the center of the ride where an older, fat man sat in a booth.

I didn’t see anything, I realized. 

His touch on my arm hadn’t caused any images to flash in my head. That had been the second time today I’d not seen something about a person when they’d touched me.

The strange buzzing pierced my head again, and I clamped my hands to my ears. My eyes darted frantically at the spot where I’d seen the screws come loose, but the cars flew by making it impossible for me to see anything.

The accident I’d witnessed, if only in my head, wasn’t going to happen weeks or even days from now. It was going to happen any minute.

“Do it!” I yelled at the booth. “Shut the power down now!”

The ride powered down at the exact moment the car rattled loose. Screams issued around the crowd as the car spun off the track, but at nothing like the extreme speed I had witnessed. Even so, it flipped as it careened off the ride, scattering the crowd, sending people running. The car behind followed, but at a much slower velocity so it came to a standstill half on and half off the platform.

I bolted from the ride and down into the crowd, heading to the overturned car. The muffled cries of fear and possibly even pain came from the couple trapped inside. I was strong enough to flip the Waltzer car, but I couldn’t risk doing so in front of crowds of people. All I needed was a couple of others to make it appear as though the righting of the car wasn’t all down to me.

“Help me!” I cried.

A few of the guys ran forward to help.

Myself, the carnival guy, Flynn, and the friend I’d seen thumping Flynn, all lined up on one side. Together we heaved. The car felt light to me, but the men on either side of me strained, so I forced myself to hold back, though doing so pulled my emotions two ways. I didn’t want to leave these people trapped any longer than needed, knowing they could be badly hurt. I couldn’t smell blood, but I needed to protect myself. 

Together, we turned the car over, righting the terrified couple still strapped inside. The girl must have hit her head, as a lump like a golf ball was starting to protrude over her left eyebrow. The boy clutched at his shoulder, wincing in pain. Both were pale-faced and shaking.

Mutterings came from the crowd, a few people nodding or pointing toward me, discussing my foresight of the accident. The crazy reaction I’d had right before the ride broke loose hadn’t gone unnoticed.

Before anyone could accost me and start pelting me with questions, I ducked my head down and shoved my hands in my jean pockets, trying to make myself smaller, less noticeable. I took off, slinking between the rides, planning to put a good distance between myself and the midway.

A male voice with an Irish lilt called to me, but I continued to walk away.

“Hey! Are you all right?”

I didn’t answer him. Instead, I picked up my pace.

His footsteps turned into a jog, and he caught me by my arm, pulling me back around to face him.

“Wait up!”

The sight of him took my breath away, like he’d literally punched me in the chest and winded me. The Cupid’s bow, the full lower lip. The sharp cheekbones, and the dark shadow across his jaw. His eyes were an incredible shade of dark blue, especially in the moonlight, cast beneath thick, dark brows which were drawn down in concern. He was the most beautiful thing I had ever seen.

“What’s the story?” he asked, his eyes studying my face. “How the hell did you know what was going to happen?”

“I didn’t.” I pouted my lower lip like a sulky child.

His heavy, dark eyebrows lifted. “Uh, yeah, you did. You shouted at me to stop the ride.”

I looked away, studying a chip packet someone had carelessly littered. “I told you, I saw a screw come loose.”

“At the speed the ride was going? In the dark?” He couldn’t hide the disbelief in his voice.

“Yeah. Let’s just say I have good eyesight.”

I looked down at where his hand was still wrapped around my forearm. 

A red haze descended upon my vision and a beating filled my head—thu-thump, thu-thump, thu-thump. My mouth sapped dry of moisture, and a pain speared tight in my throat. I struggled to swallow. My heart rate stepped up a notch.

Oh, crap.

Chapter

7

––––––––

I yanked myself out of his grip, tears blurring my vision. It was happening again, the thing I’d tried so hard to deny to myself. 

The person people saw on the outside wasn’t the same as the person who lurked within the slightly scruffy, try-too-hard exterior. I had darkness inside me. Writhing, coiling, scary darkness. I had been fighting it my whole life, but recently the darkness felt so much closer to the surface. My jaw ached, my throat running so dry I could barely swallow.

No, no, no, no. I closed my eyes, trying to focus in on my reaction, trying to will it away. I wanted to tell the boy standing in front of me to run, to get away, but the words wouldn’t come out of my mouth.

Movement and a yell, not one caused by me, made my eyes ping open, the driving darkness at my soul retreating at the distraction.

“Leave her alone!”

Flynn stood between me and the new guy, his broad shoulders completely blocking my view of the dark hair and brooding eyes. 

“You don’t frighten me, jock-boy,” the carny said. “And I was only talking to the girl.”

“I don’t want you even looking at her, never mind talking to her. Your kind is dangerous.”

“Ay, don’t I know it? Maybe you should think about that next time you take one of my kind on.”

I moved around the side in time to see the dark haired boy start to push up the sleeves of his leather jacket. 

“Hey! Quit it, both of you! I don’t even know what you’re fighting about.”

Flynn looked to me. “He was bothering you, Beth.” 

“So what if he was?” I said, suddenly angered for a different reason. “Since when has it been your business to protect me? We barely know each other!”

“Exactly. This is none of your business,” the carny guy said, picking up on my words.

I turned to him. “And I told you to leave me the hell alone. You don’t want to get on my bad side, or being confronted by a six foot something jock will be the least of your worries.”

“Ouch. You’re a spiky one.”

I could see him repressing a smirk, which only served to make me angrier. The aching in my jaw increased, my throat tightening. Both men were watching me, Flynn with a confused, hurt expression on his face, the carny guy with an amused smirk. I didn’t even know his name, I realized. 

I don’t want to know his name, I tried to convince myself. But I did. Even with an annoying smirk that I wanted to slap off his striking face, I longed to know his name with every fiber of my soul.

But right now, the darkness was creeping over me. I was seeing red, literally. The veins on both of the men’s throats, the spreading network across their inner wrists, all shone like a beacon to me. Threads of glowing red rivers of blood.

“Just leave me alone!” I finished, needing to get away from them both.

I turned and started to run, leaving the sounds and smells of the carnival behind me.

“Someone’s going to want to talk to you,” the carny boy shouted after me. “They’re going to want to know what really happened.”

I couldn’t worry about that now. My mind was filled with the sound of blood pulsing through veins, my jaw now in serious pain. I needed to distract myself, to break the cycle. This had happened before, and only knowing I could stop it convinced me that I was safe to live among regular people. My plan had also consisted of avoiding all confrontation and intimate situations. Considering I’d only arrived today, I didn’t think I’d done a particularly good job of that side of things.

I kept running until I was back on campus, and then took the stairs two at a time. I was out of breath, but not completely exhausted—my vampire genetics gave me stamina on top of everything else. I focused on one thing, stopping the frightening ache inside of me, the need and desire I’d only ever given into once as a child. I’d sworn to myself that I’d never be weak enough to give in again. I was well aware that succumbing to any blood lust would only make my vampire half stronger. I’d left Los Angeles to try to escape that part of me.

Heading straight to my room, I grabbed my wash bag. I’d hidden something in its lining, something I knew people would question if it was found. I’d agonized about whether or not to bring it, but now I was here and in this position, I was glad I had. 

Most of the residents were still out, probably speculating about what had happened at the carnival, hanging out on the beach with a bonfire and a bottle of something alcoholic. I experienced a pang of envy for their easy lifestyles. Getting loose on a couple of drinks and making out with some hot guy they’d only just met. Alcohol had hardly any effect on my system, and making out with anyone was not going to happen because of my unfortunate habit of seeing into their lives and futures.

I took my wash bag into the bathroom, happy to have the place to myself. In haste, I scrabbled into my bag, slipping my fingers between the thin material and the padding, where I’d hidden the item I needed. I felt like a drug addict. I was getting my fix, in a way, even if it wasn’t what I really needed. My fingers closed around the sliver of metal, and I pulled out the blade I’d taken from a smashed disposable razor.

Shaking, the red haze over my vision was making it hard for me to see. I could barely swallow, my throat felt as though I had swallowed a ball made up of the same blade I now clutched between my thumb and forefinger.  

I didn’t think any further. I lifted the blade and swiped it across the skin of my forearm, once, twice, three times. With each cut, the desperate need released me from its grasp, as though a man had stood with his hands around my throat, and had finally decided to let me go. The red haze swept from my vision, my mind clearing. I exhaled in relief.

The bathroom door swung open.

The movement made me jump, and I quickly cupped the sliver of razor blade in my palm and turned my body away, hiding my rapidly healing arm. My heart sank when I realized the person who’d joined me was also my roommate. 

“Oh, God!” Brooke’s small nose wrinkled in disgust, her eyes wide with horror. “What the hell are you doing?”

“Nothing,” I said, quickly. The anger and bloodlust had already begun to ebb away, released with the cutting of my flesh and the beading blood. I couldn’t explain why it worked, only that the action of cutting seemed to release something inside me. Perhaps it was like in history where doctors would cut people suspected of being possessed to let out the demon. Maybe that’s what the self-harm was about—I was exorcising my own demons.

But Brooke wasn’t going to be fobbed off with ‘nothing.’ Three strides brought her across the bathroom and she grabbed my shoulder, yanking me around. I put my arm behind my back, hiding what were now three shrinking wounds, but within a few hours would become no more than ridged scars. The action caused the razor blade to slip from my grasp and it fell to the tiled floor with a clink.

We both looked down. There was no hiding the thick ridge of blood now creating an almost black crust across the silver metal.

“Jeez.” She made no attempt to hide the expression of disgust on her face. “What are you, some kind of Emo freak? Don’t you think you should try a little more black eyeliner if you want to get into that crowd?”

“Get lost, Brooke,” I snapped. I wanted her gone. Her insensitivity riled me.

“No way. You’re my roommate. I deserve to know what I’m living with.”

“What you’re living with?” I couldn’t believe the nerve of her. How did my actions affect her in any way? 

“Yeah.” She glared at me. “Someone prone to violence.”

“Violence?” Okay, part of me knew she was close to the truth, but I’d never hurt anyone else. I’d only ever hurt myself. “I’m not violent.”

“Then what do you call this?”

She reached around my body and yanked my arm forward for her to see. I breathed a sigh of relief. Blood still smeared my skin, but the cuts now appeared to be no more than a few scratches. 

“I scratched it on some metal after the car came off the Waltzer,” I said. “I thought I still had a splinter of metal in the cut. I was trying to get it out.”

She narrowed her eyes. “With a razor blade?”

I shrugged. “I figured it was a bit like trying to get a splinter out with a needle. Didn’t your mom ever do that to you?”

She released my arm. “My mom didn’t ever do much with me.”

I detected sadness in her voice, the way her gaze drifted away, as though looking toward her past.

Despite my angry thoughts only moments earlier, I wasn’t one to hold a grudge. 

“I’m sure she had her moments,” I said gently, offering the other girl a smile.

But Brooke didn’t return the emotion. Instead, she said, “What the hell do you know,” and stormed from the bathroom, letting the door shut behind her with a bang.

Sighing, I bent to pick the blade from the floor. As much as I didn’t want to admit it to myself, there was a good possibility I would need it in the future. I turned on the faucet and held the sliver of metal beneath the hot water, washing off the remnants of blood.

I hoped Brooke had bought my story. I’d known from the moment we’d met that she and I wouldn’t be best buddies at any point, but I still wanted things to be amiable between us. The thought of dealing with tension every time I went to my room made me sick. All I wanted was an easy, normal life.

At least now the hour was late enough for me to call home. I had no intention of telling them what had happened that day. My mom would be on the first flight up here to drag me home. 

Leaving the bathroom, I headed back outside to make the call. Several students loitered around, chatting to each other, or on their own cell phones, probably doing the exact same thing I was about to do. I felt sure I wasn’t the only person missing home right now. Finding myself a secluded spot at the back of the building, I took my cell from my pocket. I didn’t exactly have a lot of numbers programmed into my phone, so it only took a couple of seconds to get the phone ringing.

My mom answered on the first ring, and I smiled. I knew she’d be waiting by the phone.

“Elizabeth? Sweetie?”

“Hey, Mom.”

“Hi, honey! I’m so glad you’ve called, finally. I’ve been worried sick all day.”

“You could have picked up the phone and called me yourself.”

“Oh, I didn’t want to bother you. I knew you’d be settling in, meeting new friends. I didn’t want to ruin your street-cred.”

I cringed at my mother’s choice of words. “Don’t be silly. I did tell you’d I’d wait until Dad was up before I called.”

“I know you did, but still ... I was worried you might have had a car accident or something.”

I rolled my eyes. That was my mother—the constant worrier. I guess after everything we’d been through it was only to be expected. I’d almost died as a child, something they never spoke to me about and thought I couldn’t remember, so it was only natural for her to be overprotective. Even so, her overprotective nature was definitely one of my reasons for wanting to get away from home. I loved her more than anything, but I needed my own space. I had no intention of telling her about the incident with the fallen wire on my drive into town, and that my car was in the shop.

“So you’re okay, then?” she continued. “You’ve made some friends?”

“Yes,” I said, thinking of Brooke and how I didn’t think I’d ever be classed as a ‘friend.’ But then I remembered Flynn, Laurel, and even Dana. “I’ve made some friends,” I told her. “Everyone has been great, and a group of us went out this evening.”

I sensed her relax on the other end of the line. “That’s wonderful, sweetie. Sounds like fun. I can’t believe my baby-girl is all grown up and living away from home.” She gave a sniff.

“I’m hardly a baby anymore, Mom.”

“No, I know you’re not. I’m just going to spend the next few months having to remember that you’re not in the house anymore.” She lowered her voice, though if my dad was anywhere in the vicinity he’d have heard her anyway. “The daytimes are going to be very lonely.”

“So sleep in the day and spend time with Sebastian at night. Isn’t that what you’ve been looking forward to all these years?”

She sighed. “I lose one of you, but gain the other. I just wish I could have both.”

“You’ve still got me, Mom. I’m only at college.”

I heard a muttered voice beyond my mother’s. “Your father is hovering,” she said. “I’d better pass you over.”

“Sure, Mom. I love you.”

“I love you too, sweetie. Stay safe.”

There was a shuffling as she handed the phone to my father. 

His deep voice came down the line, “Hey, kiddo.” I pictured him standing in our hallway, with his pale skin and dark hair, still looking no more than mid-thirties, despite being hundreds of years old. 

“Hi, Sebastian,” I said with a grin, knowing my habit of using his first name irked him. “Sleep well?”

I felt the smile in the tone of his voice. “Like the dead. How are things with you? I assume by your mother’s lack of panic that you made the rest of your trip safely.”

I laughed. “Yeah, no twenty car pile-up on the freeway, or freak aircraft crashing into the school.”

Just a freak electrical wire and a runaway carnival ride.

“Glad to hear it, though the way your mother has been acting, you’d think that’s exactly what had happened.”

“You’ve only been awake about ten minutes.”

“Good thing, too. At least she only had herself to drive insane.”

“You don’t mean that.”

It was his turn to laugh. “Of course not.”

Despite his teasing, I didn’t have any doubts that my father would always be there for my mom, Serenity. They’d been through so much together and regularly embarrassed me with their very public displays of affection. Okay, maybe not public, but certainly around the house, and that was enough for me. The last thing any kid wants to see is their parents making out on the couch.

“And how’s everything else,” Sebastian asked me. “How are you getting on with ... things?”

I knew what he was asking me. Both my parents were aware of my precognitive abilities, though my mom liked to pretend I’d gotten a handle on everything. My dad, who had lived with his own abilities for hundreds of years and still struggled to fit in, understood a bit more.

“There have been a couple of weird moments, but nothing I can’t handle.”

No breathing came down the end of the line, I could have been speaking into a dead connection, but I knew I wasn’t. “That’s great. You know any time you need us, just shout and we’ll be there.”

“I don’t need you coming to my rescue now, Dad. I’m a grownup. I want to handle things my own way.”

“Too independent,” he grumbled. “You always were.”

“I think my genes have something to do with that.” I paused. “Look, Dad, I really have to go. Some people are waiting for me.”

“Okay, no problem, sweetheart, as long as we know you’re okay. Shall I put your mom back on?”

“No, don’t. You know what she’s like, she won’t let me go.”

“Okay, we’ll say bye to you together.”

There was a muffled scrape and jointly their voices came down the line, “Bye sweetie, we love you!” I could picture them with their faces pressed close together as they both tried to use the phone simultaneously. The image made me feel strangely homesick, even though I’d been so desperate to escape all this time.

“I love you too, guys. I’ll call soon, I promise.”

I forced myself to hang up before the repetitions of ‘I love you’ came down the line.

As awkward as I felt heading back to our room, knowing Brooke would most likely be there, I had nowhere else to go. I could always go and sleep in my rental car, but not only would it be super uncomfortable, I also didn’t want to be a coward. Hiding from Brooke because she’d gotten an insight into my dirty little secret made me look pathetic.

I took a deep breath, forced my feet to move, and went back to our room. She was lying on her stomach, reading a book, and only glanced in my direction before turning back to it, a scowl narrowing her eyes.

I shrugged out of my jeans and undid my bra, slipping it out from beneath my top. I probably should have changed, but I only wore a camisole and panties to bed, and I didn’t want to expose my skin to the other girl any more than I already had. Slipping beneath the bedcovers, I turned my back on Brooke, facing the wall. I pressed my face into the pillow I’d brought from home, wanting to be comforted by the feel and smells of home. Instead, the pillow only served to cause a huge wave of homesickness to rise up and crash over me.

Even though I had come to Sage Springs in order to escape the vampirism that had shadowed my entire life, right then I would have given anything to be at home with my mom and dad, Serenity and Sebastian.
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I stood on a road on the outskirts of town. Pine forests bordered both sides of the road, but, beyond the bend ahead, I could just make out the lights of town glowing into the night sky.

A shiver wracked through me. What was I doing here? How did I even get here? The trees on either side of me rustled as a breeze stirred their branches. I needed to get out of the middle of the road, a car might come along any minute and mow me down, but at the same time I didn’t want to go near the forest. I couldn’t explain why, but something in my gut told me to stay away. 

Movement on the road ahead caught my attention. A woman was walking up the road, a strange walk, her head held perfectly straight, staring ahead. She wore a long dress, though her feet were bare. I frowned. No, that was wrong. It wasn’t a regular dress she wore, but a nightgown. Was the woman sleepwalking?

I began to walk toward her. “Hey, are you ...?”

But I trailed off as someone else rounded the bend, appearing behind the woman. It was an older man this time. He wore only boxer shorts and an old t-shirt, but slippers were on his feet as he shuffled along.

What the hell?

More people appeared, a stream of them following the woman who’d come first. Couples, teenagers, even children, clutching their teddies, their hair mussed up as though they’d just gotten out of bed. All wore the same, blank expressions. All seemed to be coming from Sage Springs.

As I gawped at the spectacle, the first woman slipped off the road and between the trees, heading deeper into the forest. 

“Hey, no!” I called out. “You don’t want to go in there! Something bad is in the forest.”

I knew it was true. Though I’d seen nothing to make me think such a thing, my instincts were rarely wrong.

A dream, I realized. I was dreaming one of those dreams. A dream that was trying to tell me something.  

Though subconsciously I knew I was dreaming, I couldn’t stop myself from reacting, from trying to change an event that wasn’t even happening yet, if it was going to happen at all. 

One by one, the people followed the woman, disappearing between the tree trunks, vanishing into the darkness. I ran to those who remained on the road, clutching at arms. “Don’t go in there, please, don’t follow her!” But no one listened. No one even appeared to notice me. 

They could have been sleepwalking, but more than anything they just seemed ... empty. 

––––––––

I woke the next morning with absolutely no idea where I was. For a few wonderful, peaceful seconds, I’d completely forgotten about the events of the day before, but then they all came crashing down on me, and inwardly I shriveled. 

Would someone, the police or people from the carnival, come and talk to me about my foresight of the accident? There was bound to be some kind of investigation, despite no one being seriously hurt.

Then I had Brooke to deal with.

I concentrated, but got no sense of anyone else in the room. No breathing or low thud of a heartbeat. Still facing the wall in the same position as I’d fallen asleep in, I cautiously rolled over to face the rest of the room. Brooke’s bed was empty.

The absence of my roommate made me check the small alarm clock on my bedside table. Shit! I hadn’t remembered to set it. It was almost eight thirty, and my class started at nine. I couldn’t be late for my first class.

I grabbed my wash bag and a change of clothes, and raced to the bathroom for the world’s fastest shower. I dried and dressed, dumped my stuff back in my room, and ran out of the building and toward campus. My first class was math—not my favorite—and I quickly checked the small map with my schedule, trying to locate the room I needed to be in. Luckily, I found it right before the bell went to mark the start of class, and burst through the door, flushed and with a sheen of sweat on my forehead. Most of the students were already seated, and I quickly scanned the room for a spare chair. My eyes met with a wide grin, and with a thrill I recognized the girl I’d met yesterday, Laurel, beckoning me over and motioning to the spare chair beside her.

I darted across the room, but someone else, a skinny guy wearing too-large jeans, tried to take the seat.

“Sorry, dude,” Laurel said, reaching out to block him. “That seat’s taken.”

The boy cocked his eyebrows in disbelief, but didn’t bother to argue, finding a different chair near the back of the room. I slid in beside Laurel.

“Thanks,” I said. “I overslept.”

“On your first day?” She had laughter behind her voice. 

“I know, great start, huh? The thing is, I never oversleep!” Most of the time, I didn’t need more than three or four hours’ sleep a night. It was the reason I’d been able to make the drive up to Sage Springs in so little time. Yesterday’s events had obviously taken their toll on me.

She leaned in, conspiratorial. “Dorm beds that comfy?”

I grinned. “I guess they must be.”

A man walked into the room. He was handsome, in a clean cut kind of way, with salt and pepper around the edges of his dark hair, and creases at the corners of his eyes that looked to be more from laughter than age. I couldn’t help myself. I stared at him, knowing my brow was creased in concentration, a couple of lines appearing between my own eyebrows.

“Settle down, everyone,” he called out. “My name is Doctor Spencer, and I’m your math professor for your first year.”

I recognized him, I knew I did, but I just couldn’t place him.

“If you can open your text books at trigonometry ...” Groans rose around the room. He laughed, “Come on, it’s too early in the term for you to be jaded already.”

He turned to his own book, a serious expression replacing the smile, and instantly I knew where I recognized him from. Dana’s future. I quickly glanced around, wondering if I had missed her. But she wasn’t in this class, of course she wasn’t. She must be taking his class at a different time. Was that how they’d meet, I mused. Or did she already know him? She said her family was from around here, so their paths might have already crossed.

Doctor Spencer put us to work, talking us through the exciting world of lengths and angles of triangles. He was engaging and funny, not what I’d expect of a math teacher at all. He made the next hour pass quickly, despite the tedious subject, and eventually the bell rang and we were allowed to go.

I stood from my seat and gathered my belongings, heading out into the corridor.

Laurel fell in beside me. “So, did you hear about what happened at the carnival last night?”

I stiffened. “What do you mean?”

“There was an accident. One of the cars of the Waltzer came off the platform. People were inside, and it flew into the crowd. But apparently some girl seemed to know what was going to happen before it did.”

“Really? No way.” I mumbled, ducking my head down. “You weren’t there though?”

“No, my family has a thing against the carnival people.” Her lips twisted. “They can be a bit over protective.” She must have realized something. “So you were there then?”

I felt my normally pale cheeks flush with color. “Yeah, I was there.”

“But you didn’t see anything?” She eyed me curiously. 

I glanced away and mumbled, “No, I didn’t.”

Laurel either ignored my awkwardness or didn’t notice. “What class have you got next?”

I was glad for the distraction. Checking my schedule, I said, “Looks like English Lit.”

She grinned. “Great. Me too.”

I wanted to feel pleased at our shared classes, remembering the hope I’d had at getting to know her the previous day, and also my lack of friends, but the mention of the carnival incident had set me on edge. The last thing I’d wanted to do was lie, but I couldn’t stand the barrage of questions I knew would have followed.

A familiar blond head bobbed through the sea of students toward us. My gaze darted around, hunting for an escape route, but there was none. Flynn’s eyes were locked directly on me.

“Hey, Beth,” he said, coming to a stop directly in front of me, his large body blocking the way. “How’re you doing? I’ve been worried about you.”

“I thought I told you it wasn’t your job to worry about me.”

He shrugged. “Yeah, I know it’s not my job, but that doesn’t stop my brain from working. You seemed really upset last night, which I totally get, but then that carny guy was hassling you ...”

I could feel Laurel watching the interaction with curiosity. 

“I was fine. It was just a shock.”

“You never explained how you predicted what happened.”

Laurel butted in. “It was you? You’re the one who warned everyone?”

The heat in my face increased. “I saw a screw pop out and roll to the ground, and the plate was coming loose.”

“But you just said you didn’t see anything?” Laurel said, confused.

“Sorry. I didn’t want everyone to know.”

I looked past Flynn’s shoulder to see two police officers striding down the corridor toward us. “Oh, you’ve got to be kidding,” I groaned. Was anyone going to give me a break today?

“Miss Bandores?” The male counterpart of the police duo asked, his eyes flicking between me and Laurel.

I lifted my hand as if answering in class. “Yeah, that’s me.”

“My name is Officer Logsdon,” he said, then gestured to the woman at his side. “This is Officer Russo. Sorry to interrupt your first day, but I’m afraid we’re going to need to ask you a few questions. Is there anywhere we can talk?”

Practically the entire school had stopped what they were doing, and now stood silently watching the interaction between me and the police officers. So much for keeping my head down and fitting in. I didn’t know the campus well enough to know what rooms would be free, and I certainly didn’t want to take them back to my room. Despite having an uncle in the police department (well, he was more a family friend than a real uncle), I still had an innate fear of authority. I was always certain I was doing something I shouldn’t be, or would let something slip about what kind of creatures made up my family.

All I managed as a response was a shrug.

The officers exchanged a glance. “How about we talk in the patrol vehicle?” Officer Logsdon offered.

I shrugged again. “Sure.”

The sea of students lurking in the hall to find out what was going on now parted like the Red Sea as the cops walked between them, followed by a sheepish me. I kept my head down, my long hair falling over my face, my stomach in knots. Most of these people probably didn’t know what the police wanted with me, but I doubted it would stay that way for long. I understood how the gossip mill worked. Even if people didn’t know what was going on, they’d probably make something up until they did.

I followed the officers out to the parking lot where my own rental car was parked. The cop car stood out like a beacon. The only thing getting more attention than the car was me. Officer Logsdon opened the back door of the patrol vehicle and I slipped into the back seat. Both officers climbed in the front and twisted back around to speak to me.

“I’m guessing you already know why we need to talk to you,” the female officer, Russo, said.

I hazarded a guess. “The accident at the carnival last night?”

She nodded. “That’s right. We had a number of people report that you predicted the accident about to happen and were actually trying to move people away from the ride only moments before the car spun off.”  She picked up her notes, “A Riley Draiodh said—”

I cut her off. “Who?”

“The young man working the ride. He says you seemed absolutely certain of what was about to happen. You told him the car was going to spin off into the crowd of people, something which happened only moments later.”

I shrugged, while storing away the knowledge of his name for turning over later. Riley Draiodh ...

“It was a lucky guess,” I told her. “I saw a screw come loose and the car looked like it was lifting off the platform. Anyone else who noticed it would have assumed the same thing.”

“But no one else did notice, did they? And there must have been fifty people standing around that ride.”

“Are you trying to say I had something to do with it, and suddenly changed my mind and so warned everyone to get out of the way?” Despite my fear of authority, I couldn’t help the sarcastic tone that entered my voice.

“Is that what happened?” Officer Logsdon said, not a trace of humor on his face.

“No, of course not! I only got here yesterday.”

Officer Russo continued, “This is very serious, Miss Bandores. Several people were hurt in the incident, and the carnival has been shut down. If you know anything, I suggest you tell us now. It’ll only look bad on you if we find out at a later date that you withheld information.”

“I don’t know anything else!”

My heart had fallen at the mention of the carnival closing. Did that mean the boy, Riley, would leave now? It seemed strange to think I might not see him again. I wasn’t sure if it was one of my predictions, but I’d felt sure our paths would cross again.

The female officer checked her notes again, though I was certain she’d already planned exactly what she was going to ask me. “We also had an incident on Route Forty-Six yesterday afternoon in which you seem to have been involved.”

I’d had to report the accident in order to claim on my insurance for damage to my car.

“Well, yes, but that had nothing to do with me. I just happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

She studied my face and I shrank. “That happen to you often?”

I bristled. “Not normally. Must be something about this town.”

She responded only with a “hmm,” and scribbled something on her notepad.

“Anyway,” I said. “Is it okay if I go now? My next class will start soon, and I don’t want to be late quite so early in the term.”

They exchanged a glance. 

“All right,” Officer Logsdon said. “If we need to ask you any more questions, I assume we can find you on campus.”

“Yes, I’m staying in Caraway dorm.”

Officer Russo leaned across the back of the seats and handed me a card. “If you hear anything or think of anything else, please give us a call.”

My fingers closed around the card which contained her name and number. “Sure. No problem.”

That seemed to be good enough for the moment. I climbed out of the car and tried to ignore all of the curious glances and whispers behind the backs of hands directed at me. I slouched further, trying to make myself as small as possible, wishing I could shrink enough for people not to notice me altogether. Sudden hot tears burned at the backs of my eyes, an overwhelming homesickness sweeping over me. Why had I bothered to come here? My parents had been right. I should have stayed close to home rather than trying to form a new life for myself. I could never escape what I was.

I slunk into my next class without even looking up to try to spot Laurel. I took a seat near the front and tried to concentrate as my new English Lit professor introduced herself and started to explain the course. Lifting the lid of my laptop, I did my best to hide behind it. 

By the end of the lecture, my stomach was growling, signaling lunch time. I’d not had time to eat breakfast that morning and was starving. I didn’t want to go into the dining hall, but I couldn’t keep hiding.

You saved lives, I told myself. You shouldn’t be ashamed of what you did. You should be proud. So what if people are talking? They always talk. Give it another twenty-four hours and they’ll be gossiping about some other poor soul.

I wasn’t a coward. I needed to be strong, and if that meant walking into the dining hall with my head held high, then that was exactly what I intended to do. I could hear my parents’ voices in my head. You’re tough, you’re strong. You’ve already been through more than any of these people could comprehend.

I slipped my laptop into its case, and then put it in my bag, together with my text books. The bag was heavy, but I barely noticed as I slung it over my shoulder and headed out of the lecture hall to join the river of students. From my tour earlier in the year, I knew where the dining hall was located, so I headed there. The south dining hall was a new extension on the old building, with slanted glass panels as a roof which let in huge amounts of light. Round tables with comfortable padded seats were positioned around the middle of the large space. A number of leather couches were grouped together in one corner.  The double doors were already propped open in expectation of the busy lunch period. Many of the tables already had students sitting at them. Most of the students who were relaxed and chatting easily with each other were older, second and third years. The few people lurking awkwardly around, trying to figure out which queue they were supposed to join, or with trays of food in their hands, wondering where to sit, were newbies like me.

There was a certain amount of comfort in knowing I wasn’t the only one who felt out of place.

I joined the line for food, resolutely ignoring everyone else. I debated the salad bar, and decided after the day I’d already had that I deserved a burger and fries. I even added a chocolate milkshake to the mix. I’d probably have every other teenage girl in the room gasping in horror at my selection, but my half vampire genetics didn’t allow me to put on weight. My weight had stayed exactly the same since I was fourteen. Besides, I wanted the comfort of some serious fat and carbs.

With relief, I spotted an empty table. Quickly, I crossed the dining hall and slid into one of the chairs, placing my tray on the table. I lifted my burger to my mouth, taking a huge bite, but I wasn’t allowed any time to immerse myself in the comfort of processed food as someone sat down opposite me.

“You know that’s not good for you?”

I lowered my burger to stare into his green eyes, and chewed and swallowed too fast. “What are you, Flynn? My substitute parent?”

He cocked an eyebrow. “Far from it, I’d hope. And I’d really hate to be your parent. Considering the cops turned up for you at school today, I think you’d drive them into an early grave.”

I had to bite back a smile at the idea of my vampire father and vampire-blood taking mother meeting an early grave. “The cops only wanted to ask me a couple of questions,” I told him, wiping grease off my chin. 

He leaned forward. “And what did you tell them?”

“Exactly what I told you.”

I refused to enlighten him about anything else. Though Flynn had so far seemed like a good guy, I didn’t really know him. He might take whatever I told him and spread it around the gossip mill. I had a feeling enough people were talking about me already.

Another figure approached the table, and I glanced up to find Dana, the school’s newspaper editor, standing there. She gave me a smile and slid into the seat next to Flynn.

“I hope you guys are finalizing the article I gave you to work on.”

I glanced guiltily at Flynn. “Yeah, sure we are.”

“Great, cause I need it by tomorrow to get it into the first print run.”

I made myself smile back, though the last thing I’d thought about was the article. “Not a problem. I was just running over a couple of facts with Flynn.”

Dana glanced to both sides of herself, and lowered her voice. “To be honest, Beth, I can’t help wondering if I should take you off this report to work on something more interesting.” She seemed to remember who she was sitting next to and glanced at Flynn. “Sorry, Flynn.”

He shrugged his broad shoulders. “Not a problem.”

“What do you mean?” I said, though I had a feeling I knew what was coming.

She leaned across the table, conspiratorial. “I hear you got a front row seat at last night’s accident at the carnival?”

I shifted in my seat. I didn’t want to lie to her. I had hoped to make the newspaper a bit of a home away from home, and, as lame as it seemed, I wanted Dana to like me. “Yeah, I guess you could say that.”

“So how about you write me up a piece on what happened? You can tell everyone your point of view. It’s the sort of thing that will make the front page.”

She hadn’t even seen any of my writing yet, apart from the few pieces I’d emailed her once I’d decided on which college I wanted to go to. This was a huge opportunity, but did I really want that much attention? Plus, this was a criminal investigation now. What would the police make of me plastering my story all over the front page of the school newspaper?

I said so to Dana and she screwed up her face in consideration. “You have a point. Let me check out what the law is in regards to you reporting the story, and I’ll get back to you. But if it looks like there’s no problem, will you do it?”

I couldn’t see any other way around the situation. “Sure.”

Dana began to get to her feet. She touched Flynn’s shoulder. “You coming or staying?”

He glanced to me. “I thought I might hang out with Beth for a while.”

Something about the tightness of her jaw and the hard glint in her blue-gray eyes at his words made me certain she hadn’t really been asking him. “Are you sure about that?”

I’d been sure they weren’t a couple before, but now I wasn’t so certain. There was some kind of connection there, even if it wasn’t romantic.

Flynn gave me an apologetic smile and got to his feet. The pair slunk away, shoulder to shoulder, Dana’s red curls close to Flynn’s buzzed blond head.

I turned my attention back to my burger. The meat had grown cold, the grease starting to congeal. I picked it up to take a bite, but changed my mind and set it back down, my nose wrinkled. I took a slurp of my milkshake instead and then absently chewed on a cold fry.

Whatever might be going on between them wasn’t really any of my business, I decided. Of all people, I should be one who knew the value of other people’s privacy. I’d lived for years wanting people back home to not ask questions about my own home life.

Whatever was going on between Flynn and Dana had nothing to do with me.
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The afternoon classes passed by without event. I still felt eyes on me as I walked down the hall, and knew other students whispered behind their hands about me, but I did my best to ignore them. They would forget about me soon enough. 

Wishing I had a room to myself, and praying Brooke would have found somewhere else to hang out for awhile, I headed back to my dorm. 

Brooke wasn’t in, but someone else was.

My eyes widened in shock, and I glanced back toward the door, wondering if I’d imagined things or had walked into the wrong room. But when I looked back, there he was, all dark, tousled hair and piercing blue eyes, sitting on my bed. The shock of seeing him was like someone had punched me in the stomach, not only because of the strangeness of finding a boy in my room, but because the sheer beauty of him left me breathless.

I fought against my body’s reaction in order to get my brain to function again, and force my mouth to come out with a normal reaction to finding someone who was practically a stranger sitting on my bed.

“What the hell are you doing in my room?”

The window behind him was open, the wind causing the drapes to lift as though someone was behind them. I frowned. Had the weather suddenly changed? I didn’t remember it being breezy when I’d crossed campus. 

“And how did you get in here?” I continued, trying not to be distracted by his mouth. A crease ran vertically down the middle of his lower lip, the effect pouty and almost feminine. I bit my own lip in reaction, feeling the blood rush to the area, as I imagined my teeth biting down on his mouth. 

I shook the thought from my head and focused on the important thing. The door had been unlocked. Had I forgotten to lock it, or had Brooke? But that still didn’t explain how he’d made it through the front door without anyone challenging him. 

One corner of that full mouth turned up. His blue eyes twinkled. “I sneaked in. I’m good at going unnoticed.” 

His Irish accent made my insides melt, but I forced myself to be hard. I wasn’t one of those girls who turned into goo the moment they were in the presence of a hot guy.

“Not by me, you’re not. Seems to me like you’re everywhere I look. Now get out of here before my roommate gets back. She thinks I’m crazy as it is. You being here will make things even worse.”

He got to his feet, but instead of walking out the door, he approached me. His eyes slightly narrowed, but didn’t leave my face for a moment. My heart increased its pace with every step he took closer to me, my breath growing shallow. He stopped a mere six inches from me, looking down at me so his jaw length hair fell around his face.

“Don’t pretend having me in your bedroom does nothing to you.”

I didn’t want him to know he was right. I stepped back, trying to break whatever spell he had me under. “You leave me cold,” I said.

Infuriatingly, he laughed. “See, I knew you were icy. Maybe that’s what I should call you from now on, Icy.”

“You don’t need to call me anything,” I shot back.

“Aww, come on, Icy. You don’t really want me to leave.”

I didn’t. He was driving me nuts, but I certainly didn’t want him to go. He’d occupied my thoughts constantly since I’d first seen him working the ride. But at the same time, I was terrified of Brooke coming back and what her reaction would be. The girl already had it in for me. But yet I couldn’t stand not knowing the reason for Riley being in my bedroom.

“Okay, Riley,” I submitted. “Tell me what you want and then get the hell out of here.”

He jerked back in surprise. “How do you know my name?”

I knew this would throw him. “The cops told me.”

“They came to speak with you already?”

“Sure did. Were asking me lots of questions about you, how I knew you, what kind of set up you had going on.”

I enjoyed the falter in his cocky attitude. 

“And what did you tell them?”

“I don’t see why I need to tell you anything. As far as I can see, you owe me. If I’d not warned all those people about the ride, you and the rest of your crew could be up for a manslaughter charge right now.”

“So come on, straight up with me. How did you know the accident was about to happen?” He eyed me, no longer quite so predatorial, but more curious. He knew there was something different about me, he just had no idea what—or at least I hoped he had no idea what.

“There’s nothing more I can tell you. Sorry.”

“Listen. If you won’t tell me anything more, you need to watch yourself. You’ve gotten yourself noticed a couple of times now by the guys who run the carnival, and they don’t like what they don’t understand.”

I lifted my eyebrows. “Watch myself? Are you threatening me?”

“No, I’m warning you.” He sounded exasperated.

“Warning me or threatening me, they both sound the same. You’re telling me that unless I tell you exactly what happened, your guys are going to come after me.”

He shrugged, but had the decency to look uncomfortable for the first time. “I’m only telling you the truth.”

“Yeah, well, your truth sucks. Now get the hell out of my room before I scream, and really give you something to worry about.”

“Fine, but don’t say I didn’t warn you.” Riley walked to the door, opened it, peered one way and then the other. He offered me a wink, and slipped from the room.

I sat on the edge of my bed, shaking. How could one boy create such a mixture of emotions inside me? Part of me wanted to hit him, while the other just wanted to be near him. There was no denying there was something magnetic about Riley. He might have decided there was something different about me, but I couldn’t help feeling I was missing something about him, too.

Did I really need to be worried about the men from the carnival coming after me? After all, I didn’t do anything wrong. Surely it was just an accident.

Something occurred to me.

Unless it wasn’t an accident. Unless something else was supposed to have happened, and I interfered, or else the accident was supposed to have happened, but the fact someone seemed to know about it spooked them?

The door burst open again, and I shot upright, my nerves jangling. Was he back? But instead of a cocky dark-haired gypsy boy, a gaggle of girls walked in, all laughing and talking, their heads together. I never felt like more of an outsider than when I was in this situation. No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t fit in with these perfect images of the all-American college girl. My soul was too dark.

“Hey, Beth,” one of the girls, Kayla, said with a bright smile. “How were your first classes? I think I saw you in bio. I tried to catch your eye, but you were so focused on your laptop, I couldn’t.”

“Oh, yeah,” I said, forcing a smile. “Catching up on my email, you know?”

“Oh, sure. I know exactly what you mean. I always struggle to pay attention when I have mail.”

Brooke had entered with them, but she barely looked at me. I had to assume from the fact the other girls were speaking to me like I was a normal human being that Brooke hadn’t told them about the incident in the bathroom. For that, at least, I was grateful.

Brooke’s other friend, Erin, sat down on my bed and grinned at me, bright-eyed. “So spill the gossip!”

Unease swept through me in a wave. “What gossip?”

“You know, about what happened last night.”

My eyes flicked to Brooke, but she gave a slight shake of her head. Okay, so she hadn’t told them. Maybe she wasn’t as bad as I first thought. Of course, they meant the carnival.

Erin flicked her curls from her face. “I heard the cops were on campus today looking for you.”

I shrugged to try to show them how unbothered I was by all of this. “They found me. They just wanted to ask me a couple of questions.”

Kayla plonked herself down on the other side of me, leaving Brooke standing on the other side of the room. She smiled, as if joining in with the group, but I could sense the cold stare in her eyes. I realized that my escapades at the carnival last night had made me a bit of a celebrity, and the arrival of the police had only compounded the idea that I was some kind of bad-ass. I guessed that despite the whispers, this made me stand out, and everyone wanted the inside news on what had happened. Of course, it now felt as though I was stealing Brooke’s friends from her, and I wondered how long she would hold onto the secret about what she’d caught me doing last night.

I told myself my self-harm was different to what some other teenage girls put themselves through. After all, I healed almost as quickly as I cut, and I wasn’t cutting in order to release whatever pent up, teenage emotions I was going through. At least, I told myself that wasn’t the reason I did it. But perhaps my reaction to other people’s extreme emotions by wanting to bite them was my own strange, half-vampire, teenage body’s reaction. Other teenagers might be controlled by their hormones. I was controlled by my part-vampire genetics.

But no, they didn’t control me. I had a handle on it. Or I hoped I did.

“So are you coming to the social tonight?” Kayla asked me. “We’re all planning to go if you want to come with?” She looked over to Brooke. “That’s okay, isn’t it?”

Brooke shrugged, but didn’t look at me. “Whatever.”

I wondered if Laurel would be going. I hadn’t spoken to her since the police carted me off in the hall, and we hadn’t bothered exchanging numbers. Fingers crossed, she would be there. I could do with a cheerful face whose company I could relax in. 

I just hoped that after I’d been caught out in my blatant lie that she’d still want to talk to me.
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Music blasted from the sports hall, banners strung out front welcoming the new influx of students. Small clusters of students hung out on the grass outside, chatting to each other. A group of guys threw a football around and yelled at one another, distracted only by the girls walking around in heels and short skirts.

Despite the balmy evening, I’d opted for a long sleeve top in floaty chiffon, and another pair of jeans. I needed to keep my arms covered because, while the cuts from the previous night were now scars, they were still visible. I never felt comfortable showing off my legs.

The three girls walking with me didn’t have any of my inhibitions. Brooke wore a skin-tight short dress, while Kayla rocked a pair of low slung skinny-fit jeans with a top that exposed her stomach, and Erin sported a strappy cami that left little to the imagination, and a flippy, short skirt. I felt like a total frump walking beside them. The only benefit I could think of was that at least I didn’t need to worry about any of the guys checking me out.

The image of Riley in my room that afternoon jumped into my head. I remembered the way he had leaned into me, his dark hair falling into his eyes. How the corner of his lip had lifted in a smirk, and how he’d asked me if I really wanted him to leave.

A pleasurable shiver ran through me.

I didn’t care if the guys weren’t checking me out. There was only one person I wanted to be noticed by.

I pushed all thoughts of Riley to the back of my mind. It wasn’t as though he was going to be here. A strange part of me was disappointed, as if the evening was a waste unless I saw him. I had to remember how shaken I was the last time I’d been in his company. How he’d threatened me ...

Or warned me.

Either way, I couldn’t help feeling like I should be worried. I should want to stay well away from both him and anyone else to do with the carnival. But then why was my soul drawn to him?

We entered the hall. Banners were strung across the walls and balloons had been tied in clusters to every pillar and post. On stage, a small band rocked out. A few people danced, but most stood around in groups. A bigger crowd had gathered around the front of the stage, and they jumped up and down in time to the music. A bar was set up on the opposite side of the room, serving non-alcoholic drinks. Of course.

We got our drinks and hung out on the outskirts of the dancers. Though it felt safer being the middle of the group, I had the feeling everyone else was doing the same as me, our gazes constantly drifting over the shoulders of our companions to see who else was here. A group of guys spotted us and headed over. 

“Hey, Brooke,” the leader of the gang said. He wore a big, loose sleeved shirt. Subtly, he lifted his arm and flashed what was hidden up his sleeve. A silver flask. “You guys want some of this?”

Brooke’s face brightened. “Sure!”

Sneakily, he poured a shot of clear liquid, vodka, I assumed, into each of our drinks. The addition would do little to me. Alcohol didn’t affect me. I hoped I wouldn’t be holding the hair back from the faces of any of my new friends later that evening.

I spotted a familiar face. She wore a bow in her hair, bright red lipstick that looked classy on her, and a cute dress with a flared skirt.

“I’m just going to talk to someone.” I excused myself from the others. 

“Hey, Laurel,” I said, shouting in her ear to get her attention over the band. 

She turned with a smile which faltered when she realized who was speaking to her. “Oh, hey, Beth.”

“Look, I wanted to apologize for not telling you the truth about what happened at the carnival earlier.”

She shrugged. “Forget it. It’s none of my business.”

“I don’t want you to think I’m some kind of pathological liar.”

This at least elicited a small smile. “Not a pathological liar, but someone who can predict the future?”

She said it with no trace of irony in her voice, and something tightened inside me. What did she know?

A scream cut through the bass and guitars of the band. The singer fell silent first, followed by the guitarist and the final crash and bang of the drummer. Voices rose in concern, and students started moving around us, toward the place the scream had originated from. Laurel and I glanced at one another and followed the crowd to find out what was going on. 

The students created a circle around a girl lying on the floor. Her body twisted and jerked, her eyes rolled in her head. 

“Jesus!” I breathed. “Is she okay?”

Then, before I could think anything else, a number of the older students, Dana and Flynn included, swept in. 

“Shouldn’t someone call an ambulance?” I said, looking to Laurel, but she stood, transfixed on the scene in front of us. Her hand formed a fist at her mouth, her eyes wide and worried. She appeared more concerned than anyone else in the room, yet she didn’t make any move toward the fitting girl.

Dana crouched beside the girl, waiting until the fit had finished, and then Flynn swept her up in his arms. As he lifted her, I noticed something fall from her fingers. The slip of metal dropped to the floor, and as the group moved forward, someone kicked it, sending it sliding in my direction. I don’t know what made me do it, but I darted forward and picked the item off the floor, slipping it into the pocket of my jeans. Together, the older students walked from the hall, carrying the girl with them.

I realized the other girls, Brooke, Erin, and Kayla, were standing back around me again. We glanced uneasily at each other. 

“Did she have a fit?” said Kayla. “Epilepsy, perhaps.”

Brooke shrugged. “Or maybe she took something she shouldn’t have? Perhaps her drink was spiked?”

The girls eyed their own cups nervously.

I noticed Laurel was particularly quiet, her line of sight still trained on the door where Dana and Flynn had carried the girl from the room.  

Digging the item I’d picked up from my pocket, I glanced down. It was a silver necklace with some kind of pendant on the chain. I would have to try to find the girl and return it to her, though I was sure she had other things to worry about right now. I didn’t want to go chasing after the group, waving the necklace around. I had attracted enough attention to myself already, and I didn’t intend on creating any more. It was better if I slipped the jewelry back to her unnoticed. 

I twisted the pendant in my fingers and frowned. The pendant was a silver circle with a star in the middle. I had seen a symbol similar to that before. The last time I’d come across it, magic had been involved.

Cold clutched at my heart.

“What have you got there?”

I turned at the sound of Laurel’s voice, quickly closing my fingers around the pendant.

“Oh, it’s nothing.”

She laughed. “Don’t be silly. I saw you pick something off the floor.”

For some reason, an instinct perhaps, or maybe something else, I didn’t want to show her. The pendant tingled and burned in my palm. I wasn’t imagining that there was more to this piece of jewelry than just a circle of metal. 

“A button pinged off my jeans,” I told her. I gave a half-embarrassed shrug. “Guess I’d better start cutting down on that junk food.”

She frowned at me, her eyes narrowing behind her glasses, and my cheeks heated, knowing she didn’t believe me. My quip about me being a pathological liar was starting to feel like the truth.

Music started back up, and people began to close in around the gap where the girl had collapsed. Some couples started dancing again, while other stood in groups, chatting. But the mood of the party had grown subdued, as if an unseen force was pressing down on everyone. People smiled a little less willingly, danced with more reserve.

I kept my eyes peeled, trying to spot if Flynn or Dana returned to the party. I didn’t see them inside the hall, so figured I’d try outside. I told the others where I was going, but Brooke barely glanced in my direction, and the other girls just nodded and smiled, and then continued their conversation. Probably sick of my lies, Laurel had taken herself off to talk to a different group of girls. 

Deflated, I headed outside. The air was warm, but felt cooler than the muggy interior of a couple of hundred sweaty, hot teenagers. 

I caught sight of the now familiar shape of Flynn’s broad shoulders and buzzed head. He was sitting on the grass on his own, his back to me, looking out over the lit parking lot. I glanced to either side, but didn’t see Dana anywhere. He appeared to be alone.

Breaking into a gentle jog, I headed over to him.  His arms were rested on his bent knees, his feet planted on the ground. He must have heard me approach because he looked up at me with a frown.

“Beth. What are you doing out here? Shouldn’t you be with your friends?”

I shrugged. “I don’t think I know them well enough to call them friends yet.” I experienced a pang of guilt for brushing off Laurel so easily. She seemed like the kind of girl I could be friends with, as long as I never inadvertently touched her. 

I sat down on the grass beside him. “I just wanted to check that girl was okay.”

“Melissa?”

“If that’s her name.”

“Yeah, she’s fine. Dana is a first-aider, and she’s taken her back to her room. She was coming around as soon as we got her out of the hall. It might have been the heat or something.”

“Really? It seemed a lot worse than the heat. Shouldn’t someone have called an ambulance?”

“Nah, no need to get the authorities involved. She was fine, I promise.”

The necklace in my pocket seemed to vibrate. I wondered how long it would be before the girl—Melissa—would notice the chain was missing. I had a feeling she would panic when she did.

I needed to find out more before I gave it back to her. From experience, I knew that those connected with magic weren’t always on the good side. 

Something I’d considered earlier came back to me. I jerked my head toward the tall, expansive buildings of the dorms.

“So what’s with all the names?” I asked, referring to the names each building had been given. “It’s all a bit ... herby.”

He laughed, making his Adam’s apple bob, and I relaxed slightly. “Goes back to when the town was first started. There’s a rumor some of the founders of the town were into their herbal medicine, if you know what I mean?”

I pretended I didn’t. “What, like drugs?”

“No, like spells and stuff.”

“Witchcraft?”

“Oh, don’t worry. It’s only a few rumors.”

Yeah, right. I knew where rumors came from, and pretty much all of them had at least one foot in reality.

He rubbed at his square jaw with one strong-fingered hand. He was just a little too perfect, I decided. Too much like a young, aspiring catalog model. Definitely not my type, if I even had a type. But there seemed to be something behind the good looks and the swimmer’s body. There was a sharp glint of intelligence behind his green eyes.

“Seriously, Beth,” he said, looking at me. “Don’t worry about stuff like that. Just concentrate on getting good grades and doing what you want when you get into the real world.”

I smiled. “You’re parenting me again.”

“I was, huh? I really must stop doing that if I ever want you to think of me as anything but a father figure.”

I wasn’t sure how to respond to his comment, but the roar of a motorbike, its headlight blazing, rolled into the parking lot. The rider stopped the bike suddenly, letting it fall to the ground as he climbed off. My eyes widened, and I jumped to my feet. Riley stormed toward us from the direction of the parking lot, his leather jacket flapping in the wind his motion created. His dark blue eyes appeared almost black in the moonlight, his expression grim.

My heart leapt in my chest, and I bit my lower lip in anticipation of what was to come.

Flynn got to his feet beside me. He radiated tension, his shoulders back, fists at his sides.

“Hey, Icy,” Riley said, coming to a stop in front of us. He didn’t smile, his eyes narrowed. The flirty demeanor he’d displayed in my room had vanished. He was deadly serious. “We’ve just had the cops come see us.”

I stared back. “So what?”

“They’ve implied that you suspect the ride was sabotaged on purpose.”

My mouth fell open. “What? I never said that!”

I tried to remember exactly what I had said. I’d been so desperate to get out of the cop car and away from them, I might have mentioned something about sabotage, though I was sure I’d quipped that I was the one who’d sabotaged the ride and then changed my mind. In hindsight, that probably wasn’t the smartest of things I could have said.

“Yeah, well, now the guys I work for are seriously pissed. There’s going to be repercussions, Icy!”

The tightness of his jaw made his cheekbones appear even sharper, his cheeks shadowed hollows beneath them. His blue eyes were big, fringed with dark lashes, though at that moment his appearance was more dangerous than anything else.

Flynn stepped forward. “Don’t you threaten her!” he snapped, one finger pointed in Riley’s face. “Your type shouldn’t even be on campus.”

Riley Draiodh was half a foot shorter than Flynn, and probably weighed twenty pounds less, but he didn’t seem in the slightest bit intimidated. 

His nostrils flared. “Yeah? And what exactly is my type?”

“A carny. Most of you are freaking criminals anyway!”

“Flynn!” I couldn’t help my exclamation. His view shocked me. 

Riley’s head cocked to one side, and his eyes remained locked with Flynn’s. “And what about what you are, huh?”

Alarm jarred through me, thinking Riley had somehow figured out about my half-vampire genetics, but then I realized he was still speaking to Flynn. What was he talking about?

Flynn shot him a warning glare. “Takes one to know one.”

“What the hell are you two talking about?” I demanded.

“It’s nothing,” Flynn said, taking me by the upper arm to try to pull me away. I wasn’t going anywhere.

“Anyway, I’m not here to fight,” Riley said to Flynn. He turned to me. “I’m not threatening you, Icy. I’m trying to protect you. I tried to tell you before. The guys I work for won’t put up with any shit. If they think you’re going to be a problem for them, they’ll make sure you won’t get to open your mouth again. If the cops come to see you again, just tell them you don’t know anything.”

I threw my hands up in exasperation. “I don’t know anything!”

Flynn stepped forward. “You heard her. Now get the hell out of here.”

His interference was starting to get to me. While I didn’t like what Riley was saying, I also didn’t like Flynn hovering over me like some kind of over protective father figure. I already had one of those, and I’d moved thousands of miles away to create a life of my own.

“This doesn’t have anything to do with you, Flynn,” I told him.

“Someone needs to watch out for you.”

I scowled, my annoyance ratcheting up a notch. “Don’t give me that bullshit, and stop acting like either of you can protect me. If anyone is going to be doing the protecting around here, it’s me. I’m stronger than the pair of you put together.”

“Don’t be crazy, Beth. You must barely weigh one hundred pounds.”

I resisted the urge to growl at them. Instead, I clamped my teeth together to prevent myself spitting out the words, ‘I’m half-vampire’ just to see the expression on their faces.

I took a deep breath and tried again. “I’m trying to say that I don’t need one baby-sitter, never mind two.”

As if to prove my point, I stepped forward, pushing between them.

“Beth!” Flynn protested, but Riley said nothing. Even so, I sensed his gaze burning into my back as I walked away.

Don’t look back, don’t look back, I told myself, knowing so much as a glance would make me lose my cool.
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With my heart pounding, I stalked across campus, planning to go back to my room. The last thing I wanted was to get into a conversation with anyone else, but Erin and Kayla stood in the middle of the path ahead of me. I ducked my head down, hoping to somehow go unnoticed, but they’d already spotted me. 

“Hey, Beth, there you are,” Kayla said. “We wondered where you’d gotten to.”

Erin frowned. “Everything okay?”

I forced a smile. “Oh, fine, thanks. I just got chatting with a couple of people, that’s all.” I noticed the threesome was missing one. “Brooke not with you?”

“Nah,” Erin said. “She said she was tired, and went back to your room.”

My heart sank. The last thing I wanted to do was go and hang out with Brooke. Hopefully, she had gone to bed already. I waved goodbye to the other girls and headed back to my room.

I stopped outside the door and placed my hand on the solid wood, intending to push it open. An image flashed through my head, making me gasp. A couple of burly guys, both wearing wife-beater shirts and cheap tattoos, entered the room. Was this a premonition or something that had already happened? As I opened the door and stepped through, another vision hit me. One of the men lifted Brooke around her waist, her back pressed against his chest. She kicked out at the other man, but they both laughed.

Oh, no.

Brooke wasn’t in the room. The bedcovers were tangled and half spilled on the floor. An unusual scent filled the air, a combination of stale tobacco, sweat, and alcohol. The men had been in here. What I’d seen wasn’t going to happen in the future. It must have only just occurred.

Shit.

I hesitated. What now? The men must have come from the carnival, here to warn me off personally. But why had they taken Brooke?

The worst fears ran through my head—strange men and a pretty, young college girl was never a good combination, at least not for the college girl. I remembered the card the cops had given me earlier that day. I’d flung it onto my nightstand when I’d changed earlier. It had quickly become lost among my books and other paperwork, but I rummaged through and found it. Fingering the soft cardboard, I thought hard. Should I call the police?

But what would I tell them? I hadn’t seen anything, and Brooke was old enough to be out by herself. So what if her usually immaculate bed was a mess? Slovenliness was hardly a crime. I certainly couldn’t tell them I’d had a vision of men coming into the room, and that I could still smell them on the air.

My other option was to go and find Flynn, and tell him I was worried about Brooke. After all, he’d been there when Riley told me about the carny guys being angry with me, though that still didn’t explain why they’d taken Brooke and not waited for me. Had Brooke threatened to scream, or even had screamed, and so they’d needed to shut her up?

I trembled. Though I didn’t have much love for the other girl, I never wanted to see her hurt, especially not because of me. Yet I remembered how Flynn had been toward Riley, a definite disdain for the carny folk. I didn’t want him going in there, all guns blazing. I’d never find out anything that way.

I groaned and sank down to the edge of my bed, my forehead in my hands. I’d basically just convinced myself it was a good idea to head to the carnival and try to find Brooke myself. 

No, I’ll find Riley. 

He might act like an asshole most of the time, but I was sure he’d genuinely been trying to warn as opposed to threaten me. The stupid, traitorous part of me couldn’t help but be a bit excited at the idea of seeing him again. I wanted to be in his presence, that hint of danger, or darkness about him. I recognized it because it was in me too, drawing me toward him. I couldn’t explain how everything dark, wicked, and gothic made my heart rate step up a notch, but in a good way. It was so unlike when I was in the presence of anything sweet or girlie. The darkness made me feel alive, true to myself. Real.

I pushed my thoughts away and forced myself to my feet. I took a breath, steadying my nerves. I’d do my best not to be noticed, but if I was, I needed to remember that I was stronger and faster than any of them. They might only see a slim, dark-haired, dark-eyed slip of a girl, but I could be wicked when I wanted to be.

Hoping not to be stopped by anyone, I grabbed my jacket and slunk from the room. I kept to the walls of the hallway, sneaking down into the stairwell to run the steps two at a time. I exited into the cool air, trying to spot any signs, physical or psychic, that might give me an idea about which direction Brooke had been taken. 

I glanced around. Surely they couldn’t have brought Brooke this way? Groups of students still hung out, chatting and laughing. A few gave me a fleeting look as I walked out, perhaps spotting my pallid face in the moonlight. If they’d brought her here, they’d have been noticed, and the alarm would have been called. But what other options did they have? Had our bedroom window been open again? I hadn’t thought to check. The fire escape led down the back of the building, but I was sure the alarm would have gone off if someone had opened it, unless they disabled the alarm first. 

With my head down, I walked at a fast pace toward the rental car I’d been loaned. I wished I had my old car back, wanting the comfort of slipping into the soft leather and ‘new car’ smell that reminded me of home.

The SUV would make me fit in better, especially around the carny guys, but that didn’t stop me longing for home.

I could always call Mom and Dad.

But no, I didn’t want to do that. My parents had taken care of me all these years. They’d spent time apart so I was never without someone in the daytime. I knew how hard it must have been for them. My mom, Serenity, had always been awake in the day to be with me, and then she’d needed to sleep when the night came and my dad, Sebastian, finally woke up. I was an adult now, and this was their time. They’d done everything for me, and I loved them dearly for it. I needed to repay the favor.

Climbing inside the truck, I turned the key in the ignition and started it up. The engine grumbled to life around me. I suppressed a smile, imagining what the rest of the L.A. crowd would have said if they’d been given this car as a replacement to their flash vehicles.

Yanking the shift stick into reverse, I slung my arm over the passenger seat and backed out of the lot. No one paid me any attention.

I drove down the road, the forest looming on one side, the buildings that made up Sage Springs on the other. Some buildings were still lit, but many now resided in darkness. My eyes were drawn back to the forest. Something about the tall pines seemed menacing, the spiky leaves reaching across the road. 

Bypassing town, I took the route down toward the beach, planning on pulling over before I reached the parking lot where most of the carnival had been erected and walking the rest. It wasn’t far. Within five minutes, I pulled the SUV over and parked beneath a tree, trying to ignore the rustling branches that felt like they were whispering a warning.

Moving quickly and almost silently on my sneakered feet, I hurried down the road, toward the carnival. No cars passed by, and I was thankful not to meet anyone else on foot either. I preferred to go unseen. 

I rounded the bend, and the carnival stretched out before me. The line of the beach and the sea lay beyond, moonlight glinting off the waves. The shapes of the rides rose up into the moonlit sky like sleeping dinosaurs. It felt strange to see the place in darkness, void of bright lights, music and laughter. There was something creepy about the place now, threatening, though I suspected the vibrations I picked up were mainly caused by my knowledge that the people within might be dangerous.

The trailers where the carnies slept were positioned beyond the fairway. Lights beamed from the mobile homes, so I knew people were still up. Could one of the trailers contain Brooke? And which one did Riley live in?

Did he live alone, or with his parents? Hell, he might even live with a girlfriend for all I knew, though from the way he looked and spoke to me, I’d feel damn sorry for her if he did.

I snuck toward the entrance. Though a large gate blocked the way, it was all for show. No fencing circled the rides, or the area where the carnies lived. I could easily skirt around the gates and head onto the midway. Which is exactly what I did.

Running at a slow jog, I kept close to the big rides on my left. I allowed my fingertips to trail the cool metal of the sides of the rides and stalls, the Tilt-a-Whirl, a miniature rollercoaster, the Chair-o-Planes, as I passed by. On the other side of the midway, numerous stands to test people’s skills, strength, and luck were partially covered with brightly colored awnings. Prizes of over-sized, over-stuffed teddy bears hung from almost macabre hooks. Adjacent to all the games and rides were the refreshments stands that should have been selling cotton candy, ice cream, funnel cakes and French fries. But instead, the place was dark and deserted, at a time when it should have been bustlingly busy, the carnies relieving all us marks of our money. I bet they were spitting blood at the loss of revenue.

I hoped to pick up on some kind of premonition or insight into the events that had happened around the rides, perhaps absorbing the energy of Brooke as she’d been dragged or carried past, kicking and screaming. For the first time, I realized I wanted whatever psychic screw-up my genetics had thrown at me to work. Normally, I dreaded picking anything up—it only ever seemed to get me into trouble—but if I could have made a giant glowing arrow appear above the trailer where either Riley or Brooke might be, then I would have. 

Voices came, muffled and male, from somewhere in front of me. I ducked to my left to hide in the closest ride. Carousel horses were frozen at their points of gallop, legs lifted, and heads thrown back in a parody of a horse’s freedom. 

I crouched between two of the horses, my breath held. Two men walked past, one I recognized as the guy who had tried to help me from the car after the electric wire had fallen down. The other man I didn’t recognize, but yet a shot of adrenaline fired through me at the sight of him. Something about the guy glowed a warning red to my psychic senses, and I was sure it wasn’t just because of the way he looked. He was massive, his head, neck, and shoulders blending into one. Though where the man walking beside him was fat, this guy was all muscle. He moved with a swagger, his arms held to either side of him, his fists bunched, as though expecting a fight at any moment.

I strained to pick up on what the men were talking about ...

“One of the busiest nights of the year, and we’re sitting around with our asses in our hands.”

“What else were we supposed to do? It’s not like we could open up with the cops breathing down our necks.”

“I know, but I still think shutting us down is overkill. Why not just shut the one ride ...”

Their voices faded as they moved past me and continued down the midway. When they were far enough away, I allowed myself to exhale. They’d not shown any sign of knowing I was there, so as soon as they were gone, I slipped out from behind the horses, with their wide, wild eyes, and hurried on down the midway.

My ears picked up on a sound. It started as a hum, and developed into a low roar the closer I got. I don’t know why I was drawn, but I moved toward the drone without even giving my actions a conscious thought. 

The direction steered me away from both the midway and the trailers farther back where most of the carnies lived. I slipped between the sideshows—advertising kootch shows, fire eaters, and knife swallowers—and followed the sound. Set to one side was the source of the now loud roar. A huge metal mesh sphere was suspended several feet from the earth, metal poles and cables rooted into the ground. Inside the sphere, a motorbike roared around, looping vertically as well as horizontally. The bike whipped around so fast, the rider was almost a blur. 

Mesmerized, I completely forget I was supposed to be hiding. The roar and whine of the bike as it zoomed around made me catch my breath and bite my knuckles. How was it even possible to ride upside down without the rider falling off?

As if my thoughts had somehow jeopardized him, the bike stuttered on its descent, and then skidded, the wheels spinning to one side. The rider just managed to catch himself before he was completely thrown. But still, he was dragged along the bottom of the sphere, one side of his body and head scraping against the metal. A scream almost burst from my throat, but I managed to clamp my mouth down around it, silencing myself. I couldn’t help but run forward, unable to turn and leave someone who might be badly hurt, even if he was a carny and part of the people who had been threatening me and possibly abducted my roommate. 

As I reached the sphere, the rider groaned and began to move. I banged on the wall with the palm of my hand. “Hey,” I hissed, still mindful of where I was. “Are you okay?” I tried to see a door to the sphere, and ran around, my palms slapping against the metal until I located it. But the door was flush with the rest of the sphere, and I couldn’t see a way to get it open. 

The person pushed the bike off their body and started to sit up.

My heart almost stopped. I would recognize that dark hair and leather jacket anywhere.

“Riley?”

He got to his feet and ran a hand through his scruffy, jaw length hair. He looked at me with his head tilted to one side, squinting. A graze ran down one side of his face, the sight of the blood making my pulse pick up a rate, my mouth running dry.

“Jeez, Icy,” he said bending to right his bike. His tone was cold, and I wondered if I should be the one calling him icy. “What the hell are you doing here?”

He unlocked a catch on the inside of the sphere and dragged his bike out. 

I stared at him, still unable to believe what I’d seen him doing, but I didn’t answer his question. Instead, I asked him one of my own. “Are you okay?”

“Of course I’m okay. I know what I’m doing. This is my job here.”

“I thought you worked the Waltzer?”

He huffed air out through his mouth, puffing away a lock of hair that had fallen in his face. “That night, I did. I was covering for someone who’d gotten sick.” His eyes narrowed. “You shouldn’t be here. You need to leave right now.”

Riley threw his bike to the ground. He turned and grabbed my wrist, meaning to pull me somewhere—away from the carnival, I assumed—but I planted my feet and refused to move.

His eyes widened in surprise at my strength, but he didn’t say anything. Once again, I noticed I hadn’t picked up anything psychically about him.

“I’m not going anywhere,” I said. “Not yet. I need to ask you some questions.”

“No. You need to leave. I’m not kidding.”

“So, it’s okay for you to come onto my turf, but I’m not allowed onto yours? Talk about double standards.”

He glared at me, but something about my expression must have convinced him I was serious. “Okay, fine. But we can’t stand out in the open like this. Someone could come along at any moment. My trailer’s on the outskirts. As long as we keep quiet, no one should notice us.”

“You live alone? I asked, fishing for information.

He gave me that narrow-eyed look again, the one that told me he was trying to figure me out. “Yeah, why?”

I shrugged. “Don’t want anyone else to know I’m here, do we?”

He dropped his hold on my arm, but my skin buzzed where he had touched me. For once, this had nothing to do with my vampire side, and everything to do with being a teenage girl. 

“Okay, come on then. Follow me. But if I lift my hand, it means stop. Okay?”

“Sure.”

He set off at a fast walk, almost a jog, doing as I had only minutes earlier and staying close to the rides and stalls to avoid being seen. We were at the back of the stands now. The sound of voices and movement grew louder as we approached the large sprawl of trailers. Obviously wanting some modicum of privacy, the mobile homes were spread a fair distance apart, allowing for each of the carnies to live their home lives without worrying about being overheard by their neighbor. In fact, they had more privacy than I did in my dorm, or even most apartment-block living folks in town. A few people sat on foldout chairs outside their front doors, drinking or smoking, or sometimes both. They spoke in low voices, the mood somber, caused, I assumed by the fact they should have been working their concessions and earning much needed money, rather than hanging out. I tried to catch any sign of Brooke, or anyone who appeared on edge, or suspicious, but nothing caught my eye.

Riley had pulled up short right ahead of me. Distracted by the carny folk, I almost walked right into his back. I wondered what it would feel like to wrap my arms around his waist and press my cheek against his back, feel the soft leather of his jacket beneath my cheek, and inhale the scent of him. I shook my head at myself. Where the hell had that thought come from? I couldn’t think of him that way.

He nodded toward a rundown mobile home right of the outskirts of the circle of homes. It would originally have been white, with a green trim, but was now a dirty shade of grey, the paint flaking off. Dirt caked the outside of the windows, and I shuddered to think what the inside would be like.

Riley leaned back to me and kept his voice low. “Move quickly and stay down. We don’t want anyone to see us.”

I glanced around to spot if anyone was paying us any attention, but everyone appeared to be too caught up in their own conversations to notice us. Even so, I did as Riley asked. We ran, with Riley just ahead of me, between the trailers and up to his place. A couple of metal steps led up to the front door, and he jumped up them, pulling the door open. I noticed he’d not needed to use a key to unlock the trailer. Whatever else he thought, he obviously trusted the other carnies.

I followed him inside, eagerly taking in the sight of Riley’s home. The place was run down, second or even third hand cushions on the couch, which also served as a bench-type table. The material threadbare. A small kitchen was at the far end, the Formica tops scraped and scarred, many of the cupboards missing their handles. But the place was clean; no dirty dishes piled high in the sink, or overflowing trashcan as I had expected.

“Welcome to the palace,” he said, his voice filled with sarcasm.

I offered him a smile, wanting to say something to make him more comfortable, for some reason, but struggling to come up with the words. After all, I grew up in a huge mansion in the Los Angeles hills. I wasn’t naive enough to try to make out like Riley’s place was anything more than what it was.

“Where are your parents?” I asked, curious.

Something in his face tightened. “Mom died when I was fifteen. Dad took off when I was four, I barely remember him.”

“Sorry.”

“Don’t be. Wasn’t your fault, was it?”

He turned away from me, busying himself in the kitchen. I had a feeling it was his way of changing the topic of conversation. He grabbed two tumblers from the cupboard and then pulled out a bottle of whisky. He poured two shots and handed one to me.

“I’d offer you some ice,” he said. “But I don’t have any.”

I glanced down at the amber liquid and cocked an eyebrow. “Are you old enough to be drinking?”

“I’m twenty-two. I’m old enough to do whatever I want.”

“You must realize I’m not old enough.” I don’t know why I said it—certainly not out of some moral code—more to see if it would get a reaction out of him.

He shrugged. “What the hell do I care?”

We stood a mere foot apart, but it could have been a gulf. There was a wall around him, a space I could feel but couldn’t see. I don’t know why I wanted to bridge the gap so badly, but I did.

I reached up and touched the graze that ran down beside his eye, toward his cheekbone. He didn’t flinch away from me. 

“You should clean that up,” I told him.

My fingertips were smeared with red. I resisted the urge to put them in my mouth. 

His eyes locked on mine, those deep pools of blue I could so easily lose myself in. “It’s fine, Icy. Barely a scratch.”

“My name’s Elizabeth,” I said, trying to remember to breathe.

I wanted to touch him again. I couldn’t remember the last time I was with someone whose skin I didn’t have to avoid. My palms itched, my fingers tingling. I knew I should wipe my bloodied fingertips on my jeans, but a dark part of me wanted the blood to dry there, so later, when I was alone, I could lift my fingers to my nose, and inhale the scent of his blood.

God, I was such a freak.

“So what are you doing here?” he asked, breaking the moment.

I glanced away, and took a drink of the whisky. The liquid burned down my throat, settling to warm my stomach. I fought not to cough. “My roommate has gone missing. I think some of your people had something to do with it.”

He didn’t bat an eyelash. “Probably.”

I blinked in surprise. “Aren’t you bothered?”

“Why would I be?”

“Err, because men can’t just go around kidnapping college girls.” I thought of something. “And anyway, you came to warn me that I might be in trouble. Why worry about me, but not about her?”

His eyes narrowed slightly, a crease appearing between his dark brows as though he were pondering something. “I’m not sure. You seem different.”

That’s because I am.

I wondered on what scale he’d picked up on there being something different about me. Did it have to do with my prediction of the accident, or was it something more, a kind of subconscious lean toward the paranormal part of me. The vampires I’d met, including my father, had all been charismatic, and some even beautiful—a perfect way for a predator to lure in its prey. I’d never considered myself to be either of those things, but for the first time, I wondered ...

I folded my arms across my chest and frowned. “I need you to help me find her.”

“Why would I do that, Icy?”

“Because I have no one else to turn to! The cops will laugh me off—”

His expression hardened. “You’re not going to the cops!”

“The hell I’m not! If my roommate is missing and your guys are responsible, you can’t actually expect me to just ignore it.”

“He’ll know if you do. Then he’ll come for you, and it won’t just be a warning.”

I was starting to get angry now. Angry was never good. I lost control of myself when my emotions ran high, but I couldn’t walk out now. “Who is ‘he?’ Tell me, dammit!”

“Bulldog Mackenzie. He runs the show. Folks round here call him ‘The Bull.’”

Of course, the guy who’d walked past me, the one with the non-existent neck and the tattoos on his knuckles. He’d strutted down the midway like he’d owned the place. He’d not been in my vision about Brooke being taken, but I assumed he was behind sending the goons who did.

“He’s got my roommate?”

Riley gave that nonchalant shrug again, and the red haze began to descend over my vision. My pulse thumped in my ears. I became hyper aware of the blood now drying on my fingers, and the blood growing dark and crusted on Riley’s temple. I needed to get a hold of myself or I was going to do something I would regret.

Abruptly, I turned and shot toward the door. It slammed open under my palm and I almost fell down the steps.

“Icy, hey, wait up!”

Riley clearly hadn’t expected me to turn and bolt in the middle of my questioning. 

I ran back the way I’d come, skirting between a few of the mobile homes, before getting onto the midway and using the rides as shelter. I prayed Riley wouldn’t start shouting after me, so getting me noticed. I also didn’t want to bump into the guy I now knew to be the leader of the carnival, and the one behind Brooke’s disappearance. I was also sure he had something to do with the accident which I had intervened on. He’d wanted something bad to happen, but why sabotage his own ride? He must have known it would get the place shut down and under investigation.

I didn’t know, but I did know that I needed to get away from here. I might not be able to read anything about Riley, but something about him got my vampire side all hot and bothered. I needed to let my bloodlust cool down before I investigated any further. I wouldn’t do anyone any good if I attacked someone, and it ended up being me who was under investigation.

Chapter
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I was standing on the road on the outskirts of Sage Springs again, the town stretched out before me, the forest at my back. Something was different about the town, though at first I couldn’t figure it out. The whole place was lit, bright lights glowing high into the night sky. But as I watched, the lights began to extinguish, at the furthest edge at first, but then creeping nearer and nearer, plummeting the town into darkness. A strange energy came from Sage Springs, an anti-energy, and I thought that if I got too close, it would somehow destroy me.

My heart beating hard, I turned my back to run away, planning on taking the road out of town, but the road was gone. In its place, numerous pine trees blocked my way, as if the forest had somehow closed in around me and swallowed the road.  

I gasped and spun back around. I saw something I hadn’t noticed before. One place was still illuminated in Sage Springs. The carnival. The Ferris wheel was brightly lit, the huge wheel turning slowly, though no patrons sat in the buckets to enjoy the ride. The horses on the carousel lifted and dipped as they rode round and round and round, their backs bare, their nostrils flared and eyes rolling. I heard the clang of the bell as an invisible force hit the strong man game, and drove it home.

Lifeless. Everything felt lifeless. Empty. From the carnival that functioned as though filled, to the town left in darkness, to the empty people I’d seen before in my dreams. The only place that seemed to contain any depth, any soul, was the forest surrounding me, preventing me from leaving town. 

––––––––

I woke in my dorm bed in a cold sweat and with the absolute, certain knowledge that something bad was going to happen in Sage Springs. 

Sunlight poured in through the window, telling me it was time to get up. I could barely bring myself to think about class, what with Brooke missing and something bad going down at the carnival.

Movement came from the other side of the room, and I bolted upright, clutching my bedclothes to my chest. My first thought was that Riley had followed me and was in my room again, but as soon as I twisted around, I saw a familiar sheet of blonde hair and a curvy figure, pulling her long legs into a pair of jeans.

“Brooke?”

She turned her head to look over her shoulder at me. “Yeah?”

My eyes almost fell out of my head. As well as finding her back here, something else had changed as well. All over Brooke’s skin—the parts I could see anyway—her body was covered in symbols, intricately drawn onto her skin. 

I sat up straighter and yanked off my blanket, swinging my legs out of bed to place my feet on the floor. In one swift movement, I was up and across the room. Brooke wore a light pink cardigan with her t-shirt, and I grabbed her, pulling at her clothing to try to find out if the markings were all over her body or not.

Brooke yanked away from me. “What the hell are you doing? Are you nuts?”

“Go and look in the mirror,” I said. “Then you’ll see.”

Her expression went from angry to scared as she hurried over to a small sink in the corner of our room and the mirror above it. She twisted her head from side to side, inspecting her face, the worry never leaving her expression. She lifted her face to her hand to gently tug at her skin, as if searching for wrinkles that were yet to materialize.

She turned back to me. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

My heart sank. She couldn’t see the symbols.

“Where have you been all night, Brooke?” I asked her. She hadn’t yet mentioned the carnies or the ordeal she’d been through the previous night.

She frowned. “I’ve been asleep, in bed, right here.”

“No, you haven’t. You weren’t here when I went to bed, and now you are.”

“You’re lying. Everything must have caught up on me, ‘cause I came over really sleepy at the social so decided to take myself to bed. I didn’t go anywhere else!”

“You were taken to the carnival, don’t you remember?”

Her nose wrinkled in disgust. “Are you on drugs, or something?”

She didn’t remember. She didn’t remember who had put the markings on her skin—markings it seemed she, and probably everyone else, couldn’t see. I knew the carny people had something to do with this, but I didn’t know what. 

My roommate shook her head, and then turned her back on me and continued to get ready for class.

I remembered the necklace I still had. I pulled open my bedside drawer and checked to make sure it remained where I’d placed it for safe keeping. The little silver chain was there, nestled at the back. I pulled it out, meaning to inspect the symbol again, but the minute I did so, the invisible marks on Brooke’s skin began to glow.

I stared at the spectacle.

“Would you stop looking at me like that,” she snapped. “You’re freaking me out.”

I forced my eyes away. “Sorry.”

Magic was involved here. I just had no idea as to what gain.

I held back from saying anything more to Brooke. She was bound to start telling others about all the strange things I did, and once again, attention would be drawn to me. Besides, I had class to get to. 

Brooke didn’t speak to me, or even make eye contact, though I couldn’t help my own eyes being drawn back to all of the markings—circles with lines through them. A triangle with an extra line. Smaller circles joined together with more lines. A zigzag. An arrow. A circle with a dot in the middle.

I tried to compress them into my brain, planning to draw them as soon as Brooke left the room. I wanted more than anything to take out my smart phone and take a photograph of her, but I didn’t think she’d exactly agree if I suddenly wanted to take some kind of best friend selfie.

Clearly wanting to get away from me, Brooke barely finished applying her makeup before she grabbed her stuff and left. The moment I was alone, I grabbed the notepad I always kept beside my bed for note-taking of dreams and other ideas, and started drawing. I spent too long trying to perfectly replicate the symbols I’d seen on her, knowing they would be important. I made myself late, barely having enough time to brush my teeth, throw on my clothes and yank my hair into a high ponytail. 

I made it to my first class, barely. I sat through the lecture, trying to keep my mind on what was being said, while my thoughts kept drifting to Brooke, Riley, and the other carnies. Something was going on, but I couldn’t figure out what. Was it possible Brooke had gone willingly with the carnies, and she’d lied about not knowing where she was? No, I’d seen her being dragged away in my vision. My foresight was a pain in the ass most of the time, but it wasn’t often wrong. I felt like I should tell someone—the police, perhaps—but I knew I would only come out of the experience looking like a loon.

My dream bothered me as well. The emptiness of the town and the people residing in it. The menacing sense of the forest. The hint that the carnival was somehow caught up in it all. I couldn’t tie it all together.

I’d brought the necklace with me, partly because I wanted to return it to its owner, but also because I figured it was connected to whatever the hell was going on. I wanted to find Melissa, the girl who’d had the fit at the party, and use the necklace as an excuse to ask her some questions. But also, I didn’t want to leave the jewelry in my room in case Riley or the other carnies came and took it. 

Unconsciously, I’d been fingering the necklace, twiddling the chain from finger to finger.

A hand snatched the piece of jewelry from mine, making me jump. “Hey!” I exclaimed.

I looked up to find Laurel in front of me. 

“What the hell are you doing with this?” she hissed.

I blinked in surprise at the anger written across her face. “I found it on the floor the other night. I think it belongs to the girl who had the fit.”

“I know it does.” She glared at me. “You’re not supposed to have it.”

“Why? What’s so important about it?”

For the first time, I considered whether Laurel knew something about what was going on around here.

“It’s none of your business, but you shouldn’t be taking other people’s stuff.”

“I didn’t,” I said, starting to get irate myself now. Laurel was acting as though I’d stolen it. “I found the necklace on the floor. I planned on giving it back as soon as I saw her again.”

Laurel’s fingers closed around the pendant, hiding the circle and star from my view. The fury that had been so apparent seeped away from her now she was in possession of the necklace. “No need. I’ll give it back to her.”

“How come you know Melissa?”

“I just do. She’s from Sage Springs.”

Hmm, something they all seemed to have in common. Everything strange I’d been faced with since coming here, had all originated with people from the town. No, that wasn’t true. None of the carnies were from town. They were outsiders, just like me.

––––––––

Keeping my head down, my hands stuffed in my jean pockets, I headed toward the dining hall for lunch. My spirits were low, and I no longer cared if everyone was staring at me. Brooke, and probably her friends as well by now, hated me. Laurel had turned on me, probably because in her mind I was no more than a compulsive liar and possibly a thief. The whole town seemed to be hiding a giant secret, and I felt like I was the only person they were hiding it from.

I wondered again if coming here had been the right choice. I would never be like everyone else, no matter how hard I tried. At least with my parents, I’d been allowed to be myself. 

Though I’d not eaten breakfast, food was the last thing on my mind, but I didn’t know where else to go. Besides, my mom had bought me a meal plan, probably worried that I wouldn’t eat if she didn’t, and I felt bad not using the meals she’d paid for.

The thought of hunger made my mind turn to the events of last night, of standing with Riley in his home, touching the blood on his face. Heat blasted through me, coloring my cheeks and burning my insides. A sudden, desperate longing to be with him again filled me. Here I was surrounded by all the perfect people, the prom queens, and jocks, and cheerleaders, but I didn’t want anything to do with them. With Riley, I sensed the darkness that so often coiled its way around me. I didn’t feel like an outsider when I was with him. I felt like I was home. 

Unexpected tears filled my eyes, and I blinked them away. How could I experience such a longing when I barely knew the guy? 

A voice called to me, footsteps slapping on the ground from behind. I looked over my shoulder, wondering who had taken an interest in me. To my surprise, Dana was running toward me, her red hair flying. She came to a stop not far from me, her cheeks flushed, breathing a little harder than normal. I braced myself, expecting her to challenge me on something, but she smiled at me instead.

“Beth, I’m so glad I caught you! Flynn has a swim meet after class today. Any chance you could go along and write it up? I’m going to send our photographer as well.”

I hadn’t yet handed in my last assignment about Flynn. “What about the report on what happened at the carnival?” I thought she’d wanted me to write that up next.

“Oh, don’t worry about that now,” she said, waving her hand dismissively. “Old news.”

The last thing I needed right now was the distraction of another report, especially since I hadn’t even finished the last one. I wondered why she hadn’t called me up on my tardiness, and why she wanted me around Flynn again.

“Are you sure I’m the right person to be doing the sports reports?” I said, trying to worm my way out of it. “To be honest, I don’t know much about swimming.”

“Oh, don’t worry. Flynn can fill you in on any of the details you don’t understand. Just add your own little sparkle to the words.”

Sparkle? I wasn’t sure I had any sparkle.

“Honestly, I’m sure someone else would be better doing it.”

“No, Elizabeth,” she said, her face hardening. “I want it to be you.”

I didn’t know why she was so insistent on having me as the reporter for Flynn’s swim meet, but since Dana was the only person speaking to me as though I was a regular human being—even though I wasn’t—I didn’t want to tell her no and make her mad at me. “Sure,” I relented. 

“Great.” She paused and then said, “Hey, Beth, you’re okay, aren’t you?”

“What do you mean?”

“I don’t know, after the event at the carnival and everything. Being away from home for the first time. I know how things can get to someone when they’re feeling alone.”

I wondered what she’d heard about me that made her ask, but the fact she was being nice made me want to cry. “I’m fine, honest,” I managed, though my voice sounded choked.

Dana gave me another smile. “Well, I’ll speak to you later then.” And she turned and walked off, her red curls bouncing as she went.

Chapter
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That evening, I arrived at Sage Springs’ Olympic-sized, outdoor pool. Already the stands were filling with people. I searched the crowds, chewing on my thumbnail, trying to spot either Flynn, or someone with a camera strapped around their neck who might be the Sage Gazette’s photographer.

Someone handed me a program, and I glanced down at it, trying not to be baffled by all the names and numbers. What the hell are seed times? 

“Elizabeth?” 

A female voice came from behind me, and I turned to find the girl whose necklace I’d had until earlier that day standing there. My heart jumped, thinking she was going to start questioning me about what I’d been doing with her jewelry, but then I noticed the camera she held.

“I’m Melissa Wilder. I’m the photographer for the Sage Gazette. Dana said I’d see you here. I figured we should probably meet and make sure your story and my pictures worked together.”

“Oh, sure,” I stuttered. “It’s nice to meet you.”

“You too.” She started to walk away, and I hesitated, unsure whether to follow, but she turned back and jerked her head in the direction she was going.

“There’s a bench for reporters. We get prime seats. Perk of the job.”

I smiled and followed, pretending this was something I already knew. 

The place began to fill up, until almost every seat was taken. Another college had come in to compete against Sage Springs, and the two teams’ supporters had naturally divided themselves between the two opposite parts of the stadium.

The swimmers began to file out of the changing room, some of them sitting on benches on the opposite side of the pool to where the reporters were, while others stood up, swinging their arms to warm up, or doing stretches.

My eyes automatically sought Flynn, but he was deep in conversation with another swimmer and paid no attention to me.

I focused on the program, trying to figure out which each of the columns of names and numbers meant. Wanting to appear busy, I took my notepad out of my bag and began jotting down my mental descriptions of the atmosphere and people.

Before I knew it, the swimmers were being announced. Guys lined up at the pool edge on the starter blocks. 

“Take your marks ... Get set ...” and a whistle blew. In synchronized motion, the competitors dived into the water. Arms and legs thrashed, and they reached the end of the pool and flipped beneath the water, pushing back off the wall with their feet. All of the swimmers appeared to have reached the other side together to me, but the scores flashed up on the board, so someone must have been able to figure out who’d won.

For the next swim, Flynn’s name was included in the announcement. He walked out into the pool area, swinging his arms and jumping up and down on the spot to warm up. He headed over to the pool and lined up with the other competitors, his toes curled around the edge of the starter block.

“Take your marks ... Get set ...” and the whistle blew once again. All the competitors dived in. The arena filled with the sound of people whistling and yelling their encouragement, but all of the noise faded into the background as I was mesmerized by Flynn’s agility.

The water seemed to part before his fingers had even reached it, allowing him a clear path through. His powerful body cut through the water with barely a splash, keeping him an easy body’s length ahead of all of his competitors. He literally appeared to be flying through the water, so streamline, his arms rising over his head to cut back through the water, his body undulating like a dolphin.

Excitement built in my stomach as he left the competition behind. I found myself jumping, clapping and screaming with everyone else.

Flynn won by a full body’s length.

Facing me, he placed his hands on the side of the pool, and in one smooth move, pulled himself out of the pool to standing. He wore only a pair of very small, very tight swimming shorts, leaving nothing to the imagination.

“So, what did you think?” he asked me, catching his breath.

“You did great.”

Don’t look down, I willed myself. Keep your eyes on his face. “Better than great, in fact. You’re really fast.”

But I couldn’t help myself, my gaze traveling down his lean torso. If Flynn Matthews dressed attracted everyone’s attention, Flynn Matthews almost naked positively demanded everyone’s attention. 

He stood before me, water droplets coursing down his tanned skin, dripping from his golden hair and eyelashes. I couldn’t help but stare. The curved muscles of his biceps and pectorals, the narrow line of his waist, broad shoulders and defined muscles. I gulped. I might not have much experience—boy-wise—but I was still an eighteen year old girl, well, part girl anyway.

“Thanks.” He grinned and ran a hand over his head, shaking water from his hair.

Someone get him a towel, I wished vehemently. I looked around for one, hoping I could just cover him up myself. The effect he was having on me was simply not lady-like.

“So I assume you got the places our team made?” he said, completely unaware of my reaction to him standing almost naked in front of me.

I glanced down at my notes, happy to have something to distract me. “Oh, yeah, sure. But I could do with you explaining how the seeding arrangements work.”

He nodded. “Sure. Let me get changed, and then maybe we can take a walk, or something. I like to cool down after a race.”

Thank God, he was going to get changed. “No problem. I’ll wait here, shall I?”

“Hang on, Flynn,” called Melissa, lifting her camera high. “One more for the paper.”

Flynn gave a boyish grin which managed to appear both sexy and shy, before he turned away from me to head off to the changing room. 

I was staring again, but this time not at Flynn’s fine body. Instead, something on his body had caught my attention. At the top of his back, midway between his shoulders and the base of his neck, was one of the symbols I had seen drawn on Brooke’s body.

My mouth ran dry. I waited until he’d vanished from view and then rifled back through my notebook to where I’d drawn the symbols I could remember.

Yes, there it was. Exactly the same. It looked like a sideways flag, with a couple of smaller swirls coming from the base. 

My heart sank. Was everyone in this town involved in something strange, or was it pure coincidence?

Melissa had sat down on one of the now deserted benches, flicking through the images on the screen of her digital camera. There wasn’t any sign of the pale-faced girl, foaming at the mouth, her eyes rolling back in her head. This girl had it completely together. She’d made no move to touch me yet, not to shake my hand or anything else, but I wanted to touch her. Did she have the necklace on her now? Had Laurel told her that I’d taken it? If she had, Melissa wasn’t giving any indication that she thought badly of me.

“Hey,” I said, sitting down beside her. “Mind if I take a look at those?”

She gave me a half-frown, as if not expecting me to be quite so forward, but then said, “Yeah, sure,” and handed me the camera.

I deliberately reached in too far as she passed it over, the back of my hand making contact with her fingers. I braced myself.

The necklace dropped into her hand. Her fingers curled around it, and she lifted it, pressing her fist to her heart. “Thank you,” she said, her gaze lifting to take in Laurel standing in front of her. “Where did you find it?”

“That girl had it. The one we’ve been watching.”

“What? How did she get it?”

“She picked it up off the floor when your chakras were thrown out of line because of this damn planet alignment. You should be more careful.”

“I was hardly in any state to be careful.”

“I know, but something’s off with her. She’s involved with the carnival somehow. If we’re not careful she could ruin everything ...”

“Beth? Beth?”

I realized Melissa was speaking to me in the real world. I blinked, trying to regain focus. It wasn’t often I picked up such clear visions. Normally they were only tiny glimpses. I could only assume it had something to do with the fact we’d all touched the necklace and had connected our energies somehow. 

“Beth?” she said again. “Are you okay?”

“Yes, sorry. I’m a bit of a daydreamer.” I pushed the camera back to her. “The pictures look great.”

Flynn saved my awkwardness by choosing that minute to return. He stopped right in front of me. “Okay, ready?” he asked.

Melissa squinted up at him, and then back at me, clearly wondering what the deal was.

“I’m just getting some details for the article,” I said, not sure why I felt the need to explain myself to her.

She lifted her eyebrows, a small smile on her lips, and gave a nod that said, ‘sure you are.’

I got to my feet, stepping into Flynn’s side. I sensed eyes watching as we walked from the pool and out onto campus. The image of the tattoo on his upper back played on my mind. Did it mean Flynn had something to do with whatever happened to Brooke?

“So where do you want to walk to?” I asked.

“How about a hike out through the forest? Not too far, but enough to get away from all the people. Having everyone shouting like that for the last hour makes me want to escape to somewhere quiet.”

I wanted to suggest the library as being a perfectly decent, quiet place in which to talk, but didn’t want to appear to be a total nerd. Besides, though my dreams had pointed toward the forest as containing something threatening, I couldn’t avoid the place forever.

“Sounds great.”

I wondered how sensible it was to go walking in the middle of a forest, in the evening, with a boy I thought might be connected with the kidnapping of my roommate, and the occult drawings I found on her body. Yet I considered myself to be a fairly good judge of character, and I didn’t get any sense of darkness coming from Flynn. Not like Riley. I felt a stab of guilt at the thought of Riley, though the guilt was misplaced. After all, attraction alone didn’t give you a hold on another person.

Anyway, I doubted Flynn could do me much harm, even if he wanted to. In reality, I was more likely to hurt him than the other way around. My control over my bloodlust seemed to be getting weaker by the day. I wondered if it was this place that was causing it, the people I was around, or perhaps it was just me.

We headed off campus and turned a couple of blocks until the road led to a forest trail. Flynn walked with long, strong strides, and I hurried to keep up. We headed out along a trail into the forest. It was peaceful this time of the evening, the heat of the sun waning, insects buzzing around our heads. I swiped at a couple of mosquitoes which whined by my ear, though I didn’t want to kill the bugs I shared an evolutionary trait with.

Flynn slowed, allowing me to catch up. “So, have you seen that carny guy again?” His tone was terse, and I felt myself bristle. Was this the reason he’d brought me out here?

“No,” I lied. “Have you?”

He glanced at me, confused. “Why would I have?”

“Why would I?” I snapped back.

He shrugged. “I don’t know. I guess he seemed kind of interested in you.”

“That doesn’t mean I’m interested in him.” My voice was sharp. I couldn’t help myself.

He held up his hands in mock submission. “Okay, okay. No need to get defensive.”

“Anyway,” I said, “aren’t we supposed to be talking about swimming?”

“Sure. I just wanted to show you something first.”

Alarm spiked through me. Was this where it was all about to go wrong?

Flynn stepped off the track and moved between the huge trunks of the old pine trees, ferns brushing against his legs. 

I hesitated. 

He turned back to me. “You coming?”

I’m fast and strong, I reminded myself. If he tries something, I’ll rip his throat out.

I widened my eyes, staring down at the ground, shocked at myself. Where the hell had that thought come from?

We seemed to be walking in a random direction through the forest, not sticking to one trail or another, but Flynn moved with certainty, as if he knew exactly where he was going. We cut between the tree trunks, birds settling in the branches overhead to roost for the night. The heat of the day had waned, and where the foliage grew dense, casting deep, thick shadows onto the forest floor, the air almost became chilly. In the distance, I became aware of a noise—a low thrumming and grinding of machinery, though it seemed to be coming from below us.

I frowned. “What is that?”

“The noise, you mean?”

I nodded.

“It’s the Squires Mining Corporation. They own and mine most of the land around here. When they’re not digging up the ground, they’re chopping down the trees to make wood pellets for fuel.”

“Oh, right,” I said, my thoughts already drifting. Was this the same company Brooke said her parents owned? I hated to think of the beautiful forest being destroyed like that.

“How much farther?” I asked, trying not to get worried. We seemed to have been walking for awhile, and I felt like I’d completely lost any idea about how to get back.

“Almost there.”

We stepped into a clearing, and my breath fell away. Several pools of water were dotted around the clearing, each one a similar size, except one, larger pool in the center. They were perfect ovals of still, glass-like water. They seemed almost manmade, the way the edges of the pools met the forest floor. A few rocks crested the sides, but otherwise they appeared to be perfect. The water was an aqua green, almost exactly the same shade as Flynn’s eyes.

I turned to Flynn. “What is this place?”

His gaze cast over the pools, a proud smile on his face. “Just part of the forest I found.”

But there was something more, I could sense it. The very air seemed to hum, the plants and flowers too perfect. I felt as though I’d walked into a painting, something that appeared to be real, lifelike, yet wasn’t.

“I brought you here for a reason, Beth.”

His voice broke me from my thoughts. I turned to look at him, half expecting him to be wielding a knife, or a length of rope. But the expression on his face wasn’t murderous. “You did?”

He stepped in closer to me, closing the gap. “I like you. Haven’t you figured that out yet?”

“What?” His words came out of the blue, making me step back, widening the space between us again. Of all the things I’d been expecting him to say, it wasn’t that.

Flynn frowned. “Why do you seem so surprised? I’ve been hanging around, trying to get your attention, wanting to watch out for you. You’re smart, and spiky in a kind of frustrating way at times. You’re crazy beautiful, but you don’t dress to show off like all the other girls.”

I blinked. “What?”

“Would you stop saying what?” he hissed in frustration.

I could barely believe what I had heard him say. “I’m sorry, but you think I’m beautiful?”

He laughed. “Of course you are. With those amazing, big dark eyes and your pale skin, and all those dark curls. You look like a cross between Bambi and a porcelain doll.”

I almost had to laugh at his description. “And you think that’s beautiful?”

“More beautiful than any other girl I’ve ever seen.”

His words snatched my breath from my lungs. How was Flynn Matthews—the guy at school every girl wanted to be with, and every guy wanted to be—standing here, saying this stuff to me? I remembered how he’d looked with his clothes off, water streaming down his tanned body. I’d be crazy to turn him down. But I had to. While I couldn’t deny that I was physically attracted to Flynn, I had three problems. The first was that the barrage of images I suffered with every day wouldn’t do anything to nurse a healthy relationship. The second was that I still didn’t know what Flynn’s involvement was with Brooke’s missing night. And the third was that, though I liked Flynn, he didn’t make my emotions surge in the way Riley did.

I shook my head. “I’m sorry, Flynn. I’m not sure I’m ready for all of this. I mean, I only just got to Sage Springs. A lot has happened ...”

His aqua eyes darkened a shade. “It’s that carny boy, isn’t it?”

I detected anger in his voice.

“No!” I said, though I couldn’t help but wonder if that was a lie. If Riley had never entered the picture, would I be falling into Flynn’s arms? Yes, but if you did, a little voice said, what would you see of him? “Nothing has happened between Riley and me.”

“But you want it to.”

“I don’t want anything right now! I just want to settle down to my studies and be a normal college student.”

“That boy is dangerous, Beth.”

“What do you know? You don’t even know him!”

“I don’t need to know him, I know the people he is with. You stay away from them, do you hear me?”

He reached out to grab my arm, and I jerked away. “You don’t have any say in what I do.”

“Get real, Beth! Why the hell won’t you listen to me?” His anger was building, his square jaw strained. 

From out of nowhere, my hair suddenly lifted and whipped around my face, my clothes blowing hard against my body. Above my head, the branches of the trees rustled and swayed. The wind had started as suddenly as if someone had placed a wind machine beside us.

Water splashing made me turn my head. Each of the pools were no longer still, waves rose and crashed on the edges, some splashing onto the forest floor.

“What the hell?”

Flynn followed my line of sight and paled beneath his tanned skin. “Come on, let’s get out of here.”

“Hang on a minute. What’s going on? Those pools were still as glass a moment ago.”

“Must be the wind,” he said, grabbing my arm and pulling me back toward the trees. 

“Where the hell did the wind come from?” I allowed myself to be pulled this time, freaked out by the waves lifting seemingly from nowhere, slapping and splashing. The gusts lifted leaves from the forest floor and blew them like tumbleweeds. The trees strained against the wind’s strength.

As we moved through the trees, I glanced back. The blustery weather had fallen still as quickly as it had started. The pools were once again motionless mirrors. If it wasn’t for the dark patches marking the ground around them, where the water had dampened the soil, I would have questioned if I imagined the whole thing.
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We made our way back to campus in silence, neither mentioning the strange event at the pools, nor Flynn’s declaration for me.

It had fallen dark by the time we returned to the dorms, though the night was clear, the stars bright in clusters above our heads.

Only after Flynn said goodnight and left me outside my dorm, did I realize I’d never had a chance to ask him about anything to do with swimming. I must be the worst reporter in the world, and Dana was surely never going to ask me to write her an article again. The second thing that dawned on me was that I hadn’t seen anything about Flynn when he’d grabbed me to pull me away from the pools.

I didn’t always get glimpses into people’s pasts and futures every time they touched me, but the number of times I’d not gotten anything from someone over the past few days was unusual.

I’d made out to Flynn that I was heading back to my room, but my head was spinning way too much to go to bed. I’d never been more awake. Though we must have walked several miles through the forests, I felt jittery and alert—as though I’d downed a couple of cups of coffee too many. Once again, I found myself wanting to avoid my room because I didn’t want to face Brooke. She was probably at a party or some other social, but I didn’t want to risk happening upon her and discovering the symbols on her skin hadn’t faded over the day. I wondered what they’d been drawn in—obviously not pen or chalk, as other people and Brooke herself would have been able to see them. Maybe some kind of sap my vision could pick up on? Or maybe I’d been able to pick up on some kind of psychic trace where someone had simply marked the shapes out on her skin with their finger. Perhaps they didn’t exist at all. I’d simply seen a trace of where someone else’s energy had touched her skin.

I waited until I was sure Flynn was well out of the way, and then headed down toward the car lot. Did I want to drive? No, not tonight, I needed to burn off some energy. I wondered when I would get my old car back. It had been a few days now and I’d not heard anything. The garage said it would be a while to get the parts in—seemed they didn’t keep many parts for an Audi around here. 

Pocketing my keys, I started to walk. This time I stayed on the main road, heading down toward the beach. I told myself I was avoiding the forest, but the truth was that every step took me closer to Riley and the darkened carnival.

Full headlights blazed in the road ahead, making me squint and lift my hand to cover my eyes.  The car was going too fast, and I stepped away from the curb, sure this was a gang of guys out joyriding, probably with a few beers already consumed. The car screeched to a halt right beside me, and my heart catapulted into my throat. I didn’t stop, but picked up my pace. I wanted to break into a run, but the sensible part of me prevented me doing so in case they’d simply stopped to ask for directions, and I made a fool of myself by running down the street in a panic.

Three big guys, all in their late twenties to mid-thirties, jumped from the car and headed straight for me. They moved with surprising speed, staring at me with anger and violence in their eyes. I realized they knew exactly who I was. They hadn’t driven past me by accident, they’d come to find me. These guys were from the carnival. I thought I recognized one of them as the man who had been talking to Bulldog Mackenzie when I’d last been at the carnival. I opened my mouth to scream for help, but before I could get any sound out, the biggest of the men jumped me, punching the air from my lungs. I gasped, but barely had time to breathe again before he’d grabbed me around the neck and slammed me up against the wall which ran parallel to the sidewalk.

Pain rocketed through my back and ribs. I would have cried out, but I still had no air, and the man’s thick, sweaty fingers wrapped around my throat, throttling me. A flash came to me; the man who had hold of me was crouched down before a couple of big slabs of metal. In his hand he held a screwdriver, and he lodged the point of it into one of the screws in the slab and began to twist. But he didn’t unscrew it all the way. Instead, he only loosened it, though enough for the thread to be showing, and then moved onto the next. Something made a noise and he looked around, sharply. Now I could see the rest of the picture—painted clown’s faces leering down, brightly colored swings, flashing lights—and everything fell into place. He was at the carnival, and he was loosening the screws in the Waltzer. A voice came from beside him, ‘You done what we discussed, Jordy?’ He nodded. ‘All done, Boss.’

I blinked and the scene vanished, only to be replaced by the all too real one in front of me.

“You’ve been at the carnival again, poking around,” he said, his face only inches from mine. His spittle hit my skin as he spoke, his rancid breath—like old meat—washing over my face. “People have seen you there.”

“Let me go!” I managed to choke out, my voice strangled.

“Keep your mouth shut, little girl, or we’re going to shut it for you. Permanently.”

Where was everyone? I prayed for a car to drive by, or for some other college students to come walking down the road, perhaps heading to the beach for a party, or even to make out, or skinny dip. But the road was deserted apart from me and my three friends.

No one else was going to get me out of this situation. I needed to save myself.

Remember who you are. What you are ...

Red descended over my vision. “Yeah,” I managed to spit back, recovering my breath. “Just you try it!”

The guy glanced over his shoulder, his eyes widening, a sneer of a smile spreading over his fat, smug face. His buddies laughed, haw haw haw, as if this whole thing was nothing but a big joke.

He turned back to me. “This is going to be a pleasure.”

I held back, wanting to strike at exactly the right moment. I might have my strengths, but there were still three of them and one of me, and each of them alone outweighed me three times over.

“She’s old enough, right, Jordy?” one of the other guys called. 

Jordy sneered again. “Just about. Not that it would matter too much, though.”

“Drag her behind the wall,” the other guy suggested. “No one will see us then.”

Jordy was already pulling at his belt, unbuttoning his fly. “I get to go first. I ain’t having your sloppy seconds.”

Bile filled my throat. Did they really mean to do what I think they did?

Jordy released my throat. He pushed me to the side, shoving me down the sidewalk so he could get me behind the wall which divided the road from the adjoining scrubland. While I didn’t want to be taken out of sight of the main road, if I was forced to do something extreme, I wanted to be seen by the general public even less than they did.

They surrounded me like dogs around a lamb. 

My mouth ran dry, my throat closing over with a familiar, painful tightening. But my body’s reaction had nothing to do with fear. Everything grew loud, my senses sharpening.  Still I waited, a predator’s instinct of dividing the weak from the strong in a herd. They thought they were dealing with the lamb, when actually they were dealing with the wolf.

“Go keep watch, Mitch,” Jordy said. “You too, Russ. I don’t need a goddamned audience.”

I’d been fighting this for so long, doing everything I could to take myself out of situations that elicited the blood lust. I’d even resorted to hurting myself in order to stop the urges. But right now, the feeling of power, and hate, and want, and need built up inside me. And I let it. I focused solely on the purple veins crawling the way up this man’s thick neck, pulsating slightly with the heart beat. The thump settled in my veins, my heart rate growing faster to align with his. I knew nothing else in the world except the feeling in my mouth, the thirst which hurt my throat, and the throbbing of this man’s pulse. 

I hadn’t even noticed that he’d pushed me backward, while he finished unbuttoning his pants and unzipped his fly. The last thing I wanted to see was what he had in there.

My gaze slipped over to where the other two men had disappeared behind the wall, keeping an eye out for anyone who might help me, or report them.

“Come on, baby,” said Jordy, his upper lip curled. “You want to know what a real man feels like?”

I stared at him, cold, hungry.

The expression on his face changed. He opened his mouth to yell for his friends, but I didn’t give him the chance. 

I shot forward, heading for the jugular. I had always thought I would experience some kind of shame or disgust, but in that moment I thought nothing. My mouth closed around the skin of his throat and my teeth—teeth that had once been small and blunt—clamped like a bear claw trap into his throat. Blood flowed, an iron river on which every sense I’d ever experienced was carried. Jordy gave a few strangled cries, but the sounds were no more than he might have made during orgasm—not that I had any experience on that front.

I sucked and swallowed, and swallowed, and swallowed again.

“Jordy?” one of the men called out. “You done yet? We’re getting impatient over here!”

Obviously, they got no answer.

I lifted my face from his throat.

Jordy felt like a rag doll in my arms. With his blood flowing through my veins, I was stronger than I’d ever been. I barely even noticed I still held him up.

One of the guys, Russ, came around the corner. 

His eyes widened in horror, and he staggered back. “Jesus Christ!” 

Like a wild cat, I curled my bloodied lips at him, and snarled. He spun on his heels, almost falling, and reeled away from the scene in front of him.

I heard Mitch’s confused tone. “What’s going on?”

“Just get out of here!”

“What? What about Jordy?”

“Forget Jordy! Just go!”

Car doors opened and slammed, and the engine roared to life. The wheels screeched against the asphalt, and the sound of the vehicle faded into the distance.

I considered going after them, but my blood lust had been sated, and I wasn’t sure what I’d do with them even if I caught them. I had a body to deal with, and absolutely no idea what to do with it.

Would they go back and tell everyone what I did?

I lifted my hand and wiped my mouth. Red streaked my pale skin. Abruptly, I turned to one side and vomited, the blood projecting from my mouth as though a faucet had been switched on. I coughed and spluttered, my eyes streaming. I barked a sob. What the hell was I supposed to do now? I was a killer.

Blood was everywhere, seeping down my chest and soaking into the ground. I hadn’t made two neat, little puncture holes in the man’s neck. Instead, a huge chunk of his flesh was missing, leaving a bloodied, raw, gaping wound from which his life force still continued to ebb.

I wasn’t just a freak. I was a monster.

Memories came pouring back to me. I’d tasted blood as a child, too. I remembered.

Sinking to the ground, I cried until my throat hurt. I was waiting for the carny guys to come back and bring the cops with them. I would spend the rest of my life in jail.

I didn’t know how much time passed, the body of my victim rapidly cooling beside me. The moon crossed the sky overhead, the occasional voices or footsteps passing by me on the other side of the wall, before fading away. Until eventually, the hour grew so late—or perhaps so early—that the rest of the world slept.

The grumble of an engine lured me out of my grief-stricken haze. The sound grew louder as it approached, and then slowed and stopped on the other side of the wall. I steeled myself. This was it. They were coming to get me. I wasn’t even sure I wanted to fight any more. 

I looked up to see who had come for me—Bulldog Mackenzie, or even the cops—but instead Riley stood before me in his leather jacket, his jaw-length hair hanging in his face, his dark blue eyes darting in horror between me and the bloodied mess of a body I had left.

“Jesus, Icy. What the hell happened?”

I stared back at him and then glanced at the body at my side. Jordy’s face was white in the moonlight, drained of blood, his eyes still open and staring. The gaping hole in his throat appeared black.

“He ... He attacked me,” I managed, before the tears took hold again. Before I knew what was happening, Riley was at my side, crouched to my level. He gathered me up in his arms, pressing my face to his chest, so I inhaled the musty scent of his leather jacket.

“Shh,” he said, the palm of his hand pressed against my hair. “It’s all right. It’s all going to be all right.”

Why was he doing this, holding me? He should be running right now, and screaming like hell, letting everyone know about the monster in their midst.

“It’s not okay,” I sniffed. I wanted to move away from him, but at the same time, I didn’t ever want to let go. “I killed a man.”

Riley leaned to one side to get a look at Jordy again. “And a damn thorough job you did of it too. How did you do that, Icy? It looks like you ripped his throat out.”

That’s ‘cause I did ...

I forced myself to move away from him, though my soul cried out at the feeling of space between us again. “I can’t get you involved.”

“Don’t be crazy. I already am involved.”

“You should be furious at me. Why haven’t you called the police already?”

“It was self-defense, wasn’t it? Anyway, carny people don’t get the cops involved, ever. We handle our own business.”

I sniffed again. “But I’m not a carny.”

“No, I am. And you’re my business now.”

“Why?”

He scowled at me. “Stop giving me an argument every time I open my mouth. Now do you want help or not?”

“I want help,” I admitted, my voice tiny.

“Good. I know somewhere we can go to get rid of the body. Just wait here one minute.”

I didn’t want to be left alone again with Jordy’s corpse, but I forced myself to keep my mouth shut, not wanting to give Riley a quarrel, and so proving him right about my argumentative skills.

Within a minute, Riley was back, dragging his bike with him. “This is going to be awkward, and a bit gross, but I can’t think of any other way. We’ll haul him onto the front of the bike. I’ll sit behind the body, and you sit behind me, okay? You’ll have to hold on tight, ‘cause you’re not going to have any seat space, and we’re going to be off-roading. Got it?”

“Got it.”

I didn’t want Riley to mess up his bike with Jordy’s blood, though most of it was no longer in him. But I knew trying to convince him to do something else wouldn’t work, so I said nothing.

“How strong are you feeling?” he asked. 

“Strong.” He had no idea how strong.

Together, we lifted Jordy and positioned his body over the handlebars, his torso slumping forward, arms hanging down, his fat ass positioned on the seat. Riley sat astride, having to effectively wrap his arms around Jordy’s body in order to reach the handlebars.

He kicked the bike into life, and I climbed on behind him. My stomach roiled with nerves.

Riley headed away from the wall and the road, crossing the scrubland and a field to head deeper into the forest. We bumped and jolted across the rough terrain, the body occasionally slipping so we had to stop and readjust it. Riley handled the bike with impressive skill, leaning when needed, slowing down or speeding up at other times, like a horse rider who understood his animal on an instinctive level.

I had to force myself not to take pleasure in my close proximity to Riley, knowing there was a dead man right in front of us, and that his blood still coated my clothes. It was hard work trying to have the reactions and thought processes of a normal girl, when every part of me knew I wasn’t.
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I barely knew the forests surrounding Sage Springs, but I trusted my sense of direction. Though Riley weaved the bike between the trees, often having to change his route due to a fallen log or a clump of bushes, I had a sickening sense that I knew exactly where he was going. Was I picking this off him psychically? It was possible, I was after all, physically closer to him than I’d ever been to another male—except perhaps my dad—right now. But I couldn’t help feeling as though the place itself was sending me a psychic calling. 

Closer, you’re getting closer...

I clung tighter to Riley’s jacket. I wanted to tell him to stop, to go back, but I couldn’t. What would I say? That I had a strange feeling about the place I somehow knew he was taking me to?

Within half an hour, I was proven right. 

Riley roared the bike into the clearing, and once again I was faced with those strange, glass-like pools. No insects buzzed around the water. Even in Riley’s bike headlights, where they’d been swarming on the drive here, attracted by both the light and the blood from the body, now there were none.

As soon as we stopped, the bike tilted to one side and Jordy’s body tumbled off, landing in a crumpled heap on the ground. Riley glanced back at me, and must have assumed my pale, worried expression was due to the presence of the corpse.

He placed his hand on my arm, rubbing me in comfort. “Don’t worry. He’ll be gone soon. He won’t ever bother you again.”

“Unless someone finds the body.”

“They won’t.”

“What makes you so sure?”

“Because things go someplace else when they’re here.”

Goosebumps crawled up my skin. “What are you talking about?”

“I just know that when things go into these pools, they don’t ever come back. Now give me a hand.” He bent to the body and started to drag it toward the nearest pool. 

The place was beautiful, still and majestic, and otherworldly. Yet I sensed something predatory about the place. Like the vampires I was so familiar with, the clearing of pools seemed to lure unsuspecting people in with its beauty, only to bite when least expected.

“Riley,” I said, sudden panic heightening my voice. “Be careful.”

He misunderstood me. “Don’t worry. He’s dead.” I opened my mouth to try to explain, but I didn’t know how to voice my concerns. They sounded crazy, even in my own head. Instead, I bent to grab Jordy’s fat ankles, and, with Riley leading by lifting his arms, we dragged him closer to the nearest pool.

“Don’t get too near it,” I said. “You might fall in.”

He laughed, but the sound was cold. “I think that’s the least of our worries, Icy.”

I wasn’t so sure.

Riley dragged him the rest of the way, tipping Jordy’s body off the edge. The corpse dropped head first off the bank, slipping into the water like a seal off a rock.

Wouldn’t he float?

I voiced my thoughts to Riley, but he shook his head. “Not here. Nothing floats here. It’s like the water sucks them down.”

“I knew I didn’t like this place,” I muttered beneath my breath.

The rest of Jordy’s body vanished beneath the water. I had to admit, I was pleased to see him gone.

Riley turned to me. “Now your clothes.”

I gaped at him. “You’ve got to be kidding me?”

“You’re covered in blood, Icy. You need to get rid of those clothes.”

He was right. “Shit.”

“Keep your panties on,” he said, a smile tugging at his lips, a teasing note to his tone. “I mean that literally, of course. There won’t be any blood on them.”

I wore jeans, which were soaked through. The blood may have made it down to my underwear, but I prayed it hadn’t. I huffed air out through my nose.

“Okay, fine. But you’re lending me your jacket, okay?”

“Sure. You in your panties and my jacket sounds good to me.”

I glared at him, but there was nothing else I could do. “Turn around, will you?” I snapped.

He gave me that knowing look again, and slowly turned his back to me. I glanced back at the pool nervously, half expecting the waves to start back up, or for Jordy’s body to float slowly and silently to the top, his eyes glassy and staring. But the water remained still.

“Hey,” I hissed at him, remembering something. “Your jacket.”

He turned back to me, grinning, and shrugged off the leather coat. He took a couple of steps toward me, and handed it to me. 

“Thanks,” I said, though my gratitude was begrudging.

“Any time.” He stood there, grinning at me.

I widened my eyes. “Turn around!”

He laughed, but did as I asked. Even so, I was horribly aware of his presence, perhaps even more so than the presence of the pool directly behind me. I quickly pulled my top over my head, and glanced down at my bra. Dammit. The white lace was pink with blood. I had no choice but to take it off. Before I did so, I kicked off my sneakers and yanked my jeans down my legs. The material had grown hard and crusted, and I struggled to get them off my thighs. Anxiously, I checked my panties for any sign of blood, twisting my head around and arching one leg to try to get a decent look at my ass. As far as I could see, the blood hadn’t made it through the thick denim.

A breeze stirred around me, ruffling my hair.

“Throw the clothes in the water,” Riley called out to me.

My heart almost stopped. Had he been watching me after all? But no, his back was still turned.

“Shit,” I said again. I gathered up my clothes and dumped them into the pool, being careful to keep my toes away from the edge, still worried something would reach out and grab me, or else the water itself would suddenly rise in a wave and wash me in. The jeans and shirt quickly sank into the still depths. I hesitated and then reached around my back and unclipped my bra. The cool night kissed my skin, making my nipples pucker. With one arm covering my chest, I threw the bra into the water to join the rest of my clothes.

I snatched Riley’s jacket up from where I’d let it drop. It was big on me, thank goodness, big enough to hang just past my butt, and cover some of my thighs. I zipped it up, covering my exposed breasts, thankful for my return to modesty, and comforted in the feeling of being covered by Riley.

I blushed at the thought. “Okay, I’m done.”

He turned back to me and smiled, his gaze traveling up and down my body. “Looks good on you, Icy.”

“Oh, shut the hell up.”

I glanced down with sadness at my much loved sneakers. The soles were covered in blood, the canvas tops saturated. They wouldn’t be coming back with me. I sighed and bent to pick them up, before slinging them into the water to join the rest of my clothes, and the man I had murdered.

“Come on,” said Riley, jerking his head toward his bike. “Let’s get out of here.”

Barefooted, I ran back toward his bike. Riley swung his leg over the seat and kicked the bike into gear. I hopped on after him, able to scoot closer on the seat this time, and wrapped my arms around his waist to hold on. The position made the jacket ride up, so it sat at my hips, and did nothing to cover my thighs or panties. I couldn’t worry about that now, though Riley glanced down to give my naked thigh an appreciative stare. 

The bike jumped forward, and Riley turned the machine in a tight circle, before heading back the way we’d come. We were able to make faster progress this time, and we bumped and lurched across the uneven terrain, causing me to hold on tighter. I couldn’t help myself. I pressed my face against his back, feeling the heat of his skin through the thin t-shirt he wore, the only item of clothing covering his torso now that I was in possession of his jacket. The roar of the bike through the otherwise silent forest sent nocturnal animals skittering for cover. The bugs were back again, flitting in the headlights of the motorcycle. I took comfort in their return. We had moved beyond whatever strange realm of power the pools held.

It was the early hours of the morning by the time we made it back to campus. I didn’t want to have to go to my room, but I didn’t want to go to the carnival with Riley either. People would start to notice Jordy missing. In fact, I was amazed the other two men hadn’t already reported his murder, if not to the police, then to Bulldog Mackenzie. I wouldn’t have been at all surprised if a gang of the carny guys were laying in wait for me.

Riley pulled over the bike, and the engine died. I climbed off the back, my heart dipping at the space my movement had created between us.

“Well, thanks,” I said, glancing at the ground, shuffling my feet. Did ‘thanks’ cover it when someone helped you cover up a murder?

Riley swung his leg over the seat, to stand beside me.

“What are you doing?” I asked.

“Taking you back to your room. What do you think?”

“I can get back to my room just fine.”

“Crap. You’ve been through a trauma. You’re not fine, even if you keep pretending you are.”

How could I tell him I wasn’t fine, but for all the wrong reasons? I’d proven to myself that I could lose control, and I worried now I’d unleashed the beast, it would be harder to rein back in when the urge took hold. What if Riley stimulated my bloodlust again, as he had in the past? What would happen if I hurt him? I would never forgive myself.

“Please, Riley. Just let me go.”

“No. I’m not letting you be on your own right now.”

“My roommate, Brooke, will probably be there. I won’t be on my own.”

He frowned. “Brooke? As in Brooke Squires?”

“Yeah,” I said, my unease deepening. “Why?”

“Then I’m definitely not letting you back to your room on your own.” He took me by the hand and started to head toward my building, half-pulling me with him. This time I let him, my mind too jumbled with thoughts to protest. What about Brooke? Was her denial about what I’d seen, and her disappearance the night before, nothing to do with blocking out her memory, and everything to do with her lying her ass off?

Something else occurred to me. “Hey, how did you know something had happened with me? Did the other two guys tell you?”

“They came back, and I overheard them talking. They seemed scared, but they wouldn’t admit why. I knew something had happened.”

We snuck into the building. Most people would be sleeping, but the chance a couple of students would be hanging out remained. We moved quickly, taking the stairs, me running almost silently on my bare feet. Riley followed me, though he knew where my room was—after all, he’d been there before.

I reached my floor and ran down the corridor toward my room. The door was closed so I pushed it open. The room was in darkness, though moonlight slanted through the window, offering enough light to see. I frowned at Brooke’s bed. The bedcovers lay flat, the pillow still plumped. No one had slept in that bed tonight.

“She’s not here,” I hissed to Riley, lurking outside the door.

He stepped through and shut the door behind him. “Good.”

I could barely believe Riley was in my room again, only this time he’d been invited. My breath was shallow with nerves, and I fiddled anxiously with the cuffs on his jacket. I had no idea what I was supposed to do with him now. 

“You’ll need your jacket back,” I said, simply trying to fill the silence between us. But then I realized that doing so would involve me taking it off, which would once again mean I’d have to stand, almost naked, in front of him.

He moved forward, closing the gap between us, and caught me by the shoulders. “Hey, it’s okay.”

“What do you mean?”

“You don’t need to be nervous around me. I’m not going to do anything you don’t want me to.”

“I’m not nervous,” I blustered. I didn’t want him to know he was getting to me. He reached out and caught the collar of his jacket, using it to tug me forward slightly. He looked down at me, his hair falling forward, his hands still on the lapels so I could feel the warmth of him melting through to my collar bone. The expression in his eyes was intense and unmistakable. 

He was going to kiss me. My first real kiss. My world spun, like a tornado encased us while we stood at its center. He leaned into me and his lips met mine, soft and warm, and instantly my mouth opened to him, our tongues meeting.

Fire raced through me, and I experienced a surge of desire. I was lost in him. I’d never felt this way around anyone before, like he recognized me so completely, like he knew me before we’d even spoken to one another. His hands moved from the lapels, to the zipper at my throat, and he slowly lowered the zipper. The rasp filled the room. My arms had found their way around his neck, and I arched myself into him, pressing my breasts against his chest. Only his t-shirt was in the way of our skin touching. His hands ran down, slipping beneath the back of the jacket, his palms cupping my panty-clad buttocks, to press me against him. I was breathing hard, our passion intensifying. I didn’t want to break this moment, but I felt as though I was losing control. I was frightened of what happened when I lost control.

I broke the kiss, moving away.

“I can’t,” I stuttered. I didn’t want him to think badly of me, or think of me as immature or a tease, but I needed to stay true to myself. “We can’t ... It’s too soon.”

He took my rejection graciously, though I could see the disappointment on his face. “Of course. Whatever you want.”

He went to my dresser and pulled open a couple of drawers, before pulling out an oversized, white and blue, Los Angeles Dodgers t-shirt. I clutched his jacket closed with my fist at my sternum, but he removed my hand and slid the jacket from my shoulders. He pulled the top over my head, covering my body, and then kissed me on the nose.

“There. I can’t say I’ve ever made a girl wear more clothing before, but you’re worth waiting for.”

I smiled, while my insides twisted with jealousy at the idea of him undressing another girl. I hoped he wouldn’t think I was a total prude. I didn’t want his nickname for me taking on a whole new slant. But I was still a virgin, and while I hadn’t exactly been holding onto my virginity, or guarding it like something sacred, I still didn’t want the day I lost my virginity to be forever tied in my mind with the day I’d killed a man.

But if I was going to lose it to anyone, I would want it to be Riley.

“I don’t want you to go,” I admitted.

“I don’t want to go.”

“Will you lay with me a while?”

A smile tugged his perfect mouth, a mouth I’d been kissing only moments before. “Of course.”

I climbed into bed, and he got in after me, still wearing his jeans and t-shirt, though he kicked off his boots. He held out his arms to me, and I snuggled down into him. His arms enveloped me. My cheek pressed against his chest, my arm slung over his body, and my thigh hooked over his jean-clad leg. He ran his fingertips lightly along the length of my arm, up and down.

Riley stopped, and I felt him shift slightly as he looked down.

He held my arm by the wrist and lifted it up.

“What are these?” he said, pointing at the series of raised scarred lines across my skin.

I snatched my arm away. I’d allowed my defenses down for a moment and I’d been caught. “Nothing.”

“Don’t give me that. I’m not stupid.”

“Then you know what they are,” I muttered, my cheeks flaring hot with shame. My body had stiffened, my arm drawn back into my body, but he reached out and pulled me back into the position we’d been in before, and kissed the top of my head.

“You should never hurt yourself, Icy. Why would you do this?”

His fingertips lightly traced the fading scars on my forearm. For once, I made no attempt to pull away or cover the scars up.

I answered his question with a question. “Why do you put yourself in danger by riding upside down on a motorbike at God-knows what speed?”

“It vents my frustrations,” he said, a half-smile playing on his lips.

“Then I guess we do harmful things for exactly the same reason.”

“You vent your frustration at something?”

I wanted to tell him then, tell him exactly what I was and the problems I struggled with. The words danced on my tongue, desperate to burst from my lips. But I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t stand to see the horror in his eyes, and to have him push me away and run from the room.

He must know something is different about you, a little voice spoke in my head. You ripped the throat out of a grown man who was three times your size. He knows a normal girl wouldn’t be able to do such a thing.

So why hadn’t he asked me? Why hadn’t he even mentioned what I did?
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No dreams came to me that night.

I knew without opening my eyes that Riley was no longer beside me. I didn’t blame him for leaving, though that didn’t change the pang of longing inside me, or the dip of disappointment in the pit of my stomach. I understood he would want to slip off campus under the cover of darkness. 

Just as I instinctively knew Riley was gone, I also sensed Brooke was back in her bed. Did she know where she’d been the previous night? Had she been to a party, or had she been doing something far more odious?

I’d woken more refreshed than I’d done for ages. Was my clear head down to the lack of dreams, or perhaps the blood I’d consumed the previous night, or even Riley? I thought all three things were intimately connected, that one would not have happened without the other, so I guessed it was probably all three.

My emotions were torn. I’d killed a man last night—a horrific and unthinkable thing to do. And yet, here I was, encased within a happy little bubble that was Riley. The scent of him on my bedclothes, in my hair, on my skin. I hugged myself with happiness. 

Still, it was madness, surely, to be filled with such crazy joy at the simple thought of a boy—a dark, strange, possibly dangerous boy—when I had become a killer myself. 

I needed to get to class, though I wondered how I would ever concentrate on lectures with so many thoughts and questions going through my head. Riley had not had the chance to explain his reaction to Brooke’s name last night, but I was sure she was connected to whatever was going down in Sage Springs. Plus, Flynn knew something about the pools, which made me think he was also involved. Why had he taken me there in the first place? Had he been trying to tell me something, show me something, perhaps, but then had been scared off by the reaction of the pools? How could a body of water even respond to something a person said or even thought? It was crazy to think such a thing was a possibility, but I’d felt something when I’d been pushing Jordy’s body beneath the glass-like surface. Something ... else.

It all revolved around the pools. Whatever was building in town was going to culminate there, and I was sure both Brooke and Flynn were involved, together with the carny guys. I just wished I had the inkling of an idea about what it was exactly. I wasn’t used to not knowing things.

There was only one person I’d met who, apart from when I’d managed to upset her, I’d gotten no bad vibes from. I wasn’t sure she’d even talk to me, but she’d recognized the necklace, and I was certain she knew the symbol, the same symbol I’d seen drawn on Brooke’s body. I had questions and I needed answers.

Leaving Brooke huddled beneath the covers of her bed, I grabbed my wash bag and clothes, took a quick shower, and headed to class. I kept my head down, but my eyes peeled for anything suspicious. I half expected the police to reappear, slap cuffs around my wrists, and arrest me for the murder of Jordy Whateverhisnamewas.

But everyone acted as if the world had continued as normal while mine had tilted so far on its axis I worried I would fall off.

Laurel wasn’t in my first class, but I caught sight of her hurrying down the corridor between classes, her dark hair falling from the twist she wore as she pushed her glasses higher up her nose.

“Laurel!” I called.

She hesitated, but didn’t stop walking. It was the tiniest motion, but enough for me to know she’d heard me. My heart dropped with sadness. I’d hoped we’d be able to be friends, but she didn’t even want to talk to me. I couldn’t say I blamed her.

Even though she didn’t want to talk to me, that didn’t mean I still didn’t need to talk to her.

“Laurel!” I called again, louder this time, causing other students to glance my way. I took after her, pushing past people, ignoring their mocking stares. “Hey, Laurel. Wait up a minute.”

She glanced over her shoulder and slowed with a resigned sigh. “I can’t talk. I’m busy.”

“Please. Just a few minutes. I’m sorry if things I’ve done have made you pissed at me, but this is really important.”

She shook her head. “Sorry, I can’t. I’ve been told ...”

Laurel slammed her mouth shut and abruptly turned from me and started to walk again.

I stared after her retreating back. “Told what?”

No way was I going to give up this easily. I chased after her, grabbed her arm and pulled her back around. “Told what?” I repeated.

She glared at me. “Told not to speak to you.”

Something caught my eye. Where her sleeve had ridden up, on her inner wrist was the tattoo of the same symbol—the circle with a star in the middle—that seemed to be haunting me.

“Right,” I said, resolutely. “You’re going to answer some questions, whether you like it or not.”

“What about class?”

“Screw class. We’ll call this a study break.”

I kept my hand on her arm. My strength meant she wouldn’t be able to break free. With my head down, I marched her down the hall, out of the building, and toward my car.

Feeling a little brutal, but at my wits’ end, I opened the passenger door and pushed her in. Laurel didn’t fight back, which surprised me. Did she feel the need to talk as much as I did? Perhaps this was her way of telling whoever was lording it over her that she’d been forced into a conversation.

I walked around the other side and climbed in behind the wheel before twisting to face her. “Right. Spill it. Something bad is going to happen in town, and I know it’s connected with that symbol you have tattooed on your wrist. And who the hell told you not to speak to me?”

Sarcasm filled her response. “Enough questions, already?”

I had managed to cram in a few. “Okay, first thing first, who told you not to speak to me?”

She glanced away as though embarrassed she’d allowed someone else to tell her what to do. “The rest of my circle. They know there’s something different about you. They just can’t pinpoint exactly what.”

“Circle? Like circle of friends?” I wasn’t sure she had that many.

But she shook her head and lifted her eyes, focusing on me. “No, circle of witches. Like a coven.”

“Witches?”

She shrugged. “I don’t expect you to believe me, but you asked what was going on, so I’ve told you. Do what you want with it.”

I thought back to the conversation I’d had with Flynn about how all the names of the places in Sage Springs were linked to the town’s history, and how the founders of the town had all been into their herbal medicine. I already knew magic was involved here, from the symbols, to the pools, to the dreams I’d been having since I got here. The existence of a coven didn’t surprise me, though Laurel’s involvement did.

“I believe you. Is that what the symbol is for, the one with the star and the circle? Magic?”

“Yes. We are the points of the star, and the circle binds us. We’re all descendents of the original founders of the town, and it’s our job to watch over Sage Springs. Make sure it stays safe.”

“But it isn’t going to stay safe,” I said, my tone suddenly urgent. “Something bad is going to happen.”

She narrowed her eyes. “How do you know that? Is it like how you knew about the accident at the carnival? I told you the truth, now it’s your turn.”

The truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth. I pondered the idea for a moment and decided against it. The partial truth would have to do.

“I see things that haven’t happened yet,” I admitted. “And some things that have happened already.”

“Wow. You’re a precog?”

“A what?”

“A precognitive. Someone who can see the future.”

“Well, yeah.  I guess that’s what I am then.” I wasn’t planning on filling her in on the ‘and I’m half vampire’ part.

“And you think something bad is going to happen?”

I nodded. “I know it is. I’ve been seeing it ever since I got here.”

She chewed on her lower lip.

“What is it?” I asked.

“I don’t know if it’s connected, but in about eighteen hours there will be a Disruptive Convergence.”

“A what?”

“There will be an exceptional alignment of planets in our solar system. The moon and three other planets will be aligned in such a way that it will cause a great shift in the earth’s energy from one of peace to war.”

I couldn’t help my laugh of disbelief. “This is supposed to be a peaceful world?”

“Yes, compared to what the world would be like in a warlike cycle. The way the planets align mean that the earth’s dark energies can be tapped into. This isn’t just a warlike cycle, it’s also known as the ‘hell’ cycle.”

“That doesn’t sound good.”

“You can say that again.”

“But why Sage Springs?”

“There’s a place in the forest that’s special—” 

“The pools,” I interrupted. “I’ve seen them.”

Laurel widened her eyes at me. “You have?”

“Yeah, a couple of times now.”

“Oh...kay,” she said slowly, as if taking this new piece of information in. “Well, the pools in the forest act as portals between our world and the afterlife. Flynn is supposed to protect them, but since the mining has come so close, he’s struggled.”

“Flynn?” I said. “Why Flynn?”

“Flynn Matthews is an Elemental.”

“A what?” I was starting to feel like a parrot squawking out the same two words over and over.

“An Elemental,” she restated. “They’re powerful witches who can control the elements.”

“You’ve got to be kidding.” I’d come across witchcraft before, but not this particular kind. Trust my luck to have decided to make my home in a town full of god-damned witches. “So can he control all elements?” The thought of this was so powerful, it was terrifying.

But Laurel shook her head. “No. Each Elemental has a specific element they can control. For Flynn, it’s water.”

“Which is why he’s such a strong swimmer,” I said, piecing things together.

“That definitely helps. But when the planets align, they have an effect on the water—”

“Like the moon and the tide?” I offered.

She smiled. “Exactly. So the water is displaced, and this makes it easier for the afterlife to pass through into our world.”

Was that where the body had ended up, I wondered, together with my clothes? In the afterlife? Riley had said that things didn’t come back once they’d entered the pools, but what if they did? What if at a particular time, when the planets were aligned, they were able to come back?

I didn’t mention either Jordy’s body or my bloodied clothes to Laurel. Instead, I said, “And this is what creates the hell cycle?”

She nodded, but this time her expression was grim. “Yep. The hell cycle.”

“But what have the carnival people got to do with all of this?”

“We’re not totally sure. They come here every year, do their thing, and move on. Plenty of people in town have a thing against them, ‘cause they think they’re a godless lot, and bring crime and violence into Sage Springs. But the truth is that they’ve never really caused much trouble.” She shrugged. “Thing is, we can’t ignore that they’ve stayed now, just when the Convergence is about to happen.”

We stared at each other, neither of us having an answer to this particular question.

“You need to come and speak to the rest of my circle,” Laurel said. “Can you come to my house, tonight? Say about seven? I can’t tell you where we meet, but I can take you there.”

I nodded. “Okay, I’ll be there.”

Laurel pulled a piece of paper from her purse and scribbled down her address. “I’ll tell the others you’re coming, and you’re not what they think.”

I frowned. “What do they think?”

“That you are something different. Something dark.”

A shiver ran through me, but I tried to hide it. They’d not been far wrong. What would they do if they found out the truth?

“I’m no danger to you or your circle,” I said, truthfully.

“I’ll tell them,” she said with a small smile. She opened the door and climbed from the car. “I’ll see you later.”

“Sure.”

I wondered who made up the rest of the circle. I guessed the photographer, Melissa, due to me finding her necklace, but I was at a loss about the rest. How many would there be and how powerful were they? I worried that as soon as I walked into their meeting place they would use a spell to find out exactly what I was. But if they were able to conduct such a spell, wouldn’t they have done so already?

More than anything else, I wanted to see Riley again. What would he tell me to do? I guessed he’d advise me to stay away from a group of witches who might turn on me if they found out I was half-vampire. But then Riley didn’t know I was half-vampire, though he must realize there’s plenty not normal about me.

The ring of my cell phone made me jump. I scrabbled around in my bag to find it. I was amazed it was still charged. No one ever called me, except my mom, and I experienced a pang of guilt that I’d not called them yesterday. I knew both my parents would be worrying.

Glancing at the screen, I didn’t recognize the number. 

I hit the answer button. “Hello?”

“Ms. Bandores?”

“Yes?”

“This is the garage working on your car. I’m calling to let you know it will be ready for collection this afternoon.”

“Already? I thought it would be at least another few days?”

I could almost hear the shrug. “Well, it’s ready now. Parts came in early. So are you going to come collect it, or not?”

“Yes, of course I am. I’ll be there this afternoon.”

I hung up and reached out to pat the dashboard of the old SUV. I’d grown fond of the old car, and didn’t want the conspicuousness of my brand new Audi. I was having a hard enough time not getting myself noticed around here, and my L.A. wheels wouldn’t help any.

Leaving the car, I slunk back to class. I was massively late, and attracted the glare of my lecturer as I slipped into a seat near the back and fired up my laptop.

Suddenly, my hearing went strange, as if I’d been submerged under water. I reached out and grabbed the edges of my laptop, as if that would somehow secure me to reality. But the machine felt slippery beneath my touch, and I couldn’t get a proper hold on it. I groaned, knowing something was coming that I didn’t want to see. On stage, my professor continued his talk, pointing to things on the interactive white board, but I couldn’t focus on what he was saying. I could barely hear him. A rushing sound raced past my ears, like waves or the wind. Before my eyes, a liquid black began to steal in from all sides of the white board, rapidly creeping and crawling down until all of the writing was gone, and I stared only at a black square. It spilled from the wall and flooded across the stage, slipping up the professor’s legs. He looked down, as if only just noticing what was happening, and began to scream. It crept up his body, crawling over him like a living thing. More of the darkness slid down toward the students sitting in the front rows. Their screams filled the lecture hall, as they turned in their seats to climb over one another to try to get away. The wave of students clambered in panic toward where I still sat, frozen, at the back.

It would claim them, this darkness. I knew it. Whatever was beneath the water in the pools was powerful, and it would take their souls as its own.

My ears popped, and I found myself back in the normal lecture hall. I must have made a noise, as a couple of students turned their heads toward me. I ducked down, hiding behind the screen of my laptop.

Danger felt so close this time. The premonitions were getting stronger, and I could only assume that was because the event itself was also getting closer. Laurel had said this aligning of the planets—what had she called it, a Disruptive Convergence—would happen in a matter of hours, not days.

My thoughts went back to the dreams I’d had, of the people of Sage Springs empty and lost, of the town in darkness. I didn’t think the darkness I’d just seen was a literal interpretation of what was going to happen, and neither was the stream of empty people heading into the woods. My foresight gave me interpretations of what was going to happen. It wasn’t like watching the actual event on a television screen, unless it was connected to an actual person, and then it tended to be more accurate. But I’d never seen something this big before. I wasn’t someone who predicted airline disasters, or train wrecks. If I was, perhaps I’d have been able to make a difference to this god-forsaken world a little sooner. All I could interpret was that something dark was coming to Sage Springs, and I had a theory that it would feed on the souls of the inhabitants. 

I couldn’t believe that this happening was a natural occurrence. Something other than the Convergence was at play here. I just had to figure out what and who.

The carnival people. It had to be them.

But did that mean Riley was involved as well?
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I went to collect my car with dread in my heart.

Something terrible was going to happen in Sage Springs, and I had no idea how to stop it.

The garage was located a couple of miles from the outskirts of town. The rental company was there to meet me, and quickly checked off the SUV. I handed over the keys and gave the old girl a hearty slap, like a faithful horse, as I did so. My scribble on a piece of paper completed the receipt. 

I walked into the garage. My car waited for me at the front, but no one else seemed to be around. Heading deeper into the cave of the garage, a set of feet protruded from beneath a station wagon that had been raised from the floor using a couple of jacks. I wondered why they’d not used the raising platform fixed to the interior of the garage to check beneath the car. Perhaps it was broken.

“Hello?” I called again.

A grunt responded, and the feet began to move with a shuffle and a scrape. Had he been sleeping under there?

The mechanic hauled himself out from beneath the car. Dark patches of sweat stains, yellow and old, marked beneath the arms of his t-shirt and around his neck. He was at least a hundred pounds overweight. I was surprised he hadn’t gotten himself wedged under the vehicle.

“Hi. I’m here to collect the Audi.”

He looked me up and down. I could sense the sneer on his face, though he managed to repress it. I didn’t need to be psychic to know exactly what he was thinking—spoilt little rich girl come to collect the big car mommy and daddy paid for. The worst thing was that he wasn’t far wrong.

“I got a call this morning to say it was ready.”

He snorted and wiped the back of his hand beneath his nose. I tried not to grimace. “That’s right.” His eyes narrowed at me. “Need you to sign some paperwork and then car’s all yours.”

“I thought the repairs would take longer than it did.”

“Parts came through fast, that’s all,” he snapped.

“Right.”

Jeez, I hope he didn’t treat every customer with such disdain, or I figured he’d go out of business pretty quick. He seemed like one of those guys who would never take anyone of the female persuasion seriously.

He pushed a couple of forms under my nose, which I signed, and then he slid my keys across the counter. I snatched them up, grateful to be out of there. I didn’t want to spend any more time in the guy’s presence.

I climbed inside my car, sliding into the soft leather. The familiar scent and feel of the vehicle caused a wave of homesickness to sweep over me. I bit my lower lip, glancing down to stare at the steering wheel to compose myself. I couldn’t run off home. Not now. I hadn’t been raised to be a coward, and how could I go back to Los Angeles, abandoning everyone in Sage Springs to face whatever horror was coming?

I reached down to the ignition and turned the key, the car purring to life around me. A sigh issued from deep within my lungs. I would meet with Laurel’s circle tonight and see what happened. Maybe everything would change after that meeting. Still, my stomach churned with nerves. I had no way of predicting how that meeting would go.

It was only a couple of miles’ drive back into town, heading down the windy road through the forest. A quick fiddle with the radio found a local station, and a pop song blasted out. Far too chirpy, bouncy, and generally enthusiastic for me. I reached out and flicked the radio off, the interior of the car falling back into silence, except for the purr of the engine.

The road curved around a bend. I put my foot on the brake to slow, but nothing happened. Alarm spiked through me. I jammed my foot down harder—a movement that should have thrown the car into an emergency stop. Nothing happened.

“Shit!”

The curve approached, and I had no choice but to handle the vehicle so it hugged the road. My heart thumped hard and fast, climbing up into my throat, my breath shallow. I forced myself to focus, to not panic, but my mind blurred with fear. How would I stop with no brakes? A thousand pieces of advice I’d picked up on subconsciously over the last year ran through my mind: turn into a skid, stay calm if you get stranded, try to minimize impact. I had no idea which piece of this information was any use to me now. I could hardly minimize impact, could I? 

The Audi gathered momentum created by the downward incline of the road. 

Another car headed toward me in the opposite lane. I caught sight of the family inside, the father’s brow furrowed as he passed, clearly thinking I was going too fast, but with no idea why. I stared back at him in fear, wanting to shout for help but knowing it would do no good. How could anyone help me?

I was thankful I’d managed to keep control so far, but the closer to town I got, the more vehicles and people would be around. I couldn’t risk getting that close. I healed quickly, but a regular person wouldn’t. Though this wasn’t my fault, if I mowed down a family, I would never forgive myself. 

I needed to stop the car.

I cast a quick glance at the handbrake. What would happen if I pulled it on? I worried it would make a bad situation worse, and throw the car into an uncontrollable skid, but I didn’t know what else to do, and I didn’t have the luxury of time to ponder on it. The road tore by, my fingers wrapped tight around the steering wheel, my knuckles white. I needed to do something right now or I would be risking other lives as well as my own.

The ignition, I suddenly thought. If I turned off the ignition, and then pulled on the handbrake, surely the car would have to slow down? A bank of trees and bushes ran alongside me. While I didn’t want to wrap my car around a tree, I needed to bring it to a halt.

“Oh, hell.” My voice was a whine of despair.

Gritting my teeth, I took one hand off the wheel and turned off the ignition. Power died from the car. Then I yanked up the handbrake. 

The powerful car’s back wheels locked. I heard the screeching of rubber on asphalt, and the stench of chemicals burning filled the interior. Smoke poured from the back. The steering wheel wrenched from my grip as the car skidded to one side, and I fought to keep it under control. The front end swung toward the undergrowth.

The hood buffeted through the bushes, leaves and twigs smashing and flying into the windshield.

Instinctively, I threw up my arms to protect my face. 

The car bumped and jerked and bounced, my teeth snapping together, bones jarring. It hit something, and my body snapped forward, the seat belt slamming across my chest. My head flew forward, though I’d managed to tuck my chin to my chest, so my forehead hit the steering column, rather than breaking my nose or teeth, before the belt snapped me back again. Even so, pain shattered through my head and across my chest. I had a moment of consciousness to wonder if either my ribs or skull had been broken, and why my airbags didn’t deploy. Had someone at the garage deactivated them?

But the car had come to a standstill. I drifted into a welcome black for the briefest of moments, but shook myself out of it. I couldn’t lose consciousness. There might be a fuel leak, and I didn’t want to end up burning to death while I was unconscious. I didn’t think even a half-vampire could come back from that. 

With a groan, my fingers scrambled to unclick my seat belt. I tried to open my door, but metal banged against wood. The door was jammed against a tree trunk on the other side. Wearily, I turned my sore head to the passenger door. The distance between here and there felt like a chasm.

I had to do it. I couldn’t stay trapped inside the car in the hope someone came along. I checked for my purse, thinking I could get my phone and call for help, but it was nowhere to be seen. The bag had probably been flung to the back of the car, or was wedged under the seat. If I struggled to believe I could make it across one seat, there was no way I could search the inside of the vehicle.

Digging deep, I searched for my inner strength. 

You heal quickly, I told myself. You’ll start feeling stronger really soon.

As if my reassurance had a physical effect, the pain in my head and ribs began to lessen. I’d not been able to take a deep breath due to the pain, but was now able to, the inrush of oxygen helping to clear my head. 

Okay, I could do this. It was only a matter of a couple of feet, and then I would be out of here.

Carefully, I reached over to hook my fingers around the dashboard. Using the strength in my legs, I lifted myself up to scoot over the handbrake and stick shift. Legs trembling, the stick shift jabbing me in the back of my thighs, I plopped into the passenger seat. I sat, panting, while I got my strength back again. Such a simple movement had drained every ounce out of me.

A sudden wind buffeted the car, sending it rocking. I let out a scream, clinging to the sides of my seat. The idea that I’d somehow found myself on the edge of a cliff, and that the wind would tip the car over, sprang into my head, but my overactive imagination was working, rather than a premonition of any kind. I rarely saw anything about myself directly. For once, I hated that fact. Perhaps if I had, I would have known something was wrong with the car and refused to take it. One thing I was certain of was that the car had been tampered with on purpose. Someone wanted me dead, and I thought Bulldog Mackenzie and his crew were the most likely cause. They knew what I’d done to Jordy and had taken their revenge. I had no idea if the unpleasant guy at the garage knew what was wrong with the car, if he’d been in on it. Then I got a flash of a young man tied up out back, rocking in a wooden chair he was bound to, yelling against the gag wrapped around his mouth.

Damn it. The horrible guy hadn’t even been a mechanic. He was one of the carny guys.

That explained why he hadn’t been using the proper equipment in the garage when I’d arrived. He’d just been playing the part. How did they think they’d get away with this?

But I knew how. I wouldn’t be able to report them without coming up with a reason why they’d want me dead, and that I’d killed one of their own was hardly something I would ever go to the cops about. They’d keep the young garage attendee quiet with a few simple threats of bodily harm.

A hand slammed against the outside of the passenger widow, and I let out a scream, my heart rate jumping, my hand clutched to my chest. 

A face lowered down to the glass, and I sighed with relief and sagged back into my seat.

Riley!

He cracked open the door. “What the hell, Icy? What happened?”

I stifled a sob and fell into his arms, my arms wrapping around the back of his neck, my face pressing against the side of his throat.

“Hey,” he said, stroking my hair. “You’re okay now. Everything is okay.”

I allowed myself the luxury of him holding me for a few moments while I got myself together. I had to admit, the feel of his skin beneath my nose and mouth brought me a comfort I could never have even imagined before I met him. I wanted to close my eyes and lose myself in his skin, forget about the hellish event due to happen only hours from now, and that someone wanted me dead.

Sitting back up, I sniffed and brushed my hair from my face. He reached out and gently touched the wound on my forehead. I winced at the contact.

“Sorry,” he said. “Did you just do that? It looks like it’s healing already.”

“Yeah, I heal fast.” I didn’t know a lie that would work.

He cocked his eyebrows in surprise. “You sure do.” He pressed his lips together. “So what the hell happened, Icy? You in a habit of getting yourself into dangerous situations?”

I gave a cold laugh. “Yeah. I guess I am. Something went wrong with the brakes on my car. I had to stop it so I switched off the engine, pulled on the handbrake, and rammed the car into a bush.”

“Jesus!”

I hesitated, wanting to tell him I thought Bulldog Mackenzie and the others were involved, but I kept my mouth shut. I wanted to trust Riley. After all, he’d helped me hide a body, but I struggled to trust anyone fully. Life had already taught me trust shouldn’t be given away lightly.

“I guess the lightning strike fried more than the electronics.”

“Sure did.” His beautiful face contorted with anger. “The damn mechanic should have checked the whole car over!”

I put a hand on his arm. “It’s fine, Riley. I’m fine.”

“No, you’re not. I should get you to a hospital.”

“Honestly, it looks worse than it is. It’s the shock, that’s all.” I could feel the skin on my forehead, tightening, itching, as it healed. Within a few days, the cut would be almost invisible, just the white line of a scar remaining. I wasn’t sure how I would explain that to Riley, but if the whole hell cycle thing happened, I imagined it would be the least of my worries.

“Please, Riley. I don’t want to go to the police, hospital, or anywhere else that involves the authorities. No one was hurt, thank God. Can we just go home?”

Except, I didn’t know where home was for me. Not anymore.
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Riley stared at me intently, his normally full mouth a serious line, before nodding. “Okay,” he relented, “but I’m not taking you back to your dorm to be on your own, and I can’t sneak in with you at this time of day. You’re coming back with me.”

My heart rate stepped up a notch at the idea of being back on the midway. “No.” I shook my head. “I don’t want anyone to see me.”

“They won’t. I’ll sneak you in the back. Most people won’t be around this time of day anyway. We tend to be night owls.”

My stomach churned with nerves at the thought of being so close to the people who I believed wanted me dead, but my desire to be with Riley was stronger than my fear. 

“You promise you can get me in without being seen?”

He lifted his hand, his little finger cocked in front of my face. “Pinky promise,” he said with a grin.

I reached out and hooked my little finger around his. Even such a tiny contact sent shivers of desire racing through me. I wanted to take off his skin and climb inside his body with him, immerse myself fully, blend until we were like one being.

We grinned at each other, our pinkies locked, and I completely forgot the pains in my body and the fact someone wanted to kill me.

Riley leaned forward and kissed the top of my head. The hand our fingers had been joined at moved into a fuller grip, and he helped me stand from the car. His other arm slipped around my waist, supporting me. I figured I could probably walk just fine on my own, but I wasn’t going to give him an excuse to move away. 

We stepped back from the car, and I gasped. My head spun. The whole of the hood was crumpled like an accordion. A spider web of cracks ran through the windscreen, the wing mirror completely knocked off on the driver’s side. The seriousness of what had happened hit me. I was lucky to be alive. I was lucky I hadn’t crashed into another car, or hit a pedestrian.

“My God,” I breathed.

“See why I was so worried?”

I nodded. I couldn’t deal with the car right now. I’d need to call a tow truck again, even go to the police and tell them I’d had an accident—someone was bound to spot the wreckage at some point and report it—but I didn’t have the head space. The cops would almost certainly come looking for me at school again. At least at Riley’s I would be safe from the police asking me more questions.

“Let’s just get out of here.”

With our bodies slotted together, we stepped out of the forest, and back onto the road. Riley’s bike sat parked on the curb. His helmet hung from the handle bar. I’d never seen him wear it before. I wondered why he’d brought it this time.

“Here,” he said, taking the helmet off the handlebar and handing it to me. 

“What about you?”

He shrugged. “I don’t need it. You’re the one with the head injury.”

“But—” I started to protest, but he silenced me with a lift of his hand. 

“Wear it, Icy, or you’re not coming on the bike.”

I sighed, but lifted the helmet and carefully slid it over my face, wincing as it made contact with my sore forehead. Riley had already climbed on the bike, so I swung my leg over the back of the seat and climbed on behind him. Automatically, I wrapped my hands around his waist, no longer worrying about the space between us or if I should hold onto the seat.

The bike roared beneath me, and Riley pulled away from the curb, heading in the same direction my car had been going. He crossed town, staying on the outskirts so he didn’t head right through Main Street. We got a few glances from people, but no one knew who I was with the helmet on. 

Riley stayed on the coastal road until he was past the carnival, still and silent, and under investigation, then he doubled back on himself.  He took a small road that led to the beach, and cut back up so he was at the back of the carnival where the carnies’ trailers were parked. As he’d predicted, there didn’t seem to be many people around.

Still some distance from his trailer, he cut the power from the bike. “Keep the helmet on,” he told me. “Just in case someone is being nosy.”

He dragged the bike toward his trailer, and I hurried alongside him. He left the bike at the back of his home, and quickly ran up the steps to unlock the trailer. I noticed this time he’d locked the front door.

I was relieved to be inside Riley’s home again. Carefully, I pulled the helmet off and shook out my hair. Riley stepped in front of me, took the helmet from my hands and set it down on the small, fold out table. He straightened and reached out to me with both hands. His fingers lightly touched my temples, and he tilted my head slightly. His thumb brushed the cut as he inspected it. 

“It really does seem better,” he noted.

“It’s fine.” I thought of something. “How did you find me, anyway?”

“I happened to be riding out on that road. It’s good for bikes. I spotted your car from the road.”

“Really? But it seemed almost hidden by the bushes.”

“Nah, I’m observant, that’s all.”

“Riding on a motorbike at god-knows how many miles per hour?”

He laughed and lowered his forehead to mine. “What are you saying, Icy? Are you worried I’m stalking you?”

I hadn’t been, until then. “And yesterday?” I dared to say. “What about when you found me? How did you know then?”

“I told you, I overheard the guys talking after they got back here. They gave a vague direction. I just followed it and got lucky.”

I wasn’t sure you could call finding me with a dead body and covered in blood lucky, but I didn’t know what other explanation he could give.

“Don’t doubt me, Icy,” he said, but his voice was low, intense. “I’ve given you no reason to think I’m anything but helpful.”

“Yeah, maybe a bit too helpful.” Damn my mouth. Why couldn’t I learn when to keep it shut?

“You need to let people in.”

But I shook my head. “Not people,” I said. “Only you.”

We locked eyes, my breath growing shallower by the second. I was breathing him in, our faces a mere inch apart. His hands still cupped my cheeks, his fingers in my hair.

“Riley,” I started, but I didn’t know what I planned on saying. He wasn’t listening anyway. He ducked his head a little, bringing his mouth closer to mine. My breath stopped in my chest, my lips tingling in anticipation. He placed his mouth against mine, and my eyes slipped shut. My entire being focused on that one point, the touch of his mouth on mine. The warmth of his lips, the slight opening of his mouth, the exact amount of pressure he applied.

My body acted of its own accord. My arms wound around his neck, my back arching to push my torso closer to his. He still wore his jacket, the leather soft and worn beneath my hands. He deepened the kiss and I responded, opening my mouth to him so our tongues did a slow, delicious dance.

Riley scooped me up. He was only a couple of inches taller than me, but he was strong and wiry. He pushed through the small trailer into the bedroom at the back and unceremoniously dumped me on the bed.

“Hey,” I protested. “I’m injured, remember.”

He glowered down at me, his black hair falling in his face. “Just stop talking.”

I clamped my mouth shut as he shrugged his jacket from his shoulders and pulled his t-shirt over his head. My eyes absorbed the sight of him, the jeans riding low on his hips, exposing the jutted lines that marked his hip bones. A spatter of dark chest hair ran across his pectoral muscles, and a line followed down the column of his abs, to his navel, and then further, disappearing beneath his worn out jeans. He kicked off his boots, and then climbed onto the bed with me. 

“You’re losing this top, you know?” he said. His fingers slipped beneath the hem of my long sleeved t-shirt, grazing the skin of my flat stomach, causing goose bumps to erupt all over me.

He was lying with me, face to face, with no shirt on. I flattened my palm and reached out to touch him. I placed my hand on his warm shoulder, to run down his smooth, well-muscled arm, and then back up again. My hands found my way around to his back, feeling the sharp edge of his shoulder blades, the thick muscles either side of his spine, the dip at his lower back. Finally, I positioned my hand on his chest, right above his heart, feeling the steady beat of his life force beneath my palm. 

He smiled at me, and his smile made my heart burst with happiness. “What are you doing?”

“Learning every inch of you.”

He grinned wickedly. “There are plenty more inches to go.” And he leaned back in and captured my mouth again, drawing me into another deep, forceful kiss. This time his hand slid further beneath my top. I’d never been so conscious of the position of another person’s hand before. Our legs tangled together, our bodies melded. My lips felt bruised from the force of our kiss, my face hot, my breath leaving my body in frantic gasps. I could have kissed him this way for hours. Riley returned my passion with fervor of his own, one hand knotted in my hair, while the other roamed my body, learning its curves and dips in the same way I had learned his.

I knew he wanted me, I could feel his desire pressed hard against my hip.

But he broke the kiss, edging away from me just a fraction of an inch, separating what should never be separated. I had to stop myself moaning in disappointment.

He gazed down into my eyes, intense, smoldering. “Is this okay, Icy? Is this what you want?”

Emotions welled up inside me. I nodded frantically. “Yes, more than anything else in the world.”

And I did. I’d never been surer of anything. I belonged with Riley, and he belonged with me. I wanted to know his body as intimately as I knew my own. I wanted to be able to lay myself bare for him, and know, without doubt, that he would hold my heart with as much care and passion as he held my body.

I moved toward him this time, desperately wanting his mouth back on mine. I’d never experienced anything as wondrous as kissing Riley, and I doubted I would ever experience anything as intensely again.

He took me at my word. This time, when he reached down, he hooked his fingers beneath my top and slowly lifted it to expose my stomach and breasts. I shifted in the bed slightly, allowing him to pull the t-shirt over my head. He dropped it to the floor. Though I’d stood before Riley in just my panties before, even though I was still clad in my jeans and bra, this time was different. I wanted this. I knew how far I was going to go, and I was filled with nervous excitement. I was going to do it, finally, and not just with some low life I’d finally given in to, but with a guy I believed might be my soul mate.

We helped each other remove our jeans, struggling with the buttons and zippers, while still clinging to each other and doing our best not to stop kissing for a second. Riley’s mouth left mine, but only for a moment, while he trailed kisses down my jaw and throat. 

“We need to be safe,” he murmured against my skin, before leaning across and yanking open a drawer in his bedside cabinet. He leaned back into me, holding a foil packet I instantly recognized but had no experience with.

Panic suddenly filled me. “I don’t know what to do.”

“Shush,” he said, kissing me lightly on the lips, in teasing pecks, the kiss turning into a gentle bite on my lower lip that sent shivers through me. “Leave it up to me.”

I wanted to touch him. Tentatively, I reached down, slipping my hand inside his shorts. He was solid iron, heated from within. Silky soft. As I tightened my grip on him, cautiously sliding my hand up and down his length, he let out a moan and dropped his head to my shoulder.

His hips moved in response to my strokes. “Oh, Icy,” he groaned.

Riley lifted his head back up and we kissed again. His hand ran down my body, stopping to caress my breasts, his thumb grazing over my hardened nipple, before moving lower. I had to stop myself from holding my breath. His hand slipped inside my panties, delving down. His fingers sought the place no one else had ever been, and he slipped into my intimate heat. I gasped, my free hand gripping his shoulder, my other hand keeping up my rhythmical stroking of him.

I buried my face in his neck, and suddenly became aware of the thump of his pulse beneath his skin. Instantly, all my attention redirected toward that point, toward the thump of hot blood. My mouth ran dry, my throat closing over with a pang of pain. I licked my lips. No, I wouldn’t let this ruin my first experience with a man. I fought the urge to bite him with every piece of strength I had. 

I must have paused my movements, as Riley leaned back slightly to look at me, concern in his eyes.

“Is everything okay?”

I had a hold on this, I could control myself. I felt the bloodlust fading, the pain slipping away, and I nodded, then leaned in to kiss him again. “Don’t stop,” I told him.

I felt myself building as he touched me, a tight heat coiling at the very pit of my stomach. The rest of the world vanished, and I had the thought that at least if Bulldog Mackenzie had his way, I would have this moment of heaven to take with me into the next world. 

I heard the rip of foil, and Riley lifted his hips to cast his shorts aside. He sheathed himself and then rolled my panties down my legs. He lifted himself between my thighs, spreading my legs before him.

“Are you sure?” he said, holding himself above me.

I didn’t speak, but nodded and reached to the back of his head to pull him down to me for another kiss. I wrapped my heels around the backs of his thighs and lifted my hips to meet his. 

He nudged against my most intimate place, pushing, meeting resistance at first.

“It’s okay,” I gasped, as I sensed him hesitate. “It’s okay.” And he pushed again, a little harder, breaching me. I cried out, but it was a pleasurable pain, like the pain of cutting, and we met each other with frantic thrusts, gripping each other’s bodies. 

Heat built inside me, pain and pleasure shattering my soul until I struggled to distinguish between the two. All thoughts of blood had vanished, and I was nothing more than an explosion of sensations that centered on the boy whose body surrounded me. 

Afterward, we clung to each other, panting, Riley’s body a heavy weight on mine. I didn’t care. I would have held him like that until the last breath in my lungs had been crushed out of me.

Riley must have realized, because he lifted himself and slipped into the spot beside me on the bed. He gathered me to him, his arm around my shoulders, so my cheek rested on his chest. I put my arm around his waist and hugged him with pure, unbridled joy.

I had found my home, here in his arms. I didn’t want to be anywhere else.
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The last thing I wanted to do was leave Riley, but I needed to make my meeting with Laurel.

Thinking he was sleeping, I rolled away from him and began to climb from the bed. An arm snuck around my waist and pulled me back again. His mouth nuzzled my neck.

“Where do you think you’re going?” he growled in my ear.

I placed my hand over the top of his and squeezed hard before letting go. “I’ve got to meet a friend. She’ll be pissed if I’m late.”

“Can I come?” he asked.

“No,” I laughed. “It’s girls only.”

I wasn’t actually sure if this was true, but I needed an excuse to keep Riley away. I had a feeling Laurel’s circle would be even more furious with me if I turned up with Riley in tow. “I need to get back to my room first and get myself cleaned up.” I hated the idea of washing the scent of him off my skin, but after the wreckage, and then spending the last couple of hours in Riley’s bed, I figured I was a mess.

“Okay,” he relented. “But you need to let me give you a ride back to campus.”

I realized I didn’t have any wheels of my own. I could walk, but that would make me late for sure. “I guess you’ll have to.”

He kissed my neck, sending shivers down me. “Your enthusiasm is overwhelming.”

I twisted back around to face him, and kissed him on the mouth. “Sorry. I just worry about people gossiping.” That was part of the truth.

“Screw them. Let them talk.”

I smiled, but I didn’t feel it. “Yeah, screw them.”

We got up and got dressed, and within ten minutes, I found myself on the back of Riley’s bike, thundering down the road toward town. My position on the bike, with the powerful machine thrumming between my thighs, did nothing to help the ache down below that the last couple of hours with Riley had caused. I didn’t mind. That I had something physical to remember what we’d done made me squeeze myself with joy. Within ten minutes, we approached campus. A group of students hung out beside one of the cars, another crowd sat on the grass in front of the building. They all turned and stared as the bike roared into the lot. I could feel everyone staring, whispering behind their hands to one another. I knew I shouldn’t give a shit about what they were thinking or saying, I just wished I didn’t.

“Thanks, Riley,” I said, climbing off the bike. I pulled the helmet off and handed it back to him. Suddenly shy, I gave him a smile. “I’ll see you later, yeah?”

Turning to walk away, I heard him say, “Hey, Icy!” 

He reached out and caught my arm, tugging me back to him, before planting a kiss on my lips in front of everyone. My cheeks flared with heat, but I couldn’t help dissolving inside. He broke the kiss. “No more accidents, okay?”

I shook my head. “No more accidents,” I agreed, though I had no idea what the next few hours might hold.

Riley tore away on his bike. Everyone got back to their own business. I thought I’d been forgotten until I glanced around and locked eyes with a familiar aqua stare.

Flynn was watching me. Damn, he must have seen me with Riley.

I lifted my hand in a half-wave, but he just turned and walked away.

My heart sank, though I wasn’t sure why I even cared.

I only had half an hour before I needed to meet Laurel. Hurrying up to my room, I stood in front of the mirror and checked out the mark on my forehead. The wound still looked obvious and painful, but wasn’t as red raw as it had been a few hours ago. I would be able to use a little makeup to try and disguise the injury. I showered and changed and was ready to head out again within fifteen minutes. I didn’t have any wheels now, so I caught the bus into town and asked the driver to point me in the right direction of Laurel’s home. The house was a beautiful, white clad property set back from the road. A porch ran right around, a swing to one side of the front door.

As I approached, the front door opened and Laurel appeared, facing in toward the house, shouting her goodbyes. “Yeah, I’ll be back before eleven, Mom. Love you!”

She turned, pulling the door shut behind her as she did so. She caught sight of me and rolled her eyes back in the direction of her house. “My parents are over protective, you know?”

Then she got closer, and her eyes widened at the sight of my forehead. “Holy cow. What happened to you?”

Automatically, I reached up to touch the wound. “I fell up some steps,” I lied. “Smacked my forehead on the top one.”

“Wow. Too many drinks?”

I laughed. “If only. More like two left feet.”

She seemed to buy my excuse. “So, are you ready to meet my circle?”

I shook my head. “Not really. I’m nervous, to be honest. It doesn’t seem like they have a very good opinion of me.”

“They don’t understand you, that’s all. We’re used to knowing exactly who people are in the world, and you’re something of an anomaly. When they find out you’re nothing to fear, and that you want to help, I’m sure they’ll warm up.”

I hoped Laurel was right.

We headed down to the beach. Instead of staying on the natural C of the cove, Laurel headed northward, toward the cliff face that marked the end of the beach. I frowned, but stayed quiet and followed. 

At first I thought she intended on climbing the rocky cliff, but then she turned to me with a secretive smile and nodded toward a craggy outcropping of rocks. “Do you see why I couldn’t just tell you where to come?” Her smile was borderline smug.

I still wasn’t sure what she was talking about, but another few footsteps, and a clamber on some slippery rocks, took me around the outcropping. A small natural archway was created in the cliff face, but followed the precipice around a bend so the gap wasn’t naturally visible. 

I entered the rock, the temperature instantly dropping. The small tunnel was low, causing me to duck, and I reached out to protect my already injured head from any more knocks. Within a minute, I stepped into the open air again.

I found myself standing on a small, hidden cove on a different part of the beach. A bonfire burned, candles lit around it. The waves rushed onto shore, a rhythmical, peaceful shush of millions of grains of sand moving at once.

Three figures sat around the bonfire, surrounded by candles. The power of the sun had lessened, but it wasn’t yet dusk—that moment between day ending and dark falling. As I’d expected, Melissa was one of the three. The other two, though, I hadn’t been prepared for. One of the other figures was Kayla, Brooke’s friend. And the final one had a familiar halo of red curls.

“Dana?”

For some reason, she’d been the last person I’d expected to see here. She was one of the few people who’d been nice to me since I’d come to Sage Springs. But then I remembered when Melissa had collapsed at the dance, how Dana had been one of the people to rush in and help. I remembered how she’d kept pushing me toward Flynn, though I’d assumed it was because of the paper, not, I guessed, because she’d wanted Flynn to keep an eye on me. 

Dana got to her feet as we approached, her expression neutral. Melissa and Kayla also stood, both facing me, their arms folded.

“Dana,” I said again. “I had no idea.”

“I wouldn’t expect you to,” she replied. “We’re very careful about who knows about us.”

“But ...” I didn’t know how to say what I wanted without sounding totally pathetic. What the hell. Being pathetic was probably the least of my worries. “But you always seemed to like me.”

“I didn’t know what you were, at first. But after the incident at the carnival, and you being in possession of Melissa’s necklace, I started to see an aura around you. It’s not good, Beth. Your aura is red, or at least it was a few days ago.” Her eyes narrowed. “Right now, it’s black.”

I wanted to reach out and swipe my fingers through the cloud of color Dana claimed she saw around me. The reason for the change was clear to me. I had killed Jordy and fed from him. Perhaps it would go back to red eventually, but I wasn’t even sure if red was any good.

“Beth, black indicates an absence of life. Clearly, you’re very much alive, so why should I be seeing an aura which tells me you’re not?”

I shook my head. “I don’t know.”

Dana jerked her head at Laurel, and her red curls shimmered in the firelight. “You told us she’s a precog,” she said, directing her words at Laurel.

“She is,” Laurel said, eager in her response. “She knows something is going to happen in Sage Springs. I told her about the Disruptive Convergence, and about—”

“You did what?” Dana snapped, her green eyes flashing with anger.

“She knows something bad is going to happen in Sage Springs. She’s already seen it, and she’s seen the pools too. Flynn took her there.”

“Flynn? Damn him. I should have known a pretty face would get in the way of his duty.”

Okay, I’d had enough of them talking about me like I wasn’t there. But I had no intention of telling them Riley had also taken me to the pools, and that we’d dumped a dead body there. “Look, Dana, I understand your concern, but I’m no threat to you, or anyone else. I want to help. I want to understand exactly what is going on here and do something to stop it.”

She shook her head. “I don’t know if it can be stopped.”

My eyes widened. “It has to be! If we don’t, it could mean the end of every one who lives in Sage Springs. I’m not sure, but it might spread even further. Everyone is in danger here, we have to do something.”

“We can’t change the pattern of the planets,” she said.

I shook my head. “It isn’t just because of the planets. Someone here, in Sage Springs, causes what’s going to happen.”

She gave a cold laugh. “How can you say that? Nothing is more powerful than the Convergence.”

“Maybe not, but someone is going to use that power, and it creates what I’ve seen. Please believe me.”

“Why should we?”

I tried to think of something I knew that would help her believe I was on her side.

“The carnival guys definitely have something to do with it,” I said. “They made the accident happen on purpose so they could stay in town while the Disruptive Convergence was happening. They knew the cops would shut them down while they investigated the accident. Of course, they hadn’t expected for me to see it before it happened. They’d been expecting people to be more badly hurt than they were.”

Dana’s eyes narrowed again. “How do you know this?”

I had to lie, at least a little. “I picked it up off one of the carny guys when he pushed me to get me off the midway.”

“What were you doing at the carnival?”

I shrugged. “Snooping around. I knew something was up with that place, I wanted to know what.”

“And what did you find out?”

“Nothing more than I’ve already told you.” I thought for a moment. “But I might know someone who I can ask.” I wasn’t sure how Riley would react to me asking him about this stuff. Our relationship was still so new, fragile, careful pieces slotted together. I didn’t want to do anything to jeopardize that, but if I didn’t, there might not be an ‘us’ to save.

“Who?” said Dana.

“I don’t want to tell you. Sorry.”

“I thought you were on our side,” said Laurel.

“I am. But the carny guys are really private. If he knows I’m trying to get information out of him, he might just shut down on me.”

Kayla gave a smirk. “I know who she’s talking about. It’s that hot guy on the motorbike you’ve been hanging around with.”

Laurel turned to me. “The same one working the ride that night?”

Suspicion thickened the air like syrup. “How do we know she’s not here to get information for them?” Melissa declared.

I sighed and rolled my eyes. “Because I’m not. What possible information do you have that they would want?”

“There’s a spell we can do,” Dana said. “An honesty spell. It will show us the truth about you.”

I blanched. I didn’t want them to conduct any spells to do with me. There was a good chance they would not only find out that I was half vampire—from past experience I was aware vampires and witches had a long standing hatred of each other—but also that I was responsible for the murder of Jordy, a death I felt sure would become public knowledge in the next day or two. As long as the Convergence didn’t end everyone and everything in Sage Springs, that was.

They took my hesitation as an admission of guilt.

Melissa lifted her hand and pointed a finger at me. “See! I knew she couldn’t be trusted.”

I wanted to cry in frustration. “You’re wrong! I only want to help. Something is coming tomorrow night, and I’ve seen what it will do to everyone. It’ll take their souls, everyone in this town!”

They exchanged worried glances. 

“I won’t let you do spells on me. It might affect my ability to predict things, or see things about people, and I can’t afford for that to happen.”

“The spell is safe,” said Dana.

“So you say, but how do I know I can trust you? It goes both ways, you know, and I’ve hardly been welcomed in with open arms. I thought you liked me, Dana. I thought you saw something in my writing, but all along you were spying on me.”

“I always liked your writing, Beth. The offer to join my staff had nothing to do with what’s happening now. As for spying on you, well, I had to do what I had to do.”

Anger roiled within me. “By sending your little spies after me? And what about Flynn? I assume he’s in on this, too?”

“Flynn is the guardian of the pools. Of course he knows.”

I thought back to how a wind seemed to have frightened him away from the very place he was supposed to be guarding. “For a guardian, he’s not doing a very good job.”

“This is harder for Flynn. He feels the water so much more intensely. The position of the planets has already created a change in the depth of the pools, the divide between the two worlds has grown thin, the water more shallow, even if it looks the same as it always has. He can tell a change is coming, and it’s unnerved him. He’s not himself.”

“If he can control the water, can’t he just make it deeper again?”

“He’s tried, but something is working against him. Another force.”

“From below?”

“We don’t think so. Until the Convergence, the other world’s magic can’t affect us. We think it’s someone else with great power.”

“Maybe someone from the carnival?” I suggested.

Dana nodded, seeming to appreciate the suggestion. “Yes, perhaps. It would explain why they’ve stayed in town.”

“But what would they achieve by doing this?”

“Maybe power. Perhaps they have a way of harnessing the darkness for themselves.”

Something occurred to me. “Did Flynn take me to the pools for a reason? Did he want to check if they had a reaction to me?”

“I don’t know. Did he?”

I thought of the reaction the pools had. They definitely responded, though I didn’t think it was to me, and as far as I was aware, neither did Flynn. Besides, when I’d gone later with Riley, even considering what we’d been there to do, they’d not reacted in the same way. Something else had been responsible.

I couldn’t worry about that now.

“Let me go back to the carnival, see what I can find out.”

“One of us should go with you.”

So you can keep an eye on me, I thought. “No, it’s too dangerous. It’s easier for me to go unseen, and my friend won’t talk to me unless I’m alone.”

Dana exchanged a glance with Laurel. 

“I trust her,” Laurel said, giving an apologetic shrug. 

I could have hugged her.

“Okay, fine. Go alone,” said Dana. “Meet us back here in two hours. The Convergence is almost upon us, and time is running out.”
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I found Riley riding his bike inside the huge metal cage I’d seen him in the first night I’d come to the carnival. I stood back and watched him for a while, appreciating the air of danger combined with skill that his performance displayed.

I’d sneaked in the back route Riley had shown me, avoiding the midway and the people milling around. Riley had told me the carny folk were night owls, but there seemed to be more activity tonight than I’d seen since the place had been shut down.  The air was filled with the clang of metal on metal, of the roar of machinery being used, of men shouting instructions to one another. I didn’t like it. They were up to something.

Riley rode one final, dizzying loop and brought the bike to a skidding halt at the bottom of the cage. He must have sensed me standing there, hiding beside one of the trailers, for he turned and looked directly at me. I lifted a hand to wave, but he didn’t respond, not even with a smile.

My heart sank. What now?

He opened the door in the cage and climbed out, dragging his bike with him. He left his bike beside the cage and ran over to me with a slow, easy lollop. “Icy, what are you doing here?”

“I need to talk to you.”

“Yeah, I need to talk to you, too.” He grabbed my hand. “Come with me.”

“Where are we going?”

“To my trailer. There’s a lot of people around tonight. It’s too easy for you to be seen.”

I looked again toward the midway, where people worked on the rides, unscrewing bolts and taking things apart. “What’s going on, Riley?”

“Just come with me.”

He led me to his trailer, drawing me inside its now familiar warmth and atmosphere. But instead of pulling me into his arms, as I had hoped, he stood in front of me, his arms folded across his chest, his lips pressed together, a line between his deep blue eyes.

“What is it, Riley? You’re scaring me.”

“We got the okay from the police department that no foul play was involved in the accident on the Waltzer. We’re allowed to move on.”

The ground shifted under my feet, dropping away, together with my stomach, leaving me weak and empty. My head spun. “You’re leaving?”

“We missed the slot for our next pitch a couple of towns along, so we don’t have anywhere to go until tomorrow night, but yeah, we’re leaving.”

“You’re leaving?” I repeated, unable to make the words feel true. My voice sounded tiny, disbelieving, even to my own ears. “No, you can’t leave me. Not now.”

“I’m sorry, Icy. You must have realized I’d move on at some point. The carnival is my home. These are my people.”

No, I wanted to cry. I’m your people now. 

But I couldn’t get the words to come out. 

“How could you?” I said instead. “How could you be with me, knowing you were going to leave?” My heart was surely breaking, fracturing into tiny pieces. I felt it would shatter through me, slicing me into so many parts no one would ever be able to put me back together again. How stupid I had been. Of course he was always going to leave me.

“Baby, please ...” He reached out to me. 

I slapped his hand away. “Don’t ‘baby’ me.”

“I’ll stay in touch. I’ll call you. I’ll come back and visit when I can.”

I shook my head, staring at his face and wondering how something so beautiful could cause so much pain. Tears built inside me, swelling like a balloon inside my chest, rising to create a painful lump in my throat and making the backs of my eyes burn. “It won’t be the same.”

He stepped toward me, moving into my personal space, his arms slipping around my waist. He pulled me to him, and I couldn’t resist. Though I was furious at him, I was also hurt, and he was the only one who could make the hurt go away. I pressed my face against his chest, the familiar sensation of leather against my skin. I inhaled the scent of him, the warmth of his body heating my cheek, trying to commit the moment to memory. I didn’t know how many more times I’d be able to do this. 

Riley pressed his nose and mouth against the top of my head, kissing my hair. “I don’t want to leave you.” His breath heated my scalp.

I moved away from him slightly so I could look into his face. “So don’t. Stay here, with me.”

He gave a laugh, but it didn’t contain any humor. “What, in your dorm room? That’s hardly going to go down well.”

“I could hide you under the bed.”

He quickly kissed me on the lips. “Tempting,” he said with a sad smile.

I knew I was being ridiculous. He was right. It wasn’t as if I had my own place. He lived in a trailer. He was a dare-devil motorbike rider in a carnival. Who was I to try and tie him to one place, to make him give up his adventurous life and get a regular job down at the local store?

I was torturing myself being here with him. If he really cared for me, wouldn’t he figure out some way to stay?

You could always go with him, a little voice suggested in my head.

No, I couldn’t. My parents would freak if I told them I’d run off with a traveling carnival. And yet that little voice persisted. You expect him to change his life for you, but you’re not willing to do the same. 

“I really care about you, Icy,” he said, brushing my cheek with the back of his thumb.

“You care about me?” I spat. For some reason the words tasted bitter in my mouth. Care about me? Had I wanted more? Did I feel more for him? Had I hoped for the word ‘love’ to come from his lips?

“Of course I do.” He seemed surprised, completely unaware of the reason for my anger.

“Well, that just makes everything okay again, doesn’t it? So good to know that by sleeping with me, it means you care about me. You care so much, you can just take off and leave me here alone.”

I couldn’t stop the tears now. They spilled from my eyes, wetting my cheeks. My nose grew stuffy. I probably looked like a snotty child throwing a temper tantrum, but I didn’t care. He’d done this. He’d hurt me. I wanted him to experience my pain.

“Icy, I didn’t plan this! It’s my life!”

I pushed past him to get out of the trailer. I had to get out of there. “Well, enjoy living it, especially now you won’t have the complication of having me around.”

Shoving open the door, I burst out into the warm night and stumbled down the steps to get away. I’d never experienced this kind of pain before. I wanted him to chase after me and tell me that he didn’t mean it, that he would stay here for me, but the rational part of my mind knew that wouldn’t happen. I couldn’t ask him, or expect him to give up his whole life because of a girl he’d known for less than a week. Even though I knew that, it didn’t stop the pain. How could I get through each day knowing I wouldn’t feel the touch of his skin on mine, taste his mouth, just be with him?

I ran away from the carnival, heading across the fields, toward the forest and the darkness of the trees. Tears streamed down my face, I could barely see for crying. 

Suddenly, I realized I’d completely forgotten the reason I’d gone to see Riley in the first place. Here was I worrying about not being with him, when our worlds could be about to alter forever tonight anyway.

I wasn’t far from the trees now. 

Was that his voice calling to me? I wanted him to come after me more than anything. I turned my head, to see if I could spot him, slowing my run. Riley wasn’t there. His voice had been in my head.

As I turned back around, I slammed into a massive body. Arms wrapped around me, but they weren’t gentle or affectionate.

I opened my mouth to scream, but as soon as I did, a strong hand grabbed my face and shoved something into my mouth—earthy and gritty. The effect was immediate. The inside of my mouth began to burn. The fingers tightened on my cheeks, squeezing against my teeth, and forcing my lips to open. Water was poured down my throat, forcing me to either choke or swallow.

I swallowed.

The strong arms let me go.

I screamed and staggered away, falling to the ground. I scrabbled backward, gagging and spitting. My insides felt like they were on fire, as if flames licked and crept up through my stomach, spreading into my heart, for my blood to transfer the fire to my veins. All the strength I had burned away in the flames, leaving me weak and helpless. Through my pain, I got the briefest of moments to take in the people who now stood, towering over me. 

The man was built like a body-builder, with an almost non-existent neck, massive shoulders, and a bald head. He had a pug nose and small eyes from which he stared down at me. I caught a glimpse of tattoos on his knuckles.

I knew this man. It was Bulldog Mackenzie, the guy I’d only caught a glimpse of from a distance before, the guy people referred to as ‘The Bull.’ I could see why.

Two other men stood either side of The Bull. I recognized them as Russ and Mitch, the two men who’d been with Jordy the night I’d killed him for almost raping me.

“See,” said Russ, the smaller of the two. “I knew what she was!”

“A vampire, huh?” The Bull mused. “A real life vampire.”

I wanted to correct him, but what the hell was the point?

“Told you the aconite root would work,” Russ continued, clearly pleased with himself. “I looked it up on the internet.”

“Yes, very interesting. Who would have thought a simple herb could have such an effect? Now that she’s weak, I suggest we kill her.”

From his belt, The Bull produced a huge knife, the glint of the blade catching in the moonlight. He bent to me and hauled me up backward, the knife placed against my throat. I wanted to writhe in pain, but I daren’t move because of the proximity of the blade to my jugular.

“No!”

The shout came from a distance away, but all three men looked toward it. Through the haze of agony that held me in its grip, I caught sight of Riley running toward us.

“No! Wait!” he yelled. “You don’t want to kill her.”

“And why’s that, Riley?” Bull said. “Because you’ve gotten yourself a crush on the little lady?” He snorted. “If you can call her a lady.”

Riley’s eyes flicked to me. I could see the agony within their deep depths. He was going to save me, surely. I didn’t know how, but I was sure Riley wouldn’t want me dead.

“If she’s what you say she is—” he started, only to be interrupted by a shout from the other guy, Mitch. 

“She is! She bit out Jordy’s throat. Right in front of us!”

Riley gave him a cold glare, and continued. “If she’s what you say she is, you should use her tonight. Screw the other girl. This one will give you more.”

The Bull’s grip relaxed just a fraction of an inch. “I thought the other one was who we needed to sacrifice. You’ve been working all that magic on her. You said we needed her because her parents own the land the pools are on, that it makes her tied to the land, that her death will have special consequences.”

Riley wouldn’t look at me, but my heart pounded so hard I thought it might explode. Riley had been the one conducting the magic on Brooke? Please don’t let it be true.

“It’s true,” he said, as if answering my silent plea, and a part of my soul cried out. “Brooke’s death during the Disruptive Convergence will give you great power. But her death will give you more.”

The Bull’s eyes gleamed with greedy hunger. “More? What could be more?”

“Because of what she is, if you take her life in the pool during the Convergence, the other side will give you immortality.”
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A moan of pain escaped my lips—pain from the herbs they’d forced me to swallow, and pain from learning Riley wanted me dead.

“I’ll take her back to my trailer until tonight,” said Riley. “I can keep an eye on her there.”

But Bulldog laughed. “I don’t think so.”

Riley frowned. “After everything I’ve done, don’t you trust me?”

“Oh sure, I trust you, but I don’t trust that thing in your pants. I know what it’s like to be your age, when everything revolves around whether you’re going to get lucky or not.”

“I’m not like that.” Riley scowled.

He snorted. “’Course you’re not. She’s coming back with me.”

Bulldog released his hold around my neck, lowering the knife so he held it loosely at my waist. If I was at my normal strength, I could easily have grabbed the wrist holding the knife, and twisted the weapon from his grip, probably snapping a bone or two at the same time. But I wasn’t up to my normal strength. I’d never felt so weak in my life. 

With his free hand, he grabbed both of my slender wrists. His big hand easily circled both wrists, crushing the bones together. Though painful, it was nothing compared to the fire still raging within me. I felt as though every internal organ was burning, and soon smoke would start pouring from every orifice, until I crumbled into a small pile of ash and blew away in the wind.

Bulldog started to drag me back toward the carnival and the group of trailers gathered at the rear. The deconstruction of the midway was still underway, most of the carnies completely unaware of what was happening in the fields behind them. The sounds of metal clanging, engines thrumming, men shouting instruction to one another filled the night air.

Riley chased after us. “If you want this to work, I’ll have to conduct some of the same rituals on her instead of Brooke.”

“I still want the other girl,” Bulldog replied. 

“But you don’t need her. This one will give you so much more.”

“So you say, but if it doesn’t work, I want backup. Besides, we’ve already done so much work on the blonde, no point in wasting it. I’ve been looking forward to seeing her peachy skin bleed.”

We stopped outside of a large trailer. This one was brand new and at least four times the size of Riley’s home. Bulldog entered first, dragging me up the steps behind him. My feet caught on the metal slats, my ankles banging painfully against them. 

The interior was gaudily decorated, with the couch in black leather, and a glass and chrome table. A lion-skin rug spread out on the floor, the lion’s mouth open in a permanent growl, its black eyes glassy. I imagined Bulldog’s bedcovers would be something animal print, probably with black sheets below. I shook the thought from my head. I really didn’t want to be thinking anything about The Bull’s bed right now.

He slung me down to the floor. I landed with my face only inches away from the lion’s. I felt sorry for him. Here we were, both predators, both reduced to lying on some scumbag’s floor.

But at least I was still alive.

Bulldog turned to Mitch and Russ. “Go and get the other girl. We won’t have long until the planets are aligned. We need to be ready.”

Mitch nodded and disappeared out the way we’d come in. 

I groaned and started to push myself to sitting. Riley dropped down at my side, his hand on my arm as though to help me up, but I shook him off. “Don’t touch me!”

“Icy,” he said, almost begging. His eyes flicked to where Bulldog stared down at us both. He dropped my arm and moved away.

“Don’t you have preparations to make?” The Bull said, his eyes like stone as he stared in Riley’s direction.

Riley ducked his head. “Sure, Bulldog. I’m on it.”

He disappeared into another part of the trailer, only giving me a fleeting glance as he did so.

The Bull stood over me, a hulking mountain with me in its shadow. For a moment, I thought he was going to kick me. I wished vehemently for my strength to return, but the twigs or roots, or whatever they’d force fed me still burned in my stomach, and I barely thought myself capable of lifting my own head off the floor. As soon as the stuff wore off, I swore Bulldog Mackenzie would meet the same end as Jordy. My anger was like a red cloud, encompassing my entire being, and I gritted my teeth. I would make him pay for this. He would see who he was dealing with, and I’d make him regret it.

“I can’t believe a tiny little thing like you could take out someone like Jordy.” I could hear laughter in his voice, as if this whole thing was no more than another game, a real life ride in his carnival.

“Size isn’t everything,” I managed to spit.

“Clearly Jordy didn’t know that, huh?” The look he gave me made me think he even had a tiny bit of appreciation for the murder I’d committed. Not that he’d appreciated one of his own being killed, more that he admired anyone capable of taking a life.

I coughed, the herbs in my gut burning up my throat like acid. “Jordy was asking for it.”

My attention was drawn beyond Bulldog as Riley came back into the main part of the trailer. He held a number of items in his hands, but I struggled to make out what they were from the floor—a bowl, and a number of candles, along with a few other items.

My traitorous heart still swelled at the sight of him.

I didn’t want to hate him; I cared about him too much to bring myself to hate him. But right now, I wanted to grab him by the shoulders and shake him so hard his brain rattled in his head, and yell in his face to ask him what the hell he was doing.

He set his items down on a table, and positioned himself with his back to me, blocking my view. Damn him if he couldn’t even look at me!

A knock came at the door. 

The Bull turned at the sound. “What?” he barked.

The door cracked open and a tall, skinny woman, a slash of red lipstick across her mouth, most of which had bled into the lines around her lips, stepped into the space. “Hey, Bull. Hunter needs you over at his commission.”

Bulldog’s eyes narrowed. “Can’t he deal with it? I’m kinda busy here.”

“No, sorry, he can’t. It’s an emergency.” The woman’s eyes flicked to me, and I wondered if she knew exactly why I was there. “We don’t want another accident happening.”

Bulldog sighed. “Fine. Russ, you’re in charge here. No one leaves my trailer, and no one except Mitch and the other girl gets in. Got it?”

He nodded. “Got it, Bull.” 

Bulldog pointed at Riley. “And you behave yourself. I’ve got eyes on you.”

“Jesus, Bull. What have I ever done against you?”

The Bull’s eyes flicked briefly to me. Riley might have betrayed me, but The Bull was sharp enough to have picked up on the fact there was something between me and Riley. Or at least there had been.

“You’ve got preparations to get on with, haven’t you?” he said to Riley.

Riley pressed his lips together and nodded, still not looking at me.

“Don’t worry, Boss,” said Russ. “I’ve got backup.” He tapped his hip, just below his jacket. I noticed Riley tense. Was the other guy implying he was armed? It wouldn’t surprise me if he was.

Bulldog threw me a frown, clearly not wanting to leave me alone, and then slammed from the trailer. The atmosphere changed as soon as he was gone, and not in a good way. The guard on me had effectively fallen to one person, and I could tell he took his role seriously. I didn’t want to contemplate the idea that he had an itchy trigger finger.

Russ took up position on the couch, his arms resting on his knees. He leaned forward, brows drawn together as he stared at me. I scowled back.

I wanted to get a glimpse at what Riley was doing. I needed to shift my position slightly, so I was side on to Riley, instead of lying with him with his back to me.

Wanting an excuse to move, I started to fake a coughing fit, which quickly turned into a real one due to the acid burning up my throat and being breathed back in again, hitting my lungs. Though weak, I rolled across the lion skin rug, to come to rest with my back against an arm chair which matched the huge, black leather couch. 

Russ reached out and nudged me with his foot, hard enough to hurt. “Where the hell do you think you’re going?” I couldn’t answer, just continued to cough, my lungs burning, tears streaming from my eyes, clear snot from my nose.

“Jesus, Russ,” Riley exclaimed, glancing over to me, his eyes wide with concern. “Leave her alone.”

“You never saw what the little bitch did to Jordy,” Russ snapped. “She needs to pay.” His hand moved to his hip, and Riley froze, one hand out held.

I managed to get a hold on my cough and propped my back against the chair, trying to shrink myself into the leather and vanish.

“Hey, it’s all right, Russ,” Riley said in a calm tone. “She’s going to get what’s coming, don’t you worry. But you know The Bull’s got plans for her. You wouldn’t want to go messing those up now, would you?”

At the mention of Bulldog, Russ’s hand dropped from his hip. “Fine,” he spat. “Though Bull would have killed her out on the field if you hadn’t interfered.”

“Yeah, well I’m just trying to do what’s best for all of us.” His gaze flicked over to me, and I tried to read what was in its blue depth. “Anyway,” he continued. “I’ve got work to do now, so I need some quiet to concentrate. Got it?”

Russ gave a sniff of disdain. “Fine. I’ve gotta take a piss anyway.”

He turned his back and headed deeper into the trailer, to find, I assumed, the bathroom.

Riley turned back to the table and collected his things together, and then approached me. I watched him with wariness, unsure of what was going to happen next. He held five small pillar candles, which he placed around me, not seeming to care that the chair I leaned against was also surrounded.

“They’re for the points of the elements,” he told me, as he got to work lighting them with a lighter he removed from his pocket. As he set fire to each wick, he spoke their name. “Earth, Fire, Water, Spirit, and finally, my element, Air.” As he lit the fifth candle, the wick burst into flame higher than any of the others, scorching into the air. 

“What the hell are you?” I said. “Some kind of witch?” I sought my mind for the male equivalent. “Or a warlock?”

He shook his head. “I’m an Elemental. I have powers, but my main power is that I can control the air.”

I opened my mouth to say, ‘Like Flynn,’ but promptly shut it again. There was a chance Riley didn’t know about Flynn, and that could be used to my advantage.

I thought back to all of the weather anomalies I’d experienced since getting to Sage Springs. From first entering the town when the wind had suddenly dropped, allowing my escape from my car, to the way a gust must have burst the window open in my bedroom. I’d seen him that first day, I realized. He’d been standing in the field, watching the events of the fallen power line. I’d even caught the scent of him—leather and motorcycle oil—on the air. Had he controlled the air enough to allow me to run from the car?

“It’s how I always knew when you were in trouble. A small part of me, you could call it my soul, I guess, is able to travel on the wind, to see and sense things happening somewhere else when my body is right here. Ever since I first laid eyes on you, a part of me has been following you.”

“Following me? Do you know how creepy that sounds?”

I guessed in the big scheme of things, it didn’t matter, but I hated the thought of being watched.

He shrugged. “I was worried you’d get yourself into trouble, and I wasn’t too far wrong.”

“Seems to me all my trouble started around you.”

He didn’t respond. Instead, he pulled out a small, clear bag of white powder.

“Are you going to drug me now?” I challenged.

He gave a sad smile and tipped the powder into a bowl. “No, this is white ash. Its use is powerful in communing with the other side, and other worlds.” He bent his head over the bowl and muttered a few words I didn’t understand. Then he held his hand above it and circled his index finger clockwise and then counter-clockwise. As he did so, the powder began to move, just the slightest vibration at first, and then more, until finally the ash rose into the air in a spiral. I was mesmerized, the spectacle almost beautiful, especially with Riley being the one in control.

But then he snapped his fingers together, and moved his hand away, and the ash dropped back into the bowl. Riley lowered his head again, and spat into the ash, and stirred it around with his finger, creating a paste.

He dipped his finger into the paste and brought it to my skin. I flinched. 

“I’m not going to hurt you.”

“Really? That’s not what Bulldog thinks.”

He began to trace lines over my skin. I hated to admit it, but his touch still sent a trickle of desire running through me. Goosebumps appeared where his finger dragged across my flesh. He started at my hand, creating swirls, dips, lines and circles. As if writing. He moved from my hands, up to my arms. As soon as the white paste was applied to my skin, it vanished. I realized he was drawing the runes I’d seen on Brooke. 

Movement came from the doorway leading to the back of the trailer and I realized Russ had entered the room again.

“You need to trust me, Icy.” Riley said, his voice low.

“How am I supposed to do that?” I hissed. The pain from the herbs they’d force fed me remained. I wished I had my strength so I could rip the lot of them to pieces. “You practically handed me to them on a platter!” 

Russ called out, “Hey, Riley. No chatting with the sacrifice.”

“I’m not chatting,” he snapped back. “I have to be able to speak for the magic to work.”

I heard Russ mutter, “Damn mumbo-jumbo,” under his breath, but then he turned away and started to fiddle with the cuffs on his shirt.

I glared at Riley. “I know you people caused the accident on the Waltzer on purpose,” I said, my voice barely above a whisper.

He squinted at me. “Yeah, so?”

“Jesus, Riley! People could have been killed!”

“Collateral damage,” he growled.

“For what? I assume all this has to do with the Disruptive Convergence.”

“How do you know about that?”

I didn’t answer his question. “What about the hell cycle that follows?”

“We’ll be protected.”

“Why? Because you sacrifice people? I can’t believe I ever trusted you!” Tears were close again, but I fought against them, not wanting him to see my weakness. “I didn’t just trust you, Riley. I gave myself to you. Do you have any idea what that meant for me?”

His hand closed around my wrist, gripping it tight. “It meant something to me too, Icy. Don’t ever think it didn’t.”

“What else am I supposed to think?”

“Hey, you weren’t exactly honest with me either. You never told me about being a vamp.”

“Part vampire,” I corrected him with a sniff.

“Yeah, well, you kept that quiet, so don’t make out like you’re all sweetness and innocence. And you never admitted to me the part about being able to see the future.”

I looked at him with tears swimming in my eyes, blurring my vision. “Guess I’m not so good at the predicting the future part,” I said. “Or else I’d have seen you betray me.”
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The door burst open, making me jump. 

Brooke came walking up the steps, her blonde hair loose around her face, the moonlight behind glowing through her locks like a halo. Mitch followed her close behind.

My roommate looked around the trailer with a dreamy smile on her face. No part of her acted as though she’d been kidnapped, or that something unimaginable was going to happen in a matter of hours.

“Brooke?” I said.

She blinked at me and smiled. “Hey, Beth. How are you doing?”

We could have been meeting at a social. No, that was wrong. If we’d been at a social, Brooke would have been glaring at me with her usual contempt and probably ignoring my existence. Instead, she smiled at me as though I was an old friend she’d just bumped into.

“Brooke, are you okay?”

“Sure, Beth. I’m great.”

I turned to Riley. “What have you done to her?”

“Nothing you need to worry about. It’s a simple contentment spell, that’s all. She’s probably happier now than she is normally.”

I couldn’t argue with that, but I still didn’t like seeing Brooke like this. Even though no narcotics had been used, the way she was acting felt too close to her being drugged.

Something about how he’d managed to change her behavior made me uncomfortable and nauseous. Had he done this to me, too? Had I fallen for him because of some kind of spell? I didn’t want to even think about what that meant in regards to me sleeping with him.

I shook my head in hurt and bewilderment at Riley. “I can’t believe I got you so wrong.”

But hadn’t I seen darkness in him? Hadn’t his air of danger drawn me to him in the first place? The darkness I’d recognized in him was the same as I knew was within me. I was a fool not to expect the situation to blow up in my face.

I was aware of both Mitch and Russ watching Riley and me. Riley opened his mouth to respond and then closed it again. Instead, he gave his head a slight shake and turned away from me, his lips pressed together. I blinked back my tears while Brooke watched on, a beatific smile on her perfect face.

The door slammed open, grabbing everyone’s attention.

“God-damned idiots,” The Bull growled, barging into the trailer, his size immediately taking up a large amount of space. “Sometimes I wonder if they’d be able to wipe their own asses if I wasn’t around.”

“Everything okay, Boss?” Russ asked, his hands clenching and unclenching anxiously.

“Fine, but the clock’s ticking, and we need to get this show on the road.” His eyes locked on Brooke, and his eyebrows lifted. “Good to see we’ve got everyone we need. Now haul ass. You know where you’re going.”

Mitch took Brooke by the arm and dragged her past Bulldog and back out into the open air. She didn’t need to be dragged. I had a feeling she’d have gone anywhere she was told, but Mitch seemed to like to assert his strength over her.

Russ approached me and reached down to grab my arm. 

I yanked away. “I don’t need you to drag me around.” I still felt impossibly weak, though the fire raging in my stomach seemed to have abated. Using the chair behind me, I pulled myself to my feet. The ground felt unstable beneath me, my legs wobbly. I teetered for a moment, and Riley reached out and grabbed me before I fell. I pulled away from him, too. “I don’t want you anywhere near me.”

“You can’t walk, Icy. Would you rather I help you, or shall we let Russ do it?” I glanced over to Russ, who licked his lips as he sneered at me. 

“Fine,” I relented. Despite everything, I would rather have Riley’s hands on me than Russ’s.

I leaned against Riley, allowing his strength to hold me up as I took step after unsteady step out of the trailer. His arm was around my waist, his familiar scent and warmth encasing me. I wanted more than anything to give into the ache in my heart, to have him hold me and tell me this was all a big mistake, but I knew that wasn’t going to happen. I forced myself to be strong, to build a wall around my heart against him, but nothing in my life had ever been harder.

Russ, Mitch, and Brooke waited for us outside. We stepped off the small set of metal steps and onto the dirt ground. Bulldog followed us out, locking the door of his trailer, before joining us.

My legs buckled again, and Riley grabbed me, holding me up.

“She’s struggling to walk,” he said to Bulldog. “Why don’t I take her on my bike and meet you there?”

The Bull gave a snort of laughter. “Yeah, right. So you can whisk her away to lover’s paradise, you mean?”

Riley snapped. “Would you quit that? You’ve been like a father to me, Bull. You looked after my mom before she died. You could have kicked me out of the carnival, but you didn’t. You kept me on, and trained me, and kept me clothed and fed. I’ve done everything you’ve asked of me. Now you keep acting like I’ve betrayed you.”

The Bull was smarter than I’d given him credit for. He gave Riley a cold, intense stare. “Never trust someone completely, son. The moment you do, that’s when they’ll get you,” he pounded his chest, “right here. Straight through the heart.” He pointed a finger at Riley. “Even the most faithful dog has the capacity to turn around and bite you in the ass. Don’t you ever forget it.”

“Yes, sir,” Riley said, but I didn’t miss the tightness in his jaw.

We were all outside now, standing beside the trailer. Looking toward the midway, I noticed several of the rides had been dismantled, the huge structures remaining now appearing awkward and out of place. Though it must be approaching midnight, the carnies still worked, their voices carrying over to us in the night air. I considered screaming for help, but I doubted anyone would hear me above the clanging of machinery, music, and shouting men. Even if they did hear me, who would help? The Bull ran the show, and they wouldn’t challenge his authority—not if they still wanted a commission at the next town.

Bulldog lifted his face to the sky, and, in a moment of unusual serenity, smiled up at the stars. “Well, look at that,” he said. “It’s already happening.”

I looked up to the night sky and gasped. The moon was full, appearing huge and yellow. It was close enough to allow me to see all the shadows and craters that made up its surface. It was beautiful. But that wasn’t all. Several of the stars appeared far larger and brighter than I’d ever seen them, their radiance, together with the moon, making the night far less dark than usual. Though light still spilled from Bulldog’s trailer, I knew as we headed across the fields and into the forest, that we wouldn’t need flashlights to help us find our way.

The hairs on my arms began to stand to attention, the hair on my head beginning to lift as though someone had placed a balloon covered in static electricity close me. I lifted my hand to touch my head, checking my hair wasn’t literally standing on end.

Riley spotted me doing so. “It’s the proximity of the moon,” he told me. It’s affecting our electrical fields. You might find yourself breathless too, the closer the moon gets, so try not to panic.”

I didn’t think a bit of breathlessness was going to be my main concern.

He pointed at the sky. “See the one farthest to the right, the brightest one?” I nodded. “That’s Procyon.” He moved his arm to point farther left. “And see the one that’s the least bright? That’s called Capella. And the one in the middle is Rigel.” I felt his breath on the back of my ear, the heat of his body against my back.  “In another hour, all of those stars will be aligned with the moon, and that’s when we’ll experience the Disruptive Convergence.” 

My heart ran cold. “And when you’ll kill everyone in Sage Springs.”

“I’m not killing anyone, Icy.”

“But you’ll play your part.”

He didn’t answer.

The Bull started forward. “Enough standing around,” he said. “Let’s get moving.”

We headed away from the trailers, toward the fields behind the carnival where they’d first captured me, and to the forests beyond. 

I felt as though I was willingly walking toward my death. I was tempted to simply not bother to move my feet, and force them to carry me, but I didn’t want Bulldog, Russ, or Mitch’s hands on me. Besides, what would it achieve? No one around here was going to help me. Also, as much as I didn’t want these particular people for company, I had to at least be at the pools during the Disruptive Convergence. I had no idea what I could do to stop it, but if I wasn’t there, Sage Springs wouldn’t stand a chance. 

I hated that I needed to use Riley’s strength to keep me upright, but as we left the trailers behind and headed into the depths of the trees, a tingling began in my legs and arms, a burning in my muscles that had nothing to do with the herbs they’d fed me, and everything to do with my strength returning. I made no more effort than previously to walk, not wanting to alert them to the fact the herbs were wearing off. The last thing I wanted was to suffer another dose. If that happened, I would stand no chance of surviving the next hour. At least this time I would be prepared for them. If they came anywhere near me with that stuff, I would bite their fingers off before they had a chance to get it in my mouth.

As we walked through the trees, following a small trail, I realized the forest felt different tonight. At first, I struggled to pinpoint exactly what the change was, but then it dawned on me. Other than the sounds of our feet crunching against twigs and leaves, and the heavy breathing of the unfit men ahead, the forest was utterly silent. No insects buzzed or whined near my head, no animals scurried away from us in the undergrowth. Even the birds roosting overhead were gone. It was like the strange emptiness of the pools had spread its boundaries, causing all life in the forest to scatter to safety.

All life except us.
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The walk through the forest was starting to sap my strength again. Though the light from the moon and stars was bright, brighter than it would probably ever be again, the darkness caused by the trees made the route harder than in the daytime. I found myself tripping over hidden roots and fallen branches. On those occasions, I was thankful for Riley holding me up.

I stumbled again and turned my ankle over. Pain shot up through my ankle and calf, and I hissed air in between my teeth.

Riley stopped with me. “Are you okay?” he asked, looking down at me with concern.

“Fine,” I snapped, not liking him seeing me at my weakest. I ignored the pain and kept walking, using Riley as my crutch.

But the effect of the herb was wearing off, the weakness that had held me in its clutches abating with every minute that passed. I just hoped it would be gone from my system by the time Bulldog decided to kill me.

As Riley had warned me, the air grew thin, and I fought to take a deep breath. I noticed the men in front struggled worse, their large forms needing more oxygen to replenish their muscles while they were on the move.

Good, I thought bitterly. I hoped they felt like they were drowning.

Brooke barely seemed to notice anything was wrong, and strode on, as though out for a Sunday hike. 

We were getting closer to the pools now; I sensed their presence in the atmosphere. But that wasn’t the only thing getting closer. Every so often I caught a glimpse of the moon and stars between the tree branches. The moon was huge and had taken on a red glow. It was both magnificent, and terrifying.

“There’s blood on the moon,” I muttered beneath my breath. The hairs on my arms now stood at full attention, as though I was freezing cold instead of warm and traipsing through a forest on a balmy night. I imagined my normally frizz-heaven hair would be twice its regular size by now. 

“Maybe it’s a sign,” Riley said.

I glanced up at him. His expression was unreadable as he stared ahead, just keeping his feet moving, his arm still around my waist. Whatever the sign meant, I didn’t think it would be a good one.

My lungs were starting to burn now, and a flutter of panic tickled my heart. What if the air grew so thin I was unable to breathe? Would we all die before we even reached the pools? Perhaps that would be a good thing, and the Disruptive Convergence would pass without further event?

“Here,” Riley said, noticing my breathing. “I can help.”

His eyes closed briefly and he spoke in almost silent whispers. A sudden breeze lifted around us, stirring my hair. He reached out, as though catching something in the space in front of us, and he brought his cupped hand to my mouth and nose.

“Breathe,” he told me. 

I didn’t have much choice. My lungs were already burning from the thin air, and I hadn’t yet caught my breath. I inhaled, expecting the shallow breath I’d managed before, but instead my lungs filled with oxygen rich air.

Instantly, my chest expanded, letting go of the tight wheeziness I’d been suffering with most of the hike. My head cleared, the building panic abated. I doubted the relief would last, but for the moment I was grateful.

“How did you do that?” I asked, staring up at him, curiously.

He gave me a wink. “A magician never shares his secrets.”

I scowled. “I hope you’re not flirting with me, Riley Draiodh. Especially considering the situation!”

He shook his head and kept walking. “I wouldn’t dream of it.”

I started to recognize the path we were on, the fallen tree trunk which Riley had needed to skirt around when we’d come here on his bike. The boulder completely covered in moss on one side. The low lying swathe of branches which were low enough to brush my hair and force the men to duck beneath. My heart picked up its pace, thumping against the inside of my chest. What would we find when we got there? What would happen to Brooke and me? The words ‘bleeding’ and ‘sacrifice’ had been mentioned, so I was certain it wouldn’t be good.

Out of nowhere, Riley pulled up short, forcing me to stop with him. “Wait!”

Bulldog turned at the sound of his voice, and the others stopped too. “What now?” Bull demanded. “We need to move. We’ve only got another thirty minutes, at most.”

“We’re not alone,” Riley called out. “Some people have already made it to the pools.”

My heart leaped. Of course, Laurel, Dana, and the others. Would they have realized something was wrong when I’d not come back to the beach? Had they come here to find me, perhaps finally taking me at my word that the Disruptive Convergence was going to be far more treacherous than they knew? But then my heart sank again. This put them in danger. How far would The Bull go to get what he wanted? He wasn’t afraid of committing a little murder among friends, but would he really kill four college girls? I understood him wanting me dead, I was hardly a normal girl, but they were innocent.

He’s willing to kill Brooke, I reminded myself. She’s done nothing to him.

Had I only lured Laurel’s circle to their deaths, or would they be able to do something to save us?

We followed Bulldog off the path and into the clearing.

My prediction about who was already here had been correct.

The girls sat on a patch of grass in the middle of the pools. Candles shone around them, and they held hands, chanting quietly. They barely seemed to register our arrival. I wanted to cry. They might not have come for me, they might have only come because of the pools and the Convergence, but they were here and that’s what mattered.

“Kayla, hi!” Brooke squealed with excitement and waved frantically. Kayla’s total lack of response did nothing to perturb her. 

Bulldog started forward and suddenly rebounded back. “What the hell?”

For the first time, Riley left my side. I felt the space he’d left like an empty chasm beside me. I didn’t want to feel that way, he was my enemy now, but I couldn’t help myself. 

He reached out into the space Bulldog had bounced back from. Laid his palm flat, as though pressing against a pane of glass. “They must be creating some kind of protective spell to keep us out.”

Bulldog’s eyes narrowed. “Can you fix it?”

Riley gave a curt nod. “Of course.”

He placed both hands against the invisible surface and lowered his head as though in prayer. I stood watching, part in fear, part in fascination. Riley began to speak, though I was unable to pick up on the words, his voice was too low. My eyes darted between him and the group of girls sitting on a patch of grass between the pools.

As I watched, the leaves in the trees overhead began to rustle, and those on the ground gently lifted and flipped and swirled across the forest floor. The ferns began to bend, and the water stirred in ripples. Dana’s long hair blew back from her face, and all of their clothing billowed.

Bizarrely, standing on the outskirts, I barely felt a breeze. I checked out Brooke and noted that her hair wasn’t moving either. The wind was directed purely at the circle.

The force of the gusts grew stronger, causing the water to lift in waves, splashing on the surrounding ground. I’ve seen this before, I realized. The night Flynn brought me here. Had that been Riley then, too, sending us a warning? Or had it only been Flynn he’d been chasing off?

The wind had become a low moan, quickly rising to a howl. The candles flickered and spurted, before extinguishing completely. 

The circle of witches clung tightly to one another’s hands. Their hair whipped from their faces, Dana’s red curls threatening to strangle her. Their clothing blew back from their bodies. The noise was tremendous, a shriek I’d only ever heard during a storm. The girls’ chanting grew louder, trying to be heard over the wind, until their voices became a chorus of shouts.

“Hang in there,” I willed them under my voice.

But they were starting to lose it. I caught Melissa shooting Dana a look of sheer panic, her skin pale. I hoped she wasn’t about to have another fit.

I glanced up at the sky. The moon was blood red, the stars beginning to slip in line.

“Riley, quit it!” I yelled. “Leave them alone.”

Bulldog glanced back at me and then turned to Russ. “Get her to shut the hell up.”

Russ stalked toward me and lifted his hand. I saw it coming, but didn’t get the chance to move. I still wasn’t up to my normal strength. His hand came down in an arc, the palm catching my cheek and jaw, knocking me sideways. Pain exploded up one side of my face. I struggled to keep my balance, staggered to one side, and dropped to my knees.

“Hey!” Riley yelled, glaring with fury at Russ. 

A cluster of pinecones flew toward Laurel. Instinctively, she lifted her hand to protect her face, and broke the circle. The girls fell silent, looking around themselves in confusion, unsure what to do next.

Riley dropped his hands, and the wind immediately fell away. He ran back to me and skidded to a halt beside me. He reached down to pick me up. 

“Leave me alone.”

He must have picked up that I wasn’t kidding and turned his attention to Russ, instead. “Don’t you ever lay a hand on her again!”

“Shut it, Riley,” snapped Bulldog. “Have you forgotten whose side you’re on?”

It didn’t matter. The protective spell had been broken.

Bulldog pointed toward the circle. “Get the girls.” 

Mitch and Russ didn’t need to be told twice. They stormed past the pools, toward the circle of witches. 

Dana saw them coming and tried to regroup her circle. “Link hands. We have time to do something—”

But she was stopped in her tracks.

Melissa’s eyes rolled, flashing the whites, and she fell backward, landing on the ground with a crack that made me wince. Her body jerked and juddered as she fitted in the dirt.

“What’s happening to her?” I called out to the circle.

“It’s the alignment of the stars,” Laurel cried. “Her fits have been getting worse ever since the Convergence started.”

Unsure, Mitch and Russ glanced back toward Bulldog. “What are you waiting for?” he roared.

They approached again. Dana lifted her hand up at one of the trees lining the clearing, and yelled a couple of words I didn’t understand. A flash of light and a burst of flame forked across one of the branches. The branch severed from the tree and flew through the air toward where Mitch approached her. The wood smacked him square in the back, knocking him off balance. He went down heavily, smacking his head on one of the boulders surrounding the edges of one of the smaller pools. He lay there, unmoving.

Not letting the fall of his friend get to him, Russ attacked from the other side. He produced the weapon he’d been concealing, and pressed the muzzle at Dana’s temple. “If any of you try anything witchy,” he told Laurel and Kayla, “your leader gets it.”

“The time’s almost here, Riley,” Bulldog yelled. From his belt, he produced the knife he’d threatened me with earlier. “You’d better get your vampire ready.”

Riley reached out and took me by the arm, pulling me close to his body. He whispered in my ear, “I’m sorry.”

“You will be,” I hissed back, though my threats were unsubstantial. Unless I regained most of my strength in the next few minutes, I didn’t know how I was going to get out of this alive.

I could feel the eyes of Laurel’s circle on me, horror and a question in them. Vampire. Of course they’d heard Bulldog call me a vampire.

I glanced up at the sky. The stars were barely visible on either side of the moon now, the moon almost completely obscuring them. It would only be a matter of minutes, and the Convergence would begin.

And so would the hell cycle.

“Do your thing, Riley,” Bulldog commanded.

Still with one hand holding me, he lifted out his other hand toward the water. A new wind whipped up, lifting leaves and dirt and branches from the ground, whipping our hair and clothes. But the main focus of the wind was the pool. It stirred its surface, creating only a circle of ripples at first, but those ripples quickly became waves, though they seemed to have no direction. Then I realized they did have a direction. It was up.

Riley created a spiral of air, lifting the water from the pool into the sky. 

A tornado. He’d created a tornado to remove the water from the pool.

I could see the edges of the pool now, the water pulling away from the sides as it lifted higher. The sides were made of rock and dirt, but the lower it got, the more the material changed—a substance I didn’t think I’d ever seen before. Black glass, but not. Glass which seemed to ripple and stir. Glass which seemed alive.

Something moved down there, and I gave a shriek and leaped back. Had I imagined it? No, I didn’t think so. Something humanoid, with long skeletal arms and legs, and a pale, naked scalp, appeared to be scaling the walls of the pool.

It wanted into Sage Springs, and I doubted it would be alone.

“Riley! Stop it! Stop it now!” I wrenched out of his grasp and took hold of him instead, shaking him. But he didn’t lose control of his spell. 

“You need to kill her now if this is going to work,” said Riley, addressing The Bull. Then he pulled me back to him and spoke fast and low in my ear. “Don’t be afraid. He can’t hurt you.” 

Bulldog took a couple of steps toward me. I hesitated, looking between everyone here—Riley, Laurel’s circle, even Brooke—and knew I couldn’t run. I couldn’t just leave them all here to face whatever was coming. 

Bulldog took hold of my arm. Though I knew I couldn’t escape, I couldn’t resist swinging my elbow back and giving him a satisfying whack in the gut. He coughed and yanked me back harder, hurting my shoulder. “Little bitch,” he said in my ear.

He could insult me all he wanted. It made no difference to me.

Across the pool, a figure stepped from between the trees. Broad shouldered, blond haired.

My heart jumped with happiness. “Flynn!”

“I told you he was trouble, Beth,” he yelled at me. “You didn’t listen.”

“Do something and then lecture me,” I shouted back. “You’re supposed to be the protector of the pools. Where the hell were you?”

Bulldog gave my arm an extra yank. “Shut it, both of you. There’s nothing you can do now. You’ll both be dead in a matter of minutes.”

Russ took the gun away from Dana’s head and waved it in Flynn’s direction. “Should I shoot him, Boss?”

Bulldog shook his head. “No, keep the gun on the girl.”

The funnel of water grew higher. Almost all of the water from the pool was now suspended in the air. The creature I’d spotted before had made it halfway up the inside of the pool, and more movement came from below. I knew without a doubt that these were the things that would start the hell cycle.

“Do something, Flynn!” I cried.

He lifted his hands above his head, as if he was about to dive, but he didn’t jump. Instead, he began to push his palms down in an arch. He appeared to be pressing against a force I couldn’t see, but when I glanced up, I saw the funnel of water Riley had created beginning to get lower. Somehow, he was forcing the water back down.

Riley’s concentration increased, his face taut with focus. With every bit of downward pressure Flynn applied, Riley’s efforts doubled back. They were fighting each other. A battle I could only see by the elements involved.

Riley risked breaking his concentration for a moment to yell over an instruction to Bulldog. “Move closer. You need to hold her over the edge, so when her blood is spilled it pours into the pool. Her blood can’t be spilled on our dirt.”

Bull pushed me forward, the knife held against my throat. He leaned me closer over the edge, so I stared down into its vast, black depth. Dizziness spun over me. Feeling like I was falling already. Was that what he planned? He would slit my throat, and I would die plummeting into those depths. The last things I would ever experience were those strange glassy black walls and the feeling of falling.

I thought of my parents, how they’d kissed me goodbye, never knowing it was for the last time. I thought of the people of Sage Springs, and possibly even the rest of America, how their lives would change forever after this night. How the hell cycle was about to begin.

Several tons of water swirled above our heads. I felt as though I was looking up into an ocean. It was both overwhelming and terrifying. The pool was an empty black hole now, or not so empty. From its depths, more of the creatures emerged, their fingers long and spindly, with long, curled nails, or perhaps claws, protruding from the ends. 

The creatures were getting closer, a couple of them only a matter of feet from the top. One reached up, its claws curling around the edge, digging into the grass and soil.

I tried one last time. “Please, Riley. Don’t let him do this.”

But the boy I’d fallen in love with ignored me.

His attention was focused on someone else. 

Riley and Flynn exchanged a glance. I had enough time to think, ‘What’s going on there?’ Then Riley shouted, “Now!”

My survival instinct kicked in. I shoved away from Bulldog, diving for the ground. The edge of the blade sliced across my throat with a sharp sting, but I didn’t have time to worry about it. A roar came from above and suddenly ten tons of water collapsed on top of Bulldog’s head. 

He floundered, his arms spread out as though thin air could help him, and then the force of the water pummeled him down, his feet flying up into the air.

The water was back in the pool, sloshing from side to side from the motion.

His hand reached out of the surface for help, only for a black claw to reach up out of the water beside him and drag him back under. 

“Never trust anyone,” Riley said, addressing the water as he stood over the pool Bulldog had vanished into. He shook his head, sadly. “You taught me that, Bull.”
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I lifted my hand to my throat, expecting at any moment to start choking on my own blood from where the blade had punctured my windpipe. But when I brought my hand away, my palm was clean, and the choking never came. I frowned, confused. I’d felt the blade slit my skin and enter my flesh. Why wasn’t I hurt?

Then I noticed the symbols Riley had drawn on me, all glowing in the dark, just like the time I’d seen them on Brooke in our room.

Riley crouched beside me and took the hand which I still stared at, perplexed. “I did a protective spell on you back at Bulldog’s trailer,” he said. “I didn’t use the symbols to prepare you for the afterlife.”

I managed to tear my eyes away from my palm and looked up at him. “You didn’t?”

He gave a small smile. “You can’t actually think I would ever let anyone hurt you?”

I opened my mouth and shut it again. I didn’t know what to say. I had thought he was going to let someone hurt me. I’d thought he’d served me up and handed me to Bulldog Mackenzie on a platter.

A groan caught my attention, and Mitch started to shift, coming around. Russ reached down to help his friend to his feet. He tucked the gun back in his belt and lifted his hands in defense. 

“We don’t want no trouble,” he said. “We were only doing what Bulldog told us. We ain’t got no beef with all of you.”

My first instinct was to kill the pair of them. They deserved to go the same way as Bulldog. Anger built within me, the familiar red haze descending on my vision. All of my muscles tightened, and I realized the herb they’d fed me had completely worn off. 

I started forward, but Riley’s hand on my arm stopped me. “Leave them,” he said. “They’re not worth it.” He raised his voice. “Get out of here, or we’ll get the cops onto you for abducting a college girl.”

“You ain’t no innocent in this either, Riley,” Mitch yelled back. “What proof have you got that you weren’t involved?” 

Riley glanced to me, and I nodded. 

“Witnesses,” he replied. “I’ve got witnesses. What have you got?”

Russ and Mitch exchanged a glance and then turned their backs and ran off into the forest. I had to hold myself back from taking after them and hunting them down.

“Let them go,” said Riley. “They don’t have the brains to cause any more trouble.”

Flynn approached us.

Without saying anything, I put my arms around him and squeezed him tight. He was warm, solid muscle beneath my touch, and I felt eternally grateful to have him here. I might not have the same feelings for him as he had for me, but without him, we wouldn’t have won.

“Hi, Beth,” he said, his face in my hair.

“Thank you,” I told him, letting him go so I could stand back beside Riley.

He shrugged. “It wasn’t just me. And anyway, it was his idea.” He nodded toward Riley.

I looked between them, and frowned. “It was? But don’t you hate him?”

“Just because I don’t like him, doesn’t mean I won’t work with him. We’re the same, remember?”

Riley gave a nonchalant shrug. “We knew Bulldog would need to believe everything was going to plan, and that he was winning. We couldn’t make him think it was too easy. To be honest, though, we didn’t think you’d be involved. We thought it was going to be Brooke.”

Brooke heard her name. “Thought what was going to be me? What the hell are we doing out here anyway?”

Inspiration hit me. “You’re sleepwalking, Brooke.”

She blinked in surprise. “I am?”

“Yeah, you’re a terrible sleepwalker.” She looked horrified. “Don’t worry, we’ll keep it between us,” I said with a smile.

She breathed out a sigh. “Oh, thank you. I’d hate for everyone to know.” 

Melissa let out a groan and started to open her eyes. Dana, Laurel, and Kayla were already at her side, and they helped her to sit up.

“Is she going to be okay?” I asked.

Dana nodded. “Yeah, now the Convergence is over, everything will go back to how it was.”

I remembered the alignment and glanced up. The stars had passed across the back of the moon and had come out the other side. The moon itself was already smaller, and the blood red was only a tinge of color. I expected in another hour the moon would look almost normal. 

“How did you guys know to be here?” I asked the circle. “Were you in on this plan Flynn and Riley had?”

Dana shook her head. “When you didn’t come back, we went to the carnival, but the place was being broken down, and no one had seen you. Time was running out, and we figured that if what you’d told us about the Convergence was right, then this would be the place you’d be.”

I smiled. “Thank you. It meant a lot to me seeing you all here. Sorry it might have gotten you killed.”

“Well, you were right about the Convergence. Something bigger than a few spirits getting through was happening.”

Suddenly, I remembered something. “Did any of them get out?” I asked in panic.

Dana frowned. “Any of what?”

“Those things! Those awful creatures with the claws and the long, skinny arms.” I knew my description was barely brushing the surface of what they’d been. Something terrible, total darkness.

My friends exchanged worried glances. Dana put her hand on my arm. “I didn’t see anything else, Beth.”

“Maybe you weren’t close enough. Could you even see into the hole from where you were?”

“Well, maybe not deep, but I could see some, yeah.”

“But one of them was pulling itself out as the water came down. You must have seen it.” They exchanged that glance again, and my shoulders sagged. “You didn’t see it, did you? None of you did.”

Riley shook his head. “Sorry, Icy.”

Dammit.

“Look, we need to get Melissa home,” said Dana. “Brooke, too. I guess we’ll have to talk about the whole ‘vampire’ thing another time.”

My cheeks colored. My secret was out. “Sure.”

With their arms around each other for support, they walked away from the pools and back onto the trail. 

Flynn looked between me and Riley. “Can I trust you to get her home safely?” he said to Riley.

Riley scowled. “Of course.”

“Hey,” I admonished. “What have I told you two about me not needing a babysitter?”

The corner of Flynn’s mouth turned up. “Sorry. Well, as much as I enjoy playing gooseberry to the two of you, I think I’ll make sure the other girls make it back to campus.”

“Okay. And thanks, Flynn,” I said again.

He shrugged. “No problem.” And he turned his back and disappeared off after the girls.

Riley turned to me. “That all—”

I didn’t give him a chance to finish. Instead, I shoved him in the chest, pushing him backward with my strength. He staggered back, his blue eyes wide with surprise.

“How could you do that?” I cried. “How could you betray me like that? You told Bulldog to kill me!”

“No, I didn’t tell Bulldog to kill you because I wanted you dead. I was trying to buy time. If I hadn’t given The Bull a reason to keep you alive, he would have killed you there and then.”

A glimmer of light sparked my heart. Had Riley been planning on betraying Bulldog all along? But then I remembered something else. “But what about Brooke? You’d been preparing her for a sacrifice. You’d been doing magic on her.” The idea that he might have seen Brooke naked, had touched her body in order to draw the runes on her skin, sent an absurd stab of jealousy racing through me.

“Bulldog told me no one would die. It was supposed to have been a little bloodletting spell to tie us to the magic in the pools at the right time. Bulldog wanted his own power. When I realized how far he planned on taking things, I turned to Flynn for help.”

“It’s still bad enough,” I said, shaking my head, tears trembling in my vision. “That you would hurt anyone is bad enough.”

“What, like you’ve never hurt anyone?” he challenged me.

I didn’t know what to say. He was right. “I only hurt people who were asking for it.”

“And you get to make that decision? Brooke and her family are far from innocent. They plunder the earth, tear nature to pieces in order to make their money. It’s partly the mining that’s caused the instability of the pools. She’s tied to the land, she’s part of it. She isn’t so innocent, you know.”

“Brooke’s not responsible for her parents.”

“No, you’re right, she isn’t.” His voice grew softer. “So what about me, Icy? Bulldog and the others practically raised me. I did what I did because they asked me to, and I wanted to help them. It was only when you came on the scene that I started to ask myself if what they were doing was right. And then that night Jordy attacked you, I realized I cared about more than just the other carnies now.” He looked at me, his eyes so deep, my tears mirrored in his own, pool-like depths. “I would never hurt you. I love you, Elizabeth. I’ve loved you from the very first moment you stepped onto the midway, when you caught my eye right before the accident. It was like you reached inside my chest and claimed my heart for your own.”

“You love me?” My voice was a nervous stutter.

He nodded, his face utterly serious. “With every inch of my being.”

I could hold back no longer. I threw myself in his arms. 

“I love you, too,” I managed, a muffled cry. He lifted my face and kissed me, ignoring the wet and the salt, kissing my pain away.

But then I remembered he was still leaving.

“What about the carnival?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know. Now Bulldog’s not running things, people may disband. Join other carnivals, I’m not sure.”

“What about you?”

He reached out and stroked my hair from my face. “I’m not going anywhere. My home’s right here with you.”

My heart sung. Here we were, neither of us normal, neither perfect, but we’d found each other in this imperfect world. 

Like what you’ve read? Read Book Two in the Dhampyre Chronicles:

Twisted Magic. 

Did you know The Dhampyre Chronicles is a spinoff of Marissa Farrar’s dark vampire series, The Serenity Series? Why not check it out as the first book, Alone, is free across most book retailers!
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THE NORU: BOOK I

BLUE ROSE

By

Lola StVil

The two most important days in your life are the day you are born and the day you find out why.—Mark Twain



CHAPTER ONE: IMPORTANT TO HUMANS

When someone knocks on the door of the principal’s office, I’m relieved for the interruption. I’m hoping it’s the fire department here to announce that there’s smoke in the building and everyone needs to evacuate. Or better yet maybe a HAZMAT team here to announce that the school is officially a hot zone and will be shut down for a few years. 

Okay, okay, the chances of that are unlikely, but can’t a girl get a simple fire drill? I mean anything to end my visit to the principal’s office. 

“Yes, come in,” Principal Walsh says, never once breaking eye contact with me. 

It isn’t the fireman that enters the room. It isn’t a HAZMAT crew. Instead it’s someone nearly as bad as the principal: my academic advisor, Mrs. Greenblatt. Everyone calls her “The Face” because when she catches you doing something wrong, she scrunches her face up like she’s smelling something rotten, then her left eyebrow moves up as if to say “I know I did not just see you do what you did.” 

Mrs. Greenblatt is a full-figured lady in her fifties, with sensible shoes and glasses. She can usually be found wearing pastels and pearls. Her hair is always pinned up in a well-managed bun, not a strand out of place. 

Unlike other faculty members, she’s not mean. Make no mistake about it, she will punish you if she catches you breaking the rules, but she’s just as concerned as she is firm. She remembers your name and grade point average even if she’s only met you once. And when you start behaving better, she’s the first to point it out. Or so I hear. I’ve yet to make it to the behaving “better” category. I have had my fair share of detention thanks to her. It’s not to say I don’t like her, I just wish I could get one or two tricks past her. 

“Good afternoon, Principal Walsh,” she says, smiling sweetly. 

“Mrs. Greenblatt, how can I help you?” he asks. 

I try to avoid eye contact with her, but I can feel her willing me to turn and face her. 

“Here are the records you asked for,” she replies. 

“Thank you.”

“And is that Pryor Cane you have there?” she asks.

As if she didn’t already know. 

“Yes, Ms. Cane has taken took it upon herself to get into a physical altercation with one of her classmates,” he informs her. 

She sighs this long dramatic sigh and waits for me to make eye contact. I refuse to look at her. But like a pro, she waits me out. Finally, knowing it’s the only way to get this over with, I turn and look at her. She then turns and gives me “The Face.” 

“I expect this will be the last time we see Ms. Cane here for such an offense. Isn’t that right?” she asks me.

I tilt my head and smile my best fake smile. 

“I’m sure we can get her to make better decisions in the future. For example, I’m told by her US History teacher that she has yet to hand in her report on the Cold War.”

“Um...I...I was planning to hand it in this week,” I lie. 

“Good. I’ll be happy to take a look at what you’ve done so far in detention tomorrow,” she says pleasantly. 

“What?” I ask in disbelief. 

“That would be a wonderful idea, Mrs. Greenblatt. Thank you.” The principal replies in a tone that suggests the matter is closed. 

“The Face” smiles and leaves the room. Now I’m left with my high school principal—who is a demon. That being the case, it’s only fair that I kill him, right? Okay, he may not be a demon. Alright, alright, I know for certain he’s not a demon. But given the fact that he’s standing here, torturing me with his lame “I expect you to behave like a lady” speech, I think the rules about not harming humans should be bent; I should be allowed to kill him. 

Here’s how it would go down: I hold out my hand and his soul would be violently ripped from his body and drawn to me by force. He would then fall lifelessly to the ground. My ability to “Pull” as they call it, has been with me since birth. In addition to Pulling, I can read the level of fear in any being I encounter. 

I know. Sounds exciting right? But reading someone’s wave of fear is a power I wish I could turn off. As soon as I enter a room I can see wavy lines orbit each being. The lines are onyx colored, and the darker they are the more intense the fear. 

But my power doesn’t end there. I can alter the wave to increase the level of fear. This is called Binding. I can Bind fear up or down with no more than the blink of an eye. I’ll be honest with you, Binding has gotten me into trouble—a lot. 

That’s why I’m sitting here trying not to Bind his fear up and make him run screaming from the room. I’m trying to take my punishment like a good girl. 

“Pryor Cane, your behavior will not be tolerated. You have been given many warnings, and I’m afraid there is only so much we will take from you,” he vows. 

I should be paying attention to his words, but the quiver of his round belly distracts me. It quakes every time he speaks. 

“Principal Walsh, I wasn’t the one who started the fight. Why am I the only one in here?” 

“Everyone in your science lab said you started it,” he barks.

“You ever thought maybe they’re lying?”

“Why would everyone lie about you?”

“Because they all want to kiss Harper Kingsley’s ass. And she’s pissed that I’m not lining up to do the same. That’s why she knocked my project over.”

“She says she did that by accident and that she apologized.”

“She was smirking the whole time. I’m telling you, she did that shit on purpose.”

“Ms. Cane, we will not allow that language in here!” 

“Sorry.” I pause. “But Harper and her minions are out to get me. They don’t...like me.” 

“And why don’t they like you?”  

“Because I don’t worship at the altar of Harper. She’s a snobby, plastic cliché and I hate her.” 

I know, I know, I sound like every other girl to Principal Walsh, but it’s not like that. I mean not really. 

“Pryor, you can’t behave like this. Why don’t you try to fit in? It will make things easier for you.”

“I have a better idea,” I reply. 

I start to Bind his wave. His level of fear begins to increase. Mr. Walsh’s eyes begin to widen in terror. His lips start quivering and his hands begin to shake. He stands up, suddenly fearful that something harmful may be in the chair. I stand up too so that we are both eye level. I Bind his levels up another notch. Then suddenly, Mr. Walsh is frozen in place. 

That can’t be me because Binding doesn’t cause time to stop. I look outside the window and see that everyone is frozen: the deliverymen across the street, a couple mid-kiss, and a dog with his leg over the fire hydrant. They are all frozen. 

“Hi, Mom,” I say before I turn around to face her.

She didn’t come alone. She brought my father. Great. Now the two of them stand there looking at me as if I’ve killed a puppy with my bare hands. 

My mother, Emerson Baxter-Cane, stands before me looking radiant as usual. She takes the hood off her head and reveals her flowing raven hair and sparkling purple eyes. Her skin is nearly translucent. She has perfect bone structure and a slim figure. I bet humans would be shocked that Death looks so good. 

Yes, my mom is the Angel of Death; meaning she oversees who lives and dies. She doesn’t have a long cane with a blade on the end of it. She doesn’t wander around howling or anything. But yes, she could kill you with little more than a thought. 

She is part of a Council. The Council was formed by Omnis, who created, well...everything. But Omnis wanted a separate group to be in charge of maintaining the balance of good and evil. So, he came up with the Council: Time, Fate, and my mom, Death.

My father, Marcus, has been called among the most gorgeous of angels. He has been appointed the sexiest Guardian alive by angel gossip blogs all over the world. It’s so not right. 

Okay, okay, to be fair, I guess he is kind of good looking. He has deep brown eyes with gold colored specks. He’s over six feet tall and in top shape due to his never ending battles with evil. My parents look no older than twenty-two. Angels hardly ever age. But while they may look like hot young models, trust me, they are very much “parents.”

And they are parents who have perfected the “I’m disappointed in you, young lady” head tilt. They both have a way of saying my name that makes me stop dead in my tracks. And they somehow always know when I’m up to something. Seriously, somehow they always know.  

“What were you doing to Mr. Walsh?” my mom asks, nodding her now hoodless head in his direction. 

“Nothing,” I reply, looking away.

“That didn’t look like nothing, Pryor. He’s terrified. You were Binding him,” my dad accuses. 

“A little,” I admit, avoiding eye contact. 

“You could have killed him,” she says. 

“I wasn’t going to hurt Principal Walsh. I just wanted him to shut up. He was going on about conforming to the status quo, and frankly that’s unacceptable behavior for an educator. I was doing humanity a favor by rendering him silent.”

“Why were you in his office in the first place?” Mom asks.

I don’t reply. I just look out the window at the dog, frozen mid pee. 

Man, I wonder if that hurts...

“Hey, don’t zone out on us. Why are you in the principal’s office yet again?” she asks.

“I had a fight,” I confess. 

“Oh, Pryor, honey, this can’t keep happening,” Mom reminds me. 

“You don’t understand. They started it,” I try to reason.

“That doesn’t mean you’re off the hook,” Dad says.

“I didn’t Pull her. I just punched her in the face a few times. She has a plastic surgeon on speed dial. She’ll be fine,” I assure them.

“That’s not the point. You have to stop resorting to violence,” my mom says.

“Says the woman who kills for a living,” I remark.

“Little girl, watch how you speak to me. I am your mother and I will pluck both your tongue and wings if you don’t change your tone. Do you hear me?”

“Yes,” I reply reluctantly.

“Yes, what?” she asks.

“Yes, I hear you, Mom.” 

“You wanted to go to a human school. The new Human Incentive says that angels must live on earth for a portion of their lives. But it doesn’t say that you have to go to a human school. You wanted that, not us,” she reminds me.

“I don’t want to go to school in Daraquin; the city of angels is not the right place for me. Everyone there wanted to be my friend just because my mother is Death and my father is a First Guardian. Everyone there is so phony. I hate them all.”

“You hate all of them?” my mom pushes.

“Yeah,” I reply after a brief hesitation.

“What about Aaden?” 

Please, please stop talking about Aaden. 

“Aaden-Grey is just some guy. He doesn’t even matter. He’s like...whatever.” 

“Honey, you two have a thing for each other,” my mom reminds me.

“YOU TWO HAVE A WHAT?” my dad says in full heart attack mode. 

“Really Mom, right in front of him?” I shout.

“I’m sorry, honey, but he was going to find out,” she says gently.

“Emmy, you knew our fourteen-year-old child asked out a boy and you kept it from me?” dad accuses.

“Marcus, he is not just a boy; Aaden is the son of one of your best friends.”

“Yeah, he is Rage’s son. That also means he’s half demon and full of hormones. I don’t want our daughter...dating.”

“We’re not dating,” I protest.

“Don’t run from him because he’s half demon, Pryor. That’s not fair,” my mom says. 

“That’s not the reason,” I reply. 

Dear Omnis, you are the God of angels and all of humanity. Please, just kill me now. 

“Why are you trying to push them together?” my father says.

“I’m not. I just know what happens when you try to keep two people apart. That’s what happened to us and it just made us closer,” she replies.

“So you want Aaden and our firstborn to be together?” he asks, dumbfounded.

“I don’t know. Maybe they should be together. They have been around each other since they were babies,” Mom replies. 

“We are not gonna be together, okay?” I bark at them. 

“Why? Did something happen?” my Mom asks. 

“No.” 

“C’mon, honey, talk to us. What happened with you and Aaden?” my mom pushes.

“Nothing.”

“There had to be something.”

“Nothing—”

“Carrot, what happened?” my Mom asks.

“Please, please stop calling me that,” I beg her. 

“Okay, I’m sorry. Now, tell us what happened with you and Aaden—” 

“I ASKED HIM OUT AND HE SAID NO.”

I open the door and storm out. I run though the hallway of frozen students and I hear my dad call after me. I keep going until I hear him call me by my full name. 

“Pryor Reese Cane, I said stop,” my father orders. 

A cold chill races down my body. When my dad takes his First Guardian voice, it scares me. There’s a certainty and firmness in his tone that could halt armies. In fact it has done just that, many, many times. 

I stand still. He comes over to me and places a hand on my shoulder. I lower my head. I don’t like making eye contact when I feel like hell. I just want to crawl into a hole and be left alone. He lifts my head up gently and looks into my grey eyes. 

When he looks at me, he sees his firstborn: his precious Pryor or ‘Reesie,’ as he likes to call me. To him, I’m the little girl who got his mother’s flaming red hair and his wife’s eyes. 

He sees the little girl who killed demons from her crib but was still afraid of the flying monkeys in The Wizard of Oz. He sees the little girl who tampered with her uncle Tony’s mixtures and ended up with polka-dot wings for a week. 

The thing is, I’m not a little girl. I’m a grown-up. Okay, okay, not all the way, but I’m close. I’m fourteen years old and unlike my dad, I don’t see anything cute or adorable about me. I’m slender, 5’6, and have fire red hair.

I have tried my whole life to change my hair color but it never works. No matter what hair dye I use, my hair always reverts back to the red. It’s like a super freaky curse. It’s one of the things that make it hard to blend in. 

“Pryor, I want to talk to you,” Dad says.

“Okay,” I whisper.

“No, I want to talk to the real you. My child. Not the girl you’re pretending to be.”

“Dad, no. C’mon,” I moan.

“You know I don’t like talking to you when you have them on,” he replies.

I sigh and pop out my grey contacts. Now I stand before him with my natural eyes: my mom’s eyes. It wouldn’t be so bad if it were a light, misty sort of purple. But no, my eyes are actually violet. I have stared at them in mirrors for years and I still can’t believe just how purple they really are. And just like my mom’s eyes, they get darker depending on my mood. 

So, imagine trying to blend in when you have red hair and purple eyes. It’s a freaking nightmare; no one genuinely wants to be my friend. And my thoughts on that are as follows: they can suck it. 

Contrary to popular belief, not all teens want to fit in. We all don’t want to belong and we all damn sure don’t give a damn what others think of us. 

I handled the teasing pretty well but then they started attacking me. In the Angel world no one attacked me because they weren’t stupid. I mean if you go after the daughter of Death, you better know what you’re doing. 

However, in the human world, they have no idea what powers I have. To them my wings are invisible. That is unless they know, in which case they will appear. 

“I hate that you hide your eyes. Your eyes are as unique and precious as you are, Reesie” my Dad says studying my face.

My parents gave me the middle name “Reese” in honor of their departed friend and teammate who died on their very first mission. 

“I don’t want to be unique, Dad. I want to be normal. I want to be...nothing special.” 

“That’s never going to happen, honey, you know that,” he replies.

“You don’t know what it’s like to have you and Mom as parents. You can’t understand the pressure, Dad.”

“I’m a First Guardian: all I know is pressure,” he reminds me.

“Yes, but there have been other cycles of Guardians. But being a Noru...there’re only five of us in the world,” I reply.

Suddenly my dad’s face darkens; something I just said disturbs him greatly. In order to become a Guardian, you have to be a human who died trying to help someone you loved. The story of how a human died and became a Guardian is called a Core. And that story is always gruesome and tragic. That is to say it takes a lot to scare or frazzle my dad. So reading the alarm on his face is unsettling. 

“Dad, what is it? What’s wrong?” I ask. 

“Nothing...nothing. You need to go back to class,” he says. 

“Are you sure nothing is wrong?” I ask again. 

“Yes, everything is fine,” he replies.

Why is my dad lying to me? 

*******

My parents scold me for what seems like another hundred years. Then they do the worst thing a parent could possibly do: They refuse to sign me out of school. So I suffer through the day. When school is finally over, I race outside and find Randy waiting for me near the football field. Randy Westfield is my best friend and the reason I’m not in the psych ward. 

He gets what it’s like to be on the outside. And he’s okay with not being Mr. Popular. Well, mostly. I think we always meet by the football field because it’s the closest he can get to making the football team. 

Randy is not the toughest guy around. He’s tall and on the scrawny side. He wears glasses and has a mess of dusty blonde hair that refuses to be tamed. He has a few pimples that never go away no matter what medication his dermatologist prescribes him. He stands a few yards away, backpack in hand, shaking his head at me disapprovingly. 

“Pryor, Pryor, Pryor. What am I going to do with you?” he jokes.

“My hand slipped and landed on Harper’s face—a few dozen times. Guess I’m really clumsy,” I reply, teasing. 

“It was all anyone could talk about. Frankly, young lady, I’m disappointed,” he says seriously. 

“You are?” I ask.

“Yeah, you should have texted me. You know I hate to miss your fights. I paid for season tickets and I expected to get front row seats.” 

“I promise, Randy, next time I will send out an alert.” 

We start walking down the New York City streets. We’re so used to the hustle and bustle of the city, we hardly notice the parade of people whizzing by us. 

Randy takes a pill out of his pocket and pops it into his mouth.

“What’s this one called?” I ask.

“Pro-Buff.”  

I burst out laughing, and he pushes me lightly to get me to stop. 

“It’s guaranteed to work this time,” he vows.

“You know they are just scams, Randy.” 

“No, not this one. It was endorsed by this famous actor guy.” 

“Okay, what actor guy?” I ask.

“He does all those action hero films overseas.” 

Randy has been trying to gain weight and bulk up since I met him a year ago. He takes a bunch of these crazy pills, shakes, and vitamins. 

They all promise to give him muscle mass and strength. So far all the pills have managed to do is take hair off his arms, turn his lips green and, my favorite, make him  cross-eyed. 

That happened last month. It lasted about a week. I laughed so hard I was in serious danger of passing out. 

“This one is different; it generates cells or something,” Randy pushes.

“So you’re going to turn into Spiderman?” I tease.

“Maybe. Then I could scale tall buildings and cause havoc in New York.” 

“If you had super powers, you’d only use them to get laid.”

“Well yeah, what do you think I’m scaling walls for?”

We share a laugh just as a group of guys come from around the corner. We know them from school. They look like they are straight out of a bad after-school movie. There’s no need to describe them to you individually. 

Let’s just say there are five of them: Stupid, Brawny, Idiot, Stupid Jr., and Loser. The fact is none of them have had a single thought in their heads that wasn’t put there by someone else. They block our way and prevent us from getting by. There’s a smile on their collective face that tells me they are determined to be assholes. Randy looks at me, troubled. 

“Um...could you guys...excuse us?” Randy says, not making eye contact.

“Why don’t you try going around us?” Loser says with malice in his eyes. 

Randy takes my hand and we try to go around, only to have them block our path once again. 

Randy flashes me a warning. He jokes about it, but he hates when I fight. He’s the kind of guy who avoids confrontation as much as he can. Don’t get me wrong; he’s not a coward. He would never take off and leave me with these ‘Vin Diesel’ knockoffs. Still, he would rather we cross the street. So we try and they block us yet again. 

“This ‘bully in the school yard’ crap is getting really old,” I warn them.

‘Brawny’ shakes his head and sneers as he talks. 

“You know what confuses me?”

“Counting to ten?” I reply. 

“What confuses me is why an okay looking girl like you would be caught with this pimple-faced freak,” he says.

The others smile, enjoying the look of defeat on Randy’s face. 

“Randy has pimples so you call him pimple face? Really? That’s as far as your imagination can go?” I ask.

“It’s fine, Pryor, I don’t care,” Randy insists. 

“You want us to be more creative, then fine. Your friend is a freak who has to jerk himself off because no girl would ever touch him. In fact, I’m pretty sure he’s still a virgin.”

The group starts to laugh and move in closer. I step up to the leader, AKA “Loser,” and look him straight in the eye.

“That’s much better. But you guys are not quite there. Say something really awful about Randy. Something that really shows how much of a prick you really are,” I challenge him. 

The army of rejects is taken by surprise and so is Randy. They can’t believe I’m encouraging them to insult my best friend. We have only known each other for a year, but Randy and I clicked from day one. And yet here I am, daring them to talk crap about him. 

See, the thing is I need them to say something really offensive so my parents won’t be too mad when I beat the hell out of the humans before me. The jackpot would be if they touched me. Then I could break a bone or two. At least that’s how I see it. 

“You really want to hear what we have to say?” Stupid Jr. asks.

“Fuck this, enough talk. Let’s just pound his ass to the ground,” Idiot says, truly earning his name. 

“Perfect. But to get to him, you have to get past me; so hit me,” I reply. 

“Don’t think we won’t, little girl,” Brawny says.

“Yeah, maybe we can teach you some respect,” Loser says.

“Pryor, no. Let’s just turn back. It’s no big deal,” he says. 

“Don’t you think it’s sad you need a girl to protect you? God you’re pathetic,” Stupid says. 

“I don’t need her to protect me,” Randy says, coming to the front. 

“Look, freak has some balls after all,” Brawny says.

“Yeah, I do. So what now?” Randy challenges, trying to keep his voice from shaking.  

His fear level rises with every passing moment. His levels are spiking higher than I’ve ever seen them. Yet, he stands ready to fight. 

“Forget it. You’re such a pussy; we can’t even bother with you,” Stupid Jr. replies. 

They nod their heads in agreement and start to go past us. I watch Randy’s wave of fear decline the further away they get. They are nearly out of earshot when Brawny says to Stupid, “He’s such a damn loser. No wonder his mom took off.” 

Randy moves so quick he reminds me of my uncle Jay, a guardian with the power to move at lightning speed. 

Randy bolts after Brawny and tackles him. All of us are taken off guard. Brawny’s friends are just as shocked as I am. Soon they snap out of it and pull Randy off of their friend. They throw Randy to the ground and start to beat down on him. It never occurs to them to keep an eye on me: big mistake.  

I yank Stupid by his collar and hurl him down the street with little effort. Idiot and Stupid Jr. swing at me from both sides. I duck their blows, plant my feet firmly on the ground, grab them both by the leg, and flip them onto the concrete. 

The other two come to help their fallen friends. They tackle me to the floor. I grab Brawny by his neck and press tightly. I can see the shock spread through his face. He is nearly twice my size and knows it’s impossible to do what I’m doing. 

I don’t choke him hard enough to kill him, just hard enough for him to wish he were dead. Then I throw him over to the side like a bag of trash. Loser, the last fool remaining, looks down at me on the ground with venom. 

He picks me up from the ground by my throat. My feet dangle helplessly in the air. 

Randy runs to help me by pounding on Loser, but it does no good. He thinks he has me, so he leans in and says, “If it weren’t daylight outside, my punishment would be more...personal.”

He looks for fear and panic in my eyes but doesn’t find it. Instead I smile at him. 

“You’re really going to miss them,” I say, managing to choke the words out. 

“Miss what?” he shouts. 

“These,” I reply as I reach out with both arms and rip his nipples from his chest. 

He drops me instantly and cries out to Omnis. Blood makes its way down the front of his shirt. He holds his chest in pain as his friends come over to help him. 

“We can’t just leave them there,” Randy says, looking back as we make a run for it. 

“Nipples are not, in fact, essential to humans. He’ll live,” I inform him. 

Randy looks back at the bloody footballer and says: 

“You’re right about one thing; he sure will miss them.” 

*******

It’s an hour later and we are at Randy’s favorite place in the world: McDonald’s. He eats so much junk; I have yet to figure out how he stays so thin. He has downed four burgers and a pile of fries. Now he sips his fountain drink, quietly. 

“What is it?” I ask, knowing how rare it is for him to be silent. 

“Nothing, just thinking,” he says.

“About the plight of the bald eagle or about what just happened?” I joke.

“Well, the eagle is a majestic bird,” he jokes.

His smile doesn’t last long, however. 

“Randy, talk to me.” 

“You just pulled a guy's nipples off, you tackled like a gang of football guys. How the hell did you do that?” he asks.

“I’ve got like the whole Buffy The Vampire Slayer series on DVD so...” 

“C’mon, Pryor. How are you so powerful and you know, so ‘kick-ass’?”

“My dad is nagging me about being able to defend myself. So, he taught me some self-defense stuff.”

“It’s more than that. What are you hiding?” he insists.

I’m a Noru: A very powerful hybrid of Guardian Angel and the Angel of Death. Only five of us exist, and we are always in danger of being hunted by evil. 

“Randy, I’m not hiding anything. Now, why don’t you tell me why you tackled those guys?” I ask.

“They never should have said the stuff about my mom. She only left us because she wants to make her dreams come true. That’s what you’re supposed to do with dreams: chase them until they come true. And they will. Someday she’ll be a famous singer and then she’s coming back,” Randy says. 

We both know his mom most likely will never show up. She took off five years ago to work with some music producer who was interested in her songs. Turns out, it was a scam. Randy’s dad asked her to come back to New York, but she telephoned and said that Randy and his dad were holding her back. She hasn’t been heard from since. 

“Sometimes, I can’t remember her face,” he admits. 

“I know it sucks big hair balls that she’s gone but you have me. And I don’t know if you realized it or not, but I’m quite a looker,” I say in a bad 1940’s accent.

Randy looks at me strangely. 

“Sorry, I’ve been watching all these old movies with my mom. She used to do like quality time and junk with her mom and so now, it’s my turn to suffer,” I tell him. 

“Pryor, the whole ‘family together’ thing mostly sucks, right?”

“Well, my little brother took my favorite sweater and gave it a green crayon makeover.”

“Sam is gonna be a hell of an artist,” Randy replies. 

“My mom totally betrayed me this morning and talked about my love life in front of my dad.” 

“Someone dared to mention ‘he who shall not be named’? Someone actually said the name ‘Aaden’?” Randy jokes. 

“Ha, ha, it’s not funny.” 

“Seriously, when are you going to tell me more about this guy?”

“There’s nothing to tell, Randy,” I lie. 

For the record, I don’t enjoy lying to him. I want to tell Randy everything, and I will one day. But I don’t want him to freak out. He might think I’m nuts. Or worse he might start to think of me differently somehow. 

“So...having a family is lame, right?” he asks.

“You have a family. You have your dad,” I remind him. 

“Yeah, he’s alright. He likes to give me high fives, and he can’t figure out how to work a computer to save his life, but yeah, he’s alright.” 

I leap into his arms and hug him tightly. 

“I think I need one,” I say to him.

“What, here? No.”

“Please, Randy?” 

“No, it’s embarrassing.”

I stick out my lower lip in a dramatic pout. 

“Okay, okay, put that weapon away,” he says. 

He then leans in and starts singing in my ear. His voice is beautiful and makes me feel like I do when I am flying in the air. Randy’s voice can make the drama that is high school go away, and that’s his special power. 

“So, what do you think?” he asks when he’s done. 

“I think your voice can move angels...”  

*******

“Reesie!” Sam yells as I walk through the door. Although he often gets on my nerves, Sam is pretty cute. He’s the only four-year-old in the world that could lift our townhouse up over his head. He did just that a few months ago. Thankfully it was late at night and my Uncle Jay was able to use his powers to convince the neighbors they didn’t see what they saw. 

I hug the rug rat and look down at him. He looks up at me, smiling. That usually means he wants something from me. 

“Chess?” I ask.

“3D chess,” he says.

His intelligence far surpasses kids his age, which is why it’s not a good idea to put him in human school. It would bring about unwanted attention, not to mention the fact that Sam is immortal. 

“Okay, set it up, and I’ll be right there,” I tell him.

“Yes!” he says gleefully as he takes off down the hallway. 

I look up and find my parents looking at me with concern. 

Aw crap, how could they find out about the fight, I mean really, I just had it. Did the footballers tell? No, they have too much pride to admit a girl beat them up. Wait, are nipples really important to humans in some way I overlooked? Hmmm...I should have just ripped a toe or two from Loser. Damn it!

“Reesie, your mom and I need to talk to you,” my dad says in a tone way too serious for my liking. 

“Wait, before you say anything, I didn’t know it was a useful body part; honestly,” I vow.

“What are you talking about?” my mom asks, confused. 

“Um...nothing. Never mind. So no one called you guys?” I ask casually. 

“No,” my dad replies. 

“Good, so...what’s up? Oh wait, I know: I’m grounded. No Internet. No phone and no flying.” 

“This isn’t about this morning,” my mom says with deep sadness in her voice. 

“Okay, well tell me. What is it?” 

My mom comes over, takes my hand and guides me towards the staircase. It’s our special spot, ever since I was little. When she had to explain something she knew I would have a hard time with, she would sit down with me at the top of the stairs. 

“Mom, what’s wrong?” I ask, growing suspicious. 

I wish I could read her fear level, but I can’t read my family members. However, I only need to look into her eyes to know something very bad is coming. 

“Mom?”

“Carrot, I have something to tell you and I want you to know that I did everything I could in order to stop this from happening. It’s out of my hands,” she replies with a pained voice. 

“Stop what?”

“I was at work today and I received the new Bytrin for the week.”

You know how there’s supposedly a list that Death has of people that are going to die? Well, it’s not a list. It’s actually an app on iTunes. Or at least it is nowadays. The app is called Bytrin. 

Bytrin shows a 3D map of the human world. On that map there are complex patterns that come to life. And every week, a new piece of the pattern reveals itself. Within the patterns are names of the soon to be dead. The Bytrin’s patterns are so complex, only Time, Fate and my mom can make them out. 

“Mom, stop with the pausing, I can’t take it. Whose name did you see on the Bytrin? Who is about to die?” 

“Randy.” 

CHAPTER TWO: THE GATHERING

Panic creeps between my toes, up my spine and spreads to my heart. It feels like someone has yanked the only solid ground I had right from under me. Now I’m floating away into the abyss. Anytime I ever felt that way, I always had Aaden. Now I don’t have him. All I have is Randy, and I’ve just been told he’s about to be taken away. 

“Mom, you can’t take Randy. Please, you can’t!” I shout as I stand up and latch onto her.

“I tried to reason with the other Council members, but I’ve looked at the pattern and there’s no way around it; Randy has to die.” 

“No, he doesn’t. Please, I need him. He’s my friend.”

“Honey, I know how much he means to you, and I’m sorry it has to be this way.” 

“No, it doesn’t have to be like this. You have to talk them out of it. Randy can’t die, Mom, please.” 

“Believe me, if there was a way to stop this from happening, I would. You know that,” she pleads. 

“How can you take him from me? He’s my only friend. He’s a good guy; he has never hurt anyone,” I shout at her. 

“You know death isn’t always a punishment. It’s a part of life, Pryor.” 

“It’s not fair! Randy can’t die. You have to do something,” I beg.

She goes to take my hand but I pull it away. 

“Pryor, please try and understand.” 

“I understand, Mom. My only friend in the human world is going to get killed by you.” 

“It’s a very complicated pattern, and Randy needs to die.” 

“No, I’m not gonna let you take him,” I reply, running down the stairs. 

She runs after me. I make my way into the kitchen where my father is watching over Sam, who is setting up the game. 

“Dad, did you know what Mom’s going to do?” I ask, devastated. 

“She told me. Reesie, your mom spent hours looking at the pattern on the Bytrin. There’s no way for Randy to stay alive. I’m sorry.” 

“No, stop saying that. Randy is not going to die,” I shout. 

“Can we play now?” Sam asks, looking up at me. 

“Dad, please, you can’t let her do this,” I beg him. 

“Pryor, you know we’ve come to love Randy too,” my mom says behind me. 

“You love him so much, you’re willing to kill him?” 

“Pryor, that’s not fair. Your mom doesn’t have a choice,” my dad reminds me. 

“Randy has never done anything to anyone. He’s just a good human and he doesn’t deserve to die,” I plead.

“Sometimes to keep the balance of good and evil, good people have to die too,” my mother says. 

“Don’t feed me the company motto, okay? Randy has nothing to do with good and evil. He’s just a human with good math grades and bad skin. What could he do to the balance of good and evil?”

“You may not know why but for some reason Randy’s life has to end. There are millions of others just as good as Randy who have died. That’s just the rule: death is natural and unstoppable.” 

“Then break the rules,” I shout. 

“Reesie, you know I can’t do that,” she says. 

“Why not? I read all about the missions you and Dad went on. You and the Guardians broke every rule there was. In fact, all you guys ever did was break the rules,” I remind them.

“Pryor, this is different,” my mom says. 

“No it’s not. You broke the rules to be with each other. So you can break the rules to save my friend. He’s all I have.” My voice cracks. 

I really hate that because it means I’m on the verge of tears. Angels can’t cry but since both of my parents were once human, some human traits linger with me and the other Norus. 

“Carrot, we love you. You and Sam are the most important things to us. If we could do anything, anything at all to stop you from feeling this hurt, we would. You know that,” my mom begs. 

“You don’t get it. Randy is the only reason I didn’t lose it when Aaden—please, don’t take him from me. Please, I’ll be good. I won’t fight anymore. I won’t talk back, please, please, Mommy.” 

I grab on to her tightly. She embraces me back and tells me she loves me. I pull back and look into her eyes. She looks over at my dad, pained and deeply saddened. My dad looks back at her with regret. 

“I know how much this hurts, believe me,” she whispers. 

My dad comes over to us and strokes my hair. 

“Mom, please don’t take Randy.”

“I’m so sorry, Pryor; it’s out of my hands.” 

“Liar! If Sam and I were about to die, you would move heaven and earth to stop it. Randy doesn’t get that kind of consideration because he’s not a Noru or a Guardian. Well he may not have powers but he’s my best friend and if he dies, I will never forgive you!” 

*******

My parents knock on my door repeatedly, but I don’t let them in. Yes, they are both strong enough to blow down my door effortlessly. Yet they don’t. I guess they think I need time to be alone. They are wrong. What I need is a way to save Randy. 

I spend the next few hours poring over old books trying to figure out a way to stop death from coming for my best friend. I find nothing useful. Exhausted, I plop down on my bed and bury my face in my hands. 

That’s when I hear footsteps just outside my door. Then I hear multiple voices. I raise my head up, get off the bed and head over to the door. I open it just enough to get a look at the group gathering in the kitchen: the entire Guardian team.  

My mom must have called them. Even though my mom doesn’t really go on missions with them anymore, all of them are best friends and usually gather when there is a crisis. I guess killing your child’s best friend counts as one. 

I sneak out into the hallway and stand just outside the kitchen to listen in. It may be a good thing that the other Guardians are here. Maybe they can talk some sense into my mom. If there’s anyone she would listen to, it’s the angels standing beside her. 

During their missions, they became very close. Especially Uncle Rage and my mom. Uncle Rage has dark hair, jet-black wings, and a dangerous smile that reminds me of Aaden. 

Aaden...

Uncle Rage is Aaden’s dad. He’s also the First Akon. That means he’s the top-ranking demon among demons. He shoots these crazy fireballs that kill on impact. He used to be really bad. He tried to kill my mom a few times but then he fell in love with Aaden’s mom, Ameana. She was an angel and he changed his ways to be with her. Unfortunately, Ameana died in battle. 

I wish I had met her. She sounds so badass from all the stories I’ve heard. Another super badass would have to be the gorgeous Japanese and Korean angel standing next to my mom, Miku. 

Miku has an alter ego named Redd. Redd came about when Miku lost her twin brother, Rio. She was in such deep rage and despair, evil took over her body and she Turned. Turning is what they call it when an angel becomes a demon. It’s rare but it does happen. 

Anyway, Redd is a cool, evil, “kill or be killed” chick. She has red wings and black eyes. Although Miku was able to fight off her evil side, the tips of her wings still remain red; we are told it’s because she still feels guilty about all the killing she did when she let Redd take over her body. 

While Redd is evil and Miku is good, Miku herself has been known to be very wicked. Her power is her voice. When she sings to anyone, they literally start to rip their hearts out. How cool is that? 

In fact, Miku caused so much havoc my dad calls her “Pretty deadly.” Although she takes pills to suppress her evil side, even now when Auntie Pretty walks into a room, some angels shiver. 

The truth is Auntie Pretty is a super sweet Guardian. She knows where to do all the best shopping and she let me rummage through her closet when I was little. 

Her husband is my Uncle Jay. Uncle Jay has skin the color of nightfall. He has a big cocky grin that always makes things better. He wears hot shades and sneaks me and Sam out of the house so we can joyride in his car at one hundred and fifty miles an hour. And one time he actually let us drive. I felt like my heart was in the back of my head. The wind was going by so fast, I thought Sam and I would hurl. It was awesome.

Uncle Jay’s power is speed. It’s called Gliding, as I said before. He can walk from here to the other side of the world in seconds. And even though we aren’t all officially related, Miku, Jay, and Rage are my family. That’s why I’m hoping they will help my mom see the light.  

“C’mon baby girl, stop pacing and be easy,” Uncle Jay says to my mom. 

“I can’t, okay? My daughter is hurting and I can’t make it better,” she replies. 

“Emmy,” my dad calls out as he places a calming hand on her shoulder. 

“Have you and the rest of the Council gone over the pattern enough? Maybe you guys are missing something,” my aunt Pretty says.

“Miku, we have looked over the pattern again and again. Randy needs to die,” my mom says. 

“You can’t keep Pryor from this pain,” Uncle Rage tells her. 

“How is it I can stop the world but I can’t stop my own child from hurting?”

“Come on, yo. You know it’s not your fault. You can’t just fix everything for them. Carrot is young, but death comes to everyone and she will have to accept that,” Uncle Jay says. 

“I know you’re right, honey, but if something happened to our twins...I don’t know that I could just stand by and let it happen,” my aunt confesses.  

“Yeah, I know I couldn’t sit back and watch anything happen to Aaden. I’m sorry this is happening,” Uncle Rage tells my parents. 

“She came into the kitchen with this desperate look on her face. She reached out to me to make it better and...Jay, she’s my kid. How do I protect her?” my dad asks. 

“I’m gonna be real with you, you can’t protect her—not from this,” he replies. 

My mom sighs heavily and the sky darkens outside. The more upset she gets, the more the clouds start to roll in. 

“Randy means the world to Pryor. How can I just take him from her?”

“Emmy, human teens lose their friends all the time,” Uncle Rage says. 

“Yes, but their friends aren’t usually killed by their moms. Why am I Death? Why not Fate or Time? I’m failing my daughter.” 

“Baby, you’re not failing her,” my dad says, pulling her into his arms. 

“Marcus, she’s so young. How do I make her understand? What do I say that won’t break her heart?” 

My dad turns to Uncle Rage and addresses him. 

“Were you able to find anything that could help?” 

“Marcus, I’ve looked everywhere and it’s exactly like we thought: Once the Bytrin has a fixed pattern of who will die, it’s done. The being has to die.” 

“So there’s absolutely no way around it?” my aunt asks. 

“No. Well, actually there is, but it’s not a good path to take,” he says.

“Wait, there’s something that can be done?” my mom asks. 

I have to force myself to stay where I am and not leap into the kitchen and ask one hundred questions. 

Steady Pryor; stay calm and just listen.  

“Rage, what do we need to do to stop Randy from dying?” my aunt asks. 

“I don’t know.”

“Then how do you know it’s a bad path?” my mom asks.

“Because it starts with setting up a meeting with Oden.”

“Oden? I’m a member of the Council, I can’t get involved with−”

“Emmy, we know. That’s why I said it’s a path we can’t go down,” Uncle Rage says.

Who’s Oden? Why can’t we meet with him? How can he help? 

“You’re going to have to let her go through this,” my aunt tells them. 

“Maybe I shouldn’t have said anything, Rage. Maybe I should have just let it happen,” my mom says. 

“No, we’re already keeping something from the kids. We don’t need to add any more secrets,” my aunt says. 

What secret? What are they keeping from me and the other Norus? It must be bad if they have decided to keep it from us. The Guardians and my parents have always told us what was going on. They never want us to be in the dark about what’s happening in the Angel world. Yet this time, they are choosing to hide information from us. Why? 

“Have you ever tried to tell her, Marcus?” my aunt asks.

“It’s been calm for years. There’s no reason to think the new evil is here,” my dad replies.

“The Council already told you, the new evil is coming,” Uncle Jay says.

“That was a while ago. We haven’t heard anything. It’s been really quiet. If anything, the demons are too busy fighting among themselves to even appoint a new evil.”

“I think you guys should tell Pryor and Sam. They need to know,” Uncle Rage says. 

“I’m not going to drop another bomb on my daughter,” my mom snaps. 

Everyone in the room grows silent. The thunder and lighting begin to crackle outside. 

“Sorry guys,” my mom says. 

“It’s okay, baby girl. We know this is hard for you,” Uncle Jay says. 

“We will tell the kids the secret later. Right now, Pryor has enough to worry about. She’s about to lose her only human friend and no amount of power is going to take her hurt away,” my mom says. 

“Hey, have you guys heard about the Alexi?” my aunt asks.

An Alexi is a beautiful silver bird that appears when a female angel is pregnant. It takes the seed out of her body and takes the baby, or Sib, as we call it, to a place in the light called Noni. Alexis are immortal and stunning to behold in the air. 

“What about the Alexi?” Uncle Rage asks. 

“They’ve been disappearing,” my aunt responds. 

“How is that possible? Alexis always know where they are going,” my mom asks. 

“All I know is at least three of them are missing.”

“It may be nothing. They may be injured and need time to heal. Alexis can’t be killed, so I don’t think there’s a reason to worry,” my dad says. 

I don’t have time to listen to the rest of their conversation. I sneak back into my room, put on my sneakers and my leather jacket, and take off into the sky. I’m headed to Randy’s house. It’s time he knew the truth about my family and me. I wanted to wait, but the fact is I will need his help to save him.

I don’t know how Randy will take the news that he’s supposed to die. I’m guessing he won’t be inviting me in for snacks. But I don’t care how hard it is for him, he will have to learn the truth. I will do whatever it takes to save him. And if that means turning his whole life upside down, then that’s what I will do. 

*******

I have been standing outside of Randy’s apartment building for about ten minutes. I could ring his bell and tell him to come down. Or I could text him and have him come outside. Or throw rocks at his window and let him know to come meet me. So why have I not done any of these things? Simple. I don’t have a good opening line.  

You can’t just walk up to someone and say, “Hey, I’m an angel. And um...my mom is the Angel of Death and she’s going to kill you...like, soon.” 

Wait, why can’t I say that? It’s the truth. Randy’s a tough kid underneath it all. He can handle what I have to say. I mean, what’s the worst that could happen? 

Okay, so this is the plan: I text Randy to come down and meet me. I tell him all about me, he’s a little shaken but all in all, he takes the news well. Then I get him to promise to avoid all potentially dangerous activities so Death doesn’t come for him. There. Simple.

I text him that I’m waiting for him outside, and a few moments later he appears before me. He’s smiling and looks at me suspiciously. 

“Hey, what’s up? You okay?” he asks. 

“Yeah, I just need to talk for a sec,” I reply. 

“Okay, usual place?” 

“Yeah.”

We head down the block to the abandoned playground. Somehow sitting on rusty swings and kicking dirt with our feet makes it easier to tell each other our secrets. We head towards the swing set where Randy will learn the truth about me. But we never get to the swings because a massive dark Powerball lands right in front of Randy. He goes catapulting lifelessly into the air...

––––––––



CHAPTER THREE: DEAR OMNIS...

Randy lands over by the slides a few yards away. I dash over to him but a Powerball hits just inches away from me, causing me to lose my balance and fall to the ground. I look up and find two demons careening down from the sky, ready to attack once again. 

I hold out my hand to Pull the demon. Right away, a burst of light emerges from my palm. His life force seeps out of his body, forms a stream of black smoke that is drawn into my hand. The demon dies midair. 

I go to Pull the other demon, but then something happens: The demon gets a good look at me and sees something that makes him stop dead in his tracks—my purple eyes.  

Damn it!

I didn’t remember to put my contacts in. Having purple eyes is a dead giveaway. Soon a slew of demons will descend upon us, knowing they have stumbled upon a Noru. Not just a Noru, but the daughter of a Council member. 

Great, why couldn’t my mom work at Starbucks?

I hold out my hand to Pull the demon, but I can’t get a lock on his position because he’s weaving through the air. I debate going after him but I can’t leave Randy alone. I have no choice but to let the other demon go. I’m guessing he’s racing to tell the others he’s found a Noru out in the open. Soon the place will be overrun with demons. 

I run over to Randy and take his head in my lap. He’s bleeding from his nose and mouth. His eyes are closed and he is eerily still. 

Please, Omnis, don’t let him die. Please. 

“Randy, Randy, can you hear me?” I ask desperately. 

He doesn’t answer but I know he’s alive because I can feel a faint pulse when I place my fingers on the side of his neck. I start to pick him up and prepare to fly him to safety. That’s when I see them from the corner of my eye: a cluster of demons flying furiously towards us. 

They start attacking us from the air even before they can get a good shot. Seeing a Noru out in the open has excited the horde of demons. They are approaching in a feverish frenzy. There is no way I can Pull them all at once. And even if I could, it would mean letting go of Randy, and I am not about to do that. 

Well you better think of something quick! I scold myself. 

I hoist Randy effortlessly over my shoulder just as the Powerballs start to rain down on us. I dive behind the plastic staircase that leads to the slides. This is a temporary hiding place, as the Powerballs are melting the plastic structure. 

A few demons make their way towards us. I Pull as many of them as I can, but soon there are just too many for me to handle. I take out my cell and make a call I never thought I’d have to make. 

“Key, it’s me. Help!” I beg. 

No sooner than I hang up the phone, a Powerball sends me flying into the lamppost across the street. I gasp as my whole body throbs in pain. A dozen or so demons follow me. I Pull them fast and without mercy. They fall from the sky like drunken flies. That’s when I spot the other demons descending upon Randy’s body. 

“Get off him!” I scream as I run towards them. 

I take to the sky and Pull them left and right. They are dying quickly but not quick enough. They are about to reach Randy’s body, and I won’t get to him in time. Randy’s going to die and it’s all my fault. 

The first demon to land on the ground picks Randy up by his collar and hurls him across the park. Randy’s body looks like a ragdoll as it goes flying through the air. He’s about to hit the brick building across the street head first. 

“Randy!” I shout, not knowing what else to do. 

There are just too many demons in my way. I can’t even get airborne. I can’t stop what’s about to happen. Just as he’s about to hit the brick wall, a gorgeous angel with flowing raven hair and almond-shaped gray eyes snatches Randy from certain death. 

“Pry, I got him, let’s go!” she shouts. 

The demons now turn their attention towards Keyohmi. I signal for her to use her power and “Rip” the demons. She nods and then turns her focus on to the group of demons to her right. Her eyes glow red and soon a beam emerges. It hits the demons head-on, and within seconds they are reduced to drops of blood. The blood sprays into the air and hits the pavement like paint splashing on a canvas. That’s why the other Norus and I lovingly call her The Artist. 

Meanwhile, I Pull as many demons as I can as I make my way towards them. Between the two of us we are able to take most of the demons out, but more are coming. 

“Get on the Port, hurry!” Keyohmi says as she tightens her hold on Randy. 

A Port is a small black Frisbee-like thing that takes you from one place to another. It’s more useful than flying at the moment, as it stops the demons from following us. 

“Let’s go!” I yell as I step on the Port.

I turn just in time to see a Powerball head straight for me; a fraction before it makes contact, we disappear. 

*******

A Port is programmed to take you where the owner of the Port designated. I have no idea where Keyohmi has programmed it to take us. 

“You brought us to the warehouse?” I ask as we appear in a new location.

“I figured you would want to keep this quiet,” Key says. 

The warehouse is located just outside the city. There is nothing around for miles, making it a perfect place to train when we are on earth. 

There are a few rooms towards the back of the warehouse. We use it to Recharge after all-night training sessions. Recharging is an angel’s version of sleeping. 

“Put him down there,” Key says, pointing to the cot in the corner. 

I place him and look on anxiously as Key places her hand a few inches above Randy’s body. She hovers over every inch of him.

“Is he okay? Can you fix him? Please heal him,” I beg. 

“He’s bleeding internally,” she replies. 

“Heal him. Please, Key. Please.”

“Pry, calm down. And let me focus.” 

“Okay, okay. Sorry,” I reply. 

The only way to make sure I don’t speak is to place my hand over my mouth. Randy is pale and motionless. 

Key’s hands start to form a “blanket” of light all around Randy’s body. The light engulfs him. I look on, very close to losing it. 

I feel my pocket vibrate. I take out my cell and look at the screen. It’s my mom texting me. She wants to know where I am and why I’m out at all given that I’m grounded. I can’t reply to her right now. The only thing that I care about is getting Randy to wake up. 

I put the cell back in my pocket without responding. 

It takes two torturous hours but finally Randy’s eyes start to flutter. He tosses and turns slowly; moments later my best friend is awake and healed. 

“Oh thank you, Omnis, thank you,” I cry out as I hug him tightly. 

He looks up at the ceiling and then at me. 

“Pry, where am I? What happened?” 

“What’s the last thing you remember?” I ask. 

“Sand from the playground hitting my face and then darkness.”

“That’s all?” I say to him.

“I think I saw...no, it’s crazy...I don’t know. I opened my eyes and I thought...no, maybe I’m just high.” 

“Randy, you don’t get high,” I remind.

“Maybe I walked by the weed spot one time too many times because I could have sworn there were guys with big black wings coming at me,” he says, shaking his head. 

“Randy, look at me.” 

He looks at me and doesn’t have a reaction. That’s because he doesn’t expect to see wings attached to me, so he won’t see them. 

“Randy, you weren’t hallucinating. The guys back there had wings. They aren’t the only ones; I have them too,” I reply carefully. 

That’s when he really looks at me, and before his eyes, my wings spread out behind me and flap against the air. 

Randy leaps over to the corner of the room and hurriedly wraps the blanket from the bed protectively around him. His body is shaking and his eyes are wide in terror.

“Randy, it’s okay. It’s me. It’s just me with—wings,” I say, getting closer. 

“You have...and the guys back there they have...you’re a...” He is too stunned to complete a sentence. 

“I’m sorry, Randy, I didn’t mean to break it to you like this but—”

“YES! I KNEW IT! I FREAKING KNEW IT! YOU’RE A SUPERHERO! THIS IS SO FREAKING AWESOME!!!” 

“Randy, I’m not a superhero. I’m just an angel. Well, not just an angel but—”

“Okay. Start from the top and tell me everything...” 

*******

For a guy who almost had his head smashed in, Randy is having the time of his life. He asks a million questions and before I can answer, he starts listing what he thinks my reply will be. 

“So what’s your superpower?” he asks.

“Well, I—”

“I know—you kick ass right? But I bet it’s more than that.” 

“Randy, there’s a lot you need to know but right now—” I begin.

“Can you bend metal like Magneto? Wait, I bet you can control the weather? Make it thunder, Pry!” 

“Randy!” I shout impatiently. 

He isn’t paying attention to me at all. He goes off on a tangent about battles, superpowers, and hero uniforms. 

“I think you guys should wear something dark but not too dark. I’m thinking along the lines of red and gold, you know, like Ironman’s uniform?” Randy says, talking a mile a minute. 

That’s when Key comes out from the shadow in the corner where she had been standing. Randy is facing away so he doesn’t see her. She taps him on his shoulder. He turns and sees Keyohmi for the first time.

Randy’s jaw drops. He is more stunned by Keyohmi than he was by my wings. He looks like a kid who accidently stumbled into a candy mega store. 

“Wow...” Randy whispers in complete awe. 

I can see why he’s so taken aback. Keyohmi is breathtaking. She has thick lustrous black hair that runs down her shoulders. Her bangs swoop down to the right side of her face and fall just above her eye. 

Key is Japanese, Korean, and black. She has her mother’s exotic shaped eyes and her father, Jay’s, full beautiful lips. It’s not just her face that makes people marvel at her, it’s her forward sense of fashion. Key is wearing a black leather drop waist baby-doll dress that flares out at the bottom and has see-through paneling on each side. She wears dark violet lipstick to match her perfectly manicured nails. Her Louboutin platform heels add to her allure while giving definition to her already shapely legs. Keyohmi is the very best of Goth glam. 

“Hey, I know this is new and everything but you should really try and stay calm. I just healed you; you may want to take it easy,” Key tells him. 

He nods. She could have told him to jump through the plate glass window and he would have done it. He is completely under her spell. It happens—a lot. 

She takes Randy and guides him back to the cot. She tells him she will get him some water. He nods because he has yet to recall how to speak. 

“Thanks, Key,” I say as she walks by me. 

She avoids my eyes and doesn’t reply. 

She still hates me for what I did to her; to all of them. 

When we are alone I head over to Randy, who is finally calm and ready to listen. I pull out the nearest chair and sit across from him.

“She’s so...wow,” he whispers as he watches Key leave the room. 

“Yeah, she gets that a lot,” I reply. 

“Who is she? I mean what is she? And what are you?” he asks.

“I’m an angel. More specifically, I’m a Noru.”

“A what?”

“Know-Rue.”

“I’m lost,” he admits.

“Yeah, it’s a lot to take in, but before I give a crash course on the Angel world, how are you feeling?” 

“Like I’m in the best dream ever,” he says with a broad smile.

“You were hurt pretty badly. If Keyohmi didn’t come to heal you...”

“Key-o-me, even her name is perfect.” 

“Okay, lover boy, calm yourself.” 

“Sorry, I’ve never seen anyone so beautiful before. I mean how does that happen?” he asks.

“Angels tend to be...well...hot. Most of the time.” 

“Okay, Pry, tell me everything, right now. I want to know everything there is to know about you...what was it? Yes, Noru.”

“There’s way too much to cover and we really don’t have time. Let’s just say this for now: There is an ultimate source of good and his name is Omnis. There is also the ultimate evil; currently that position is vacant since the last ultimate evil was destroyed.”

“Who destroyed him?” Randy asks.

“It wasn’t a him, it was a her and The Guardians killed her. The Guardians were a team of six teenagers who were once human but died before their time. My dad was the leader.”

“Nice,” he says, smiling.

“Randy, focus. There are four kinds of angels: Ground Walkers, they are angels who inhabit humans and give them courage to change the world for the better. Then there are Traveler angels, they report the news to the Council. Then there are the two most powerful types of angels: Paras, they are made mostly of soul and the Guardians, as I said before.”

“So what are you?” Randy asks. 

“I’m a Noru; we are children of Guardians. There are only five of us in existence. There’s Aaden; he’s the half angel, half demon.”

“You mean that Aaden? The guy you wouldn’t talk about?” 

“Yes, him,” I say as I try not to squirm in my chair. 

Randy is about to follow up on the “Aaden situation,” but he takes one look at me and wisely decides to let the subject drop. 

“Aaden is the second most powerful Noru,” I add.

“Who’s the first?” 

“I am.”

“Hell yeah,” he says, thrilled and proud beyond belief.

I can’t help but smile at how much pleasure he’s taking in learning I’m the most powerful. This stuff would freak anyone out for weeks, but not Randy. He’s always daydreamed about having a more exciting life, and I guess for him, this is as close to it as he has ever gotten. 

“Go on, go on,” he pushes. 

“The Norus are myself, Aaden, and my little brother, Sam. The other two members are Keyohmi and her twin sister.”

“THERE’S TWO OF HER?”

“Pull yourself out of your wet dream and stay with me,” I warn him.

“Sorry.”

“Anyway, we all have powers far beyond most angels. That makes us prime targets for demons and whoever becomes the new ultimate source of evil.”

“When is this new evil coming?”

“There’s no telling. Whoever this new evil is, it will most certainly come after us because we are such a powerful force of good. That’s why we all drank Cole. It’s a bluish mixture that makes it impossible for evil to know where we are. That is unless you use your powers, in which case it nullifies the Cole and makes tracking us very easy. That’s why we are supposed to keep a very low profile and not let anyone know who or what we are.” 

“But you said Keyohmi healed me. That means she used her powers, right?”

“Yeah.”

“So, are the bad guys coming for her?”

“If they come it won’t just be for her but for all of us. And we got away quickly so I’m hoping they weren’t able to find us.” 

“If that’s true, Pry, won’t you get in trouble for telling me all of this?” 

“I don’t really have a choice. You need to know this stuff because—”

“Here you go,” Key says as she enters with a plastic red cup in hand. 

She gives it to him and he blushes as he drinks. 

“How are you feeling?” she asks.

“I’m better—now.”

Dear Omnis, leave it to a guy to start flirting just seconds after he almost died. 

“Key, really, thank you,” I tell her. 

“I’m really trying not to be upset with you, Pry. Really I am,” she replies.

“I know and I’m sorry I had to call you.” 

“What’s going on? How did demons find you? Have you been using your powers?” she asks.

“I don’t think they knew it was me, at first. I think it was just dumb luck.” 

“Fine, the human is safe, so let’s just go home.” 

“He’s not safe, Key, he’s going to die.”

“I’m what?” Randy says in utter disbelief. 

I reach out and put my hand in his. I want to find a way to explain that won’t freak him out, but there simply is no way to do that. I take a deep breath and hope I’m doing the right thing by telling him. I explain to him what my mom’s job is and what she told me a few hours ago. 

“My mom saw your name among the beings that have to die,” I announce, not knowing how else to say it. 

“You’re joking, right Pry?” he asks in a weak voice. 

“No, Randy, I’m not.” 

“But...how...is Mrs. Cane sure it was my name and not someone else’s?” 

“Yes. And I’m trying to figure out a way to stop it from happening. That’s what I was coming to tell you in the park. You have to be very carful and make sure not to put yourself in harm’s way,” I reply.

“Your mom is Death. She can stop it from happening, right?”

“No, she says it has to happen and there’s no changing it.”

“I’m sorry, Randy,” Key says softly. 

“I can’t die...I’m not...you’re lying. You’re all lying!” he shouts hysterically. 

“Randy, calm down,” I beg as I go to take his hand.

He pulls his hand away and jumps off the bed. 

“I want to get out of here, now!” he roars. 

“Randy, please—”

“Leave me alone!” he says, heading for the exit. 

He runs out of the room and into the open area of the warehouse. Once there, he’s overwhelmed by the sheer size of the space and the many cave-like openings. He has no idea which way to go. 

He runs towards one of the openings, unfortunately it’s the cave where we practice flight patterns of attack. There is no floor in that room. Once Randy enters, he will plummet to his death for sure. 

“Randy, no!” Key and I shout almost at the same time. 

Key gets to him before I do. In his hysteria, he shoves her, hard. This is definitely not Randy’s day because Key’s boyfriend pops up on a Port just in time to see him shove her. 

Aw crap, Bex’s gonna kill Randy. 

Even if Bex wasn’t a Para and didn’t have massive wings, he would frighten most guys because of his sheer size. Bex has broad shoulders, ripping muscles, and large hands. Bex’s power is an all-consuming power that ball of light that drains evil. In addition to the expert flying skills. 

Bex doesn’t need his powers to hurt Randy. His hands alone are enough. He wraps them around Randy’s throat. Randy can’t breathe much less talk. His feet dangle helplessly in the air. Key and I race up to them. 

“Bex, put him down,” Key says sternly. 

“He attacked you,” the Para says, holding Randy’s life in his hands. 

Bex pays her no attention. Instead he tightens his grip on Randy. Bex has always been protective, even to a fault. He and Key have been going out ever since I can remember. Bex isn’t just brawny and hot; he’s down right impossible to resist. 

He’s tall with spiky dark brown hair that somehow always stays in place. He has these dreamy green eyes that pull you in so deep, you may never find your way back. Then there’s his smile—it’s the only thing that’s more powerful than his strength. That smile is most certainly a weapon of its own. 

Bex is not a Noru. He’s a Para. His mother is in fact the Queen of Paras. He is next in line to be Kon. That means someday he will be the King of Paras. Many angels are uneasy with the fact that Bex is dating a Noru. They fear what will happen if a Noru and a Para end up together. Angels are always uneasy about too much power placed in one family. 

“Bex, put him down. He’s my friend,” I shout.

“I don’t care who he is; he attacked Key.” 

“Do you really think I can’t handle one human?” Key asks. 

“All I know is you were on the floor,” Bex replies. 

“I tripped, he didn’t knock me down. Now let him go,” she insists. 

Bex looks up at Randy, who is slowly starting to lose consciousness.

“Bex, put him down!” Key says again. 

Bex is thinking it over. 

I don’t have time for this; Randy is about to pass out. 

“Bex, you drop him. Now,” I say firmly. 

Bex looks over at me. I stare right back at him, unflinching. 

“Is that an order?” he asks. 

“That’s a polite request. If I have to ask again, then we’ll have a situation. Bex, you don’t want to have a situation with me,” I warn him. 

“So you have balls now, huh Pryor? Too bad you didn’t have them a year ago,” he scolds. 

“Para, I will not tell you again,” I reply in a cold voice. 

He drops Randy. Key and I run to make sure he is okay. 

Randy coughs repeatedly. Key helps him to take slow, deep breaths. After a few moments she assures me that he’s fine. 

“Someone tell me what the hell is going on here,” Bex asks. 

“Pry needed some help,” Key says. 

“Why would you help her?” he asks.

“Bex, not now,” Key cautions.

“No, now is the perfect time. Pryor doesn’t need us. She loves the humans. She loves them so much she decided to be with them indefinitely. So why would she call us for help?” Bex asks, clearly ticked off.

“Bex, I know you’re mad at me but—”

“Mad? You make it sound like you stole my favorite toy or cut ahead of me in the lunch line. Pryor, you betrayed us. You abandoned us because you were too scared to be a part of this team. Then you interrupt our date night so we can help you? You’re a selfish little brat, and Key was wrong to help you.” 

“Are we having a family reunion and no one told me? That sucks, I would’ve brought the potato salad,” someone says.

We all turn and find Easton flying on a Port a few yards away. Easton is six feet tall, lean, with piercing blue eyes and a dangerous smile. He wears dark skinny jeans with a plaid shirt and suede jacket. He has on a knitted hat that matches his jacket perfectly and hides some of his sun-kissed blonde hair. His hipster chic look may appear casual but the truth is it costs thousands of dollars to put together. 

Easton has a way of disarming girls with his humor and laid-back demeanor. I don’t think he’s ever been without a joke or a girl in his life. Easton is a Quo. That means he is half angel and half human. Quos don’t have wings. Instead he has a special Port just for him that does not need to be programmed. He gets on it and it goes where he wants it. 

“East!” I shout as I run to him. 

I embrace him tightly and inhale his scent; it’s always so intoxicating. He smells like a mix of amber, spice, and warm summer nights. I could lay my head on his chest forever. However, I have to say that’s not the most inviting thing about my friend. Easton’s best feature is his laugh. It is virtually impossible not to get sucked into his laughter. It surrounds you and makes you feel...safe. 

Easton’s power is “Mind wipe.” He can take away memories from most beings. This comes in handy, as the Council does not want our existence widely known. East can also release a lasso-like energy field that wraps around its victim and drains their powers. We lovingly refer to it as a “Hug.” 

“The human world looks good on you,” Easton teases.

“I missed you,” I reply. 

“Same here.”

“Really, guys? We are giving her a warm welcome after what she did?” Bex retorts. 

“I was just saying ‘hi,’ relax,” East replies.

“Whatever, I’m outta here. Key, let’s go,” he says. 

“Am I really dying?” Randy asks Key. 

Key looks at him, then over at me. She’s conflicted. I know she’s still upset with me for what I did, but it’s not in her nature to walk away from someone who needs her help. 

“Mrs. Cane saw Randy’s name; he’s going to die,” Key explains to East and Bex.

“Humans die all the time,” Bex reminds us. 

“Really? That’s all you can say?” Key asks, in disbelief. 

“He’s not a human who needs our help. There are no demons chasing him. He’s going to die because that’s the nature of humanity. Live; die. The human doesn’t need us.” 

“I can’t just sit by and let him get killed,” I reply.

“Pry, I hate to say it but it doesn’t sound like he’s going to get killed. It sounds like he’s going to die,” East replies reluctantly. 

“And there’s a difference?” Randy asks, stunned. 

“Well yeah. If you were going to get killed by evil, we would protect you. But if you get a terminal illness or something, we can’t protect you from that,” Key says regretfully. 

“I can’t let him die; I’m his best friend,” I shout at them.

“Well, human, if Pryor is your best friend then you have every right to be worried. I’ve seen what she does to her friends and if I were you, I would run right now,” Bex sneers. 

I look into Randy’s eyes and see the worry creeping in. He’s not sure what to make of Bex’s comments. 

“Pry, what’s he talking about?” Randy asks.

“Yes, Pryor, explain to him what you did to us,” Bex pushes. 

Suddenly all eyes are on me. I clear my throat and put my head down as if it will make the memory go away. 

“Pryor, tell me,” Randy begs. 

“There are usually six beings to a team. But there are only five Noru, as I said before. And Sam is too young to be part of the team. So early on, two beings were added to our group so that it could be the six of us: Bex, who’s next in line to be a Kon, meaning he’s the future King of Paras, and Easton, who is a very skilled Quo—half human and half angel.”

“We spent years training to become a team, and along the way we all became great friends. And even though I am the youngest among us, because my father is a First Guardian and my mom is Death, I was the highest-ranking member; the leader. 

“There is a ceremony called the Atu. That’s when the whole Angel world gathers to officially announce a new team has been formed. The Atu was something we worked towards for years. It meant we were finally strong enough both mentally and physically to take on evil like our parents before us.

“The day of the Atu came, I was supposed to stand on the mountain range with my team members. There I would pledge before the Council and the Angel world to lead my team against evil. But I didn’t show up. It’s like Bex said. I abandoned them.” 

The memory of that day comes flooding back to me. It was the worst moment of my life. Everyone was counting on me and I let them all down. I let down my team, my parents, and myself. I just couldn’t summon up the courage to go through with the ceremony. 

“Why didn’t you show up?” Randy asks.

“Because she was scared; she didn’t want to fight evil,” Bex retorts. 

“So now you guys are a team without a leader?” Randy says.

“No. We’re not a team at all. Without Pryor at the helm, the Council would not perform the Atu. So we don’t go on missions. We don’t help humanity at all,” Bex says.

“That’s not true. We fight a few demons here and there when it’s necessary. We do a lot of charity work. And that helps humans,” Key says.

“We were born to fight evil and instead we are relegated to helping old ladies cross the street. Now the angels look at us as if we are a complete waste.”

“Fighting isn’t the only way we can help humans, Bex. There are other ways,” I remind him.

“I don’t give a damn about the other ways. We were born and bred to fight and win. We came to being with a purpose and you took that away. I worked my ass off, we all did, and you threw it all away,” Bex says hotly. 

“How many times do you need me to say that I’m sorry for not showing up? What do I have to do to show you that I really am sorry?” I ask. 

“I don’t need your sorry. What I needed was for you to do for us what we have always done for you: Show up. And you didn’t do that, so screw you,” he replies.

Before I can reply, an angel literally crashes through the window. She flips in the air expertly and lands on her feet with poise and grace. 

“Swoop, how many times do we have to tell you to stop doing that? Why can’t you just use a Port to get here like everyone else?” Key scolds her twin sister. 

“And what about me says ‘she’s like everyone else’?” Swoop replies with a sneaky smile. 

Keyohmi is not amused. Kiana and Keyohmi are three minutes apart. But in reality the two are more like worlds apart. 

Kiana, or “Swoop” as we call her, is the resident wild child. While Key got her mother’s light complexion, Swoop has her father’s darker skin tone. She did, however, get her mother’s almond-shaped grey eyes and small frame. 

From afar you would not notice that Keyohmi and Kiana are sisters. But once you see them side by side, you notice the same features. It’s like looking at two identical pictures, but one is light and one is dark: both striking in their own way.  

Swoop has the most amazing hair. It can do anything. One day she’ll braid it in lovely complex patterns that mystify me. The next, she’ll let it all out in a thick Afro of loose curls. Unlike my hair, hers does what she wants it to do. 

Although they are very different, what both twins have in common is their love of fashion. However, their styles are very different. Swoop loves to mix and match bold colors, textures, and patterns. She is obsessed with boots, belts, and anything vintage. She always adds an artsy flare to her outfits and makes them her own. 

Today she’s wearing grey high-heeled suede boots that reach her ankles. Her blue jeans are ripped throughout and her off the shoulder shirt has a faded imprint of a skull with roses in its mouth. She accents her look with necklaces of different lengths and has on light makeup because with her unique beauty, very little is needed. Her regal facial features elevate her from your average pretty girl to a high-class fashion model.

Swoop’s powers are impossible speed and agility. Once she takes off, she moves so fast she is literally a blur of colors. She can snap the neck of a dozen demons before they even realize she is in the room. She can twist and turn her body at inhuman angles and moves with feline precision. 

“I texted you an hour ago,” Key scolds her. 

“Chill, Warden, I was busy in the yard bartering for smokes,” she jokes. 

She comes towards me with her arms out. 

“Hey, sweets!” she says, beaming. 

We embrace and she tells me she’s missed me. She then turns her attention to Randy, who is finally back to his normal color. 

“Who brought the nerd candy...yum,” she says playfully. 

“Um...hi,” Randy says, not knowing how to react to Swoop’s greeting. 

I get Swoop and East up to speed on the past few hours. 

“Yes, and Randy needs our help, so Key drops everything to be there for Pryor and the human. You know, like she was there for us,” Bex quips. 

“C’mon, man, let it go,” East says. 

“Wait, now you’re on her side?” Bex counters.

“There are no sides,” I remind him.

“See, that just shows how delusional you are. We were a team and you screwed us. So now you don’t get to have us at your beck and call!” he screams. 

“You don’t want to help me, then fine. Just tell me how to find this Oden guy,” I ask.

“Oden?” Easton replies with concern.

“Yeah, I overheard my parents talking about him. They said helping Randy would mean getting in touch with him and they didn’t think it was a good idea. Who is he?” I ask impatiently.  

“I’ve heard of him. He’s a high-ranking demon, Pry. You can’t go to him,” East replies. 

“East is right. If he’s anything like what he’s rumored to be, he’ll kill you before you get near him,” Key says.

“It doesn’t matter, I have to try. If he knows a way to save Randy...I have no choice,” I reply.

“Pryor, I don’t want you dying for me, okay?” Randy says.

“I can handle one demon, Randy.”

“Your own father and mother are staying away but you are going to charge ahead on your own? Exactly how stupid are you?” Bex asks. 

“Well I can’t depend on you to help me, now can I?” I snap.

“We were there for you and you—”

“I KNOW, BEX, I KNOW! I FAILED, OKAY? YOU WANT TO MAKE ME FEEL BAD FOR THAT BUT IT WON’T WORK BECAUSE I ALREADY FEEL LIKE SHIT. YOU GUYS PUT YOUR FAITH AND TRUST IN ME, AND I FAILED YOU ALL. AND WORSE I LOST NOT ONLY MY TEAM BUT MY FRIENDS,” I cry out. 

Everyone in the room is taken aback by my outburst, especially me. My pulse is racing and my hands are shaking from a mix of guilt and adrenaline. I force myself to calm down and lower my voice. 

“I know that I wronged you guys, and I will have to live with that. But I’m trying not to let yet another person I love down. Maybe I don’t deserve your help but if anyone deserves angels on his side, it’s Randy. Help me save him. Please.”

Key places a hand on Bex’s shoulder. He shakes his head and looks away. Swoop and East shrug and give me a small smile that signals they are on board. We all turn back to Bex and Key.

“I think we should help,” Key says firmly. 

“We shouldn’t make a decision like this without Silver,” he says. 

They call Aaden “Silver” because that’s the color of his wings. He’s the only one in existence that has silver wings. His fireballs are silver too and far more powerful than the other angels’. 

Hearing them say Aaden’s nickname makes my face flush with anticipation. I feel like I’m going to jump out of my skin if I don’t lay eyes on him now, right now. Helping Randy has kept my mind off of Aaden but now standing here with the rest of the group, his absence is very noticeable. 

After I didn’t show up at the Atu, I ended up asking Aaden out a few days later. I guess I just wanted to convince myself that I was capable of doing something brave. So I asked him out and he said no. I tell myself it’s because he doesn’t want to be seen with a coward. He doesn’t want anyone to see him with the Noru who was too afraid to lead her team. 

But there is another reason why Aaden could have said “no.” A reason that hurts so much to think about that I am forced to bury it deep inside me. Occasionally, when the words surface and gather in my head, they cause a rippling wave of sadness that knows no end. 

Aaden said no because he doesn’t want me... 

Being rejected by Aaden felt like daggers going through me. I remember that day so clearly. We were alone near our favorite spot in Central Park. There had been a slight chill in the air. New York City in the fall was my favorite season. I daydreamed about Aaden and I snuggled together under a tree, laughing, talking, and kissing...

I remember the exact moment I started wanting him as more than just my friend. Before then we were just hanging out and chasing low-level demons together. It drove our parents crazy, but we didn’t care. We had the time of our lives. 

Then one day we had misjudged a landing and ended up sliding face first off a mountain. We were bloody and howling with laughter. When we finally stopped laughing, I was on the ground and he was on top of me. 

I looked up at one of my best friends and suddenly I wanted something I had never wanted before—his lips on mine. The thought scared me because I had never kissed anyone before. I still haven’t. 

Yet there we were, laying at the base of the mountain, and all I could think about was his lips. And to make matters worse, my face and hands began to tingle once I realized just how close he was to me. Then my cheeks grew crimson and my fingers started trembling. I wanted to lift my head up and make his lips touch mine, but I didn’t know how. 

How do you kiss? Who goes left and who goes right? Is that something you decide  beforehand? What if I do it wrong? What if he doesn’t kiss me back? What if he runs screaming and makes a giant cutout hole in the shape of his body on the mountain side running away from me? 

Ever since that day I’ve thought about and obsessed over what it would be like if Aaden and I touched. I mean not like friends but like...well, you know...

That day at the park I finally summoned up the courage to ask him out, and he said “no” just like that. Oh, and he also said some lame ass thing about being sorry. I was such a fool. I never thought he would say no. I mean I hoped he would say yes, but I never thought I would get a flat out “no.” I took to the air and had my parents transfer me to human school. That was the last time I saw Aaden. 

In the past year, from what I have been told, Aaden has changed. He’s grown...darker. For one thing he left school and never looked back. I’m surprised that Uncle Rage let his son do that, but he did. Nowadays he doesn’t even hang out with the group, from what I hear. He’s become more of a loner. 

He’s so to himself that he’s grown a sort of mystique around him. He spends more time around humans than he does angels. He’s been known to say awful things about the Council and the Angel world as a whole. 

In addition, the more elusive Aaden is, the more girls want to be with him.  In fact, getting to spend a night with “Silver” is the Holy Grail for most girls in the Angel world. I guess I can understand it. Aaden is tall, dark, and the very definition of brooding. 

He looks very much like his father, Rage. He has dark hair, intense dark eyes, and a body that makes it hard for any girl to stay away. In addition to ferocious silver fireballs, Aaden can “Call.”  That means mostly anything he sees with his mind’s eye, he can summon to him. 

He’s often seen wearing a black leather jacket, black tee shirt, and boots. He rides motorcycles off of cliffs, and I’ve been told he now has a number of tattoos. He has always been hot tempered but now I’m told he’s outright insolent.

I miss him...

“ So, um...where is Aaden?” I ask. 

“We don’t know. Uncle Rage says he’s ‘doing some thinking,’ whatever that means, but he assures us Silver isn’t in danger,” Key says.

“From what I hear, Silver is the danger. I heard he was in a brawl over a couple of girls with some Quo,” Swoop says, delighting in the latest gossip.

“I heard he’s having a great time since his dad let him off the leash,” Bex adds.

“So, um...he has...a girl? That’s nice,” I reply, trying to sound casual.

“No, sweets, not ‘a girl’—girls. Lots of girls,” Swoop says.

“Yeah well, whatever. So, are you guys going to help me find Oden? Or are you guys going to stand there and let me get killed by this Oden bastard?” I ask, only half joking. 

“Little girl, Oden is the least of your problems,” someone says from the doorway. 

We turn and find my mother standing at the entrance of the warehouse. It’s one thing to piss off my mom; it’s another to piss off Death. I can see out the window; the dark swirls of ominous clouds brewing...

Dear Omnis, my mom is going to kill me...

––––––––



CHAPTER FOUR: OFF COURSE

“Do you have any idea what you put us through tonight?” my mom shouts. 

“I’m sorry but—”

“Don’t you dare try to excuse your behavior!” 

“I had to help Randy.” 

“And how did you help him? By placing him in the path of demons? By having him nearly fall to his death in the warehouse?” my dad asks. 

“That wasn’t my fault. The demons came out of nowhere,” I argue.

“That’s what demons do,” my dad snaps. 

“Look, I know I broke the rules by telling Randy and by leaving the house when I was grounded, but this was for a good cause,” I plead.

“Mommy, what’s wrong?” Sam asks from upstairs as he comes out of his room. 

“Nothing, baby, go back and Recharge,” my mom replies. 

“Pryor, did you lift up the house over your head? Dad said not to do that,” Sam advises me. 

“Sam. Recharge. Now,” my dad orders. 

He wisely goes back to his room and closes the door. 

It has been about half an hour since my mom came into the warehouse and made everyone go home. She was going to have East Mind wipe Randy so that he didn’t remember, but after nonstop begging from Randy, she decided to let him keep his memory. 

“I know I’m in trouble but I can’t just let Randy die. I can’t,” I beg. 

“You think we like this? You think this is fun for us? Watching our child in pain? Pryor, we would fix this if we could,” she tells me.

“If that’s true then why aren’t you going to see Oden?” I challenge. 

“What did you say?” my dad asks, his tone firm. 

“She overheard us talking about Oden, and she gathered the others so they could go see him,” my mom replies. 

My dad comes closer to me and speaks in a tone that makes my hands tremble. He rarely uses his First Guardian tone on us but when he does...

“Pryor, you are never to go near Oden. He is vile and he does not need to make contact with you in order to hurt you. He would do anything to get his hands on a Noru. You cannot under any circumstances go see him. Do you understand?”

“But I—”

“DAMN IT, PRYOR, YOU ARE NOT TO GO NEAR HIM; DO YOU HEAR ME?” 

The entire house shakes when my dad shouts. His wings flap furiously against the air. I look him in the eyes and nod slowly. 

“You may be the leader of the Norus but you do not rule in this house. Do you get that?” he pushes.

“Yes.”

“Your mother and I will not have this conversation with you again. Do you understand?” 

“Yes.”

“Go to your room and don’t even think of leaving this house,” he orders. 

I run up the stairs but then turn around once I get to the top. 

“Can I say something?” I ask. 

“You can always speak to us but if I were you, I’d be very careful which words I choose,” my mom says sternly.

“Every day since Sam and I were born you and Dad drilled into us how important it was to help others and to protect humans. You risked your lives over and over again because humans were worth fighting for. That’s what you taught us. And now you two stand there and tell me to go to my room while a human’s life is in danger...I think it’s hypocritical and it’s wrong. It’s just...wrong.” 

*******

I’m locked in my room. It’s not an actual lock, it’s a small vial the length of a pencil that’s placed at the center of my room. It scans for me every five seconds. It’s called The Eye and I freaking hate it. If it scans the area and if I’m not sitting on the bed at the center of the room, it seals off all windows and doors, then notifies the being who programmed it, in this case my dad. It does this in a fraction of a second. It’s too fast for me to outmaneuver. I wish I had Swoop’s powers right now. 

Just because I’m on lockdown doesn’t mean I can’t help Randy. I text the group and have them searching for any info on where Oden might be and also what his powers are. I need to know how he can help Randy and also what kind of powers we will be going up against. Then I call Randy to make sure he isn’t losing it. 

“Are you okay? I mean considering,” I ask. 

“Considering I’m supposed to die? Yeah, I’m great.” 

“Randy, I told you I wouldn’t let that happen.” 

“I owe you an apology,” he says.

“For what?”

“I kind of freaked out in the warehouse.” 

“Well, yeah, but when you learn your BFF is an angel and you’re gonna die, you are allowed to freak out. Go figure.” 

“I just thought I would handle something like that...better,” he confesses. 

“So you’ve been in this situation before?” I tease. 

“No, but it’s classic hero stuff. They have to save their loved ones. The loved ones put on a brave face throughout their adventure. I didn’t do that. I totally freaked. And Keyohmi saw it.” 

“She knows this is hard for you; it would be for anyone, Randy.” 

“Hey, did she say anything to you?”

“About what?”

“About me.” 

“Randy, Key is with Bex. They have been together like forever. I’m sorry.” 

“How could she go out with that jerk?” Randy says, frustrated. 

“Bex is not that bad. In fact he’s a pretty great guy. It’s just that my abandoning them hit him harder than the others because he helped train me. He really was counting on me.”

“If you say so. I still think she could do better...” he says, mostly to himself.

“You’re worried about getting a girl even with your life on the line?” 

“Well if I have to die, getting a kiss from her wouldn’t be a bad way to go.” 

I smile and shake my head; we grow silent. When I speak next, my tone has gone from lighthearted to concerned. I know he’s trying to be okay with the situation, but the truth is, he’s terrified. 

“Randy, you don’t have to come with us when we go looking for Oden. In fact it may be better if you stayed behind,” I warn him.

“No, I’m not gonna let you risk everything while I stay home and play video games. I’m coming with you.” 

“Okay, if that’s what you want...” I reply. 

We fall silent yet again; this time, it’s his tone that changes. 

“So...how do you feel about Aaden and the ‘lots of girls’ comment Swoop made,” he asks.

“It’s whatever, really.” 

“C’mon, Pry. It’s me,” he says.

“Look, if Aaden wants a harem, then fine. He can have a million girls. I don’t care,” I reply.

“Wow, so angels lie too huh? Cool. I’m gonna write that down.” 

“Very funny.”

“No, I mean it. I’m keeping a record of our adventures, like a true sidekick,” he informs me. 

So my bitterness and jealousy will be on record; oh joy...

I hear a knock on my door. My dad asks if he can come in.

“Randy, I gotta go. Just please stay inside and don’t—”

“Run with scissors, or crack my head in the bathtub?” he jokes.

“Just be careful,” I reply as I hang up. 

My dad enters and sits beside me on the bed. 

“I lost my temper and I shouldn’t have; I’m sorry,” he says. 

“Okay,” is all I can manage to say. 

“You were right, we did raise you to protect humans and care what happens to them.”

“But I can’t save Randy?”

“No, because Randy’s death is part of a bigger picture. He’s going to die because he was meant to live a certain amount of years and his time is up. It’s not fair. And it hurts, but it is what it is. You don’t have to like it. Your mom and I don’t like it either. But we don’t get everything we want. No one does.” 

“So that’s it, my friend dies and I have to suck it up?” 

“Yes, Pryor, that’s it. But sweetheart, you’re not alone in this. It’s okay to be sad and to mourn for him. You love him.”

“You make losing people sound so easy, like it’s no big deal, Dad.” 

“I think you know that’s not true. It never gets easier to lose people you love; humans or otherwise. Not a day goes by that the Guardians don’t mourn our fallen members. We grieve every day. But we have to accept it.”

What if I can’t accept it?

“You and Mom never asked me why I didn’t show up to the Atu,” I reply, distant.

“No, we never did.”

“Why?” I ask.

“I went into your room that day, after you didn’t show up, and I saw the journals of our past mission on your bed. You were reading and stopped at page eighty-seven. We knew that’s what stopped you from leading your own team. Page eighty-seven would stop many of us.” 

“Does that make me weak?”

“No, Reesie. It makes you...a girl with a lot of heart.”

“I really tried to get past page eighty-seven but I couldn’t,” I confess. 

“I know, but one day, you’ll get to the next page and then the next chapter ,” he assures me.

“How?”

“When you’re a leader, no matter what happens you have to keep going. That is your job. You find a way to keep going.” 

“What helped you do that?” I ask. 

“Your mom. In the end, she was all I had...”

“And you fought for her. Randy’s all I have, Dad. And I’m sorry, but I’m going to fight for him no matter—”

“They found the Alexi birds,” my mom says as she bursts in. 

“Where were they?” my dad asks. 

“Completely off course,” she replies.

“But Alexis don’t get lost,” my dad reminds her. 

He’s right. Alexis are immortal birds that have a perfect sense of direction. 

“Marcus, I’m telling you the Alexis were found miles from where they should have been,” my mom insists. 

“That doesn’t make sense,” my father says to himself. 

“It gets worse,” she says.

“What do you mean?”

“All the Alexis that went missing were found—dead.”

********

The next few moments everything happens at once. My parents are getting calls from every member of the Guardian team, seemingly all at once. 

“Hey, Jay, I heard. Emmy just told me,” my dad reports. 

“Miku, I’m sure Swoop is fine. She always comes home a little past curfew,” my mom assures her. 

“No, you’re right. We need to meet up and find out who’s doing this,” my dad confirms. 

There’s a note of alarm in my parents’ voices. They are trying hard to conceal it as they speak to the others. They pace up and down the living room as they try to formulate a theory about the death of the immortal birds. 

All of the noise and commotion wakes Sam up. He sticks his head between the bars of the railing and calls out for my mom. She goes up the stairs, picks him up in her arms, and cradles him at her side. 

Meanwhile, I text the group and everyone but Swoop responds. Knowing Swoop, she’s safe but won’t reply until she feels like it. According to the others, their households are frenzied too. 

“Does anyone know what’s happening?” I ask East over the phone.

“No, but all the angels on my block are taking to the air,” he says. 

“If you find out anything let me know,” I reply. 

“I will. And if Swoop calls, tell her to call Key, she’s worried.” 

“Worried or pissed that Swoop won’t reply?” I ask.

“Both.”

I hung up my cell just as something out the window catches my eye. I go in for a closer look and a scream escapes my mouth before I can stop it. My parents run up to my room just in time to witness the unbelievable sight: one human just jumped off the roof across the street. 

The human didn’t hesitate or pause in the least. He just walked off the roof and jumped to his death. We look out and a second man is about to do the same. I’m frozen in shock, but my mom places Sam in my arms, smashes through the window, and takes off into the air. My dad immediately follows her. They try to catch the second human before he hits the ground. 

My mom reaches the guy just in time. I lean far enough out the window so I can get a good look and I see something even more incredulous. There is another human on a different roof a few yards away, and she too is about to jump. 

I tell Sam to stay in the house, then I head out the window. Once in the air, I make my way towards the lady, who has now taken the final step before her fall. 

“Hey stop, please don’t do it!” I shout.

She doesn’t even look at me. She just steps off the roof and tumbles down the side of the building. I cut though the air as fast as I can, the wind whips and whirls around me. I have never flown this fast in my life. 

“Gotcha!” I say breathlessly as I snag the lady by the hood of her jacket just before she hits the pavement. 

“Pry, can I play too?” Sam shouts as he takes off into the air. 

“No, Sam. Go back in the house. I caught the lady so the ‘game’ is over,” I reply.

“What about the others?” he asks. 

What others? 

I place the lady on the ground and fly up to where Sam is hovering. That’s when I see them—there are humans on every rooftop of Manhattan. They are jumping to their deaths one by one without making so much as a sound.  

Before I can register what’s happening, a flash of bright orange light catches my eye. I turn towards the light and watch in horror as a couple standing at the gas station douse themselves with gasoline. 

Oh no, please no...

Both my parents and I take off towards them but we are too late. They light a match and set themselves on fire. My dad manages to smother the flames but the humans are charred beyond recognition. We look around, and all over the city humans are dying by their own hands. 

“I can’t freeze them,” my mom shouts to us. 

“What the hell is going on?” my dad replies. 

“We don’t know, but it’s happening all over the world.” 

We turn and find the rest of the Council standing cloaked and hooded before us. Time and Fate hover several feet in the air as they address us. To be honest they always did creep me out—the robes, the deep dark voices, and the impossibly bright light emanating from them. 

“Who’s doing this?” my mother asks the Council. 

“I can’t make out a face,” Fate replies as he looks in his mind’s eye.

“It’s as if someone is speaking to them,” Time replies as he studies the humans around us. 

My mom holds out her hands and Pulls a human off the roof. The human, still in a zombie-like state, stares out into nothing as his body is air lifted towards her. 

“Who is talking to you?” Time asks, adjusting his complex voice patterns so that the human can process it.  

When the human replies his voice is soft and distant. 

“All,” he says.

“What is ‘All’?” Time asks. 

Then every single human around us turns and replies in unison. 

“ ‘All’ is the start of the end; the darkness that will swallow any remaining light. All does not reason. All does not forgive.”

Then, offering no more explanation, the remaining group of humans leap silently to their deaths. Finally after several attempts, the Council is able to freeze humanity. The humans are frozen mid-fall. 

“I don’t understand; who is this ‘All’ being?” I ask 

“He’s the new evil,” Fate announces as his eyes glaze over with a milky white haze. 

I’ve heard about Fate getting flashes but I have never seen it in person. 

“What does he want?” my dad shouts angrily.

“You know what he wants; he wants to meet her,” Fate says, looking at me. 

What? 

My parents look over at me and concern fills their faces. I’ve never seen them so terrified in my life. My dad quickly comes towards me and places me protectively behind him. 

“He will never see her,” he vows.

“Marcus, you were told about this before. You knew this new evil was coming,” Fate says.

“He is causing this havoc all around the world because he doesn’t know where she is. Once he does, he’s coming for her. He will kill the other Norus certainly, but his obsession is with Pryor,” Time replies.

“Me?” I ask, dumbfounded. 

“You didn’t tell her?” Fate shouts at my parents.

“We warned you to tell your children—” Time begins.

“Marcus and I talked it over and we decided against telling the kids before it was absolutely necessary,” my mother informs them. 

“The new evil is not like the others before him. He is far more powerful and you know how he got that way, Marcus,” Time scolds. 

“Please, Dad, tell me what’s going on. Why is this new evil different than the evil before?” I beg.

My parents exchange a look of concern and my mom signals for my dad to address me. My dad looks at the floor and rubs the back of his neck as if he’s in pain or soon will be. Whatever they are about to tell me is causing them great stress and hesitation. 

“We have wanted to tell you since we first found out, but...”

“Dad, c’mon, just tell me. Who is this new evil?” 

“His name is Malakaro; he’s your brother.” 

––––––––



CHAPTER FIVE: LITTLE BOY LOST

My father just hurled a Powerball at the center of my chest. That’s exactly what it feels like. His words tear through my skin and embed themselves into my flesh like shrapnel. Pieces of the “bomb” gather together and aim straight for my core—my heart. 

My parents are breaking my heart... Why? Why would they hurt me? 

My parents are talking to me. I can’t make out what they are saying because the grenade they just threw in the middle of my life has made me all but deaf. Their mouths are moving, but they are on mute. I look into their faces and realize I don’t know them at all.  

Yes, my mom and dad got on my nerves sometimes but all in all we were happy. I knew they loved Sam and me. I knew that we could trust them. And no matter what happened, they would never hurt us. 

But I am; I am hurt. There’s pain coming from a place so deep, I didn’t know it ever existed. I have been wrong this whole time. My parents aren’t protecting me from pain; they are the cause of it. 

Suddenly, I look at the two strangers standing before me and I want nothing more than to get away from them. The thought of being in the same space with them for another second is more than I can take. I need to go. I need to go now. 

I bolt down the street without saying a word. My parents weren’t expecting that. They thought if anything I would take to the air, but I need to find what they took away from me—solid ground. 

I hear them calling out after me desperately but I don’t stop. I run so fast the city landscapes are no more than a blur of colors. I have no idea where I’m going and I don’t care. I just need to keep running until I make it back to the life I had ten minutes ago. If I just keep running it will stop hurting. 

You can outrun this pain, Pry. Just keep running. 

But I can’t keep running because the strangers took to the air and now they are blocking my path. 

“Reesie, please let us explain,” my father begs. 

“Stay away from me,” I shout. 

“Pryor, sweetheart, we love you. We just wanted to save you from—”

“Mom, please get out of my way.” 

“Pryor, just give us a chance to explain,” my dad begs as he walks towards me.

“NO! Please, Dad, let me go; please.” 

He’s about to argue but then he looks into my eyes. He signals that I can go. I take off into the sky. 

“How could you let her go, Marcus? She’s devastated,” my mom shouts at him as she takes off into the sky after me. 

He follows her and gently holds her back.  

“Emmy, let her go. It’s what she needs right now,” he tells her.

He holds her tightly and they watch as I fly away...

********

“The new evil is my brother! I don’t even know how to...I mean how do they...ARGH!” I roar as I stomp on the ground. 

Randy watches as the pavement cracks beneath my feet. He’s still taken aback by how strong I am. 

“Pry, I know we hate this school, but let’s leave it intact, okay?” 

It’s been half an hour since I woke Randy and told him what was happening. Thankfully, he had slept through the humans falling from the rooftops. He headed to the football field at school. It’s after midnight and no one else is around. 

“How could they do this to me? How could they lie to me for fourteen years!” 

“Well it’s not exactly an easy thing to bring up,” he reasons. 

“Are you taking their side?” 

“No, I’m just saying it’s not exactly dinner conversation.” 

“The whole time they’ve been preaching about how important it is to be moral and honorable angels; it’s all been a lie. Who knows what kind of mess they got into? I mean, what else are they keeping from me?” I ask. 

“You had no idea at all?”

“No. I bet they didn’t even write it in the Muse.” 

“What’s that?”

“A Muse is a journal that chronicles past missions.”

“ And not once did they mention it there?” Randy pushes. 

“I’ve never read all of it. I started to but I couldn’t get past page eighty-seven.” 

“What’s on page—”

“Never mind that. Randy, what am I going to do? Everything is different now. How am I supposed to hate my own brother? Then again, he killed dozens of humans tonight. How can I overlook that?”

“Do angels go to therapy?” he jokes.

“Randy!”

“I’m sorry; curious human here,” he says, putting his arm around me. 

“I don’t know anything anymore. Is Malakaro my mom’s kid or my father’s? Which one of them cheated? Are there any more Norus I don’t know about?”

“Normally ‘sibling I didn’t know about’ should be at the top of my list of concerns. But I have to say, it’s not,” Randy confesses. 

“I’m sorry. I know you’re worried that we won’t find Oden, but we will. You’re not going to die,” I promise him.

“Pryor, that’s not what I’m talking about. This new evil sounds...well, really freaking evil. And from what you’ve told me this psychopath has it in for you.” 

“Yeah, my day just keeps getting better,” I quip. 

“You have to go home and talk to your parents.”

“I can’t even look at them right now.”

“Then wear a blindfold because you need answers and they are the only ones who have them.”

*******

Randy insists on coming with me, so after a quick stop at his apartment to change, we head back to my house. The closer we get, the more dread I feel. 

“How come everyone on the street is acting normal now?” Randy asks. 

“I’m sure the Council had their minds wiped. East and others like him who can take away memories, must have been working all night,” I reply. 

“There are no ambulances or anything.”

“Angels are great with cleanup.”

“That’s so cool,” he replies.

“We’re here,” I say, mostly to myself. 

My house looms ahead of me. I’ve always loved coming home. I’ve always felt safe and secure there. Now, I would do anything not to have to enter the house. Randy, sensing my hesitation, takes my hand and we head inside. 

When we walk in, I find my parents pacing the floor, waiting anxiously for my return. I try to fight the urge to flee. Randy is right; I have questions that only my parents can answer. 

“So which one of you cheated?” I ask.

“That’s it, Pry, start with something easy,” Randy says sarcastically. 

“Honey, no one cheated,” my mom says as she takes a step towards me.

I take a step back. 

“Randy, could you give us a minute?” my mom asks.

“Sure, I’ll go say hi to Sam,” he replies.

I’m about to protest but Randy signals to me that I should let him go. I watch reluctantly as he disappears upstairs.

“Honey, have a seat,” my dad says. 

“I don’t want to sit. I want answers,” I reply. 

“Pryor, sit down,” my mother says in a tone that tells me they are no longer asking. 

I sit on the edge of the sofa, interlock my fingers together and place them nervously on my lap. They sit on either side of me.  

“The story of how I ended up with another woman is a long one. And we just don’t have time for it. For now, let’s just say that on our last mission, I had to do things I didn’t want to do in order to stop the Angel world from collapsing,” my dad says carefully. 

“Meaning you cheated on Mom?”

“No, honey. Your father united with another woman because it was the only way to save all of us. It was hard on me; on us. But it was necessary. And when your father was finally able to get out of the union, we thought that was it,” my mother informs me.

“Later we learned that the woman had a child; my child,” Dad adds as emotion fills his voice.

“So because he had a different mother, you disregarded him?” I accuse.

“No. I wanted him. He was my son. I was going to go after him and have him come stay with us,” Dad replies. 

“Why didn’t you?” 

“He had already killed and was making his way in the Demon world. He could not have been saved.”

“Dad, you don’t know that. He could have turned out like Uncle Rage. He started out evil but then he changed,” I plead.

“Your uncle is a rare case. Demons don’t normally change. Rage fell in love with Aaden’s mom. That love was able to change him,” Dad explains.

“Maybe if Malakaro had your love he would be different now,” I argue.

“It’s not that simple, Pryor. His mother was vicious and wrathful. She made it her mission to cause chaos. It’s no surprise that her son turned out the same,” my mom says.

“He’s evil because you abandoned him, it’s that simple,” I tell my dad. 

“No, it’s not that simple. And if you think it is then you definitely are not ready to lead,” he counters. 

“So being a leader means that I have to walk away from my own flesh and blood?” I ask. 

“Sometimes, yes. I wanted Malakaro. But it was too late to save him. I had to look out for my family: you, Sam, and your mom,” Dad insists.

“So you lied to us for all these years?” I push.

“I did what I thought was best. You don’t get it now, but maybe someday you will,” he says.

“I doubt it,” I snap.  

“Honey, there are going to be moments when you will have to make tough decisions. And in those moments nothing is black or white. In the end you try and do the best you can. That’s exactly what your father and I did: we did our best,” Mom says, placing her hand on my shoulder. 

“Your best was lying to me and abandoning a kid?” I ask.

“Pryor, do not mistake Malakaro for a lost little boy. He is the new evil for a reason. If you and the others didn’t drink Cole, and your location wasn’t hidden, he would find you and kill you. Just like he killed all those humans today,” Dad cautions. 

“That’s why the Council is meeting: we need to decide if we will be moving you and the others,” Mom says.

“Moving us?”

“You may have to stay in the light,” my dad replies.

“What? No, I have to help Randy,” I counter. 

“Pryor, we are not going into this again with you,” Mom says impatiently. 

“But I can’t just—”

“Pry, they’re right. You need to be safe,” Randy says from the top of the stairs.

“Before you argue with us, Reesie, nothing is official yet. The Guardians, the Council, the Paras, and most of the angels will be meeting in the light. What happens to you and the others affects everyone. We can’t let Malakaro take out our best defenses against evil,” Dad says. 

“Mr. and Mrs. Cane, if Pry and the others are so powerful, why do they need protecting?” Randy asks, coming down to join us.

“They are powerful now but not nearly as powerful as they will be when they are adults. The new evil will try and stop that from happening,” my mom explains. 

“How are they going to be protected then?” Randy asks, concerned. 

“We have placed an Opt around this house; it’s a force field. We also have angels posted all around this area. We called the others and they are coming here just as soon as they find Swoop. We want to make sure you are all together and safe,” Mom adds.

“What about Aaden? Is he coming here too?” I ask, trying to stay casual. 

“Rage will look after Aaden,” Dad informs me.

“He should be here with us,” I remind them.

“We told him that but he doesn’t want to come,” Mom says carefully. 

“He’s safest among other Norus right now. Why wouldn’t he want to come?” I ask. 

My mom comes closer to me and pulls a strand of hair away from my face. When she speaks her voice is soft and filled with regret. 

“Honey he...he doesn’t want to see you.” 

*******

You ever have one of those days where it seems everything that could go wrong does? And then you think to yourself “If one more thing goes wrong, I’m gonna lose it?” Well here we are and that “one more thing” is Aaden refusing to see me. I bolt up from the sofa. My parents are about to speak but I cut them off by holding out my hand. 

“I need to do something and I really need to do it alone. You want to send an army after me then fine. But I’m going out. Randy, stay here and wait for the group,” I order. 

“Where are you going?” my dad asks. 

“I’m going to see a demon about an ass kicking” I reply as I storm out. 

I take off into the sky and by the time I get to Rage’s house, I am seething. My fists are balled up and I’m biting on my lower lip to keep it from quivering in anger. I bang on Uncle Rage’s door repeatedly. 

“OPEN THE DOOR!!!” I scream. 

I don’t hear anything so I pound even harder.

“OPEN THIS DOOR!!!” I order.

Uncle Rage comes out with a stern, dark look on his face and a sizzling, roaring fireball in the palm of his hand. 

“Damn it, Pryor, I could have killed you,” he says as the fire diminishes in his hand. 

“WHY THE HELL IS YOUR SON BEING SUCH A DICK?” I demand. 

“Your dad told you Aaden won’t come to the house?” he replies.

“Yes; I’ve heard Aaden doesn’t want to see me. Well, he needs to grow some damn balls and tell me to my face why he’s acting like an asshole.” 

“Okay, chick, take it down a few.” 

“I know that he’s mad at me because I bailed on the Atu. And he’s not the only one who’s pissed at me. Bex can hardly look at me without taking shots. But Aaden is different. I mean we...he...I..ARGH! WHERE IS HE?” 

“Wow, you are just like your mother when she was your age—impulsive and rash.” 

“Yeah, yeah, I know. I need to stay calm,” I mock.

“No, I like a little fire in a girl,” he says shaking his head, amused. 

“Tell me where he is. If he’s so angry that he can’t stand to look at me, he should tell me face-to-face. I know it was wrong to abandon the team but that still doesn’t mean he has the right to treat me like crap.”

“That’s not what he’s doing, Pry.”

“That’s bull. The safest place for him is my house right now, but he won’t come because he’s mad at me.”

“Don’t worry about Aaden’s safety. I took care of it. He has more than enough security.” 

“Why won’t he see me? How much longer is he going to punish me?”

“Kid, this isn’t about you. Aaden is staying away for reasons that have nothing to do with you.”

“Then help me, please Uncle Rage. Tell me: Why is Aaden staying away?”

“This past year has been really hard for my son. He’s trying to deal with...events that are hard to take in.”

“So let me guess: Aaden found one girl in the universe who isn’t attracted to him and now his heart’s broken?” I reply.

“No, that’s not it.”

“Okay so...he got some girl pregnant. Great. That makes seven Norus,” I snap.

“Pryor, you have to understand—”

“Well I don’t; I don’t understand any of this. Uncle Rage, everything in my life has changed in the past few hours. I have no idea what to feel about anything.”

“Yeah, the rest of us thought you should have been told about your brother. It was a crap deal you got.”

“It’s not just that. I have a best friend to save and no idea how to get to the being that’s supposed to save him. And now I’m supposed to hate a brother I don’t even know; a brother that’s hell-bent on killing me.”

“Are you old enough to drink yet?” he asks.

“I don’t want a drink. All I want for the love of Omnis is someone to be straight with me. Please for once can someone just tell me the truth?”

He looks into my eyes and sees the frustration and anger that fills them. He puts his hands in his pockets and lowers his head. 

“Uncle Rage, tell me what’s going on with Aaden. Please.”

“Last year Aaden was taken to Bliss.”

“Bliss is a prison for angels; why would Aaden go there?”

“He killed five unarmed humans.”

––––––––



CHAPTER SIX: PEACE NO MORE

The words echo inside my skull on an endless loop, yet I can’t bring myself to accept them. 

“That’s not possible,” I argue. 

“Yeah, it was a shock for me too,” the demon confesses. 

“Uncle Rage, Aaden would never do that.” 

“Yeah, well he did.”

“No, I don’t believe it. He wasn’t that kind of guy,” I plead.

“He changed; you of all people know that.”

“Just because he started acting aloof doesn’t mean—”

“It wasn’t just that. Aaden started to pull away from your group. He pulled away from me too. He got moody and sullen. He became...introverted,” Rage says.

“Just because he turned into a loner doesn’t mean that he would commit murder. That wasn’t who he was. There has to be some other explanation. What did Aaden say when you asked him?” 

“He was in Bliss for a whole year and he refused to see me.”

“What did he do when he got out of prison?” I ask.

“He made it clear he wanted nothing to do with me or the Angel world. It’s not just you, Pryor. My son hates everyone.” 

“Why? What happened?”

“The older he got, the more he learned about his mother’s death. He started to blame me because I couldn’t save her. It was just a teen rebellion thing. I thought it would blow over,” he says, sounding pained.

“Well what happened the night of the murders?” I ask.

“I wasn’t there. All I know is that a few Paras flying by heard a crowd of humans screaming and running away. They landed near the commotion, in front of some dive bar, and found Aaden standing over five dead humans. When they asked what happened, Aaden confessed. He said the men hustled him all night, and when he was trying to leave, they came after him. And he killed them.” 

If Aaden had been human, he could have made a case for self-defense. But the fact of the matter is humans with an armload of weapons can hardly hurt an angel, let alone cause serious injury. So, if Aaden did kill the humans, it wasn’t out of fear for his life but out of pure desire. 

Could Aaden really have done that?  

Suddenly there are images of Aaden attacking the humans in my mind. I can “see” their blood splatter on the sidewalk as they crumble to the ground, lifeless.  I feel light-headed and weak. It takes more energy than it should to remain standing. 

“Pryor, are you okay?” Uncle Rage asks. 

“No, I’m not,” I admit, shaking my head.

“Here, sit down,” he says, helping me sit on the steps.

I hang my head low and look down at my feet. I wait for the spinning in my head to stop. This takes a few moments. 

“As I said before, this isn’t about you, Pryor. I failed Aaden. I was supposed to keep him from his evil side and I guess I fucked that up,” he says.

I don’t reply. I just continue to look down. 

“Your mom is always on me about not cursing. Sorry, but sometimes there’s no other word that can fit better than ‘fuck,’ as in I fucked up my only son’s life,” Rage adds.

“Where is he?” I ask.

“I don’t know, but he’s under watch by the Paras.”

“Are they watching him to protect him from the new evil or because the Paras are afraid Aaden’s a full-on demon?”

“Both.”

All I can do is nod. I’m worn out. It’s like I’ve been flying all day and just need a place to land; a safe place to land...

“I don’t know how to...talk and junk. I can’t make you feel better. Your parents are good at that. You should talk to them.” 

“All they do is lie.”

“They agonized over whether to tell you kids about your brother.”

“They made the wrong decision.”

“Maybe, but it’s done; suck it up and deal.”

“Is that the advice you gave Aaden?” I snap. 

His face is clouded over. I thought he’d be mad at me but the demon isn’t angry; he’s hurting. He blames himself for what’s happened with his son. 

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to say that,” I tell him. 

“Its fine,” he lies. 

“How was Malakaro able to stop the Council from freezing the humans?” I ask, attempting to change the subject.

“He’s stronger than they thought. He’s stronger than we all thought. There’s never been an evil with both the power of darkness and light. The birth of Malakaro could signal the end of well...everything.”

“So I hear...” I quip. 

“I guess I should get back home. Thank you for telling me about Aaden.”

“Why? I just added to the ‘suck pile,’” he says.

“Yeah, but you gave me something good too.”

“What?”

“You gave me something I haven’t had all day: certainty. I don’t care what you or anyone else says: I’m certain Aaden didn’t do what you think he did. And until I hear it from him, I will hold on to that.”

“You really are very much like your mom.” 

“Is that a good thing?” 

“Mostly...

“We need to get going, I have to meet the others in the light,” he says.

“I thought they never let you up there,” I reply.

“No, they never have before. It’s serious enough that the Council is willing to have me come to the light. Just about every angel of influence is up there right now.”

“That means we’re in real trouble,” I conclude. 

“Yeah. But the Guardians and I will fix it. We’ve battled evil before and we’ll do it again. No matter what happens, we will protect you guys.” 

“Aren’t we supposed to be doing that?” I ask. 

“You will when your powers get to their full strength. Right now, none of you is strong enough to take on Malakaro. It would be stupid to try.” 

I’m about to answer him when I get an emergency text from Swoop. 

“I have to go,” I inform him as I start to take off.

“What’s wrong?”

“Don’t know yet; but Uncle Rage, don’t worry, Aaden didn’t do what they said. I’m sure of it...”

*******

When I get to the warehouse I find everyone waiting for me, including Randy. In addition there’s a male angel about our age, whom I have never seen before. He wears jeans and a grey sweatshirt. He jams his hands inside the pockets; he darts his eyes back and forth. 

“What’s going on? Where is Sam and who is this guy?” I ask.  

“Sam is with the sitter. And this guy, well, Swoop thought it would be better to hang out with him than to return our calls,” Key says.

“Really, Key? You can’t drop the attitude even with everything going on?” Swoop snaps.

“No, I can’t. You are so damn selfish. We spent hours looking for you,” the older twin replies. 

“Well you found me, so chill the hell out,” Swoop replies. 

“We thought something happened to you. Why didn’t you text us back?” Key pushes.

“I’m not a child. So how about you back off?” 

“Our parents were worried about you.” 

“They were so worried they went to a meeting?” Swoop challenges.

“They knew they could count on me to find your spoiled ass,” Key replies. 

“I said I was sorry. I didn’t hear my phone, okay?” Swoop barks in return.

“No, it’s not okay. Your sister was worried sick about you. When the hell are you going to grow up?” Bex asks. 

“If she spent all night with you and she was thinking about me, I think you have bigger problems,” Swoop retorts. 

“Watch how you talk to me,” Bex warns her.

“Yeah, and what are you gonna do about it, Para?” Swoop pushes. 

“Don’t you talk to him like that!” Key scolds. 

Soon they all start talking at once. 

“EVRYONE SHUT THE HELL UP!” 

All eyes turn to me. I survey the room and try my best to remain calm. 

“I can’t tell you how screwed up my day has been,” I tell them. 

“We heard about your ...new brother. Sorry, Pry. How do you even deal with that?” East asks carefully. 

“No idea, but I just found out some really messed up stuff going on with Aaden. I mean, seriously, you won’t believe what they think he did.”

“Oh, the prison thing?” East says casually.

“What? You guys knew about that?” I ask, shocked. 

“You know it’s nearly impossible to keep things a secret in the Angel world,” East reminds me.

“Why didn’t you guys tell me?” 

“Why should we?” Bex retorts. 

“Bex, I had a right to know what was going on.” 

“You don’t have a right to anything,” he shouts.

“Bex, honey, please—” Key begins.

“No, Pryor left us. You walked out on us. No call, no text, nothing! Then she comes out of the blue and wants us to save some guy we don’t even know.” 

“I’m sorry, Bex, I thought we could save Randy just because he needed saving. I didn’t know he had to be a friend of yours. Silly me, I thought saving humans is something we do.”

“There is no ‘we.’ You made sure of that when you walked away and never looked back.” 

“Yes, I know. I messed up your destiny. If you are so anxious to be in battle all the time, then you need to join the Omari. Spend your days hunting and killing angels that have broken the laws.”

“They wanted me and I turned them down because I thought I was already part of a team. I should have known better than to count on you,” Bex counters. 

“Seriously, what the hell is your issue with me? Everyone knows what I did. But you are holding on to it like a dog with a damn bone. Just bury that shit already.” 

“Whatever, I’m outta here,” Bex says, shaking his head angrily. 

He makes his way towards the exit. Swoop yells out to him. Normally Bex would not even slow down but the words that come out of her mouth make him stop dead in his tracks. 

“Bex, this is Donavan. His father is Keeper of the Pathway. Malakaro has him.” 

Bex turns around to face us. Randy watches as the entire demeanor of the room changes. We are all on high alert. The entire warehouse is coated with dread and doom. 

“Um...guys, what’s the Pathway?” Randy asks.

“It’s ...um...” I can’t finish the sentence. 

It’s as if saying it out loud will make things even worse. But I know Randy is lost and I need to snap out of it. 

“The Pathway is the only way in and out of the light. Evil destroyed it a long time ago. It was rebuilt. And now for added protection, its location changes hourly,” I tell him.

“My dad maintains it. He makes sure it runs smoothly and on schedule. But most of all he makes sure to guard it against evil by ensuring that it continuously moves. But for the past few hours, the Pathway has stayed in the same place,” Donavan informs us. 

“If evil found the Pathway, they could already be in the light,” Swoop says.

“And that’s bad, right?” Randy asks. 

“Yes, Randy. Demon. Pathway. Bad,” East says.  

“What makes you think Malakaro has him?” I ask Donavan. 

“My dad got the same look on his face that the humans did before they jumped off the rooftops. He got on a Port and I haven’t seen him since. I called Swoop because we usually hook up to like...you know,” he replies. 

“Yeah we know. But why are you just now telling us?” Key says. 

“I’ve been looking for help, but everyone is in the light, at the meeting,” he reminds us. 

“Oh no,” I reply, mostly to myself.

“What is it?” Bex asks. 

“Nearly everyone is in the light; that’s why he did this. Malakaro threw the humans off the roof not as an intro but as incentive to have the angels gather. That way when he attacks there will be the maximum number of angels there to kill.”

“We gotta get to them,” East says as he jumps on his Port. 

“Do you know where the Pathway is now?” I ask the Keeper’s son. 

“Yeah, my dad tells me where it will be, as a backup. It’s in Bangkok. It has been for the past few hours.” 

“Good, let’s go.” 

*******

We land in a small town just outside of Bangkok called Amphawa, where the many sights and sounds of the floating market greet us. I’ve been to this part of Asia before with my mom. She loved showing me all the human world has to offer. This is actually one of my favorite places. When I was here, I fell in love with the city’s main attraction: the river. 

There are merchants sitting inside the canoes along the banks. They sell everything from fresh seafood to fried bananas. I love their large brimmed hats and their makeshift money exchange system. They place the food in small bags, tie it to the end of a stick, and extend it out to the customers waiting on land. The customer gets the food and places the money into the tin buckets, also tied to the end of a stick.

The homes along the riverbank range from well built, three-story units with Asian-style roofs, to dilapidated one-room shacks. The women hang their laundry on modest but sturdy clotheslines, while tending to their toddlers and seeing to daily chores. 

My mom and I would watch as the merchants rowed their canoes over to homemakers and offered up the catch of the day with a side of local gossip. Life among the floating market is simple, peaceful, and free of worry.  

But I’m not here to visit like last time. So we don’t stop and admire or shop like I know the twins would have loved to do. Instead we follow the Keeper’s son down a dark, narrow alley spaced between two run-down homes along the river. 

The fear that we might be too late forces us to move swiftly. So much so, Randy gets left behind once or twice. I debated taking him along, but he refused to stay behind and we simply didn’t have time to argue with him. 

Finally we get to a field just off the main street. Donavan points to the small beam of light just ahead. But he didn’t need to do that. We knew we were in the right place because of the hordes of demons standing at the base of the cylinder-shaped Pathway. 

We hide behind a tree and scan the area. 

“What are they doing?” East asks.

“Who cares, let’s go after them,” Swoops says.

“We can’t just run in there. There’s hundreds of them and six of us,” Key says.

“Um...seven. I’m here too. You know, if you...need me,” Randy says, smiling bravely at her. 

“Yeah, that’s not gonna get annoying,” East quips. 

“What is that?” I ask Donavan as I move in for a closer look. 

The demons place an object on the base of the Pathway. It is a football-sized glass tube with a red and black liquid inside it.  

“It’s a bomb called Gova. I’ve seen something like it before. Once the red liquid touches the black, it goes off and shreds anything in sight with a soul,” Bex says. 

“They’re going to activate it and send it up into the Pathway,” Key concludes. 

“Once the Pathway lights up, it means it’s about to transport something into the light. If that happens, we’ll only have seconds to stop it,” Bex tells us. 

“They can’t blow anything up unless my dad agrees to it; he’s the Keeper. And anything that goes up or down the Pathway does so with his permission. He would never agree to anything like that,” Donavan says. 

“I don’t think they gave him a choice,” East says, signaling to the still figure on the ground a few yards away. 

“Dad!” Donavan screams and goes out to help his father. 

“Donavan, no!” Swoop yells.

But she’s too late; our position is blown. The hordes of demons turn their attention towards us. The Powerballs descend upon us with full force.  

I take my bracelet off and throw it at Randy. He’s surprised when a bubble-like prison springs out from it and encases him. It’s called a Holder and I place Randy inside it to prevent him from being attacked. But it also prevents him from helping us in any way. That really upsets him. Yet, I don’t have time to explain anything to my friend. I take to the air with the group. 

“Whatever happens do not let them get the Gova inside the chute,” I order. 

Swoop whizzes by with inhuman speed and kills half a dozen demons. She snaps their necks in two and they fall to the earth below. A pair of demons, seeing this, launches dark smoke from the palms of their hands. The smoke forms four ghastly serpent-like shadow creatures that lunge towards her. 

“Swoop, look out!” Bex shouts.

Swoop ducks just in time to get out of the way of the massive Powerball Bex had thrown. Thankfully it missed 

“Cutting it close, huh?” Swoop says.

“Who says I was aiming for them?” Bex jokes. 

“Hey, a little help here?” East shouts as a slew of demons chase him with lightning. 

Bex tackles them, and along with Swoop’s help, they subdue them. Bex turns his attention towards his girlfriend only to find that she does not need any help. Key turns almost two dozen demons into bloody “works of art.” 

I raise my hand and Pull as many as I can. They are dying fast but lots more are coming towards me. East takes on the new wave of demons.  He uses his force field to surround them and drain them of their energy. The demons kneel down to the ground, too weak to remain standing. 

I tell the group to cover me as I head for the demons near the base of the Pathway. They hurriedly try to set up more Gova. One of the demons tells the other that they are running out of time. 

“We’re supposed to send three up there,” the demon reminds his partner.

“There’s no time. Two is fine,” the other demon replies. 

They agree, but that’s the last thing they do on earth because I Pull the life force from them. However, they already placed the bomb at the center of the Pathway. 

“The Pathway is glowing, it’s taking the bomb into the light!” Bex yells.

I look around for a way to stop the Pathway from lifting the bomb. But there’s no way. The bomb is lifted several feet in the air. It begins its ascent. The entire angel race will perish, including all our parents. 

Without thinking, I scan for the other two bombs; I find them not too far from where the dead demons lay. I race towards them and grab hold of them desperately. I shake them and watch as they fuse together. The group calls out and asks what the hell I’m doing. I have just armed two massive weapons.

“Bex, Key, when I give the signal, aim all your power at the Pathway. Then everyone take cover,” I shout at them.

I hurl the bombs at the Pathway itself and give them the signal. The impact of both the Norus’ powers and the Gova causes a nuclear-sized explosion to erupt. It chases after us like an angry tidal wave. We run for our lives, literally. 

The roar of the explosion, right behind us, tells us we won’t be able to get enough distance before it catches up with us. The group and I exchange a look of pure fear and terror. Without needing to communicate, we all know the only course of action: duck under anything we can find. 

The only thing around us is a run-down house with a series of tattered canoes attached to it. The wave of fire and pressure that has been ruthlessly pursuing us is now seconds away from landing on top of us and killing us all. 

I leap into one of the canoes, turn it over so that it is shielding me, and I brace myself. The rest of the group follows my lead. Three seconds later, just as we take cover, the wave hits on top of us and lets out an earth-shattering roar as it engulfs everything around it. The explosion rings out to all of Thailand. 

The floating market is at peace no more... 

We crawl out from under the rubble and debris. There are small fires blazing around the homes, plants, and canoes. All around us the humans are running for their lives, confused and fearing more terror is yet to come. 

I am weak with relief when I see that everyone in the group is relatively okay. The Holder that was protecting Randy held up, although it did send him flying several feet in the air. I pick up my Holder; it turns back into a bracelet. Randy is set free. 

“Randy, are you okay?” Key asks. 

“How. Awesome. Was. That?” he replies, wide-eyed.

“Yup, the human is just fine,” East says.

“I can’t believe it! That was such a rush! I LOVE THIS!!!!” Randy says, too excited to stand still. 

“Randy, you realize you were just thrown several thousand feet in the air by a raging inferno, right?” East asks him.

“A thousand feet huh? Wow, that’s pretty...high. I don’t know if—” Randy faints immediately. 

It takes about fifteen minutes for Randy to wake up. When he does, he finds the group and I looking down at him. 

“What happened?” he asks.

“You fainted,” Bex says. 

“Oh. Was it a manly kind of faint? You know, the kind the hero does after he’s overcome overwhelming odds?” Randy asks, filled with hope as he looks towards Key. 

“Yes, it’s the kind of fainting heroes do—after they discover the pretty dress for the ball they bought has a rip in it,” East says. 

“Very funny. Anyway, I’m better now, so please help me up,” he says. 

I give him a hand and he stands on his own, although he looks pale and not quite his natural color.  

“What you did was so cool, Pry. You knew you couldn’t stop the bomb so you destroyed the path where it was headed; genius,” Randy gushes. 

The whole team avoids eye contact with me. Randy looks around at them, confused.

“What is it? Why aren’t you guys happy? We just stopped the demons from going to the light,” Randy says.

“Yes, we did. But I closed the Pathway,” I reply softly.

“So?”

“So, no demons can enter, but no angel can exit.” 

“I don’t get it,” Randy admits. 

“What Pryor wants to say is that the angels who could protect us, like our parents and the Council, are stuck in the light with no way to come back,” Swoop replies.

“Wait. Pryor, you mean...?”

“Yes, Randy; we are alone.”

––––––––



CHAPTER SEVEN: FLESH & FOOLS

“So you feel that The First Noru’s actions were not motivated by a desire to save her parents as she would have us believe, but from her subconscious need to punish them for not telling her about her connection to the new evil?” the interviewer asks. 

“Exactly, Robin. Pryor isn’t thinking about the bigger picture. She’s only fourteen and she can only fixate on her emotions. She destroyed the Pathway because of her unresolved anger at her parents.” 

“So you’re saying there was no plot to destroy the Pathway by the new evil?” the interviewer pushes. 

“None at all.”

“So what happens now, Dr. Monroe?” 

“Well, now the unruly group is going to have to deal with what their selfish leader has done. I mean, really think about it: The only ones who could have protected the Noru until they came into their full powers are gone. It’s very likely Pryor Cane has doomed not only herself but her whole team...”

“Thank you, Dr. Monroe. When they come back, they may be doomed but they are always at the forefront of fashion. Next on ‘Up!’ The top ten outfits worn by the Noru twins this year. And how you can get their look for less.” 

“Turn it off,” I instruct Randy.

“Sorry, I just can’t believe you guys have your own channel,” he says as he turns the TV off. 

“The ‘Up!’ Network; all crap, all the time,” East replies. 

Earlier, we dropped Donavan off at his house. He was so shaken by the loss of his dad, we had to stay with him until the rest of his family arrived. Afterwards, Swoop suggested we stop to find out the latest on the Pathway explosion. We ended up here, at an electronics store, just outside London. 

It had only been a few hours since the Pathway blew up, but everyone in the Angel world knows, thanks to blogs, Twitter, and TV. Someone even has footage up on YouTube already. 

While the media is mostly uninformative crap, we did learn something: It will take some time before the Pathway can be rebuilt since most of the Paras who had built it were stuck in the light. And the Pathway can’t be constructed from above. 

“So when I just press ‘00’ on the TV the station comes up?” Randy asks.

“Yeah, you have to know it’s there to see it—just like with our wings,” Key replies. 

“How did they know so quickly?” Randy wonders.

“Well, when you screw up in the Angel world, it takes no time for everyone to find out,” I reply as I head out of the store in utter misery. 

“Pry, it wasn’t your fault. You saved everyone in the light,” Randy reminds me as the group follows me out. 

“What I did was separate my friends from their parents,” I reply.

“East’s mom is still on earth,” Key says.

“That’s right. So if any of you want meatloaf with a side of ‘why can’t you be more like your sister,’ come see me,” East adds. 

“No thanks. I’m usually full from the bottomless bowl of ‘Your sister is perfect’ stew that’s always being served at my house. It keeps me pretty full most of the time,” Swoop says. 

“Mom and Dad don’t think I’m perfect. And the reason they are always on you is because you need to be more responsible,” Key says.

“Again, what’s wrong with living in the moment?” Swoop insists. 

“Isn’t that what people say right before they stumble into an all-night chapel in Las Vegas?” Bex asks East.

“Followed by the inevitable question, first thing in the morning: Who are you again?” East jokes; they share a laugh. 

“Face it, Swoop, you could use a little structure,” Key says gently. 

“Why, so I could be like you and have designated underwear for the dates of the week?” she teases. 

“She does that?” East asks Swoop.

“Yup. Monday panties, Tuesday panties...”

“I’m not that neurotic. I can be just as wild as you,” Key counters. 

“What are you gonna do? Wear Friday panties on Saturday? Shocking,” Swoop replies as she places one hand on her chest and the other over her mouth, as if shocked.  

“Leave my girl alone, Swoop. She knows how to live in the moment. Just yesterday she had a sneeze that was only planned two weeks in advance,” Bex says. 

“Oh, okay Bear, keep it up and you’ll never get close enough to even look at my calendar,” she says, calling her boyfriend by the playful nickname she gave him years ago. 

“EXCUSE ME! WILL YOU GUYS STOP JOKING? I DESTORYED THE DAMN PATHWAY!!!” I blurt out.

“We know,” East says softly. 

“This is bad, guys,” I plead.

“We know,” Swoop confirms. 

“I put us all in even more danger.” 

“We. Know,” Key says. 

“Why aren’t you guys pissed?” I ask. 

“Pry, we hate that it happened but...”  

“Key’s right. We lost our parents for a few days or maybe even a few weeks. But if you didn’t do what you did, we’d lose them forever,” Swoop agrees. 

“The media acts like I wanted this to happen,” I reply. 

“The media blows. You did the right thing,” East says. 

“Yes, but you guys should still be worried,” I remind them. 

“We are, very much so. But given what you have to do when we get home, we figured we should keep our worries to ourselves for the moment,” Key says. 

“Oh Omnis! I forgot,” I say, mostly to myself. 

“What is it?” Randy asks. 

“Sam; I have to tell Sam our parents can’t come home. Randy, how do I do that without breaking his heart?” 

*******

Once back in New York City, we head straight to my house. I try to brace myself. We enter the living room and find Sam rolling around on the floor laughing helplessly with his babysitter. Suddenly the task that felt hard to do before, feels impossible now.

Sam and the sitter make silly faces and try to outdo each other. The babysitter is a grown-up but in a very loose sense of the word. In fact, Sam may be far more mature than his sitter. 

“Hi,” I call out from the doorway, trying to sound upbeat. 

“Pryor!” Sam calls out as soon as he sees me. 

He runs up to me, still laughing and gleeful. Tony comes up to us, he’s smiling but behind his eyes, there’s sadness there. He’s heard the news. 

“I didn’t know Sam’s sitter was an angel,” Randy whispers to me. 

“His name is Tony-tone. He used to be a Seller. That’s a human who lived a pretty corrupt life on earth but died doing something selfless. They get to live over and over again until they do enough good to become an angel or enough bad to go into Difi, the house of fire. Most Sellers spend their many lives on earth as less-than-reputable pawnshop owners,” I inform him. 

“So Tony became an angel?” he asks.

“After many, many, many attempts,” East replies. 

The plump, kind-faced angel smiles at me. The only thing brighter than his smile is his cabana-inspired shirt with palm trees and coconuts. 

“Tony, did you hear about...” I ask. 

He nods, mouths the words “I’m sorry,” and signals to me that Sam doesn’t yet know. 

“We played chess and Tony cheated,” Sam says.

“Hey, hey, I’m old; old angels get three turns at a time,” Tony lies.

Sam keeps laughing. That’s when I look at Tony suspiciously.

“You let him have Snap chips before bed, didn’t you?” I ask.

“Only half a bag,” Tony replies.

“Before you ask, human, Snaps are treats that give angels a burst of power for a few moments,” Bex says. 

“The Paras have since made kiddie Snaps that don’t give powers but simulates an emotion. They come in chips, bubble gum, and all kind of goodies, right Sam?” Key asks.

“Yeah, and they have ice cream now too!” he replies.

“But you’re not supposed to have any before bed, are you?” East inquires.

Sam smiles at him and shakes his head “no.” 

“What flavor did you have?” Swoop asks.

“Silly-Goof.”

“Well that explains the look on your face; that’s the best one,” she replies.

“How much did you really have?” I ask.

“Two bags,” Sam says.

He quickly places his hand over his mouth, shocked he had let the truth slip. 

“Tony!” I scold.

“I’m sorry. But who can resist that face?” Tony replies. 

“Are you mad at me?” Sam asks.

“No, sweetie,” I assure him. 

“Yay! Pry, where’s Mom and Dad?” 

I don’t answer. I would give anything not to be in this moment. Sam asks once again. I pick him up, take him over to the steps where my mom always takes me. I have him sit on my lap while I search for a way to explain what’s happened.

“Mom and Dad are still in the light,” I explain carefully.

“When are they coming back?” he asks. 

“I don’t know. They went up and some bad guys tried to use the Pathway to hurt them. So I destroyed the Pathway. That way Mom and Dad are safe.”

“Okay, but when are they coming back?” 

“They aren’t coming back—for now. As soon as they figure out how to fix the Pathway, they’ll be back.”

“So tomorrow?”

“It might take a little longer than that,” I admit.

“But it’s almost story time. Mom has to tell me a story.”

“I’ll tell you a story, okay?”

“No! I don’t want you. I want Mommy!” he cries. 

Huge droplets of tears overflow in his eyes and spill over. Sometimes I wish we were like other angels; they can’t cry. But for some reason Norus can; although I myself think it’s a waste of time and have yet to cry. 

Sam jumps from my lap and runs away from me. I stand up and call out after him, but he refuses to stop. He runs upstairs to his room and slams the door. 

“Sam!” I call out again as I head upstairs. 

I knock on the door but he won’t let me in. 

“Sam, please, I want to talk to you.” 

“No; you made Mommy go away.” 

“I didn’t have a choice...” 

“I hate you!” he yells. 

“Let us try,” Key says as she comes up the steps. 

I shake my head and allow her to knock. After a few moments, Key convinces Sam to let her come in by promising she’ll take him to a Snap shop where he can get anything he wants. I head downstairs and leave Sam to her, knowing how good she is with him. 

I walk past the group and head out the door. 

I want to take off but I’m not even sure where I would go. So instead I sit on the front steps of my house and look out at the sky. I hear the door open behind me. I don’t bother to look up.

“Randy, I need a minute alone, okay?” 

“It’s not Randy,” he says.

I turn and find the last being I expected standing above me. 

This is perfect. Just perfect. 

“Bex, I can’t do this right now. So if you want to yell at me, put it on your schedule for later. Or better yet just throw a Powerball at me and get it over with.” 

“The human was right; blowing up the Pathway was genius,” he replies.

“What is this, sarcasm?” 

“No, it’s not.” 

I look up at him and there is no mocking, sardonic glare on his face. His expression is like his voice, sincere. He sits down beside me. 

“My brother hates me,” I confide to him. 

“Sam will be fine. He has everything he needs; he has you,” Bex replies.

“Really? Because a few hours ago, I was the worst thing that could happen to anyone.” 

“I know I’ve been...hard on you.”

“You’ve been a complete Tool,” I correct him.

“A little.” 

“I know me leaving the group sucked but—”

“See that’s just it: you didn’t just leave the group, you left me,” Bex replies, unable to look me in the eye.

“What do you mean?”

“Pry, we used to train together long after the others were off Recharging because everyone expected more from us. You have to lead the Norus and I will someday have to lead the Paras. We were in this together. And the night before the Atu was to take place, we talked, do you remember?” he asks.

“Yeah, I was nervous about leading and you helped me get over it.”

“I thought I did too but then you didn’t show up. I’ve spent the last year wondering what I could have said the night before to scare you. You didn’t show up to the Atu because I failed to help you. Seeing you just reminds me of that.” 

“Bex, the night before the Atu, everything was fine. Really, you did help me.”

“Then why didn’t you show up? Please, Pry, what happened?” 

“I was reading from the Muse. I got to page eighty-seven and I freaked out. You didn’t fail me, Bex. I failed myself.” 

“What was on page eighty-seven?”

“It doesn’t matter. The point is I am the one to blame, not you, so please—”

“I’m sorry to interrupt, but I’m free now, right?” Randy asks in the doorway.

“What?” Bex replies.

“Well, not to be insensitive or anything but now that Death is stuck in the light, that means I get to live right?” Randy asks hopefully. 

“Randy, I’m sorry but that’s not how it works. Death, Time, and Fate still work in the light,” I reply.

“Oh, okay...” he says sadly as he heads back into the house. 

Bex and I follow him inside. Key comes from upstairs and tells us she was able to get Sam to Recharge. I thank her and ask if he’s okay. 

“Not now, but in time I think he’ll come around,” she replies.

“Least he has time,” Randy says under his breath. 

I return my focus to Randy, who hangs his head and slumps down on the sofa.

“Randy, don’t worry. We’ll figure out a way to save you,” I vow. 

“How? We don’t even know where to find Oden,” he replies. 

“Oden, the demon?” Tony asks. 

“You know him?” I ask. 

“Yeah, horrible demon; great client though. Back when I was a Seller I could always count on him to buy a few poisonous vials, pain elixirs, or PTC. Otherwise referred to as Portable torture chambers.”

“Do you know where we can find him?” 

“Well, yeah he’s always hanging out at—never mind,” Tony says.

“Tony. C’mon, spill,” Swoop pushes.

“No, no, no. Oden is not a demon you should mess around with. Your parents wouldn’t like it. I can’t tell you,” Tony says firmly. 

“Tony, if we don’t find him, Randy will die,” Key informs him.

We go on to explain Randy’s situation. After a while Tony agrees to tell us where Oden’s hangout is but only if we promise to call him for help if we should need it. We didn’t want to point out to Tony that we are more powerful than him. It would have been rude. 

“Okay, okay, but when your parents get back, you didn’t hear this from me,” Tony insists. 

“Promise. Now where can we find Oden?” I push.

“The only bar around that caters to high ranking, degenerate, murderous demons: Flesh & Fools.” 

*******

Again Randy wants to come along. However this time I’m able to convince him to stay behind and look after Sam when he wakes up. I assured Randy that although Tony is with my little brother, it would help him to have another familiar face around. 

There’s another reason I need Randy to stay behind: we got way too close to Randy’s death the last time we encountered demons. Holders are strong, but the blast nearly ripped it open and had it done so, Randy would have been killed. 

The group and I head to the demon hangout located just outside of Chicago. We land in the alley and scan the area. The streets reek of sewage and decay. Rats scurry to and from nearby trash bins, most of which are overflowing. 

“Bex, maybe you and Key should consider this your next ‘date night destination,’” East teases. 

“Thanks, but rat droppings don’t really do it for me,” Key replies. 

“Oh, what does?” East asks flirtatiously. 

“East, you are so not ready,” she says, shaking her head playfully. 

“Something’s wrong here,” I observe as we head towards the bar.

“I know; I just ruined my shoes,” Swoop says in disgust. 

“Oh no, the new ones?” Key asks, going over to her sister.

“I mean something bad happened,” I explain. 

“Pry, I just got rat guts on my new Alexander McQueen boots. Bad doesn’t even begin to cover it,” Swoop says as she tries to clean her heels with a tissue.

“Just when you think things can’t get bad enough: war, famine, disease and now...a muddy shoe,” Easts mocks. 

Shocked at the level of shoe insensitivity, the twins push East over. 

“Hey, watch how you handle the merchandise,” East replies as he gathers himself. 

“Pryor’s right, something’s wrong,” Bex says as he scans the nearly empty street.

“Alright, alright. What is it?” Swoop asks. 

“Well this is a demon hangout, right?” I ask.

“Yeah.”

“So where are the demons?” I reply.

The group takes a second look and from the expressions on their faces, they now understand my alarm. 

“Maybe they’re all inside,” Bex suggests. 

“Demons don’t do well with limits. They wouldn’t just stick to the bar. They’d have run off the whole neighborhood,” East replies.

“So where are they?” Key asks. 

“Let’s go in and find out,” I say to them.

We turn our attention to the red door entrance of Flesh & Fools. There’s a warning carved into the wood.

“This establishment is not reasonable for loss of limbs.” 

“Charming,” East says. 

We enter the bar carefully, not knowing what to expect. The place looks like it’s been trashed. There are broken bar stools throughout the room, shattered glass and demon blood everywhere. 

“What the hell happened?” I ask. 

“I’ve never been to a demon bar, maybe this is how they all look,” Key says. 

“I have and they don’t look this bad; something went down,” Swoop says.

“Should I ask what you were doing in a demon bar?” I wonder. 

“I wouldn’t,” Bex cautions me. 

“Swoop, do demon bars have firework displays?” East asks. 

“No.”  

“Then we better get down on the floor,” East says. 

“Huh?” 

“GET DOWN!” The half angel, half human yells. 

We all hit the floor seconds before a raging ball of fire zooms past us. 

“It’s coming from the back room; cover me,” Bex says as he heads towards the direction of the blaze.

“Bex, no! We don’t know how many of them are back there,” I reason. 

A second fireball is launched in our direction. 

“Okay, but we can’t just sit here,” Bex says. 

“Swoop, Key, and I will go around to the back door, that way we can attack from both sides,” I order.

“How do we even know there’s a back door?” East asks.

“There’s always a back door in these kind of places: in case a demon needs to escape a vengeful boyfriend, flesh-stripping Powerballs, bookies...” Swoop says.

“Flesh-stripping Powerballs? Okay, when this is over, you and I really need to talk,” Key says to her twin as we head out to the back door. 

We enter a long dark hallway with doors on both sides. Straight ahead, we can hear East and Bex battling. I send Key and Swoop to help the guys while I investigate the rooms. I enter with hands out, ready to Pull any demon that jumps out at me. 

There’s no need to Pull any of the demons in the room because they are all dead. There are nine of them spread throughout the room. Each with gaping wounds and blank stares. 

I check out the other room across the hall and the same thing. Except this room has six dead demons. 

I head to the back of the room, where I could have sworn something moved. I lean in closer on the dead demon. He has the word “Kill” tattooed in big letters on the left side of his face. His wings are still and his eyes are turned up towards the ceiling. 

I could’ve sworn I saw movement...

“Pry, you good?” Swoop calls out. 

“Yeah. I’m good.”

I head to he front of the bar where the group has killed all but one of the demons that were attacking us. Bex is holding the remaining demon in a headlock. 

“This here is Roman. We kept him alive because he seems like a helpful guy. How about it, Roman, you gonna help us out?” Bex says.

“Suck it,” Roman says, filled with venom. 

“Roman, you’re a second-rate demon surrounded by Noru. The best you can do is stay alive for another...five minutes. These words you’re speaking now will be the last ones you ever speak. Are you sure you want to go ‘Suck it?’ Personally, I’d go with maybe a Shakespeare quote. You know something from Julius Ceaser maybe?” East says. 

The demon laughs or at least tries to; the hold Bex has on him makes it hard for the laughter to come out. 

“You have no wings; you can weaken us with a force field but you can’t kill us. You’re not Noru. You’re a freaking Quo; you’re the team’s mascot,” Roman informs East. 

Without warning, East yanks the demon from Bex and hurls him across the room. Normally Bex would have been able to hold on to Roman but East caught him totally off guard. The demon crashes onto a nearby table but he continues to laugh at the Quo. 

Now fully enraged, East places his hands in front of Roman’s face and starts to “hug” him. We watch as the laser lasso emerges from East’s palm and wraps itself around Roman’s head. It starts to drain his energy. While it can’t kill the demon, having the lasso around his head can cause him brain damage and render him useless to us. 

East is generally easy going, but having the least amount of power is always a sore subject. And although Quos are more accepted now than they were years ago, many beings still consider them a “lesser” race. It’s a stupid and narrow-minded way of thinking. 

“East, stop it; we need him,” Key says.

He pays her no mind. He glares at the demon that is about to lose consciousness. 

“It’s okay man, let it go,” Bex pushes. 

“YOU DON’T THINK I CAN KILL YOU?” East challenges furiously. 

“You have Preschool powers; I’m not afraid of you,” the demon whispers smugly. 

“East, get away from him,” I order. 

He withdraws the lasso and turns his attention to me. The demon, seeing his chance, uses the last bit of strength he has left and crawls out the window. We all go after him. Roman tries to take flight. Luckily Swoop moves like lightning and casts him down to the ground. 

“Don’t leave now, Roman, it’s rude,” Swoop informs him. 

He groans as he hits the ground, hard. I bend down on the ground beside him. I focus and begin to raise his fear level. He starts to squirm and cry out. 

“What happened here?” I ask him. 

“No, please, make it stop!” the demon screams. 

I’m not sure what he sees in his mind’s eye but whatever it is, he’s terrified.  

“I will stop Binding you, once you talk to me; what happened?” I ask again.

“The new evil has been hunting higher-ranking demons. Taking them out one at a time—please make it stop!” Roman says, too fearful of the visions in his head to go on.

“Why would Malakaro take out his own kind?” Key asks. 

“I don’t know but all the high-ranking demons are in hiding. They’ve never seen an evil like this,” Roman says as he starts shaking violently from fear. 

“Where is Oden hiding? We need to find him,” I ask.

“I d-don’t k-kn-know,” Roman replies.

I Bind him again. His level of fear is now at the point, where had he been human, he would have gone into cardiac arrest.

“NO PLEASE!” he begs. 

“Tell me where Oden is hiding!” I shout. 

“I don’t know.”

I go to Bind him even further. 

“Wait! Wait! There’s a demon I know; he hangs out with Oden a lot. He could tell you where to find him,” Roman begs.

“What’s his name?” 

“ ‘Kill’ or at least that’s what we call him. He was in here before Malakaro sent his team.” 

“Does he have a tattoo on his face?” I ask.

“Yes, that’s him,” Roman says, averting his eyes to whatever terror looms in his mind’s eye.

“He’s dead. I saw him in the back room,” I tell the group. 

“I guess that means we don’t need Roman anymore,” East says murderously. 

I go to Bind him one final time.

“No, no. Kill is alive. He can regenerate.” 

Damn it!

I take off like a rocket inside the bar. I head to the back room and kick down the door. Sure enough the demon with the face tattoo is gone. But he’s around here somewhere because I’m reading fear nearby. 

I head back into the hallway, just in time to see Kill bolt out the back door. I take off after him. He is airborne within seconds. I’m right on his heels. He turns and throws fireballs at me, one after the other. I manage to dodge them but I can’t retaliate. If I kill him, I won’t find Oden. 

Kill dives towards the ground and lands. I quickly follow but I lose him when he ducks between a row of townhomes. I scan the area in search of the demon but so far, nothing. Then I hear a bloodcurdling scream coming from one of the homes. I run towards the noise. 

A woman is sprawled out at the front door; her blood coats the front steps. I bend down and check her pulse; she has none. I run into the house in search of the coward that killed her. There’s no sign of him on the first floor.

I run to the second floor and carefully open the door nearest me. Standing across the room is Kill with a fresh ball of flame aimed at his latest victim, who sleeps soundly in her crib. 

“It will be the very last thing you do,” I warn the demon.

“I doubt that,” he says with a smirk. 

Can I get to him before he drops the fireball into her crib? 

“You can risk it, if you’re feeling lucky but I wouldn’t” he says, as if hearing my thoughts. 

He’s right. I could make it in time to save the baby but I could be wrong. I don’t want to take that risk and Kill knows it. 

“Leave the baby alone and I won’t chase you,” I inform him.

“You have no idea what he has in store for you,” Kill replies. 

“Who?”

“Malakaro. His evil is different. It’s without reason,” he says with delight. 

“You sound like a real fan. Too bad he tried to murder you.”

“We don’t have to be friends for me to appreciate his work. Now, be a good angel and introduce yourself to my friend.”

I turn around just as a Powerball blasts me from behind. I go flying backwards and slam into the wall. My head hit it so hard, it causes cracks to appear and crawl along the wall like a spider. The pain radiates throughout my head and causes my vision to blur. 

“No, don’t kill her yet; I want her to watch this,” Kill says to his demon friend.

He then goes over to the crib and sets it on fire. 

The baby wakes up and starts screaming. But it’s not the scream of someone being set on fire, which means the flames haven’t gotten to her yet. I try to Bind him but I can’t focus long enough to affect his fear level. 

The two demons grab hold of me and pin me against the wall. Before I can raise my hand, Kill grabs my palms and sandwiches them between his. He then summons up one of his powers. Fire springs from his palms. Kill has set my hands on fire. 

The scorching blaze eats away at my fingers immediately. I shriek so loud, I don’t recognize my own voice. I shake my hand violently but all that does is allow the flames to grow. 

“There’s only one thing that can put out a blaze from me; and trust me you have no chance of getting it,” Kill tells me.

I jerk my body around so violently, I feel my shoulder snap out of place. But that pain is nothing compared to the anguish of my melting fingertips. I drop to the floor of the nursery as if it will somehow save me from suffering; it doesn’t. The demons stand above me, laughing as the smell of burning flesh assaults my nose. 

I writhe in pain and moan as the flames spread to my forearms. I am too weak to stop the blaze from eating me alive. In the background the baby continues to cry out. 

Just focus long enough to save the baby...

I try, but the blaze isn’t only eating away at my body, it’s filling my mind with terror and making it too hard to focus on my powers. The house is quickly filling up with smoke and flames; the roof above me will soon cave in on me. 

Pry, the baby...get the baby...

I can’t think anymore, let alone move. Shutting down. Eyes...blur. Smoke. Everywhere. Pain. Everywhere. 

I’m sorry human; I tried to save you...

Demons lean in to watch me die up close. Just as I’m about to close my eyes for the last time, the baby stops crying. 

Dear Omnis, please say it’s the smoke that killed her and not the ruthless flames. 

The demons head over to the crib to see what’s happening. I force myself to stay awake for a second longer. However, it’s all in vain. The only thing I can make out is a third figure has joined the party. 

Kill must have called more demons to come and watch me die. 

I can’t keep my eyes open long enough to find out. The pain is finally too much for my mind and body. The last thing I see before I close my eyes are silver wings...

––––––––



CHAPTER EIGHT: MY FATHER IS MARCUS CANE

I squint and look away as the light streams through the window and hits my face. When

my eyes adjust to the light fully, I look around the room. I’m in the warehouse. One of the rooms has been converted into a makeshift hospital room. 

He saved me... Where is he? Is he here? Did he stick around to make sure I was okay? Or did he just drop me off like a sack of potatoes and take off? Did he come with his harem? Or is there one special girl accompanying him? I hope he’s still here...

“Hey, you’re up! How do you feel?” Key says, smiling brightly as she looks down on me.  

“Not bad, is Sam okay? Did anyone check on him?” I ask.

“Many times. Bex got him a thousand-piece puzzle and he’s completely taken with it. He’s with Tony and they are doing just fine. Now, are you sure you’re okay? You were burned pretty badly.” 

“Yeah I’m good, but my arms are tingling,” I admit as I try to peek outside the door to see if I spot him. 

“Yeah, you weren’t burned by normal fire. The only way to put it out was with the blood of the demon who set it,” Swoop tells me. 

“As you can see, your skin is back on and everything is just like it was before. But it will tingle for a few days and then fully heal, thank you, Omnis,” Key replies. 

I sit up and realize Key also fixed my shoulder. I thank her as I surreptitiously take another peek behind the door. There is no one there. 

“Who you looking for?” Swoop asks with a knowing smile. 

“No one,” I reply. 

“Don’t tease Pry, she’s had a rough few days,” Key says. 

“Tease me about what? I wasn’t looking for anyone,” I lie. 

“Well, we bought you some fresh clothes while you were knocked out,” Swoop says.

“You know, just in case you wanted to look your best for ‘no one,’” Key says slyly.

The twins exchange a look and burst out laughing.

“C’mon, be serious. There’s something I need to be caught up on,” I remind them.

“Okay, okay. We’re sorry. So what do you want to know?” Key asks. 

“Duh, she wants to know if Silver’s still hot; and the answer is—even more so than before,” Swoop replies.  

“Really?” I ask.

The twins exchange a knowing glance. 

“I mean, whatever,” I say dismissively. 

“So here’s what happened. He came into the house filled with flames, took out one of the two demons. But the second one, Kill, got away. Luckily before he fled, Silver was able to injure him and acquire his blood to put out the flames,” Swoop says excitedly.

“And the baby?” I ask.

“He rescued her first. She’s safe and sound with relatives,” Key replies. 

“Good, that’s good,” I say simply, while trying to suppress my desire to shout “IS AADEN STILL HERE?” 

“You should have seen him when he brought you over to us. He carried you over his shoulders with a grave, desperate look on his face. He knew the girl he loved was clinging to life!” Swoop says as she places the back of her hand over her head and sighs dramatically. 

“Can you please make your sister stop acting like she’s in Gone With The Wind?” I ask Key with a smile.

“Yes, Swoop is taking it a little too far, but...”

“But what?” I ask.

This time, the twins are more understated in their meaningful glances; they are not sure they should be saying what they are about to say. 

“Keyohmi, tell me: What was Aaden like when he brought me over to you guys?” I push.

In reality, I’m sure Key only took a few seconds before she replied, but in my mind she stood there for hours while my heart was in my throat. 

“Silver was...he didn’t know if he got to you in time. I could be wrong, but he looked empty.” 

“I’m sure he was just worried. We’re all friends, so he wants me to be okay,” I reply, more to myself. 

“Pryor, it’s not about what he wanted; it’s about what he needed. And he needed you to be alive. As if his own life depended on it,” Swoop insists. 

Dear Omnis, I hope he’s still here...

“Key, thanks so much for healing me,” I tell her, ready to change the topic so the girls can’t see me blush. 

“It’s what I do,” she says proudly.

“Swoop, where’s...Randy?” I ask.

“He would have been by your side but he knew his dad would go nuts if he missed school.” 

“How long was I knocked out?” 

“Nearly four days,” Swoop replies. 

“Really? I don’t feel like—wait! Randy went to school by himself? What if—”

“Bring it down. We all enrolled in human school so we could take turns watching over him,” Swoop assures me. 

“So the guys are at school with Randy...what about...?” I ask as if I am asking about the weather. 

“Aaden?” Swoop asks suggestively. 

“Um yeah, him,” I reply. 

“He’s outside. He’s been waiting for you to wake up,” Swoop adds. 

“Okay, send him in.” 

“Try not to set off the sprinkler system with all that heat you two will be generating,” Swoop jokes. 

Key playfully grabs her sister and goes to fetch Aaden. 

I spring up from the bed and rush over to the makeshift vanity the girls have set up. I’m not as girly as they are; no one is really. But it’s times like these that make me really appreciate the twins and their uncanny sense of fashion. 

They have set aside only a small assortment of makeup, but they chose all the best brands. In addition, the soft warm color palette the twins picked goes very well with my skin tone. I quickly apply a layer of rose-colored gloss, mascara, and a hint of blush. I beg my hair to behave as I brush it hurriedly and let it fall down my back. Argh, I wish it wasn’t so damn red!

I pick up my new outfit, draped on the back of the nearby chair. I hope they didn’t go overboard. I could never dress as...loud as they do. I’m more of a “cute jeans and top” kind of girl. Maybe once in a while I might do a wedge, but mostly, I’m boots and flats. 

I look over the outfit; I freaking love these girls. It’s perfect. It’s fitted jeans with a white peasant blouse that hugs my body but not too tight. It’s casual, which is good because I don’t want to look like I’m trying too hard. Yet it’s dressy enough so that he knows I made an effort.  

I know it’s crazy to be this concerned with my looks given all that’s going on. Not to mention the fact that Aaden has been a real jerk. And I certainly don’t mean to be that girl but the fact is I really want to look my best for him. 

We have not seen each other in a year, and the first time he sees me I’m soaking in flames, passing out, and drooling on his shoulder. I have to make a better second impression. I hear someone enter. I turn around and see Aaden standing in the doorway. 

He’s taller than I remember. He has washboard abs, a broad chest, and perfect pecs. He was always fit, but now his muscles are so defined they make an imprint on the fabric of his black tee. His hair is the color of nightfall and slightly longer than it was the last time I saw him. 

The most startling thing about Aaden is he has his mom’s amber eyes. There’s something behind them that pulls me in and makes it impossible to look away. How did they manage to get even more intense than they were before? Looking into them I forget, well...everything. 

I long for him to get closer, but then again, I can barely handle the current of excitement running though my body having him stand across the room. Everything around me fades into the background. As of right now there is no one in the world but the angel standing before me. I wonder if he feels the same way. I thought I saw him linger a little, as he looked me over... 

“Aaden, thanks for—”

“Exactly what the hell is your problem?” he demands from the doorway. 

Taken off guard, I open my mouth but nothing comes out. 

“I asked you a question: What the hell do you think you’re doing?” 

“What do you mean?” I ask.

“You are supposed to be laying low, not going around setting homes on fire and attracting attention to yourself!” he admonishes. 

“I didn’t set the fire, Kill did, and why are you talking to me like I’m some lowlife Seller off the street?” 

“Listen, ‘Buffy,’ this demon hunting crap is over.” 

“Who the hell are you to give me orders? You haven’t been here. It’s like you turned your back on angels,” I remind him. 

“You’re damn right I did. It may be news to you, but I don’t give a rat’s ass what happens to the Angel world.” 

“Then why did you come to save the group?” 

“I didn’t come to save the group; I came to save...look, you need to stop searching for Oden. Leave it alone,” he orders. 

“I can’t. Oden has info that will save my best friend’s life. His name is Randy and—”

“I DON’T GIVE A SHIT ABOUT WHO YOU’RE SAVING OR WHY. YOU NEED TO STOP.” 

“You can’t come in here and order me around. I’m not your second in command; you’re mine. Don’t get that confused,” I bark.

“I’m not gonna warn you again: stay away from the demons,” he shouts firmly as he storms out. 

Furious, I follow him out of the room.

“You can’t just order me around and fly away,” I remind him.

“The hell I can’t,” he snaps. 

Just as he’s about to take off into the air, the rest of the group appear on Ports. 

Before they can even jump off, Aaden charges towards them.

“Who’s the asshole that let her go after demons seconds after the new evil appeared?” he asks.

“Hey, Silver, nice to see you too,” East replies, confused. 

“We didn’t have a choice,” the Para counters.

“Bullshit, Bex, you should’ve stopped her,” Aaden says hotly. 

“I tried to stop her; too bad you weren’t here to do the same,” Bex shouts back. 

“Can you guys stop talking about Pry like she’s not in the room?” Randy says. 

“Who the hell are you?”

“I’m...I’m her best friend and you need to watch how you talk to her,” Randy says bravely. 

Aaden looks Randy over, decides to ignore him, and addresses the group. 

“How can any of you be this careless?” he demands. 

“Silver, you have no right to come at us like this,” Bex begins.

“I have every right; you never should have let this take place.” 

“ENOUGH!” I order in no uncertain terms. 

Bex and Aaden shut up but they don’t stop glaring at each other. I address them in a calm but firm voice. 

“I will go after whomever I want, whenever I want. Oden has info that will save Randy and I will not rest until I find him.”

“What does Oden have that you need so badly?” Aaden asks. 

“We don’t know yet,” I reply.

“So you’re off scouring the globe to get something from a demon but you don’t even know what it is?” he blasts. 

“Aaden, it—”

“You guys were crazy to let her get into this mess. Pryor, this is done. This. Ends. Now.” 

“You are not my father; my father is Marcus Cane. And even if he was here, he couldn’t order my team around.”

“ Your ‘team’? So what, you’re putting the band back together?” he says sardonically. 

Argh, I hate him! 

“Well actually, we’ve got a couple of gigs lined up. You know, a bat mitzvah here, a retirement party there and soon...we’ll go on the road.” 

“East, can you be serious for just one minute?” Aaden snaps.

“If history’s any indication...no,” East replies.

The twins try to suppress smiles. Aaden looks around the room and shakes his head. When he speaks his tone is sobering and certain. 

“Malakaro is working on finding a mixture to counteract the one we took to hide our location. And given the amount of powers that you and the others have been using... it’s not a matter of if he finds you, it’s a matter of when.”  

His angry tone slices through me. But I make myself look back at him without flinching. I’m pissed too. He hasn’t seen me in a year and the first thing he does is reprimand me? Just because I’m a girl he thinks he can tell me what to do? And Randy’s right; how dare he address the group as if I’m not there? 

Argh, I really, really hate him; sexist, pig-headed fascist! 

“Silver, we get what you’re saying but we can’t just abandon Randy. It’s not right,” Key says.  

“This is your idea of leadership? Taking stupid, foolish risks for just anyone?” he asks me. 

“Randy isn’t ‘just anyone’—you know what, Aaden? If you don’t like the way I’m running things, you can take off. I’m sure there’s a line of half naked, drunken girls just waiting to receive the ‘Silver’ package. So why don’t you go give it to them?” I reply.

“Whoa,” Swoop whispers. 

Aaden glares at me so hard, had I been a guy, he would have decked me for sure. Seriously, First Noru or not, he would have beat the hell out of me. 

“You know what? I never should’ve come back here,” he says darkly. 

I can’t let him know just how much his words hurt me so I clear my throat, 

straighten my posture, and agree with him. 

“You’re right; you shouldn’t have come back.”  

He looks around the room, starts to say something but then Swoop interrupts him. 

“Hey guys, I think I might know what Oden has that could help Randy.” 

“What is it?” I ask. 

“I had a contact of mine do some digging and Oden has access to Stirr,” Swoop replies. 

“Stirr? What is that? How can it help?” Randy asks anxiously. 

“It’s a mixture that can alter contracts,” I say to him. 

“I’m not exactly sure how Stirr works,” East admits. 

“Least I’m not the only one,” Randy says. 

“It blurs the portion of the contract that has the name of a specific being and renders it unreadable. And Death’s list is essentially a contract. So while Randy’s name would still be on the list...” 

“Stirr would cover it over,” Key says.

“Yup, Angel Wite-Out,” Swoop confirms. 

“So Stirr allows you to get out of a contract?” East asks. 

“Yes, that’s why the Council outlawed it ages ago. And even if they didn’t, it’s a mixture so complex and dangerous, few dare attempt to make it,” Key says.

“Key is right; just trying to procure the ingredients needed to make Stirr has cost many their lives,” Aaden says. 

“Wow, what’s in Stirr?” Randy wonders. 

“Demon blood, human cartilage, three-headed serpent tongue, a few slabs of fresh shark belly...”

“Yeah, I am so sorry I asked,” Randy says to Key.

“Your friend is sure Oden has access to Stirr?” I ask. 

“Yeah, it’s the only reason to think Oden would be of help,” Swoop says. 

“Does he know where Oden is hiding?” Bex asks. 

“No, but he has eyes on Kill. He offered to follow him and see if he leads us to Oden.” 

“What does your friend want in return?” Aaden asks. 

“What they all want: me,” she teases. 

“He’s willing to risk his life just to date you?” Bex asks.

“‘Just’ to date me? Please. I’m amazing,” she says, dripping with charm. 

“Swoop, thank you so much for helping me; I love you!” Randy says, embracing her tightly. 

She hugs him back and blushes at his outpouring of emotion.  

“It’s a long line,” she says, smiling brightly. 

“Pryor, don’t do this; don’t go chasing after Oden,” Aaden warns yet again.

“Look I told you—” I don’t get to finish my thought, thanks to an incoming text. 

“Carrots & Peas: Now” 

My jaw drops and I look at my cell again to make sure I’m seeing it correctly. How could this be? 

“I don’t understand,” I say to myself out loud. 

“Understand what? What’s wrong, Pry?” East asks. 

The rest of the group looks back at me with concern and confusion. 

“This text: Carrots and Peas. It’s a code from like forever ago.”

“A code for what?” Bex wonders.

“It signals I’m in danger and need to get to the safe house.”

“Where is this ‘safe house’?” Key says.

“Across the street from my school.”

“Who sent you the code?” Aaden asks, now even more alarmed.

“That’s just it. The only one who knows about the code is my mom...”

*******

Everyone in the warehouse, including Aaden, heads for the safe house. I didn’t ask him to come. And he didn’t ask if I wanted him to join us. It’s just something we all knew we had to do together. No matter how crazy and pissed we have been with each other as a group, we don’t just let one of us go into danger alone. I guess that’s why Aaden saved me: part of the code of being a Noru. Why does that make me a little sad?

Because you were hoping he saved you for reasons far more personal...

I refuse to think about that right now. I have to stay focused on the text message I received. The Pathway being destroyed not only means that angels can’t come down from the light, they also can’t communicate. So how was my mother able to send me this text? And if she’s really here then why didn’t she come find me at the warehouse? She knows there’s only a short list of places I’m likely to be. 

We land in the alley by the safe house; it’s a bakery store that’s been closed since I started school. There’s a broken side window my mom and dad found. She told me if she ever sent the code I was to go in through there and go down to the basement and wait for her. I tell the others and we start to head for the side window. 

“What are you doing out of class? Get back in here!” someone calls out from clear across the street. 

We all turn and look over at the school entrance. Standing there with her hands on her hips, impatiently tapping her pen to her clipboard, is “The Face.”

“Mrs. Greenblatt, oh crap,” Randy says.

“Look, we don’t have time for this,” Bex warns. 

“Your mom could be waiting inside for you, right now,” Key reminds me. 

“I said come over here; right now,” Mrs. Greenblatt calls out firmly. 

“Can’t we get out of this?” Randy asks. 

“I can Mind wipe her, but I need to touch her to do it,” East says. 

“We could just ignore her,” Key suggests. 

“Um...Mrs. Greenblatt isn’t really the kind of person you can ignore,” Randy says. 

“He’s right. Let’s cross the street. I’m sure she’ll take us to her office to write us up; East can Mind wipe her there,” I tell them. 

“Why not do it once we get close enough for East to make contact?” Randy asks. 

“There’s a glow that comes from my powers—too many people around for that. We need to get her alone,” East says. 

I sigh deeply and we head over to The Face.

All I really want is to go straight for the basement, so why don’t I? Because I’m afraid when I get to the basement there will be no one there. And I can’t bear to face that very real possibility. 

“All of you are in serious trouble,” she says as soon as we are within earshot. 

She doesn’t give us a chance to explain. She herds us through the crowded hallways. The girls at the school can barely keep their eyes inside their sockets. They are completely taken with Bex, East, and Aaden. There are girls who literally dropped whatever they were holding when the guys walked past them. One girl actually gasped. 

The human males in the hallway all have goofy smiles as they behold the twins. Some quickly try and fix their hair, some prepare their best “macho stance,” but most just stare with mouths open. 

I think the biggest surprise of all is that the group of impossibly hot students is with me. I walked by resident mean girl, Harper, and I swear she nearly swallowed her tongue. That alone is worth the trip to Mrs. Greenblatt’s office. 

It doesn’t matter how many students want to stop and speak to the group; we all know better than to slow down. The Face is walking with speed and purpose; and we don’t dare fall behind. 

“I’m guessing it’s been like this all week?” I ask Key.

“Humans are easily impressed.”

“That’s because you’re impressive,” Randy says before he can top himself.

It isn’t what he said but the longing in his voice when he said it. The group looks over at Randy and then at Key’s boyfriend. 

Bex looks over at Randy curiously. Thankfully before he can say anything, we arrive at Mrs. Greenblatt’s door. 

We enter her spacious office. It’s filled with pastel decorations and way too many motivational kitten posters. She also has wall organizers, bookcases, and suspended writing utensil boxes, all from Martha Stewart’s “Pretty things for anal people” collection. All in all it’s a cozy enough space, considering. 

“Now all of you sit down,” she orders. 

We are about to object but she raises her eyebrows and we all take a seat. I signal to East to get ready to make contact with her. He stands up again and walks towards her. 

“Mrs. Greenblatt, I didn’t get a chance to introduce myself the other day,” East says with his arm out. 

“Well, there will be enough time for that later. Right now we have more pressing issues,” she says. 

East looks at me and I signal for him to wait a moment. It seems rude somehow to Mind wipe The Face. Still we really don’t have a choice. 

“Mrs. Greenblatt, I know we skipped school, but—”

“Yes, Pryor, you did. And so did your friends. We will get to that but first things first,” she replies. 

Oh no, the book report! 

“I’m sorry, Mrs. Greenblatt. I know I’m in trouble,” I admit.

“You certainly are. So tell me, what’s your plan?” she says.

“My plan?” 

“Yes. How the hell are you going to kill Malakaro?”



CHAPTER NINE: THE FACE

Mrs. Greenblatt studies our shocked faces. She waits for us to recover from her question, but I guess we are taking too long for her because she launches into her next question. 

“Come now, Pryor, you didn’t think your parents would allow you to go to school without being watched over did you?” 

“I thought...no, I guess not,” I reply, still somewhat confused. 

“I have been on the job since you came to this school. A job that you have not made easy by the way.” 

“Why didn’t you tell her who you were?” Bex asks.

“Oh, and on that note, who are you?” East pushes. 

“I don’t have any wings so I’m obviously Quo, like you,” she tells him. 

“You didn’t say anything this whole time?” Key asks.

“I’m just supposed to watch over you and make sure evil isn’t after you. And also keep you and the entire student body on the right educational path,” she says in a matter-of-fact tone. 

“So you sent Pryor the text?” Swoop says. 

“Yes. Your mother gave me the code and said should anything happen, I was to wait until all the Norus gathered. Then I was to ensure your safety until the situation was resolved.” 

“Why didn’t you reach out to us sooner, when the Pathway first exploded?” Bex asks.

“We wanted all the Norus before we gathered,” she explains. 

“Well you have us; now what?” Aaden asks. 

“Well, now Pryor will tell me her plan to get rid of Malakaro,” she replies simply. 

“I don’t really have one—yet,” I admit. 

“I thought you did given that you have been gallivanting around, chasing demons, setting fires, and putting your friends at risk,” she accuses. 

“It’s my fault. They are trying to find a demon that can help me. They shouldn’t get in trouble. They were just trying to help,” Randy says desperately. 

“That may be but their parents sacrificed a lot to ensure their safety. The Norus will be the greatest weapon against evil someday. That is why the entire Angel world has been working tirelessly to protect them,” she replies. 

“How exactly are they doing that?” Bex demands. 

“There is a board that consists of the most powerful remaining angels on earth. Their mission is to discover what Malakaro is up to and how to stop him. If not, he will destroy all of you before you come to your full powers,” The Face informs us. 

“So what do we do?” I ask. 

“Nothing,” she tells us. 

“What? No! We can’t just sit here and wait for Malakaro to find out where we are,” Key says. 

“He’s already found you; all of you,” she says. 

We look back at her in hyperalert mode. 

“The way you were all using your powers and hopping from country to country, did you think he wouldn’t know? The mixture to hide you has lost all its affect. You have all placed a red ‘X’ on your backs,” The Face says with regret. 

“So he’s coming for us, right now?” I ask. 

“Yes and no..” she says. 

“Um...okay,” East says. 

“What you have to understand is this: Malakaro was never meant to be the new evil. He took over by brute force. He killed, tortured, and disemboweled demons for years until the top ranking demons noticed him. He studied under them and when the time was right, killed many of them.” 

“Sounds like a great guy,” East says with an uneasy tone. 

“Pryor, the board believes that Malakaro wants two things: to destroy the family that rejected him,” she explains. 

“It wasn’t my dad’s fault. He didn’t know he even had a son—”

“Pryor, it does not matter what took place before. All that matters is that Malakaro will not stop. And unlike the evils before him, he’s driven by something far more dangerous than a dark nature—revenge. He will pull your life apart until there is nothing left.”

A chill runs down my spine and makes me feel cold all over. I pull my sweater closed and look away. Key places her hand on my shoulder. Sensing that I needed a moment, Swoop addresses The Face. 

“You said there were two things he wanted, what’s the second thing?” the younger twin asks. 

“What all evil wants: the end of all things.”

“He’s not strong enough to make that happen, right?” East says.

“Not yet, but he’s seeking power. He has been for years. And it’s only a matter of time before he finds it. If that happens the only beings who could even stand a chance against him are in this room,” she tells us. 

“How can that be? Why don’t these powerful board members of yours stop him?” Randy asks. 

“We can’t find him. But when we do, it’s the intention of the board to take him out before he can acquire the powers he seeks.” 

“And if you can’t find him, what then?” I ask. 

“The board is confident we will find and stop Malakaro. However if we don’t...let’s just hope we do,” The Face says. 

“So he won’t come after us right now because he’s too busy looking for power?” Swoop asks the Face. 

“Yes and no, like I said before. He is focusing on finding more power. We don’t yet know how he plans to do that. However we do know that he put together a team and their only objective is to hunt and kill as many of you as they can.” 

“He’s assembled a team of demons?” Bex asks. 

“They aren’t just demons I’m afraid. Malakaro has altered them with a potent mixture that makes it nearly impossible to kill them. They’re called Kasters. There’s only six of them, but if everything we have heard about them is true, six is quite enough,” The Face informs us. 

“Of course! The major badass assembles a team to fight against the team of heroes. That makes perfect sense. This kind of thing is done all the time in comic books.”

“Hey fanboy, wanna dial it back?” Aaden snaps. 

“I just meant that—sorry,” Randy replies. 

“It’s okay. It does seem like some crazy fantasy gone wrong,” I admit. 

“Well, it’s not; it’s real. And the Kasters are out looking for you right now,” The Face tells us. 

“I should go home and go get Sam,” I reply as I stand up and head for the door. 

“Pryor, you don’t have to do that,” she says.

I don’t pay her any attention. I go to open the door but it locks on its own and the chair I was sitting in moves over to me. Mrs. Greenblatt can move things with her mind. 

“Sam is with Tony. He checks in with me every half hour. The best thing you and your team can do is step back and let us take care of Malakaro,” she insists. 

I reluctantly sit back down. Aaden studies me; he has been doing that this whole time. Something tells me that had I taken off, he would have followed me. I don’t understand since all he’s done since he’s been back is yell at me. 

“Fine, can you at least tell us about these Kasters?” I ask. 

“As I said before, there are six of them. Wrath can create a vortex that swallows any and all things near him”

“Wow! That’s so—bad. Very bad,” Randy says as he clears his throat.  

“Who else?” Key asks. 

“Twisted or “Twist” as he’s known by his friends. He’s a Kaster who can inflict pain by sending waves to your brain that cause excruciating pain. Few can survive an assault by Twist for more than a minute or two.”

“He’d have to catch me to inflict pain, and no one can catch me,” Swoop says with a smile. 

“What about the three others?” Aaden asks. 

“Manic is a Partial,” The Face says. 

“I didn’t think there were any of them left,” I admit. 

“What’s a Partial?” Randy wonders out loud. 

“A being that is half animal,” I reply.  

“What kind of animal?” East asks The Face.

“Manic can transform into a winged beast with poisonous fangs. If he rips into you, it’s highly unlikely you will survive.”  

“You’re just full of good news, lady,” Aaden says, shaking his head. 

“Who are the last two Kasters?” Randy asks, trying to hide his excitement.

“They have a female on the team,” The Face replies. 

“Well at least your brother isn’t sexist,” East quips. 

I glare at him and he raises his hands up as if to say “I surrenders.” 

“Who’s the Kaster chic?” Swoop asks. 

“Her name is Ruin,” The Face says.

“Are you sure?” Aaden asks, suddenly alarmed. 

“We’re certain. Why, do you know her?” The Face inquires. 

“Ah...no. I mean, I’ve heard of her,” Aaden says, slightly shifting in his chair. 

The group and I exchange curious glances around the room but no one says anything. 

“The final Kaster is the leader. His name is Kill.” 

“We met him a few days ago. He’s the one who set the house on fire with the baby in it. I would love to get my hands on him,” Key says. 

“Same here,” I reply. 

“Since you met him, he’s changed. Malakaro enhanced him, so however violent he was before, expect him to be worse.”

“Good to know,” Bex replies. 

“I am saying all of this because I need you to know just how much danger you are in. That way when you get the urge to wander around after demons, you’ll rethink it. This school and your home are the two places that are the most protected. And those are the places you should be—nowhere else.” 

“We got it; we’ll be good little boys and girls,” I reply sardonically. 

Mrs. Greenblatt turns away from me and addresses the others. 

“I need to know that all of you understand my instructions,” The Face pushes.

I quickly signal to Randy. He looks over at the object that’s caught my eye on Mrs. Greenblatt’s desk. He nods slightly. 

“Yeah, we got it,” Bex says reluctantly. 

“Mrs. Greenblatt, only my mom knew the code so when you texted me, I thought...” 

“I’m sorry about that. But there’s a Para named Nelson Blake. He was an apprentice; he studied under the Para who created the Pathway. He is our best chance at putting the Pathway back together. It shouldn’t take more than a few weeks,” she assures me. 

I know she’s trying to help, but a few weeks sounds like a lifetime. And judging from the expression on everyone’s faces, they are thinking the same thing. 

“Okay, now that we’ve gotten that out of the way, on to the next. Please put your names on here,” she says, smiling brightly as she places a clipboard in front of us.  

“What’s this?” I ask. 

“Sign up sheet; all of you have detention.” 

“Seriously?” Swoop asks.

“Your education is important. Malakaro will not interrupt it. Not as long as I’m around. All of you will report to school like everyone else,” The Face says. 

“You know we had to try and help Randy,” Key insists.

“Helping your friend isn’t an ‘official’ mission, therefore you were cutting class,” she replies. 

“Fine, but will you at least ask the board if they can help us find Oden? He has Stirr and we need it,” I implore. 

“I will indeed broach the subject,” she tells us. 

“Thank you,” I reply, trying hard to conceal irritation. 

“Aaden-Grey, I have taken the liberty of enrolling you in this school, like the others. You are expected to attend,” she informs him.

“You can expect whatever the hell you want,” he says as he heads for the door. 

“From what I gather, your friends didn’t come to you. You came to them. I believe you did so because they, or at the very least someone on the team, needed you. I assure you, that has not changed. The danger is far from over.”

Aaden shakes his head in a mix of anger and frustration. He shoves his hands inside his jean’s pockets and looks up at the ceiling. As upset as he is, he makes no further attempt to leave.  

“Good; now about that detention...” 

*******

Once word gets out that the group is in detention, it suddenly becomes the new school hot spot. There are a number of students trying to get a peek inside the classroom. The ones in the room with us try to communicate with the group without getting caught by the teacher. 

With the exception of Bex and Aaden, who remain stoic, the group is very polite to the humans. Especially East and Swoop. They’re having the time of their life, judging by the look on their faces.

When detention is finally over, the “prisoners” flood out into the hallways. I signal for the group to follow me before they are bombarded with the student body. 

“You got it?” I ask Randy when we are far enough away. 

He smiles confidently and tosses a cell phone over to me. 

“Is that Face’s cell?” Key asks. 

“Yup, I had Randy swipe it,” I reply. 

“Why do you need her cell?” East asks. 

“Face is in school all the time. There’s no way she could be using a Port every time she has to see the board. That means they probably stay in contact through the phone. So I had Randy take it so he could use his superpower on it,” I say.

“You have a power?” Key asks him.

“Um...yeah, kind of,” he says bashfully. 

“He hacked Face’s cell. Whatever activity takes place on her phone will also show up on mine,” I tell them. 

“You know how to hack a phone?” Bex says suspiciously. 

“It’s the right of all nerds,” he says proudly. 

“How did you do it?” Swoop asks with admiration. 

“With a few purchases from ebay, you can do just about anything,” Randy says. 

“Never mind that right now, go put it back on her desk before she notices,” I order. 

Randy takes off down the hall with The Face’s phone. 

“So I take it you don’t plan to lay low?” Aaden asks. 

“I’m not gonna go charging into a den of demons or anything but my dad told me it’s never a good idea to rely on one being for information. Especially if that information may lead your team into an attack,” I tell him.

“So you’re ready to call us a team but you’re not ready to tell us about page eighty-seven?” Bex asks. 

“What’s page eighty-seven?” Key asks. 

“It’s nothing,” I reply. 

“Come on, Pryor. Now is not the time to be keeping secrets. Your Dad hurt you when he kept things from you; so why are you doing the same to us?” Bex pushes. 

“Maybe she’s not ready to talk about it, Bex,” Aaden says. 

“Pryor, you need to tell us what’s going on, if you want to be a team. You need to start sharing what you know,” Bex says, ignoring Aaden. 

“Bullshit. This isn’t about her sharing information. This is about you challenging her at every turn because you’re pissed she won’t name you Second in Command,” Aaden replies. 

“Back off, Silver, I’m warning you,” Bex says tightly. 

“And what are you gonna do if I don’t?” Aaden challenges. 

“You guys need to stop this; it’s stupid and childish,” Key reasons. 

“As long as we’re on the subject, you might want to start giving up some details too. How do you know Ruin?” Bex pushes.

“Who said I know her?” Aaden replies coldly. 

“You nearly shit your pants when The Face mentioned her. Who is she to you?” Bex says, getting in Aaden’s face. 

“You take one more step, Bex, and I will drop you.” 

“Guys, enough. Let’s just cool it for now,” East says. 

“Silver started this. All I want is information from Pryor,” Bex insists. 

“You sure that’s all you want from her?” Aaden replies hotly. 

Huh???

What the hell are they talking about? I look over at Key and she doesn’t look as stunned as I do. She looks worried and hurt. Before any of us can reply, Randy comes towards us. 

“Hey, I put it back. The Face will never know we—” Randy stops midsentence. 

He studies the face of the group and realizes he’s interrupted a very intense moment. 

“Um...everything okay?” he asks awkwardly. 

“Everything’s fine. The boys wanted to measure their wingspans, so that we would know whose is bigger. But we left the tape measure at home,” Swoop says disapprovingly. 

Bex and Aaden continue to glare at each other with utter disdain. The air crackles with tension and ego. 

“Do you guys really need me to say ‘that’s enough’?” I ask. 

Finally the two step back from each other. I shake my head, seriously wanting to throttle them both. 

“You guys used to be friends. What happened?” I ask. 

Neither of them replies. 

“Fine, don’t tell me. But if this keeps going on, I won’t ask for an explanation. I will demand one. Now get it together; we have more important things to focus on,” I scold. 

“Guys, we’re on the same team here,” East reminds them. 

“That’s right, we are a team. That’s why I’m going to tell you about page eighty-seven and why I didn’t show up to the Atu: I was reading my dad’s Muse,” I begin. 

“Muse, that’s the journal that chronicles your parents’ past missions, right?” Randy asks. 

“Yes. I got to page eighty-seven and I couldn’t get past it because that’s when my dad lost the first member of his team,” I admit. 

“Oh, I read that part; it was kind of sad,” East says.

“No, it’s more than that. I’ve heard about the Guardian missions and how my parents were heroes. But I never thought about the cost of those victories.”

“The Guardians were amazing. They saved a lot of lives,” Bex says. 

“Yeah, they had a lot of victories but there were also a lot of funerals. And the thought that I could be responsible for one of your deaths...you guys are my family. I don’t know how I could live with...”  

“Awwww, come here, Carrot,” Swoop teases as she pulls me close to her. 

“I’m serious, Swoop. I don’t want anything to happen to you guys.” 

“The fact is Malakaro isn’t giving us a choice. If we don’t pull together, he will take us out one by one. We have to start acting like a team because that’s what we are.”  

“Swoop is right and as a team we tell each other things; that is if these things are relevant to danger we’re facing. So, Aaden, do you know this demon girl, Ruin?” I ask.

As the First Noru, I’m concerned that a Kaster could have inside info about us. She could share whatever she knows with the others and bring us all down. But then again, I don’t see Aaden sharing his secrets with her. I don’t see the two of them nestled in bed discussing their inner thoughts.

Maybe you don’t see it because you don’t want to...

I look Aaden in the eye and keep my expression “official.” I hide my nervousness behind an overly confident stance. 

Is Ruin just one of the many girls he was seeing before she became a Kaster? His mom ended up falling for a demon; will Aaden follow that same path? Where does she fall on the “Sluts of Silver” tour? Is she just an opening act or the main attraction? 

OMO! Does he love her? Dear Omnis, he loves this Ruin girl. He’s kissed her. They’ve probably gone all the way. It probably happened as recently as a few days ago...

DAMN IT, PRYOR, FOCUS! 

“Aaden, how do you know Ruin?” I ask again, determined to stay calm.  

Aaden doesn’t answer me. Instead he zeroes in on Bex. While the rest of us have moved on from the tension, the two of them are still deep in it. Aaden addresses Bex in a chilling, matter-of-fact tone. 

“You ever come at me like that again, Para, and it will be the very last thing you do...”

––––––––



CHAPTER TEN: HARDLY BLEEDING

By the time we get to my house the tension has shifted from Aaden and Bex to Bex and Key. While we discuss what our next move to find Oden should be, the couple steals concerned glances at each other. As we are about to head upstairs, Key tells her boyfriend she needs to talk to him alone. The two take off down the street. 

“She’s gonna kill him,” Swoop says, shaking her head. 

“Yeah, gonna miss that guy,” East replies. 

“Why did you say that stuff about Bex and me? You know it’s not true. Bex could hardly stand the sight of me a few days ago, let alone have a thing for me. You just said that to piss him off,” I accuse Aaden. 

“If that’s the way you want to see it, then fine,” he says. 

“East and I are gonna take Randy home. You two go to your neutral corners and when the bell rings, you can come out swinging. But please make it a clean fight,” Swoop says. 

“Do you want me to stay?” Randy asks, looking over at Aaden with disapproval. 

“No, it’s fine. You should go,” I tell him. 

Randy takes off with East and Swoop, leaving Aaden and I alone in front of the house. 

There’s so much I want to know. Where has he been hiding after being in prison? Why has he been pushing everyone away? Why would he let everyone believe he had killed five humans when I know that can’t possibly be the truth? And what is his connection to Ruin? 

If you have so many questions, why not just ask him? 

Because the answers may not be the ones I want to hear...

“You can take off, I mean if you have somewhere to be; just come back before dark,” I offer.

“And what will you do? I mean besides find a way to place yourself in danger?” he says. 

“I would place myself in danger a hundred times over if it means keeping Randy safe. He’s important to me.” 

He turns and studies me with growing interest. Once again, the intensity in his eyes pulls me in. I find it nearly impossible to stand still under his gaze. I fold my arms across my chest. I do that to look composed and put together. I also do that because I’m paranoid that he’s looking at my chest wondering why it’s not bigger.  

Unfortunately, my boobs aren’t where I need them to be yet. I’ve been waiting for them to grow for a while now. I study them in the mirror and wonder what I could possibly say to them to jump-start the process. 

I thought about buying mixtures to enhance my boobs but my mom wouldn’t let me. She insisted that I look fine and that all I need to do is wait for them to grow in. She accuses me of being dramatic and impatient. 

However, it’s not my fault. You see, my bra size is a 32 B and I’m sure Omnis meant for me to be a 32 C. Try as she might, my mom just doesn’t understand the pain of being one cup away from glory. Normally I don’t second-guess my body but when it comes to Aaden, I second-guess everything. 

Okay, you know what, screw this. I’m putting my arms down and taking a stand for “B”cups everywhere.  

I lower my arms and make myself look into his alluring eyes. 

“What is it? Why are you looking at me like that?” I ask.

“You and Randy; are you two...?”

“What? No. We’re best friends. Just friends.” 

“Oh.”

“So were you and that Ruin girl...did you guys date?” 

“It’s...complicated,” he admits. 

“But you do know her, right?” 

“Like I said, it’s complicated.” 

“If you dated her, just say so. We need to know,” I push.

“Who’s we?”

“The team.” 

“Oh, so you’re asking me as the leader?”

“Yeah.”

“So you want to make sure that she doesn’t know anything about the Norus that can be used to harm us?” 

“Exactly,” I reply. 

“Ruin and I didn’t share that kind of stuff.” 

“So...what did you two share?” 

“Silver!” We hear a small voice shout from above. 

We look up and Sam is looking down at us and excitedly pounding on the window. He shouts for us to come upstairs and see him. Aaden looks over at me, uncertain.

“He’s missed you,” I tell him.

“Yeah, I’ve missed him too,” he replies. 

We both head up to see Sam. Once we enter the doorway, the cutest Noru of all greets us. He looks better than he did a few days ago. His eyes light up and unlike last time, his eyes aren’t filled with tears. He waves his arms up towards us, indicating he wants to be picked up. I scoop him up into my arms and he begins to talk a mile a minute. 

Judging by what Sam has tells us, Tony’s strategy for keeping him calm was to make sure he was busy the whole time. Sam fills us in on all the activities and games the two of them have been involved in. 

“And, and, guess what, Pry?” he asks. 

“What?” 

“Joey’s mom said he can come over tomorrow and play with me.” Sam beams. 

Joey and Sam have been pals for a few months, but Sam rarely gets to play with him. My brother sometimes forgets to hide his strength from humans; that’s why my parents don’t let them play with each other unless they are around. 

I look over at Tony, who assures me he will be there to stop Sam from using his powers. I thank Tony for taking such good care of him.  

“Silver, do it,” Sam begs Aaden. 

I knew it was only a matter of time before my brother made this request. 

“Are you sure?” Aaden asks.

“Yes! Yes! Do it, please. Please, please,” Sam replies. 

Aaden and I exchange a look of helpless surrender. Sam’s favorite thing in the world is to watch Aaden turn on his “demon eyes.” It both scares and excites him. Aaden pretends to be angry and his eyes swirl to a void of black abyss. Sam’s eyes widen in terror. Then Aaden quickly changes back to his normal eyes and Sam’s fear is replaced with amusement. 

“Again! Again!” he shouts. 

He makes Aaden do it a few more times. Finally, Tony takes over and tells Sam to get ready for bed. 

“Will you be here after I take my bath, Silver?” Sam asks. 

“Well, I’m not sure—”  

“Don’t go away like Mommy and Daddy okay? Stay,” he says earnestly. 

“Sam, sweetie, I told you Mom and Dad will be back. I promise,” I explain as I kneel down so we can be face-to-face. 

“Uncle Tony said that, but where are they?” he asks. 

“Still in the light. But when they come back they’ll read you all the stories you want. And Dad will let you pick up some buildings and play with them,” I promise. 

“Really, then can I throw the buildings on the floor and go ’RAH!!!’?” He asks, doing his best “muscle man” pose with his hands curled into a fist above his head. 

“Yes, you can,” I reply. 

He beams and goes down the hallway with Tony. But not before he reminds Aaden that he is not to go away. 

“After all this time, the eye thing still gets him,” Aaden says. 

“He’s really missed you,” I reply, avoiding eye contact. 

“Yeah, I didn’t mean to stay away so long.” 

“Why did you?”

“Pryor, there are things I can’t get in to...” he says. 

“Like why you let everyone think you killed five humans?” I ask.

“You know about that?” 

“Yes, and I know it didn’t happen that way. I told your dad you didn’t hurt those humans. But the question is why would you let everyone think you did?”

“You talked to my dad about it?” 

“Yeah, before he went to the meeting in the light. I stood up for you. How could he think you would do that?” 

“How do you know I didn’t do it?” he asks. 

“Because I know you.” 

“NO, PRYOR, YOU DON’T!” he snaps. 

He looks at me; I’m hurt and taken aback by his harsh tone and my face reflects that. He shakes his head in frustration and turns away from me.

“Are you saying that you really did kill five people?” I push. 

“I’m saying don’t defend me.”

“Tell me something: Does this dark brooding thing help you get laid? Is that why you’re doing it?” I ask before I can stop myself. 

“Really? This is what you want to ask?” he says. 

“No, what I want to ask is how the hell you could disappear for a year and not check on me—us—the team,” I reply, completely flustered. 

“There were things I needed to attend to.” 

“Yeah, things like Ruin? And I’m guessing what, a hundred other girls?” 

“That’s really what you think of me?” 

“It’s not just me, Aaden. Apparently you’re the new “It” guy in the Angel world. Every girl wants a piece of Silver to take home with her. So how is it you lure them in exactly? How do you get these girls to fall for you?” 

“You need to stop,” he warns me. 

“I want to know. What do you do to get all the girls to want you?” 

“Pryor...” he warns again.

“WHAT DO YOU DO TO THEM?” I demand. 

“WHY DO YOU WANT TO KNOW?” he shouts as he leans in and pounds his fist into the wall mere inches away from my face, backing me into the wall. 

I’m so upset by his outburst that I don’t notice how close our bodies are to each other at first. But now that I realize just how little distance there is between us, it’s all I can focus on. 

“Do you want a demonstration?” he asks crudely as his fiery gaze travels slowly down my body. 

The intensity of his lingering stare and his deep throaty voice causes a dangerous current of longing to zip through me. I swallow hard as he looms over me, mentally peeling off every stich of clothing I have on. Although I am still fully clothed, I feel naked and bare. 

“Are we interrupting something?” someone says from the doorway. 

We turn and see East and Swoop standing a few yards away. I look back at Aaden and I quickly escape his invisible hold on me. 

“No, you weren’t interrupting anything. Aaden was just...never mind. How’s Randy?” I ask them. 

“He’s trying to hang in there. But we need to find Oden fast because I don’t think Randy can stand the pressure,” East says. 

“Any word from your friend, Swoop? Has he been able to track Oden yet?” I ask. 

“No not yet; I’ll go call him,” she replies as she heads out of the room, cell phone in hand. 

“I’m gonna take off,” Aaden says. 

“You’re supposed to Recharge here; it’s the safest place,” I remind him. 

“According to you there’s a pack of females I need to tend to. How can I do that here?” he asks flippantly. 

I roll my eyes at his careless attitude. He shrugs his shoulders, completely unconcerned, and walks out. 

“Argh, I can’t stand him!” I shout.

“Yeah, he’s kind of hard to take sometimes,” East admits. 

“Kind of? Please. East, Aaden’s turned into a crude asshole who likes to use his...he’s a jerk and I really do hate him.”

“Maybe you should go easy on him a little,” East suggests. 

“Why?”

Before East replies, he pokes his head upstairs to make sure no one can hear him. He then comes close and whispers. 

“You know my policy: I never share who I have or have not used my Mind wipe powers on. It’s like the doctor-patient confidentiality humans have. But in this case I think you should know.” 

“Know what? East, did you Mind wipe Aaden?” 

“That’s just it, Pry, I tried but I couldn’t.”

“I don’t understand,” I confess. 

“A while back, Aaden came to me to take a memory away. It was weird because no one had seen him in forever. Then all of a sudden, I get a text from him asking to meet up in some abandoned factory in Brooklyn. When I showed up, he begged me to Mind wipe him.”

“Did he say why?” 

“No, he just told me to take his memory away. He knows how I feel about Mind wiping friends; he knows I hate to do it. But he said he couldn’t live with the memories and that I had to help him.” 

“Yet you couldn’t wipe him?”

“No; believe me I tried. I mean, I have never seen Silver look so desperate and so lost before. I thought ‘screw it, just this once I will Mind wipe a friend and that will be the end of it.’ But when I placed my hand on his forehead and tried to pull the memory out...”

“What happened? You just drew a blank?” I ask. 

“Worse. The memory had somehow attached itself to his soul. So in order to get to it, I would have had to rip apart a piece of Silver’s soul.”

“How does a memory attach to the soul? I didn’t know that could happen,” I admit. 

“It’s called being Engaged and it’s rare. The event needs to be so vile and torturous that it eats at the very fabric of the being. Human soldiers have a version of it called PTSD. The mind can’t remove itself from the past.”

“Did you see anything at all when you placed your hand on his forehead?” I ask. 

“Normally I will see flashes of the memory as I am wiping it away. I see people, places, and the sounds that accompany the event. But with Silver, all I saw were violent flashes of red and all I heard was screaming; lots of screaming.”

“You really couldn’t get to the memory?” I ask.

“Not without hurting and possibly killing him.”

“So he made you stop?” I reason.

“No, Silver wanted me to keep going. He got really upset when I refused to continue. He said he could take the pain. So whatever the memory is, it’s worth risking his life to forget.” 

“East, what happened to Aaden while he was away?” 

“I don’t know but whatever it was, it’s worse than death...” 

*******

The next morning we gather outside the school a few moments before class starts. Swoop tells us her friend has lost track of Kill and our only lead to Oden is gone. This causes Randy to be sullen and quiet. We try to convince him that it’s only a matter of time before we locate Oden but that does little to cheer him up. To make matters worse, The Face gets a text message from the board that I am forced to share with the team. 

“What is it?” East asks. 

“They made a decision about helping us find Oden...” I reply.

“Let me guess, they won’t help us,” Bex says, shaking his head in frustration. 

“Not only that, they forbid us to keep searching for Oden in any way,” I inform them. 

“Maybe we could change their minds if we met with them in person,” Swoop ventures. 

“I doubt it. They were very firm. They want us to stop, immediately,” I add. 

Randy starts to walk away. I take hold of his arm but he pulls away from me. 

“Randy, we’ll fix this,” I promise. 

“No, you won’t and you know what, it’s fine,” Randy says.

“We are not going to just sit by and watch you lose your life,” I vow.

“What life? I spend hours inside online role-playing games, reading comic books, and making up fake profiles in chat rooms. All just so I could be someone else; anyone else but Randy Westfield, the kid whose mother didn’t want him. So, it’s fine if I’m dead. I never got the hang of being alive anyway.” 

“Randy, that’s crazy. Your mom took off because she was selfish and couldn’t see how amazing you and your dad really are,” I plead. 

“Don’t spin this into something it’s not. I’m not worth sticking around for, and I’m not worth saving, so maybe you guys should just stop trying.” 

“Aw, you are so ‘Raj’ from The Big Bang Theory right now, I could hug you,” Swoop teases.  

“There was a marathon on TV last night,” East explains. 

“I mean it, some people really aren’t worth saving,” Randy insists. 

“You have to stop acting like there’s something wrong with you. You have as much right every right to be alive as the rest of us. You are just as important as everyone else,” I remind him.

“Then why did my mom take off? Huh? If I’m so important and special, why did she...?”

“I know this is hard, Randy, but I’m here for you. Not just me, all of us,” I plead. 

“Um...actually, Bex and I wanted to talk to you guys about that,” Key says hesitantly. 

“What’s going on?” I ask. 

“We can talk about it later,” Bex says. 

“Stop stalling, you have something to say, Para, say it,” Aaden pushes. 

“Why are you always in my face?” Bex accuses Aaden. 

Aaden is about to answer when I cut him off with a warning glance. He then decides wisely not to reply to Bex. 

“Key, what’s going on?” I ask again. 

“You guys know how much we love all of you. And Randy, we just met you but I think we could be really good friends someday,” Key says reassuringly. 

“Thanks,” Randy whispers, unable to take his eyes off the older twin. 

“C’mon, sis, out with it,” Swoop says. 

“From here out, Bex and I...we won’t be a part of the team.”

“What; why not?” I ask. 

“It’s hard to explain,” she says. 

“Try,” I snap. 

“We feel it’s not what’s best for us right now,” she says. 

I look over at Bex and he avoids my eyes. 

“Guys, we need you,” East reminds them. 

“Bex, it won’t help; trust me,” Aaden says. 

“What are you talking about?” Bex replies. 

“Trying to stay away from—it won’t help to stay away.” 

“Silver, will you stop acting like you know everything?” Key counters. 

“Key, I’m not trying to...you two want to preserve your relationship, I get that. But the truth is if two beings aren’t supposed to be together...”

“Shut up, Silver! You don’t know anything about us. Bex and I love each other. You have no idea what that means because you’ve never even been in love. And the one girl who was crazy enough to care about you, you ripped her damn heart out and then abandoned her!” Key says angrily. 

It feels like Key slapped me hard across the face. There’s a mix of anger and embarrassment that surges through me so violently, my hands shake. All eyes are on Aaden and I. 

“I’m sorry, Pry. But you know it’s true. Silver hurt you and instead of facing you, he goes off and commits murder. He’s a miserable being and he won’t quit until he’s made all of us just as miserable,” Key tells me.

“Just ignore Aaden, Key. You know Bex doesn’t have a thing for me,” I plead. 

“It’s not that simple.”

“Yes it is. Unless you think Pryor’s a real threat,” East says. 

“Do you think I would come between you and Bex?” I ask. 

“I think when you love someone you do whatever it takes to secure that love. You don’t hang around beings that try to pull you apart, like Silver,” Key explains. 

“Bex, do you agree with her?” Swoop asks. 

“If you guys are in trouble and need us, we’ll try our best to be there, but yeah, we’re out,” Bex replies, making eye contact with me for the first time.  

“So that’s it? You’re both out?” I ask, dumbfounded. 

“Yeah, sorry,” Bex says as he takes Key’s hand. 

The two of them start to walk away. I call out after them. 

“I’m sorry too but the fact is we don’t have the luxury of choosing to be a team or not. Not with Malakaro sending Kasters after us,” I reply. 

“What are you saying, Pry?” Key asks. 

“Bex is not technically a Noru. He does not have to do what I say. But you are and I am not excusing you from this team. You will be a part of it. You will do what I ask, when I ask it of you,” I demand. 

“And if I don’t?” Key asks. 

“If you don’t, I will press your Deck,” I reply firmly. 

“Pryor!” Swoop scolds. 

“I mean it, Keyohmi. You walk away from this team and I will place my thumb along the markings in the back of your skull and strip your powers away—permanently.”

*******

As the school day drones on, we remain quiet for the most part. Normally Randy would have a thousand questions but he senses none of us are in the mood for a Q&A. I never thought I would have to press anyone’s Deck and take his or her power. But the fact is I really don’t have a choice. 

If I were to allow Key to walk away it would weaken us. I can’t afford to lose Bex either, but I knew that keeping her on the team was also a way to keep him. Bex would never let Key face danger without him. He’s protective and wherever she is, he is sure to be. So, by threatening one, I was able to hold on to both. I did my job as the First Noru. I kept my team together.

So why do I feel like crap? 

“I am very sorry to report that the board will not allow you to chase Oden,” The Face reports. 

She has no idea that we learned the news hours earlier. She waits for a reaction but we are all fairly quiet. 

“Did you hear what I said?” she asks. 

“Yeah, we did,” I reply in a whisper. 

“Good. Now, back to class, all of you,” she instructs. 

Without saying another word, we leave The Face’s office. As we head down the hallway, I mention to Randy that the reception is spotty. He takes my cell and tries to strengthen the signal. 

I turn to address Key but before I can say anything, she storms off in the opposite direction; Bex reluctantly follows.  

“He doesn’t strike me as the ‘do whatever your girl says’ type,” Randy tells East. 

“Maybe his steel wings are in the shop and he only has paper ones on,” East says.

“What does that mean?” Randy asks.

“It means Bex needs to grow a set,” Aaden replies. 

“He’s just trying to be supportive and stand by her. I think that’s better than taking off and hiding for a year,” I reply scathingly. 

“Oh so that’s what I was doing in prison? Hiding?” he asks. 

“I don’t know what you were doing in Bliss. All I know is that you bailed on us,” I counter. 

“You mean I bailed on you,” Aaden challenges. 

“You really think you were ever that important to me?” I ask. 

“Then why do you keep harping on my leaving?” 

“You’re right. I’ll let it go. I’ll pretend like you never went away. Better yet, I’ll pretend like you never came back!” I swear. 

“Pry?” Randy calls out. 

“What?” I reply, in a harsher tone than I intended. 

“The Face just got a text. The board has new information on Malakaro.” 

“What is it?” Aaden asks. 

“It says here that he’s the one behind the Alexi murders,” Randy says. 

We explain to him that the beautiful immortal birds had been disappearing and many were later found dead.  

“Why would Malakaro want to kill Alexis?” Swoop says. 

“The board thinks he was torturing them,” Randy replies. 

“Yes, but why?” East asks. 

“What could be the point of killing harmless birds?” Aaden says. 

“The Face said Malakaro wants two things: to take everything away from your family and to put an end to all things,” Randy reasons. 

“So how can torturing birds help him get either of these things?” East wonders. 

“Maybe Malakaro just enjoys torturing birds,” Randy suggests. 

“He wasn’t torturing the birds; he was testing them,” I announce in a horrified whisper.  

“What are you talking about?” Swoop asks. 

“Malakaro used the Alexi as guinea pigs because he needed to find out how to kill something that’s immortal,” Aaden says gravely. 

“I knew you guys were powerful but...wow, so which one of you is immortal?” Randy asks.

Aaden looks over at me and we exchange a look of unimaginable fear. 

Sam...

*******

The next few moments are a complete blur. I take off into the air and head straight for the house. My speed is nearly like that of Bex and Swoop. Aaden and the others take off after me. They call out for me to wait for them so that I don’t face evil on my own. But I don’t slow down and I certainly don’t stop. 

Malakaro has found a way to kill my little brother...

I fly furiously through the air and ram past anything in my path: birds, skyscrapers, and trees, whatever. I have to get to Sam. 

Please, please, please, Omnis, don’t let him be hurt or worse...

The team is right behind me. They must have called Bex and Key because the two of them aren’t too far behind. Moments later I land just outside of my house. I smash the door in and run upstairs. 

“Sam! Sam! Sam where are you?” I run to his room and call out his name. 

The silence that greets me is torture. 

“Tony! Sam! Where are you?” I scream. 

I hear the team calling out for me to wait for them as they come charging up the stairs.  But I can’t wait. I run to the last room of the house: my parents’ room. 

I find bloody remains of the former Seller turned Angel spread throughout the room. All that’s left of Tony-Tone’s once bright grin is a contorted, macabre expression of shock.  The grief of losing Tony doesn’t get a chance to sink in because I have yet to find Sam. 

I look around the room and there is no sign of my brother. The thought that Malakaro has him enrages me like nothing I’ve ever felt. The team enters the bedroom and is rendered silent by the ghastly sight. In the corner of my eyes, I see a spot, a pair of kid-sized “Batman” sneakers peering from the closet. I race over to the closet and pull Sam out. 

“There’s just one drop of blood on the left side of his mouth, so I know he’s not hurt too badly,” I tell Key desperately as she kneels before him. 

Her face is filled with regret and sorrow. She looks up at me as if to say she’s sorry. I kneel down beside my brother and yell at Key. 

“FIX HIM!” I order her. 

“I can’t,” she replies.

“No! No! No! You can fix him. He’s hardly bleeding. His body is intact. Please, heal him,” I beg. 

“I can’t,” she whispers. 

“KEY, PLEASE, LOOK AT HIS BODY; HIS BODY IS OKAY!”  

“His body is okay but whatever mixture Malakaro created...it took his soul. I’m sorry; Sam’s gone.” 

––––––––

BOOK II:

AADEN ‘SILVER’ CASE

"He was beginning to understand that evil is not absolute, and that good is often an occasion more than a condition.”

—Gilbert Parker



CHAPTER ELEVEN: KENMARE

It’s the screaming that wakes my ass up. All around us humans can be heard crying out for help in high-pitched tones. The first thing I see when I open my eyes are the body parts of the former Seller, Tony-Tone. Also on the floor is the lifeless corpse of one of the few angels who I actually give a damn about—Sam. The blast sent him flying across the room. A mix of regret, sorrow, and rage invade my body as I look over at him. 

Suddenly, I hear someone groan next to me. I turn to see Key and the rest of the team on the floor. Whatever it is that had knocked me down, did the same thing to the team. They gather themselves and look at the damage in the house. The entire outside wall has been ripped off. The house is gutted and nearly everything is in shambles. 

“Is everyone okay?” Key asks. 

“Yeah, I think so,” Swoop tells her sister. 

“What the hell just happened?” I demand as I inspect the bloody gash behind my head and pick myself off the floor. 

“I don’t know, but we have to get the humans because whatever it is, it’s terrifying them,” East says as he helps Swoop to her feet. 

“The explosion could have been caused by Kasters,” Bex suggests. 

“I don’t think they have Powerballs that strong,” Swoop says as she wipes blood from her chin. 

I look out of the gaping window that was once the side of the house. There’s a massive orb of dark light demolishing the streets of New York City.  

“Oh no,” I whisper as I take a good look at the moving sphere of destruction. 

“What is it?” Swoop asks.

“The blast wasn’t caused by a Kaster,” I reply. 

“Then who caused it?” Bex asks. 

“Pryor,” I inform them. 

Without thinking, we all take to the air and go after the dark void. When we get close enough, we are awed by the sheer energy coming from the First Noru. Pryor is emitting so much power she is hovering several feet in the air without using her wings. 

Her eyes are submerged in darkness. Her skin is infused with black spider-like veins that run all along her body. Her ability to Pull has expanded from the palm of her hand to her entire being. Her powers radiate off her body and affect everything around it. Trees are falling, homes are crumbling, and the humans are scattering in fear for their lives. Pryor Reese Cane is now death itself. 

“Pryor, your powers are out of control, you have to stop!” I shout.

She keeps moving throughout the city with no concern whatsoever about the destruction she is causing. The team tries to pull the humans out of the way of falling debris, but the stronger Pryor gets, the harder it is to keep the humans safe. 

The twins try to reason with her by begging her to calm down and focus on controlling her powers. It doesn’t work. Pryor is driven by wrath and grief, two forces that never relent once they get a hold of you. 

“We have to stop her,” East shouts as he saves an elderly man from one of many falling homes. 

Pryor’s powers continue to expand, causing cars to flip over, fire hydrants to explode, and the very ground to shake. 

“If we can’t reason with her, we have to contain her,” Key says. 

Swoop hurls her necklace at Pryor’s feet. A Holder quickly forms around her. The bubble-like prison surrounds Pryor and holds her powers. She looks at her new prison and closes her eyes. When she opens them again a beam of darkness shoots from her pupils and causes small fractures to appear along the Holder. 

“The Holder is giving out!” Bex says. 

“What the...?” East says, dumbfounded.

“Pryor, stop, please! You’re going to hurt someone,” the twins shout at the same time. 

I try to get close but there’s just too much power swirling around her. 

“Pry, I know it hurts but Sam is gone and this will not bring him back,” I plead with her. 

“If we don’t stop her now, she’s gonna hurt the humans,” Key yells out to us. 

“Too late,” East says. 

Pryor has broken free of the Holder and now she hovers even higher in the air. Her powers have increased yet again. And now it’s not just buildings falling to the ground, it’s the humans. 

Key runs to examine them. She glides her hands in the air, just above their bodies. 

“They’re still alive but not for long,” she informs us desperately. 

“Pryor, please, please, stop,” I beg her once again. 

It doesn’t work. The others have their hands full. I am the only one who is actually close enough to her to try and stop her. 

“Silver, you have to stop her!” East says, coming to the same conclusion I have. 

Damn it, Pryor, don’t make me do this! 

I beg Pryor yet again but just like before, she is nonresponsive. Meanwhile all around us the humans are falling. 

Things go from crap to complete bullshit when I look up and see the Omari: a team of Para Angels whose job it is to track down angels who have broken the law. They wear long white robes and move with speeds that are impressive even for angels. The Omari are hateful rat bastards who kill without remorse or pause. 

“Call them off!” I yell at Bex. 

“I can’t. I’m not their Kon yet,” he replies. 

“I don’t give a damn if you’re not their king yet. You’re next in line; they will listen to you. Call them off,” I order. 

“The humans are gonna die if we don’t stop her right now,” Key says as she studies the human body in her arms. 

“Do not let the Omari touch her,” I bark at Bex. 

“Pryor, try to control it, please,” Swoop begs. 

The Omari surround Pryor and get ready to attack. 

“Stay away from her; we can take care of this,” Bex warns them. 

“The Noru is killing the humans. We were ordered to stop her,” the Omari say in unison. 

“Fuck your orders; you touch her and I will kill you,” I promise.

“Silver, stay out of the way,” one of them cautions. 

“She doesn’t know what she’s doing; she just lost her brother,” Key pleads. 

“That may be but we can’t allow her to continue,” one of the Omari replies. 

“Enos, you can’t do this. She’s the First Noru,” Bex reminds him. 

“Bex, we have orders,” he says stubbornly. 

“Guys...this woman’s gonna die,” Key says as she frantically tries to revive her. 

“Key, heal her,” Swoop shouts.

“Pryor’s power is too strong; she’s hurting them quicker than I can heal,” Key says. 

Enos, the bald Omari member with serious eyes, signals for his team to attack. The twins, East, and Bex all beg for them not to hurt their leader. But me, I’m done begging for today.

When the Omari link hands, an orb of light begins to form among them. The more power they apply, the more it grows. They are about to hurl the expanding Powerball at Pryor. While it may not be their intention to kill her, there is no guarantee she’ll survive their collective attack. 

Thinking quickly, I send a Powerball to four nearby skyscrapers. The blast shatters hundreds of windows and causes a hail of glass to rain down on the Omari, temporarily breaking their connection.  

Pryor stands a better chance of surviving an attack from me than she does the Omari. Having no choice, I hurl a Powerball at Pryor and hope it’s enough to stop her without hurting her. The silver Powerball hits her in her shoulder and throws her off balance. 

“East, hug Pryor, now,” I yell. 

East sends his force field into the air; it wraps itself around Pryor and begins to weaken her. But she is able to rip the force field apart before it can drain her power completely. Fearing she’ll regain her power, the Omari take aim once again. 

I consider using my secondary power: my ability to Call; with it I can summon anything I see in my mind’s eye. I don’t use that power a lot. Sometimes it works and sometimes it doesn’t. It’s been unreliable ever since I’ve come back from the Center...

Screw it, gotta try...

I Call for a Port just as the Omari aim their orb towards Pryor. I’m damn near weak with relief when the Port appears beneath my feet. My relief doesn’t last long because the Omari assholes throw the orb at Pryor. 

Fuck!

I race over to her, grab her hand, and pull her onto the Port just before the orb lands. 

While I am able to stop the direct hit, the impact of the orb hitting the ground causes a secondary blast that shreds into our wings, knocks Pryor unconscious, and throws us off the Port. Pryor and I go hurtling through the air uncontrollably. With damaged wings, we are unable to stop our impending deaths. 

The rest of the team takes to the sky to help but the Omari block them. Furious, Bex attacks, as does the rest of the team. I keep calling for the Port but it won’t reappear. My luck has run out; my secondary power is failing me. 

Omnis, you loathsome son of a bitch, you better not let her die. You owe me! 

Once again I Call on the Port. This time it appears right where I need it to: underneath Pryor, breaking her fall. As I go tumbling past her, I latch on to the rim of the Port and pull myself up. I hold Pryor protectively against me and we disappear among the haze of Powerballs and debris.  

*******

When Pryor and I reappear, we are surrounded by lush green rolling hills, open skies, and the sound of waves crashing against the rocks from the water below. We’re in the small town of Kenmare, Northern Ireland. I had programmed this Port to take me back here should I ever need to make a quick escape. I lift Pryor off the Port and carry her over to my stone cabin nestled between two emerald banks.  

Once inside the two-room cabin, I’m greeted by my second favorite sound—silence. The cabin is sparsely decorated. I never liked having too much furniture. Simple always worked best for me. 

I have a brown leather armchair that faces towards the window that gives me an immaculate view of the mountain range. It is here that I have seen the best of Omnis’ work. I’ve seen remarkable sunrises, awe-inspiring birds, and magnificent full moons.  

In addition to the armchair, I have stacks and stacks of books that go nearly as high as the ceiling. Books that I’ve read hundreds of times but find comfort in having around. On the opposite side of the chair I have a small yet comfortable bed. That’s where I lay her down. 

There are so many thoughts running through my mind, it feels like I’m going to lose it at any moment. What if she never wakes up? What if the Omari are coming after her? What if the humans back there die before help can be given to them? Can Pryor handle that kind of guilt? What will her punishment be? 

Aaden, stop overthinking and do what needs to be done: send out the text. It’s the only way you can make sure that you and Pryor aren’t found, at least not until we get confirmation that all the humans are alive. If Pryor ended up killing any one of them, even by accident, they could send her to The Center...

I take out my cell and text the Specialist. A Specialist is a Healer with a concentration in a certain area. In this case, the Specialist is an Opti. An Opti is an expert in the craft of eluding the powers that be. They have mixtures that change your appearance, powerful fusions that make people forget they’ve seen you ,or if need be, they can make you altogether invisible. 

The Opti is the reason I was able to hide from the prying eyes of the Angel world. I was spotted only when I wanted to be. For a while I was under guard by the Paras but thanks to the Opti, I was able to get away. Their mixtures are far more powerful than the one the team took to hide from Malakaro. You can use your powers and still not be found out. But the Council outlaws Opti mixtures, so the team was not allowed to use it. 

I wait a while but I don’t get a response to my text. I pace nervously around the room and text yet again. I know the chance of getting a reply is slim to none, but I don’t care. I need to keep us hidden. I can only do that with the help of an Opti so I send out a third text. 

Certain I will go completely nuts if I don’t find something to do, I call the twins. They tell me the whole team is gathered together, along with Randy. Key puts me on speaker and I assure them that we are fine. They insist on coming to check on their leader themselves, especially Bex. 

“Look, I know you guys want to be here but from now on chances are you’ll be followed. And we can’t lead them to Pryor, not until we know if any of the humans died from today’s event. Now what happened after we left?” I ask.

“There’s a massive cleanup job the Paras have had to do. East and a few others have been called to Mind wipe the entire city. The board is pissed that we attacked the Omari,” Key says. 

“Screw that, they were about to hurt Pryor,” I reply. 

“We know, but an angel attacking another angel is against the rules. You know that,” East adds.

“Yeah whatever, they can blow me. Key, can’t you heal the humans now that Pry’s powers aren’t in the way?” I ask. 

“Silver, I’ve healed as many as I could but there’s a lot more and I need help.”  

“Why don’t you get help from the Paras?” I push. 

“A lot of the healers are stuck in the light. The Paras are gathering the ones that remain but it could take a while,” East says. 

“Are the Omari after us?” I ask. 

“They are waiting to see what happens with the humans. If any one of the three hundred and fourteen humans who were injured today die...” Bex’s voice trails off. 

He doesn’t finish his sentence; he doesn’t have to. I know all too well what the future could hold for Pryor, First Noru or not. The team thinks if Pryor is responsible for the death of a human she could go to prison or even be killed. They are wrong. It could be even worse...

I promise them that I will look after Pryor while they try and smooth things over with the Paras, The Face, and well, basically everyone. In light of the death of the youngest Noru, they are hoping everyone will be more understanding. 

However, if a human should sustain fatal injuries...

There’s a knock on the door. I peek out the window, ready to attack if I need to. The being on the other side of the door is the Opti. I rush over nervously and let the Opti inside. She has long raven hair with heart-shaped crimson lips and deep brown eyes. I greet her with a slightly unsteady voice. 

“Hello, Diana.” 

“Silver,” she replies, amused by my choice of words. 

“I didn’t think you’d ever come,” I confess. 

“I didn’t think you’d ever ask.”

“This could be a grave mistake,” I reply.

“It could be,” she confirms. 

“I need your help.”

“Yes, you do,” she replies simply. 

“Will you come inside?” I ask.

“Not until you say it,” she insists. 

“Say what?” I reply. 

She leans her head to the side slightly and raises her eyebrow. 

“Say it,” she orders. 

“Will you come inside...Ruin.” 

––––––––



CHAPTER TWELVE: WHO ARE YOU?

The moment Diana enters the cabin, I think back to the days when I first met her. I had made it my mission to drink until nothing mattered and to stay away from Pryor. I had to do that or run the risk of being taken back to The Center. And I couldn’t go back; I’d sooner die than go back. Yet I wasn’t completely free of The Center. They had Paras follow me around from a distance to ensure I wasn’t “misbehaving.” 

As much as I detested them, there was nothing I could do about them following me. All the mixtures that were available weren’t strong enough to keep the Paras from tracking my movements. So instead I worked really hard to piss them off. 

I would enter a store and leave through the back exit. I’d fly in erratic patterns and land in places that made it difficult for them to get a visual on me. I’ve taken them to dense forests, cities thick with fog, and overly crowded places crawling with humans. But no matter what I did they always found me. 

The night I met Ruin, I was tired of trying to ditch my babysitters. So, I set out to do the two things I had become amazingly good at: drinking and fighting. Actually I had become good at another thing: sleeping around. It turns out girls are turned on by twisted, pissed off, self-destructed half demons. 

But it wasn’t really about sex. After being at The Center I found it impossible to be alone. When I tried to Recharge, the flashes would come. I didn’t even know angels could have nightmares but that’s the only way I could describe what was happening to me. 

I’d jump out of bed terrified I was back in The Center again. I’d shake for several minutes and my powers would be out of whack. When I turned over and saw someone in bed alongside me, it helped to know that I wasn’t alone. 

I know it sounds like I used the girls, hell maybe I did. But they used me too. Mostly they slept with me because they wanted to know what it was like to sleep with “Silver.” They’d ask about my powers, what it was like to be Rage’s son, and a thousand other stupid questions. Ever since The Center, my life became a series of regrettable one-night stands and empty encounters. 

The sad part is no amount of drinking I did could take away the two memories I long to forget: The Center and Pryor. The fact is, even if I didn’t make the deal I made with The Center, I still couldn’t be with Pryor. She’d never accept me knowing what I’ve become: A worthless screw-up. 

Ever since I was born there were mass debates about whether I would be good or evil. 

Some angels believe that because my mother was the second in command, that I would inherit her power, soul, and her sense of right and wrong. Other angels focused on the fact that Rage, my dad, was the top-ranking demon and that I was surely going to follow in his footsteps. Yes, my father ended up joining with good and saving humanity, but angels are quick to forget that. It’s simple: once a demon, always a demon. 

Well maybe they’re right. Maybe I will also be rotten to my very soul. In that case staying away from Pryor really is the best possible thing. 

The night I met Ruin, I had just beaten the hell out of some demons and managed to ditch the Para babysitters, at least for the time being. I went to the place I felt the most comfortable: the nearest demon bar. 

I was drinking my fourth or maybe fifth bottle of Coy. Angel alcohol really is the best thing Omnis ever allowed to be created. I was inspecting the bloody gash just below my eye, courtesy of my latest brawl, when I heard someone address me from behind. 

“You’re in my seat,” he says in a dark tone. 

I don’t turn around to find out who’s talking because I don’t care. I just shook my head and continue to drink the Coy silently. 

“Did you hear me you half-angel bastard, get the hell up,” the being demands. 

I put down my Coy mug and stood up slowly. Then I turned to face the demon that addressed me.

“That’s right, get your ass up.” I step aside and allow him to take my seat at the bar. 

He makes himself comfortable and addresses the rest of the bar. 

“You see? That Noru shit is crap. This kid can’t take us on. Hell, he’d be nothing without his daddy to protect him,” the demon says. 

They all began to laugh. He drank the rest of my Coy. 

“Hope you don’t mind,” he says sardonically. 

“I think it’s only fair,” I tell him. 

“What the hell are you talking about?” he asks. 

“I think everyone should have one last drink before they die,” I replied. 

“Bullshit, you can’t—”

Before the demon could finish his thought, I bashed him in the head with the heavy glass mug he was drinking from. Blood squirted out from the side of his face and he fell to the floor. The other demons inched closer as if they are about to attack. I formed a massive silver Powerball in the palm of my hand.

“Is he worth dying for?” I asked all the demons in the bar. 

They stepped back; I got on top of the disrespectful asshole and beat the crap of out him. I was going to leave it at that but he hurled a Powerball at me just as I was getting up. It flew just past me. Pissed, I picked him up with both hands, hurl him into the wall, and forced a mini Powerball down his mouth. He imploded and it rained down demon flesh. 

Furious, a demon aimed his Powerball at me. I ducked just in time, and it killed a female demon behind me. The demon, realizing his girl was dead, tackled the demon that threw the Powerball. Soon it was an all-out bar fight. Everyone was out of control; everyone but her. 

She stood in the corner, wearing a long black body-hugging dress, with a slit that started from her upper thigh down to the floor. The only thing more shocking than her revealing dress was her calm demeanor. She wasn’t fazed by the violence around us. In fact she seemed to welcome it. She had black hair, pouty apple red lips, long eyelashes, and curves that could bring down an empire. 

Our eyes locked. She slowly sauntered over to me, without the slightest concern for the deadly Powerballs that were flying around her. When she got closer, she signaled for me to look down at her dress; there’s a tiny speck of blood on it. She leaned in and whispered to me in a raspy, primal voice. 

“You owe me a new dress,” she said simply. 

Before I could reply she turned and started to head up the stairs to the rooms above the bar. Intrigued, I followed. I found one of her black six-inch heels on the first step. I went up a few more steps and found the other heel. By the time I got to the landing, I had picked up her dress, bra and her panties. 

There were three rooms on the first floor; her room was the one with the door that’s slightly ajar. It’s her brazen and confident nature that excites me the most. I’m about to make a mistake but I don’t care. I walk in and find her standing stark naked in front of the window, facing away from me as she puts her hair up in a high ponytail. 

From her demeanor I could tell she was expecting me to be impressed and submit to her. She didn’t bother to turn towards me; it’s almost as if she was bored with the whole thing. I don’t know what she was expecting but it certainly wasn’t what happened. 

I headed for the nightstand and found what usually came in dive places like these: maps to the nearest Seller shop, mini bottles of Coy, and Tam (liquid condoms). In the past only girls could drink the Tam but it’s since been improved and guys can take it as well. I swallowed the small vial of protection and turned my focus back to the girl at the window. 

I marched over to her; grab a fistful of her hair and pulled; hard. She gasped and her eyes widen in shock. Her back is now arched and her nipples stand hard atop full breasts. 

She flared her arms wildly, trying to gain control. 

“Be still,” I commanded. 

She looked back at me defiantly and continued to move against my wishes. I whipped out my belt. The sound of the leather cutting through the air caused her to shiver slightly. Then she stopped moving altogether. 

“Good girl,” I replied. 

I instructed her to open her legs, lean forward, and place her hands against the window. She paused for a moment and considered defying me. To discourage any disobedience, I brushed the tip of my belt along her inner thigh. She moans softly and does what I say—places her hands against the glass. 

“Do not take your hands down for any reason,” I ordered. 

I knew even before I started that she’ll try to control the situation by not giving in to whatever pleasure she was feeling. So I was determined to overload her with sensations that made it impossible for her to keep her hands on the glass. 

I make patterns with my index finger along her back and nuzzle between her shoulder blades. When I plant kisses behind her neck and lower back, she inhales sharply, still keeping her hands on the window. 

I up the stakes by kneading and shaping her swollen breasts. She leans back into me and moans softly. But that’s not enough for me. I wanted her to let go of the glass and lose control to me completely.  

I got down on the ground and placed my head between her legs. She gasped as my tongue ventured between the slick folds of her center. When I make contact with her succulent tip, she pants and shouts “yes, yes, yes” as she takes her hands off the glass. 

She clutched my hair between her fingers and pressed my mouth firmly against her. She cried out and begged for more. That’s when I pulled her down to the floor, latched on to her thighs and yanked her towards my mouth so I could “eat.” Once my tongue made contact with her most sensitive spot, I sucked and slurped until she could not keep her hips from lifting off the floor.

I reached up and took her ripe nipples into my mouth. Her eyes rolled to the back of her head and she moaned. I took my clothes off feverishly and she reached out for what she knew would be hard and waiting. She wrapped her hand around it and inserts it inside her. 

I thrust into her hard; she tore my back open with her nails. She then flipped us so that she be on top. She straddled and then rode me until the room started to spin. I groaned as her body took me to levels of ecstasy previously unknown to angel or demon kind. 

Suddenly, without warning, I felt my hands being restrained by something. I looked up and the sex maven had bound my hands above my head with Samson rope. Like Samson string, the rope version cannot be untied by anyone other than the one whose hands originally tied it. She looks down at me with her untamed hair and a gleam of mischief in her eyes. 

“My turn,” she declared. 

I was utterly unprepared for what she would do next. Her mouth traveled down my body and found detours along the way that caused me to groan loudly and swear to Omnis. By the time her lips wrapped themselves around their destination, I convulsed with pleasure. So much pleasure, in fact, we blacked out. 

*******

“Silver, wake up!” I heard her call out. 

I popped my eyes open and was assaulted by the harsh light streaming from the window. I put my hand over my eyes to shield me from the glare. Once my eyes adjusted, I saw her quickly gathering our clothes.

“What are you doing—hey, what’s your name again?” I asked. 

“They’re coming for you,” she said. 

“Who?” I asked, still too weak from last night’s activity to sit up in one try. 

“The Paras. You know it’s their job to watch you since you have gotten out of The Center. And they found you, so unless you want them busting in here you better move it!” she said. 

“How do you know about all this?” I asked as I gathered my stuff. 

“I heard you went to Bliss but I know a few angels at the prison and they said they hadn’t seen you in months. I figured The Center got you. I know what they do there. I know they’re vicious dicks who’ll stop at nothing to get what they want. I also know they don’t like you going to bars, and a demon friend just texted me that Paras are nearby so once again, move your ass!” 

I had a million questions for her, but if she were right, this would not be the time to ask them. We got our stuff and were about to take to the sky, when I pulled on her dress. She hurriedly turned towards me. 

“Just tell me one thing: What’s your name?” I asked. 

She opened her mouth but then she hesitated. 

“Your name?” I asked again. 

“Diana,” she replied with a girlish expression that was a stark contrast to the grown-up things we had done the night before. 

“Hi, Diana.” 

*******

When we were a safe distance away, in a nearby alley, she started to mix vials together. That’s when she first told me she was also a Specialist. She could make mixtures that would help me evade the Paras, called Lanta. Or even the Omari if it came down to that. She also told me she had heard rumors about The Center long before someone she knew was sent there. I would have asked more info but she seemed reluctant to share. I knew the feeling well.

“So you’re just gonna help me, just like that?” I asked. 

“You caught me on a good day. Besides, you’re almost a decent lay,” she lied. 

I smiled back at her. She told me to pull up my shirt because the mixture she created had to be poured onto my chest. I do as I’m told. She studied my chest and looked at me suspiciously. 

“There’s a slight glow under your skin. Is there another mixture on you?” she said. 

“Yeah, a little.”

“What is it?” she asked. 

“Just something to help conceal a few...scars,” I replied, not wanting to talk further. 

“The Center?” she asked. 

“Yeah...” 

“If you want to get back at those sick Para bastards, I know a warehouse they use to store equipment. It would really piss them off if something happened to it...”

*******

That night Diana and I hooked up in the hotel room was the beginning. In the following weeks I’d come to learn more about her. For one thing, her demon name was “Ruin” and no one knew her as Diana. That was her former human name. Demons that were born that way are called Naturals. But demons that were once human are known as Transfers. 

Diana was unlike any other Transfer demon I had ever met. She thrived on danger and thrills. She was an adrenaline junkie and if it was something that could kill her, she was more than happy to take part in it. 

Since she made me the vial of Lanta, we were able to stay off the Paras’ radar for weeks. We used that time to do whatever the hell we wanted. We blew up empty buildings that were important to the angel community, we hijacked Para-owned cargo, and we set fire to a sacred Para museum in Paris. No one got hurt, but watching the building go up in flames gave me the greatest satisfaction. 

We didn’t spare the Demon world either. It would only take a few seconds to enter a bar and find something to her disliking. She’d lure the demon that had offended her in some way, over to her. Her eyes would get a dark glow and the demon would lean in, under her spell, and go in to kiss her. 

Before he would even make contact with her lips, she’d inhale deeply and suck the energy right out of him. Sometimes if the demon was a real prick, she’d play with him. She’d loop the smoky grey stream that was his energy between her fingers and walk away; he would follow as he was under her control. And when she was no longer interested, she’d finish inhaling his energy and the demon would drop dead. She was a succubus with flare. 

When we weren’t pissing off Paras or killing demons, we’d drink Coy, smoke Demon weed (Alka), and have sex. We’d have lots of it and just about everywhere. We’d do it in drop-top convertibles while in the middle of traffic crawling with humans. We’d hook up on the top of Mount Everest and the bottom of the ocean floor while sea life continued to swim around us. 

In a barn just outside of Oklahoma, I discovered erogenous zones Diana didn’t know she had. In a mattress store in Ontario, Diana showed me there was a direct correlation between the number of pillows on the bed and the desired angle of penetration. And in the Ritz Carlton Hotel elevator, we stumbled into a sex position that was so complicated we laughed the whole time and she ended up leaving an imprint of her right nipple on the ceiling. 

We only had three rules between the two of us: No questions. No commitments. No killing humans or angels. For the most part, being with her was fun. Actually, it was more than that. Diana had reached a place I longed to go: the place where you genuinely didn’t give a damn about anyone or anything. 

There was another thing about her that I craved; Diana was wicked. She made no apologies for it. She destroyed what she wanted and did so for no other reason than it’s what she wanted to do. 

I, on the other hand, was always having to monitor my thoughts and actions when I was growing up. And I did what was expected of me. I helped even before I was asked. I fought evil and tried to do what was right. But after that night at the bar with the five humans, none of what I did before mattered. 

Many times I thought of telling the Paras what really happened that night. I thought of telling the whole world, but that won’t change what they did to me at The Center. And telling them the truth about the death of the five humans would only get someone else in trouble. And I may be a lost cause but I’m not a rat. And I would never give out information that would send someone to The Center—especially a member of my own team.  

Another aspect of Diana I liked: she didn’t care what anyone thought of her. She was a demon and she had no issue taking everything that came with that title. She didn’t love or ache to be with anyone. She had no attachment at all and that meant she was free. 

I tried to be free of my past, but there were nights when the things that happened at The Center came back to me. I’d flash back to the mixtures designed to literally twist my soul until I begged for mercy. The simulations they’d play out where I’d watch everyone I loved be subjected to inhumane torture just to see how I would react. 

Then there was the final test they gave me. It was the test that I failed every time and it would result in even more pain and torture. That test that made me stay at The Center a whole year instead of a week. The test that almost made me hate my love for Pryor. 

One night when my nightmares were particularly bad, I bolted right up in full panic mode screaming, “STAY AWAY FROM HER!” 

“Silver, you’re not at The Center,” Diana shouts as she turns me to face her. 

It takes a few moments to realize that I’m not bound to a chair. There are no long tubes filled with poison digging into my skin. No one is stripping pieces of my soul away to see where the demon in me starts and the angel begins as I lay on the floor dying. 

“I haven’t had a nightmare in days. I thought it was over. Damn it!” I scream as I hurl a bottle of Coy at the wall. 

The tension creeps up from the soles of my feet to the tips of my hair. 

I sit down on the edge of the bed with my head in my hands. Frustrated and feeling like a complete head case, I plow both hands through my hair, lie back, and stare at the ceiling. 

“I’m guessing the ‘her’ is the redhead? The First Noru?” she asked casually as she stood above me. 

“What? Oh, yeah.”

“Does she know how you feel about her? Does she know about the deal you had to make in order to get out of The Center?” 

“No.”

“You’re not gonna tell her?” she asked.

“What happened to no questions?” I replied. 

“Fine, forget it,” she said. 

I reached over and tugged on her red satin lace-trimmed nightie. She gave in and lay beside me. She then placed her head on my chest. 

“Screw The Center and screw the Angel world. You’re a demon,” she reminded me.

“It’s not that easy. I mean, you’re lucky; you don’t love anyone,” I said.

“Yeah...lucky,” she said softly as she slid her head away from me. 

Looking back, that was a moment I should have picked up on. Dear Omnis, I was so clueless at the time. I had never lied to any girl I had been with, and Diana was no exception. I told her the truth; I couldn’t be in a serious relationship. I was too screwed up, and besides any girl would always come second to Pryor; that wasn’t fair to whomever I was with. 

Normally when I told the girls I was only in it for a night or two, they were okay with the arrangement. They were quick to run and tell everyone we’d spent the night together. When asked, I would never confirm anything. I felt the girls deserved their privacy. If they wanted to shout out a list of their bedroom encounters, that was up to them. But the Angel and Demon worlds would never hear anything about my encounters from me. I always thought that was childish but then again I wasn’t much better, so whatever. 

Then there were a few girls that wanted relationships. Although I had warned them I wasn’t boyfriend material and I was not looking for the same things they were. The fact is, when you sit a girl down and say “I don’t want to be with anyone” what she hears is “he doesn’t want to be with me.” Knowing that, it became my job to spot the girls who wanted something long-term and stay away from them. That way I wouldn’t be a jerk off and hurt them. 

But Diana was different—she wasn’t looking for anything long-term either. Yes, we spent months together, but many times she talked about loving her freedom and not understanding why humans and angels are so hooked on the whole “love” thing. 

I convinced myself of this but as the weeks went on, I knew I was in trouble. For one thing, she kept asking about Pryor. She wanted to know how long I’d had feelings for her and why I couldn’t just turn my feelings off. We argued a lot more and although the makeup sex was mind blowing, there was definitely tension. 

In the end though, we didn’t part ways because of emotions. We parted ways because it turns out in the end we were very different...

One morning we had planned an attack. We waited until after hours and had placed bombs inside the Para headquarters in China. Minutes before they were set to go off, I found out a few Paras were actually left in the building. 

“We have to go and get them,” I told Diana.

“What, no way!” she replied. 

“Look, I told you I would destroy property and make the Paras’ lives hell, but I’m not killing anyone.” 

“The Center is run mostly by Paras. They are the enemy here. Why not take out a few of them?” she asked.

“Most Paras are bastards because they think they have some kind of monopoly on goodness. They’re arrogant and entitled. And yeah, sometimes I wish I could snap their necks. But they are still angels and I’m not going to stand by and let them get killed.” 

“You stood by while I killed demons, so what’s the difference?” 

“The difference is those demons were going to attack us.”

“And the Paras didn’t attack you?” 

“That’s different. The Paras who work at The Center don’t represent every Para out there,” I informed her.

“So why have you been helping me destroy their buildings?” she asked. 

“Buildings can be replaced. I’m not taking a life.” 

“How long do you think you can go on denying your true nature? You’re a fucking demon, just get over yourself,” she rages.

“Call me whatever you want, but I’m going to save them,” I shout as I run back into the building. 

I manage to enter the building and warn them in time. The Paras narrowly escape the blow of flames. Once they are safe, I take off and head back to the designated meeting place, just outside Beijing. 

It’s late and the colorful streets are fairly empty. I walk into the alley and see her silhouette. She’s leaned up against the wall, smoking Alka. Alka looks like a human cigarette but it’s black and has a neon green glow at the tip. When you exhale, the smoke replays the last few moments before you lit it. The more you smoke, the further back it goes. Smoking is just as stupid for angels and demons as it is for humans. It dulls your senses and weakens your power over time. 

“Everyone’s safe,” I told her. 

“My hero,” she says, dripping sarcasm. 

“I told you I couldn’t let the Paras die.” 

“You’re the one who’s always talking about what little shits Paras are. Now we have a chance to take a few out and you bail?” 

“What is with you and killing people?” I demand. 

“Um, well I don’t know if you know this or not but I’M A FUCKING DEMON!”

“That doesn’t mean you have to be this way,” I argue. 

“I’m not this way; we are this way. You have the temper of an evil being. You have the powers evil beings have and I don’t give a damn how grey your damn wings are, you are evil. Today was your chance to stop running away from who you are and you blew it.” 

That’s when I look at the puff of smoke she’s blowing into the air. In it there is a hazy image of her watching the Paras enter the building earlier.

“Did you know there were angels in the building?” I ask. 

“Silver, I can’t help you if you are not willing to admit who you truly are.”

“DID YOU KNOW THEY WERE IN THERE?” 

“Yeah, I did; so what. Angels die.”

“You can’t possibly understand because you don’t feel anything for anyone. I’m done,” I replied as I turned and walked away. 

“Silver, wait. That’s not true.”

I turn and face her but keep the distance between us. 

“What are you talking about?” I asked. 

“There is someone I have feelings for. I tried to help him today because... I love him,” she said as she averted her eyes. 

“Diana...”

“I’m trying to help you become who you really are.”

“The guy who you think I am; I’m not that guy.”

“Then who are you?” 

“Someone who stayed too long. Good bye, Diana.”  

––––––––



CHAPTER THIRTEEN:  IF I HAVE TO...

The sound of thunder jars me back to the present. It has started to rain, hard. It’s the kind of rain that can only be brought on by an angel in pain. Or in this case, I’m guessing Pryor’s mom, Emmy. Her emotions alter the weather since she is Death and very powerful. And by now she has to know that her son is dead. 

“Wow, someone’s upset,” Diana says as the rain pounds violently on the window. 

“One of your teammates killed her son,” I reply. 

“That was Harm. He got in the house by possessing the boy next door.” 

“How can you say that so calmly? He was just a kid,” I bark at her. 

“I wasn’t the one who killed him.” 

“But if it came down to it, you would, right?” I ask.  

“Is that why you called me here? To judge me?” 

“Whatever. Can you help her? I need you to give her the same mixture you gave me so I could not be tracked.”

“You want me to give her Lanta?”

“Yes, and fix her wings,” I reply.

“Is there anything else I can do for you, Silver? Maybe give you a foot massage, a lap dance or perhaps feed you some grapes?” 

“Diana—”

“I never told anyone that I...I stood in that alley and I said things to you that I have never said to anyone. Anyone. And you walked away. Now you want my help?”

“Diana, I know the way we ended—”

“We didn’t end. You ended us,” she snaps. 

“It never would have worked out. We have different views and nothing will change that,” I remind her.

“Yes, because you’re still running from your nature. How long are you going to keep running?” 

“We can’t have this discussion right now. Please just take care of Pryor for me.”

She goes over to the bed and studies the unconscious First Noru. 

“She’s not like I thought she’d be,” Diana says. 

“What does that mean?”

“She’s so...ordinary. And her hair, it looks like your bed’s on fire.” 

I was losing patience with Diana but knowing she is the only one who can help, I let that comment go. 

“Can you fix her?” I ask. 

“First you answer my questions.” 

I sigh in utter frustration and nod in agreement. 

“Did you know that I was...feeling things for you?” she asks. 

“I suspected. I should have picked up on it much earlier, but I didn’t. I didn’t think you were the relationship type,” I admit.

“I wasn’t.” 

“Okay, I can say what you want to hear.”

“Tell me, Silver, what do I want you to say?” 

“That I’m sorry for the way I left things. I am. I should have addressed the issue of us way before you started to feel anything for me.” 

“Do you know when that was?” she asks. 

“I’m guessing a few weeks after we met,” I reply.

“When we were rushing out the window and you asked my name, that’s when I told you my human name. That’s when I fell for you. Day one.” 

Now I officially feel like crap. 

“Diana, I didn’t know.”

“Was there ever anything between us?” she asks in a small voice. 

“Yeah, of course. You and I, we had great chemistry.”

“ ‘Chemistry’?” she says, laughing. 

“I needed someone and you were there. I’m never going to forget that.”

“Look, I’m a Kaster now. So helping you wouldn’t be the smart thing to do.”  

“Diana, you can’t—”

“But I’m going to do the stupid thing and help her. Ever since I met you I’ve been doing stupid things. I didn’t understand love until us. Now I do. Love is a slow peeling away of sense and self-control. Once that’s gone you are left with foolish decisions and desperate acts. To be in love is to be a slave. I’m free of you after this.”

“Thank you,” I reply. 

She takes various mixtures out from her purse. She instructs me to get vials, water, and utensils to stir the mixtures. I follow her directions closely. When everything is finally mixed, she is left with two vials. One of them is silver and the other is bright red. 

“I could give her the wrong thing and watch her die,” she says. 

“You wouldn’t do that,” I reply.

“Because I’m such a good person?” she mocks. 

“Because you know what her death would do to me.” 

*******

After Diana administers the mixtures to Pryor, she tells me it will take a few hours for them to take effect. Meanwhile, she places what’s left of the red mixture on my wings. She tells me it will help them heal from the attack but that it’s wise to rest and not fly for a while. I study her movements. She really is a gifted Specialist. Her mixtures are precise and potent. I can already feel my wings beginning to mend. 

“I forgot how focused you are when you’re working,” I tell her. 

“I can’t make a mistake.” 

“You already made one. I mean really, Diana, Malakaro? How could you go work for him?”

“Being a Kaster enhances my powers greatly. Why would I turn that down?” 

And here we are, on different sides yet again.

“Hey, you remember when we snuck into Disney World after it closed?” she says.

“I can never look at a tea cup the same way again,” I reply, shaking my head in amusement. 

She burst out laughing. I’d forgotten her laugh. It was melodic and filled the room. I think in another life things could have worked out for us.  

“Diana, you know I never meant to hurt you, right?” I ask. 

She looks up at me and there’s sadness behind her eyes. It’s slight but I swear it’s there. 

“I waited,” she confesses. 

“Waited?” 

“Yeah, that night I waited for you to come back to the alley. I figured you were blowing off steam.”

I don’t know what to say to that. No matter what, I’m the jerk in this. Yet I would not have done anything differently. I had to go that night, that much I know. She clears her throat and starts to put her supplies away.

“How’s your health now that you are near her?” Diana asks, looking at my chest. 

“It’s fine,” I lie. 

“No, it’s not. The closer you are to ‘flames’ over there, the worse it becomes,” she says, signaling towards Pryor. 

“I’m handling it.”

“How?” she pushes. 

“I’m making sure that we are just friends and nothing more.”

“Silver, the carving was moving back then and she was nowhere near you. Now that you two are together...”

“Pryor and I aren’t together.” 

“Wait, so you two aren’t having—”

“No, we’re not,” I say hurriedly. 

“Have you two ever...?”

“No, we haven’t and I really don’t want to discuss this.” 

“We can go out to the shed and see if there’s any ‘chemistry’ left between us,” she says. 

“Thanks, but I just want to stay with her and make sure she’s okay.” 

“Just thought I’d offer,” she replies as she heads for the door. 

“Silver, everything aside, Malakaro enhanced our powers far beyond what any demons have known before. He’s serious about killing her,” she warns. 

“He’s gonna have to go through me.” 

“He called on Harm to take out the youngest Noru. Harm did his job. And if the time comes, and Malakaro needs me to take one or all of you out...I will.” 

“I know...” 

*******

The first thing Pryor does when she opens her eyes is scan her surroundings in an effort to place where I have taken her. 

“Where am I?” she asks. 

“Northern Ireland. Do you remember what happened?” 

She nods but doesn’t speak. 

“Pry, I’m sorry about Sam.” 

She looks away from me and directs her attention towards the ceiling. 

“My mom knows about Sam, doesn’t she?” she says, referencing the storm outside. 

“Yes, but I’m sure your father is helping her cope,” I reply. 

She doesn’t say anything. She just stares off into space. 

“We’re not really sure what happened with your powers,” I admit, not knowing what else to say. 

“It’s like all our powers: connected to our emotions. I lost control. Did I kill anyone?” she asks in a weak voice. 

“The injured humans have been taken to hospitals. I’m sure they will all pull through.”

“If one of them dies?” she asks.

“Then the Omari will come for you, but that won’t happen. I won’t let them punish you. Please don’t worry about that,” I assure her. 

“They can come, I don’t care,” she says, void of any emotion whatsoever. 

“Don’t say that. You do care. You’re just mourning so—”

“Is Randy okay?” she asks, still not facing me. 

“The team is looking after him. And trying to smooth things over with the board.”

She looks over at her wings. They are torn in certain spots and she is unable to move them. 

“The Powerball from the Omari did that. You know how they get when human lives are in danger. I’ve been treating your wings with a mixture that should work. It’s helped my wings, but yours were more damaged than mine so it may take longer,” I tell her. 

“What time is it in New York?” she asks. 

“Um...about three in the afternoon.” 

“It’s time to give Sam his snack...” she says, mostly to herself. 

Before I can reply, she turns on her side and closes her eyes. She would not open them again for another three days. 

*******

Normally for an angel, Recharging is a way for them to revitalize themselves. But in the past three days that Pryor has been Recharging she has only gotten weaker. Her skin is pale and her wings are starting to fray. That happens when an angel is malnourished. When their soul is being attacked. It’s what humans would call depression. 

Pryor is not the only one having a tough time with Sam’s death. Her mother is still causing it to rain, though it has now slowed down, the skies are still murky and often crack open with wrathful lightning. 

I call Key and ask her what she thinks I should do. Right away she insists on coming over but I am now the First Noru, until Pryor gets better. So, I order her to stay where she is and continue to heal the humans so we can come back home. Key gives me a list of things to get in order to make a mixture called Atcha; it acts as a supplement and helps keep the soul from weakening even more. 

I head to the Seller shop nearby that I’ve been to before. It looks like an ordinary shop with everyday toys displayed in the window. But I know it’s a Seller shop because it has a meter attached to the doorframe. A meter looks like a thin thermometer. It can tell the difference between demon and angel. Since Sellers are not allowed to sell to demons, the meter will sound an alarm if a demon enters. 

Since I’m half demon it’s a fifty-fifty chance the alarm will go off. Sellers are basically the “snake oil salesmen” of the Angel world. They are shady and greedy. So, even if I were full demon, they would sell to me but they would do so secretly. And that takes too damn long. 

Fortunately, the alarm doesn’t go off. I enter, have a short conversation with the Seller, and get what I need. As I walk out, I decide to test Diana’s mixture. I walk back in the shop and ask the Seller if he’s ever seen me and he says “no.” He has no recollection of having met me just moments before. Diana’s mixture works perfectly. 

When I get back to the cabin, I follow the instructions Key gave me and create the mixture. I pour the silver and blue mixture into a bowl, put it aside and wake her. 

She pops open her eyes, on high alert. 

“Hey, I didn’t want to wake you but you need to—”

“I need a Port,” she says as she leaps up off the bed. 

“Why?” I ask.

“I’m going to find The Face and ask her some questions. I’m going to ask her how she and the board could let a demon get to my little brother.” 

“It wasn’t a demon that got to him. It was a Kaster.”

“How do you know that?” she asks.

“It’s not hard to guess” I reply, not wanting to bring up the subject of Ruin. 

“Which Kaster?” she demands.

“Harm. He got inside the body of the boy next door and was able to enter the house.” 

“I need a Port,” she pushes.

“For what? Where are you going?”

“The Face told me that Sam would be safe. I trusted her and she lied to me. I’m going to bash her skull in. Then I’m going to hunt down every Kaster and gut them while they’re still alive. And when I’m done, I will have a family reunion with Malakaro. NOW WHERE’S THE DAMN PORT?” 

“Pry, I know how you feel, but—”

“You have no idea how I feel. He was my responsibility. My parents trusted me to look after him and instead I...I can’t fly with my wings like this. WHERE.IS.THE.PORT?” she blares. 

“You can’t go back there until we know that no humans died as a result of your powers. If the Omari—”

“I don’t care. I’ll walk to town if I have to,” she declares. 

I call after her but she opens the door and takes off. She doesn’t even stop to put on her shoes. She just runs out into the storm wearing just jeans and her tee shirt. I run out after her. Within seconds we are both drenched. 

The unnaturally cold rain beats down on us with brute force. The wind threatens to rip the trees from the earth. And the sky breaks open and spits out lightning, one bolt after the other. The ground under our feet is muddy and uneven. 

“Pryor, you’re too weak to go anywhere,” I shout out to her. 

She looks around for a car or some sort of transportation vehicle and she sees nothing. Determined not to let that stop her, she looks over the side of the mountain.

“Don’t do it. Your wings aren’t healed. If you fall...” 

She pays me no attention at all and starts to climb down the mountain. 

Damn it! 

I go to take flight but then I remember my wings aren’t completely healed either. They may not be able to support the both of us. I start climbing down the mountain in hopes I can reach her and can pull her back up without my wings. 

Pryor is a few feet below me. The rain has made her hair clump and stick to her face, giving her zero visibility. I tell her to stay where she is as I carefully climb down to get her. But she manages to move the hair from her face and continues down the mountain. 

She plants her foot in what must have felt like a steady foothold, only to have it crumble beneath her. She screams as she drops several feet. 

“Pryor!” I roar. 

Having no other choice, I take to the sky and dive down to get her. Thankfully I catch her in time, but just as I feared, my wings are starting to give out. I quickly fly us back up to the top of the mountain, just as my wings fail completely. We both land in a muddy ditch a few yards from the cabin. 

Pryor goes to take off again, but I wrap my arms around her from behind and pull her back towards me. She struggles but she can’t break free of my hold. 

“LET ME GO!!!” she orders. 

“I can’t,” I reply. 

She tries to use her powers, but my hold on her is preventing her from aiming her hand at me. She fights even harder to break free of me. Fully enraged now, she opens her mouth and clamps down on my forearm. Her bite is vicious and breaks through my skin. Blood seeps out, but the rain quickly washes it away. I gasp slightly but never loosen my hold on her. 

“LET ME GO, THEY HAVE TO PAY FOR TAKING HIM AWAY!” she cries out. 

“They will,” I promise her.

“THEY HAVE TO PAY!” she screeches in genuine agony. 

“They will,” I whisper in her ear. 

Her body starts rocking back and forth, but it’s not me she’s fighting. She’s being rocked by a new emotion. It’s not just anger anymore; it’s despair. I feel a warm liquid drip down to my hand; I look, expecting to see more of my blood. But I’m wrong. It’s not blood. For the first time in her life, the most powerful Noru in the world has been brought to tears. 

I summon up what energy I have left and pick her up off the ground and carry her back to the cabin. I gently place her on the armchair and place a towel beside her. I then go look for something she can change into. The best I can do is a long sleeve shirt of mine. I stand in front of her and hand her the shirt. 

“It’s old but it’s clean,” I promise her. 

She doesn’t look up at me. She’s in a full-blown daze. I look beside her and the towel is untouched. I call out her name. She looks at me, but I’m not sure she really sees me. She’s drowning in grief and she doesn’t care about drying off. She doesn’t care about anything right now.  

I kneel down beside her and look into her face. She’s stopped crying, which I’m thankful for. She was never a crier. I remember when we were kids and had to take Defensive Flying classes. We were on earth and our instructor made us fly through this impenetrable forest in Japan that the humans called “Suicide Forrest.” 

There was a set pattern we were supposed to fly. Pryor lost her way and ended up hitting a tree trunk face first. She slid off the tree, leaving most of her face on it. We all rushed to her side and expected her to be crying and moaning in pain. Instead she pressed her lips together to keep from groaning. And all she wanted to know was if she could try again. She was seven at the time.  

“Pry, I’m gonna dry you, okay?” I ask. 

She remains silent and distant. After I dry her off, I remove her wet clothes and try my best not to stare at her. I’ve pictured the two of us alone with each other. Even the thought makes my wings expand. But this isn’t the way I want it to happen for us. I mean, if it ever happens. 

You know it can’t happen and you know why...

I put my shirt on her and then walk her over to the bed. As I tuck her in, I remember the mixture Key had me make. I take it; I stir it around with a spoon and feed it to her. She pulls away slightly. 

“It’ll help you get your strength back,” I plead. 

Slowly she opens her mouth. Once the bowl is empty, I head to the armchair to give her some space.

“Don’t go,” she whispers. 

“You should rest,” I reply. 

“Stay.” 

She makes room for me on the bed; I get in with my clothes on and lay beside her.

“Aaden?” she calls out softly in the darkness. 

“Yeah?”

“Don’t tell anyone I cried, okay?” 

“Okay.” 

While her mother “cried” in the form of rain, Pryor cried in the form of silence. I mourned with her by not speaking. Although there was so much I wanted to say...

––––––––



CHAPTER FOURTEEN: THIS TIME

Pryor is in and out of consciousness for the next few days. Part of it is because of having been injured. But a part of it is because it’s much easier to close your eyes and pretend things are okay than to live in the real world. I’m guessing when she closes her eyes, Sam is alive and all is well. The only trouble is, sooner or later you will have to open your eyes. 

When she is awake, she’s quiet. I give her updates as I get them from the team. Most of the humans are out of immediate danger, but a few are still clinging to life in ICU. I wondered if giving her updates was wise, but if it were me I would not want to be left in the dark. 

The rainstorms haven’t let up. There are times when it’s stronger than others but it’s still raining. Pryor’s dad, Marcus, must be having a hard time consoling his wife, Emmy. However, I’m sure the rain will stop eventually because Marcus won’t give up until she gets better. 

How long does it take to get over the death of your child? 

I sit up on the bed and look out into the gloomy sky. I silently offer my condolences to Pryor’s parents. I then turn to look at their child lying beside me. And the thoughts that I had been trying to push away, now invade my mind. 

Was there something I could have done to prevent Harm from getting to Sam? Would things have been better if I didn’t stay away? Did I allow The Center to turn me into a coward? Or did I do the brave thing by staying away? 

I hate when I go down this road in my head. There is simply no way to know if the choices I’ve made were the right ones. All I know is staying away was the only way I could keep The Center from sending the Omari bastards after me. 

I recall all the rat holes, dive bars, and back alleys I frequented after Diana and I parted ways. I didn’t fight like before or blow anything up. And except for the occasional one-night stand, I pretty much left the girls alone. I wore a black hoodie, kept my mouth shut, and faded into the background. 

I was a pathetic miserable soul and wanted nothing to do with the Angel world. I hated most of them, especially Paras. Yet I was unable to summon up enough hate to really harm them even after all they did to me. 

To make matters worse, the only thing I had to look forward to was also the thing I dreaded: the moment when Pryor needed me. On one hand I looked forward to it because it meant that I would be able to lay eyes on her again. On the other hand, Pryor is skilled and powerful. If she needed me, it meant she was in real trouble. 

It wasn’t just Pryor I was worried about; it was the whole team. Like Pryor, Key and Swoop are skilled but that didn’t mean they couldn’t get hurt. Take East for example, he’s one of the most powerful Quos I know but sometimes he second-guesses himself because he’s only half angel. That doubt can sometimes cause him to make mistakes during battle. And then there’s Bex...

Bex and I were cool once, a long time ago. But I caught him looking at Pryor after a training session one day. It was just a quick flash but I swear there was longing in his eyes. It irritated me. That was just schoolboy crap though; nothing too serious. 

Then I was taken to The Center where my life was essentially taken from me. I later learned The Center was run by Paras, and that made me detest most of them, including Bex. Yet however I may feel about him, Bex is on the team and I wouldn’t let him get killed. So no matter how far off the grid I was, I watched the angel channel to ensure everything was okay back home.

I recall the night I heard about Malakaro and whose child he was. I knew Pryor would be distraught and I wanted to be there with her. I forced myself not to go near her. But I paid extra attention to current events. When I heard about the Pathway explosion I was Recharging under a bridge in Oslo, Norway. I headed back to the team immediately. 

I knew the Angel world would try and protect the team, but I also knew Pryor. I knew she could be impulsive. Then I learned about this human named Randy who needed Stirr and Pryor was helping him get it from a demon. I sought them out and found them just outside some bar that had been trashed. 

As soon as I landed, the team told me Pry had gone after the demon named Kill. We all split up and tried to find her. I fought hard to keep the panic at bay. I had to believe that I had gotten there in time. 

Once I saw a house in flames a few blocks away, I knew Kill was behind it. Demons loved setting things on fire. When I got closer, I saw a human laying dead at the front door. I scouted out the scene and saw the demons attacking Pryor. 

I was about to intervene when I heard a human baby cry. I knew I needed to see to the baby’s safety first. I quietly entered through the window and carried the baby out. When I went back in, Pryor was on fire on the floor. The demons tried to stop me from saving her. 

I killed one of them; the other escaped. I then carried Pryor away. It was only when she was safe and sound in the warehouse that I started to think clearly. 

Bex and East had gone to watch over Randy. Meanwhile Key had come out of her makeshift hospital room and told us Pryor was better and should wake soon. That’s when the tension in the air began to lift. I knew for sure because that’s when I was attacked by Swoop. Well, attacked is the wrong word, but she did leap onto my back and wrap her legs and hands around me. 

“How dare you stay away so long? Look how hot and amazing I’ve gotten during your absence,” she demanded.  

I playfully threw her off of me knowing she’s impossibly agile and would land on her feet. Sure enough, Swoop did a few back flips and landed right in front of me. She stood there poised and ready to be marveled over.  

The truth is Swoop had turned into a hot chick. Before she was pretty but now she was an absolute babe. That’s what most guys would see, but not me. Swoop was like my little sister. I could never think of her in those terms. 

“Actually, you’re a little on the scrawny side. In fact you’re kind of ugly,” I replied with a smile. 

“I never liked you,” she informed me as she beamed and embraced me tightly. 

Key told me she was glad that I was safe as she wrapped her arms around me. I’ve always admired her skills. Watching her kill is truly like watching an artist at work. I never got as close to Key as I did to her sister. I think it was because I knew Bex had feelings for Pry and it didn’t feel right that I never mentioned it to her. And even if I did, I’m not sure she’d believe me. And anyway what would be the point? 

A few hours later the twins told me that Pryor was awake and wanted to see me. I thought of all the things I wanted to say to her. Unlike most girls, Pryor was never into the pretty flowers and scenic places. She loved anything odd and out of place.  

She said odd things on earth were examples of Omnis’s humor. And that discovering something odd was like catching Omnis in an unguarded moment of laugher. So she made a list of strange and unusual things she’d like to see. She called it her “Ha-Ha” list. 

I wanted to tell her that she was never far from my mind and that I kept up the list in my travels. I added things that I thought she’d get a kick out of seeing. There’s the blob fish. Humans consider them ugly because they’re a misshaped blob. Yet I knew Pryor would find them intriguing if not adorable. Then there’s the tree I found with a car embedded in the trunk. And a river so salty that when the humans go into it, they come out twice the size they went in. 

I wanted her to know that I visited every place she ever told me she traveled to with her mom so that I could see what she saw. And most of all I needed her to know that I wanted her. I always wanted her. 

Yet when I entered the room and saw her standing there with the new clothes the twins went out and got her, all I could think was how close I came to losing her. The more I thought about it, the more it upset me. And in true “Silver” fashion, I blew it. I lost my temper and yelled at her. 

“Hey, what are you doing?” Pryor asks, pulling me out of my flashback. 

Focus, Aaden. She’s mourning her brother and she needs you to stay focused on the here and now. 

“Oh, I was just gonna take care of the fire, it’s dying,” I reply as I send a small Powerball into the fireplace. The dying embers are now bright flames.  

“You seem pretty far away. What were you thinking about?” she asks. 

“Nothing. How are you feeling?”

“Like I want to sleep forever,” she shares. 

“My dad was like that after my mom died. It took a while for him to snap out of it.” 

“How long?” she asks. 

“Too long.”

I go over and apply more of Diana’s mixture to her wings. Then I make her drink more of Key’s mixture. She tells me it tastes awful but it does help. 

“Has it been raining all this time?” she asks.

“Yeah, but it’ll stop,” I promise her. 

“I wish I could talk to my parents—tell them how sorry I am that I didn’t protect Sam.” 

“Pry, they already know. And blaming yourself won’t help.

“If you’re feeling up to it we can maybe take a walk? The rain has slowed down,” I tell her, hoping to improve her mood. 

She doesn’t reply. Her eyes are already closed. She’s gone again. 

*******

The next day, I head back to the Seller shop to get more supplies for us. When I get back, 

I knock on the door of the cabin before entering.

“Hey, can I come in?” I ask. 

“Just a sec,” she says. 

I’m glad she’s awake but what she says will take a few seconds takes like ten minutes. I still don’t know what girls do that makes them take so long to get ready, but I have come to accept that as a fact of life. Pryor calls out and tells me to enter. I open the door and find her standing there in a tee shirt and nothing else. 

She is easily the most amazing thing Omnis has ever created. But honestly I felt that way when she had her clothes on...

“Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t know you were—I’ll come back,” I tell her as I quickly head for the door. 

“No, don’t go. When I said come in, I meant it,” she says with a soft smile. 

“Um...where are your pants?” I ask. 

“Well, these few days all I’ve been doing is going from ‘sorrow’ and ‘rage’ to ‘more sorrow’ and ‘more rage.’ I want to feel something new. So I thought we could...you know,” she says shyly. 

“Oh.” Is all I can think to say. 

“So...you want to?” she asks. 

“I’m gonna go so you can put your clothes back on.” 

“What? Why?” she pushes, sounding hurt and insulted. 

“We can’t do this.” 

“Why not?”

“Because you’re in mourning for someone you love, someone we both loved.” 

“I know what I’m mourning. You don’t need to remind me. Why can’t we just do this? I mean really who cares?”

“Pryor, we can’t.”

“Why? And don’t blame it on grief.”

“Okay, you want another reason? How about this: you’re not ready.” 

“You’re not in my head or my body. How do you know I’m not ready to...you know,” she says.

“For one thing, people who are ready to have sex don’t call it ‘you know.’” 

“So you’re turning me down because my vocabulary is too childish for you?” she replies. 

“I’m saying—”

“Okay, fine. Let’s try it again. Aaden, would you like to fuck?” she replies crudely. 

I march up to her and lean in; I can tell by her wide eyes, she’s thrown by how near I am to her. She thinks it’s about to happen. We are about to have sex. Instead I reach past her shoulder, grab her jeans, and hand them to her.  

“Put your pants on,” I order firmly. 

She rolls her eyes and I look away as she steps back into her jeans.

“You’re such an asshole,” she snaps. 

“Why, because I don’t want to take advantage of you?” 

“Because I need you right now and you aren’t there for me,” she barks.

“I am the only one who’s here for you. There’s no one else around.” 

“Too bad there isn’t. Then maybe I could get some,” she says.  

“Well, I’m sorry okay, but even if you weren’t in mourning I would never fuck you.” 

“WHY?” 

“BECAUSE YOU’RE NOT THE KIND OF GIRL I’D FUCK; YOU’RE THE KIND OF GIRL I’D...” I don’t finish my thought because it’s pointless. She doesn’t need to know how many times I’ve thought about being with her. She doesn’t need to know that she’s my first and last thought every single day. And she certainly doesn’t need to know what even the thought of holding her hand does to me. 

“The kind of girl you’d what?” she asks. 

I can’t make eye contact with her. She moves in closer and tries to get me to look her in the face. 

“Aaden, help me out here. I thought you and I...we used to be close. And now it’s different. What happened?” 

“Things that I couldn’t control. Now isn’t the time to get into all that. Just please trust me when I say that us having sex isn’t going make your pain go away,” I reply. 

“How do you know?”

“I just do. Sex takes all the bad stuff away but only for an hour or maybe even two. Then it all comes back; the black hole that was threatening to swallow you gets even bigger,” I admit. 

“It’s just as well. I’d probably be really bad at it,” she confesses as she plops down on the bed. 

“Why would you think that?” 

“Because I’m not like Key or Swoop. They know stuff. I’d get it all confused and put things places they don’t belong,” she says, only half joking. 

I smile despite myself and sit down beside her. 

“That’s crap. Whoever gets to be your first is damn lucky.” 

“I wouldn’t even know where to start with him. I’d be clumsy and uncertain,” she adds, mostly to herself. 

“He would be the same,” I reply.

“Why?”

“Because he’d know what to do with other girls but you’re not like other girls. The wonder and sparkle in your eyes would pull him in so deep he’d never be able to look away. When he leaned in to brush a stray hair from your face, he’d inhale your scent. And the fragrance would give him a peace he’d never been able to find, even in the light. And if he ever got the chance to lay with you...he’d fumble and his hands would shake like an idiot because he just couldn’t believe that kind of grace would be granted to him.”

I didn’t even realize I had run my hand through her hair while I was talking. I had no idea that I had placed my hand on the nape of her neck. Her eyes had lured me in and distracted me from the fact that we were inches away from kissing and getting closer. 

I then did the hardest thing I’ve ever done in my entire life; I pulled away from Pryor. 

“Gonna check for ...demons. Make sure the area is safe,” I lie. 

I run out without waiting for a reply. I head to the small shed a few yards from the cabin. Once inside, I lock the door and gasp as the pain in my chest pulsates and then spreads throughout my body. The agony is so severe I’m brought to my knees, panting. The pain lasts for only a few minutes, but it’s enough to make me wish I were dead. 

I crawl over to the tool table and grab a piece from a mirror I had broken awhile back. I aim it at my chest so I can get a good look at the damage: The black mark carved into my stomach had been extended nearly two inches because of my encounter with Pryor a few moments ago. Had I kissed her, the carving would have extended even further. Had we made love like I wanted to, it would have brought me that much closer to The Center. And this time, they would surely kill me...



CHAPTER FIFTEEN: THE LAST HUMAN

She’s the first thing I see when I open my eyes. Something is different about her this morning. There’s a smile on her face. I look at her with suspicion and she points towards the window. 

“It stopped raining. I think my mom’s doing better. Also, I talked to the team. They’re waiting to hear about the last human. After that, we can come home.”

“How bad is the last human hurt?” I ask. 

“He’s in intensive care. But I think he’ll make it. Please, Omnis, let him make it,” she begs. 

“I’m sure he will,” I reply as I turn my attention towards the sky.

“I can’t stay in this cabin and worry all day. I was thinking maybe we could test our wings,” she says. 

“Are you sure you’re up for it?” I wonder. 

“What’s the matter? Scared if we race I’ll beat you like I did when we were kids?”

“I’m sorry, the mixtures must be playing with your memory. I was always a faster flyer than you,” I remind her. 

“Yes, but I was better at defensive flying. Anyone can fly in a straight line,” she teases. 

“You really want to challenge me?” I ask. 

“Yes, and just so you know, I won’t go easy on you simply because you’re a boy.” 

“Wow, really? That’s how you want to play it?” I ask. 

“The very first Seller shop we see, we go in and loser buys,” I tell her.

She doesn’t even give me a chance to get out of bed before she takes to the sky. I rush into the air and call her a cheater for taking off before me. She laughs and says we’re going to Italy and back. 

Once in the air, I can tell her mother really was feeling better. Not only had the rain stopped, the sun was actually bursting through the clouds. Also the winds are calm and no longer raging. This in no way meant that her family was over the loss of Sam. It just meant that Death was able to rein in her emotions. 

What’s even better is that Pryor’s flying has improved greatly. Her wings have healed up well. Her flying is smooth and controlled. But don’t think for a second I’m going to let her win. She’d kill me if she thought I wasn’t giving it my all in the race and allowed her to be victorious. In fact, her competitive edge is one of the things I love about her. 

She cuts through the air with impressive speed. We have always been pretty close in terms of our speed, but she’s really far ahead now. Damn her. I pick up the pace and she turns and finds me on her heels. She decides that no matter what happens she is not losing this race. I decide the same thing. 

She heads for the United Kingdom and zips through Stonehenge like it was a ride at an amusement park. She then flies to France, where she grabs hold of the Eiffel tower and swings around several times, mocking me. 

I’m closing in on her as she goes to Italy. Once there, she starts to straighten out the Leaning Tower of Pisa. But she sees I’m gaining on her and she quickly heads back to Ireland. Whoever gets back to the cabin first gets eternal bragging rights.

Finally, we’re neck and neck. She picks up her speed, but it doesn’t stop me from getting ahead of her. She tries even harder and now it’s a dead heat to see who will make it to the cabin first. Just as we are about to land, she dips down to the valley below. I follow her and she signals to the humans down below. 

There’s a family stranded in a jeep on the side of the mountain on a narrow makeshift road. The wheels of the car keep turning, but the truck won’t move. The man and his wife exchange worried glances. They have two girls about Sam’s age in the truck and this isn’t the ideal place to get stuck.  

Things get worse when an animal howls somewhere in the distance. That causes the girls to start crying. Their mom tries to get them to calm down but it’s not working. We land a few yards away behind a large rock formation and approach them. 

I speak to the father and Pryor goes over to the mom. It would have taken only seconds to lift the car with my bare hands, but that would bring about questions from the humans. Instead I pretended that getting the car out of the muddy ditch is hard. She starts to make fun of the intense look on my face to keep the girls from crying.

Soon both the father and I were making silly faces while we work so that the kids don’t get scared. It works all too well. The girls jump out of the car and right into the mud because it looked like their dad and I were having so much fun. 

We got the car out of the ditch, but by then we were all soaked in mud. I can’t say who started it for sure but we somehow got caught in a mud fight. It was boys versus girls. The boys never stood a chance. 

The family was very kind and wouldn’t let us go until we agreed to have dinner with them. So we all get into the truck and head into town. Once there, we clean up and join them at the dinner table. 

There are moments when I think it would be easier to be human. For example, this family doesn’t have a lot but judging by their interaction with the little girls, they’re happy. No one is pushing them to be good or bad. They just expect that they are humans and they have the capacity to be both good and bad at times. In the end I’m not really sure which of us got the worst  deal from Omnis; angels or humans. 

When dinner is over we thank them and head outside to the cobblestone streets. The night air carries with it a cool breeze that makes the leaves sway. There are only a few humans around: couples. They stroll hand in hand, enjoying the change in the weather. 

“I think Natasha had a crush on you,” Pryor says. 

“Is that the one with the two braids or the ponytail?” I ask. 

“Braids,” she replies. 

“She had a nice laugh. I mean it’s been a while since I heard anyone actually giggle,” I admit. 

“So you’re gonna give her your Rah?” Pryor teases. 

A Rah is a red liquid encased in a shatterproof crystal that represents an angel’s heart. 

Giving someone your Rah is the equivalent to marriage. The two angels would place their Rah side by side. The Rahs would then be bound together, then placed somewhere on earth. 

If later one angel wanted to end the relationship, they would ask for their Rah back. 

Here’s the messed up part. If one angel isn’t ready to move on from the relationship and doesn’t want to let go, the Rahs will not separate. 

Okay, so what, right? Well, you can’t kiss anyone else while your Rah is bound to another. If you do you are sent flying through the air. I mean you literally cannot kiss anyone else. Your body repels anyone else’s kiss except for that of the angel to whom your Rah is bound. 

There are some mixtures that can help you get around that by tricking your body into thinking the angel you’re with is the angel you married. But the truth is it’s a pain in the ass to find. So just make damn sure you give your Rah to the right angel. 

“Does that stuff ever really work out?” I ask her. 

“Giving your Rah to someone? Yeah, of course.” 

“Are you thinking of giving it to someone?” I ask, dreading the answer. 

“No, not really,” she replies softly. 

I wanted to tell her right then. I wanted her to know everything that had happened to me and why I wasn’t around. I want her to know that no one had my Rah, but if she wanted it right at this moment, she could have it. In truth, my Rah always belonged to her. 

“Pry, there’s something I’ve been meaning to say,” I begin. 

“Me first. I’m so sorry and embarrassed,” she replies. 

“For what?”

“Hello? I bit you,” she reminds me. 

“Oh, it’s fine. Don’t worry about it,” I assure her. 

“No, seriously, you’ve been so helpful these past few days. Thank you.” She hugs me.

The hug is quick and so relatively painless. Once we’re back in the sky there is nothing preventing me from telling her about my past. 

So why are you flying in silence?  

*******

“Aaden, stop it! You’re killing me!” 

Startled, I open my eyes and find Pryor backed against the wall, with my hands around her neck with her feet dangling in the air. I let go of her immediately and kneel down beside her.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to...I’m sorry,” I tell her frantically.  

She coughs for a few moments and that’s when I see the flames dancing around the room. I did it again. I summoned up flames while I Recharged to protect me from the horror I was seeing in my mind’s eye. I put out the flames and go check on Pryor. 

“What the hell happened?” she asks. 

“I’m sorry. Sometimes I can’t control my secondary powers. Ever since the—never mind.” 

“You were screaming while you Recharged. I’ve never seen anything like it,” she says. 

“Look, just forget about it.” 

“What were you seeing that terrified you so much?” she pushes. 

“It’s nothing.”

“No, it’s something. Aaden, what’s going on with you?” 

“I’m fucked up. That’s what’s going on,” I snap. 

Argh! Damn it! I never wanted her to see me like this. Now she thinks I’m a nutcase. 

“Aaden, you were trembling,” she says. 

“It happens sometimes but it goes away.” 

“Aaden—”

“I DON’T WANT TO TALK ABOUT IT!” 

She doesn’t reply. She simply starts picking up the mess from the fire. 

I feel like a complete ass now. She was just trying to help. How could I push her away like that? 

Pushing her away is what kept you alive this long...

“Pry, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to...”

“It’s cool,” she lies. 

“Some things are hard to talk about and better left alone.” 

“If that’s what you want, then okay,” she says as she sorts through the burned books and papers. 

“What’s this?” she asks, unfolding a piece of paper with her name on it. 

“It’s nothing. I’ll take it,” I offer quickly. 

She doesn’t hand it over. Instead she reads it and looks back at me with wonder. 

“You remembered my Ha-Ha list?” she says. 

“Yeah, I added some stuff to it. It’s silly. Stupid. Whatever. Throw it away,” I say. 

“No,” she says, hiding it behind her back. 

I dive across the room and get the drop on her but she manages to wiggle the papers away. In order to get it from her I scoop her up from behind and lift her into the air. She flares out her body wildly as she starts laughing. I can’t help but join in. I put her down and then we realize yet again, just how close our bodies are. 

Why is this shit so hard?  

She calls out my name. 

“Yeah?” I reply, trying not to give in to my impulses.  

“I know something bad happened to you. And when you’re ready to talk, I’m ready to listen. Okay?” she says. 

I nod as I begin to help her clean up. I’m so grateful that she let the subject drop that I don’t even see the trouble ahead. 

“Hey, I’ve been meaning to ask, who made the mixture to heal us?” Pryor inquires. 

“Key told me what to get,” I reply. 

“Yeah, but there were a few mixtures. Key couldn’t have made the one to hide us from the Omari. You would need a Specialist for that.

“Aaden, who? Do you know a Specialist?” she pushes. 

“Um...yeah. Kind of...” 

Crap.

“Who is it? I’d like to thank them for helping us,” she offers. 

“No need.”

“C’mon, tell me. Who helped us out?” she asks. 

“Ruin.” 

She looks at me with shock and confusion. She marches over to the radio and turns it off. Now the only thing her face is showing is anger. 

“Tell me you didn’t go to a Kaster for help,” she demands. 

“I didn’t want to, but I had no choice. She’s a good Specialist.”

“SHE KILLED MY BROTHER!” she bellows.

“That wasn’t Diana. It was Harm.” 

“Diana? So you’re on a first name basis with a Kaster?” she accuses. 

“Like I said, it’s complicated.”

“No, it’s not. You put us all at risk. What if she went back and told the other Kasters where we are?” Pryor shouts. 

“She wouldn’t do that.”

“How do you know?” 

“Because I know her,” I reply, trying to keep my voice calm and even. 

“How could you do something so stupid?” 

“If you really think I could put your life in danger after everything I did to save you then you don’t know me,” I snap. 

“Well, finally we agree on something, Aaden. I don’t know you. You let me lay here knowing full well we could be under attack at any given moment.”

“For the last time, Pryor, Diana isn’t going to attack us.” 

“Oh and why is that? Because she’s in love with you?” she says sarcastically. 

I don’t reply or look her in the eye. She studies me as I put the records away. 

“Wait a minute, Ruin is in love with you?” she asks. 

“I told you it’s—”

“I swear to Omnis if you say it’s complicated I will rip your damn wings off!” she threatens. 

“WHAT DO YOU WANT FROM ME?” I demand. 

“Answers Aaden! I want answers.” 

“Fine. Diana and I were together once. It wasn’t a formal thing but yes we hung out. I hadn’t seen her for a while. Yes, she is dangerous. Yes, she would attack if push came to shove. But I chose to call her because she’s the best Specialist there is and we needed her. If she were going to alert the other Kasters, she would have done so already. She may attack down the line, but as of right now we are safe, so please calm down.”  

“Don’t tell me to calm down like I’m a child. You put my team at risk,” she accuses. 

“I did what I thought was best at the time. You were knocked out, that made me the leader. And I made the decision I made. Period.” 

“If this is the kind of decision maker you’d be, then I hope nothing happens to me because you’d be the death of the Noru.” 

“Well, then I guess it’s a good thing that I don’t give a damn about leading.” 

“Argh! I can’t believe you could be this reckless!” she says. 

“Please, just stop acting like this is about the team. Yeah, you’re unhappy that I called a Kaster for help. But what’s eating you alive is that I called on an ex.” 

“I DON’T GIVE A DAMN WHAT YOU DO.” 

“Then why are you shouting?”  

She is rendered silent. She looks away and shakes her head in what I’m guessing is frustration. 

“Pryor, my calling Diana really upset you. Not just because she’s a Kaster or because you’re the leader and want to protect the team. There’s another reason; a personal reason. Tell me.” 

Seriously, did you just ask her that? What if she says it’s all business and she doesn’t give a crap about your love life? What if you’ve been lying to yourself this whole time and this chick could care less? Worse, what if she does care? What if she actually has feelings for you? What then? How exactly would that scene play out? 

“Hey, Pry, I’m glad you want to be with me. I want you too. Now move away from me before my chest implodes.”

Crap. Crap. Crap. 

“My concern is for my team. I can’t have you compromise them in any way,” she says with a firm resolution in her voice that leaves no room for doubt. 

“So this argument is solely about Noru business?” I ask. 

“What else would it be about?” she reasons. 

“Nothing,” I reply. 

I’m such a delusional jerk! How could I think she would...that she and I could ever...If Pry is going to be with a guy, it’s going to be someone who isn’t a screwup. A guy who can Recharge at night and not wake up screaming. She wants a guy who didn’t set the house on fire because of a bad dream. 

“I don’t think it’s a good idea for you and Ruin to be speaking; for the good of the team,” she says.

“Yeah, okay, whatever,” I reply. 

The tension in the air is palpable. I would give anything to know what she’s thinking. But then again her thoughts might crush me. Thankfully at that moment my cell rings. It’s the team. I put the phone on speaker so both Pry and I can hear. 

They have good and bad news they inform us. 

“Let’s start with the good news,” Pry says. 

From the look on her face, she too was grateful for the interruption.

“The last human injured has just made it out of the ICU. It will take a few weeks but he’s going to be just fine. So you can relax. All the humans survived,” East says.

“Yes!” she shouts as she leaps into my arms. 

Having her in my arms feels more right than anything I ever felt. I don’t want to let her go. 

“East, that’s great. So what’s the bad news?” Pryor asks as she pulls away from me.

“Even though all the humans are alive, the board feels that Pryor was reckless and could pose more danger if she loses control again. I’m sorry, but they are going to have a hearing to determine if you get to keep them,” East replies. 

“If I get to keep what?” 

“Your powers.” 



CHAPTER SIXTEEN: BAD MOVE

The flight back to New York City is a pretty quiet one. We both have a lot on our minds. In addition to the heated exchange that took place between Pryor and me, I’m consumed by my anger with the board. 

I mean really, how asinine is it to consider taking away Pryor’s powers with Malakaro out there? The stupidity of angels with influence never ceases to amaze me. Honestly, it’s like they look for ways to make things worse. I’m so sick of their games. 

When Pryor and I land, we head straight for The Face’s office. After the team greets their leader, we all sit down to hear what I’m sure will be grade ‘A’ bullshit.

“First let me say that I’m truly sorry for what happened with Sam. He was a very talented Noru,” The Face says sincerely. 

“He was a kid. And he died because I left him with your angels. You said they could protect him,” Pryor snaps.  

“The Kasters have proven to be far more powerful than at first we realized,” Face says sadly. 

“That’s all good and well but it won’t bring my brother back. And now you want to take my powers away,” the First Noru says, clearly pissed. 

“I don’t agree with the board. While I do not condone your behavior, I certainly understand how grief can be the catalyst for violence.”

“But they’re still considering taking Pry’s powers away?” Swoop asks.

“Yes. They will be gathering to discuss the issue tomorrow morning.” 

“Can we at least speak on her behalf?” Key asks. 

“I’m sorry. It’s a closed meeting,” The Face replies. 

“This is so messed up!” Randy says. 

“There has to be something we can do,” I plead.

“I’m sorry. It looks like your team will just have to wait and see how things play out,” The Face says with a grave expression. 

“We’re just supposed to sit here and wait to see if our leader loses her powers?” Bex says. 

“What about Malakaro? Taking Pryor’s powers away will make her a sitting duck,” Randy argues. 

“The human is right. This is a really bad move to make,” I add.

“Mr. Case, language,” she scolds.

“Seriously, lady?” I bark.

“I find no joy in this matter. Again, I would not like to see Pryor’s powers taken from her. However, humans were hurt and I have no say in the matter. We just have to wait until the morning.” 

*******

We told her she could skip school and go home or even fly to the other side of the world, but she declined. Instead she opts to go to class. It’s around third period when I head down the hallway and see Bex standing over by the lockers talking to her. 

I know she’ll kill me, but I move in closer to hear what’s being said. I know it’s a scummy thing to do, it’s just I really freaking want her. I want her in my arms and in my life. And just watching her talk to another guy is driving me nuts. 

“You really don’t have to go to class if you don’t want to,” Bex offers. 

“It’s okay. This way I can pretend to be human. That way my only problem is exams and guys,” she says. 

“I never got to say how sorry I am for what happened with Sam.” 

“I know. You don’t need to say anything,” she assures him. 

“Were you going stir crazy at the cabin with Silver? Did he get on your last nerves or did you get on his?” Bex inquires. 

Nosy bastard. 

“Well...we didn’t really talk all that much. I Recharged a lot so...” she replies.

“Oh, yeah. That makes sense. Anyway, I thought you might like to have this,” Bex says as he takes a small black velvet pouch from his back pocket and places it in the palm of her hand. 

“You didn’t have to get me anything,” she says.

“It’s nothing. Just something that may help when you’re feeling down or whatever,” he says awkwardly. 

She opens the pouch and a crystal pendant falls out. It’s carved in the shape of the Alexi bird and has blue stones for eyes. I’m sure it’s made of real gems. Damn him. 

“It’s gorgeous,” she says as she studies it.

“Alexis are beyond persistent. They simply don’t give up. You remind me of them. You share the same spirit. I want you to remember how strong you are when things look bleak,” Bex tells her. 

Yeah, it’s official: I really hate this guy. 

However, I can’t lie. The pendant really is very striking. Pryor closes her hand around it and hugs him. I look away. 

*******

Later when school is over, I try and get some time with her. But that’s made impossible by the twins. Swoop insists that Pry go shopping with them to take her mind off the meeting in the morning. When I ask how buying clothes can possibly help the situation, all three of them look at me as if I have snakes crawling out of my eyes. 

I wait until nightfall to try and talk to Pryor, but everyone’s home, making it difficult to get her alone. When I go to knock on her door, I overhear her and Key talking inside. 

“Key, it’s okay,” Pryor says. 

“No, it’s not. I let Silver get to me. I know he can be a prick when he wants to be. I’m sure he was just saying that thing about Bex and you to piss Bex off. I never should have threatened to leave the team. It was stupid. I don’t want to leave. I love you guys,” Key replies. 

“Even Silver?” Pryor asks. 

“Yeah, but don’t tell him,” she says. 

“So what happened? Why did you get so...crazy about a comment that you knew was a lie?” Pryor asks the oldest twin. 

“Pry, Bex and I have been together for so long, I can’t see my life without him. And when I think about losing him...he’s my anchor. He always keeps me grounded. And that’s hard to do with everything that’s going on. I know Bex acts all tough but he’s the first to make a silly face or crash land somewhere crazy if that’s what it takes to cheer me up. I love him,” she explains. 

“Keyohmi, remember when you thought your future was in hair styling and you created a mixture that was supposed to give Bex an instant perfect haircut?” Pryor asks.  

“Yeah,” she says, already laughing at what Pryor’s about to say. 

“And what happened, Key?”

“The mixture gave him a rattail haircut—made out of a real rat,” she says, unable to stop herself from laughing. 

“Yes! And not only did he pretend to love it, he wore the rat on his head for a month until the mixture wore off. That’s real love,” Pryor says. 

The two continue to share a laugh. I decide it’s a bad time to talk to Pryor and head downstairs to the kitchen to see if there is any Coy in the house. As soon as I enter, I find the human sitting at the table. 

“So...you’re Aaden,” he says, putting on his best menacing face. 

“You’re just now catching up?” I ask Randy. 

“No, I just wanted to watch you. I’ve heard a lot about you,” he says. 

“Well I’ve heard nothing about you and I’m good with that,” I admit. 

“Here’s the deal, Silver, platinum, aluminum, or whatever your name is—Pryor is not just my friend. She’s my best friend. Now she may have a thing for ‘dark and handsome’ but I won’t allow you to hurt her,” he warns me. 

I walk over and stand right in his face. I am towering over him. Randy isn’t even the size of one of my wings. He looks up at me and swallows hard. I can see his lips quiver slightly. 

“If I hurt her, what the hell would you do about it?” I counter. 

“You hurt Pryor and I’ll rip your damn face off,” he says.  

I look down at him. What he’s lacking in size, he makes up for in sincerity. 

“Fair enough, human,” I reply as I back off. 

I can see why Pryor wants to save this guy. Randy doesn’t have any strength to speak of but stepping up to me on behalf of his best friend shows character. That always counts with me. 

“Guys, get up here!” Pryor shouts down to us. 

Randy and I exchange a look of concern and run up the stairs to Pryor’s room. The rest of the team is already gathered. 

“What’s wrong?” East asks. 

“The Face just called me. They are letting me keep my powers,” Pryor says in disbelief. 

“What? But they haven’t even had the meeting yet,” Swoop says. 

“They didn’t need to. A Kaster killed one of the board members tonight. He was a very powerful Para. They figured if a Para couldn’t fight a Kaster, we’d have no chance at all. Especially if they took my powers away.”  

“The geniuses just now figured that out?” I rant. 

“Guys, I get to keep my powers,” Pryor says, smiling for the first time since we’ve been back. 

“Actually, it’s more than that. Check this out,” Swoop says, handing Pryor the cell phone. 

“What is it?’ I ask. 

“According to the text The Face just received, the board member was attacked near the Taj Mahal, in India. The Kaster might still be there. I think we should check it out,” Pry informs us. 

“Let’s go!” Swoop says.

Then Pryor looks over at Randy and her face fills with concern. 

“Randy, we haven’t forgotten you. We’ll get Oden. I just want Harm to pay for what he did to Sam. I really—”

“Pry, making Harm answer for what he did to your little brother is top priority for all of us. Oden can wait,” Randy assures her. 

“Thank you,” she says, embracing him. 

“So we’re all going on a mission to kill Harm?” East says. 

“Yes,” Key replies.

“And you know we will get in trouble for this, right?” East asks.

We all say, “Yes.”

“Okay, just checking, let’s go!” East says, leading the charge. 

*******

We land in India a short while later. The air is thick with heat and the clay colored earth surrounds us. The Taj Mahal is one of the places I’ve always wanted to go. Although hunting down Kasters wasn’t part of my plan. 

The white marble museum has an extensive collection of calligraphy on the outside panels and impressive dome-shaped ceilings. In the center of the courtyard, there’s a reflecting pool lined with a series of well-manicured shrubs. There are columns throughout the massive structure that make it feel as if Omnis himself lives inside. 

“You guys see anything yet?” Pryor asks. 

“Nope,” Swoop says. 

“Maybe we missed them,” East suggests.

“We have to keep looking. This is the only lead we have on Harm. I have to find him. I have to,” Pryor vows. 

“We have to. We’re a team, remember?” Bex says. 

She doesn’t reply, instead she just keeps surveying the area. 

“Is she going to be okay?” East asks. 

“This is personal for her. She’s not going to stop until she finds Harm,” Key tells us. 

“Yeah, but she needs to let us help her,” East adds. 

“We will. We just need to keep a close eye on her and make sure she doesn’t do anything crazy,” Bex adds. 

“Have you ever met Pryor’s mother?” Swoop asks.

“Crazy is a family trait,” Key agrees.

“Damn it!” Pryor shouts from several feet away. 

“What is it?” I ask.

“The Face got another text. They want her to inform us of the news in the morning.” 

“Pryor, what news?” Randy says.

She looks over at him sadly. 

“What?” the human pushes. 

“There was a fight with some demons over territory. Oden got hit with a Powerball. He’s dead.”

“Wait, what does that mean?” Randy asks.

“It means we have no way to take you off of Death’s list now,” she replies. 

The human hangs his head in despair. Pryor is about to walk over to Randy and reassure him but she never makes it there. 



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN: FIGHT OR FLIGHT

“Get down!” Key yells. 

Having been trained to anticipate attacks, we don’t think or hesitate. We all drop to the floor. Randy, on the other hand, has no idea what to do. So instead of getting to the ground with the rest of us, he looks to see what Key is talking about. The fireball heads straight for him. He stands there, frozen in the face of certain death. Bex, being the closest to the human, tackles him to the ground. Fireballs invade the entrance of the Taj Mahal. 

Our attackers hide in the surrounding trees and bushes, making it difficult to get a clear view of them. Pryor instructs us to place Randy in a Holder and split up. Swoop quickly takes off her bracelet and throws it at Randy. The bubble-like prison immediately forms around the human. 

“Aaden, Bex, aim for the trees. We need to draw them out,” our leader orders. 

Bex and I set the trees on fire. The demons have no choice but to come out of hiding and take to the sky. There are dozens of them, but they didn’t come alone. All the Kasters, including Ruin, accompany them. 

Damn it! 

Our team takes off into the sky. Kill orders the demons to fire another round of fireballs at us. We manage to dodge them with skillful flight maneuvers. Pissed, Kill orders Twist to attack us. The crew cut scum does as his leader says. He sends out a surge of electric currents aimed right at Swoop’s head.  

“Look out!” I warn her. 

It’s too late. Swoop doesn’t get out of the way in time. The current hits her in the face. Her whole body seizes up; she’s writhing in pain. I throw a fireball aimed at Twist. He sees it coming and disconnects from Swoop in order to dodge the flames. Swoop has lost consciousness and is falling out of the sky.  

I call out desperately to Bex, who is the closest to her. He dives to catch her but Kill tackles him and the two slam into one of the pillars of the Taj Mahal. Meanwhile, Swoop is still falling and I can’t get to her in time. Right before she hits the ground, East appears on his Port and catches her. 

Terrified that her sister could be dead, Key dives down towards the ground, but she’s intercepted by three demons. She “paints” the sky with them in one quick wave of her hand. She lands and runs to East, who is trying to revive Swoop.  

“Is she okay?” Key asks him.

Before East can answer, Bex calls out her name. She looks up and sees that Kill has managed to get the upper hand on her boyfriend. And now Bex is only a few inches away from having a fireball shoved into his chest. 

“Key, go! I’ve got this,” East assures her. 

She takes to the air to rescue Bex. I’m on my way to help them when a hole opens up in the sky and starts to suck me into its center. The force that’s pulling me in is so strong, when I fight to go the opposite direction, it feels like my skin is being ripped off. I struggle but it’s no use. I’m being sucked into the void no matter what I do. 

Just beyond me is the creator of the vortex: Wrath. He has a scar across the entire length of his face and wears a sadistic grin. He commands the void with his hands and looks on as it pulls me in. He’s so busy controlling his creation he doesn’t see Pryor behind him. 

She places both hands on either side of his head. Right away he drops his hands and the vortex starts to close. He tries to shake her off of him, but the longer she has him between her fingers the weaker his life force gets. 

He flips her over, punches her in her stomach, and grabs her throat. She focuses her powers on draining the life out of Wrath. She blocks out the pain of his blows and slowly the vortex closes. I am free. 

Wrath makes one final attempt to save his own life by plunging them both towards the ground. They crash into the entryway of the Taj Mahal. His efforts pay off. Pry’s hold on him is gone and now the two face off. I try to fly over to her, but the effects of the vortex have left me weak and flying takes a lot more effort than it should. Fearing I won’t get there in time to help her with Wrath, I call out to Bex, who has managed to break free of Kill with Key’s help. The couple quickly head over to Pryor.

Just as I land, I see Ruin make her way towards East and Swoop. I run after her, but she gets to them first. She surprises East from behind and takes his face into her hands. She inhales the air around him, causing a stream of grey smoke to escape from East’s mouth. Ruin is sucking the life from between his lips. 

I’ve seen her do it before but now her connection to her victims is stronger, allowing her to kill them faster. I send a Powerball towards her, aiming so that it won’t make contact with her but will get close enough to get her attention. It works. The Powerball hits the pillars and the blast sends Ruin away from her victim. I check on East, who is slowly waking from the trance Ruin’s powers placed him in. 

“That’s not nice, Silver,” she says, licking her bloody lip. 

“I won’t do this with you. You need to walk away from this,” I tell her. 

“Sorry; it’s my job and well, I’m very career oriented,” she says with a smile. 

“I don’t want to hurt you, Diana.” 

“Shame to give up something you’re so good at,” she replies. 

“Leave. Now,” I tell her. 

“I hope this isn’t a private conversation because I have a few things to say,” someone announces. 

I turn and find a fireball headed for my chest courtesy of Kill. Thankfully Swoop intercepts by pushing me out of the way at top speed. Kill fires again and manages to hit what’s left of the building. The damaged structure is about to cave in. 

We all scatter and run away from the falling monument, but the moment we are out of danger, East sends a shattering cry into the air. We look over and see a winged beast the size of a bull, with red eyes, flaring nostrils, and jagged teeth dripping with red saliva. The beast has latched on to East’s arm with his fangs and is now dragging him through the courtyard. 

I take off to help him, but Swoop swiftly kicks me in the head and knocks me to the ground. Shocked, I look up at her. I see a swirl of darkness in her eyes. 

Harm. 

He has possessed her and is using her as a weapon. 

“Swoop, you have to fight Harm. He’s controlling you and we have to go help East,” I tell her. 

Swoop leaps into the air, wraps her legs around my neck, and hangs upside down off of me. She stretches her hand all the way down to the floor and manages to use her legs to flip me to the ground.

I hit the ground so hard the earth beneath me shakes. Swoop stares down at me and I can see Harm’s maniacal gaze looking back at me. I quickly get up and look around for something to contain Swoop. 

“What is she doing?” Pryor shouts as she helps Key thin the herd of demons. 

“It’s not her, it’s Harm. He’s possessing her,” I shout back. 

“Where’s East?” Bex asks as he flies down to us. 

“Manic turned into a beast and dragged him off. You and Pry go after him,” I say.

“No! You two take care of East. I’ll deal with Harm,” Pryor says. 

Bex and I exchange worried glances. Key is looking concerned as well.

“Pryor—”

“Go, now! I’ll take care of Swoop and Harm,” she orders. 

We take off in the direction I last saw the animal. I don’t like leaving Pryor to take care of Harm. Normally she handles herself just fine, but this isn’t a normal situation. Harm killed her brother and that is going to make Pryor emotional. And emotions can get in the way of battle. It leaves you compromised. From the grave look on his face, I can tell Bex it thinking the same thing. 

“Let’s just find East and get back as soon as possible,” I tell him. 

He nods in agreement. It’s the first time we’ve been on the same page since I got back. We track the beast’s paw-like prints to a clearing in the wooded area just off to the side of the mausoleum. But the dense grouping of trees makes it hard to navigate. 

“Let’s split up; whoever finds them call out,” Key says. 

Bex goes right, Key goes left, and I walk straight ahead. The wind rustles through the trees and darkness begins to fall. The longer we are away from Pryor, the more worried I am. Yet I know we can’t leave East out here with Manic. There’s no telling what he’s already done to my friend. 

I hear Key call out. I rush to her side and get there the same time as Bex. We find the beast standing over East’s still body, about to devour it with his fangs. Both Bex and I blast him at the same time. It doesn’t stop Maniac; in fact it makes him even angrier. He roars into the night air and charges at us. We dive out of the way just in time. But the beast readies itself for another attack. I signal to Key to go help East while Bex and I deal with the overgrown rat.  

The beast seems to be immune to our powers, so Bex and I quickly come up with a different plan of attack. I set the surrounding trees on fire, causing a smoke screen to limit the animal’s sight. We tackle him from both sides and attempt to stop him with brute force. 

Bex climbs onto the beast’s back and pounds on its skull repeatedly. The animal rages and sends him flying across the forest. It starts to go after Bex, but I tackle it. We wrestle wildly and it steps on my leg and breaks it. 

“Fuck!” I cry out as I feel the bone in my leg separate.  

Bex rips a branch from the nearest tree. He takes the jagged end and plunges it into the back of the beast. It howls in pain but it keeps attacking. I take the makeshift weapon from Bex and jab it into the beast’s neck. It howls again, this time in pure agony. 

The animal flees deeper into the forest. We’re about to go chase it when Swoop and Randy appear in the clearing. Thankfully, her eyes are back to normal. 

“Guys, Pry’s lost it, we gotta go,” she says. 

We help Key with East and then head back to what was once the Taj Mahal. 

“Swoop, how could you leave her?” I ask as we make our way back. 

“You don’t get it. We didn’t leave her. She pushed us out,” Swoop replies. 

“Wait, what do you mean?” Bex asks. 

Swoop starts to explain on our way to Pryor. 

“When Harm was controlling me, she didn’t beat him into leaving my body. She just talked to him.”

“What did she say?” Key asks in disbelief. 

“She told him it took no balls to kill a baby and that if he wanted to prove he could actually grow a set, he needs come out and fight,” Randy tells us. 

“Harm left Swoop’s body just like that?” I ask.

“She wounded his ego and the other Kasters heard it too. He had something to prove,” Swoop replies. 

“I still don’t get it. Why didn’t you stay and help her fight?” Bex asks. 

“I told you guys, she pushed us out. In fact, Harm and Pryor pushed everyone out.” 

We get there and find both Pryor and Harm in the center of the rubble, looking back at each other with murderous expressions. On one side of the demolished courtyard are the Kasters and what’s left of the demons they brought with them. We stand on the opposing side, ready to attack. 

“We have to go get her,” East whispers between clenched teeth. 

“You’re hurt, East. You can’t help her,” Swoop says.

“We can’t just let her take on a Kaster alone,” Key replies.

“Screw this, I’m going to get her out of there,” I reply as I limp towards the center. 

“You can’t go get her. None of us can; look,” Bex says. 

We look down at the floor and there is a trail of silver blood from Pryor. It’s mixed with ink colored blood from Harm. 

No, no, no... 

When both angel and demon blood is mixed and forms a line, it’s called the “fight or flight” line. It serves as an impenetrable barrier. No one can get inside it. The two beings inside the line have to battle until one of them dies or they both agree to a truce and fly away. We explain that to Randy, who had tried to get to Pryor earlier and was met with a force field. 

“Harm made a ‘fight or flight’ line?” Bex asks. 

“No, Pryor did. She challenged him. After he left my body, she cut open the palm of her hand and made the first line. Then Harm followed her lead,” Swoop informs us. 

We shout for Pryor to reconsider, but she doesn’t even turn towards us. She’s made up her mind. She’s facing off with Harm. 

“This is crazy. So we’re just going to watch her do this?” Randy says. 

We look back at him and from our expression he learns an awful truth: There is absolutely no way to undo what Pryor has done. Harm stands before her, six foot four inches of mean. He has oily, stringy hair that dangles by his shoulders and bulging muscles that add to his giant-like physique. 

*******

When we first got here there was a loud cheering coming from the Kasters, but now as the fight is about to start, silence falls over the area. We see Manic back in demon form with a rag pressed against his neck to stop the bleeding from where we struck him. He snarls at us from across the courtyard. I glare back at him, more than ready to take him on even with my broken leg. 

However, Manic doesn’t come after me. Like everyone else, he’s captivated by the two opponents inside the “fight or flight” line. I look away from Manic and on to Diana. She looks back at me, but her expression is unreadable. She’s not exactly happy that this is happening, but she wouldn’t mourn the loss of Pryor either. 

Harm charges at Pryor. She’s small but fairly quick and manages to move out of the way. Harm charges again, and again she is able to escape the path of destruction. The Kasters call out for Harm to kill her and make it painful. Our team hurls threats and curses back at the Kasters. Bex and I are too focused on what’s going on to speak. 

When Pryor manages to evade Harm a third time, he whips out a metal link chain. It’s about a foot long and glows bright blue once it hits the air.  

Oh no...

“What is that?” Randy asks. 

“It’s an Impossible Chain,” Key says, filled with dread. 

“That’s bad, isn’t it?” Randy asks, also dreading the response. 

“An Impossible Chain has limitless reach although it’s only a foot long. This one is glowing because it’s laced with a mixture that was outlawed by Omnis: Atorva. It eats away flesh,” Bex says gravely. 

We call out to Pryor but it’s like she doesn’t hear us. From the look on her face she is picturing the horror she walked in on when she found Sam laying dead. She’s too wrapped up in her emotions to stay clearheaded. 

She could lose this battle...

Harm holds the chain out and whips it towards Pryor. It extends and wraps itself around her waist. She cries out as the chain eats through her clothes, and then her flesh. It’s as if a rope laced with acid is binding her. 

Harm yanks on the chain and brings Pryor down to the ground. I bang on the invisible barrier, but it doesn’t break. Bex and the rest of the team pound on it too, but the “fight or flight” line remains intact. Harm looms over her while letting out a cold, twisted laugh.

“Pryor, damn it, get up!” I scream at her. 

She starts to stir a little. Harm could have let the chain eat through her until she died, but he was too sadistic to let her off that easy. He takes the chain from around her waist and placed it around her neck. He yanks on it yet again and hurls her to the other side of the barrier.  

We call out to her to get up before Harm gets to her again, but she barely has enough energy to unwrap the chain from her neck, let alone use her power. Every time she touches the chain it burns through her fingers and eats away at her flesh. She tries to Pull Harm but she’s in too much pain; she can’t focus her powers enough to kill him. 

“Pry, you have to use the pain like you did the night you found Sam,” Key suggests. 

It’s too late. Harm has come for her yet again. He picks her up in the air and lets her dangle like a carcass in a butcher shop. She squirms and flares her arms out wildly. 

“He’s gonna break her neck,” Randy screams. 

“Get the fuck off of her,” I rage, pounding so hard on the barrier my right shoulder snaps out of its socket. 

Harm doesn’t break her neck because he’s having too much fun with her. Instead he flips her down to the ground and proceeds to bash her face in. 

“HARM, I SWEAR TO OMNIS I’M GONNA KILL YOU. I’M GONNA FUCKING KILL YOU!” I vow as I smash my left hand against the glass. 

Bex and Swoop look around for something to strike the barrier with but nothing works. Tears spill from Randy’s eyes as he watches his best friend getting pummeled to death. Enraged, Key peels the skin of any nearby demons and reduces them to spots on the ground. The Kasters, overjoyed that Harm has won, fight us back with glee. 

Harm looks down at Pryor’s bloody, swollen face and smiles. She looks back at him; only one of her eyes can open fully. It’s hard to tell if her nose and lips are still on her face. There’s so much blood, it’s hard to make anything out. Harm gets inches away from what’s left of Pryor’s face and yells for everyone to hear. 

“Not as tough as you thought you were, huh bitch?” he spits. 

She remains still; it’s possible she will never move again...

“Do you know what the little crybaby wanted as I was taking his pathetic life away? He wanted you. He begged for his big sis. I wish I killed him in front of you,” Harm says.

Pryor mumbles something. Harm can’t make it out, so he comes closer so he can hear her pain and anguish. 

“What did you say?” he says, reveling in his triumph. 

Without warning, she marshals what’s left of her strength, reaches into Harm’s face, and scoops out his right eye. He jerks around in pain, drops the chain he was holding, and places his hand over the oozing hole that once held his eye. 

Pryor rolls away from Harm and manages to get the chain off her neck. She grabs the chain and holds it by its safety handle. The blood on her face is seeping into her eyes, making it difficult to see clearly. She can’t make out where Harm is, so we yell out for her to go a few feet to the left. She finds Harm doubled over on the floor. 

Harm’s pain quickly turns to rage as he goes to attack Pryor. However, this time the chain is in her hand. She wraps it around his left wing and yanks with all her might. The chain starts to eat away at the flesh between his shoulder blades and the base of his wing. He shakes in pain and calls her every name he can think of. 

No matter what, though, she refuses to let go of the chain. Harm fights as hard as he can, but the mixture is eating away at the bone that connects his wing to his back. Pryor could have Pulled the life out of him, but that was not the kind of death she wanted for her brother’s murderer. 

“I know you can’t see well, so I’m going to show you what I’m taking from you up close,” Pryor vows as she plants her foot firmly in the middle of his back and yanks one final time on the chain. 

“Aghhhhhhhhhhhhhhh!!!!” Harm bellows as his wing is ripped from his body. 

Harm’s blood springs into the air like a geyser. He falls back in anguish and shakes uncontrollably. The blood from his back forms a pool all around him. He’s alive, but barely.  

“I told you I’d let you get a closer look,” Pryor says as she shows the Kaster his severed wing. 

Harm is shaking only slightly now. He’s stopped crying out and now it’s only a low moan that escapes his lips. Pryor holds his face in between her blood-soaked hands. Harm’s eyes are starting to glaze over. Death is coming for the Kaster. 

“Hey, wake the fuck up! I’m not done,” she orders. 

Harm opens his eyes slightly and his head slopes over to one side. Blood spills out from his nose and mouth. She places the chain on the tip of Harm’s disgraced wing. It eats through the feather and flesh, revealing the tip of a long bone that makes the curves at the end. Pryor pulls it out savagely and plunges it into Harm’s skull. The Kaster dies with eyes wide open.  

She’s exhausted and badly hurt, but it doesn’t stop her from making an announcement to the Kasters that are now fleeing the area. 

“KASTERS, IF YOU COME AFTER US AGAIN, DEATH WILL BE CERTAIN AND UGLY.” 

Like any great leader, she waits until the enemy is no longer in sight, before she sinks to the ground and gives in to her many wounds. 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN: THE ALAGO

The Angel world heard about our victory moments after it happened. It was the first piece of good news angels have had since Malakaro made his presence known. Our victory helped them feel encouraged in the midst of all the evil that had surfaced recently. Angels all over were toasting our names in bars, singing our praises on social media and gossip blogs were tripping over themselves to interview us. 

From New York, The Face had arranged for us to have the entire fifth floor of the hospital to ourselves. She made sure no one was allowed to see us. The angel media hovered just outside our windows for days. 

All of us were able to get help for our injuries, but Pryor and East were hurt far worse than the rest of us. It took six days and three different Healers to fix her. Harm had shattered her nose, collarbone, ribs, and nearly most of her right side. And the venom in Manic’s teeth poisoned East. Luckily Key got to him and was able to slow down the poison. We were in India for nearly a week before Key approved us to fly. 

Randy was torn between horror at what happened and absolute joy. On one hand, he was so scared he had lost Pryor, he scolded her for hours for drawing the Fight or Flight line. One the other hand, he thought she was really badass for what she did. 

“Randy, I’m sorry about Oden. But I promise we won’t let anything happen to you,” she assured him. 

“Pry, are you kidding? You killed a super demon with the bone from his own wing! I will never doubt you. Ever,” he said as he jokingly bowed down at her feet. 

Randy wasn’t the only one who was happy. Although the team was injured, everyone was in great spirits. It was the first time we truly had to work as a team and it went very well. We were able to put everything aside and work as a team. Better still, we showed the Kasters why it was a bad idea to take us on. And although repairing the bridge was proving more difficult than anyone thought it’d be, at least the Guardian children can handle themselves until their parents returned. 

When we get back to New York, The Face is waiting to scold us for a number of infractions. Frankly, I’ve learned to zone her out. Looking at the group, they’ve learned to do the same thing. The fact is we did manage to get rid of a Kaster, and even The Face has to admit we did a good job. Or more importantly, Pryor did. 

Yet, I could swear under that stern expression, The Face is relieved to see that we are all still alive. But I could be wrong because once again, she sends us to detention. It doesn’t matter that we fought Kasters and were victorious. What mattered was that we missed a week of school. 

The next day, as we head home after the first day of detention, Randy announces that he’s in charge of lights for the big event. 

“What event?” Pryor asks. 

“The ‘Have a Heart’ dance,” he says.

“I don’t think we’re going to that,” Key says. 

“Like hell. I’m there,” Swoop says.

“Make that two,” East confirms.

“Really, a dance?” Bex says disapprovingly. 

“C’mon, Bear. It’ll be fun. And The Face said we should blend in. What better way to do that than to go to a dance with other humans? Please?” Key says as she snuggles up to her boyfriend. 

“Well count me out,” Pryor says. 

“We’re raising money for the American Heart Association. All the proceeds go to help fund heart disease research. Are you really going to opt out? I mean, is that the angel thing to do?” East says, teasing her. 

“East is right. That doesn’t sound very angel-like at all,” Randy adds. 

“Oh no...” Pryor says, rolling her eyes. 

“We’re putting on this laser light show display at the dance. I designed it. But if you won’t support a friend...” Randy says with a melodramatic sigh.   

“Okay, okay, take the ‘guilt blade’ out from my back already,” Pryor says.

In the end, everyone decides they’ll go and support the chosen charity. Well, everyone but me. I promised I would buy a ticket so they could get the cash, but I wasn’t into dances. Pryor looks at me and before I can gauge her expression, she looks away. 

*******

A few days later, while in class, The Face calls out all our names on the loudspeaker and instructs us to be in her office promptly. It’s been ten minutes since we gathered in front of her and she has yet to say a word. She just stares off into space pensively while fiddling with her collar.  

“Mrs. Greenblatt, you wanted to see us?” Key reminds her gently. 

“What? Oh yes, yes, I did,” she says, looking out at us. 

She turns towards Pryor and a quick flash of regret appears on her face. Before any of us can comment, the look disappears as quickly as it came. She clears her throat, straightens up her already perfect posture, and speaks with a forced “official” tone. 

“Fate left me with a Pandora box for your team,” The Face says.  

“What’s that?” Randy asks his best friend. 

“It’s a box that reveals secrets, but on a timetable predetermined by the being that created it. Pandora boxes usually hold bad news, hence the name,” Pryor replies. 

“How does it work?” 

“There is a specific time and date the box is set to open; only the creator of the box knows exactly when that time will be. And when it does, a secret is revealed. In this case, I was told that while the box belongs to your team, I was to guard it and reveal information when prompted,” The Face says. 

“Why didn’t Fate just tell us what we needed to know when he was here on Earth?” Pryor asks. 

“As you know, Fate does not know everything. The pattern of life is simply too vast. Only glimpses into what is to come,” The Face reminds her. 

“When did fate give you the Pandora box?” Swoop asks. 

“The day Pryor enrolled in school here; it just opened up this morning.” 

“You knew there was bad news coming and you didn’t tell her?” Bex snaps. 

“A Pandora box doesn’t always hold bad news..” she replies. 

“So this one has good news?” Pryor asks. 

“No, it doesn’t,” she admits. 

“Naturally,” East quips.

“So what is it? What was the message in the box?” 

“First I should explain something,” she begins. 

We all look over at each other, certain of one thing: whatever she is about to say will suck in so many ways.

“We found out what Malakaro is after: it’s a force whose existence would destroy Omnis,” The Face says with an expression even more serious than usual. 

“What are you talking about? There is no force stronger than Omnis, right?” Randy says. 

“No. Not one force. But there is a combined force that can obliterate Omnis and life as we know it. When Malakaro and the Alago join forces...it all ends.” 

“The Alago, who or what is that?” Key asks. 

“Mrs. Greenblatt, please start from the top and don’t leave out anything,” Randy says. 

“As I’m sure you’ve been told, Randy, Paras are among the most powerful of angels. But in addition, many of them are scientists, creating most of the mixtures that we use and enjoy today. The most celebrated in the field S&D, that’s Science and Discovery, is a Para by the name of Pinter Gable,” she informs him. 

“Pinter’s a legend. He invented The Holder, to keep beings trapped. The Triplex to hide things in plain sight, and—”

“—Coy; Angel alcohol. He invented that. And that’s why I’m grateful,” Swoop reminds Bex. 

“I bet you are,” East teases. 

“Yes, we’ve all heard of Pinter,” Key says.

“He died from injuries he sustained in a lab accident, just as he was about to create his ten thousandth mixture,” Pryor confirms.

“That’s what most angels believe, but the truth is a little different,” The Face confesses. 

“Of course it is. All the ‘powers that be’ do is withhold the truth,” I snap. 

“There was a good reason for not revealing the real story of Pinter,” she replies. 

“Yeah, I’m sure,” I reply sarcastically.  

“I can appreciate the difficulty you and the team are facing, but your tone needs to change, Mr. Case,” she challenges. 

“Mrs. Greenblatt, he’s sorry. Can you just continue?” Pryor says. 

The Face looks over at me and presses her lips tightly in disapproval. Thankfully though, she continues her story. 

“Pinter did finish his ten thousandth creation. In fact it’s the reason he died,” The Face informs us.

“What are you talking about?” I ask. 

“Pinter was always more of a scientist than he was an angel. He had an insatiable curiosity and was absolutely obsessed with two things: one of them being the study of evil. And the other being a woman he loved, known to us only as the Blue Rose,” The Face says. 

“In what way was he obsessed with evil?” Swoop wonders. 

“He thought if he could get inside the mind of evil, he could study and understand it. That understanding would lead to conquering evil once and for all,” she replies. 

“How did he plan to do that?” Randy asks. 

“Pinter decided to study humans because unlike angels and demons, humans are not born good or bad. That means if they are evil it’s because they choose to welcome darkness. The fact that a human made that choice fascinated Pinter. It helped to further convince him that humans were the perfect specimens to study. So Pinter devised an ingenious method to gather evil and research it.” 

“How was he able to do that?” Key inquires. 

“He sought out dying dictators, mass murderers, and child abusers. They were the worst humanity had to offer and could give him the most insight into darkness.”

“What did he do once he found them?” Swoop asks. 

“He distilled their essence into a mixture he created called Rye. He started to combine Rye with other powerful elements. He did this because he wanted to create an evil that was more powerful than Omnis. He thought he would drink the Rye mixture and then he would be able to understand evil because it would be inside him.”

“How did this Rye mixture work?” Randy asks. 

“Once it’s administered, the being takes on the dark sprit of the original human it was distilled from. In other words, if Pinter drank the Rye of a murderer, he would suddenly have an inexplicable need to kill.”

“He really didn’t see how dangerous his experiment was?” Pryor asks. 

“As I said before, he was obsessed. In fact, Pinter was not happy with the darkness that came from just one vial of Rye. It was not strong enough,” The Face says, shaking her head in dismay.

“An overachieving mad scientist. Perfect,” Bex spits. 

“In many ways, yes. He combined the Rye vials together. It worked; the Rye had enough power to take on Omnis. However, when Pinter drank it, it nearly killed him. The mixtures became unstable and his experiments failed.”

“That’s good, right?” Randy asks.

“Yes, but Pinter was a very determined Para. After many failed attempts to ingest Rye, Pinter finally realized his mistake. It wasn’t the mixture that was unstable but rather it was too strong for one being alone. He learned that there is no one force to rival Omnis; evil needed a partner. Pinter referred to this ‘perfect partner’ as the Alago.”  

“I so don’t like where this is going,” Bex says. 

“Yeah, same here,” Pryor confirms. 

“Okay, so what happened?” I push. 

“Pinter desperately sought out beings who were daring and curious enough to drink the Rye and become the Alago: the perfect partner to evil. When Omnis found out, he was furious. But Pinter insisted he was doing it for the greater good and that the Rye would someday put an end to evil everywhere.”

“Omnis wasn’t buying it,” I guess out loud.

“No, he sent the Omari to destroy all the vials of Rye Pinter had created and to capture the scientist. But when they got there, Pinter had fled, taking five of the strongest Rye vials with him.” 

“Did the Omari catch up with them?” Swoop asks. 

“Knowing the Omari, yeah they did,” I reply.

“Aaden is correct. The Omari always find the being they are hunting. But in this case they found him too late. He had already added Nor to the five vials of Rye,” The Face says.

“He added Nor to it? Are you freaking kidding me?” I shout. 

“What’s Nor?” Randy asks as he studies our troubled faces. 

“Nor is another creation by Pinter. It makes objects indestructible,” The Face says. 

“So what did Omnis do?” I ask. 

“Omnis was certain that Pinter had lost touch with what it meant to be an angel. And that he had let his curiosity overrule him. He knew that if given enough time, Pinter would find a being to share the Rye with and thereby create two evil forces that would become anti-Omnis.” 

“Omnis couldn’t find a way to destroy the five vials of Rye?” Randy asks. 

“You have to understand. Pinter was celebrated and looked up to among Paras. Even if Omnis could have destroyed the Rye vials, it would have been a sign of disrespect. So instead, Omnis had the five vials hidden around the human world where they would be most difficult to find.” 

“Yes, but if Pinter was as determined as you say, he would have looked for the Rye vials regardless,” Key says. 

“Exactly. You see, Omnis took care of the first problem by hiding the five vials, but just to make sure Pinter’s experiment never took off, he added a meter to the Rye vials before he had them hidden.” 

“What does a meter do?” the human asks.

“It can identify you,” Swoop says.

“So even if Pinter found the five Rye mixtures, the only being that could drink the other half would be the being that Omnis designated when he inserted the meter inside the vials. Or it would not work,” The Face informs us. 

“So Omnis couldn’t destroy the vials but he found a way to alter it so that only a certain being could drink it and become the Alago?” Bex asks. 

“Not just that being but anyone in that being’s bloodline,” she corrects him. 

“I don’t understand. Why would Omnis pick any being at all if that being could bring about his demise?” Key asks. 

“Omnis could not take away from the Rye mixture because Nor protected its original contents. But he could add elements to it. So he added a meter so that the only being that could drink the other half of the mixture was a being Pinter would never sacrifice. Someone Pinter loved.” 

“The Blue Rose can drink the Rye mixture,” Pryor guesses. 

“Exactly,” The Face confirms. 

“So Omnis made it so that only Blue Rose could be the Alago. Clever bastard,” I reply begrudgingly.

“Blue Rose or any one of her descendants” The Face tells us. 

“Pinter just went along with this?” Randy asks. 

“He didn’t know about it until the vials were all hidden. When he found out that only the woman he loves could be sacrificed to achieve his lifelong dream, he killed himself by leaping off Tamara Falls Mountain. It was only later that we learned of his contract with the Guardians,” The Face announces. 

“Pinter turned to the Guardians?” Pryor asks. 

“Not the team your parents were a part of, but a much earlier team, before their time. Pinter trusted Guardians. He loved that they were once humans who died painful deaths before their time. He felt that gave them more understanding than angels who were born with wings, like Paras. And since Rye was his creation, he was able to dictate what should happen in his absence. So he drew up a binding contract with three conditions to protect his dream and his love.”

“What was in the contract?” Bex probes. 

“Pinter was worried that if anyone knew who the Blue Rose was, they would hunt her and her family for generations. So before he died he placed a marking on the woman he loved. That marking is of course that of an actual blue rose. The first condition was the marking only appears to First Guardians and their heirs.”

“So Pryor is the only one who can see the blue rose marking the Blue Rose descendant?” I ask. 

“Since Pryor’s father, who is the current First Guardian, is in the light, yes Pryor is the only one who can identify the heir of the Blue Rose. Sam would have been able to as well if he...”

She doesn’t finish her thought. She sees Pryor wince slightly and knows it’s better to let the statement go unsaid. 

“But Malakaro can tell who the Blue Rose descendant is too since he’s also Marcus’s child, right?” Bex says. 

“Yes. That brings us to the second condition in the contract Pinter had with the Guardians. No matter how twisted his reasoning was, Pinter truly was trying to help good win out over evil. So he admitted to having added a meter of his own to the Rye.”

“Okay, so what exactly is the second condition in the contract?” I ask. 

“Only a First Guardian or their heirs can drink the first half of the Rye mixture. He reasoned a First Guardian would have noble intentions. He never conceived of—”

“My brother,” Pryor realizes. 

“Yes, Malakaro can do what the other evils before him couldn’t. He can find the five Rye vials because he’s heir to a First Guardian,” Pryor says with growing alarm. 

“That’s crazy. What do we do? How do we stop him?” Key says, in full panic. 

“Where are the Rye vials?” We need to get to them first!” Bex says, jumping up from his seat. 

“I agree with the Para, we need to go, now!” I add as we all head for the door. 

“Stopping Malakaro from getting the five vials is going to be next to impossible. He’s already stronger than you. Each vial he finds, he will ingest half of it and gain more power,” The Face says. 

“Well, what are we supposed to do? We can’t just stand here and wait for the end to come,” Pryor barks. 

“That brings us to the third condition: Only the First Guardian or their heir can kill the Blue Rose descendant. Pinter knew that a Guardian would only kill the Blue Rose descendant as a last resort,” The Face says.

“Wait! I got it. Pinter trusted the Guardians and had a contract with them and it has three rules: Only a Guardian can drink the first half of the mixture, only a Guardian can see the Blue Rose sign on the heir, and only a Guardian can kill the Blue Rose descendant if it came down to that,” Randy says, proud of himself. 

We all turn to look at him, baffled by his need to repeat what The Face just said. 

“Hey, humans need time to process, okay?” he says defensively. 

“What happens once Malakaro and Alago meet?” Pryor asks.

“The existence of the two together will bring about the end. Omnis dies as does all of civilization.” 

“Okay, so we find the Blue Rose descendant and convince her or him not to drink the mixture and become the Alago, right?” Pryor says. 

“No, Ms. Cane. According to the message Fate left in the box, you are to find the heir and kill them before Malakaro gets to the five Rye vials.”  

“What? But the Blue Rose descendant could be some innocent angel who didn’t do anything wrong,” East protests. 

“Yes but they will once they drink the mixture,” The Face promises. 

“We’re not killing an innocent angel,” Key informs her. 

“She’s right. We can just find this Blue Rose descendant and tell them not to drink the mixture. That could work,” Swoop says.

“If it did work, then there would be no need for Fate to warn you to kill them. For whatever reason, the Blue Rose descendant will drink the Rye and become the Alago. And when that happens, Omnis himself won’t be able to save us,” The Face replies gravely. 

“You really want us to kill a fellow angel?” Key asks.

“We don’t even know if the Blue Rose was an angel. The woman Pinter loved could have been Quo. It was common to hide an affair with a half angel, half human in those days,” The Face reminds us. 

“So we could be off to kill a Quo. Is that supposed to make us feel better?” East asks, clearly on edge. 

“As a fellow Quo, I can understand your anger. But the fact is we have no idea what race the Blue Rose was. Pinter never revealed that to anyone. There was never a need for anyone to look for her until now,” The Face says.

“Pryor, you have to say something. We can’t just go off and kill someone who didn’t do anything wrong,” Key pleads.  

“Correction, hasn’t done anything wrong yet,” The Face replies. 

Pryor looks out at us, she’s in deep thought. It feels like the whole world has stopped and is awaiting her answer. She exchanges a look of concern with me. Then she addresses Mrs. Greenblatt. 

“Our job is to protect humans at all cost. If the Blue Rose descendant partnering up with Malakaro causes the end of all human life then we have to stop it.” 

“Pryor!” the twins shout in unison. 

“I’m sorry, guys, but we don’t have a choice. Whoever this angel or Quo heir is...we will find them and kill them. ” 



CHAPTER NINETEEN: THINK OF ME

Pryor tried to forget that she would have to kill an innocent angel or Quo by focusing on the dance. Even though she wasn’t going, it was the perfect distraction. The girls on the team have fashion fever. While all their attention is on shopping and celebrating our first win as a team, I have other things on my mind. 

In the past few days the nightmares have been getting worse. I hardly Recharge anymore and it’s wearing on me. There’s also the matter of finding myself in a place worse than hell every time I close my eyes. That’s why I need to speak to East.

I find him a few blocks away from school, doing what he normally does: charming a group of girls. Some of them are angels and some are human. As I walk up to him, the girls are fixed on me. The female angel’s wings start to flap uncontrollably. The humans around wonder where the sudden gust of wind is coming from. 

“You’re Silver,” one of the female angels says as she stands up.  

“Yeah, hey,” I reply, not sure what else to say. 

“I’m Mandy,” she says.

“Ah...okay. Hey, East, can I talk to you for a sec?” I ask. 

“Be right back, ladies,” East says as we take off down the street. 

“Bye, Silver!” the girl whose name I already forgot yells out. 

Once East and I are alone, I address him. 

“Hey, can you wipe my mind again?” 

“Oh c’mon, Silver, you know it nearly killed you last time,” East replies. 

“We have to try again,” I insist. 

“Look, I know that whatever happened to you was really hardcore. But I can’t do it anyway.”

“You don’t know that for sure,” I plead.

“Well, I’m not willing to risk your life trying.”

“It’s my life, East, not yours. I decide if the risk is worth taking,” I remind him.

“You’re right; it’s your life, Silver. But it’s my power and I’m not using it on you.”

“What are you so afraid of?” I bark at him impatiently. 

“For one thing, your father is a high-ranking demon and I really don’t want to piss him off by killing his only son. Another thing: I don’t want Pryor to go all ‘Kill Bill’ on me if I accidentally end the life of the guy she—look, aside from everything else, I don’t want to hurt my friend,” he explains. 

Completely frustrated and exhausted, I place my hands behind my neck and let the weight pull my head down. I sigh heavily then lean against the wall of the building behind me. 

“Listen, have you tried just talking about it?” East says. 

I glare at him. He holds out his hand as if to say, “I surrender.” 

“Okay, just hear me out,” he says. 

“Fine,” I reply. 

“Maybe talking about it will help you move on.” 

“East, that’s easy for you to say. You have the best power in the world. You can make people forget the awful crap that happens to them,” I reply.

“Yeah, but the things that happen to me I’m stuck with. Don’t you get that? I know how much it sucks to want to remove a memory from your head. I can’t Mind wipe myself,” he reminds me. 

“Oh, and what happened that’s so bad that you want to forget it?” I ask sardonically. 

“You know what, screw you and your tone. You’re not the only one with problems. You don’t think I want to erase most of the stuff that goes on in my family?” he asks.

“I know you and your sister don’t get along, but—”

“My sister? You think she’s my biggest problem? I have a father who doesn’t hate me or love me because he doesn’t even see me,” East snaps.

“I know things aren’t that great at home,” I reply.

“It’s gotten worse. It’s like I did something to him that I don’t know about. And whatever I did, it’s something he will make me pay for until the end of time.” 

“C’mon, man. You didn’t do anything. Your dad’s an asshole, plain and simple.”

“Your dad wasn’t. Every training session, and every parent teacher conference, he attended. And when it was held in the light and we weren’t allowed to come, he’d wait at the Pathway for you. He cares about you. We care about you.” 

“I’m just trying to deal with this, okay?” I reply.

“No, you’re not trying to deal. You’re trying to forget. There’s a difference. Talk about it to someone.”

“I DON’T NEED TO TELL ANYONE WHAT HAPPENED!” I shout. 

“No, but maybe we need to hear it,” he counters. 

“Forget I came to you,” I say as I start to walk away. 

“Silver!” East shouts. 

I turn and look back at him. He speaks in a pained voice.  

“Everyone’s broken; some are just better at hiding the cracks...” 

*******

An hour later, after getting back to the house, I hear someone knock on my door. I run to open it, hoping East changed his mind and he was going to help me. However, the being behind the door isn’t East; it’s Pryor. 

“Can I come in?” she asks. 

“Yeah, sure,” I reply as I step out of the way and let her enter. 

“I’m frustrated and lost,” she admits right off. 

“I know Sam being gone hurts—”

“That’s not what I’m talking about. I’m talking about you. Aaden, you really helped me in Ireland. And I want to help you in return, but it’s impossible when you’re not showing me the whole picture,” she says, unable to hide the strain in her voice. 

“You don’t have to help me in return. I didn’t do it so that you could repay me,” I tell her.

“I know you didn’t, but I still want to—never mind. I know you have your reasons and they might be good ones but at the end of the day...it just puts a lot of space between us. Is that what you want?” she asks, sounding hurt. 

“No, it’s not what I want.” 

“Then what do you want?” she asks. 

You. Always. You. 

“I’m not sure how to answer that,” I say out loud. 

“Ruin knows more about your life than I do. I guess it’s different because she used to be your girl and I’m just your friend, but still...it’s really hard.”

“I’m not trying to make it hard, I swear..”

“Yeah, okay,” she says simply as she looks out the window. 

She’s disappointed; I can tell by the way she avoids my eyes. I want to take her in my arms and tell her everything that’s happened. 

Then tell her, you idiot. 

No, I can’t. It’s better for her if she doesn’t know about the The Center and what they did to me. 

Bullshit, Aaden. You don’t want to tell her about what they did to you because then you’d have to tell her what you had to do to make them stop. You’d have to admit what you gave up so you could be free again. And once she knows, she’ll never look at you the same way again...

“You deserve all the pieces, Pry, you really do,” I reply lamely. 

She doesn’t reply. That’s her way of saying it’s not enough. She needs information and she’s tired of the excuses. I’d feel the same way if I were her. 

“I didn’t kill the humans,” I confess for the first time. 

“Of course you didn’t. But what happened that night?” she asks, now facing me. 

“You have to promise not to tell anyone. Promise.” 

“I would never betray your confidence, you know that..” 

“Yeah, I do,” I reply, looking into her warm eyes. 

“So...what happened?” 

“It was a little over a year ago and I had just gotten in this stupid argument with my dad. He was worried because I was skipping school and shit. But I didn’t care about any of it. I had just learned how my mom died. I always thought it was on a mission but I didn’t know it had to do with the Paras. Anyway, I was angry at...everyone. So I tried my best to be a pain in the ass and I was good at it.

“I would go to bars, drink, and try to find a way to stop missing her. I mean I never even met my mom so how is it I missed her so much? I found a little relief in drinking Coy, so I did. That’s what I was doing that night, sitting at this bar drinking Coy. I had finally had enough and left out the back exit. That’s when I heard something in the alley.

“I went to see what was happing, thinking it was just some drunken humans getting into a fight over something stupid. I was wrong, they weren’t arguing over a thing, they were arguing over a person. Some girl lay on the ground, passed out. I couldn’t make out her face; it was too dark. 

“One guy was on top of her with his pants down and the others were arguing over who’d get to be on top of her next. I ran over and threw the guy off of her. They all came at me. I broke a few arms and threw some punches; nothing permanent. 

“Then I went to tend to the girl. I used the light from my cell to inspect her face and make sure those bastards hadn’t hit her. That’s when I realized I knew her. I shook her over and over again. I was confused because she was an angel yet she had no wings. “After a few moments she started to wake up. She was so out of it, it took her a while to realize it was me. 

“It turns out she was taking this new drug that hit the market called Wednesday. It’s more powerful than other drugs. So powerful in fact, it takes away your powers and your wings as a temporary side effect. She asked me what happened and I told her. 

“Did they do anything to me.” she asked. 

“I didn’t need to answer the question. She looked down at the stain on her skirt and knew the answer. The crazy thing is, had she not taken the drug, her body would have defended itself. Entering inside her could have killed the human since her soul is powerful. But the drug weakened her system and made it just as fragile as a human’s body. Once she understood what took place, she lost it. She killed the humans so fast; there was no stopping her.  

“Then we saw the Paras flying overhead. We knew that no matter how wrong the humans had been, she’d be the one they’d punish. So I told her to go and I would take care of it. She wanted to stay and face the Paras, but I said ‘no.’ She had already been through so much; I didn’t think it was fair she get in trouble on top of that. Besides, if the Paras knew, soon everyone would too. And she’d already been violated enough. So, she reluctantly flew away and then Paras came...” 

“Aaden...” Pryor says as she studies my face. 

“Don’t give me that look,” I reply.

“What look?” she asks. 

“The one that says you’re proud of me.” 

“Why not? I am.” 

“I had to take the blame. The truth is if I had passed on the few glasses of Coy, I would have been in the alley sooner and I could have stopped it. Better yet, if I wasn’t so wrapped in my own crap, I could have seen what was going on with her and helped her. She was my friend. I should have seen it.” 

“You can’t always tell. Who is this girl? Some angel you see in passing, I bet. How were you supposed to know?” Pryor asks. 

“She’s not someone I see in passing.”

“How well do you know this girl?” Pryor inquires.

“Well...”

“Aaden—”

“Please don’t ask me who she is. It’s not fair to her that others find out,” I beg. 

“I’m not going to judge her.”

“I know, but I promised her, Pry.”

“Okay, fine, but you have to tell the Paras what really happened. Even if you don’t say who it is you were protecting.” 

“They won’t believe me.” 

“Aaden, you can’t keep taking the blame for something you didn’t do.” 

“It’s done and over with, okay?”

“No, it’s not okay. Everyone in the Angel world thinks that you’re a killer,” she reminds me. 

“I don’t care what they think.”

“This is crazy! You have to tell them the truth.” 

“No, I don’t. The fact is if I weren’t half demon, they wouldn’t have jumped to the conclusions they did. Being part demon is not a crime, and I’m tired of having to defend myself. It’s bullshit.” 

“Fine, you won’t defend yourself, then I will,” she says as she heads for the door. 

I take off after her and block her exit. 

“Where are you going?” I ask. 

“I’m gonna tell the Paras they are wrong about you.” 

“You can’t do that,” I tell her. 

“Why the hell not?”

“They won’t believe you. And if by chance they do, then they will go after the girl and I won’t let that happen.”

“Protecting this girl’s name shouldn’t mean sacrificing yours,” she pleads. 

“I told you, I don’t give a damn about what they think of me,” I snap.

“Well, I do. They can’t do this to you. I’m going to make things right, so get out of my way,” she demands. 

I move aside; she places her hand on the doorknob and opens it. 

“Pry, you said you were missing pieces. So I gave you a piece of me. Please don’t betray that. I have no one else to give myself to.” 

She sighs heavily, slowly closes the door and turns to face me.  

“Thank you,” I say. 

She nods slightly and leans back against the door. I can see in her eyes just how concerned she is about me. It matters to her that I’ve been wrongly accused. She believed I was innocent even before I told her the whole story. Her misplaced faith in me makes me love her even more than I did before. 

Love?

Yeah, I love this girl. And even though a few moments after doing what I’m about to do, I’ll be in agony, I’m going to do it anyway. She’s worth it. 

“I lied before, when I said I didn’t know what I wanted. I know exactly what I want. I just don’t know if it’s what you—fuck it,” I say as I lean forward to kiss her. 

She pulls away. I step back, fearing I have misjudged the entire situation. 

Shit!

“I’m sorry, I thought...” I begin.

Idiot! Idiot! Idiot!

“I really thought that you wanted to...” 

Argh!

I turn away from her and mentally bang my head against the wall for being so damn stupid. 

“I do want to kiss you. I’m just not sure how,” she says hesitantly.  

I turn to her and watch as silver angel blood gathers on her cheeks. She’s blushing. 

“Pryor, am I your first kiss?” I ask carefully. 

She bites her lower lip, looks off to the side and shrugs. 

“Oh,” is all I can think to say. 

“This is so embarrassing. I better go,” she says as she lowers her head and goes for the door. 

“No, wait.” 

She stops and turns back towards me, but her head is still down. I lean in and whisper softly in her ear. 

“When you’re kissing the right person, there’s no way to do it wrong.” 

She looks at me. She’s so damn beautiful. 

“You don’t have to if you’re not ready,” I assure her. 

“I’m ready. What do I do?” she asks. 

“Whatever you want.”

She gets up on her toes so that we are close in height. She leans in and places her lips on mine. Making contact with any part of her body excites me to the point of complete delirium. I know in a few moments I will suffer unbelievable pain for kissing her, but I don’t care. 

Having our lips pressed against each other sends thousand-watt lightning-like surges of pleasure over my body. I feel the same things I did when I dove off my first mountain: carefree, blissful, and filled with wonder. 

Yet for all the emotions that are zipping through me, we really are just pressing our lips together. Never has doing so little made me feel so much. If I died having only pressed my lips against hers, I’d consider it a good death. 

But Pryor has never been one to settle. The same furious fire that rages within her when she is in battle shows itself here. She wants more. She parts her lips and seeks to explore my mouth by her tongue. Her touch is so enthralling it ignites my powers. The flames dance wildly in the palm of my hand causing her to have to pull away. 

“My powers have never done that before,” I confess, already craving more of her touch. 

“Mine too,” she says, signaling for me to look across the room at the windowsill. 

All the plants in the room are dead.

“You killed the plants?” I ask. 

“Yeah, I guess I had my palm out,” she says with a nervous laugh. 

I join her and then take her hand in mine. Strange, but I feel the same surge I felt kissing her even though it’s just hand holding.  

“Um...maybe we should stop here,” she says. 

“You’re right. For the sake of plants everywhere,” I reply. 

She grins brightly and we interlock both of our hands together. 

“So...was your first kiss okay?” I ask. 

“Better that I ever thought kissing you could be.” 

“You’ve thought about us being together like this?” 

“Only every minute of every day,” she says, pretending to be casual.  

“Listen, I have to go,” she says. 

“Oh, yeah. Sure,” I reply as I reluctantly let go of her hand. 

She opens the door but then turns back to look at me. 

“I know the dance is lame, but it’s for a good cause. Do you want to go with me?” she says. 

“Hell yeah.” 

As she closes the door behind her, she flashes me a smile. Then I have a thought that makes me damn near lightheaded. 

Pryor Cane may love me too...

*******

The agony that came after I kissed Pryor came later than I thought it would. But when it showed up, it made up for its lateness with its sheer strength. The cracks on my chest had moved another six inches. I was suffering so much on the floor of my room, my body shut down and I passed out for several hours. 

When I wake up, I’m bruised all over. I take a long scalding hot shower. And even as I inspect the scars on my chest, I know I would take the punishment that comes with kissing Pryor all over again. This was the best day of my life by far. 

My good mood is shaken when I step out of the shower and remember I have nothing to wear for this stupid dance. Normally I would never agree to that but really I don’t care where we go. I don’t even care that I could be in the same pain later since we’ll probably kiss again. 

I get to kiss her again...

Thank you, Omnis.  

I text East and he sends me the address of a shop he goes to. I warn him it better not have suits and crap. He promises I’ll find something I like. I head outside and make my way towards the store. 

Once inside the store, I’m sorry to say they did have a bunch of ties and junk. But they also have a few things that aren’t stupid. As I sort through the shirts on the rack, a woman in her late sixties with a kind expression and a black fedora, comes by me and proceeds to look as well. 

“I think this would be a nice color for you,” she says, holding up a royal blue shirt.

“Oh, I’ll try it. Thanks,” I reply, although I have no intention on buying what she picked out.

“I’m actually not sure what I’m looking for,” I admit. 

“I know what you’re looking for: a reminder,” she says.

“A what?” 

“When human children have something they need to remember, a red string is placed on the tip of their finger. Silver, think of me as your red string,” she says. 

She continues to sort through the racks. Every time she blinks, the item she looks at changes color. It appears she can manipulate objects with her mind. I stare at the Quo woman and demand to know who sent her. 

“I’m here because The Center felt they needed to remind you to stay away from the First Noru,” she says. 

A wave of terror passes through me. My hands start to shake and standing becomes a task I will not be able to perform for long. Despite that, I keep my voice calm and controlled. I refuse to let the twisted witch know how much her presence affects me. 

“I didn’t do anything wrong,” I tell her. 

“I think we both know that’s not true.”

“Pryor and I aren’t together. We’re just on the same team, that’s all,” I insist. 

“Well, we’ll see won’t we? The moment the carving on your chest reaches just above where a human heart would be...”

“Yeah, I know: if it gets that far, I go back to The Center,” I spit venomously. 

“We feel that going back may have lost its sting, Mr. Case. So, together with the Paras, we have been forced to add an incentive to ensure you behave.” 

“What the hell do you mean?” I demand. 

“I mean if you allow the marking on your chest to reach the final point, we’ll not only take you to The Center, we’ll take Pryor too.” 

PRYOR REESE CANE

(BOOK III)

––––––––



CHAPTER TWENTY: BEYOND REASON

“Pryor Reese Cane, get your ass back here and give us details!” Swoop demands.

She hurls a pillow at me as I run out of her bedroom. I laugh as the twins chase me down the hallway of the house. 

“You better tell us!” Key demands as she latches on to me. 

I try to get away, but Swoop twirls and flips in the air and lands right in front of me, blocking the entrance to my room. 

“Okay, okay,” I reply.

“Start at the top,” Key instructs. 

I tell them about the best thing that’s ever happened to me: The moment Aaden and I kissed. It happened a few hours ago, yet I can still feel his perfect lips on mine. I tell the twins everything. Well, almost everything. I skip the part about Wednesday and the girl. I don’t want to betray Aaden’s trust. 

I’ve gone over the story Aaden told me a million times since I was with him. I wonder who the girl is and why she hasn’t come forward. I know it must be hard for her, but I could never let someone take the blame for me. 

“Pryor, don’t you dare zone out on us!” Swoop warns me. 

“Was the kiss short and passionate or slow and lingering?” Swoop asks. 

“It was slow and lingering,” I admit, unable to stop smiling. 

“Were your eyes closed or open?” Key says. 

“Closed.”

They cheer and jump up and down like crazy human kids on a sugar high. 

“Hey, hey, keep it down. Some of us are busy cheating on our history papers thanks to Wikipedia,” East says as he enters the living room. 

“Pryor and Aaden kissed!” Swoop says.

“What?” someone asks behind us.

We turn and find Bex standing at the entrance. 

“Pryor and Aaden have a thing going,” Key says gleefully. 

“You think that’s wise?” he asks.

“What do you mean?” I ask. 

“He’s your second in command,” Bex replies.

“Yeah, Bex, I know who he is,” I counter. 

“What’s the problem? You and I date and we’re on the same team,” Key adds. 

“Okay, whatever. I gotta go do some stuff,” Bex says as he heads out the door.

“You just got back,” Key calls out. 

“I know. I just forgot to run an errand. Be back soon.”

He reaches over and kisses her fervently, then leaves the house. 

“So this thing with you and Aaden, how serious is it? And will there be a horde of girls that are heartbroken by the news? If so, I think I could help,” East offers. 

“It’s super serious. She got him to agree to come to the dance tonight.” Swoop beams.

“Wow, that is serious,” East replies. 

“Wait you guys, let’s not jump to any conclusions. We kissed and it was nice. And now...we’ll see what happens,” I say in my very best “grown-up” voice. 

“He’s going to give you his Rah!” Key says.

“What? No, we’re not even there yet. We just started,” I remind them. 

They don’t pay any attention to me. Instead they go off into my room to raid my closet and figure out how to dress me so that I can entice my soon-to-be boyfriend. I act like I’m cool and collected, but the thought that Aaden and I are about to be a couple thrills me beyond reason. 

Aaden Case and Pryor Cane. 

I like it. Who am I kidding; I love it...

*******

The girls are dressed in their designer best. Key wears a body hugging black velvet minidress with heels and blood red lipstick. Swoop wears a brown pleated leather miniskirt with a patterned tank top. She accents the look with silver bracelets and chocolate boots. I have on an olive green spaghetti strap A-line dress that flares out at the bottom. It complements my hair perfectly. 

East, Bex, and Randy have been ready for an hour now. They threaten us with bodily harm if we don’t finish getting ready and come downstairs. I texted Aaden and he said he’d meet me at the dance. I was kind of disappointed at first because I wanted to make an entrance with him. But now I’m over it. All that matters is that tonight, we’ll be together. 

I had time to brief Randy on the kiss and he wants to have a heart-to-heart with Aaden. That way he can threaten his life if he hurts me. I love how sweet and crazy my best friend can be. 

“Okay, you ladies have five seconds or I’m coming up there!” Bex warns. 

“We’re coming, we’re coming!” Swoop says. 

We rush down the stairs and the guys look us over. I can tell by the way Bex is looking at Key, he approves of her outfit. In fact all the guys are happy with our choices. 

I really wish Aaden were here. Oh well, he can see it at the dance. And then maybe he can see something else...

I recall my earlier conversation with the girls.

“Do not go too fast. Guys like to chase. Make him work for it. Don’t just spread your...wings for him,” Key cautions. 

“She’s righ,t but maybe show him a boob,” Swoop offers. 

“I would never do anything like that,” I replied. 

The twins look at me in total disbelief, and then we all start laughing like lunatics. 

*******

We hear the music long before we pull up to the school. The beat penetrates the night air and surrounds us. The turnout is far more than what I thought it would be. But then again, I’ve never gone to these things before. Everyone is dressed in trendy designer outfits and the latest hairstyles. The crowd is high energy and in full party mode. 

We enter the dance and are taken aback by the length the decorating committee went to  make over the gym. There are red and white balloons wrapped around every column in intricate patterns. The tables aligned against the walls are covered in white cloth and have a ton of heart-themed treats. 

There’s a “red carpet” set up on the opposite end of the gym. Students walk down the aisle and when they get to the end, they pose for pictures with a large hand-painted heart cutout with complex designs. The only thing more impressive than the decorations is the dazzling light display. 

“Randy, the lights are gorgeous!” I tell him. 

He beams back at me. Then Swoop tells us she has to go and that she’ll be back in an hour or so. We look at her curiously and watch as she heads to the DJ table. I guess the school already knows how good she is because the moment she gets to the table they start to cheer loudly. 

I have never seen anyone more in their element than Swoop standing over a turntable. Key would bond with her dad over cars, but for Swoop it was always music that helped her and Uncle Jay get close. 

“I’m gonna go call Aaden, see how long before he gets here,” I yell at Randy over the music. 

He points towards the window at the figure getting off the motorcycle. I don’t have a heart but if I did, I swear it would skip a beat. I wave to him excitedly. I don’t think he sees me. 

“Be right back,” I tell Randy as I race outside.

Aaden stands by his bike looking reluctant to come in. I forget he’s never been to a human school before. I smile and go out to get him. 

“Okay, I know you’re new to the whole ‘human social events’ thing, but in order to go to a dance you actually have to walk through the building where the dance is being held,” I tease as I walk towards him. 

As I get closer, I make out the expression on his face: crestfallen and brooding. 

He doesn’t need to say a word. I can tell by his body language. A language I’ve studied for years. I speak my revelation out loud. 

“You’re not coming in, are you?” I ask.

He lowers his head. 

“Aaden, if you hate dances that much then we can do something else,” I offer. 

“It’s not about the dance,” he replies, finally making eye contact. 

“So, what is this about?” I reply. 

“I shouldn’t have kissed you.”

I can’t bring myself to speak. So I just nod slowly while my stomach ties itself into a thousand knots. 

“I mean it was probably a bad idea for us to kiss,” he says. 

I don’t reply. Still can’t find words to string together and form any kind of coherent sentence. I’d like to flee and be as far from this place as I can, but my knees are so weak I can hardly stand, let alone run. 

Even if I could run, I would not. I’m the First Noru. I’m a leader, not a character in a young adult romance novel. I’m the child of Death and the First Guardian. I will not run off and cry; hell no. 

I have to take in what Aaden is saying the same way I had to take in Harm’s bone-breaking blows. And yes, standing here is far more difficult than fighting a Kaster, but I will be damned if I run away. 

“So this is as far as it goes for you and me?” I ask calmly. 

“Yes.” 

“Okay,” I reply as I start to walk back into the school.

“Pryor, wait,” he calls out. 

I stop walking and turn to face him. I remain composed even though it feels like my insides are being pureed. And the lump in my throat has expanded to the size of a tennis ball. 

“I want to explain why I think you and I would be a bad idea. Our parents were involved with angels on the same team and it got really complicated,” he says.

“Okay,” I reply simply as I head back inside. 

“Pry, I’m sorry.” 

“No worries,” I say without turning back. 

I disappear behind the school walls. I stand far enough away that he can’t see me. But close enough to watch as he gets on his motorcycle and rides away. He doesn’t look back. Given everything that’s happened, for some reason that’s what hurts the most: he never looked back...

*******

Pryor Reese Cane, you can’t lean on the lockers forever. You have to go back in to the gym and move on with your life. So what if he doesn’t want you. It was just a kiss. It wasn’t even that good. Okay, it was amazing, but so what? 

Don’t let him ruin your night. Just go in there and dance. The world is not over because the guy you’re in love with regrets kissing you. Everywhere all over the world girls wake up to realize the guy they want is a jerkoff. If all of them stood in this hallway like you, what would happen then?

What is the big deal about Aaden anyway? He’s just some angel with bad issues and a good body. You can find that anywhere. And you don’t like “dark and complicated” and that’s all Aaden is—a big bag of complications. Screw him. Seriously. Screw. Him.

I want to be the girl that can shake this kind of thing off like it doesn’t matter. But I don’t know how to be that girl. How do I pick up the pieces of my heart like it was no big deal that he hurled it on the floor? How do I go on with the rest of my life when I can’t even get myself to walk back into the damn gym? 

What happened? What did I do wrong? Was it something I said or did? Where did I mess up? Did he kiss me just because he had never done it before or did it actually mean something to him? How could he be so taken with me one minute and the next, want me out of his life? What the hell happened? Why would he do this to me? Is it because I don’t have a lot of experience? 

Stop it, Pry! Stop asking questions that you will never get the answers to. The fact is he doesn’t want you and the reasons are unimportant. So stop turning the situation over in your head in a million ways. No matter which way you look at it, Aaden is strong and willful. If he wanted to fight to be with you, he would. That “things get complicated” bullshit is just an excuse. 

Do not spend another minute thinking about him. He’s not worth it. There’s a lot going on and the last thing you need is to be with someone who is too weak to deal with a real angel. Just leave him alone. Let him go have acrobatic monkey sex with his legions of fangirls. Who gives a fuck? 

I do...

I sink down to the glossy waxed hallway floor, place my knees up to my chest and lower my head. The only thing I have going for me is that I am not crying. It’s a small victory, but it’s the only thing I can hold on to. 

“Pry?” someone calls. 

I look up and Bex is walking towards me. I quickly stand up and pull myself together. Concern spreads over his face when he gets a good look at me. 

“Hey, are you and Key having a good time?” I ask, trying to sound light and carefree. 

“What’s wrong?” he asks. 

“Nothing.”

“Where’s Silver?” 

“I don’t know. He came by and then took off,” I reply,+ hoping to Omnis he doesn’t ask me to explain further. 

“I thought you two were...”

“He said it could get complicated with us being on the same team and everything...”

“That guy is unbelievable!” Bex snaps.

“It’s fine, really. I’m good with it,” I reply. 

Please, please let the subject drop.

“He’s such a selfish bastard. I should’ve broken his damn neck. He comes back here after being gone with no explanation. He’s an arrogant self-serving son of—”

“Bex, please. I can’t do this right now, okay?” I snap. 

“Sorry, I just think you should be with someone who knows how special you are. Someone who would fight the whole damn world if it meant being able to spend an extra minute with you,” he rages. 

I look at him, surprised by his heated reaction. Judging from the expression on his face, he’s taken aback by it too. 

“Sorry, I just...I think you deserve better,” he says, gaining his composure back. 

Our eyes lock. He’s about to say something, but then we hear a voice call out from around the corner. 

“Bex, where are you?” Key asks. 

“I should go,” he says.

I nod in agreement and he starts to walk towards the sound of Key’s voice. 

“Bex?” I call out before he turns the corner. 

He turns and looks back at me.  

“About the pendant you gave me...” I begin.

“Yeah, what about it?”

Does the pendant mean you have feelings for me? If so, how long have you had them? Why didn’t you ever say anything? And if you do have feelings for me, what does that mean for you and Key? 

“Pryor, what about the pendant?” he asks. 

“I just wanted to say...thank you. It’s really beautiful.”

He smiles back at me but there’s sadness in his eyes. Before I can say anything, he disappears down the hallway to find his girl. 

*******

I take the compact out of my purse and study my face in the circular mirror. The girl who looks back at me feels like a stranger. She’s sadder than I’ve ever seen her. Yet she’s strong; strong enough to avenge her brother. 

“That’s gotta count for something, right?” I ask myself in the mirror out loud. 

I shake my head, feeling very much like a pathetic loser. I then place my compact away and head towards the back exit. It’s time to give up on this dance. 

I’m walking down the steps that look out onto the football field, when I hear Randy call out for me to wait for him. I turn and find him running towards me. 

“Where you going?” he asks. 

“Home.”

“Bex said you needed to talk, what’s up?” 

I tell him what happened tonight. 

“You want me to beat him up? I could you know. I’ve been taking this new limeade flavored sports shake. Man, I’m a freaking beast!” he says proudly. 

I smile despite myself, but it quickly turns into a frown. Randy pulls me close and hugs me. It’s only then that I realize just how much I needed that. We just stand there for several minutes holding each other. Then we sit on the steps and look out onto the football field. 

“How could I be so stupid? Aaden is the guy with a thousand secrets. How could I think for one second I could trust him?” I ask.

“It’s not your fault. Girls fall for guys like that all the time,” he says.

“I thought he liked me. I mean when we kissed I felt something I haven’t felt since my mom and dad were on earth. I felt safe. Then he comes over here and...why did he do this to me? Why did he make me think he cared about me when he doesn’t? Seriously, what was there to gain?” 

“I think he’s scared because you happen to be one hot, badass chick. He’s just not ready to deal with you,” Randy suggests. 

“Seriously, Randy, no bullshit. Is there something wrong with me?” 

“Pryor, you put your life on the line for the ones you love. You’re a hero.”

“No, Randy, I’m not,” I counter.

“You are to me.”

“Having powers doesn’t really make you a hero, Randy.”

“You were my hero even before I knew who you really were. Every day you rescue me from complete and utter loneliness. You go to comic conventions just because you know I hate going alone. You let me pretend my mom is actually coming back even though we both know she’s not.” 

“Randy...”

“It’s okay. I kept waiting for her to return so I could be part of a family. But I have you and my dad, so I’m already part of a family.” 

I place my head on his shoulder while my heart continues to break. Being with Randy doesn’t stop the hurt but at least I’m not facing it alone. 

“Hey, I just had a thought: What if the Blue Rose woman was a demon. And it turns out that Aaden is actually the Blue Rose descendant? That way you could kill him and it would fall under ‘official Noru business’!”  He laughs at the thought and I join in. 

––––––––



EPILOGUE

It’s Saturday morning and I know staying in the house with Aaden will drive me nuts. So I try to get dressed as quickly as I can to avoid seeing him. Yet when I walk into the kitchen, I can’t help but peek around the corner towards the direction of his room to try and catch a glimpse of him.

Oh my Omnis, I’m so pathetic, someone please shoot me already. 

“He’s gone,” East says.

“What? Who?” I ask innocently as I walk back to the table and sip one of Sam’s flavored mixture drinks. 

“Silver,” East replies.

“Oh, I wasn’t looking for...I mean—where did he go?” I ask. 

“I don’t know. He told me to tell you that if it has to do with team business, contact him and he’d come, but other than that...he’d be off doing his own thing.” 

“Well as long as he’s here for the team, it’s whatever,” I reply, feeling anger surge within me. 

I rush out of the house only to have Key race after me and hand me a small package. She says it came from The Face and that it was delivered while I was still Recharging. I thank her and take off. I’m too pissed at Aaden to stay in the house. I head straight for Randy’s apartment. 

*******

“Can you believe him?” I shout. 

“Pryor, you’re going to make a hole in the floor and that makes it kind of hard to get our security deposit back,” Randy says.

“Argh, how dare he. So what, I’m not allowed to talk to him unless it’s about Noru business? Argh, that smug son of a bitch!”

“Maybe he just doesn’t want it to be awkward for you two,” Randy suggests. 

“No, he’s rubbing it in my face. Who does he think he is? Better yet, who does he think I am? Does he think I would stalk him like some common fangirl groupie? Argh! The nerve of him!” I roar. 

That’s when I hear a snap-like sound. I look down and realize I had taken Randy’s bat when I was ranting. And now it’s in two pieces in my hand. 

“Sorry,” I reply as I place the wooden bat on the floor. 

“It’s okay, but maybe you should take a seat and meditate or something,” Randy suggests.  

I fall back onto his bed with a great big sigh. Then something falls out of my pocket. Randy picks it up.

“What’s this?” he asks.

“I don’t know. The Face sent it to me this morning,” I reply as I open the ring-sized box. 

I pull out a sealed, small vial filled with dark blue liquid.  

“What is it?” Randy asks. 

“It’s called a Kurrent. It’s a mixture that creates a 3-D image of the being that purchased it and replays a message from them.”

“Wow, angel voicemail. Cool.” 

“It is also programmed to know who it’s speaking to.” 

“Who is the message from?” 

“According to this note from The Face, my mom.” 

“So, open the vial,” he pushes. 

“Seeing my mom and knowing it’s not really her...”

“Pry, it’s a message your mom wanted you to hear. I’ll stay with you if it helps,” he offers. 

“I guess I’d have to sooner or later, right?” I say as I pour the mixture onto the floor. 

Instantly a 3D version of my mom starts to form. I’d forgotten how pretty she looks. Her warm purple, eyes stare back at me. She walks up to me, takes my hand, and looks into my eyes.

“Hello, Carrot. I’m making this Kurrent in case something happens to us. I was supposed to make the recording with your father but he couldn’t bring himself to imagine a world where he wouldn’t be there to protect you and Sam. You know us girls are much stronger than the guys. So it’s up to us to deal with what cruelties life may bring. There’s so much I want to tell you, but it would take an entire lifetime to say it all. I don’t know what will happen to cause you to have to play this recording, but whatever happened to us I want you to know that your father and I love you. And we love Sam. And while you may grieve for our absence, you are not allowed to give up. You are our child and you will make it through whatever lies ahead. “I know you know how to fight and how to defend yourself. But what your training hasn’t prepared you for is this: if you win all the battles that lie ahead yet allow the evil you witness to change you, to make you hard and cynical, you have in fact lost. Sweetheart, no matter what happens, it is imperative to hold on to your kindness, compassion and yes, your humanity. That is what you fight for. That is what you die for. Do not let anyone take away your willingness to love and be loved. That’s an order. I’m your mom so you have to listen to me. Do you hear that? That’s Sam and your dad shouting for me to hurry up. We’re taking Sam to his first official day of flight training. Your dad could hardly Recharge last night, he was so excited. I better go. Just remember three things: You are loved. Protect your humanity. And your team is your family so protect them like you would Sam. Oh and one last thing: Aaden’s fighting a lot of demons right now. The kind you and I can’t see. He’s very much like your dad was when I first met him: he will require... patience. 

“Okay, I’m coming! I have to go, but remember: You. Are. Loved.”

The mixture reverts back to its original liquid form and leaps back into the vial. I turn away from Randy and look out the window. 

“I’m sorry, Pry. Maybe it was a bad idea to listen to the recording after all,” Randy says.

“No, it wasn’t. I just didn’t think I’d hear Sam’s voice in the background. It threw me.”

He comes over and gently rubs my back. I try to smile back but don’t quite make it. 

“I wish you could have heard your dad too.” 

“Actually I do hear my dad,” I reply.

“What do you mean?”

“I hear him in my head saying, “Pryor, even angels need reminding.” 

“I don’t get it.” 

“Whenever they were on missions, my dad made sure that if at all possible the team got a chance to have fun and blow off some steam. He’d say even angels need to be reminded of the grace of Omnis. And you know what? I know just how to do that. Let’s go!”

*******

Before Randy and I take off, I text the team and tell them the plan. Everyone responds and agrees to come along. Well, everyone but Aaden. Our plans aren’t “team business” so I guess he won’t be coming. 

We arrive in Paradise Plitvice Lake, near Southeast Europe. Here, Omnis placed the most beautiful waterfall in the human world. Over a dozen rivers converge and cascade down throughout the picturesque terrain. The clear turquoise waters, lush planet life, and vast mountain range always leave me in awe. 

“This is incredible,” Randy says as he looks around. 

“Yeah, Sam and I used to vacation here with my parents,” I reply.

“Death takes vacations?” 

“So do Time and Fate. Just never at the same time. My mom gets the summer months because it coincides with our school vacations.” 

Bex, East, and Swoop fly past us and head for the highest peak they can find. They quickly strip down to their swimwear and get ready.  

“What are they doing?” Randy asks. 

“Another reason to come here is because the mountains are just high enough for the team to Soul Dive.”

“What’s that? I wanna do it too,” he says. 

“No Randy, you don’t,” Key warns.

“How do you know, Key? I might have an adventurous side. A dangerous side,” he says, trying way too hard to impress her. 

“Randy, Soul Diving is a game where two angels leap off the tallest mountaintop at the same time without using their wings. Whoever opens up their wings first, loses. It’s what the humans would call a game of chicken,” I explain. 

“Oh, that doesn’t sound too bad,” he lies. 

“Really?” Key asks.

“Well, what happens if one of them doesn’t pull up in time?” he says. 

“There are Ports at the base of all the mountains. They take you straight to Difi,” I reply.

“What’s Difi?” he asks. 

“Hell.” 

“Oh...” he says quietly. 

Key and I exchange a look of bemusement. Key comes over to him in her bathing suit and takes his arm in hers. 

“I know if you had wings, you’d Soul Dive and not even think twice about it. But since you don’t, I thought we’d hit the waterfall in the lower terrain while Bex and the others are diving. What do you say?” Key asks kindly. 

I think Randy lost his power of speech in that moment. All he could do was nod and give her a goofy grin. He then rushes and takes his shirt off, leaving only his Star Wars shorts. The two of them jump into the water and cry out excitedly as they splash around and swim. A few mountains over, I watch as the rest of the team Soul Dive and carry on like happy maniacs. 

I strip my clothes off and reveal the bathing suit underneath, but I don’t go in the water. I sit on top of one of the cliffs and look out at my team. Well, most of my team. Aaden isn’t here. 

Aaden isn’t here...

I allow myself to go back to the night we kissed for what I hope will be the last time. I can feel his hand on the side of my face as if it’s happening right now. His soft lips felt like summer breezing through my wings. And when I parted his lips with mine, it sent a rush of pleasure to parts of my soul I didn’t know existed until that very moment.  

It’s not just the kiss I miss; it’s him. I know it makes me a complete loser for missing a guy who doesn’t give a damn about me, but I do. I miss the way his eyes glaze over when The Face is talking. I miss the intensity in his voice and the confidence of his walk. 

Most of all, I miss the way he says my name. It always sends a tingle whirling through me and makes me feel like I’ve had a double shot of Coy. And no matter how many times I’ve witnessed it, it still amazes me how he can be so aggressive in battle and yet so gentle in his touch. 

“Moping is not allowed today!” Randy says behind me. 

I look just in time to see him and Key coming for me. They pick me up and scold me for staying out of the water. 

“I don’t want to swim, I’m fine here,” I promise.

“Well, too bad,” Randy says.

He signals to Key and the two of them conspire and hurl me off the cliff. I scream in delight all the way down. When I hit the water, I gasp at how cold it is and they all laugh at me. Soon East and the others join us in the water. It’s the most fun I’ve had in awhile. 

Things go from entertaining to outright hilarious when the force of the waterfall knocks Randy’s shorts off. He’s horrified but still laughing as he tries to find his shorts in the water. Swoop and Key make inappropriate and silly comments. The guys join in and I’m laughing so hard my sides hurt. 

Finally. Randy emerges from the water with his shorts in hand. He says it’s not funny as he puts his shorts back on, but we catch him laughing at himself yet again. We point out the stray flower petals, leaves, and seaweed that have latched on to his body. 

“Did I get it all?” he asks as he turns his back to us. 

“Yeah, man, you’re fine,” Bex says. 

“You still have one behind your thigh,” I call out from a few yards away. 

“Pryor is just messing with you,” Swoop laughs. 

“Oh really?” Randy says as he playfully leaps towards me and sends me flying backwards into the water. 

We have a “splash” war for a few moments then head out of the water. I then swear to Randy I wasn’t messing with him. He doesn’t believe me so I make him turn around so I can take it off for him. I bend down and swipe the small stray debris from the back of Randy’s thigh. 

“Damn, it’s stuck,” I tell him.

“Oh no, is it some kind of jellyfish? Is it sucking my blood or something?” Randy says, starting to panic. 

I get all the way down to the ground so I can take a closer look. 

“Pryor, c’mon, tell me! Is it a jellyfish?” 

“No,” I reply.

“Then what the hell is it, Pry?” 

“It’s a rose; a blue rose.” 
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“Guardians: The Girl”

CHAPTER ONE: THE BOY

Okay, it’s official: I’m a coward. No one is in class today but me—and the new twin foreign exchange students from Japan. The boy’s name is Rio. He’s tall, lanky, and on the cutting edge of fashion. His hair is flaming red and falls into a shaggy bob cut that usually covers his face. His lips are plum red and he has eyebrows most girls would die for. 

Rio looks like a Harajuku poster boy. This I learned from Wikipedia; it is a fashion trend in Japan where the kids dress in bold colors, patterns and off-the-beaten-path clothing. I find him sexy in a dark, mysterious way.

His twin sister, Miku, is more bohemian. No matter the weather, she can be found in dresses that are usually soft, flowery, and flowing. She has almond-shaped gray eyes like her brother. Her hair is jet black, bone straight and falls down to her waist. Her bangs frame her soft face beautifully. She wears a single honey blonde braid on the right side. But where Rio stands at 6’0, his sister is nearly a foot shorter.

We’ve said hello to each other in passing, but I’ve never struck up a conversation. I wonder what it would be like if I had that kind of charm. Would I take over governments? Start wars? Or maybe, just try to get a date for senior prom? 

It didn’t surprise me that the twins are here. They never miss a day of school. Since they arrived, I’ve been fascinated by the way they are with each other. They could be laughing quietly and joking around, but if a student enters the room looking worried or upset, it changes the mood of the twins. Suddenly they are concerned as well. Of course this is all me—having way too much time on my hands to analyze other people’s behavior. 

Still, I imagine their lives are somehow filled with adventure. I wish mine were. I’d like my life to be as exciting as Joan of Arc’s or Queen Elizabeth’s. Their existence changed the world. I daydream about being that kind of girl. But those women were brave and defiant. Me, on the other hand, I can’t even cut one lousy class. 

The reason for such a low turnout in my last class period is the weather. New York City rarely has temperatures above 30 degrees in January. But here we are just two weeks in to the new year, and it’s a blissful 70 degrees outside. So everyone said a silent “Thank you” to global warming and ditched class. 

My friend Sara was trying to coax me to join her, but at the last minute, I chickened out. I never go against the rules. Not because I don’t have a desire to, but because I am afraid of the repercussions. What if I cut class and got caught? They’d call my mom and I’d be grounded. Not that I ever really go anywhere but still....

It isn’t just the weather that has made people skip Mr. White’s history class, it’s Mr. White himself. He rarely makes eye contact with the class, or even asks questions to see if we are following along with the lesson. It’s as if he’s talking to himself. He’s a one-man show, and we inconvenience the hell out of him by being there. 

I raise my hand and get permission to go to the bathroom. I head down the hallway and encounter the Armani- Dior-McCartney parade. Fashionistas come towards me armed with posh handbags, perfect teeth and utter disapproval. 

I am the only kid at Livingston Academy that doesn’t have old money. Actually, I don’t have new money either. My Grandfather was a janitor here for twenty years before he died. As a favor, the dean arranged it so I could get a partial scholarship. It’s still out of our price range but my Mom won’t hear of public school.

Standing there, I thought I’d get my stuff and make a break for it, but no, I walked right past my locker and into the girls bathroom. Like I said: big coward. 

I look at myself in the mirror and sigh. I am so uninteresting. My face is too round, my eyes are too far apart and my cheekbones lack the height needed to elevate me to exotic. The only things that stand out about me are my eyes: they’re as purple as the stupid dinosaur. And, well, that’s just weird. 

What’s even weirder is that they go various shades of purple depending on my mood. If I’m angry, they become such a deep shade of purple they appear black. When I’m sad, they lighten up and take on an electric, neon glow. I hate my eyes. They come from my father. He had encountered my mother on her way home from school—and raped her. She went to the police, but they never caught him. She tried to put that night behind her, but then I came along.

My mom, Marla, calls me the one good thing in her life. Funny, I never saw it that way. She had a scholarship to Columbia University and was going to be pre-law, but she had to postpone school to have me. Then my grandparents died in a car accident and she had no one to help support her. 

So, she put off school and got a series of dead-end jobs to make ends meet. Law school became a distant fantasy. She poured all her dreams into me. She wants me to be what she would have been had she not had me: a brilliant attorney slash striking social butterfly.

But it takes a full night of cramming to squeeze out a C+ or B- on my exams. That is not brilliance. And as far as being striking goes, as I said, the only remarkable thing about me are my eyes. I always get asked about wearing contacts. I get so fed up with that question. 

So here I am, Emerson Hope Baxter, a fifteen-year-old, purple-eyed freak living in New York City. I look at myself in the mirror once again. I smooth out a wayward strand of ink colored hair and tighten my ponytail. I take one last look at myself. I’m 5’4” without a curve in sight. I sigh, again. 

I wash my hands and head out the door. The urge to ditch doesn’t last long. Besides, even if I had ditched class, where would I go? Everyone who cut class today had something fun and exciting to do. Their life had urgency and meaning. My life, on the other hand, is routine and ordinary.

So, no ditching, but I’m doing the next best thing; I head to the nurses office, my safe haven. The nurse’s name is Cora. She lets me crash on one of the cots when life at Livingston Academy has gotten to be too much. I run to the safety of the Lysol-scented office until I get enough nerve to face the world again. 

As I head down the hallway I hear a moan coming from the janitor’s closet. I walk up and press my ear to the door. I turn the knob half expecting it to be locked, but it isn’t. The person moans even louder. 

“Hello?” 

“Help!” a male’s voice says weakly in the dark.

I gently drag him out of the closet and prop him up against the wall. I know I have seen him before. I can’t remember his name, but he works in the main office. He’s about fifty or so, balding with dark rimmed glasses and kind eyes.

“They’re coming for him. Must stop them...hurts so much,” he says in barely a whisper. 

His face is pale and his lips are pressed together so tightly they form a thin white line. I put my hand on his shoulder to calm him. That’s when I first see the blood. It has seeped through his white shirt and tie and continues to spread its way across his abdomen. By the time I find the origin of the blood, it’s seeped down to the floor. I put my hand on the hole in his stomach but that does little to slow the bleeding.

“Help! Somebody help!” I cry out. The hallway answers back with staunch silence.

“Help me!” I call out again. Nothing.

He’s trying to say something. I lean in closer.

“Find him. Tell him to run.”

“Find who?”

He hands me a crumpled blue 5x7 index card. The kind all the students have to fill out detailing their address and other important information. It’s covered in blood. 

“Find him,” the man insists again.

“Okay I will,” I promise, hoping that would get him to stay calm.

I call out for help once again but this time I don’t wait for the silence to mock me. I stuff the index card in my pocket and I run down the hallway as fast as I can. It doesn’t seem fast enough. Should I have left him alone? Can he hang on until I get back? How long does it take an ambulance to come? Stop thinking, just go! My heart is pounding so hard my chest hurts. I scan the hallways. Not a person in sight. 

As I call out again, something hurls itself at me and throws me down to the ground with the force of a category five hurricane. I hit the floor. I would have thought I were dead save the acute pain traveling from my shoulders down to my ankle. I groan in agony as the thing that attacked me pins me down to the ground. I stare into the face of my attacker. 

It’s Rio from my history class. But before I can be sure, he covers me with something. Everything goes dark. I don’t have time to pinpoint what it was because just then gunshots rang out. 

I don’t know who is shooting because my attacker won’t let me up, so I fight him. I know in my head that it is a bad idea to stand up, what with a hail of bullets flying overhead, but panic steps in, and I just want to flee. I have to get up and run away. I punch him repeatedly. I kick and scream for him to let me go. It’s hard to tell if he can hear me over the sound of the gunshots. If he does, it in no way affects him. He holds me down effortlessly with his body and what I think must have been some kind of dark blanket. But where did it come from? 

I make one last desperate attempt to free myself; I push past the pain running down my side and hurl myself forward to get out from underneath the boy holding me captive. He doesn’t even budge. How can he be so strong? He’s only 120 pounds or so. 

Suddenly, I hear the most beautiful song ringing out into the hallways. It sounds like the kind of melody you’ve heard at a funeral. Sad. Haunting. Sorrowful. Tears sprang instantly from my eyes. I’m heartbroken but I don’t know why. It’s as if the melody has etched the saddest possible memories into my heart. The pain is worse than any physical thing I could have experienced. I want to die. My captor looks into my eyes.

“Don’t listen,” he begs as he holds me closer to his chest. 

The blanket he has spread over us has somehow gotten darker and heavier. The song sounds far away now. And although I no longer feel the desire to die, I am so saddened by what little melody I can make out; I continue to weep, loudly, into his chest. Somewhere in between the sobs I think I hear groaning, but I can’t be sure.

The shots stop just as suddenly as they had started, and the hallway is silent again. The blanket is pulled off of me. I was right. It was Rio who held me down.

“What the hell is—.” My voice dies in my throat. Lying about ten yards away from us are three bodies. And standing a few feet away from them is Miku, Rio’s twin sister. 

Horrified, I make my way over. Three men lie lifeless on the floor. I’ve never seen them before. They have on dark suits and ties. A trail of bloody tears has run down their faces. Each of them had torn their shirts open, exposing large blue and green bruises on their chests. I lean in closer and see several bloody self-inflicted gashes. It’s as if they were trying to rip their hearts out.

“What did you do?” My voice is filled with so much anguish, I barely recognize it. Before Miku has a chance to reply, Rio comes towards us shouting, “We have to go! They’re coming.”

No sooner had he gotten the words out than a group of men comes barreling down the stairs wearing suits and carrying guns. They begin shooting.

“Emmy, let’s go!” She doesn’t wait for me to move. She grabs my hand and drags me down the hallway towards the exit. I fall in step with her for fear that if I don’t she’ll hurt me like she did the men on the floor. I knew it was her. She was the one singing. She had killed three people without putting a hand on them. And now I’m being dragged down the school hallway by a murderer and her brother. But I figure I’m better off with them than the “Wall Street” mafia back there, right?

The wonder twins and I dodge into the stairwell. Bullets whiz over our heads. The singer pulls the fire alarm. Kids quickly flood the stairwell. The PA system comes on. I can’t hear what the principal is saying as the brother and sister team and I run at breakneck speed past the student body and out the door. Once outside, a red sports car comes towards us at top speed, jumps the curb and stops just short of hitting us. The door flings open. The driver, whose face I can’t see, says, “Get in.” 

They try to get me inside the car but I fight them off, kicking and screaming. I’d rather die here than get in this stranger’s car and end up bruised and broken in some dark alley. 

“Get off me!” I shout back. 

Had it not been New York City, the sight of a group of teenagers fighting would have been disturbing. But seeing as how the city is always full of strange characters and even stranger happenings, not one person even stopped. Although, there were a few who looked on as they walked by but dismissed it as juvenile horseplay. 

Rio somehow gets both my arms behind my back and holds them there. I struggle, but it does no good. His grip is too tight. 

“I got her. You clean up,” Rio instructs his sister.

“I cleaned up last time,” Miku replies.

“So you should be familiar with the process,” he retorts. She stares back at him coldly.

Rio lets his guard down for a half a second. That’s all I need. I shoot off down the street. They grabbed a hold of my shirt from behind. I scarcely manage to slip out of it. I thank myself for layering this morning because I didn’t trust the weather to stay this warm throughout the day. I’m half way down the block. My muscles beg me to stop or even slow down, but I don’t give in. 

What’s going on? The question bounces inside my pounding head with every labored breath I take. Don’t stop to analyze, I reason with myself. Just get some distance. 

I spot a cop car halfway down the block; seeing an end to their pain in sight, my muscles fully cooperate. I’m now running at top speed, mere yards away from help, when she appears before me, stopping me dead in my tracks. 

She looks to be about my age, maybe a year or so older? She stands at a statuesque five feet nine inches. Her beauty defies logic. No one that stunning can be real. Even if she wasn’t blocking me, I would have had no choice but to stop and marvel at the sheer radiance of her face. Her skin looks as if it had been carved out of the night sky: smooth, black, glowing. Her eyes are the color of gleaming pennies; her full lips spread across her face and form a spectacular smile. 

Her hair reaches past her shoulder and down to her lower back in thick curls with streaks of copper matching her eyes. She wears black leather pants that hug every flawless curve and a matching fitted black leather vest. I gasp at the impossible perfection before me.

I want frantically to reach out and touch her for two reasons. First, to make sure she is real, and second, I long to put my hands on something so flawless. But I can’t reach out and touch her. That’s not to say that she isn’t real. She’s real, as is the silver handgun she’s pointing at me. 

I hear a car pull up, but I can’t tear myself away from the girl in front of me. “Get in,” she orders. She doesn’t need the gun. I know from the chill going down my spine that she is dead serious, and disobeying isn’t in my immediate best interest. I tear myself away from her face and see the same red car, its door open. I get into the car. 

Once inside, the car zooms up Broadway going at nearly twice the speed limit. The twins are seated next to me. I want to ask where they are taking me, but I’m afraid the minute I open my mouth, I’ll cry. I refuse to give my conquerors the satisfaction of seeing me weep. Instead, I look out the window at the crowds of New Yorkers passing by. As usual they are all in a hurry to get where they need to be or leave where they’ve just been. 

They remind me of my mom. She’s always racing home to make me dinner. But neither of us are good cooks, so we always end up ordering out. I wonder if I’ll ever see her again. I had been in such a rush this morning, I didn’t say good bye. I didn’t even say goodbye to Ms. Charlotte, my cat. She waits for me on the windowsill at exactly 3:30 p.m. everyday. I don’t know how she knows it’s time, but I swear she does. She’ll be waiting today....

I try to swallow but can’t. A big lump forms in my throat. Tears stream down my face. Then I remember the emergency card the man in the closet gave me. I had told him that I would help find this boy and tell him to run. It made no sense to me, but it had mattered to the man, and I should have done it. Oh well. I’m sure this boy is safer than me, wherever he is.

I surreptitiously remove the crumpled, blood-stained paper from my pocket. I can’t make out the home number or address of the boy the closet man had failed to reach. But there, printed clearly underneath light splotches of blood, it reads:

“Emerson H. Baxter.”

********

I was wrong about the alley. We pull into a quiet, charming, tree-lined street somewhere on the Upper East Side. Everything about the neighborhood says “old money lives here,” from the rows of five story brick townhouses to the pristine community garden. When we get to the townhouse at the end of the block, the car pulls into the driveway. The twins get out of the car and hold the door open for me. I know I should try to run, but I’m sure my limbs won’t comply. I slowly get out of the car. 

I see the driver for the first time. He’s black and slightly taller than Rio, but his muscular body makes him a hundred times more intimating. He’s wearing a black hoodie and a platinum twisted chain. I can’t make out his eyes under his Gucci shades. The twins motion to me to go into the house. Sensing I’m about to object, Rio sighs impatiently, and Miku takes my hand and walks me through the frosted glass door. 

The house is breathtaking. From the high-dimension ceiling to the smooth wheat-colored finished floor, there isn’t one square inch that’s not appealing to the eye. The house has a historic feel, but the décor is modern with sleek, clean lines. The browns and reds that highlight the décor make the space warm and cozy. The paintings are mostly Monet. Some I recognized but two I have never seen before. The bay window looks out onto the Park. 

Rio and the driver come in behind us and close the door. I’m feeling lightheaded and find it hard to focus. Miku looks at me, smiles brightly and says, “I’ll get you a soda,” as if this were any other day and I’m a good friend who happened to come by. Rio goes into another room and comes back with a small trash can and places it at my feet. “Don’t bother,” he says to Miku. Just then a wave of nausea hits me. I double over and vomit. I miss the can completely. 

Miku goes away and comes back with a wet towel. She bends down and pats my face. “I want to go home. You can’t keep me here. Please,” I beg her. She walks me over to the plush sofa and sits me down. 

She turns to Rio. “How is she?” 

“Tired. Shocked.” I hate being talked about like I’m not in the room.

“Why are you asking him? I’m right here.”

She pays me no mind. “She should sleep,” she says to the driver. 

Is she kidding me? I’ve just been in a shoot out. I’ve seen a man bleeding to death and I’m being kidnapped. How does she think I could possibly sleep?

“Tell me what’s going on. Who are you? Why did you force me into your car and who was shooting at us?” The more questions I ask the more hysterical I become. 

“I want to go home,” I shout at the top of my lungs. The driver comes up to me and takes his shades off to reveal soft, warm, hazel eyes. He places a hand on my shoulders. He looks into my eyes and speaks with a soft velvet voice oozing charm. “You would like to go to sleep,” he says simply. After he said that, nothing mattered more than the desire to close my eyelids. I’ve fought off sleep before, but this isn’t like that. There’s no fight. I want nothing more than to give into darkness. The last thing I see before I drift off is the girl who held me at gun point coming towards me.

********

“She’s got to be a part of this whole thing. Why else would Lucy send half a dozen Runners after her?”

“She looked genuinely surprised when they came. This girl has no idea what’s going on.”

“That doesn’t make sense. The council would never expose a human to that kind of danger.”

“I’m telling you she knows nothing.” 

“It doesn’t matter if Emerson knows something or not. If Lucy thinks she’s involved, she’s dead.”

As I listen to the conversation taking place in the living room, I keep my eyes closed. They had carried me into one of the bedrooms when I fell asleep. This is all a dream. This is what I get for falling asleep watching the SyFy Channel. But even as I’m saying it to myself, I know it’s a lie. This is real. And this Lucy person sent a bunch of guys to kill me. What did they call them—“Runners”? What have I done to this Lucy to make her want me dead? I’m gonna lay still and keep my eyes closed. This nightmare has to end.

“Is she awake?” I think Miku is speaking. Rio answers.

“She is, but she’s trying to wish this whole thing away.”

“We don’t have time for this.” I recognize the voice of the girl who pointed the gun at me.

She sounds irritated and on edge. I open my eyes and scan the room looking for a phone. There isn’t one. I snort at the absurdity of my situation. What would I say to the cops if there had been a phone? “Hi, my name is Emerson Baxter and I’m being kidnapped and held hostage inside, what looks to be, the centerfold of Architectural Digest.”

Someone knocks on the door of the room. Miku’s voice calls out to me sweetly behind the door, “Emmy, it’s time to get up.” She opens the door and comes over with a tray of food. She sits beside me. On the tray is a small bowl of broth with pieces of a few white squares and a handful of green onions. “It’s miso soup. It’s good. My mom used to make it. Oh, and a turkey sandwich. I got Jay to make it for you. He’s a culinary genius, but he’s a little stingy with his talent.”

“Who’s Jay?” I question.

“The driver.”

“He should have his license revoked.”

“He did.” She laughs and hands me the tray.

“I’m not hungry.”

“Rio says you are.”

“How does he know what I feel?”

“It’s a long story. First food then Q&A, okay?”

I was ready to argue, but the aroma of the soup hit my nose and my stomach growled. I take one spoonful of the soup intending to stop there, but it is so good I end up drinking the whole thing. 

Miku studies me. “Now, try the sandwich.”

“No, I’m fine. Really.” She looks pleadingly at me. 

I’m such a pushover. I take a bite of the sandwich. It’s the best thing I have ever put in my mouth. It has some kind of spread that gives the turkey a kick. There’s also a light sweetness to it but I can’t figure out from what. I look at Miku in awe. 

“I know. It’s amazing huh? You should try his parmesan potato bread. It’s his specialty. But he really has to like you to make it.” 

I gobbled it up in four quick bites.

I am making a pig of myself, but Miku doesn’t seem to mind. She hands me a can of soda. I drink it down and wipe my mouth with the napkin she had thoughtfully placed beside the tray. I thank her. She smiles and motions for me to follow her. I take a deep breath and walk after her out of the bedroom, into the living room.

I must have been asleep for hours, judging by the dark sky. The living room is lit softly by track lights. Someone has cleaned the spot where I’d thrown up; the sour smell is gone. The house now smells of green tea and jasmine. There’s no one in sight.

“Everyone’s waiting outside,” Miku informs me as she leads the way. We walk up a few flights and through a black gated door onto the roof. Standing there beside Rio is the driver, Jay, and the gun girl. 

It seems impossible but she is somehow even more striking than she was when I first saw her. She walks up to me. Her voice is official and impatient. “I’m Ameana. And this is Jayden.” She motions towards the driver. He says, “It’s cool, call me Jay.” 

Ameana continues without the slightest concern as to whether I respond or not. “You have something in your possession that is vital to me and many others. We need you to hand it over.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I stammer. She looks at the others, then back at me. “You have no idea what I want from you?” she asks again. I try to keep my voice from trembling. 

“N-n-no,” I say weakly. She turns to Rio. He replies, “She’s telling the truth. The Runners haven’t told her anything. She has no idea what’s going on.” 

I don’t know where the anger came from. All I know is that I had had enough of this sci-fi bull. I direct my comment to Ameana. “Look, warrior princess, I don’t know what you are talking about, okay? I was just trying to help some guy I found in the hallway and then all hell broke loose! If you plan on killing me before this Lucy person, then fine, do it. If not, I have to get home.”

“How do you know Lucy? Has she come to see you?” Ameana turns to Rio. 

He answers her unspoken question. “She has one. I would know if she didn’t.” 

“One what?” I ask. 

“How do you know about Lucy?” Ameana demands again.

Hoping that if I give her some answers she’ll give me some, I reply, “I overheard you guys talking. So, who is she? Why is she out to kill me?” I look into their faces and see something in them I didn’t see when bullets rang out over our heads—fear.

“Is she some kind of super bad girl? I mean how many guns can a girl carry?” All my attempts to lighten the mood fail. “Please, tell me what’s going on. I may be able to help. But you guys have to talk to me,” I plead. They confer silently with each other. 

Before anyone can speak, a boy pops out of thin air. Seriously. He came out of nowhere. Startled, I jump back, lose my balance and fall head first down the side of the five story building. I don’t even have time to register that I should scream. I try to prepare myself for the pain. My head will hit the ground first, so maybe death will come swiftly. Please, please come swiftly. 

There is no pain. I feel no pain. Yes! Somehow I must have been knocked unconscious so quickly, the pain never had time to register. I’m dead. I’m dead. I’m dead.

Then I hear Rio’s voice. “Emmy, open your eyes” I do. I am lying safely on the floor of the roof. I look up at the faces staring back at me; Rio, Jayden, Ameana, Miku and the new pop-up guy. He looks like a J Crew model. He’s wearing a designer military-style jacket, a royal blue stretch pullover that brings out his eyes, and white cargo pants. 

Well, if I am dreaming, at least I’m dreaming about pretty people. Everyone on this roof is hot. Well, aside from regular looking old me. Pop-up guy says to me, “I’m Reason. But you can call me Reese.” He extends his hand. I go to shake it when I see something big and dark like a shadow hovering above. I look up at Reese and gasp. Protruding out of his shoulders blades, are wings! Honest to goodness wings! Huge, disturbing, flapping-in–the-wind wings!

He sees the freaked out look on my face and then it registers with him. “Oh, sorry, I always forget.” Suddenly the wings disappear.

“Am I dead?” I choke. I look over at Miku. 

She answers coyly, “No, but we are.” In the hallway shootout earlier I had thought this is as confused as I can get. I was so wrong.

Reese kneels down on one knee and takes my hand. “I’m sorry to startle you. It’s rude and very ‘un-angel-like.’ I get on Jay for gliding rudely, and here I am doing the exact same thing.” He helps me up.

I whisper something about it being okay. But I don’t think he buys it.

Ameana stares out into the dark night. The worry in her voice is obvious. “I thought he’d be back tonight....” 

“You know Marcus; he won’t come back until he’s found out something. In the meantime, check on Emmy for me,” Miku says. 

Ameana looks at me as if she is scanning me, as if she can see inside my body. “She’ll live,” she says dismissively—wait, can she?

Miku takes my hand. “Good, let’s all go back downstairs and talk. I’m guessing you have questions.” Um, one or two. 

We all take a seat in the spotless kitchen. It has everything a cook could want, from the top of the line sub-zero refrigerator to the stainless steel eight-burner stove. It looks like no one has ever used it. If they did use it, they were obsessed about cleanliness. To stop myself from hurling all my questions out at them, I occupy myself by counting the tiny flicks of gold embedded in the black marble countertop. 

“We don’t have time to play twenty questions. We only have time for one. So make it good,” Ameana instructed.

“What? I can only ask one question? Are you serious?” She looks at me and glares. “Fine” I paused. There is so much I don’t know. I have no idea where to even start. I think for a moment and ask the most important question.

“Did the man in the closet get help? Is he okay?” Miku grins as if she’s just she won the lotto. Rio shares her joy, as does Reese and Jayden. They all look at me strangely. Like I revealed something important but didn’t realize it.

“That’s what you want to know?” Ameana says incredulously. 

“Well, there are lots more, but you said I could only ask one,” I say bitterly. 

“He’s been taken to the hospital. He’s critical but stable. There’s a good chance he’ll make it.”

“Thank you,” I say curtly, matching her tone. 

She gets up to leave the room. As she is almost out the door she says, “Fill her in. Tell her what she needs to know.” And nothing more, I think, reading between the lines. Then she walks out.

I can’t hold it anymore. “Are you angels? Who’s Lucy? Why did she send those guys after me?”

Miku gets up and pours me a glass of water. “Here, you’ll need this.”

I take it from her and drink it. I’m not thirsty, but I have a feeling she won’t take no for an answer. She sits back down and Jay prepares to addresses me. But before he can get started, Rio tells him to hold on. Then out of nowhere he says loudly, “Emmy’s cold, bring her a sweater, please.” 

How did he know I was cold? I didn’t make any gestures to indicate being cold, but he’s right. I’ve been getting goose bumps for 10 minutes. I just didn’t want to stop them now that they’re finally talking. 

Rio points to something next to me. I follow his gaze. I don’t see anything. He points up and there right above my head, hanging in the air is a rust colored wool sweater. It’s just hanging there in thin air. Miku nudges me to take it, and so I do. 

Then she shouts towards the entry way, “Thanks Mina.” 

“Wait, how did she—”

“She can move objects and people. Cool, huh?” Miku explains.

If I ever did drugs, I would stop today. But since I’ve never done them, I can’t explain what has just taken place in the past few hours.

“Miku, please! What’s going on?” I beg. 

Jay comes to my rescue. His voice is steady, but he seems very far away. 

“In the beginning there was the creator; the highest measure of good. Over time, this entity has been given many different names. But its original name was Omnis, which is Latin for All. Omnis created nature and with it, a law that no one element can exist without an opposing element. This is known as the law of opposites. This concept encompasses all things, except for Omnis himself.

“Omnis then created humanity. Everything had been perfect. So perfect, in fact, that humanity began to doubt the need for Omnis, and, over time, their connection to him all but disappeared.

“Omnis concluded that, like nature, humanity needed the law of opposites to keep it balanced. If humanity never felt despair, it could not seek out the hope he provided. If they never experienced sickness, they would not marvel at the grace of good health. 

“And after seeing how wasteful humans were with the life he had given them, he knew that the only way for them to appreciate their own existence was to make it ephemeral. But because he loved humanity far more than anything he had ever created, it was difficult for him to be objective. 

“So he created a council of impartial judges that would look at the complicated design of humanity and do what was necessary to keep it in balance. Omnis created three council members: Death, Time and Fate. Although the council honors and respects him, it operates independent of Omnis, to assure that balance is maintained. 

“In addition to the council, Omnis decided he needed the opposite energy of himself. He is grace, forgiveness and goodness, so he wanted a force filled with rage, bitterness and evil. This force of evil would serve as an incentive for humanity to strive to be good and follow in the path that led to Omnis’ welcoming arms, or they would suffer at the hands of evil. 

“He called on his favorite and most cherished angel, Atourum, and told him what he needed done. The angel readily offered to serve, but Omnis cautioned that in order to become the personification of evil, there had to be hate in one’s heart. Not just for humans but for Omnis himself. But Atourum could never imagine hating his creator. 

“Omnis explained, ‘The only way for them to believe in me, Atourum, is for them to believe in you. Go, be merciless. Be savage and cruel. All the world will say your name with fear and contempt. Then, and only then, will they seek out salvation from me.’ Atourum bowed to his master and vowed to do as told. 

“In order to become evil, Omnis sent Atourum to Earth several times for him to witness firsthand the flaws of man. Each trip to Earth made Atourum more and more susceptible to human influence and less connected to Omnis. The more affected Atourum was by humanity’s shortcomings, the harder it was to get back into heaven. Eventually Atourum gave in to the savage ways of man and committed murder. This caused Omnis to ban him from heaven forever. 

“Atourum said to Omnis ‘I am now your opposing force, just as you wanted. Humanity will recognize your light by measuring it against my darkness. You take souls and put them in your mansion in the light. But humans will not appreciate this gift until you create an opposing space to the light. The only way to measure the beauty of your house is to measure it against the horror of mine.’ And so it was Atourum was granted Ren, meaning ‘house of fire.’

“They also came to an arrangement: Omnis would take all children and Atourum would take all the adults who had committed unspeakable acts. But they could not agree on who would get the souls that died as teenagers, souls that had yet to choose either the path of darkness or the path of light. 

“They left it up to the council. The council decided to put souls that died between the ages of 13 and 19 on a bridge. The bridge is halfway between the light and the House of Fire. The souls would linger there until they choose the path to which they felt more connected. They would not know which is which. They would only follow the path that felt right to them. 

“Neither side was allowed to guide the souls; they had to find their own way. It was called ‘The Walk.’ Each soul lingers for as long as it is undecided and then once it accepted either the light or the dark, it would go in that direction.

“Omnis and Atourum were each allowed to choose six souls from the bridge to be Watchers. A Watcher’s job is to keep an eye on the bridge and ensure that neither side intervenes in ‘The Walk.’ 

“Omnis chose six of the purist souls. He called them “The Guardians.” Atourum chose six of the darkest souls on the bridge and named them “Akon” meaning “chaos.”

“There were only two rules both sides had to abide by: neither side could tell a soul which way to go, and neither Omnis nor Atourum could know the location of the bridge. 

“Centuries passed, the bridge would fill up, and the souls would take ‘The Walk’ and go on into the light or the darkness. Each time the bridge was empty, The Guardians and Akons would go to the light or to Ren and be promoted. 

“On the first cycle of the bridge, the soul chosen to be first Guardian was a soul named Julian. He watched vigilantly and made sure that nothing interfered with ‘The Walk.’ All the souls were left to choose their own path. 

“One day he took notice of a soul on the bridge that seemed to be having more trouble than the rest. It seems this soul wanted to follow the light but was drawn to the darkness. Julian watched it waver back and forth. It couldn’t decide which path to follow. 

“Julian talked to the soul. Her name was Femi. She lived in a small village in Nigeria. Her whole family was killed when her village was raided. She was subsequently beaten to death for standing up to the men who did it. 

“She told him that she was drawn to the darkness because of what it offered her: power, strength, and control. Since her life on Earth had lacked those things, she ached to have them. The other side offered her peace, happiness and hope, but she had seen those things on Earth and they were easily taken away.

“When Julian was on the bridge just as a soul, it never appealed to him to follow any direction but the light. But as he talked to Femi, he began to understand her and sympathize with her dilemma.

“She was hopeful and filled with peace, but when violence came this last time it had stripped her of those things. ‘Why run to happiness if it can get taken away?’ she asked. Julian understood for the first time that ‘The Walk’ was easier for some than others; there were souls that could not feel the inferno of hell or the glory of heaven. That would have made it too easy for them. They’d have to decide what they wanted most: peace or power. That was the only question that stood between heaven and hell. 

“Julian couldn’t stop watching Femi go back and forth on the bridge. He thought about her constantly. He spoke to the other Guardians. They encouraged him to keep a distance and not interfere. They were certain she would follow whatever path she was destined to take. 

“Souls had come and gone on the bridge, but Femi was still undecided. She’s so confused. Julian reasoned. She’s not evil, she’s just broken. So one day, unable to watch her suffer indecision anymore, Julian pointed the way to the light. 

“Not long after, Atourum summoned the council and asked Omnis to attend. Once all of them had gathered, Atourum told everyone that, according to the Akons, Julian had broken the rules. Atourum was livid and demanded revenge. 

“‘She was my soul. She would have gone to me,’ Atourum spat.

“‘You don’t know that. She has goodness in her,’ Julian responded. 

“Omnis told Julian to approach. He addressed his servant warmly but firmly. ‘You have disobeyed me. I know your heart is true and you have goodness and purity in you, but you have yet to learn obedience. I will send you back to Earth as many times as it takes for you to learn to follow my directions.’ Then Julian was cast out of the sky. 

“The council asked Atourum what he would like as retribution for the rule that had been broken. Atourum said: ‘I ask to know the location of the bridge.’ The council flatly refused. They knew that once Atourum found the bridge, there would be an invasion. All the souls would go towards darkness by fear or by force. That would more than triple the size of Atourum’s followers, enabling them to destroy all of humanity. 

“Furious, Atourum reminded the council that they were supposed to be objective. He accused them of siding with Omnis. The council went behind closed doors to talk the matter over. When they reached a decision, all parties were once again gathered. 

“Death, Time, and Fate all spoke in unison. ‘We, the council appointed by Omnis, have come to a conclusion on the matter of the bridge and the broken rule. While we will not give Atourum the location of the bridge, we will create a triplex that holds a map to the bridge. The triplex will then be placed somewhere on Earth every six hundred and sixty-six years. You, Atourum, will be given a chance to seek out the triplex.

“‘If the map is found before midnight of that year, you will be permitted on to the bridge to do with the souls whatever you wish. If Atourum does enter the bridge, all balance will be lost and the Earth will be plunged into chaos and fire. Therefore we are also granting the Guardians a chance to seek out the map and destroy it. 

“We will hide it somewhere on Earth. Each side can go about seeking the map any way they choose. However, the same basic rules still apply: Guardians can not kill human beings. If this is done, they will be thrown down to the flames. Only the first Guardian can take a life; and although Akons can kill a human, they can not take a soul unless that soul is willing. Each side will be given a name with which to start their search. 

“Only humans that are integral to the search can be informed of the mission. If humanity as a whole should find out about the search, the council will intervene and both sides will be punished. Humanity must remain, with a few exceptions, unaware of what is happening. We can not and will not tolerate exposure, as humans are frail and panic when faced with uncertainty.’

“And so, every six hundred and sixty-six years, Guardians and Akons come down to Earth to find the Triplex.”

Panic rises inside me as I say out loud what Jay won’t. “This is the sixth hundred and sixty-sixth year.” 

“I’m sorry, Emerson, but we’re going to need that in the form of a question,” Reese jokes in his best announcer voice. 

I ignore him and go on. “That means you guys have to find an object that could be anywhere on Earth? If you don’t find it, we will all die a fiery death?”

“That’s about right,” Jay chimes in.

My stomach feels queasy again. Maybe eating was a bad idea. Okay, note to self: news of the end of the world is best taken on an empty stomach. I’m fighting back bile. My hands are clammy and won’t stop shaking. 

“It doesn’t have to be fire. It can come in many ways, like a flood, earthquake, or tsunami. Most people think hell on earth would just be fire, but really, it’s a combination of things,” Miku says casually as if we were discussing where the best lunch specials can be found. We all stare back at her.

“What? It’s true.”

Rio looks at her dubiously. “You’re a creepy little angel.”

“So, what’s the name on the paper?”

Everyone looks at me as if to say, “don’t be stupid,” but I had to ask. I need to hear it out loud. The look of sympathy on Miku’s face confirms my deepest fear. 

“My name is the clue.”

“You, Ms. Baxter, have just gotten to the final round! Now, will you choose door number one or door number two?” Reese is getting on my nerves. 

Apparently I’m not the only one. I feel a soft breeze beside me. I look over and Jay is still seated beside me. But I know he moved because Reese’s mouth has literally been taped shut. Jay leans back in his chair to admire his handy work. I look at him bewildered.

“How did you...?”

“Skills baby girl,” he smirks. Even as I’m hearing news of impending doom, I can’t get over how amazing he looks. And when he called me “baby girl,” I felt a warm feeling wash over me. Wow, he is so hot. Focus, Emmy. Focus.

Not one to be out done, Reese rips the tape off his mouth and “pops” up behind Jay. He holds him in a headlock. 

“Where you gonna go now, speedy? Come on. I’d like to see you glide out of this,” Reese says triumphantly.

They wrestle back and forth, each trying to pin the other one down. Every time Jay gets the drop on Reese, Reese disappears. And whenever Reese manages to get the upper hand, Jay moves at an impossible speed.

Rio announces that he has dibs on Jay. Reese, offended, pops up behind Rio and pulls the chair out from under him. Miku howls with laughter. Apparently the end of the world is a light-hearted subject.

“Excuse me!” I snap, not bothering to hide my irritation. “Are you guys kidding me? Was this all a joke? I thought this was serious. You guys just brought me here as some stupid elaborate game?” 

“No, it’s real Emmy.” Miku puts her hand on my shoulder. I shake it off. 

“If this is real then why aren’t you guys taking it seriously?”

“We’re just tryin’ to be easy,” Jay says.

“How can you ‘be easy’? We’re talking about the end of humanity. Forever!” I am seething.

“Emmy, calm down,” Rio says gently. 

“Don’t you get it? I can’t help you guys. I have no idea where your map is. Your council made a big mistake.” I look at all of them with a mixture of hysteria and disbelief. 

Miku chimes in, “You’re the clue the council gave us. They’re never wrong.”

When I speak my voice is unsteady. “They’re wrong about this; I’m just some girl. I watch bad TV and spend way too much time reading about things that can’t possibly happen to me.”

I stand up and look into their all-too-calm faces. I’m so frustrated, I could scream. “If I’m your clue then we’re all dead. Do you understand?” 

“Well, we’re already dead, so...,” Reese joked.

“Fine, you just sit there and keep making jokes. It’s obvious you don’t care.” I storm out of the kitchen. They all follow, with Reese heading me off.

“Stop popping out in front of me!” I shout.

“It’s called blinking,” Reese states matter-of-factly.

“Whatever. Knock it off.” I can feel rage welling up.

Jay comes from behind me and blocks my way.

“Move! I’ll fight you, angel or no angel.” The sheer thought of being confronted with violence by a girl who’s half his size and only a fraction of his strength, amuses him to no end. I ball my fist and speak through clenched teeth. “Move!”

He can barely keep from laughing. He holds his hands up as if to surrender.

“Alright, baby girl, it’s all you. I’ll just glide back to my spot, killer. It’s cool.”

He moves so fast that by the time his words hit the air, he is already out of my way. He looks like light reflected on a car window going 120 miles an hour. Now only Reese remains. 

“Before you storm out, at least give us a chance to apologize,” he says as he silently appeals to Miku to intervene.

“We were just blowing off steam and we’re sorry,” Miku offers from behind me. 

“No, you’re not. It’s not your life that’s coming to an end. It’s not your mother whose—”

I freeze. My mom. She’s probably got half of New York looking for me. 

“It’s okay. We called her. We told her you were studying with us and you fell asleep. She knows you’ll be home late,” Rio says in an effort to calm me down.

“Who did you tell her you were?”

“Classmates of yours.”

I’m weak with relief. I crash onto the sofa and sob. They let me. They don’t approach or try to comfort me. I’m grateful for that. I need the space to fall apart.

My mind wanders from my mom and on to my neighbor, Donna. She has a four-year-old son, Benjamin. I take him to the park on weekends. He loves the swings, and he’s sure if he keeps trying he can go high enough to touch a cloud. The thought of his little body pulverized by some evil force makes me sob even harder.

And just when I think it’s not possible to shed any more tears, a fresh salty stream runs down my face. Sorrow and desolation engulf me. I stop trying to hold myself together and let the weight of my grief pull me into the fetal position. My body steadily rocks, sob by sob. 

They don’t speak or impose on me in any way. They allow me all the time I need. Maybe patience is another power that angels are granted. And even though I’m ensconced in misery, I’m certain that if they were not with me, I would be worse. 

Finally I stop crying. I don’t feel better, I’ve simply run out of tears. So I just lie there and take in the silence. My head is throbbing. I’m light-headed and empty. I should eat something but the thought of chewing is exhausting. 

“I have some questions,” I say to no one in particular. My throat is raw and strained. I speak so softly I think they don’t hear me. 

Rio asks, “What do you want to know?”

“What’s a tri thingy?”

“A Triplex. It’s a cover coat that protects the object inside it by taking the shape of its surroundings. It’s what our wings are coated with. That’s why you can’t see them even though they’re out all the time; it blends into whatever surroundings we’re in. If it’s snowing, the Triplex will take the form of falling snow,” Rio explains.

“Can’t people feel your wings when they’re standing beside them? 

Reese responds, “Not with the Triplex. It takes no space. It has no definite form. You can only find it if you expect it to be there. I can always see Miku’s wings because I know that they are there.” 

“Why did I see yours before then?” I inquire.

“Because you thought you were dead. You were expecting angels; so you saw one. I’m not sure you realize it but you screamed the whole way down... and even after you were safely back on the roof.” He’s trying hard not to make fun of me. “I think I lost all hearing in my left ear.” Apparently he can’t help himself, nor can I really blame him. 

I must have looked like a nut. I didn’t even realize I had screamed. “Sorry about that,” I mumble. 

“What? I can’t hear,” Rio shouts back. 

I throw a pillow at him and he blocks it with his wings. It didn’t get anywhere near him.

“So the map of the bridge is in the Triplex, making it virtually impossible to find,” I surmise.

“Virtually,” Jay chimes in. “But since your name is our clue, we think that the council met you and decided to leave the Triplex with you.”

“I think I would remember running into Death, Time and Fate, don’t you?”

Miku replies, “Actually, no, you wouldn’t. The council would have used someone you know to put the Triplex somewhere in your life where you wouldn’t discard it, either because of necessity or sentiment.”

“Nothing jumps out at me. Sorry.”

“Don’t worry. It will,” she says encouragingly. 

“We’re already two days into the New Year. Why did it take so long for you guys to come to me?” I ask.

“There are 53 Emerson’s in New York City alone,” Reese retorts.

“So, how do you know that I’m the one?” 

“You’re the only one being shot at today.” 

“Oh.” Point taken.

“It’s more than that. I’d felt dark waves heading toward you and thought that it would be a good idea for us to keep a closer eye on you,” Rio adds from across the room.

“You knew they’d attack me?” I am amazed. “Can you tell the future?”

“Why, you play lotto?” Rio jokes.

“Seriously. How do you do it?”

“All Watchers, Guardians and Akons have at least one power. It comes from their last moments on earth. Let’s say you were crushed by a car on your last night on Earth—”

“Ooh, that’s a good one,” Miku says, completely taken by the image of carnage in her head.

“—Anyway.” Rio rolls his eyes and continues. “Let’s say after being crushed to death, you get chosen to be a Guardian. Your power would be the ability to manipulate metal because at your time of death, that is what your spirit asked of Omnis. Everyone’s powers have to do with the way they died.”

“So, you can’t see the future,” I state, half-deflated by this additional downer to death.

“No, but I can feel the emotions and desires of people miles away from me. Their emotions give way to their actions. I knew you were feeling nausea even before it registered in your body. “

“That’s why you brought over the trash can,” I say, amazed.

“Yeah I could tell by your color wave you were feeling unsettled and overwhelmed. I knew you’d get sick but I didn’t know the exact moment or where to place the trash,” Rio clarifies.

“You see people’s feeling as colors?”

“Yep, he’s our very own mood ring,” Jay teases.

Rio ignores him and continues. “They appear in colored waves. Humans usually emanate the same three colors; orange, gray and blue. That usually means worry, insecurity and fear. It can change throughout the day. If they meet a loved one or find out there’s a baby on the way, the change is powerful. They radiate a soft white glow.”

“So you know what the guy down the street is feeling right now?”

“I know what Manhattan is feeling. That’s how I was able to find you in the hall. Your color wave is almost always...” He was going to say something but then thought better of it. 

“Let’s just say your color changed to onyx. That means the person fears for their life.”

“Can you change what people are feeling?” I have to know.

“No, but along with Jay’s ability to ‘glide,’ he has suggestive powers. So if you radiate deep sadness and you’re near me, I’ll get Jay to suggest something to lift your spirits.”

“That’s sweet,” I can’t help but say.

Rio smiles, “Can’t you tell by now what a nice guy I am?”

Miku scoffs, “Yeah, tell her what you and Jay do when you see a cute girl radiating purple.”

“What does purple mean?” I ask.

“It means she’s ... thinking private thoughts,” Miku says coyly.

“You know when a girl’s turned on?”

“And then he has Jay go up to her and ‘suggest’ she gives him a kiss,” Miku volunteers. 

“Jay!” I scold.

“On the cheek,” he says, unable to face me.

“What kind of angel are you?” I accuse.

“What kind of angel would you like?” End of the world or not, that boy’s a flirt.

“He has to use his powers. How else would he get a girl with me around?” Rio taunts.

Jay shouts back, “You’re crazy. My game is foolproof.”

I quickly interject before they decide to fight it out. “Do all of you have a protective shield?”

Rio says “No, only me.” 

“So, what were you doing when you died that you asked for a shield?”

Right away I know that I shouldn’t have asked that question. The mood of the room instantly changed. They all stiffen up. Reese looks up at the ceiling as if it were suddenly the most interesting thing in the room. 

Jay looks down at the floor. Miku avoids her brother’s eyes. Rio’s jaw tightens. And for the first time since we’ve been talking, he looks pained. Miku says, “Excuse me,” gets up and goes to the kitchen.

“I’m sorry. It’s none of my business how you died. I’m sorry Rio. Don’t be mad,” I say trying to fix this major error.

He smiles but it doesn’t reach his eyes. He’s just being polite. I’ve offended him. 

He gets up and says, “I’m gonna go look out for Marcus.” He moves quickly and heads up to the roof. 

I made an angel sad. What kind of monster am I? “Why don’t I take you home? Tomorrow we’ll be at your school just in case the Runners come back.” Reese gets up and holds out his hand. I take it and stand up.

I want to know what “Runners” are, how they’d all died, and who Lucy is and why she’s after me, but I don’t want to risk saying anything else to upset them. Jay senses my dilemma. 

“Don’t worry,” he says. “We’ll fill you in on the rest tomorrow.”

“Okay, thanks. And can you tell Rio I’m sorry, again. Please?”

“He already knows, remember?”

“Oh yeah, right,” I say, now feeling even more inadequate. 

Just then Ameana comes out of her room and addresses the guys. “It’s too late for her to go home by the usual means. Reese, Blink her a block from her house.”

“No problem,” he says, taking my hand. 

Panic spreads through my body. What is she talking about? I can’t just pop in and out of places like Reese. What if I get home and half a leg gets left behind? No way. Not gonna happen.

“It’s okay, Emmy. Blinking is much safer than driving. Or at least it is when Jay’s behind the wheel,” Reese jokes.

“I’m right here. You wanna go? Let’s do this!” Jay counters.

Ameana is not amused. I look down and remember that the sweater I have on doesn’t belong to me. “Just let me put this back in the room.” 

“It’s Miku’s. She’s cool if you take it home,” Jay offers.

“No, it’s not mine. And it looks like it costs a lot of money. My mom will wonder where I got it,” I explain.

I head back into the bedroom where I had slept. It’s decorated in lace and satin. Teddy bears from different countries are displayed throughout the room. It’s not really my style, but it’s pretty.

Miku enters the room. I don’t even give her a chance to say anything. I give her a big hug. “I’m sorry if I said anything that hurt you. I was just—”

“Stop. It’s okay. And why are you returning the sweater? Don’t you like it?”

“I do but—” 

“But nothing.”

“I’ll keep it here. And get it whenever I come back, okay?”

I can tell that she is about to argue her point, so I rush on ahead. 

“Miku, there are six Guardians, right?”

“Right. The first Guardian is in charge of the other five.”

“Is Ameana the first Guardian?” I ask.

“She acts like she is, but Marcus is the first Guardian. He’s our leader. Just like Julian was. The second-in-charge is Ameana, then me and Rio, and then the two knuckleheads out there.”

“You guys don’t seem worried about finding this Triplex thing. That must mean you’re close, right?” I ask, trying to downplay my fear.

“We’ve been trying to track down Julian. He’s the best link into how the council thinks. He can give us a better idea of what we need to look for. Marcus went to check out a few places he could be. We’ll find him soon. Try not to worry.”

“Why did the council leave him to roam the Earth when he knows where the bridge is?”

“Julian was sent back by Omnis, so the council could do nothing about that, but they stripped him of some of his memory. He doesn’t remember where the bridge is, but he does recall the council.”

“He remembers them?”

“Yeah, but he thinks they’re aliens who abducted him,” Miku quips.

“So, all the alien stuff is true?” I have to ask.

“Well, Julian’s aliens are true, I can’t say for the rest of them.”

Reese shouts to us from the living room, “C’mon ladies. Some of us have to recharge!”

I look at Miku blankly, “We find a spot that is absolutely quiet and perfectly still. It recharges us. Like what sleeping does for you,” she explains. 

“Oh, like meditating?”

“Without the annoying sound of the ocean and the smelly mats,” she smiles.

“Okay. Five more seconds and I’m coming in. You two better be ready!” Reese barks.

So much for the patience of angels, I think. 

Someone calls out from the living room. This time, it’s Jay. “He’s back!”

“Good, I bet he has a lead on Julian. C’mon.” She drags me back into the living room.

Standing there among a room full of gorgeous angels is the most perfect creature I have ever seen. If beauty were measured by water, all of them would be a full glass, while I would be the proverbial half-empty. But Marcus’ beauty spans two oceans; seriously, he’s flawless.

He stands at 6’1. His hair is chestnut with natural auburn highlights. His eyes are blue green with flecks of gold. His lashes, jealous of the attention the eyes are getting, stretch out like a proud peacock. His nose, lips and cheeks are the original blueprint of beauty. His shoulders are broad and strong. His arms and legs are well defined but not bulky. 

He’s wearing dark Diesel jeans, a charcoal gray cashmere sweater, and an open black leather jacket. The simplicity of his outfit in no way detracts from his stellar beauty. The only time I’ve ever encountered something close to the beauty of Marcus was when I first met Ameana. And even that encounter would be a distant second.

I refuse to blink and miss a moment of him. The water builds up in my eyes. It stings. It burns. No, I won’t blink. It’s like having a thirst so deep water cannot quench it. The more I drink him in, the more of him I want. 

Tears gather in my eyes, waiting, begging for me to blink. I won’t. So the tears run down my face. My vision gets blurry. No, I won’t blink. My eyes feel like they’re being pricked by hundreds of small pins. It stings badly. But I remain steadfast. The second round of tears falls from my eyes. I won’t blink. I will not move from the vision before me. 

My stomach quickens. My whole body is warm with the exception of my hands, which are ice cold and trembling. I don’t know a lot about the heart, but I’m certain it’s not supposed to beat this fast. I want to look anywhere besides his face, but the thought of looking away from him makes me dizzy with despair. 

Suddenly I’m very aware of how I’m dressed: faded jeans and a Winnie-the-Pooh “Piglet” T-shirt with the cartoon pig trying to catch a runaway balloon and saying “Oh, d-d-dear.” Great, Emmy, that’s real sexy. 

And if my hair looks the way it usually does after I’ve slept, right now I resemble a mad scientist. I want to go back into the room and fix it, but it’s too late. He’s already seen me. I mean, it’s already time to go.

Miku, whose existence I have all but forgotten, pokes me lightly. I blink. A third round of tears make their way down my face. It’s embarrassing but I’m powerless. Not for the first time today. Get a hold of yourself. 

He had been studying a small red leather-bound book. Miku introduces us. “Marcus, this is Emerson Baxter. She’s gonna help us save the world.” He looks up at me, says a quick “hey” and goes back to the book. His dismissal stings worse than my eyes.

“Tomorrow we need to go over your life and find out about everyone you know, everyone who knows you. They know that you’re not a boy like they originally thought. We’re going to keep you in school because you’re safer in a crowd of humans,” he contends.

“They attacked me in a crowd today,” I say. 

He continues to flip through the book and responds without looking up. “They weren’t trying to kill you, they just wanted to get you before we did. If Lucy wanted to kill you, she would have sent Akons. But since we got to you first, she’s gonna have to get past us now. The only way she can do that is to send out all six Akons.”

“So, this Lucy person isn’t out to kill me?”

“She is, but only after she’s tortured you and gotten enough information out of you to locate the Triplex. Then she’ll have the Akons finish you off or do it herself, if she has time.”

“Oh,” is all I can say. 

He is speaking about my death so casually; Miku and the others exchange a look. I guess I’m not the only one who thinks he’s being rude.

“The council forbids Akons from attacking in public. So you should be okay if you stay in public places. You are never to be left alone unless we are standing watch. Do you understand?” he asks, once again never looking up at me.

Why isn’t he looking at me? I know I’m not “angel-good-looking,” but I’m not a dog. What’s his problem? 

“Where do we pick up Julian?” Miku asks.

“We don’t. Lucy got to him first. There’s a good chance he’s dead.”

“Wait, you told me that the council couldn’t kill Julian but this Lucy woman can? Who is she?” I ask Miku.

“Don’t worry, Emmy. We’re not gonna let her get to you,” she says.

“Who is she?” I demand.

“Atourum,” Marcus says plainly.

I can’t breathe. The air is too thick that I’ve forgotten how. I lean against the wall for support. 

“The devil is a woman?”

“You tellin’ me!” Jay jokes in an attempt to lighten the mood. 

“For this cycle, yes,” Miku says.

Jay looks into my ashen face and what he sees there causes him to worry. He comes up to me. “I can calm you down, if you want.”

My voice cracks, “No. Just take me home. Please.” 

Marcus speaks with the authority of a general. It sounds strange coming from a boy barely eighteen. “Jay and Rio will watch over you tonight. Reese, when you’re done taking her home, get back here and help Miku search a few Runner hangouts. See if anyone knows anything.” Reese nods in agreement. 

Marcus turns his attention to Ameana and says, “Mina, can we talk?” There’s something in the way he says her name. It bothers me. Then it bothered me that it bothers me.

She leads the way and he follows her into her room. Why can’t they talk in front of the rest of us? Wasn’t all business talk done on the roof or in the living room? Why did he want to be alone with her? He said her name with such care....

I try hard not to look at Rio. I don’t need an angel mood ring to tell me what I’m feeling. I don’t want to know. I just want to get as far away as possible. 

I tell myself it’s because I’m being hunted by the source of all evil. I tell myself it’s because the fate of the world rests on information I don’t have. 

But when Reese lifts me up into his arms and Blinks me out of the house, the thing that I’m upset about isn’t Lucy or the end of the world. There’s only one thing that upsets me: He said her name with such care....

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
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Curvy Harper Bailey’s ordinary life was turned upside down by a chance encounter with the handsome werewolf Levi Harris. On the run from the vampire mafia, he pulls her into his high-stakes world—and straight into the crosshairs. Soon she’s got no car, no job, and not even any dry clothes. 

To make matters worse, Harper’s falling for Levi hard at the most inconvenient time. And he seems to be developing some very definite ideas where she’s concerned, ideas she’s not so sure she wants to be a part of.

Harper just wants to get through the next couple of days alive—and heart intact. Whatever Levi’s plans might be 
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Chapter One

The asphalt blurred under Levi’s front wheel, the engine between his knees sending him flying north along the country road.

The plan hadn’t worked. It almost couldn’t have gone worse. The bloodsucker’s minions had caught him with his backside hanging out of the third-story window, loot in hand and about to begin his descent.

Wolves didn’t care much for vertical surfaces. That was more of a feline attribute. Trying to stay in human form while naked, gripping a stolen dagger, and being threatened with very serious looking weapons was just about impossible.

He hadn’t tried.

Instead, he’d taken a header into the bushes, shifting on his way down so that he hit the branches in his wolf-form and rolled free, the dagger in his teeth. Legs and heart pumping, he ran in a flat sprint for the gate. Every leaf etched against his vision in the darkness, and the wet foliage slapped his body as his long lope ate the ground beneath his paws.

Worst of all, it’d been his own kind that had come after him, howling through the woods until he hit the fence and shifted just enough to use his hands to catch the top edge and propel himself over, into the woods on the other side and to the motorcycle waiting beyond.

Paws were good for a lot of things, but driving wasn’t one of them. So he’d had to shift all the way back to human as he hit the seat, bare ass cheeks on cold leather, and slammed the keys home. The engine had roared to life as the pack following him burst from the treeline, and he’d driven off stark naked with the dagger still clutched in his teeth, shooting the bird at every single one of them. 

Lap dogs.

That had been satisfying, but it wouldn’t take long for the damned vampire to send a more effective force on his trail. And though his Ducati Superbike could outrun pretty much anything on the street, the desire to not attract attention required that he stop long enough to pull on his clothes before he hit a major road.

Of course, before he’d done that, there had been the very nice-looking lady in the minivan, whose shocked face behind the glaring headlights still made Levi chuckle to himself....

The truth was, though, he was in deep shit. Probably the deepest he’d ever been in. His brothers had been completely against the heist. The entire clan had vetoed it, in fact. So, technically speaking, he was now an outlaw.

Levi had never bothered much with technicalities before. But he did wonder how he was going to get out of this one, since his plan had pretty much depended on not getting caught.

Now the bloodsucker’s goons had a good fix on his scent, and they knew what he looked like, too, and knew his ride. The problem with high-up vampires wasn’t so much their own power but the sheer force they could bring to bear if they wanted to.

And given what Levi had just taken, Mortensen would be pretty damned motivated to do whatever he could to stop him.

Screw him, though. Screw the vampire, screw Levi’s clan, and screw everybody who stood in his way. Levi had something that represented real power, the first chance for everyone in his clan to finally be free of vampiric threats or dependence. 

No more uneasy truces. No more negotiations. No more contracts. With what he had, he could cut ties to them, and they couldn’t do a thing about it.

Of course, that would only work if he survived to use what he now had. And the first step in raising his chances of survival would be to ditch his motorcycle, which was probably being broadcast on police channels across three states by now, and get another ride.

The thought gave him almost a physical pain. He had scrimped and saved for his bike for a whole year back before he’d established his main business, taking jobs he had no interest in for rich scumbags and paranoid husbands, all with the goal of owning this beautiful beast. Riding a motorcycle was the closest he could come to feeling like a wolf in human form, and on it, he kept all the keen intelligence and analytical ability that gave way to primal instinct and visceral immediacy as a wolf. 

And riding this motorcycle, in particular.... If riding a motorcycle was like sex, he thought, the Supersport versus his old, secondhand hog was like the difference between having a long night with a beautiful woman and rubbing one off in a dirty bathroom stall.

But now it was a liability. If everything worked out well, he could buy as many Ducatis as he wanted. If it didn’t, well.... Dead men—or wolves—didn’t have much use for a bike.

He had to ditch it.

As if on cue, a car appeared on the opposite side of the road as he crested the hill, a golden Buick from the late ‘60s or early ‘70s. If he could get it running, that could be perfect. He blew past it and made a U-turn in the middle of the empty road to come up behind it again at a more sedate pace. 

He could see a girl with a butt to die for leaning into the open trunk, and he spared a moment’s pity for her, since he was planning on commandeering her ride. It was a shame to upset the owner of such fine assets.

But he’d take what he could get—and beat it before his recent past caught up to him in a very literal way.

Chapter Two

Harper was thirty miles from the Maryland border in the middle of Nowhere, Pennsylvania, when her right front tire exploded.

The sound, as loud as a rifle going off, drowned out the top-fifty station. The car jerked to the side, yanking the wheel out of her hands as it lunged across the center stripe. 

She slammed on the brakes, pulling hard to the right, and came to a rest on the muddy shoulder. For several seconds, she sat frozen behind the steering wheel as the panicked tempo of her heart slowed while Pharrell Williams’ “Happy” blared and crackled in her speakers.

And then she started to curse.

It had been a bad day. A very, very bad day, which had started off with a call from her shift manager, who had wanted to fire her even though she’d arranged for her absence with the diner owner a week before. 

It had gotten worse when the big party for her grandmother’s eightieth birthday had devolved into a shouting match between her sister Christina and her cousin—and worse still when the cops arrived just as Harper stepped between the two and was rewarded for her efforts with her sister’s punch, which missed their cousin by a mile to land squarely against Harper’s cheek with enough force to leave her with a tender eye.

Harper had managed to talk herself out of a charge of disorderly conduct and had left the party in a furious black mood, damning her entire family—okay, except her grandmother—as she tore out of the drive.

And now this.

“Why’d you have to go and crap out on me now?” she asked her car. 

But she couldn’t be mad at it. The ’68 Buick Skylark was her baby, and she spoiled, petted, and coddled it. 

And in return, it broke down, seized up, smoked, and just now, tried to kill her by throwing her into oncoming traffic.

Harper sighed. Well, the tire really was her fault. She was flat broke after helping out her deadbeat ex-boyfriend—which she’d done for a month before she’d realized that he really never was going to try to get another job as long as he had her to mooch off of. So she hadn’t had the money to replace her tires even though she knew they were getting bald. Anyway, she didn’t want any old cheap tires for her Baby. It deserved only the best. And she couldn’t afford the best, yet, so she hadn’t gotten any at all.

She just couldn’t resist a bad boy, even when the ‘boy’ in question was her car....

Harper put the parking brake on and killed the engine but left the radio blaring. She leaned across the wide bench seat to crank down the passenger window so she could to listen to the music as she changed the tire, then popped the trunk. She got out of the car, pausing to squint up and down the two-lane county road hopefully, wondering if there might not be some helpful guy in a pickup who might want to lend a hand.

She heard the sound of traffic in the distance. But of course, there was nothing in sight.

Just my luck, she thought. She was perfectly capable of changing a tire herself, but she wouldn’t refuse a white knight, if one came along. 

Or a black one, for that matter.

She shrugged and set to work pulling out the full-sized spare and dropping it in the grass next to the flat tire, surveying the damage for the first time. 

Crap. The old tire was just shredded. Gone. She hoped she wouldn’t need a new wheel. She got the jack and lug wrench and tossed them next to the spare. She pulled off the hubcap—an original spoked model that she’d bought to restore the car to its former glory—and slotted the wrench into place. She pushed, but nothing happened.

Damned pneumatic tire-changing tools. They tightened the nuts so hard they locked up sometimes. Well, Harper knew one way to deal with that. She shifted the position so that the wrench was parallel to the ground, then stomped it with all her weight.

The lug nut gave, and she smiled in satisfaction. She was no rail. She was big, just like her personality, and she knew how to use her body—around cars, around horses, around the kitchen, and with pretty much any problem that needed solving. And there were plenty of men who appreciated that about her—the big boobs, full hips and butt. Too bad she kept going for the losers.

Harper recognized the purr of a motorcycle just as the second nut loosened. As she bent to fit the wrench over the third, she realized the bike was stopping. She peered down the length of the car just as a man in motorcycle dark brown leathers stepped around it.

He was tall, with ropes of muscles over his spare frame and a three-day scruff of a beard. His face was heartstoppingly handsome—young but tanned and already slightly weathered, just the way she liked them. His grin when he saw her was distinctly predatory, and he pulled off his sunglasses to reveal delicious amber eyes and shoved them into the pocket of his jacket. Big, rawboned, and as hot as sin on a three-day bender.

Hel-lo.

“Nice view,” he said, his gaze resting on her rear, which was still pointed skyward as she bent to push the lug wrench into place.

No kidding. 

“You going to help?” She cocked her head at the tire. “Or are you just here to admire?”

He leaned against the side of the car. “Looks like you’re doing fine.”

She snorted and stood, folding her arms and cocking a hip. His eyes flickered down to her cleavage. She knew full well that her posture drew attention to it, and she smirked back at him.

“You could at least pretend to be a gentleman. You’re more likely to get what you want that way.”

His gaze raked across her, taking in her dangling earrings and small nose stud, then coming to rest briefly on the small butterfly tattoo on her inner arm. The tattoo covered up another mistake—the initials of her high school boyfriend she’d gotten on her eighteenth birthday, the boyfriend who had already been cheating on her with her so-called friend.  Even then, she’d known in her heart of hearts that guys always leave.  She’d just been naïve enough to think that maybe if she pretended they didn’t, it would make a difference.

“I doubt it,” he said.

But he stepped forward, taking her place and loosening the last few lug nuts with quick, efficient motions. Harper planted her rear against the hood, quite deliberately in his peripheral vision.  

Harper might have a habit of jumping in too quickly, but this was fast even for her.  She wasn’t often quite so interested so soon.

She gauged him again, taking in the rugged jaw and chiseled nose and cheekbones.

Okay, never ever.  

All things considered, though, maybe the day wasn’t going to turn out so bad, after all.

He looked up at her. She could break her heart on that hard jaw. “Jack.”

“Harper,” she said.

His smile was slow and lopsided. “Get me the jack.”

Damn. She scrambled for the jack to hide her blush and handed it over to him.

“So, what’s actually your name, then?” she said, raising her chin. “Unless you want me to call you Jack. ’Cause that works just fine for me.”

He scratched his nose, regarding her with amusement still glittering in his eyes. “Levi,” he said.

She raised her eyebrows at him. It fit in a kind of cowboy-country-boy sort of way. “Nice.”

He slid the jack under the front of the car, and she pushed away as he raised it. He spun the lug nuts and slid the bolts out one at a time, handing them to Harper without a comment. The wind ruffled his short hair, medium brown with just a touch of auburn where the sunlight glinted off it. He pulled the wheel off, not appearing to notice the weight as it came free of the axle, then slid the new one on just as easily.

He held out a hand without even looking at her, and Harper put a bolt in it, then the nut. 

“Where’re you from?” Harper asked, handing him another.

Again, that wolfish look, the gaze that saw too much. “Around.”

Wouldn’t he like to eat me up.

“And where are you going?”

“North.” He held out his hand, and she put the last nut and bolt in it.

Damn. She was heading the other way, back to Baltimore. She wouldn’t mind taking a detour for him, though. He was way too interesting to just let him buzz out of her life as quickly as he came in.

Now that she was standing, she could see his motorcycle, a dozen or so feet behind Baby. Some exotic model—it was probably worth twice her car’s value, maybe more. Her heart sped up at the mere thought of the kind of speed that machine could muster. Maybe she could get him to take her for a spin.  She loved motorcycles.  Not as much as her Baby, but she didn’t love anything as much as her Baby.

He tightened the last lug by hand before lowering the jack.

“That’s a pretty hot bike. Think you could take me for a ride?” she asked.

He raked her with his gaze, still spinning the jack to lower it. “Tempting. But no.”

“Going to be late?” she prompted.

“Late.” He seemed to find the word amusing. “Yeah, something like that.”

He slid the jack out. Harper hauled the wheel back to the trunk and heaved it in, sad scraps of rubber dangling from the wheel. Scowling, she stuck the jack in after it. She wasn’t used to getting shot down, not by a man who was so clearly attracted to her.

She leaned against the car again as he used the lug wrench to give each nut a final tightening, then slapped the hubcap on.

Dammit. She knew that she interested him, and he sure as hell interested her. Why was he giving her the brush-off?

“I could drive along with you. You could get to where you were going, then maybe we could hang out,” she said.

He grunted as he stood, the wrench dangling from his hand. He flashed his white teeth at her. “You won’t be able to do that.” He turned away and walked to the back of her car.

“Why not?” Harper pushed off the side of the Skylark and trailed after him, bristling at his easy assurance.

He tossed the wrench into the trunk and closed it, continuing up the left side of the car. Standing near the driver’s door, he turned to her, treating her to the full effect of his smile.

“Because, Harper, I’m taking your car.”



Chapter Three

Harper’s stomach dropped, and she bolted for the driver’s door. But the man was already inside, slamming the door in her face and hitting the lock.

“You can have my bike,” he shouted through the glass, shifting into drive. “It’s worth more, anyway.”

He meant it. He was really going, and he was taking her Baby with him. Harper ran for the front of the car, whether to throw herself in front of it or to try to reach the open passenger’s window, she didn’t know, but he was already pulling away, and the car peeled out before she could take more than a couple of steps, narrowly missing her toes and making a wide U-turn before heading north along the road.

She stood frozen in the dust of the tires for half a second, her heart hammering a frantic beat.

Damn. Damn, damn, damn.

There was no way in hell she was going to let anyone take her Baby.  Her brother Cory had had it towed home for her sixteenth birthday, and she’d spent hundreds of hours restoring it in the old barn with her brothers.  It was the thing she cared about most in the world.

She ran back to the bike, the heels of her boots digging into the ground. A Ducati, she saw, and she was sure that her original estimate of its value wasn’t wrong. If the bike wasn’t hot—and seeing as she’d just gotten it from a car thief, how likely was that?—she’d come off better from the swap.

But she didn’t want to come off better. She wanted Baby.

Of course he hadn’t left the keys. That would make it too easy. And the steering column was locked in place by the pin that kept people like her from just hotwiring the bike and riding off on it.

But steering locks were easy enough to defeat. And she knew how, having driven Summer’s brother over to the old Martin place to get his bike back when Mason Martin had taken it. The only thing that kept the steering wheel from moving was a small metal pin, and she had the handlebars to use as a lever against it, plus all the strength in her legs....

She flung herself onto the seat of the motorcycle, grabbing the seat with both hands, and pulled her legs up against her belly, balancing her feet against the very end of the handle that was turned closest to her. And she pushed, hard, the muscles in her legs and butt and stomach straining.

It gave with a snap so sudden that the tire jerked the other direction, and Harper was nearly flung from the seat. She caught her balance just in time to keep from going over—and maybe even pulling the motorcycle down on top of her.

The front wheel turned freely. Now it was just a matter of getting the motorcycle started. That was simplicity itself, but every second she took meant that Baby was getting farther and farther away.

Harper groped under the carbon fiber cover near the ignition, finding where the wires of the electrical system ended in plugs that slotted into each other. She pulled apart the one that went to the ignition. All she needed now was a wire to short it out. 

She separated a single wire from its bundle and flicked her pocket knife open with her thumb. In a few seconds, she had a short length of wire, the plastic housing stripped from the ends, and the motorcycle’s left turn signal was toast. She slid the wire securely into the slots on the ignition plug, and several symbols on the dash lit up.

Bingo.

She raised the kickstand with the back of her ankle boot and checked the kill switch. Shifting to neutral, she pulled the clutch and hit the starter. The engine roared to life.

She gave the empty road in front of her a grim smile as she eased up on the clutch and shifted into first.

Hold on, Baby. I’m coming for you.

And that bastard Levi was going to learn a lesson. Bad boy or not, no one messed with Baby.

The motorcycle leaped forward.

Chapter Four

Levi unzipped his jacket and relaxed against the vinyl of the bench seat, twiddling the radio over to a country station as the wind whipped through the passenger window. 

Finally, something had gone right. He regretted leaving the girl behind. She was pretty much everything he liked in a woman—curvy, sassy, competent, and with a very good idea of what she wanted. She would have gone with him, too. Some women were more affected by shifter pheromones than others, and if he’d ever seen one hit with a case of were-lust, well, it was her. And a little company was always welcome. Especially when the company came in a knockout package like that....

But hooking up with a woman, however hot, wasn’t exactly on the list of Smart Things To Do When On The Run From A Vampire, especially when the vampire in question happened to manage half the organized crime in Baltimore. He’d done the right thing for her sake, he thought virtuously, leaning back against the seat of the car he’d stolen from her.

A glint in the rearview mirror made him glance up. It was the sun, shining off the plastic headlight of a motorcycle.

Of his motorcycle.

And it was coming up fast.

Damn.

How had she managed to start the thing?

He considered flooring the Skylark, but there really wasn’t much of a point to it. Most cars, this one included, would be no match for even an average street bike, and his Superbike was no average street bike.

So he kept his needle pointed at eighty-five as the motorcycle roared up behind him, the woman hunched over the handlebars with her bottle-red hair snapping in the breeze.

He watched her approach in the rearview mirror. There was no way she could see anything, going at that speed without sunglasses or a helmet. Her eyes had to be streaming. She was crazy. She’d kill herself if she kept going like that.

Levi dropped his eyes back to his dashboard and realized that he was slowing—fifty-five miles an hour and falling. 

Stupid, he told himself. Speed wasn’t the only thing that mattered, but it was important to put as much road between himself and Mortensen as possible. Even as he thought that, the needle fell further. Fifty. Forty-five.

She was just behind him now. Harper, that was her name. She crossed the yellow line so that she was going the wrong way down the opposing lane of traffic—not that it mattered with the road as empty as it was—and pulled even with him.

She reached out and banged on the window with a clenched first. 

Yep. Crazy.

Levi decided that he liked her even more. He dropped to forty as she pounded a second time and rolled down the window.

“Give me back my car, you bastard!” she yelled. Even with her hair whipping across her face, he could see the fury in it.

“You’re going to get yourself killed,” he pointed out.

“You took my car,” she shouted back as the wind snatched her words away. “Give it back!”

Not gonna happen. Why the hell was he talking to her? “Did you hotwire that yourself?”

“No, the Tooth Fairy did. Stop the car!”

He pointed to the fuel gauge. “I can keep going like this for hours. I know that you can’t.”

She snarled a curse and dropped back as an oncoming car appeared over the horizon. For a moment, he thought she was going to give up, but as it passed, she steered to the other side of his car and edged up along the narrow strip of asphalt that passed for a shoulder.

“What are you doing?” he shouted at her.

“Coming in,” she yelled back. And, in fact, she was reaching through the open window for the door frame.

“You’re really going to kill yourself.” 

The woman was seriously going to try to drag herself in through the open window from the back of his motorcycle. He was only going thirty-five miles an hour now, but that was plenty to have a fatal outcome if she misjudged even a little bit.

“I don’t even care!”

Dammit. He didn’t want to be responsible for what passed for brains in that pretty head being spilled out all over the asphalt. He lifted his foot off the gas.

“Okay, okay. Bat-shit crazy wins.”

The car slowed, the motorcycle keeping pace. He pressed the brake and downshifted, knowing he was making a mistake.

Levi didn’t want her to get hurt, yet the sane part of his brain knew that her chances of getting in serious trouble were probably even higher if she was with him. If he really wanted what was best for her, he’d disable the motorcycle or tie her up or knock her out or something, just as long as she didn’t come with him.

He was certain that talking her out of chasing him wasn’t going to work. And, he thought, taking in the magnificent view that her position hunched over the handlebars afforded him, he wasn’t sure that he wanted to.

Maybe he wasn’t so great at decision-making. He’d managed to get out of all sorts of tight spots in the past. And he probably would in the future, too, right up into the moment that he didn’t.

He stopped the car, and her hand came down on the edge of the open window as the bike stopped next to it. She kicked the stand down and killed the engine. Before he could react, her head and shoulders were through the window, spilling into the passenger side.

So much for keeping her out of the car. That sent half a dozen semi-formed plans flying to the wind.

“I had stopped, you know,” he said mildly.

She gave another kick and wiggle, and her ample hips came through, too, her tempting backside up in the air.

“Yeah, and you stole my freaking car, too. I don’t exactly trust you.” She struggled upright.

That did interesting things to her anatomy, too, and Levi didn’t bother to hide his admiration as he shifted back into first and pulled out, leaving his motorcycle behind for a second time that day.

He pretended he didn’t feel a twinge.

“I really do need the car,” he said. “I’m not exactly in the habit of stealing them. In case you were wondering.”

“You need another hole in your head,” Harper muttered, buckling in with short, angry movements. The belt made her breasts stand out quite nicely under her shirt, too. “Did you steal the bike, too?”

“No. It’s mine,” he said. 

She looked at him narrowly, and he could tell she was trying to decide whether to believe him. “Then why ditch it? And even if you needed to get rid of it, why not just ask for a ride? I would have taken you where you wanted to go.”

“I caught that,” he said dryly. “But I didn’t want you along.”

“You wanted to ditch me enough to steal my car? Even though you had the hots for me? Really?” She scraped the red tangle of hair out of her face with a disgusted look, then rummaged at her feet, retrieving a bright pink purse. She pulled it open and dug around in it for a moment before coming up with a wide paddle brush with which she battled her hair.

“I didn’t say I had the hots for you,” Levi said mildly.

Harper snorted. “Since when has a guy ever had to say anything?”

“I’ll give you that one,” he granted. “I didn’t want you along because it’s dangerous.”

“More dangerous than stealing my car from me?”  Her look was a challenge.

God, but she had a kissable mouth, full and expressive and, right now, still quite angry with him. Anger looked good on her.

He knew better than to tell her that, though.

“Yeah, I stopped because I’m nice. Or maybe because I’m stupid,” he said. “I didn’t stop because I thought you were dangerous.”

She smiled sweetly, putting the brush back in the purse. “Well, I wasn’t, then. Because I didn’t have my gun.”

Chapter Five

“What the actual hell, lady!” Levi’s eyes went wide when he saw her pull the blunt end of the double-action-only .38 special from her purse and level it at him.

“Pull over,” Harper said, permitting herself a small thrill of satisfaction at his reaction. The bastard had tried to take her Baby. He deserved anything that happened to that pretty face.

“You were headed into Maryland,” he sputtered. “That’s not even legal, there!”

“I used my mom’s address,” she said, shrugging. “I live alone in Baltimore. The cops there don’t even care if you’re raped, as long as they can convince you not to report it. So I got a gun. And I’m from the sticks in Pennsylvania, so I’ve been shooting tin cans off a fence since I was five years old and I got my brother’s hand-me-down BB gun. You better believe that I’m not going to miss you from two feet away.”

Those delicious amber eyes narrowed. “I didn’t have to stop and let you in, you crazy bitch.”

“But you did,” she pointed out. “And now I’ve got a gun.” 

She probably shouldn’t be enjoying this so much. After all, the guy had just stolen her car, so he might be dangerous. But he had left behind his bike, so technically speaking, he’d given her more than he’d taken, at least dollar-wise. If the motorcycle really was his.

“So do I.”

Oh, that was honest, at least. Interesting.

“I know. I saw the bulge.” She grinned to let him know the double meaning was intentional. “But yours isn’t drawn.”

Levi looked at her narrowly, as if he were considering something, then turned his eyes back to the road. He didn’t slow down. “So what if I don’t pull over?”

“I’ll shoot you.” She wasn’t bluffing. There was no way in hell she was going to let him keep Baby, even if he was hot enough to melt her panties.

“You might not mind putting a hole in me, but what about your car? Blood will definitely leave a mark on the carpet.”

She laughed. “You aren’t seriously trying to bargain with me after stealing my car, are you?”

“I would have given it back,” he said.

“Really?” she scoffed.

He lifted one shoulder in a kind of half-shrug. “Well, no, but I would have left it where someone could find it, and it might have eventually gotten back to you.”

Harper was getting tired of his backtalk. “Pull over.”

With exaggerated care, he slid his hand around the steering wheel to flick the turn signal on, then eased onto the brake, his other hand palm-out in a defensive motion as he moved it to the gear shift.

“That’s right,” she encouraged. “Keep braking.”

He did, pulling over onto the grassy shoulder, the car rolling gradually to a stop. He pushed the emergency brake down with his foot and started to lower his hands.

“On the steering wheel!” she barked. She didn’t want his hands anywhere near his waistband and the gun she was sure he had in a holster there.

“Jesus, lady,” Levi said, but he obeyed, looking at her sideways.

“Now, one hand on the door handle.”

“If you want me out, I have to unbuckle first,” Levi said.

“Don’t you put your hands anywhere near your waist.” She held the revolver steady. “I’ll take care of that.”

She reached across with her left hand, keeping her right hand with the gun in it more than an arm’s length away. She kept her eyes fixed on his face, watching the belt buckle in her peripheral vision. Her fingers found the button to free the belt, the metal rectangle flat against his thigh. She pushed—

—And everything became a blur. He lunged for her, faster than a man could move, making a low growl in his throat. Harper’s finger spasmed around the trigger. The bang was like a slap in her ears, and the gun jumped against her palm, the barrel jerking upward as she tried to dodge his rush. 

Levi didn’t even slow. He reached across her body, his hand folding over hers on the gun, dragging her arm down easily even as she kicked him and punched him with her other hand. His hard body was over hers, the weight of it pinning her against the bench seat of the car—which in other circumstances, if he weren’t a car-thief psychopath, might be quite pleasant.

He twisted her wrist mercilessly until she cried out in pain. Circumstances be damned, that was decidedly less pleasant.

“Let go of the gun,” he said in her ear.

“No!” She tried to bite him, but he dodged easily.

“I’ll break your wrist. I won’t like it, but I will.”

How could he have done all that? She’d had the gun trained on him, and when he moved, she had fired. It was impossible that she had missed at such close quarters. The bullet should have stopped him dead.

“I shot you!” Harper said. “Why aren’t you shot?”

“Let go,” he repeated.

She considered her options. She didn’t have any. 

So she let go.

Still lying full length on top of her, he shifted his weight just enough to shove the revolver into the back of his waistband. She took the opportunity to punch him in the jaw. But he just grabbed her wrists without flinching, one in each hand, and pinned them above her head to the door.

“There’s no need for that,” he said. He was actually smiling down at her with a damnable lopsided grin. She was acutely aware of exactly how attractive he was—pretty shitty timing on her body’s part, as far as she was concerned. A trickle of awareness came up from her belly to heat her cheeks and ears, her nipples tightening against his chest and a sudden slickness between her legs.

And the hardness against her thigh—the one that was most definitely not his gun—told her she wasn’t the only one affected.

Cursing him and her body equally, she struggled in his grip. It did no good. “I want my car back.”

“Okay. Fine. You win. You can have it back—when I’m done with it.”

She glared at him suspiciously, searching those laughing eyes for some clue as to his sincerity. “And when will that be?”

“When this cover’s blown,” he said. “Or I get to where I’m going.”

“What cover? Why did you ditch your bike, if it really is yours?” She tugged against his hold. “And when are you going to let me go?”

“There are some really, really bad guys after me. Guys who make you and your peashooter look like a joke,” he said. “And as far as when I’m going to let you go—just as soon as I do this.”

He lowered his head, and before she could do more than squawk in outrage, his mouth came down on top of hers, hot and hard and every bit as good as she’d hoped. 

It was a kiss without finesse, demanding and angry. After a second’s shock, she kissed him back just as hard, tasting his mouth as he took hers. The scent of his hair overpowered the sharp smell of cordite, a combination of the outdoors, soap, gasoline, and fresh sweat. He started to pull back, and she caught his lower lip momentarily, warningly between her teeth before she let him go.

Eyes smoky with raw need, he looked down at her.

“Well, then,” she said, raising a challenging eyebrow.

“You’re crazy,” he said. He released her hands and pulled away, but the look in his eyes didn’t change.

“Definitely.” She pushed upright and gave him a sideways look. “You really will give my car back?”

“Yeah. Sure. No problem,” he said, turning back to the road and shifting the car into first.

For some reason, she found the offhand comment more reassuring than a concentrated attempt to persuade her would have been. Probably because most guys who tried hard to convince her of something were blowing smoke.

“And my gun?”

He glanced sideways at her as he merged back into the single northbound lane. “I’m not so sure about that. You planning on shooting at me again?”

She looked down at his chest for the first time. There, in the brown leather of his motorcycle jacket, was a perfect hole, right on his shoulder.

“I did shoot you!” she said. She reached out.

He shied away from her touch. “It’s a graze.”

Narrowly, Harper considered the location of the wound. Yeah, right. “There’s no way that’s a graze.” 

Harper kind of felt sorry for him, but he’d had it coming, stealing her Baby. She could hardly believe that she’d actually shot another person—and she really couldn’t conceive of how he could have kept coming after she did, much less how he could sit there like nothing had happened. Whatever he said, a .38 had decent stopping power. She examined the bottom edge of his jacket, expecting to see blood flowing down over his pants. But there was nothing.

“I told you, it was a graze.”

Harper lunged for the collar of his jacket, and this time, she caught it despite his attempt at a dodge. She pulled the leather open with a single jerk. The heather t-shirt underneath had a matching hole, a blossom of crimson around it, right in the center of his shoulder. That couldn’t possibly be a graze, but the blood splotch was far too small for a direct hit. Hell, it was too small even for a graze. 

She dragged the collar of the shirt down. There wasn’t even a scratch under the smear of blood, just a slight puckered mark, like a very old scar. She prodded the muscle there, and he flinched slightly, making a sharp sound.

“Do you mind?” he snapped. “That hurts.”

“There’s no entrance wound,” she said.

“It still hurts,” he said.

“Where’s the graze, Levi?” she demanded. “There’s nothing here. There’s blood, but there’s no wound.” She looked up into his face. 

He seemed to make a decision. “And what if there isn’t?”

“Then I’d ask, what the hell are you?” she said.

“And I wouldn’t tell you,” he said.

“Why not?”

“Because there’s no way that you’d believe me.”

She snorted. Arguing didn’t seem to be worth it. “All right. Fine. Why are you running, then?”

“I have something that somebody wants really bad.”

Harper let go of his shirt and sat back. “Hmmm. Twenty questions. Could it be...that you’re the real-life Wolverine, complete with insta-healing, and the research lab wants you back?”

That coaxed a grin from him. “Not exactly.”

She snorted. “Come on, Wolverine. Out with it. You can at least tell me whether this thing you have is really yours, all legit and everything.”

Levi shook his slightly shaggy head. “Fine, then. I stole it. But I wouldn’t say that what I stole was legitimately his or anyone else’s, either.”

“Oooh, a riddle. I like those. Not,” she said. “I’m going to find everything out eventually, anyway, if I’m coming along. You might as well tell me.”

Levi shook his head. “No, you won’t. Not unless everything goes terribly wrong. But I’ll tell you that the man I stole it from is a bad, bad guy. And what I took will mean that he’ll leave me and a whole bunch of the rest of us alone for a very long time.”

Without warning, he hit the brakes and swerved down a narrow, unmarked dirt road. Harper peered out the windshield, but all she could see was more cornfields and a group of outbuildings, an old-fashioned Pennsylvania barn with overshot walls above a stone foundation with prefab storage units and various sheds around it. 

“What do you think you’re doing now?” Harper demanded.

“There’s a barn ahead,” he said. “We can hole up in there.”

Of course. Hole up. Why hadn’t she thought of that? She shook her head. This was like something out of a bad action flick. “Sure we can. Until what?”

“Until they’re looking ahead of where we are. They’ll pass by, and we’ll be behind their search line.”

Harper frowned. “Just how many people are we talking about here?”

They neared the barn. It might be empty this time of year, late spring before any of the harvests were in. She bet that Levi would know that, too—she bet that he knew a lot of things. 

“Not a clue. Probably? A lot. He’s got the Baltimore police in his pocket, and I have good reason to believe that his influence crosses state lines.”

It just got better and better. Of all the cars out there, why’d he have to take hers?

He pulled to a stop in front of the barn. “Well?”

“Well, what?” Harper returned.

His amber eyes were laughing again. “Well, open the door. We can’t get in through a closed one.”

“Go ahead,” she returned, folding her arms across her chest.

“Fine,” he said. He put the parking brake on, killed the engine, then waggled the keys at her before stepping out of the car and shoving them into his pocket.

Well, it’d been worth a shot.

He sauntered over to the barn, and she couldn’t help but admire the long lines of his body as he walked the big doors out of the way. He didn’t seem to hold the fact that she shot him against her—though, of course, it had mostly been his fault. Then again, he didn’t seem to stay shot, either.

What was he? She wasn’t the type to get freaked out by much of anything, but the magical healing thing still threw her for a loop.

Levi could be some kind of cold-blooded killer as well as a superhuman healing machine. And here she was, going into a barn with him. 

But she didn’t think so. When it came to men, her judgment didn’t exactly have the world’s greatest track record, but she was good at steering clear of the guys who were really bad news—the ones who hit girls or got into serious kinds of trouble, dealing hard drugs or boosting cars for cash or doing dirty work for anybody. 

Killing girls in barns would definitely fall into that category, and though she barely knew him, she couldn’t believe that Levi was that type. After all, he’d stopped the car because he was afraid she’d hurt herself.

And anyway, at least she still had her knife.

Levi returned to the car, started it, and let the transmission’s idling speed roll it into the shadows of the barn in first gear.

The interior was dark except for the big rectangle of sun from the door and the thin lines of daylight that gilded the cracks between every board in the upper levels of the barn. A massive pile of tools and the skeletons of old furniture leaned in a tangle against one wall, taking up a third of the interior. The rest of the vast, echoing space was empty, waiting for the harvest.

“You gonna close it for me?” Levi asked, cutting the engine.

Harper realized that he meant the door. Right. He wasn’t going to take off without her from inside the barn, and she certainly wasn’t going to trick him into leaving the keys in it, so why not?

She rolled her eyes at him but unbuckled and got out, walking through the haze of dust that danced in the yellow block of light. Harper reached the door and squinted at the horizon. The sun was high overhead, glaring down on the fields and the distant ribbon of the road, where a single car glinted on its way south.

She pulled one door, and it moved easily on its rail. A few seconds’ effort brought them together. She returned to the car in the sudden dimness and bent down at the driver’s side window, resting her forearms on the edge of the door.

“Now what, Superman?” she asked.

He narrowed his eyes, taking her in with a long look that lingered on her cleavage. “I thought I was Wolverine.”

“Well, you certainly aren’t Batman,” she said. “When he’s hit by a bullet, he keeps bleeding.”

“I’m not telling you a thing, babycakes, so you can stop fishing.” He pulled out a cell phone and waved it at her. “And what happens now is that I have a little chat with my friend. In private.”

She sighed and pushed away from the door. “You should trust me.”

“And why’s that? Because you shot me?”

“So you admit it now.” Harper put a hand on her hip.

“Mmm,” he said noncommittally, swinging open the door. “Why don’t you stay out of the car while I have my chat?”

“Maybe I’m tired. Maybe I want to sit,” she said.

“More like you want a chance to hotwire this car, too,” he said. “Stay out of the car. I mean it.”

Damn. Was he a freaking psychic, or was she just that obvious? She sighed and walked to the front of the car, where she braced her legs to perch with her rear on the bumper. 

“Happy now?” She looked back over her shoulder at him.

He flashed her that smile again, the one that made her heart skip a beat. “Sure.”

Levi went into the shadows of the barn. Harper strained her eyes as he slipped into the tangle of old furniture, disappearing into the darkness. She shifted against the bumper, considering whether he could see her.

Yeah, probably.

Hot biker dude had taken her along for a ride, after all, even if it was in her own car. And, well, after that kiss, things just might get even more interesting. So looking at it from one perspective, she’d gotten what she’d wanted and more. Just not quite in the way she’d been expecting.

Harper began to suspect that nothing about him would be.

Chapter Six

“Hey, Beane,” Levi said into the burner cell. He watched the girl, Harper, lean forward and scratch her ankle just above the edge of her short black boot.

“What’d you do this time, Harris?” Chay Beane sounded wary.

“What makes you think I’ve done anything?” Levi said defensively. The girl straightened and appeared to stare at her boot’s toe as she tapped out a staccato rhythm.

“Because when you call me out of the blue sounding that cheerful, it’s always because you need me to save your ass. Always,” Beane returned.

“Maybe I’m just happy.”

“You don’t call me when you’re happy, Harris,” said Beane.

He had a point there.

“Okay, so maybe you’re right,” Levi admitted. “You know that job I talked to you about last time?”

“Yeah, the one that I told you to forget about, because there was no way that you’d survive?”

“That’s the one.” Levi paused for a moment to admire the line of the girl’s body as she stretched luxuriantly back against the hood of the car. What he’d like to do to her there.... That kiss, seized so impulsively, had only whet his appetite for more.

“Harris.” There was a warning in Beane’s voice.

He was going to find out sooner or later. “Well, I did it. And I’m still alive, thanks.”

“God, are you a complete idiot? Mortensen owns half of Baltimore, and he’s got a controlling stake in the Newark port. The Genovese are in his pocket, and so’s half the law enforcement on the East Coast.”

“Look, it wouldn’t work if we didn’t go after someone big like him,” Levi returned. “The major players are the only bloodsuckers with enough pull to make a difference. I’ve got the package, but if I’m going to do anything with it, I’m going to need your help.”

“I’m not much help against mobsters or police,” Beane said. “Not that there’s any difference when there’s a vampire in the mix.”

“I’ll handle that. I always do. I need technical support, man. That’s it.”

Beane sighed. “Okay, so it’s a dagger.”

Levi pulled it out from his waistband. “Right.” 

It was absurdly ornamented, a tacky, impractical thing, the sheath and hilt chased with curlicues and inlaid with gems and pearls. An obvious fake, though the gems were real enough, except they were lab-created. 

Some people took Levi to be stupid. After all, as a werewolf, he was often hired to do jobs that relied on stealth or brute force, rarely finesse. And he had to admit that he had made rather a habit of going off half-cocked. 

But he’d discovered a few years ago that he had a knack for observing small details, the little things that told him whether something was what it appeared to be. He’d had almost a sixth sense for sniffing out lies and frauds, and his natural talent had been honed when he’d started taking cases to verify the provenance of unique and expensive art and memorabilia. 

Levi credited his wolf senses for a good part of his success. He looked at things differently than ordinary humans did, and the parts of an artwork that appeared most strikingly unique to him were rarely the same things that humans concentrated on. Forgers always made the wrong things look good, and with a substantial education to both back up and better inform those observations, he’d built a thriving business.

But it was a business that few who knew his true nature had heard about. To most nonhumans, he was Levi Harris, tracker, muscle, and general problem solver. And as long as there were those out there in that world who would like to use his werewolf relations to manipulate him, that was all they needed to know. If he’d let his worlds mix, he would have been dragged into smuggling by some bloodsucker with grandiose plans, lending his good name to a disreputable enterprise until it was discovered and he was ruined.

The vampire would, of course, get off scot-free. They always did.

Until now.

“Have you opened it yet?” Beane asked.

“Not yet.” Levi held the phone against his cheek and turned the knife in his hands, his sharp vision able to pick out slight inconsistencies and imperfections on the surface even in the shadows. “I’ve been kind of busy.”

“When you say ‘kind of busy,’ it usually involves people with guns,” Beane said, his voice dripping with disapproval.

“Not this time. I swear.” There it was—in the most obvious place. Levi snorted. He should have guessed. He held onto the grip and twisted the pommel carefully. It gave instantly, unscrewing from the knife. “The guards were werewolves. It’s hard to hold a gun in your paws.”

“One of these days, I’m going to get a call, and it’ll be from your sister, telling me that you pushed your luck too far and now you’re a wolfskin throw.”

“Nah. I’d have to be turned into a lampshade. We always turn back human when we die.” The pommel came loose. Levi shook the hollow sphere over his hand. Nothing. He peered into the body of the grip. There was something white stuffed inside. Cotton wadding. He tried to shake it out, but nothing happened, and his fingers were too big to fit inside. He could use his own pocket knife, but he didn’t want to risk damaging whatever was inside it.

He made an impatient noise. Just his luck.

“What’s wrong now?” Beane asked.

“Temporary setback. I’ll call you right back,” Levi said, then flipped the burner closed and shoved it into his pocket.

He walked over to stand in front of the girl. She peered up at him, then at the knife in his hands. Damn, but she was tempting, all curves and pretty gray eyes.  He should probably discourage her, since he knew very well how shifter pheromones could hit full humans.

Yeah, like that was going to happen, now that he’d taken her along.  He wasn’t in the habit of refusing what women like that had to offer.

“If you’re looking for a virgin sacrifice, you’re a number of years too late,” she said, nodding at the ornate dagger.

“Very funny. Got a pair of tweezers in that deadly purse of yours?” he asked.

She pushed off the car. “I thought you wanted me to stay out of the car.”

“Just get the damn purse,” he said.

She did, rummaging around in its depths before handing over a pair of steel tweezers with slanted tips. Perfect.

He grasped the edge of the cotton and pulled it carefully, sliding out the whole wad from the hollow grip. She watched, curiosity naked on her face, as it came out. He handed back the tweezers and pulled the wadding free, shoving the knife back into his waistband and then carefully unrolling it on his palm. A flat black shape emerged.

“An SD card? That’s what you stole?” she said, sounding disappointed. “I hope it has like nuclear launch codes on it or something.”

Levi smiled and pulled out an empty coin pouch, slipped the card into it, and zipped it closed. The micro SD card was exactly the kind of thing he’d hoped to find. Until that moment, there was still a chance, however slight, that he’d been wrong, that all the intelligence that he’d gathered had been compromised and he’d fallen for a decoy.

“Something even better,” he said.

She raised her eyebrows. “And you’re not going to tell me, are you?”

“You wouldn’t believe it, anyway.” 

“I’d believe a surprising amount from a guy with superhuman healing,” she said.

He grinned at her annoyed expression and decided, against his better judgment, to give her a small teaser. “The jewels on the knife? They’re all real. And the whole reason for the knife was just to disguise this puppy. ’Cause it’s worth that much more, in the right hands.” He patted his hip. “For you, it’d mean very little. For me, though, it’s freedom.” 

He pulled out the phone, flipped it open, and hit redial, turning his back on her as he headed back into the furniture pile.

“Got it now?” Beane asked.

“Yeah. Just like we thought,” Levi said.

“Look, you might as well just tell me everything,” Harper called. “I’m going to get it out of you eventually.”

“Who is that?” Beane demanded.

Levi winced. “Just a tagalong I picked up.”

“Look, dude, if there was ever a bad time to pick up a chick—”

“Yeah, yeah. It’s complicated. Look, I’ve got a micro SD card here. How do I get the contents to you ASAP?”

“Got a tablet or phone with a data plan?” he asked.

“I’m calling you on my burner, but yeah, I’ve got my full kit.”

“So what you need is a micro SD to micro USB reader, if your phone will take that. Then Dropbox, and share it with me, and you’re good. If it copies.”

“What do you mean, ‘if it copies?’” Levi repeated, turning so that he had the girl in view again. “It’s on the card. Of course it will copy.”

“Look, if you bring it here, I guarantee that I’ll be able to copy it. But there are ways to make standard readers ignore data. It’s mostly so people don’t copy over files that are needed to make cameras use a card right and things like that, and so the important stuff isn’t lost if they reformat it, but that kind of data’s invisible through a regular reader.”

Levi let out a puff of air. “Great. Fabulous. So I can either try to make it all the way to your dungeon of paranoia, or I can just take a little trip to the store, like I don’t have people on my ass wanting my head, and take a gamble on whether I can use a card reader with it.”

“You could always mail it,” Beane suggested.

“Right. Let me do that. That totally won’t get intercepted at any point along the route.”

“Security through obscurity really does work most of the time,” Beane said.

“Yeah, except when it doesn’t.” Levi shook his head. “All right. We’ll try the reader. If that doesn’t work, we’ll be coming to you. Don’t shoot us when we get there.”

“Speaking of that ‘we’—”

“Yeah, not going to talk about it,” Levi said, realizing only as Beane pointed it out what pronoun he’d been using. “Hope I don’t see you soon.”

“Sure thing,” Beane said, and he hung up.

There was only one more thing to do right then. Levi steeled himself for it as he switched the burner in his hand for his pocket knife. Being a werewolf had many advantages, among them rapid healing. Unfortunately, that particular skill had developed—or had been designed, depending on who you talked to—without regard to the realities of modern weapons. 

His skin had healed almost immediately upon the bullet entering it. And as the muscles beneath had knit back together, they had pushed the bullet upward, until it lay uncomfortably just beneath the surface with no way out.

There was only one way to get rid of it now. He flicked the knife open with his thumb and looked over at Harper, who was leaning against the door of the car, watching him.

Yeah. This was another thing he wasn’t going to be explaining to her. He turned away just long enough to pull the neck of his gray t-shirt to the side, using two fingers on either side of the bullet to pin it in place and stretch the skin over it. Setting his jaw, he sliced along it in a single, quick motion. The bullet popped out, falling to the dirt floor of the barn. The skin knit back together almost instantly, and Levi rolled his shoulder. There was a lingering ghost of pain from nerves that still protested against being severed, but it already felt better.

He wiped the blood from the blade onto his motorcycle leathers, then shoved it back in his pocket as he turned back toward the car and the woman there.

Except she wasn’t there anymore.

Chapter Seven

Harper was coming back around the pile of furniture when Levi cornered it with such speed that she nearly collided with him.

“What the actual hell?” she squawked, swinging her purse around defensively in front of her.

“Where were you?” he demanded.

“Taking a leak, if you must know.” She brushed a sweep of hair out of her face. “I’ve got tissues in the purse.” 

She didn’t tell him that she’d taken her phone, too, and had texted her housemate Madisyn, the reliable one, letting her know not to expect Harper until late that night.  She’d also considered calling the police. It probably would have been a good idea, whatever Levi claimed. After all, he had stolen her car, and he’d even admitted to stealing something else that, by his own admission, was worth way more.

But she had a weakness for bad boys, and Levi fit that description to a T, though she’d bet cold, hard cash that he wasn’t a bad guy—which was quite a different thing. That was her favorite combination, even when it wasn’t in a form as appealing as the long-bodied, amber-eyed one that Levi had. 

She felt safe falling for a bad boy because she never had to waste time wondering whether it’d work out and he’d stick around.  It was perfectly obvious from the beginning that such relationships had an expiration date, so she was never tempted into fooling herself that it might last.  

And maybe he was telling her the truth about the thing he’d stolen.  Maybe for once, she’d fallen in with someone who was fighting for the cause of truth and justice and all that, even if in a roundabout, backhanded way.  Harper had never found herself in that kind of situation, and she found more than the novelty of it appealing, if she was honest with herself.

And anyhow, she had her car back now—more or less.

“Fine,” he said, still frowning.

“So what are we doing now?” she asked. He was close enough to touch.

“Waiting. We’ll leave after sunset,” he said.

“So we’re behind the search lines, you said.” She shook her head at him.  “Why am I supposed to believe you?”

“It doesn’t much matter what you believe,” he said.  “It’s true.”

She looked up into those delicious amber eyes above that hard jaw and she wondered what the hell she was doing there with him. Without a conscious decision, she reached out and stroked his cheek with one finger, running it across the stubble that was just long enough to start to turn soft.

He caught her wrist, his gaze going sharp in a way that made her breath catch and her heart stumble over a beat. Oh, he was interested in her, all right.

She tried not to think about how interested she was in him.

“I stole your car, and then you shot me. How do I know you just don’t want a chance to put another hole in me?”

She lifted her chin challengingly. “Same way I’m supposed to believe you, I guess.”  

“We’re at an impasse, then,” he said, still gripping her wrist.

Harper shrugged, trying to pretend that she wasn’t noticing his hand on her in a very visceral way.  “Why don’t we just agree to believe each other?  For the time being, I mean?  It’d be much less drama, and I’ve never been big on drama.  You said you’d give my car back. If you meant it, that’s good enough for me. I’m willing to wait.”

Levi chuckled. “You’re crazy.”

“Well, did you mean it?” she pressed.

He shrugged. “Yeah. Yeah, I did.”

“So, then,” she said. “I wanted to come along with you. And that’s what happened. So I don’t see as to why I’d have any complaints.”

“You’re forgetting the car chase. That sort of happened in the middle.”

“It wasn’t much of a chase, on that bike of yours.” She shook her head, still having a hard time believing how easily he’d abandoned that beautiful machine. She loved her car, but even she was in touch with reality enough to realize that no one in their right mind would make the exchange Levi had unless he felt forced to do so. “Are they really that dangerous? The people who’re after you?”

“More dangerous than you can imagine,” he said.

“Well, I can imagine pretty dangerous.” Her other hand reached out almost of its own accord, catching the open flap of his motorcycle jacket.

He caught that one, too, his gaze on her growing even more keen. “More dangerous than that. More dangerous than me.”

“That is dangerous,” she said, her breath coming a little faster.

“You have no idea,” he murmured, and his mouth was already angling down.

With a single step, Harper closed the small distance between them so that her body pressed against their joined hands, her purse sliding to the side.  She raised onto her tiptoes, and met his lips with hers.

Instantly, he reached around her, his hand closing around a fistful of hair at the back of her head. He pulled her hard against his mouth, trapping her hands between them as his other arm encircled her waist and slid downward, across her rear, his body weight driving her backward toward the car.

His mouth explored hers, efficiently, expertly, devastatingly, his rhythm driving shockwaves of heat down into her belly and lower, to the juncture of her thighs. 

She kissed him back, pushing past his lips and teeth into the hotness of his mouth, tasting him as he took her. She broke off only when the backs of her legs met the car’s bumper and dropped her rear onto the hood.

Levi stepped back then, retreating two paces. She was about to protest when he reached into his waistband and pulled out her revolver. Flashing it at her with raised eyebrows, he set it carefully at his feet, followed by the jeweled dagger—seriously, what was with the Indiana Jones crap?—then a nine mil in a black clip-on holster and a pocket knife. He stripped off his jacket and dropped it over the lot.

“Quite the armory you’ve got there,” Harper said, letting her purse slide to the ground at her feet and bracing against her hands on the hood as he approached again.

“Keeping it out of your reach,” he said.

“Don’t you trust me?” She looked up at him.

He was close now, standing between her knees. “Not a chance.”

“I’m disappointed.” She thrust out her lower lip in a pretend pout.

He caught the back of her neck with one hand and ducked his head so that his stubble-roughened cheek was against hers. “I don’t believe that for an instant,” he said, the words a low growl in her ear.

Her laugh was cut off abruptly in a gasp as his lips found the sensitive place just below her ear, kissing, sucking, nipping as he moved down to follow the edge of her deep V-neck tee. Oh, God, but he was good with that mouth.... 

She arched against his hand, hooking her legs behind his and pulling him against her hips and the ache there. She could feel the hard bulge against the juncture of her thighs, even through their pants, and she shivered at the sudden jolt it sent straight through her body.

Her hands went to his belt again, and this time, disarmed, he did nothing to stop them. She jerked the buckle loose, then loosened his fly, tugging it down and sliding her hands against the flat plane of his belly and under his waistband to catch his cock in her hand. It was hot, velvety, and hard, pulsing in her grip.

She felt reckless, suddenly powerful.  This wasn’t the Harper she knew, but she didn’t care, not right now.  She didn’t know what had gotten into her, but she didn’t want it to stop.

Levi made a noise low in his throat as she slid lower to encircle the shaft, breaking away from kissing her to catch her with his amber gaze. His tousled hair was even wilder than before, a deep flush staining his cheeks and shadowing his eyes with a deep and nameless hunger.

“You’re not shy, are you?” He said the words as if he meant them to be light, but there was a strangled kind of tension in his voice despite their flippancy.

Harper gave a breathless laugh, skimming her thumb around the bottom ring of his cock’s head as she hooked her other arm up under his arm, her hand closing around the fabric of his shirt. “You have no idea.”

He stopped her mouth with another kiss, and she moved to the rhythm of his body, stroking him with every beat until his breath came as hard and fast as hers did. His free hand slid up, under her shirt, cupping, kneading her breast over her bra—then shoving the top edge down so that she spilled out over it. He took her nipple between his fingers, sending another jolt of need so pure down between her thighs that she groaned with it.

A shudder went through him, and he went still then, completely and utterly. She was left dazed and panting, need sawing on her nerves like the sharp edge of a blade.

She tightened her grip on his cock. “Don’t you stop. Don’t you dare stop now.”

“Is that the way of it, then?” he said, and his caress turned into a punishing pinch that made her whimper with pain-tinged desire as he kissed her again. It hurt, oh, it hurt, but in just the right way—

He let go, and she went limp in his arms for an instant, blinking against the hot haze that seemed to infest her mind. He caught her hand and pulled out of her grip as he bent down, pulling her t-shirt up and over her head. He kissed a line down her throat to where her breasts met, spilling over the cups of her bra. He dragged down the other cup, baring that nipple to the cool air of the barn.

“I’m going to screw you so hard against the hood of your car that you’ll never be able to look at it again without thinking of me,” he promised.

She laughed unsteadily, believing him. “That’s a tall order. You don’t even know that you’re the first.”

“I’ll be the only one that matters, after this.” And then he lowered his mouth to her breast, enveloping her nipple in its heat.

Harper grabbed his head with her free hand, fingers curling in his hair, making strangled noises as she arched into him. He stroked her with his tongue, softly at first, then harder, rasping across the sensitive tip as she rocked with him. He broke away abruptly, surprising a tiny cry from her as he left the damp skin suddenly exposed to the cool air of the barn, then turned his attention to the other, his free hand working at the fly of her jeans. Then he slid his hand down, into her jeans, under the elastic of her panties, sliding across the smooth skin down to her slick opening. She rocked her hips toward him, invitingly, but he refused to be hurried, pincering her clit between his fingers and rolling it to the rhythm of his mouth on her breast.

She gave a strangled sound as she pushed just over the edge into a small orgasm—and as if the sound were a signal, he suddenly slid a finger inside her and caught against the sensitive place there as he stroked her with his thumb, knocking her hard into a deeper climax that caught her utterly off guard as it slammed into her brain.

A wordless noise tore from her throat. She cursed him roundly, thoroughly, as he pushed her ever further into it until she had no breath left to do anything but gasp and arch in his arms.

She was still shaking with the aftershocks as he stepped away, leaving her leaning dazed on her arms against the hood, trying to shake the lingering haze from her brain. Levi caught her legs where they crossed over his and loosened them, tugged her ankle boots off, and dragged at the cuffs of her jeans.

She stooped down for her purse as he stepped back, digging to the bottom for a small foil packet that she pulled off a strip—she’d kept condoms there since before she’d broken up with her ex; he’d always managed to ‘forget’ them, no matter how many she bought. Then she raised her butt from the hood of the car, letting him drag her pants off. He peeled her socks off with them, and as he stepped back toward her, she shimmied out of her boy shorts so that all that she wore was her bra, the cups shoved low to expose her breasts.

“Now, this hardly seems fair,” she said as he stepped between her knees again, displaying a little more bravado than she felt. “You get all of me, and all I get of you is your pretty face and that.” She motioned toward his erection, concealed now behind the elastic and cotton of his underwear. “Take the shirt off.”

He hesitated for a second, as if he was considering her order. Then he grabbed the bottom hem of the t-shirt and dragged it off, exposing an impressive sheet of muscle—and something more, angry marks, faint but unmistakable, the tracery of old scars. He skimmed off his motorcycle pants and underwear, too, revealing even more marks across his thighs.

For a moment, Harper was shocked out of the mood. “What happened to you?”

“I told you, babycakes,” he said. “There are some very, very bad men in the world. And some of them want things out of people like me, while others hate us for what we are.”

Harper leaned forward, tracing the lines down one side of his ribs. “I’m sorry, Levi.”

“And that’s why I didn’t take off the shirt before,” he said. “I don’t need pity sex.”

She looked up into those hard eyes. “Who said that’s what you’re getting?” She held up the foil packet between them. “But first—this. I may be wild, but I’m not stupid.”

She ripped it open and slid out the condom. Then, catching his cock again, she rolled it down in a single smooth motion even as she felt his thighs tighten at her touch.

“You’re awfully practical for a crazy woman,” he remarked. 

She was glad to see a ghost of his grin return.

“Or awfully crazy for a practical one,” she agreed. “Now stop talking and make good on your promise. Because if you stop right now, what I’ll think when I look at the car is how very, very disappointed I was.”

“What, the first time you came didn’t count?” he said, raking his gaze across her. “From where I was, it sure looked like you were enjoying yourself.”

“For an appetizer, it was good enough,” she granted him. “But I want the main course—and dessert, too.”

He caught her mouth in another kiss, and anticipation shot up to her lips from deep in her belly, making her nipples and clit ache with it. She held him against her with her legs, one hand around the girth of his cock, the other in his hair. The length of him was against the juncture of her legs now, pressing against it, so close to where she wanted it, riding against her clit with the rhythm of his kiss. She tried to move it, but his hand came down over her wrist, pinning it in place as she moaned against his lips.

Then he broke away, kissing her shoulder as he loosened his grip, allowing her to angle his cock down to her entrance as she wiggled her hips toward him.

The head slipped just inside her, and she clenched hard around him, panting. His forehead was against her shoulder, his entire body rigid.

She was so wet he just slid into her body, so deep and hard that she almost came apart right then. He drove in again and again, pulling back almost to her entrance each time. One of her hands tightened in his hair, the other sliding between them, stroking herself in time to his thrusts. He moved faster, his hand reaching down, pushing hers away, driving her on with merciless skill and insistence. She felt herself slipping—away from herself, into the heat and the need and the sharp edge of an orgasm, approaching quickly.

It took her suddenly, jangling all her nerves and muddling her brain until she couldn’t think, couldn’t breathe, couldn’t do anything but get lost in the intensity of it, hammering straight into her nervous system. She closed her eyes and let it take her, rocking against him, squeezing him with each wave after hot wave.

She came back to herself again just as Levi shuddered his own release. She slumped forward against his chest when he finished and took one shaking, gasping breath after another as he held her to his body, hard.

And just then, the barn doors exploded.

Chapter Eight

Shrapnel flew across the barn, thick pieces of wood slicing through the air. Levi opened his eyes just in time to duck, throwing Harper to the ground underneath him. He felt his body changing, and he did nothing to stop it. Her reaction to his nature was far less important than surviving the next few minutes, and with his gun out of arm’s reach, his best chance of doing that was as a wolf.

The girl made a squeal and rolled for the cover of the car as he bound away, the shift finishing midair. As the remains of the doors fell to the ground, it revealed Mortensen’s men—four of them only, and human from the smell of them.

Fools. They’d thought that with their weapons, they’d be able to take him alone. They were wrong.

He covered the distance between them in seconds, even as the idiot with the M79—a grenade launcher? seriously?—let off a shotgun round that whizzed by his head. Levi barreled into the man, his jaws closing around the thug’s throat with a satisfying crunch and ripping it open as Levi continued past and the man’s body did not. The tang of hot blood filled his mouth, and the wolf tried to take over.

The other three whirled, letting loose with a hail of bullets. Levi kept going into the open air. The sudden afternoon light blinded him for an instant until his pupils constricted. He was already falling into the thought-patterns of his wolf form, the men becoming no longer human in his mind but merely targets, enemies, things that had to be eliminated because they wanted him dead.

He whirled and bounded back, yelping as one wild shot slammed into his shoulder, the same one that Harper had shot. But he kept charging, taking another of his opponents down under his weight. The wolf in him wanted to stand over the body to make sure that he was disabled, but the man knew that to do that would be to invite death from the two still standing. So he streaked past, back into the darkness to dive into the vast tangle of furniture that filled a third of the barn.

Cursing, one of the survivors scrabbled for the dropped single-shot grenade launcher. Levi’s muscles twitched. The man was too close to the barn to shoot another grenade—the M79 needed thirty meters in the air to arm, a precaution that kept morons from blowing themselves up with their own weapons. At a closer range, the grenade was no more than deadly than a rock. 

But if Levi tried to rush him, the M79’s shotgun round was perfectly capable of disabling him, instead. Surprise had been on his side the first time. This time, the goons were ready for him.

Damned if you do, blown up if you don’t.

The other survivor backed up, away from the barn doors, reaching for the gun in his holster as he tapped frantically at his phone.

“It’s Kowalski. We found him, sir, in a barn just north of mile forty-one.”

Levi’s ears, sharper than any human’s or ordinary wolf’s, picked up the reply.

“Good. Don’t move in until backup arrives.”

“We already did. Reynolds’ call.”

The first goon had the grenade launcher now and was retreating slowly, step after step, into the open dirt space in front of the barn as he reloaded the grenade round. There was nowhere to hide there, not even shadows. 

“What? The idiot. Put him on,” said the voice on the phone.

“Can’t, sir. He’s dead.”

The other voice snarled a curse. “Of course he is. Have you got the target pinned?”

“I can’t say for sure, sir,” Kowalski said cautiously.

There was another sound, one from inside the barn, a soft metallic noise. Levi jerked his gaze over, but from his vantage point, all he could see was the driver’s side of the gold car. What the hell was the girl doing over there?

The man on the phone spoke again. “Just—hold on. Backup’s coming.”

“ETA?”

“Half hour. Keep him there.”

“I’ll do my best, sir.” Kowalski hung up.

This was bad. It was very bad. Even in his wolf-form, he understood that. He was fast, but fast enough to close distance on the one with grenade launcher before he could shoot? He didn’t think so. At least it wasn’t an RPG—that would have blown clear through them to the other side of the barn—but what the hell was Mortensen thinking, arming his men with that?

He was thinking he was facing a werewolf. Levi answered his own question. And really, as far as that was concerned, the M79 was a pretty damned good choice. It was small enough to shove in a car, and it wouldn’t take down a house, but its stopping power was something that not even Levi wanted to test.

If they hadn’t wasted their first shot on the door, this might have already been all over. Lucky for him that good help was hard to find.

Levi couldn’t even see the patch of barn floor where he’d set his gun from his vantage point behind the bulk of the Skylark. Not that it mattered. With the man with the grenade launcher peering through the doorway, he wouldn’t want to take bets on whether he could make it to the gun and shift back to his human shape before he got blown away. Hell, the man could get tired of waiting and just start letting loose. Grenades weren’t exactly precision weapons. 

There was a click in the darkness, loud enough that the men jumped from outside the door.

“There’s nowhere to go, Levi!” Kowalski called out as the jumpy one with the grenade launcher swept the weapon back and forth across the interior of the barn. Levi’s hackles rose as it crossed where he was hidden, deep in the pile of furniture.

How the hell had they learned his name? Someone, somewhere had blabbed. Or someone had recognized him. He’d been found somehow, so there was a good chance that the steps he’d taken to disable Mortensen’s surveillance had fallen through. If his face had been recorded, it would have taken someone with the vampire’s resources a matter of hours to identify him.

If the stakes hadn’t been high enough before....

“Why don’t you come out now, nice and easy?” Kowalski continued. “We don’t want to hurt you. We just want the knife back.”

Levi swallowed the growl that rose in his throat. Mortensen wanted him dead. It was the only kind of response the bloodsucker could have, if he wanted to save face among his kind.

A small movement at the corner of Levi’s eye attracted his attention. There, over the trunk of the car, the black snub end of his nine mil slid slowly upward.

If Harper was going to have any chance of hitting the guy, she was going to have to aim. And to aim, she’d have to stick her head into view. Then the thug with the grenade launcher would see her and fire, and it would all be over.

Unless the man was looking somewhere else....

Levi crouched, muscles bunching hard under hide and fur, and then he leaped, propelling himself up the tottering pile of furniture. A chair, balanced precariously, wobbled under his weight as he landed, and he slammed it down the pile as he jumped again, starting a slow avalanche of wood and upholstery behind him.

The man with the grenade launcher shouted, whirling. Levi could see his finger on the trigger even across the distance, tightening....

But the nine mil barked first, and the man fell to the ground, the launcher falling from his hands. Kowalski shouted, firing a burst of rounds wildly into the barn.

“Get in the car!” Harper’s voice pierced the reverberating aftershocks of the gunfire.

He crested the top of the collapsing mountain and half-ran, half-tumbled down the other side, paws dancing on the shifting furniture. He could see her through the front windshield now, scooting over the bench seat in nothing but her bra with her keys clutched in one hand. He hit the ground with all four paws, claws biting into the dirt as he took the corner around the front of the car. He shifted as he lunged for the door handle, dragging it open and flinging himself inside.

“My pants,” he managed. The SD card was still in the pocket.

She didn’t even look at him as she slapped the gear stick into reverse. “In the back.”

Never before had a nearly naked woman seemed as beautiful as Harper did just then. He slammed the door. The car was already moving, jumping backward even as Kowalski fired at them again. The Skylark hit the hole in the barn doors and burst through, wood splintering in every direction. 

Kowalski jumped back, hitting the ground as the rear bumper narrowly missed him. Next to Levi, Harper yanked the car through neutral into first and floored it.

“Told you I’d find out your secrets,” Harper said as she moved up through the gears, the car accelerating down the dirt road. “But I didn’t expect one of them to be that you’re a goddamned werewolf.”
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Chapter One

The man on the ground scrambled for his gun as Harper hit the gas, leaving him behind in a spray of dirt and gravel.

“Told you I’d find out your secrets,” Harper said to Levi, yanking the stick through the gears. The Buick Skylark roared toward the highway, passing the black sedan that had carried their attackers to the barn. “But I didn’t expect one of them to be that you’re a goddamned werewolf.”

“Yeah, about that,” Levi said. “You seem to be taking it pretty well.”

Harper blasted through the intersection onto the empty asphalt road before sparing him a glance. Werewolf or not, he made a fine hunk of male flesh in his human form, from his amber eyes to his hard backside, which was planted, as naked as a jaybird, in her passenger seat. He had another smear of blood on his shoulder, but he didn’t seem injured.

“What am I supposed to do? Start screaming, ’cause I’m a girl?” Her hands were shaking on the steering wheel. She tightened her grip until they stopped.

She’d shot somebody. Probably killed somebody. A stranger, someone who meant nothing to her. And she’d pulled out Levi’s gun and shot him in the head....

It wasn’t like when the gun had gone off when Levi jumped her. She’d had time to make a plan, to aim the gun, to pull the trigger and watch the man fall.

The man would have killed her, given the chance. People didn’t use grenade launchers for warning shots. Even so, the bare fact that she had shot a man in the head ran through her brain in a never-ending loop.

“Were they werewolves, too? The men out there?” Harper asked, keeping her voice level.

“No. Not werewolves or anything else. Just human,” Levi said.

Then the man wasn’t going to heal instantly, the way Levi could. And the other two, the ones that Levi had attacked—they were dead, too.

She and Levi had just killed three people. Three really, really bad people, sure. But they were still dead.

Harper took a deep breath. “You’d better put your pants on.”

Levi gave a bark of a laugh. “That’s what you have to say to me? No kidding? After all that?”

She treated him to a glare. “It seems kind of important. Whether or not the police are already looking for us, there are three bodies back there, and we’re going to get stopped if we’re still naked.”

Levi turned to reach over the bench seat, his ass going up in the air. “So you don’t have any other questions for me?” 

Harper aimed a slap across his backside, catching him hard enough that her hand stung. It didn’t change anything, but it somehow made her feel better. He jerked back around, pants in hand, with such an expression of outrage that she burst out laughing, a slightly manic edge in her voice.

“Questions? Do I have questions for the guy who magically healed from a bullet wound and then, right after screwing my brains out, changed into a great freaking dog so fast that the condom didn’t even have time to hit the dirt? The guy who ripped a dude’s throat out with his teeth right after he blew up a barn door? Now, why would you think I have questions for you?”

Levi sat and fished the coin purse from his pants pocket, opening it and checking the SD card inside its plastic bag before dragging his underwear and pants on together. “I warned you it was dangerous.”

“And I told you I could take care of myself,” she snapped. “If I hadn’t been there, what do you think would have happened to you? I saved your ass.”

“Without you, I wouldn’t have been caught off guard,” he returned. At her scornful expression, he added, “Probably. And you shot somebody. You don’t even know why they’re after me. Why the hell would you do that?”

“I figured that anyone who went around blowing up barn doors like that was definitely the bad guy,” she said. “That was a big tip-off, see. And I had a pretty good feeling that they weren’t the sort of people to leave witnesses.”

His expression softened suddenly. “Was that the first person you’ve killed?” he asked gently.

She bit her lip. Saying it aloud somehow made it so much more real. She answered, blinking hard. “Why’d you even ask a question like that? Do I look like a killer?”

“Do I?” he returned.

She looked over at him, sitting in the seat next to her, hard muscles and harder eyes. “Yeah. Yeah, you do. Even when you’re not a wolf.”

“We didn’t get the last one,” he said.

“He’ll have my license plate. Or at least the description of my car,” she said steadily, turning her gaze back to the road.

He reached back, snagging his shirt. “Yeah.”

“So they’ll know who I am,” she said. “They’ll find out my name. They’ll find out about my family. They’ll find my friends.”

“Pretty soon, yeah,” he agreed, dragging the tee over his head.

“Then they’ll all be in danger,” she concluded. “Unless they get what they want.”

“Or until I get this data into the right hands,” Levi said.

“Really?” She looked at him sideways.

“Really. Once the right people have this, it all goes away. Every threat. Forever.”

She let out a puff of air. “You’d better tell me about this thing you have. I’m in it up to my neck. It’s only fair.”

“Accounts,” he said shortly. “Books—the real ones, not the ones turned into the IRS every year. Financial information.”

“That’s not very exciting,” Harper said. “They’re willing to kill for that?”

“It’s enough to sink a billion-dollar enterprise, so yeah. Money and knowledge, and a lot of it’s related to illegal stuff. Those are keys that open any door.” He gave her his raffish, lopsided smile.

Harper thought about that for a moment. He was mind-blowingly hot and great in the sack, and it seemed pretty likely that even if he wasn’t a white knight, he was at least off-white, and maybe his cause was important and just and all that.

But his cause wasn’t her cause, and anyway, there were other fish in the sea. Probably even other wolves in the sea...or woods or whatever. Harper had the car, and she had both guns, tucked between the seat and the door. She could kick him out, keep going, and hope that the bad guys, whoever they were, would ignore her. That would be the smart thing, wouldn’t it?

Harper remembered how the barn door had blown up and the hail of bullets that had followed. Yeah, not likely.

Did werewolves really require silver bullets? She bet not. The guys with the grenade launcher didn’t seem to bother with them, and Levi had bled when she struck him. But if she drew on him, he might disarm her as handily as he’d done the first time, unless she was willing to shoot him somewhere that he couldn’t heal fast enough. Which she didn’t think she was, anymore.

And anyway, aside from the whole actual-people-dying thing, he was pretty much the total package, as far as she was concerned, and she was honest enough with herself to admit that the man-on-the-run thing added to his attractiveness. Since he appeared to be on the side of justice and truth and all that...well, it might be the only time in her life that she had a chance to join up with someone like that, after her string of losers and two-bit hustlers. She found the change heady and somewhat frightening. She’d always steered clear of good guys before because she’d always wondered what they were hiding, underneath it all.

At that moment, Harper Bailey was probably the biggest dumbass in the world. And she didn’t care.

“Okay. I’m in,” she said. 

“It’s not like I’d let you opt out at this point,” Levi said.

Harper bristled. “I don’t think it’s up to you.”

“Look, if I let you go off now, you probably won’t last the night,” he said. “You’re with me until I know you’re safe.”

Harper started to argue reflexively, then stopped. She’d just agreed to it, after all. Instead, she said, “Before we do anything else, we’ve got to get another car and stash my Baby somewhere safe, where no one will find it.”

“Before we do anything else, we’ve got to get you dressed,” he said.

Oh. Right. He wasn’t the only one who’d been nearly naked when the men had burst in.

“I’ll take the wheel. Climb into the back,” he said.

Harper hesitated. The guns were still there, out of sight but in arm’s reach of the driver. But she was either going to trust him or not. And if she trusted him, he should probably get his gun back. Eventually.

“You sure you’ve got it?” she asked instead of any of that.

He gave her a look with an edge of contempt. Okay, yeah, on the scale of things he’d done, taking a steering wheel wasn’t very impressive. “It’s safer than stopping.”

Harper rolled her eyes. “Okay, then.” She grabbed her .38 special from beside the door. “But I’m taking my gun.”

“Fine.” Levi reached over to grab the steering wheel, and she slithered over the back of the seat into the rear of the car as quickly as she could while the car coasted forward. By the time she was upright again and sitting on the rear bench seat, he’d slid over to take her place and had his foot on the gas.

She dragged on her shirt first, just in case the driver of one of the cars they occasionally passed going the other way looked in, then pulled on her boy shorts and pants. She’d managed to lose a sock somehow in the chaos. She made a face and slipped the boots onto her bare feet.

“So, what’s the plan?” she asked. The sun was already sloping down toward the horizon.

“We need to change cars, like you said,” Levi said. “And we need to find a micro USB reader that’s compatible with my phone and see if we can get the data off it that way.”

We. So he really meant to take her offer for help. “And if we can?”

“Then we’re done. Finished. I’ll send the info to my friend, he’ll do what he needs to do with it, and we’ll have everything we need to get the bad guys off our tail.”

Harper gave a small, snorting giggle as she levered a leg up over the front bench to slide into the passenger seat.

“What?” Levi said, blinking at her with his amber eyes.

Another giggle slipped out as she settled into the seat. “You said tail. You’re a wolf, see, and you said tail....”

He glared at her, but that only made her laugh harder.

“You’re enjoying this, I see,” he said.

“Look, I just had sex with a wolfman,” Harper said, wiping her watering eyes with one hand as she fished around for her purse with the other. “That’s the kind of surprise that a girl doesn’t take so well. One minute, you’re screwing me, and the next, you’re knocking me to the floor and turning into a big, furry dog, almost on top of me. I’m not really in the habit of jumping in bed—or onto the hood of a car—with anybody that fast, so of course there had to be some crazy catch, right? Anyway, I think I’ve earned the right to have a bit of a laugh when you talk about your tail.”

“Keep that up, and you’ll find out just what my tail can do,” he said.

Harper shoved her .38 back into its holster inside her purse. “You’ve got a lot to make up for, mister. You’ll need to use more than your tail to get you out of hot water with me.”

His grin was toothy. “We’ll see about that.”

She smiled back at him, sweetly. “Now, get your butt out of the driver’s seat and tell me where you want to go. Ain’t nobody driving my Baby but me.”



Chapter Two

Levi looked at Harper narrowly. She was still smiling, but her jaw—with the adorable tiny cleft in her chin—was set with determination.

She couldn’t really make him do anything. She had to realize that. Even if she was behind the wheel, and even if she was the one with the guns, he’d already proven that he was perfectly able to force her do whatever he wanted.

But she might be an asset. She’d proven herself already, back in the barn. And a happy Harper would be far more likely to help him out than an angry one.

And that was the sum total of his reasons for going along with her demand. His decision had absolutely nothing to do with how much he already liked her smile.

“All right, then. Take the wheel,” he said.

She reached across and grabbed it. He unbuckled and turned in the seat, slipping over the back of it and into the rear. Harper scooted over quickly and replaced her foot on the gas.

“Thanks,” she said.

“No problem.” 

Levi took the opportunity to grab his pocket knife and the jewel-encrusted dagger from the floor of the car. The pocket knife went in his pants, and the dagger went in the pocket of his jacket opposite his all-purpose kit. Forgery or no, between the gold and gemstones, it was worth a solid ten grand. That was not to be sneezed at, especially since it could be turned into ready money more quickly than the stuff on the card. He tossed his jacket into the front seat and squeezed back over into the passenger’s seat and buckled up.

Levi cast a sidelong glance at Harper as he ran his fingers through his hair, smoothing it from its usual post-shift chaos to merely tousled. He was still a little staggered at what she’d done. It was hard to believe that such an ordinary girl had managed it. Okay, physically, she was as far from ordinary as a woman could be, sure, but when push came to shove, she was still merely human, and not even a trained one. 

Yet there weren’t many aethers he knew who were so quick on their feet. She’d planned out each move, retrieving their clothes, weapons, and the dagger before hunkering down behind the car with the Luger—his gun, rather than her own, because it had the larger caliber and held more bullets.

And that was why he really wanted to keep her at his side, he told himself, that and the danger she was now in.

Yeah. Totally. Because he’d never fallen for a human before, and he definitely wasn’t falling for one now, at the most inconvenient moment possible.

“So, where are we headed?” she asked.

“Got a smart phone?” he returned.

She glanced at him in the rearview mirror. “You don’t?”

“I’ve got one. I’m just not sure they don’t know about it. It’s a secret line, but they know my name, and I didn’t think they knew that, either, so I’d rather not gamble on it.” The memory of Kowalski calling out his name still rankled. Levi wasn’t that sloppy. A bit reckless, sure, but never sloppy. Something had happened—and he was going to find out what it was, one way or another.

“Yeah. In my purse,” she said, finally answering the question. “Don’t go taking my gun, though, or I’ll have something to say about that.”

“Won’t touch it.” He snagged the pink bag, which was large enough for a weekend getaway. He opened it. “Wow. Is there anything you don’t have in here?”

“Dinner,” she said. “A change of clothes. Toothbrush and toothpaste. A jacket, if we’re going to be hiding out anywhere else, because it still gets chilly after dark.”

“They’d probably all fit.” He fished around for a while before coming up with an iPhone. He hit the button to wake it up, and the lock screen appeared. He passed it over.

She tapped the code in and handed it back. “So what are you looking for?”

“Some place to stop. Maybe get a bite to eat, ’cause you’re not the only one who’s hungry.” He navigated over to the map app, then began searching.

“There’s not going to be much out here,” Harper said. “I grew up not too far away. You’ll have to go a distance before you find more than a gas station convenience store.”

“That’s what it looks like,” Levi agreed, paging along the highway. After a moment, he gave up and switched over to the browser.

Harper’s glossy lips formed a pout of annoyance. “Who is this mysterious ‘they?’ You seriously can’t go around not telling me who’s shooting at me. That’s not cool.”

Levi looked up from the phone, considering exactly how much to tell her. Well, she’d taken the fact that he was a shifter more or less in stride. She might believe the truth. Maybe.

It’d be worth a try, at any rate.

“So, you know how I’m more than human?” he said.

She cocked her head to the side. “Better than us, huh?”

“Really, that’s what you’re going to focus on? The fact that I used the word ‘more?’ Look, when you can get shot point-blank and walk away, you can quibble about my word choice.”

“Okay. Point taken.” Her mouth twitched, as if despite herself.

“So, I’m a shifter. A werewolf.”

“Yeah, I caught that. My first clue was the fact that you changed into a great freaking wolf, see. Took lots of brains to figure that one out.”

He ignored her sarcasm. “Well, shifters aren’t the only more-than-human kinds of people out there.”

“Let me guess. Vampires. It’s always vampires, isn’t it?” She gave a tiny giggle, then adopted an exaggeratedly serious tone, as if she were doing a movie voiceover. “The werewolves and the vampires have battled over centuries—”

Levi glared at her. “It isn’t funny. And it’s not like that. It’s...complicated,” he said. “I’ll explain later, but that’s not the point right now. Some vampires are okay. Others are really nasty SOBs, and they think shifters exist to do their dirty work. It’s hard enough to hold down a job as a shifter—”

“What, do you turn into a wolf every full moon?” she interrupted.

Ah, yes. The other reason he didn’t tell women about his nature. If they didn’t freak out, they asked him questions like that. “No. But sometimes, the other form needs to...come out, so you have to take a break from being human for a while. It’s not predictable, so this doesn’t work well with a nine-to-five kind of lifestyle.”

“I could see that,” she said.

“Anyway, this particular vampire, Mortensen, he’s one of the worst. He’s been throwing his weight around all up and down the East Coast, paying off shifters to do some of his nastier bits of business, and if they don’t agree to payment, threatening them until they do it for free. I was tired of it. I started paying attention to the various strings he was pulling, and I figured out that he was smuggling something back and forth from Europe. I dug into it until I was sure that it was his account books—his real books—that cover his international operations, including smuggling at several major American and European ports.”

Levi’s double life as an art investigator was not only a role excellently suited to the vagaries that being a werewolf demanded, it had also uniquely positioned him to recognize Mortensen’s crude gambit for what it was. Once a quarter, a forgery would appear in a Sotheby’s auction, a forgery that Sotheby’s would never ordinarily miss. And once a quarter, one of Mortensen’s pawns would buy the forgery at auction, no matter how high the bid was run up. Not that it mattered, since he was selling them to himself....

And that was how Levi had discovered how Mortensen’s international interests were transporting copies of the real books—the ones with the real transactions, every bribe, every extortion, every theft, everything that would damn him in the courts of a dozen countries. When all his enemies, vampiric or otherwise, were busy tapping his computers and cellphones, he was shipping his books physically, on storage cards hidden inside forgeries commissioned for the purpose, as closely guarded by Sotheby’s as if they were the priceless piece of art they pretended to be. 

Paranoid bastard.

“What good will that do you?” Harper asked.

Levi gave her a toothy smile, savoring his plan. “First, it’s evidence that can put him behind bars for a very long time. Sure, his cronies can influence the judge and jury, but he’s got vampires among his enemies who’d be just as happy to flip them the other way. And vampires don’t like weakness or exposure, so he might not even survive long enough to get to trial. Second, there should be account information on the card that we can use right away.”

Harper still looked skeptical. “Stealing from a vampire doesn’t seem like a good way to get him to leave us alone.”

“If we take just a little from his accounts, he’ll know that we have him, but he won’t know how much more we could get. Sure, he can change accounts, but he’ll never know how many of them we’re able to trace—how many we can take over at a moment’s notice. And because the books will give a very detailed view of his operations, they’ll let us track any changes he makes. So if we’re good enough, we’ll have a gun pointed at his head pretty much forever.”

“Yeah, stealing that knife seems to be working out great so far,” she said sarcastically. “You should have kicked his dog, too, while you were at it.”

“As long as I’m the only one with the data, he’ll keep coming after us,” Levi said patiently. “But once enough people can pull the trigger, and once we have an automated system in place so that even if he takes us all out, the trigger will be pulled automatically—”

“Okay, I’ve seen this movie. So now you need to get the SD card to where you can do all that,” she said. “Are you a computer genius or something, too?”

“No, but my friend is. And we don’t need to get the SD card anywhere. We need to get the information on it.” Which he wasn’t going to do flapping his jaws at her. He turned his attention back to the browser on the phone.

“Which was what you want a reader for. Right. So, what, you’ll just stroll into a Best Buy, buy the reader, send off the info, and be done?”

The search finished. He frowned at the results. “Not a Best Buy. Walmart. They carry ammo, too. And it’s only half an hour away.”

She laughed again. He liked that sound better than he had any reason to. “Walmart. All the supplies for when you need to take down an evil vampire mastermind. Of course.”



Chapter Three

Levi directed Harper to an exit, and they drove down another highway for a dozen miles before turning off onto a county road. The Walmart was only another mile down the road, next to a clutch of gas stations and a couple of fast food restaurants. She’d been there before—her cousins had some land not too far away. But she didn’t see any reason to tell Levi that.

“Let’s gas up, first,” Harper said. “Just in case we can’t switch cars here. Give me your shades.”

Levi flipped his jacket over to get to the pocket. “Why?”

She gave him her best arch look. She still found it a little hard to believe that he was sitting in the car with her. Pretty much everything about him was unbelievable, from his scorching attractiveness to his tale of vampire blackmail to, of course, the fact that he was also a wolf.

Yeah, there was that.

“You’re supposed to be James Bond, not me,” she said. “I’m worried about the security cameras, of course. If these bad guys are all that, like you say they are, they’ll be able to get a hold of the tape. If that guy I nearly flattened didn’t get a clear look at my license plate, I might still be in the clear—but I won’t be as soon as they know what I look like.” 

She plucked the glasses from his fingers and slid them on, and the gathering dusk became abruptly darker. She checked her reflection in the mirror. Well, her mother would recognize her still, and there was her distinctive bright red hair, but the sunglasses did a pretty good job of hiding her upper face.

“What about me?” He looked bemused but more like he was teasing her than asking an honest question.

“They already know your name. You really think they don’t know what you look like?”

He cocked his head to the side. Features that chiseled must violate a law somewhere. 

“Guess there’s that, babycakes.”

She stopped at the pump farthest from the convenience store, killing the engine. 

“You can quit calling me that any time you like, mmmkay? Now, knock yourself out.”

“This one’s on me?” 

Harper couldn’t decide if he looked more amused or annoyed.

“You’re the reason I’m here,” she said. “The least you could do is buy a girl a little gas.”

He locked gazes with her, and after a second, he nodded and got out of the car.

Harper’s muscles tensed involuntary. He was gone, which meant that all she had to do was start the car and drive away....

Except that chances were good that she already had some really nasty men after her, and if she didn’t now, she would soon. And she did believe Levi’s story, crazy as it was. It was pretty easy to buy even a crazy story from a guy who turned into a wolf, after all. If it was true, he needed all the help he could get. A part of her, a very small part, was willing to recognize that she felt more alive with him now than she had in a very long time.

Not that her life wasn’t exciting, of course. But waiting tables in a diner and hanging out with her friends wasn’t exactly the same level of excitement as being in the company of an astonishingly handsome supernatural man who was being chased by a vampire criminal mastermind.

She regarded Levi’s long, lean body out of the window as he circled the car to the popped gas cap. She really was a sucker for him if she’d consider, however glancingly, that the idea that being hunted down was worth it for a chance to ride with him.

It isn’t going to last, a part of her brain whispered.  He wasn’t going to stick around.  That wasn’t what men did.

After a couple of minutes, Levi hung up the gas nozzle and popped the gas cap door closed before swinging back into the passenger’s seat.

“You didn’t run,” he observed.

Harper tossed her hair over her shoulder as she cranked the car on, hoping that she looked like the thought had never entered her mind. “Did you think I would?”

His warm eyes glittered with amusement. “Well, as highly as I regard my charms, I was a bit suspicious that you might.”

“So I shoot a guy for you, and that’s the gratitude I get,” she grumbled as she rolled out of the gas station. She was a little shocked that she could joke so casually about it already. To cover her own reaction, she added, “It wasn’t your charms that kept me here. I wasn’t kidding when I said I’d help out. It’s a dumb idea to take off until all this is settled.”

Which was only half of the truth, but she wasn’t going to admit that to him.

“I’m glad you’re still seeing sense. Food next,” he added, nodding to the fast food restaurant down the country highway. “As you said, we may need a quick getaway.”

Harper rolled her eyes at his tone, but she steered to the drive through. “You’re paying again.”

“I figured as much.”

They reached the lighted menu, and the speaker crackled to life.

“Hi-welcome-to-Wendy’s-can-I-take-your-order?”

Harper ordered a meal, then nodded to Levi, who ordered two.

“Really?” she asked as they rolled forward to the payment window.

“Shifting’s hard work,” he said.

Once their orders were in the car, Harper pulled away, finally heading toward the Walmart. She raided her fries as Levi practically inhaled a burger.

“Look, maybe you should wait in the car, and I’ll go in and get what you need. They’ll be less likely to be looking for me,” Harper said as she pulled into the parking lot.

“Not a chance,” he said flatly. “If you get in trouble, you aren’t going to be able to shoot your way out of it in the middle of a Walmart. But anyone that Mortensen’s got in his pocket who isn’t one of his private mercenaries will all be looking for me exclusively as a man.”

“You can’t seriously—” she started, but Levi cut her off.

“Park on the side.” He indicated an area of asphalt next to the outdoor department, a section of the parking lot that was scattered with pallets of mulch and carts of perennials.

Distracted for a moment, Harper gave up arguing and turned where he indicated. There were no other cars amid the clutter, and she rolled the Skylark into the first open space. “If my Baby gets scratched with a runaway cart, you’ll be paying for the repairs.”

“What about the bullet holes?”

Her head swiveled to face him almost of its own accord. “You’d better be joking.”

“’Fraid not,” he said. “There are a couple of big ones in the trunk. I saw them when I gassed up.”

“Then you owe me a professional repair and paintjob,” Harper snapped, putting on the parking brake. 

“It doesn’t look that bad.”

She ignored the protest, retrieving the nine mil Walther from beside the door and double checking the safety before shoving it into her purse. “I don’t want any of that patch-and-blend crap, either. That’s bullshit. I want a brand-new paint job for the whole car, bumper-to-bumper.”

“You’re crazy. The spots’re smaller than a quarter.”

“You got my car shot.” And no man was worth that. Her car was sacred. No, she told herself—not even a hot biker werewolf.

Harper set her cup in one of the floor console’s cup holders and slung her purse onto her shoulder. She got out of the car, locking the door before closing it with a little more force than was strictly required. 

Levi rolled up the window before getting out, then stood by the open passenger door. Harper circled around to stand in front of him. She folded her arms over her chest.

“Let’s talk about this wolf thing. You’re not even believable as a dog, and there’s no way I can sneak you in. You’re like, what, one hundred eighty pounds? You must come up to my waist!”

“One ninety-five,” he said. “Though mass isn’t actually always the same in our shifted state. And no one said anything about sneaking. Haven’t you heard of a service animal?”

She laughed, then she looked at him and realized that he wasn’t joking. “Oh, no, you’re not.”

“It’s going to work,” Levi insisted.

“It’s so not going to work. Who’d even believe that?”

“Think about it for a second. Would you argue with a girl with a two-hundred-pound dog?”

Harper shook her head. “You’re crazy.”

“Crazy like a—well, more like a wolf than a fox. Can you think of a better idea?”

Harper paused, racking her brain. But the truth was that they needed that reader. And if he wasn’t going to let her go alone... 

“Fine, whatever,” she said. “Don’t come complaining to me when we get security called on us. Before you go all wolfman on me, give me the list. What do we need? Ammo, toothpaste, toothbrush, jacket for me, and what kind of reader?”

“Micro SD card to micro USB,” he said. “Food that doesn’t need to be cooked. Bottled water, paracord, duct tape.”

She took that in. “So pretty much a whole survival kit. If we get a reader, why do we need all the other stuff?”

“Because I’m not sure that it’ll work,” he said.

She let out a puff of air. “And when were you planning on telling me that?” That was a pretty big damned thing not to let her know—Oh, by the way, the plan we’ve hinged everything on? It might not actually work. 

He shrugged. “I just did.”

Harper rolled her eyes. “Whatever. Let’s go for it, then. Give me your wallet and the SD card and the dagger. We don’t want to leave those in the car. Then get your wolf on.”

Levi handed them over and grinned at her with that bright, killer smile. No man had any right to look that good. “I don’t know why I trust you. I already know you’re nuts.”

“Maybe because I saved your life,” she returned loftily, smiling back despite herself as she took the wallet, dagger, and the pouch with the card in it and secured them in her purse. “Maybe also because your wolf can run me down in five seconds flat.”

“Could be. Guess we’ll never know which it is.” 

“And I’ll keep your shades. Maybe they’ll think you’re my guide dog or something.” Or something was probably right.

“Whatever rings your bell.” Levi pulled his shirt off in a quick, fluid motion. 

Harper raised her eyebrows. It wasn’t that she minded another look at his washboard abs, but the Walmart parking lot hardly seemed the place.

“You can’t just morph in your clothes? Like, make them a part of you?”

His expression was condescendingly amused. “No, they don’t become part of me. It’s not like I conjured them out of the air. And sure, I can shift with them on, but only once.” His hands went to his fly. Harper itched to help, but that would lead to something quite different than him shifting into a wolf.

What had she been thinking when she’d slept with him before?  And why did she want to do it again, even now, in the middle of all this danger?

He finished with his fly and pulled off his boots as he continued. “Shifting is pretty hard on clothes. It’d shred the pants. And it’s pretty damned uncomfortable, too, shifting inside of something that’s the wrong shape.” With that, he skimmed his pants down his hips and off.

He looked every bit as good in the moonlight as he had in the barn, and Harper didn’t even pretend to stop her eyes at his waist. The tracery of scars across his body was almost invisible in the faint light.

“You might want to look away,” he suggested.

“Modest?” Harper teased.

He flashed his dazzling smile. “Not at all. It’s just that most people find the bits in between the two forms to be...upsetting.”

Reluctantly, Harper turned her back. “Does it hurt?” she asked.

There was no answer except a cold, wet nose against the palm of her hand. She jumped and turned.

“Oh, hell, no,” she said, taking him in. “There is no way anyone’s going to think you’re a service anything. You’re practically the size of a pony.”



Chapter Four

He was a huge, barrel-chested monster of a wolf, his shoulder at the level of her hip. For a second, Harper had the strange sense of looking down at both of them from outside herself, and she thought, Yep, this is the moment I lost it. 

But the laughing amber eyes were the same, and she knew she was talking to Levi even though it was completely impossible that it was him.

Sure, she’d seen him shift before, but in the rush of fear and adrenaline, it hadn’t fully registered. Even talking about it had seemed slightly unreal. But now there was no escaping it. One minute, Levi had been standing next to her, as real as any man. And now he was a wolf—not just any wolf, but an impossibly huge one.

He walked a few feet toward the big, rectangular block bulk of the Walmart, looking back at her as he shouldered the passenger door closed.

Harper sighed. He was right about one thing. She wouldn’t want to argue with someone with a beast like that, either.

“You can at least pretend that you’re following me,” she said, starting toward the entrance. “You’re not even wearing a leash. Heck, you’re not even wearing a collar.”

Harper cast a nervous look around the parking lot, wondering what exactly she should be looking for if more of Mortensen’s men were waiting for them. Another black sedan? The parking lot was less than an eighth full that late on a Sunday evening, but the colors of the cars were indistinct, muddy under the high commercial lights.

Still, she didn’t notice anything unusual as they approached the double set of automatic doors, the lights from within the store spilling out onto the sidewalk.

“We’re totally going to be on People of Walmart tomorrow,” she muttered. “Front page of the website. Pinned. We might even become a meme.”

One ear swiveled toward her, Levi walked so close that his shoulder rode against her hip and thigh. She rested a hand lightly on the fur at the scruff of his neck, gray with golden undertones that echoed his hair.

The greeter did a double take as they entered the store. He cleared his throat and swallowed, Adam’s apple bobbing. 

“Uh, miss—” he started.

Harper gave him a huge, shit-eating grin. “Service dog!” she chirped, not slowing down.

“Really, miss?” the man said, looking around with a slightly panicked expression.

“ADA compliant,” she caroled, grabbing the nearest free cart. “Handicap accessible! Equal opportunity employment!”

She spun the cart around and walked as quickly as she could toward the back of the store, hunching over the handle as if that could somehow make her and the enormous wolf next to her less noticeable. A woman pushed her cart between the clothing racks, took them in with a single glance, and gave a high-pitched squeak, abandoning her cart to dive back in among the clothes.

“I can’t believe you talked me into this,” Harper whispered fiercely as other shoppers stopped and stared. 

Next to her, Levi’s ears flicked, and from his expression, as well as she could read it, he seemed to be laughing. 

“You look ridiculous, you know,” she told him.

They were blasting past the women’s clothing department, and Harper snatched an oversized hoodie and a pair of socks from a rack as they passed. The electronics section was in the very back of the store, and she dove into the nearest of the short aisles without stopping, heading to the back wall. She slowed as she walked along it, peering at the signs as they worked their way through the department.

Levi shouldered past her, making a line straight for the computer accessories aisle. Harper made a noise of protest.

“You’re supposed to be with me,” she said, pushing the cart quickly after him.

He was already nosing an SD reader from the display rack. It hit the floor with a sound that seemed as loud as a thunderclap in Harper’s ears. Looking around to make sure that no one had seen that, she snatched it up and threw it in the basket, treating Levi, who sat and grinned at her, to her most scathing glare.

“This was your idea—to avoid the wrong kind of attention, remember?” she whispered harshly at him. “Just act like a freaking dog for the next fifteen minutes until I can get us out of here, okay?”

Harper spun around, then almost jumped out of her skin as he slipped his snout up the back of her shirt and planted his cold nose on the small of her back. She swatted at him, but he ducked away too quickly.

He was enjoying this, despite the danger they were in.

No. She corrected herself, staring narrowly at the enormous wolf. He was enjoying this because of the danger they were in.

And if she were perfectly honest with herself, she was, too. Just a little bit. Since she’d met him, she’d felt more alive than she ever had.

Harper started forward again, heading toward the camping and hunting department. Ammo and paracord should be there. Levi kept pace beside her, leaning his shoulder into her leg—so she’d know he was mocking her, even as he stuck close.

Awesome. She was shopping Walmart with a sarcastic, asshole werewolf.

She reached the back wall where the ammo was stored. It was, of course, in a locked cabinet.

Damn.

She spied an employee slinking down an aisle in camping, trying to pretend that he didn’t notice her and her hulking companion.

“Hey! Excuse me. Hey,” she said.

The guy was probably a couple of years younger than her, an adenoidal teenager with an unfortunate complexion. He pivoted with visible reluctance. 

“May I help you?” his mouth said.

Oh, shit, that’s a big dog, his eyes said.

“Yeah, we—I need some help with the ammo, please,” she said. “Have you got the keys?”

“Yeah?” he said, as if he was hoping that was the wrong answer.

Harper nodded impatiently toward the cabinet. The wolf sat back on his haunches. As the nervous teen approached, Levi gave a great yawn, showing a row of long, white teeth and ending with a visible snap that made the sales clerk jump.

Harper kicked Levi as inconspicuously as possible with the toe of her boot and gave the guy a big smile and an encouraging nod.

With another panicky look at Levi, the clerk produced a fistful of keys and unlocked the cabinet. “You’re not blind, are you?” he asked. “I mean of course you’re not. How would you shoot if you were blind?”

“Maybe I’m buying it for someone else.” She reached past him and scooped up three boxes of nine mil Luger and the last two of .38 special cartridges. 

“I’m sorry miss—ma’am,” the guy said. “Customers can only buy three boxes of ammo each.”

She smiled sweetly. “That’s fine. There are two of us.” 

The clerk looked from her to Levi and back. He opened his mouth, and Levi made a soft warning noise. Eyes going wide, the clerk closed it again and swallowed visibly. “That’s all right, then, ma’am.”

She paid for the ammo at the hunting and fishing desk with Levi’s prepaid debit card, which provoked a noise from the wolf that she silenced with another casual prod of her boot. The sales clerk finished the transaction and hightailed it out of the department as if his pants were on fire. 

Harper was just turning toward the camping section to find the paracord when Levi’s low growl stopped her in her tracks.

It was a deep, chilling rumble that hit her in the most visceral, animalistic part of her brain. She looked down to see the wolf standing with his ears pricked forward, his head lowered slightly below his bristling shoulders. His entire body radiated tension, all of it directed at the object upon which his eyes were fixed.

Inevitably, Harper’s gaze rose to follow his. There, in the aisle only half a dozen yards away, was an impossibly beautiful man, impeccably dressed in a blazer, turtleneck, and slacks. Where had the other shoppers gone? Harper wondered. 

But really, what did it matter when there was a man that interesting in view. He looked so...nice. Yes, that was the word, coming to her almost as if it were being drummed into her head. Nice. Nice, nice, nice. He was so very nice. 

He smiled, and Harper felt herself step toward him, her body moving almost of its own accord.

So that’s what a vampire’s like, a distant part of her mind thought.

And then Levi exploded in a streak of muscles and teeth, bounding forward, crashing into him and bearing him down under his mass.

The vampire’s hold on her broken, Harper screamed as loud as she could because it seemed like a good idea at the time. Then she ran, the cart braced ahead of her like a battering ram, heading straight for the tangle of bodies, furry and man-shaped. Just before her cart struck, the vampire surged to his feet again, streaming blood from a wound on his throat that was healing as Harper watched. His fists moved so fast they were a blur, slamming into Levi’s body over and over again.

But physics won. Harper had been going fast, and she threw all her weight behind the cart as it slammed into the vampire’s back. The vampire went down, and her stomach was thrown hard into the cart handle.

Now what?

She hadn’t planned past the point of impact, and now the cart with all their supplies tangled with the vampire’s legs. Before she could decide whether to cut her losses, Levi broke away and bounded against the cart, knocking it free.

“Smooth,” she said as she launched herself up the aisle without looking back.

The cart’s wheels spinning madly, Harper ran in a dead sprint toward the exit that led out to the fenced yard of the outdoor department as Levi kept pace. Surprised shoppers leaped away at the sight of the redhead and the huge wolf bearing down on them. At least, all the legitimate shoppers did, because as she ran, Harper saw men drop hand baskets and abandon carts to come after them. 

She cursed under her wheezing breath, her boots slapping against the tiled floor. She was a strong runner, but she wasn’t a fast one, and those musclebound men would be able to chase her down easily even if they were all merely human. Hoping to slow them down, she yanked things into the aisle with one hand as she passed, flinging down fans and trash cans and sweeping an entire row of solar garden gnome lights to crash behind her.

How many were there? It hardly seemed to matter, because there would be more than enough, she was sure, to overpower the two of them. And then what? Would they kill her and Levi right there, in plain sight of everyone? Or would they haul them away to do their dirty work?

She didn’t know, but she knew that she and Levi would be goners either way. She cast a look back as she neared the automatic doors that led out to the outdoor living yard. The vampire was pacing behind, keeping his distance.

Smiling.

The bastard.

One of the men got too close, lunging for her, but Levi was there, and with a snap of his jaws and a strangled scream, the man was crumpled on the floor, bleeding, and Harper was past and free—for the moment.

Levi made a whining noise as she took a hard right through the doors and into the fenced outdoor area, yanking off the sunglasses and sticking them in her purse. It wasn’t until she was well inside that she realized why. The big metal gates were chained shut for the night, and the fence was far too high to climb.

She’d steered them right into a dead end.

Levi came up beside her as she stopped. With seconds to spare, she jerked her purse open and pulled out the guns, jamming them into her waistband, then shoveled the ammo, the hoodie, and the SD card reader inside. She left the empty cart and ducked down an aisle, using the tall screen of shrubs to hide from the view of the double doors.

“If you’ve got any ideas, now would be a good time to shift back and let me know,” she whispered to the wolf.

Levi broke off staring intently through the foliage to nudge the nine mil with his nose.

“Yeah, I could figure that out myself,” she whispered, pulling the gun from its holster as a silhouette appeared in the doorway that led back inside. “I was hoping you had an idea that wouldn’t get us killed.”

Levi nodded his head. She looked at him, trying to figure out what he meant. He did it again, in a more exaggerated way. She turned the way he was facing—toward the locked gate. He wanted her to go toward the gate.

“It’s locked,” she whispered at him. Shooting off locks worked great in movies, but in real life, that was a very good way to get yourself hit with a ricochet—and maybe not open the lock at all. But he nodded again, even more forcefully, so, casting a look at the six men who were warily standing just inside the yard with guns drawn, she started to edge cautiously toward the fence.

Levi set out in the other direction, shaggy head low to the ground, stalking slowly between the aisles. Harper hoped that he knew what he was doing, because she was already at the edge of the gondola display and couldn’t go any farther without being seen—and probably shot. She crouched low, her chest and stomach pressed to her thighs, and watched.

The doors slid open, and one more man came out. The vampire. He cast a contemptuous glance around the yard, and Harper swore that his gaze rested on her for an instant before sliding past again.

There was a sudden clatter in the depths of the yard, and several of the men jumped and started to head after it.

“Stop,” the vampire ordered. They froze. “We keep together. They’ve got guns, and the werewolf can rip any one of your throats out. You split up, you sign your own death warrant. Capisce?”

“Sir,” they muttered, forming up around him.

The vampire stuck to the middle of the group, and they walked slowly into the darkness of the yard, beyond the reach of the indoor lights. They kept to the edge of the overhang, their backs to the tall display rack there. 

Harper tensed as they passed her hiding place, the vampire’s head turning this way and that, scanning the aisles. As soon as they were past, she moved quickly, running across the aisle with her body bent double. Her boot scraped on the concrete just as she reached the shelter of the next display. She froze, hardly daring to breathe. The vampire’s head snapped around, but he didn’t order his men to stop, and after a moment, he looked around again. Harper dropped to her hands and knees and crawled for the gate.

She was almost there when a shout made her look back just in time to see the huge rack, piled high with boxes of furniture and bags of fertilizer and soil, totter outward and begin to fall. The men yelled with alarm, scattering, and the vampire reached up and caught the edge of a shelf, stopping the rack in its descent. 

But that did nothing to stop everything that was on it. Bags of soil came sliding off in a heavy avalanche, huge boxes slamming into the men as they tried to duck away. 

Levi was a blur of fur and teeth, bounding up the aisle behind the rack he had just toppled. He was still running as he shifted, the huge red-gray wolf changing to a man between the time his front paws left the ground and his back ones landed—as feet.

He snatched the gun from Harper’s hand as the vampire heaved the rack aside.

“Stand back,” he ordered, throwing his body between her and the lock on the gate.

Harper started to protest, but the gun went off, and Levi gave a sharp yelp of pain before yanking the chain, now loose, from the gate. Harper swallowed her objections and lifted the bolt that was now the only thing that held the gate closed, putting her shoulder against it. The gate swung open, and Levi grabbed her by the arm and ran toward the car, the pistol in his other hand.

Cursing, Harper dug blindly in her purse for her keys, coming up with them just as they reached the car. She fumbled for the right one, but Levi didn’t stop, balling up his fist and punching through the glass, then yanking the lock up to swing the door open.

Harper squawked, but there was no time now to protest. Levi dove across the bench into the passenger seat, and she swung in right behind him, slamming the door and jamming the keys home. The headlights illuminated the vampire, standing in the middle of the parking lot.

Harper didn’t hesitate. She slapped the car into gear and floored it, aiming straight for him even as he started to raise a gun at her through the front windshield. 

“I’m sorry, Baby,” she said, and she braced.

There was a thump, and the vampire rolled up her hood, across the windshield, and over the roof of the car as she roared out of the parking lot.

She looked over at Levi, who sat bloodied and panting against the vinyl seat.

“So. I think they definitely know who I am now.”



Chapter Five

“Yeah. Yeah, I think that’s a safe bet,” Levi said. 

“Oh, God, my car,” she groaned. “The window. Dammit, Levi, the hood!”

But Levi didn’t answer. Instead, he grabbed a handful of her hair, dragged her mouth to his, and kissed her, hard, pushing past her surprised lips and teeth and into her mouth. And just then, she tasted like the best thing he’d ever had in his life....

For a moment, she went stiff, then she relaxed, kissing him back until the sudden sound of the rumble strip under the tires made her jerk away and correct the car’s course.

“What the hell was that about?” she said, but she looked more turned on than outraged, her pupils unnaturally wide.

“Sorry,” he said, not really meaning it. “Some of the wolf hangs on for a while after a shift.”

“And the wolf wanted to kiss me?” she asked incredulously, her brows shooting up toward her hairline.

“Not exactly.” He didn’t want to explain then how the minds of the man and the wolf blended, how the smell of her had gone straight into his brain, the smell of woman and sex. Worse, the smell of him on her stirred thoughts that had been quite foreign to his existence up until this point. 

Sure, werewolves formed strong bonds, sometimes instantly. That’s where packs came from, after all. Most people had thought that pack structure was something rigid among wolves, a collection of different individuals brought together under a powerful male and female alphas, overturned only when a younger wolf fought and won supremacy over the male alpha. 

But that was merely an old misunderstanding of human researchers. Werewolves knew better. Always had. A pack was a rough-and-tumble extended family, the alpha couple the parents—or, more rarely, the grandparents—of the rest of the wolves. The bonds of relation and devotion kept the couple together and also kept their children around for as long as five seasons after they’d reached maturity as they helped in the raising of their younger brothers and sisters.

Until the other call grew too strong, and they wandered off to face the world on their own—or to find their own mates and start their own packs. And while wolves, like dogs, had their liaisons, when they finally settled down, it was for life.

But werewolves weren’t wolves, not really, and Levi treasured his rootless status, without care and without anything or anyone to weigh him down. If he wanted, he could wander back to the family home, where he was always welcome as long as he followed the rules. But families were a weakness, even the family he already had, never mind one of his own making. It was better that he lived alone, staying away from his brothers and sisters and most especially avoiding any romantic entanglements that might lead to something more.

Because the world was full of evil people who wanted a pet werewolf of their own, and they weren’t above using any means to make it happen. Levi had seen the results of such ambitions too many times—his own body bore the scars of it. The young and, most especially, those in whom the werewolf blood didn’t breed true were so often made the victims of unscrupulous aethers in their pursuit of control.

Especially vampires.

No, Levi had no interest in adding his own pack to the clan. As long as he was alone, no one could ever have a hold over him. That meant that the attraction he felt for this woman—this amazing, marvelous woman, who was as cool under pressure as her body was hot—was just that, attraction, and nothing more.

But he didn’t say any of that.

Instead, he said, “They’re going to be following.”

“The vampire, too?” Harper asked, a crease forming between her eyebrows. “I hit him pretty hard.”

“Yeah, definitely the vampire,” he said.

“So they have that magical insta-healing, too.”

He laughed. “Theirs is way better than mine. Speaking of which, I’ve still got some issues to deal with from that last encounter.” 

The bullet at the barn had been a through-and-through, but the one he’d shot at the lock had fragmented, four separate pieces hitting his chest and legs.

“You might want to look away,” he added, fishing in his pants for his knife.

Harper’s gaze turned curious as she saw it. “What are you—” She cut off abruptly as he laid the blade against his naked flesh.

“Got some bits of lead in me that need out,” Levi said. Jaw set, he cut the skin to pop them out, one after another, then picked out the two tiny fragments of laminated glass that had managed to penetrate his skin.

“Uh. That doesn’t look comfortable,” Harper said. She was watching with a frown on her plump lips.

He cleaned the blade on his t-shirt and flipped it closed. “Ever dug a splinter out of your skin? It’s like that, but worse.”

“So what do we do now?” she asked. “Where do we go?”

“Doesn’t matter. We just need to stay out of reach of those guys long enough to get the SD card’s contents uploaded.” He blinked, suddenly realizing that they weren’t driving down the same highway as before. Instead, they were on a narrow, winding road, one with a center stripe but no shoulder and trees pressing close on each side. “Where are we, anyway?”

“Some of my relatives have property around here. My great-grandparents had a farm and some woods backing up to Juniata River, and the cousins sold the farm but kept the woods for hunting and fishing and stuff. They’ve been building a cabin out there for, oh, probably fifteen years now, but only the trailer’s got plumbing and stuff. There won’t be anyone out there this time of year. I figure we could hide out there while you got the data uploaded or whatever.”

He blinked at her. She was full of surprises.

“That’s perfect.”

“I’m sorry,” she said. “Back there, I mean, going out the wrong door. You knew the gates were locked, right? You were trying to tell me not to go in. I didn’t understand.”

“What’s past is past,” Levi said, dragging on his pants. “We got out of there alive, which probably wouldn’t have happened if we’d tried the front door.”

“Still, I didn’t know what you meant,” she said. “Is there some kind of wolf sign language? Morse code? Psychic communication? Something?”

He laughed. “Yeah, that’d make things a whole lot easier. Body language is all you get, babycakes.”

“Don’t call me that,” she said absently, frowning as she opened her value meal bag and pulled the hamburger out. “Your repair bill is really mounting, I’ll have you know.”

“What, are you going to hold me responsible for the hood, too?” he demanded. “I wasn’t the one who ran over a vampire.”

“I’m holding you responsible for absolutely everything that happens to Baby since you hijacked my car,” she said.

“That doesn’t quite seem fair. What if you hit a tree? And anyway, you actually call your car Baby?”

“Still your fault,” she said. “And yes, I do.”

“At this rate, I should just buy you another one,” he grumbled, pulling the shirt, now marked with smears of his blood, over his head.

“That’s not funny.” She glared at him.

He snorted and pulled on his boots, then grabbed her purse from the floor, where it had landed on top of his value meals. 

“What are you doing with my purse?” she asked around a mouthful of hamburger.

“The reader,” he reminded her. “You know, the whole reason we went in there?”

“You can use it?” she asked. 

He pulled out his Android phone. “Sure can.” 

He fished out the reader and the pouch with the SD card in it. He cut the reader free and slid the SD card into it, then slotted the micro USB into place and powered the phone on.

“Uh, Levi?” Harper said, swallowing another bite of her burger.

The strained note in her voice made him look up. “What is it?”

“I think you may have to put messing with the card on hold for a while. It looks like our friend the vampire is back.” 



Chapter Six

Levi turned in his seat and groaned. Sure enough, there were two sleek black sedans behind them, gaining fast.

“The good news is that I’m pretty sure Baby’s twice as heavy as those cars,” Harper said calmly. “The bad news is, if we survive this, the repair bill is really going to be out of this world.”

“Should have picked up more mags for the Walther, if they had them, and a shotgun,” Levi muttered. He pulled the SD card out of the reader and sealed it in its plastic bag, shoving it in the coin purse and dropping it, the phone, and the reader into her purse before fishing the Luger out of it. 

“The vampire would have showed up in the middle of the background check, so it wouldn’t have helped,” Harper said, keeping one eye on the rearview mirror.

“I didn’t mean buy it,” Levi said. “I meant take it.” He grabbed a box of ammo, chambered a round, and hit the mag release, topping the magazine off before sliding it back home.

“Because we’re not already in enough trouble, you wanted us to make Pennsylvania’s Most Wanted?” she returned. “That’s smart.”

Just then, a burst of gunfire came from the lead car, and Levi wedged himself between the back of Harper’s seat and her body as she hunched forward over the steering wheel.

“What are you doing?” she said. “I can’t steer.”

“It’ll be even harder to steer with a hole in you,” he returned. He angled his body so that he could see the approaching vehicles in the rear view mirror. Behind the glare of the headlights, he could make out a man hanging out the passenger’s side window of the lead car, holding a burst-firing pistol in one hand. 

Mortensen could send an M79 after them, but not a guy with a rifle? That would have cut through the car like butter. Levi didn’t dare question his luck, but it was the only thing keeping them alive right now, and he didn’t like that.

The man dropped the magazine into his hand as Levi watched, then slapped in another before letting loose another hail of bullets. The sedan’s frame kept him from being able to sight effectively and still hit the Skylark—but even as Levi watched, the sedan nudged into the opposite lane, clearing his line of fire.

“Pull left,” he ordered Harper.

“What?”

“Pull left,” he repeated, switching the Luger to his other hand before reaching around her to tug the steering wheel to the side.

She elbowed his hand out of the way. “That’s oncoming traffic!”

“Do you see any cars coming toward us? If you don’t get over, they’re going to draw even and shoot you in the head!”

At that, Harper jerked the wheel to the left. The rear bumper clipped the sedan, and the Skylark bucked. The lighter sedan skidded wildly and dropped back as the driver regained control. With those impossibly fast reflexes, it must be the vampire behind the wheel. 

Damn.

Soon, it began edging up on them again—this time on the right, with the bulk of the car blocking the shooter on the passenger’s side from firing.

There had been eight men in the Walmart. Levi was pretty sure he’d disabled at least three, the first casualty being the idiot Kowalski. With two drivers, there were at most three shooters remaining between the two sedans. If Levi was lucky, the back car would have two, leaving one for the front.

Just then, the back driver’s side window rolled down, and a man leaned out with another pistol and squeezed off several bursts.

Right. That had been too much to hope for.

“This is how it’s going to work,” he said rapidly, pulling away from Harper now that the bullets were coming from his side and unfastening his belt. He cranked down the window. “Hit eighty and stay there. They’re going to come up on my side now, and the front guy with the gun will have to shoot past the driver to try to hit me, and the guy in the back will still be shooting at an angle. Your job is to not get shot, got it? And then, when I yell ‘go,’ I want you to ram them off the road with everything you’ve got, and then just don’t crash. Can you do that?”

“Yeah, I’ll do my best,” she said, her voice steady and her eyes fixed on the road in front of them. “Especially the ‘not getting shot’ part.”

“Good,” he said, and then, in the brief pause as the goon hanging out of the window released his mag into his palm, Levi leaned out, twisting backward. Squinting against the headlights, he squeezed off three rounds with absolutely accuracy into the man’s head. 

The goon’s gun hit the asphalt in a shower of sparks, bouncing down the road, and the man slumped, his shattered head and arms dangling from the window.

Levi was already leveling his gun at the driver, sending two more shots slamming into the windshield. They glanced off. Bulletproof. Levi cursed. Behind the glare of the headlights, the bloodsucker smiled, and the car came on.

Now things were going to get dicey.

Levi shifted his grip on the Luger, weighing whether he had time to top off the mag before the sedan drew even. It was closing distance steadily, and he decided that three more bullets weren’t worth the risk of getting caught unarmed.

Anyway, if thirteen bullets couldn’t stop the vampire, he probably wouldn’t be in any condition to shoot more.

The sedan’s front bumper was even with his window now as it crept up, the vampire still maintaining a foot between the cars.

“Levi....” Harper said warningly.

“Not yet,” Levi growled back, not tearing his eyes from the car. “I’ve got to get this bastard.”

“But what if he gets you first?”

“Then you’ll be in real trouble, won’t you?” he said, his lips pulling back from his teeth involuntarily as the vampire’s window came level with his.

The cocky bastard was smiling at him through the bulletproof glass. Levi shifted his grip on the pistol as the vampire pulled a gun from his holster and held it up. Locking eyes with Levi, he reached down and hit the button to roll the window down, then immediately lifted the gun so that the end of the barrel pressed against the top edge of the window as it began to lower.

Levi saw instantly that it was one of those new kinds of automatic windows, the kind that rolled the driver’s side all the way down with one touch. This was going to be bad—but not impossible.

Probably.

As soon as the barrel could be squeezed out of the crack in the top of the window, the bloodsucker fired. Levi was already ducking, and the bullet sent a blaze of fire across his back. He yelped, and the Skylark jerked to the right, slamming into the sedan and edging it toward the side of the road. Reacting with instinct, the vampire yanked the gun down as he grabbed the steering wheel with both hands.

“I didn’t say go!” Levi snarled, his hand clutching the door frame mere inches from the metal door of the other car.

“I don’t care,” Harper snapped. “You’re no good to me dead.”

The Skylark jigged left again, and a space opened up between the cars. The vampire lifted his gun hand from the steering wheel, but Levi was already steadying his own pistol on the edge of the doorframe. He squeezed, and the round took the vampire perfectly between the eyes. The bloodsucker’s eyes rolled back into his head as the Skylark jerked sideways again, hitting the sedan with a scream of metal.

The man next to the vampire made a lunge for the steering wheel, but it was too late. With no one fighting the weight of the Skylark, the sedan skidded off the road, falling behind them as it hit the narrow grassy shoulder and veered off into the trees.

“You’re welcome,” Harper said.

“Follow instructions next time,” Levi said over the sound of the wind whipping through the windows, one open, the other broken.

“Don’t give such stupid instructions, and I will,” Harper returned.

Levi glared at her—and then realized that she was hurt, blood dripping down her arm. His stomach clenched.

“What happened? I told you not to get shot.”

“Oh, so sorry,” she snapped. “I should have tried harder, then.”

He reached over to pull up the sleeve of her t-shirt to get a better look, but she elbowed him away.

“Later, okay?”

Levi looked back in the rearview mirror. The second sedan had dodged the first as it slowed, and now it was gaining ground on them quickly.

One down, one to go.



Chapter Seven

Levi flipped the safety and chambered a round before popping a box of ammo open and releasing the mag to top it off again. There were probably only two goons in the second car, but it was still armored, and human bullets killed just as surely as ones from a vampire.

They were coming up on a bridge ahead. Juniata River, the sign read. Without prompting, Harper started to edge over into the opposing lane as the sedan approached—but then the lights of a semi appeared over the hill across the bridge, and with a muttered curse, she pulled back into her lane as the truck reached the far end of the bridge.

Levi looked back as he slid the magazine home and flipped the safety off. The sedan was approaching much faster than the last one had, the windows rolled up tight. Much, much, faster. He mentally measured the distance to the bridge and to the semi that was crossing it. There was no way that the sedan could pull even with the Skylark until after they’d passed the truck, by which point they’d be practically on the bridge.

For a moment, he relaxed, thinking he’d have a few more seconds to prepare. But the sedan kept coming, faster and faster, and he realized that he’d misjudged their intentions. Badly.

“Hold on! They’re going to ram us.” 

He barely had time to get the warning out before the sedan struck, smashing into the right side of the Skylark’s bumper. Levi’s body slammed into the door, knocking the breath out of him as the car went skidding straight into the path of the semi. Its horn blared as the headlights filled the car’s cabin.

Letting out a shriek, Harper spun the wheel to the left. The semi clipped them as they darted past, spinning the Skylark parallel with the road as it burst onto the grass and dirt of the shoulder. Then they were going down the slope beside the bridge far too fast, bouncing hard, whipping through weeds and scrubby trees that had grown up since the last big flood. 

Levi had the peculiar sensation of everything being fast and slow at the same time as his body rose from the seat and hurtled toward the dashboard. With perfect distinctness, he saw the gun fly from his hand as he flung up his arms, futilely trying to protect himself. 

Almost absently, he noticed Harper beside him, her lips pressed tight and body rigid as she battled the steering wheel and brakes, her face sheet-white in the light of the moon and the cast-back headlights. And a distant, detached part of himself, which seemed to be watching the scene from above, thought that she was the most magnificent sight he’d ever seen.

And then the car hit the water, and an instant later, his body hit the dash.

***

“Damn it to hell and back.”

The words reached his ears first, then he felt the cold water licking at his legs, and Levi remembered where he was and what had just happened. He dragged his eyes open. Water was sheeting through the open windows, around the doors, and through the openings in the firewall and into the car. His heart jumpstarted into a frantic beat—but he saw that the water only came an inch above the bottom edge of the windows, the river spreading out like a silvered road under the moonlight beyond, and then he realized that they were in no danger of drowning. 

Harper was bent at the waist, her face turned sideways against the rapidly rising water, cursing with increasing volume and inventiveness as she fished around blindly while a Wendy’s bag floated by her nose.

And then he caught his breath as he understood. She was looking for her purse—which had the SD card and his phone in the bottom of it. Which was now a good foot and a half underwater.

She straightened with a cry of triumph, dragging the purse up from the bottom of the car by the strap. Whatever insane hope he might have had left was dashed at the sight of the river water streaming from every seam of the pink monstrosity.

He let out a curse of his own. The SD card should still be good, and maybe the reader could be dried out, but his phone was toast. Harper’s eyes snapped over to him.

“Oh, thank God, you’re okay,” she breathed. “When you hit the dashboard—”

“I’m hard to kill,” he said. He spit another curse as another nasty realization hit. “My gun.”

The waterline was already at his waist, and he held his breath as he ducked his head under the murky surface. The cold shock of it dazed him for a second. His werewolf’s eyes could pick out shapes even in that faint light, and he pawed through them—another Wendy’s bag, the empty ammo box, his jacket, and then, just as his lungs began to burn, his pistol. His fingers tightened around the handle, carefully avoiding the trigger, and he straightened, emerging from the water with a jacket in one hand, pistol in the other.

And just then, the beam of a flashlight sliced down into the cabin of the car.

Levi groaned. “Just what we need.”

“That SD card had still better work, because you’re going to need those bank accounts. Restoration’s going to be a bitch,” Harper said. 

“You’re not still talking about your car, are you?” he said. “I don’t think that’s our first priority right now.”

“Yeah. First priority’s getting you out of here in one piece,” she said. Her voice was shaking, and for a second he thought it was hysteria. Then he realized that it was the river water—the bite of chill that he found merely uncomfortable would be dangerous to a human.

“Me?” It seemed to him that she was in far more immediate danger.

The car had come to rest with the driver’s side angled toward the bank they’d come from. Levi bent to squint out of Harper’s window. A strip of flattened brush and snapped shrubs marked their path from the stream up to the top of the slope—and there, sure enough, was the second sedan, the headlights shining out over the water as one of the goons pointed a flashlight down at them.

No going back that way.

“I can’t get money out of a corpse,” Harper clarified.

Levi decided to ignore that. “Out my window.” 

Putting his words to action, he hooked the top of the door with the hand that held his jacket and shot his feet through. His hips and shoulders followed, and he turned as his boots met the sucking mud of riverbed and tucked the pistol into his waistband. The water had finished filling the car. Holding her purse high, Harper half-crawled, half-swam across the bench seat toward him. She came out headfirst, and he grabbed her under the arms so she didn’t go under, pulling her ample body against his as she came through the window and setting her on her feet.

They were safe for the moment, hidden from sight by the bulk of the car.

“It’s only a matter of time before they start shooting,” Levi told her. “If they’ve got rifles with scopes in that car....”

It was hard to tell if she was shuddering or just shivering from the cold. “You don’t have to spell it out,” she said around chattering teeth.

He had to get her out of the water, and fast. He cast a look across the river, his werewolf-sharp vision cutting through the darkness. It was only a few hundred yards across. Easy enough—for him. But what about Harper?

“Can you swim?” he asked.

“Yeah. In clothes? I don’t know,” she said.

“Right, then.” He stepped back and handed her his jacket. “Put this on. You won’t do any good frozen to death.”

She nodded, struggling into the wet fabric and leather before slinging the purse crosswise across her body. The bottom of it dipped into the water—but it was far too late to worry about that now.

Sounds came from the top of the slope—voices and the snapping of branches. The men were headed down to get them.

“Do you still know where we are?” he asked.

“Almost to my cousins’ place,” she said. “It backs up to the other side of the river. It’s like maybe five minutes by car, so two, three miles away downstream?”

“Okay. We’ll head there. Once we reach the opposite bank, you’ll tell me where to go.”

“Sure thing.” Her voice shook. She was losing heat fast. Even if it had been safe to stay there—and it definitely wasn’t—she wouldn’t last long in this cold.

Levi stripped off his shirt and thrust it at her with his Luger. “I’m going to need these again.”

She blinked and then took them, shoving them into the purse. “You’re shifting?”

“I can’t swim for both of us in this shape. Not far, at any rate.” He stripped off his boots and socks, passing them over. The socks went into the purse, too, but she hung onto the boots. 

“Don’t drop those,” he warned.

“I wasn’t planning on it,” she said.

His pants and underwear came next. Without the insulation of the layers of fabric to hold slightly warmer water against his body, goose bumps crawled across his flesh, and he had a slightly paranoid twinge in relation to his more sensitive bits dangling freely and unprotected in the water.

He ignored that as he gave her the last of his clothes. Her purse was bulging, the pants peeking over the top.

The men’s voices were closer now. They’d start shooting soon. 

Levi gave her a lopsided grin. “So, Harper, ever ridden a wolf?”



Chapter Eight

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Harper said, forcing the words through her chattering teeth.

But the man standing naked—again—and gorgeous in front of her didn’t seem to be joking. 

“I’ll shift, and we’ll stay low in the water, just our heads above the surface. Hang onto my neck on the side away from the car, and I’ll get us to the other bank,” he said.

“And if they shoot?” she asked.

“I’ll dive,” he said. “Bullets shatter when they hit the water, so even six inches under, we’ll be pretty safe.”

“That sounds like a great idea,” she said in a tone that said it was a terrible idea.

“Do you have a better one?”

She didn’t, so she clamped her jaw shut.

“Right,” he said. “I know you’re cold, and I’ll get you out of this as soon as I can. Just...try to stay awake, okay? No matter what, try to stay awake.”

“Okay,” she said because she saw no alternative.

“Right. Here I go.” This time, he didn’t tell her to look away, and so Harper watched. His body sprouted hair before rearranging itself, his jaw and nose elongating into a wolf’s snout, his arms moving down as his chest deepened and his entire body canting forward until he was underwater up to his shoulders, only his head standing above it.

He gave her a nod and a low whine, and she realized that he wanted her to take his neck. Right, then. She zipped up his jacket, hoping that it would provide some small protection from the river, still frigid with the snowmelt from the mountains, and then she braced herself and slid deeper into the water.

The icy water closed like a vise around her chest as she slid in up to her neck, knocking all other thought from her mind as her muscles locked up. But she shoved forward off the muddy bottom of the stream, and her legs reluctantly obeyed, sending her against the shaggy body of the wolf. She wrapped her arms around his neck, burying her fingers deep in his fur.

“This is seriously crazy,” she muttered.

The wolf made no reply, merely starting forward through the river, angling downstream to pass under the bridge. Harper pushed, too, digging the toes of her boots into the mud, doing a kind of slow-motion run in the water. The purse, heavy with the ammo and his clothes, dragged at her neck. As they cleared the bulk of the car—oh, God, her Baby, sitting on the river bottom—she looked back over the roof and made out the shapes of two men, approaching the shore. 

The flashlight danced inside the car again. At their distance, there was no mistaking that the car was empty now, and the men’s curses rang out across the water.

Harper felt a surge of satisfaction at their anger and dismay. Of course, being sure that their prey wasn’t in the car only meant they’d realize where she and Levi had gone that much sooner....

The stream got deeper, and Harper’s feet pushed her along at increasingly more vertical angles. A strange peace settled over her, a peculiar sense of the hard, brittle beauty of the night. Hanging over the river, the full moon gilded the water’s tiny ripples beyond the shadows of the bridge. A car rocketed by on the road above, the sound tossed down as a roar that broke the silence of the night into a thousand pieces. As they reached the edge of the bridge, Harper realized that Levi was swimming, his strides having changed to a paddle so smoothly that she hadn’t even noticed.

“Are you sure you can swim the whole thing?” she asked softly.

But Levi made no reply.

Then Harper’s foot reached out to take the next step, and it met nothing but water. She tightened her grip on Levi’s neck before she could slip under the water, and after a moment’s panic, she filled her lungs and let her body float out behind her, kicking herself along as best as she could in her boots with the heavy purse pulling her toward the bottom of the river.

Levi didn’t sink an inch or slow down, continuing to swim at a strong, steady pace. Harper realized she wasn’t shivering anymore. She didn’t know why, but she decided not to question it, since she couldn’t do anything about it one way or another.

Then came the sound that Harper had dreaded. Another shout from the shore, and this time, the words sent terror into her knotted stomach.

“There they are! Under the bridge. Shoot them!”

Harper’s arms squeezed convulsively around Levi’s neck—which was just as well, because at that moment, she felt him change. The hair shrank back, the bones and muscles remodeling themselves as his skin turned smooth. She gasped, and an instant later, she was thrust underwater as he dove toward the river bottom.

The cold hit her face like a slap, and she lost her grip on his boots. He pushed her with his body, sliding her across it so that she was on his back instead of dangling to one side. She forced herself to loosen her hands and shift her grip his shoulders. Her eyes were wide open, but she could see nothing in the murk. She could only feel his shoulders under her hands, the muscles working as he took long, broad strokes that pulled them down and across.

There was a noise, made muddy by the water, and she realized that it was the report of a gunshot. She braced herself for the sting of a bullet, but none came. There was another shot, and another, and still no ball of lead came slamming into her. 

A tremor of elation went through her. Levi was right. The men couldn’t hit them, not there, under the water. But her glee evaporated as the burn in her lungs grew and Levi made no move to head toward the surface.

The pain was real now, a throbbing need for air. Her hands tightened on his shoulders, but he gave no sign of noticing. How long could he stay under? Longer than she could, she was sure, and she had no chance of breaking the surface again on her own, not in her layers of clothes and with the purse around her body and the heavy shoes on her feet.

Lights began to dance in front of her eyes. Out of the water or under it, she was going to have to breathe soon. She exhaled slowly, trying to make the air last as long as she could. The sound of another shot came—or was that her heart, thudding in her ears? The last whisper of air left her, bubbling past her lips. The lights were getting brighter now, the pressure of her lungs unbearable. She felt her hands loosening as she fought with the last ounce of her strength not to take the water into her lungs—

And then Levi exploded from the water, and she sucked in air hard, with the desperation of the drowning.

The gun’s report was unmistakable this time, and it reached her ears at the same time as a loud crack close by. The darkness and exploding lights receded from her vision as she panted, and she realized that they were on the other side of a concrete pylon on the far side of the bridge. The bullet meant for them had smacked into the other side.

Levi was still in human form, holding her up as he treaded water. She tried, faintly, to add her own small effort, but her legs wouldn’t obey. Instead, it was all she could do to cling to him, taking deep, fast breaths, sending oxygen roaring back into her starved body.

“We’re going to have to go under one more time,” Levi said, and she realized that he, too, was breathless. “They can’t see us here, don’t know where we are. But we have to get beyond where they’re looking.”

Harper shook her head, unable to speak. Please, no, I can’t—

But if he could feel what she was doing, he gave no sign. Instead, he said, “On the count of three. Breathe as fast as you can—hyperventilate to get as much oxygen into your blood as possible. One. Two. Three.”

Unable to stop him, Harper obeyed, breathing as deep and fast as she possibly could, taking one last, frantic breath just before her face went under. She felt Levi’s body bunch, his legs tangling in hers for an instant as he reached forward with his arms. Then he shot forward, a powerful thrust against the pylon augmented by a stroke of his arms.

Harper just focused on hanging on.

This time the pressure started sooner, the burning even worse. She exhaled slowly to ease it, but she knew it would do no good. The long motions of Levi’s arms pulled them through the water, but it didn’t matter. It didn’t matter that she wasn’t going to be shot, not with lungs full of water, because she had to breathe, she had to breathe right now. 

Harper dug her fingers into his shoulders even as a different kind of blackness spread over her vision. The bubbles of her life breath tickled her lips. She was going to die, going to die, die, die, die—

And then her head broke the water again. This time, there was no treading water—Levi was standing, his legs planted firmly on the streambed. Which was just as well, because just then, the cold and oxygen deprivation became too much, and her hands let go.

Levy caught her before she could slide under the water, pulling her around him and into his arms.

Harper’s face barely cleared the water. She didn’t care, though, because she didn’t feel cold at all anymore. Instead, a strange kind of lassitude filled her, and her head felt like a balloon floating above her body. She knew she was breathing fast, her body sucking air, but somehow, it was almost as if it was happening to someone else.

Distantly, she realized that Levi was cursing. He must have realized that she’d dropped his boots.

“I’m sorry about your boots,” she said dreamily. “But you owe me a car.”

Vaguely, she was aware of him moving through the water, pushing toward to the line of trees on the opposite shore. But in her vision, it seemed to dance like a distant star, never growing closer.

“I’m sorry,” she repeated again, a low murmur like the sound of the river around her body. “Sorry.”

And then her head dropped to his shoulder, and the dark waters closed over her mind.



Chapter Nine

Levi’s heart dropped as Harper’s body went limp in his arms. Swearing, he forged ahead through the water, making for the shore as fast as he could.

“I told you to stay awake,” he whispered harshly.

She didn’t stir. He had to get her warm—and fast. Or else he might lose her.

And the idea scared him more than he cared to examine.

The stream still came halfway up his chest, and her body was losing heat every second it was in the water. He held her ample body high and pressed onwards, as fast as he could make his legs move through the water, no longer angling downstream but heading straight toward the shore across the current. 

In the distance, his werewolf-sharp hearing could hear the two men on the far shore, but even he couldn’t see them under the bridge and across the stream in the darkness.

“You think we got them?”

“Had to. You saw them go under, right?”

“Yeah.”

“Did they come up again?”

“I don’t think so.”

“So unless they’ve learned to breathe underwater, they’re dead, right?”

“Well, he’s a werewolf—”

“Right, a werewolf. Not a freaking weretrout. They’re dead, okay? We’ll wait for Guttmacher to catch up, and we’ll search the shores in the morning. We’re not going to find anything in the dark.”

“If you’re wrong, it’s going to be our asses.”

“I’m not wrong.”

The water now reached Levi’s waist, and only Harper’s round backside still dragged in it. Then the water dropped to his hips, his thighs, his knees. With every step, the shore drew closer, until finally, he stepped from mud to grass.

Harper’s breath was too slow, too shallow against his chest, but still he couldn’t afford to do anything about it. He jogged through the marshy brush up the gradual slope until he reached the tree line, then a dozen yards more before he could risk stopping.

Levi laid her on the ground gently, then set to work stripping her methodically—first, freeing the purse from across her body, then his jacket and her shirt, boots, and pants, even rolling her panties off and releasing her breasts from her bra. Anything that might hold cold water against her body had to go. 

These were not, he thought grimly, the circumstances in which he’d dreamed of taking off her clothes. As it was, though, his stomach clenched with the cold clamminess of her flesh. He put a hand against her chest just below her throat and was reassured by the tiny, fluttering breaths.

Still she didn’t stir, her generous body lying pale and unresponsive in the moonlight that filtered through the trees. Levi knelt in the weeds and leaves next to her, taking one of her arms and chafing it rapidly with his hand until the skin was warm under his fingers. Then he did the same with the other arm—avoiding the slice across her bicep, pale and bloodless now, where the bullet had kissed her skin.

He chafed her legs in turn, rubbing the skin until it was pink. And then he lay next to her on the cold earth and pulled her body against his, rolling her so that her chest was pressed into his. Her cheek was against his shoulder, her arm tucked between their bellies and her side protected from the cold ground by his arm. Only her hip touched the leaves—he pulled her lower thigh so it nestled between his own, hooking her other leg up over his hip. He rubbed her back in long, slow motions with his free hand, trying to get some more warmth into her body from the flat of his palm.

At first, Harper’s skin was so cold that his own flesh shrank away, but gradually, she warmed against him. Her breathing, butterfly-light at first, slowly deepened, and she started shivering violently. And as she thawed, so did the part of him that was frozen in fear. And, predictably, something else began to stir at the presence of all those lush curves pressed naked against his body, circumstances be damned.

Eventually, the shivering stopped—this time not because her body was shutting down but because it was warming up. She made a small motion against his chest, wiggling in unconscious provocativeness. Which did nothing for his state of mind. Or, for that matter, his state of cock.

Her eyelids fluttered open, and she looked at him with the vagueness of semi-consciousness for a moment before her eyes focused.

“Um,” Harper said, blinking at him. “Is there something I missed here?”

“You fell asleep,” he said. “I told you not to fall asleep.”

“So...you stripped me? What piece am I missing here?” She wiggled again—quite deliberately, this time. “Not that I’m protesting or anything. I’m just wondering, you know, why.”

Levi relaxed, chuckling, even as the more primal part of him occupied an increasing portion of his awareness. “You were freezing to death. Hypothermia. It was a bit touch and go there for a while.”

“Touch is right,” she said, almost absently. Then she looked worried. “I dropped your boots.”

“I know. You told me twice,” he said.

She looked up at him, and her eyes got the slightly dreamy look that he was beginning to recognize. With his skin against hers, his pheromones would be all over her. And if the sudden heat against his upper thigh was any indication, she was warming up in more than one way.

“Mmm,” she said, inclining her head toward his and snugging her belly even more intimately against his raging erection. “Hypothermia, really? That’s a good excuse.”

He should remind her that men were chasing them. 

Men who thought they were at the bottom of the river right now. Men who wouldn’t be looking for them until the next day.

It wasn’t like they were going much of anywhere until the morning, anyway. Just going to hole up in her cousins’ place. And sex would be a very good way to chase away the last of the chills....

Screw it. Or, rather, her. 

Literally.

“Quietly, then,” he said. “The bad guys think we’re dead, at least at the moment.”

“Ooo, you know how to sweet talk a girl,” she said.

And he cut her off with a kiss.

Her mouth opened under his with a little sigh, and he needed no better invitation. He delved past her teeth, into her mouth. She smelled like sex and the river water, tasted like woman, and he’d never enjoyed a smell or a taste more. Sexy, earthy, damp, and needy—he drank her mouth as her body moved against his as if the stroke of his tongue went straight into her brainstem and made her dance.

And if he’d thought he was turned on before, it was a candle to a bonfire. He knew what was happening to her—his shifter pheromones had messed with more than one woman’s head, though not, perhaps, to this extent. But what the hell was the reason for what she was doing to him?

He decided, with Harper’s willing and increasingly warm body in his arms, to think about it later. Right now, he was far more concerned with all the things he wanted to do to her....

Levi started to slide down her body, but her shoulder came into contact with the cold earth, and she squealed and shivered. “Too cold!”

So he slid back up again, lifting her away from the ground. Considering what he’d planned, that would present some logistical issues. But nothing he couldn’t work around.

He took her mouth even more thoroughly than before, kissing her until she made tiny sounds of pleasure into his mouth. Holding her body against his, his touch roved over her damp skin, sliding down to cup her voluptuous ass, which overflowed his hands. He hooked his top hand over her thigh, urging her knee up higher so that he could reach around the curve of her rear. 

Harper’s hips were angled into his, her clit out of reach, but he didn’t need that to make her come. His hand slid up, across her thigh, to the crease in her leg. She gave a little catching sigh as he traced it slowly with his fingertips, in time to the movement of his tongue in her mouth and her body against his. Then he moved toward the center, slowly, deliberately, sliding the lengths of his fingers against her folds without parting them. Her thighs quivered at his touch, and she broke the kiss, her breath hot and fast against his cheek. Her movements changed, her back arching as she pushed her hips into his hand.

But he wasn’t going to give her what she wanted—not yet. He took the slickness he found at her entrance and dragged his hand down, across her taint and anus all the way to the curve of her tailbone. She shuddered in his arms, her thighs clamping around his leg.

Levi slid his hand to the front again, as high as he could reach, and back again just to the lower edge of her entrance. Then, just as he thrust his tongue into her hot, panting mouth, he slid both fingers into her heat and pulled against the sudden clenching of her muscles.

She made a small noise into his mouth, her breasts bucking slightly against his body. She moved her hips against his hand, first toward it, relieving the pressure of his fingers, then away so hard that she whimpered, her legs shaking slightly around his as she pushed herself to her limit.

God, she was magnificent as she reached for her own climax, driving for what she wanted with a reckless single-mindedness that was breathtaking. But he didn’t want her to go there alone, merely using him to get there. He wanted to have the control, to drive her over into a release of his making. 

The next time Harper rocked, he slid his fingers out of her until she ground her hips backward, seeking him, her hand that was hooked around his neck digging in, demanding. Then he drove in again, hard, anchoring his thumb against her taint as she clenched around his fingers, seeking purchase, seeking release.

He took control of the rhythm, setting it with his mouth on hers, his fingers inside her, pitching it slow enough that she made noises of frustration and tried to force him to move faster. Her mouth on his was hard, insistent, driving him faster. But he could feel the tension building in her body and the heat increasing against his fingers, and he knew that he could push her to an even higher peak with his slow build. Only when her jaw was set with strain and every muscle in her body hummed with need did he shift, and moments later, she reached the tipping point and fell, hard.

Harper tore her mouth from his, throwing her head back, biting her lip against her own strangled cries. Half-blind with his own need, he watched her, loving the knotted brows, the eyes screwed closed like she was afraid to open them, the expression of ecstatic intensity that was almost indistinguishable from pain.

The expression that he was causing her to make.

And then, as the spasms against his fingers faded and her body’s rocking slowed, she gave a final deep shudder and pushed her uppermost shoulder against him so that he overbalanced and rolled over onto his back on the leaves with her on top of him. He grabbed her thighs, feeling their strength under her softness as she leaned against him, her breasts pillowed against his chest.

Then Harper groaned—not a sound of pleasure but an oh-dammit-not-now kind of sound.

“Where’s my purse?”

He blinked up at her eyes, the pupils so wide in the darkness that the faint gray rings of her irises seemed to fade into the white. And he realized what she wanted. 

Damn. He hadn’t even been thinking about a condom. And he always remembered condoms—always. 

He liked his existence the way it was, simple, uncomplicated, no ties. Going bareback was a fast way to ruin it. However much werewolves weren’t really wolves, well, once there were young in the picture, that was it. No more lone wolf. Werewolves might not mate for life, the way wolves so often did, but they certainly bred for life. 

And he definitely didn’t want to do that. Harper might be pheromone-addled, but he was in full control of his faculties, and there was no part of that life he wanted.

Was there?

Wordlessly, he reached out and hooked the strap of the purse, dragging it over to her.

Leaning with an elbow in the dirt beside him, she started tossing out clothes, muttering under her breath. Each movement of her body sent interesting ripples down into her breasts against his chest, and he didn’t bother to pretend that he wasn’t looking at them. Eventually, she pulled something out of the purse—a strip of foil packets. She pulled one off, shoved the others back, and then ripped it open.

“I’m stupid, but I’m not that stupid,” she muttered.

“You’re not on the pill?” That would have been good to know before, wouldn’t it, Levi?

“Not that it’s any of your business, but yes,” she said. “I’m pretty sure I’m late tonight, though, and me taking a pill doesn’t mean I know where you’ve been.”

“If I’m screwing you, it becomes my business.”

“Way to keep the mood, Mr. Romance.” Harper shifted her weight over to the side, sliding her hand between them until her hand came up against his cock, which was in itself far more arousing than it should be. She tried to slide the condom on one-handed, but it slipped off the head.

With his hands on her hips, he urged her up, onto her knees on either side of him. He took the latex circle from her and reached around her body, rolling it down his length by feel. He wondered what she’d feel like without it, just his skin against her hot slickness—

He was definitely losing it, because wanting that meant wanting everything that came with it.

“I could have done that,” she said. She was on her elbows and knees now, her breasts pressed against him and the curve of her belly barely brushing his.

“I’m sure,” he said. He reached over to her thigh, skimming across the goosebumps there to the folds between her legs. She shivered slightly, but it was nothing like the reaction he’d gotten moments before. She was cold again—in more ways than one.

Well, there was definitely something he could do about that—while keeping her body off the chilly ground.

Levi shifted his grip, his hands cradling the back of her thighs. She looked down at him.

“My turn?” she asked.

“You’re not ready yet,” he said.

Her eyes narrowed. “I think I know when I’m ready.”

He grinned up at her. He couldn’t help it. This was crazy, what he was doing, rolling around in the woods with her when moments before, they’d been nearly shot and half-frozen. But if her cousins’ place really was as close as she said, and they were spending the night there.... Well, why not?

After all, something worth doing was worth doing well....

“No, babycakes, you’re not. I’m going to make you so hot that you come around me the instant I bury myself in you. Which is good, because right now, with you—well, I’m not ashamed to admit that I don’t think I’ll last that long.”

Harper snorted at him. “You have a lot of confidence in yourself.”

“Oh, yes.” His grin widened. “Yes, I do.”

And he reached up and caught a handful of the wet, tangled hair at the base of her neck and dragged her mouth down to meet his, kissing her until he thought he could taste her soul.

Finally, he broke off, but only to move down to her jaw, her neck, loving the feel of her flesh against his mouth, the salty earthiness of her skin, with the dried river water blending with her own particular taste. The wolf in his blood could take apart each individual flavor—the man in him reveled in them, and a distant part of him wondered if maybe that was what had led him to nearly making that fatal lapse, that it had gotten into his brain, because surely no woman had ever tasted so good.

He could hear her breath coming sharply as he worked his way down her throat, scooting his body against the dry leaves to play along the soft, slight hollows of her neck and collarbones. His cock was already aching in the confines of the condom, but he had made her a promise, and he intended to keep it. 

Her breasts were high against his chest, spilling up onto his shoulders now, and he released her hair to slide his hand down under the weight of one, coaxing the nipple up and into the night air. He moved down another few inches, kissing her flesh as he went, so that he could take it into his mouth. 

The cool flesh heated instantly in his mouth, her nipple going even harder against his tongue. He rolled it in his mouth, and she made a faint whimper, a tremor running through her body. Levi wanted to make her his, completely and utterly, through only that touch, and he kissed and stroked it with his tongue until she was panting and rocking under the power of his mouth.

And that was only the beginning of what he was going to do to her.

He nudged the other nipple free of his chest, taking that one in his mouth as he rolled the first in his fingers. Harper was making noises now, tiny ones at the end of each breath. He released her and slid down further, kissing down the valley of her breasts to her belly. Both his arms hooked behind her thighs, he rocked her back toward her heels to keep her stomach in contact with his mouth. At the narrow strip of curls, he shifted to the side, kissing the line of her inner thigh along her folds.

The smell of her filled his head, hot and musky, and the jolt of need that went through him and straight into his groin almost broke his resolve, and he almost moved take her right then. But she was shaking and rocking over him, and he wanted to see just how far he could take her. He gave her taint a long, hot kiss, sucking against the skin as her thighs strained with tension on either side of his head, then he moved up the other side, along the other crease of her leg.

He paused for a second, and she swore softly.

“If that was just a tease, I swear, I’m going to—”

With a burst of wickedness, he put the flat of his tongue against her folds, and her sentence was cut off in an incoherent, strangled sound. He held it there as she breathed harshly, then slowly, deliberately, he moved up toward her clit, where he paused again, waiting....

Then it came. “Levi—” she started.

And he cut her off again as he moved his mouth against it, kissing, sucking, stroking until his chin was slick with her need and she came again, rocking uncontrollably into his face as she made wonderful soft sounds, struggling to keep quiet as he showed her no mercy.

Harper was still in grip of the end of her orgasm when he finally dipped his tongue between her folds, sending her into a second, longer peak as he stroked the length of her wet entrance with his tongue, savoring her muted cries as much as he loved the taste of her. 

He could feel her folds swelling under his mouth, engorging with blood as they became ever more sensitive, and he rode her into that orgasm until she was as high as she could go. And just as she was sliding down the other side of it, he broke off, moving up her body and angling his cock at her entrance, arching up into her just as he pulled her onto him, hard.

And as he had promised, Harper came again. Her arms, no longer supporting her, slid around his neck, and the whole length of her body was against his, her mouth buried in his shoulder to muffle her cries. Using his hips and heels as leverage, he thrust into her, over and over, hard and fast to push her even further into her orgasm, urging her thighs even wider so that he could bury himself in her heat to the last fraction of an inch. 

He wasn’t going to be able to hold on long, not with her climax gripping him in the blazing heat of her slickness, but he gritted his teeth, determined to wring the last bit of pleasure from her trembling body first.

But she surprised him. As her spasms faded and her cries ceased, she pushed herself up again on her trembling arms, not just to her elbows but all the way to her hands so that her full breasts hung above his body. And then, her expression distant and her breath hissing through her teeth, she took control of the rhythm, riding his cock, coming down so far that her clit rocked against his pubic bone. 

Levi realized what she was doing—taking them both up, this time, together. And he couldn’t have stopped her even if he wanted to, the fantastic sight of those bouncing tits and her face strained with what she was doing to both of them, and the heat of her around him, gripping him, going straight into his balls until they released with a twist of glory that went up his spinal cord like a spike to the brain. And she kept going as they throbbed until every last drop had been milked from him by her clasping muscles.

Then Harper slumped against him again, and it was several moments later than he realized that his hands were stroking her naked back.

He groaned with reluctance, the post-orgasmic lethargy settling over him.

“We need to get to shelter. Get our clothes dry, get food, get warm.”

“I’m warm now,” she murmured, looking down at him with a flushed face and half-focused eyes that made his cock stir again, still buried inside her.

“Yeah, but you won’t be, soon enough,” he said, pushing that reaction aside.

She sighed and disengaged herself, standing and stretching her arms back in a way that made those wonderful tits rise provocatively.

That woman probably wrote checks provocatively.

Levi got to his feet. “Can you find it from here?”

“That depends on where ‘here’ is,” she said.

He stood up and shoveled everything back into her purse, carefully wrapping the condom in a big leaf he pulled off a bush first. He was up for sex in the woods—not so much for littering after. “We crossed the river about a hundred yards down from the bridge, maybe fifty yards into the woods.”

“Then it should be pretty easy. There’s a short dock in the river with a jon boat—this time of year, it’s probably under a tarp chained up above the flood line on the shore, though. And there’s the trailer. They got it for free from someone who wanted it off his land, so it’s really small and old, but it’s weatherproof and it’s got plumbing and electricity and even a washer and dryer,” she said.

“Works for me.” Levi offered her the purse, which was overflowing now with all her clothes draped over the top. “The jacket’s still wet, but it might give you some warmth. And don’t forget your boots.”

Harper put it on, shivering as the cold liner touched her skin. “What are you going to wear?”

He grinned at her. “Nothing it all, babycakes, because I’m going to be a wolf, and you’re going to go for a ride.”

She looked dubious. “Like, on your back?”

“Sure thing. We’ll get there a lot faster without you stumbling along in the dark. Remember, I can understand you just fine, even if I can’t answer back, so if I start to go the wrong way—well, let me know.”

“Yeah, I can do that,” she said dismissively. “So, your brilliant plan is...?”

“Once we’re at your cousins’ place, we’ll be able to check out the SD card and see if there’s any chance of saving the cellphone or the reader, so we’ll know how deep of shit we’re in. We’ll get clean and dry and I’ll screw your brains out, and we might even sleep a little. And tomorrow, we’ll reassess.”

“As a plan to save our asses, that seems to be a bit sketchy,” she said.

He smiled slowly. “But as a plan to get through the night....”

Even in the moonlight, he could see her dramatic eye roll. “I’ll admit that it has a certain appeal.”

“Then let’s get going.”

“I’m up for anything, wolfman.” She was shivering again, ever so slightly, but he caught a flicker of a smile at the corner of her mouth. “Just waiting on you.”
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JUSTINE: INTO THE BLOOD

By

Carole Gill

CHAPTER 1

––––––––

We are prisoners of our past, hostages of our heart. Yes, even those like myself whose heart no longer beats, are slaves to it. Do we remember love? I think we do. For I remember my first loving or am I only recalling lust? I wonder if it matters. Perhaps nothing really matters, all the things gone before the current moment. Ah but there are so many moments in an immortal existence.

Shocked? Do not be. I am what I am, no more no less. The truth is I am a creature of the night—Blood is like wine to me, no wait. It is better than that. It is my life—alright, existence then.

Why not be honest from the first? I am Justine Bodeau, a vampire who recalls her existence now in this telling. My past has returned to offer me comfort. I am embraced by it. It feels good—though I know as I go along, I shall find certain memories painful. I wonder if I will bury them or if they will insist on returning. And when the past and present meet, when I find the truth to questions I have—I wonder if I shall wish to be destroyed for I have wished it many times. Still, I shall persevere.

I am aboard a ship sailing to a new chapter in my existence. What lies ahead I do not know. All I can do is guess and try to learn from the past, a past that included two worlds, one living and one undead.

I sit in my cabin, glad to be alone frankly, for I am able to reflect on all that had gone before. Was my existence worth so much that I cared to go on forever or for as long as I could? That was not a question to be taken lightly. There was much I would have to consider first.

Suddenly, there was a gentle knock at the door. It was Ramet. “I have brought you something...”

My dear friend Ramet—do not worry, you will know all there is to know about him in the course of my tale. He was bringing in something for me, something to take so that I would not sicken. Craving blood and doing without is not pleasant for one such as I. There is such gross discomfort when that happens. One is fraught with pain and nausea. I have felt that way many times, and it seems to me each time is worse than the time before.

“Justine?”

He came in quickly. “You must take this...”

I looked at the goblet and knew at once it not only contained blood but had an elixir he uses to restore vitality. It is the opiate of vampires as he says. We didn’t speak then, he just wished me to drink. And so I did. It tasted salty as blood always does, but there was the unmistakable taste of sweetness—too, probably from the honey I knew him to add.

“It is good, yes?”

I nodded and smiled. Sometimes I think Ramet is more like a concerned father than my friend. When I finished it he took it from me. “I will leave you now.”

He closed the door softly. Sleep beckoned, not the human sleep I can no longer recall, but the deep sleep of the vampire, sleep more like death than slumber—yet not being death it is often filled with dreams.

I undressed for I knew the cupboard would be warm. It was and small as well, still I knew if I slept on my side with my legs curled under me I should fit nicely. The darkness was soothing. There was no sound, just that of my own breathing filling the space. Soon I would be in sleep’s embrace and I would dream of the life that was mine long ago.

CHAPTER 2

Before the Blood

––––––––

The dream came like a whisper — it was probably my own voice I heard beckoning me to remember. “Justine, remember us...”

It was my mother’s voice—I heard it without a doubt. It was so clear I thought her spirit had manifested itself. Sometimes I think she does come, Papa too. Such was this moment. There they were smiling down at me, looking at their child. They called my name as they used to do when I was little. “Tine...”

I recall them before they were sick, sick from being poor—from lack of food and not having enough heat in the winter or warm clothes. Paris’ poor were not highly regarded. Of course things would get much worse but no one knew that until they did.

As for my mama, my gentle sweet mother, she died quickly, between a cough and a seizure of some kind. Her chest was stained with blood. Her lungs you see. Papa sat so still by her bed — bed, indeed— a pallet on the floor with ragged blankets under it.

“She is gone, Justine Mama is gone.” I cried as any child of ten would. There was a funeral of sorts, a pauper’s funeral—where she would be taken to an open burial pit outside of the city. They were no longer burying the dead in Paris. The awful business of the rotting dead of Paris had ensured that. The Holy Innocents Cemetery had been closed as a result. Now the newly dead were taken away.

Mother’s poor corpse was put onto a wagon. It trundled away, its uneven wheels making such an awful noise along the cobblestones. No church for us, no kind words to lessen our grief. People like us didn’t live that way. Yes, one of the nails in the coffin that was to be the downfall of the aristocracy and their priests.

But I wanted something said to ease her passing. I asked my papa where the priest was. “Mama deserves him!” I cried.

Papa kissed my forehead. “They do not care for the likes of us, Justine.”

Father and I were lonely, never had we clung to one another more than we did then. I tried so hard to look after him, but I could see he was no longer willing to live, though he pretended he was.

Some years passed. He continued to take whatever work was available—which was never much. Charity was not something he accepted readily. Still, by this time he did what was best for me. “I will not let you starve.”

I did not, as I had taken in sewing. I was adept with a needle like my mother Papa said. When I was fourteen, he looked ill, worse each day in fact. After he began coughing, he didn’t last long. I wanted to die too when he did. They took him away and I was alone. A man came. I had seen not him before. He was an acquaintance of both my father and mother. “I am Monsieur Coulon,” he said. “And I am sorry for the suffering you and your family endured. Pride makes victims by its very nature. You know how proud your father was. Had I known his circumstances I could have helped.”

I knew that was no boast. He had a kind face. He said he knew father through my mother. “Yes, Justine—I did know them both. Your father was a fine man and you’re mother a skilled seamstress.”

Skilled yes, but too ill to sew, I wondered if he knew.

He told me she had done sewing for his family, shortly after she arrived in Paris. I knew she had come from Normandy, I knew her to be a farmer’s daughter.

“There was none finer with a needle. Tell me young miss, can you sew?”

“I can sew ... a little.”

When he smiled I knew I would be alright. I did not look back. There was nothing to look back to.

He took me to his carriage. There were people milling about, dirty and in rags, even those who knew me, refrained from speaking to me. The mood was such that they resented someone escaping from the mire.

I stared straight ahead as the carriage pulled away. My life begins again I thought.

****

The Coulon family had a fine house in the Marais district. I had never seen such a fine home as theirs. There were gardens with roses and enough food to eat. I caught the aroma of goose when I was led inside. Not through the front door I hasten to add, but through the back one. Very well, whichever door they wished me to enter I would have lodgings and a position as well.

The house was noisy with children but I didn’t mind. A servant took me in hand. “You are small for your age,” she announced, this pinched face woman who would have been remarkably ugly had it not been for her kind eyes. “Yes,” she went on. “Small fingers are good to thread needles and such. Let me see what you can do.”

With that she handed me a handkerchief. “The lace is coming apart. Let me see you stitch it up. Tomorrow is Sunday and Mme. is attending church she cannot be seen to take a raggedy looking hankie!”

I said nothing. I wanted to show her how efficient I was so I threaded the needle quickly. My fingers were not shaking, surprisingly. I had willed it as so much depended on it.

In a few minutes the task was done. And I was complimented. “Mme. Coulon was pleased, and told me so.”

I did have questions but not the courage to ask them. I wanted to know where I would sleep and how I would get on. But I had nothing to fear. If I went about my tasks quickly and efficiently and did not draw attention to myself, I got along fine. My employers’ children were slightly older than I was and they were rarely in my company. Their governess minded them, taking them into see their mama and papa twice a day.

Time passed pleasantly, six years in fact. I had enough to eat and grew better skilled at my work. In fact I became so competent I found I pleased my mistress with the gowns I was making for her. Nothing was too difficult for me, no trim too hard and no decoration too intricate for my nimble fingers. There were balls and dinners and a banquet too and at court no less!

“The Queen will be in attendance! Imagine, Justine! She will be there – for my eldest daughter is to be presented at court.”

Such was the custom of the day before the world changed and blood ran through the streets of Paris.

“Think of it, Justine. You will see her!”

I begged off. That is I tried so hard not to go. It was intimidating. However, after a great deal of coaxing I did go. Mme. Coulon was delighted. “You will attend to us as our personal maid. Paulette and I shall be so lucky to have you there.”

Paulette was the daughter I felt certain was being groomed to search for a husband. The Coulons were committed to raising themselves ever higher. If there was dissatisfaction with the monarchy it was not known in their house. Not with an unmarried daughter and social climbing parents.

“There are so many suitable gentlemen, Paulette—please try and act less awkward. Do try and be at ease.”

The night came at last. Mme. Coulon was so excited she was stumbling over her words. “That is it! Have you ever seen such beauty?”

Paulette was delighted. “No, indeed Mama! I feel like royalty myself!”

I thought my mistress would say something to keep her daughter’s feet on the ground. Yes, they were a wealthy merchant family, but they were not aristocrats.

When Paulette saw me looking at her she smiled. “Don’t look at me, silly! Look out there!”

I did just as our carriage was given permission to enter the palace gates. That’s when I took my first look at Versailles.

It was stunning and I gasped. My eyes filled with tears at the sheer beauty of it. There were the famous gardens even I had heard of. And there, just beyond them—was the great glittering palace. It seemed to be filled with golden light.

My mistress only stopped chattering when the carriage drew to a stop. I had already been instructed to follow along behind.

There were other guests milling around, each judging the other’s importance by their apparel and demeanor. Mme. Coulon was giving her daughter step by step instructions of how to move and what to say.

Two liveried servants ushered us inside.

“We are entering Olympus!” Mme. Coulon exclaimed. “The home of the Gods and Goddesses.”

And so we were. The opulence and splendor was all around. Clearly it could be nothing else!

We passed from one hall to another. Officials of varying importance saw to this, each haughtier than the next—even in their subservient state, they exuded snobbery.

When we passed through the Hall of Mirrors I thought I would faint. Mme. Coulon whispered, “This is only the beginning. Look!”

A handsomely dressed man, in lavender frock coat, smelling divine bowed slightly. I would soon learn that different levels of bowing—varying from deep to less deep were associated with class and standing. The bow accorded Mme. Coulon and her daughter — I didn’t count, of course, was a bit shallow.

When I heard Mme. Coulon’s hoarse whisper, “The Queen!” I almost stumbled.

She was there, resplendent in a gown the likes of which I could not have even dreamt of. What a poor excuse for a human being I was to be so impressed!

I had quite forgotten the poverty I sprang from. Would my poor parents be turning in their graves? I should think they would have.

But it didn’t matter! The spell was too strong—the magic of wealth and beauty too powerful to overcome.

We all curtseyed. And when the Queen complimented my employer and Paulette on their gowns and insisted on knowing who the seamstress was, I could barely breathe. But the royal command received an instant answer and I was introduced.

“It is my seamstress’s handiwork, your Majesty!”

There she was! Queen Marie Antoinette herself, smiling down at me. She was a goddess, a beauty, like something come down from heaven to dwell among lesser mortals, Olympus indeed!

Whatever I had sprung from the recollections were gone—blinded by the light that emanated from this real goddess.

“Shall I be naughty?” She winked at me. “Shall I steal you away?”

That was the first I heard of it. If I thought my employer would look horrified she did not. She looked proud. It was a great compliment to her taste for her own seamstress to be plucked away by the queen of France! As for myself, I felt I was dreaming.

CHAPTER 3

––––––––

It was indeed a fairytale and I welcomed it! Who wouldn’t wish living in such a place? Yes, there was work to do—so what? I was away from the world—away from reality too, but I liked it. It was better. My suffering had ended, I was convinced of it.

I did my duties and the queen was delighted with my work. There was the great designer Mme. Bertin, the queen’s favorite. She was kind enough to teach me a great deal and I was willing to learn.

I overheard her sometimes expressing her fear to other seamstresses about what was going on in France. It seemed only she and one or two servants discussed the growing problems in the country.

One day I overheard her mention a dream the queen had. She dreamt Mme. Bertin had dressed her in beautiful ribbons that each turned black one by one.

Mme. Bertin smiled sadly when she saw she had been overheard. I felt my face go red and apologized for not hurrying away. She only sighed and said, “No, it was not the overhearing of the dream that is bad, it was the dream.”

If she worried others didn’t. The Queen and King and courtiers were seemingly oblivious to the discontent around them. Although there had been some talk among envoys and officials. There was gossip too that filtered down. Still nothing came of it, no change or concern voiced by the aristocracy.

The scandals were all around. They seemed to follow one upon another but the scandal that over shadowed all the others happened shortly before I arrived. The affair as it came to be known concerned a diamond necklace. Actually the queen was misled along with a cardinal. In time I would realize it was one of the events that disgusted the people and helped to bring about the Revolution. By that time innocence was no excuse. Things had gone too far.

If the queen ever feared the worst, she didn’t show that she did. Of course there were her young children to distract her. I often saw her play with them as though they were dolls. They were each beautiful and well-behaved and a welcome distraction for her. I didn’t see them often but when I did I loved it.

My standing was the most important thing to me. Often I was praised. I was considered a good and diligent worker.

“Getting on with your work is your only concern.”

How many times had the senior seamstresses told me that?

Still we had our fun. The winter of 1788 was particularly severe. While the country froze and suffered, those within the palace, including myself were enjoying sleighing and making snowmen. We used makeshift sleds — whatever we could use. Our betters enjoyed rides in magnificent sleds with ringing bells. I had never seen anything like it.

I saw the queen and her entourage of friends throwing snowballs at one another. We didn’t get to join in of course—but we watched and laughed.

Christmas came and went. There were parties and balls and gifts too, not only for her children and her friends and court officials but for servants as well. I received some ribbons and was both delighted and amazed.

I remember thinking I had a full belly and a warm bed. Well not exactly warm—but an ancient bed warmer we all shared did the trick.

When spring came the young dauphin was ill. Everyone thought the worst. They were right for he was gone by June.

The queen took his death very badly and was not seen by anyone for weeks. I prayed for his soul, that was one of the few times I can recall doing such a thing—perhaps I brought about my own damnation because of how I was, I have wondered about that sometimes.

The mourning period ended and we did at last see her about. And when things began to return to normal there was much activity about the palace, people coming and going all the time it seemed.

There were shouting matches too between the King and Queen that could be overheard if one was brave enough to go close to their apartments. Their guards chased us away, but not before we got an earful!

There were accusations of foolishness and impropriety. The queen was very emotional and each confrontation ended with her rushing out to her private apartments to cry. I always wanted to go to her, but did not. I knew my place, every servant did.

We did gossip amongst ourselves however, although I always tended to listen more than I spoke, but I have always been like that by nature.

As time went on the queen tried to distract herself with frivolities. That was something she was inclined to do. She surrounded herself with people, friends and courtiers alike who made her laugh.

She had faced her tragedies bravely. Of her four children two remained, Marie Therese and Louis Charles. A daughter had preceded Louis Joseph in death by two years. Sophie was gone before her first birthday. I was told how the queen wept for her little daughter.

“One more month, and she’d have been a year old.”

One of the milliners told me of this and we both filled up with tears. “People criticize her, but she has paid the price for what she has...”

Of course her two remaining children were doted on. And it seemed the little family would get by on love—but the king was quiet and distant much of the time. That always led to speculation and gossip that the two were unsuited which I suppose they were. Although I must say in the Queen’s defense, she was loyal and loving. If others said she wasn’t, I did not agree.

When I think back on it, I wonder if I knew to what extent the danger was growing. I don’t suppose I did. My world was within their own, if they were insulated to so much I was too.

It just seemed life would continue as it had. There were parties and balls and gowns to get ready, hats to prepare. Not that I was the milliner, still, the queen came to value my opinions. And really if I enjoyed helping her decide on things, what I loved even more was fussing over the children, her daughter in particular who was already a little beauty like her mama.

Yet during all of this, the storm was brewing. Still, the sun shone, the sky was blue, we served, we praised, and we laughed and danced too— holding little soirees in our quarters. It mattered not that we were servants, for we were servants to their royal highnesses and we dwelled on Mount Olympus.

****

A year passed and another. I had no complaints. My life was good. I could not ask for more. In time, I began to be complimented on my beauty by others, mainly older female servants who said I’d best be careful. As many a pretty servant girl wound up being dismissed for taking up with her betters.

“You’d be surprised how many had to leave. And what, pray tell do you think became of them, eh—or the poor child they gave birth to?”

I had no answer, but I could imagine so I was determined to be a good and chaste young woman. Marriage and children, I doubted were in store for me.

Within a few years of having arrived, I was firmly entrenched in the fairy tale world that was the French Court. Had things never changed I’d have spent my life there, I am certain.

It had become easy under such circumstances to see no evil nor hear it. And when you do not, you not only do not speak it, you do not think it. Yes, I had changed.

Changed though I had I saw what I saw or rather heard what I heard. It seemed the queen’s spending was getting more lavish. The queen we heard spent extravagantly on her friends.

“She does that because it’s the way she is. She gives people gifts—it makes her feel good.”

If this was so, it came at a price because she also spent lavishly on her dress and adornments so that each year she exceeded her clothing allowance.

I heard Mme. Bertin discussing it.

“The King will bail her out. At least she has him!”

It was the height of indulgence for such people. The style was excessive and overdone. Even the loyal Mme. Bertin admitted it.

“It cannot end well,” she said.

Even as she said it I wondered what she meant. Perhaps the royal court would go in exile! It was a terrible thought—little did I dream how much more awful things would become.

But meanwhile she had her diversions. The little palace called Petit Trianon adjoined Versailles. It was an escape for her without leaving. I never mentioned that to anyone but I did think it once or twice. Then there was a round domed building so named the Temple of Love, a graceful fanciful looking place. We’d peek out to watch candle lit soirees along the lake—at night. It was lovely—because it was all part of the fairy tale.

And if that was so more was in store for the queen also had built a rustic Viennese retreat called the Hameau. When I heard she enjoyed being a simple milkmaid I didn’t believe it, but everyone said she did. “Yes! She does that! Dressed so and beautiful to behold!”

The Hameau was stocked with perfumed sheep and goats, but the actual milking and chores were done by servants. I was determined to see it all for myself.

Alas I did not for fate was moving me along toward something else, just as it was already planning for the magic to end and the fairy tale with it.

****

Before the night became my one world, that of the undead—I enjoyed moonlit walks along the fragrant paths of the gardens of Versailles. Those were romantic times. I was a young lady and had one or two admirers. Whatever advice I had been given about being cautious, I remembered but I was young and foolish more than I was sensible.

There was one courtier, the Duc d’Amont who rather had my eye. He was quite handsome, dark with smoldering good looks and the air of malice which can be so enticing to a young fool such as I.

He was always one to compliment me.

“You quite turn my head, young lady. What is your name?”

Well, that was how it started. But that was not how it ended.

“I am Justine, your Excellency.”

When he laughed I did not know why he laughed and felt my cheeks flame.

“Forgive me, sweet. But you are quite amazing. One gets tired of so much at court.”

This he said as he sniffed some snuff from a beautiful jeweled box. “Ah! That is nice. So tell me, you beautiful creature, what do you do in your spare time or do you not have any?”

“I have sir! I am treated most fairly. I could not ask for more.”

After this interlude and some others, I found the Duc’s attention growing more pronounced. When at last he tried to kiss me, he was drunk I and I was frightened.

“Propriety is foolish, Mlle., don’t you wish to know what love is? Or do you know already?”

I hurried away from him. Down the corridor I flew. I wanted to go to someone, to the queen really if I am honest. But I dared not.

So I just went to my own little room near the sewing room where I spent a sleepless night wondering what I should do. I didn’t see him for some time after that and my worry lessened, work took it away. Only an idle mind has time to worry, after all.

****

If one court season ended new ones began. There were always balls and engagements being planned and gowns to get ready. I was one of twenty busy seamstresses. There didn’t seem to be time for all we had to do and though we tended to work silently, we did always gossip about our lack of time to do our chores.

There were fittings for the Queen and her ladies too. I didn’t care about them, they looked as lovely as usual but she did not. I thought she was looking thinner and pale. I wanted so to offer her comfort but knew I could not. Such an action would be presumptuous.

She wasn’t as chatty with me as she had been in fact there was a marked difference in her behavior. She was more reticent. Gone was the air of happy expectation. She seemed to be sleepwalking through life.

I wondered if she knew I worried about her because of what she did. To my amazement the Queen suggested I attend the first ball of the season. She even offered me a gown, but I was too shy. I chose instead to wear something I had made for myself. It wasn’t a gown as such but plain, the sort of dress an ordinary person might wear on a formal occasion. Even while she complimented me, she looked distracted.

I did go to the ball. It was lovely to be able to mill around and not feel I was there as a servant. I was greeted politely by the courtiers. But then my heart nearly stopped when I saw the Duc d’ Amont staring at me.

How had I not anticipated his attending? I felt genuine fright at seeing him. Perhaps it was a sense of foreboding I had, I still cannot be sure. I only remember my feeling of disquiet.

“Ah you are vision of beauty, where others cloak themselves in jewels and finery your beauty needs no such adornment. It would be like dressing the sun up and what with your glorious red hair—you are sunlight itself!”

I nearly scoffed at what I took to be his effusive complements. Not unexpectedly he looked annoyed. If I expected him to stalk off in anger he did not. Instead he suggested I accompany him to an adjoining room. When he saw my worried expression he smiled. “I merely wish to dance with you.”

It would not have been proper for a servant to dance at the ball, attending was one thing and dancing another.

Before I could say anything, he took my hand and led me out. “I know the perfect place,” he said.

The room we went to was a waiting room of sorts for foreign envoys. It was close to the ballroom and we could hear the music.

“May I have this dance?”

I was flattered and found myself relaxing. Enjoy yourself Justine I thought. But instead of dancing, he closed the door and smiled. This was a smile I had not seen on his face before.

What followed was the beginning of the horror. Without a word, he pulled at my gown tearing it. I protested and he slapped me. I grew dizzy and passed out. When I woke I saw him looking down at me.

He laughed. “I have you now!” he cried.

I tried to shout but he hit me again. I managed to reach for a fire poker. He realized and snarled. “You’re a little fireball aren’t you?”

This said, as he tore my gown from me and launched himself at me. I would not let him take me! I begged and threatened but nothing worked.

In the excitement I had dropped the poker. However, I did manage to pick it up and hit his head with it. He looked startled—his eyes began to glaze over and when he fell hard upon me I knew he was dead.

I pushed him off and rushed to the door. I would have to escape. For I felt sure had this been discovered, even the queen would not have been able to save me.

CHAPTER 4

––––––––

My heart was pounding. Down the hall I rushed, until I found a door that opened onto a terrace. I expected guests to be there, many of the terraces were full of party goers, but not this particular one. Out I stepped. I looked quite a sight, my gown was torn and I knew my hair was disheveled. I paused. Where to go? It’s all well and good to try and flee but in what direction?

I thought to walk to the gates but there were guards. From the state I was in, what would they think? I’d be hauled before the head of the household staff. There was no doubt about that! That was the last thing I wanted.

Then I noticed two people walking toward me, a lady and a gentleman. I am done for I thought. So I ran without thinking, I just rushed in the opposite direction. And horror of horrors I saw I was going to crash into a man. And crash into him, I did.

“I am sorry, Monsieur. I did not mean to rush so.”

He didn’t answer right away, but took me by the arm toward the palace. “You’re not a thief are you, up to mischief or anything like that?”

I protested, I pleaded. But to no avail. Suddenly we stopped. There was enough light for him to see me. “You are a mess! What happened?”

“I was attacked...!”

“What do you mean?”

I began to stutter and found myself unable to go on.

The gentlemen reassured me. “There, there,” he said. “Calm down. Tell me are you hurt? Did someone harm you?”

“Yes! He tried...”

He was waiting for me to go on but I could not. I didn’t want to say what I had to tell him. At last I broke down. “Oh sir, I fought him as hard as I could but he beat me. And...then when he began to have his way with me, I killed him, he’s dead!”

“Dead? Are you sure?”

“Yes. He is that!”

“Do you know his name?”

“The Duc d’Amont!”

If I thought he would be horrified, he wasn’t. He didn’t even look surprised. “You come with me. I shall help you. I give you my word! Wait here. I will have my driver come.”

Before I could answer he put his cape around me, quite a long cloak it was too. “There, you look fine now. Wait here no one will see you and I will be right back!” He led me into the shadows. “Now wait!”

I did, sobbing as quietly as I could and shaking too. It was all so crazy—I had actually killed a man! It was not to be believed. I had killed an aristocrat! I would be thrown into prison and executed. Of that I was sure. I was one of the common people. Before I could think any more of this, he returned.

“Come,” he said. He hurried me along so quickly, I stumbled. He asked me if I could walk. I said I could.

I had the feeling he was angry, not at me but at what had happened to me. He did say something, nothing I could understand for he spoke in Italian and rapidly. I thought he was excited and upset for me, so he lapsed into his native tongue.

When he realized he stopped. “I am Italian by birth ... Monsieur Oriani at your service.”

At last we came to his carriage. He helped me inside. And the carriage was off.

He was speaking a great deal. I tried so hard to listen, but I kept falling asleep. “It is alright. Just rest we will be there soon.”

I did sleep, waking only when the carriage stopped. He helped me out.

“That is it.”

I was surprised for I saw an ordinary looking house. I thought him quite important and expected to see something out of the ordinary.

“It is the home of a friend, on loan to me,” he said. “I will tend to your wounds after I light a fire.”

He made poultices of evil smelling concoctions. “This will help the healing and prevent infection...”

I had deep scratches. They stung and the cool mixture, though it chilled me at first, did ease the pain—still I hardly cared, for I was barely awake. In fact he said I slept nearly two days.

When I woke he gave me broth to drink. It was thin and not at all nice. “I found a cooked chicken in the larder and I have made the broth from it. Please, it is good for you.”

I took it and under his encouraging stare, I sipped it to his satisfaction. I think those were the beginnings of the tenderness I felt.

We didn’t discuss what had occurred. If I thought he’d ask me about myself he did not. Instead he spoke of mundane things to distract me.

I realized I quite liked him, his handsome features and his voice. It was rich sounding and educated.

Time passed strangely through dreams and shadows. I had the sense he was there and then he wasn’t. The dreams stopped but the shadows lasted quite a long time. I was only aware of light and dark and his gentle voice asking me how I was.

When the shadows receded and I was alert he asked me what I was going to do.

“You must have a plan. There is danger everywhere. If others do not understand the danger they are in, they soon will.”

I asked him if he meant the King and Queen. He said he did. “Day by day the people grow more angry. There have already begun to be arrests and there is the talk of more, much more. You can stay here if you like. I will have a servant stay with you and I will come by whenever I can to visit you.”

I would have preferred him to stay, but who was I to make such a suggestion?

He explained he had important business to attend to. But that he would see me often. I watched him leave and was heartsick, but true to his word he brought a servant back that very day, before night fall.

She was a sober looking woman, quite beyond middle age. She was kind and didn’t ask any questions. “Call me Anna,” she said and I did.

She realized I had many questions about her employer and she answered them but her answers only made me want to ask more questions.

****

In time a routine was established where Monsieur Oriani came by regularly. Anna would always leave when he did.

It was late summer. It was hard to believe that two months had passed. I had begun to wonder why he was keeping me there. Yet, I welcomed his all too brief visits.

When he came, we’d have a quiet meal Anna prepared. I had been fully recovered and was starting to wonder what I should do. Any time I broached the subject of leaving, he told me it wasn’t safe to be about. “There have been more arrests. Even those servants who worked for the palace are being scrutinized. Soon the king and queen will be put on trial.”

“No!”

“Yes, but plans are being made for their exile!”

If I thought highly of him for having saved me, I regarded him now as a saint. “You are very kind,” I said.

He took my hand and kissed it. “Do not worry, my child. I will protect you.”

****

It happened during a storm. There was thunder and lightning, loud and frightening it was. I had been dreaming, some terrible nightmare. When I heard someone call to me. “I will sit here so that you sleep.”

I was so grateful for the comfort and slept peacefully, the nightmare was gone because it had turned into something filled with warmth and light.

I woke sometime during the night. The fire was low—and I could just see his face in the flickering light. He smiled at me. Then he kissed me. If I thought to pull away I didn’t, instead I kissed him back. And with a young woman’s first burst of passion I responded ever more.

Not before too long I was naked before the fire in his embrace, touched and caressed as I never had been. He whispered my name and I imagined love lasting forever.

“I will love you forever,” I swore.

He didn’t respond in kind, instead he whispered my name and took me again and again.

I was in love with him. There was passion stirred within me I had never experienced. If I loved him in this way, he felt the same about me, I was certain!

CHAPTER 5

––––––––

I woke to find him gone. I looked for a note but found none. Surely, he’d have told me he was going.

Rushing around the cottage I found Anna in the kitchen. “I will make you some porridge. You must rest while I do it.”

Was she crazy? Didn’t she see how distraught I was?

“No! Please!” I shouted. “I do not see him. Where is? Is he about anywhere?”

I must have looked so wild-eyed, Anna smiled. “He is gone about his business. He will not return for some days.”

Her manner was so calm I found it maddening.

“But that is impossible!”

She stared at me. “What is it? Why are you so upset?”

I didn’t want to say. But being silent in front of her and acting as I was, she must have guessed. Now she took pity on me. “What has he told you about himself?”

I prattled on about some inconsequential things he had said and Anna nodded. “I see. Well, there is more to him than that. In fact, he is not Monsieur Oriani but Count Oriani. He is engaged in helping others. There is much danger...and it will get worse. Much worse.”

I knew she meant at court. “But the king and queen!”

“The day is coming child. All you have to do is see what is happening, crop failures, and food shortages. There are those who say the worst has yet to happen. It cannot even be imagined. All hell will break loose. The Revolution is nearly at hand! Count Oriani has begun smuggling people to England, people at court that he knows. He intends to help the King and Queen too and their friends.” She stared at me. “It is certain they will pay for the anger that is stirring in many hearts and the payment will be their lives.”

So that was what he was involved in. “Then he is a hero!” I cried.

“He is that, Mlle.”

Now it all began to make sense. He was even greater than I thought, than I could imagine! I was in love with him even more. “And to think I love him and he loves me!”

Anna looked shocked. “Has he told you he loves you?”

“Yes!” As soon as I made the boast I realized he hadn’t said anything of the kind. My face must have showed it because Anna took my hand.

“You are young, he saved you. I know he did. I do not know the circumstances but I can guess. You admire him...that is all...”

“Oh really?!” I blurted. He has loved me and I have loved him back. Right here in this very bed. We have shown each other how we feel!”

Anna did not look at the bed she only looked at me. “Child... he will return. You must tell him because he should know. It is a love that cannot be. He will explain to you, far better than I ever could.”

Why couldn’t it be? I was so foolish I couldn’t conceive of a reason.

“Justine, he is married.”

I heard the words but did not absorb them. When I didn’t answer Anna began to speak. She asked me to sit.

“He is Count Oriani and his wife is the Countess. They live in a mansion in the Faubourg Saint-Germain. It is the grandest house there. They have been married for nearly ten years. They are expecting their third child...”

I knew my mouth flew open.

Anna’s voice was soothing. She reached out to take my hand. I nearly recoiled from her touch but let her hold it. I needed to be comforted. “Justine they are happily married.”

“Not so happily married that he didn’t take my virginity before the fire!” I shouted.

She looked surprised but then resigned. “He is a man,” she said.

“A man and that is the justification! That clears him of all blame, of breaking my heart!”

I fled from the room. She called after me but I had no desire to speak with her. Loneliness beckoned. I would cry alone in the dark somewhere and if I wished it, I would die there too.

She left me alone that day. I stayed in my room, though it was difficult to look upon the place where he had loved me and turned me into a woman, a very distraught woman as it turned out.

All I could think of was death. To lie quietly—beyond pain and heart ache. What could be better than that?

I saw it as the only solution. It was my secret. I certainly did not intend to confide in Anna and be talked out of it. I was too adamant.

Death was for me but how? Poison I reasoned would be painful, besides, Anna was always in the kitchen. Perhaps I’d cut my wrists or throat. That was not impossible for there were enough sharp objects around. I’d just wait to take something. How wonderful that would be, knowing I had the means to sleep forever, what a secret! I did manage to take a knife and hide it.

Later when Anna saw me she asked if I felt better. “Yes, of course,” I lied. I even embellished the lie. “I am resigned now. It is best to know the truth. And I can say is I am happy for them.”

How glad I was Anna was not discerning or particularly bright. She asked me if I would have some stew she cooked. She showed me the meat and vegetables the count had brought. “He has left much to eat for us. How thoughtful he is.”

I smiled through my teeth. Thoughtful indeed, thoughtful in breaking Justine’s heart! The meal was difficult. And if that was so, swallowing was worse. At least she didn’t notice my discomfort. I was able to speak, and acted as if nothing was wrong.

She told me about herself and where she grew up. I absorbed nothing but smiled when I felt I should and nodded occasionally. Finally she yawned. “It is late. Best turn in now.”

We bid each other good night. “Until tomorrow.”

“Yes, until then.”

I waited until I heard her snoring. The knife was ready, it was under my bed covers, hidden in case Anna came in, but she did not.

I picked it up as though it were a friend. “You will take me beyond my sorrow. You will let me sleep forever. I want a world where there is no pain.”

Holding the knife to my wrist, I tried so hard to make a cut, but only succeeded in making scratches. Scratch after scratch I made until I realized the truth. I hadn’t even the courage to do the job right!

I had no choice but to leave. It was late when I did. There I was, what a pathetic picture I must have made, wearing a table cloth for a shawl. I had no idea which way to go when I reached the road. But at least there was a full moon so I could see.

And so I began my trek away from the cottage and safety but most importantly to me, I was moving away from Count Oriani who had taken my maidenhood and stolen my heart.

CHAPTER 6

––––––––

I walked as far as I could. The wind chilled me, but I walked—almost unaware of my surroundings. My emotions were such that my senses were dulled. My head was full of nonsense—all the things Oriani had said the previous night. Declarations of love and desire. What did he think? Had he no regard for me at all? He couldn’t have had.

When I could no longer walk, I decided to sleep for the night. The morning would be warmer I hoped if it was sunny. There was lush woodland not far from the road. And it wasn’t long before I found a place for myself. Then snapping off leafy branches with which to cover myself I knew I was set for the night.

I’d have liked a fire, but beggars cannot be choosers as the saying goes and I was certainly a beggar at this point in time. I had no thoughts of the future, not even of survival. In fact, I knew I still wanted to die. There was nothing I wished for more than to be away from my suffering.

Somehow, between one weary thought and another, I fell into a deep and dreamless sleep. It was a blessing. Birdsong woke me. How alien it sounded. I wished it would stop or I would grow deaf. I didn’t want to hear anything that sounded happy.

It was sunny and for that I was glad, for the rays were warming. Get up and start walking, a voice in my head was urging me on, but why? Shouldn’t I be better off to look for a stream to drown in?

Perhaps I thought it would be too cold. I might long for death but not the cold! Crazy, I know, and that can best describe my frame of mind then.

I found the road and began walking still unsure of where I would wind up. I wasn’t walking too long when I heard the rumble of a wagon. It was a farmer’s wagon and it looked to be full of hay. Wherever he was bound for I wished to go, too.

The driver stopped. “Paris bound young one?” he asked.

“Yes that is right.” I’d have agreed to a ride anywhere. “Can you give me a ride?”

He motioned for me to sit next to him. His face was brown from the sun and scrawny from scant food I imagined. The questions began at once. First he asked me about myself, my name and where I was from.

“Paris, Monsieur.”

He nodded. And told me he was from Caen. “I farm there. Well it used to be a farm now it is land with dead crops, with dead animals too. We’ve butchered and eaten what we could. I shouldn’t think it would last us through the coming winter. What do you do? To feed yourself?”

His question startled me for a moment but only for a moment. “I do what I can. Sometimes I steal...”

He slapped his thigh and laughed. He quite liked that. That was the first time in my life I realized a lie might work better than the truth and I laughed with him.

When he felt he could trust me he told me his views and they were strong. “They will pay! France will make them pay the forfeit. We will have our day!”

I thought of what Anna said and realized she was right. Rebellion was in the air. If I feared the worst for the queen and her family, I knew I best not show it.

He asked me my name—as he introduced himself. “I am Jean Lamou,” he said. “And you are?”

I thought a moment—and lied. “Marie Minot.” That was my mother’s name and it saddened me to say it.

He nodded and went on with his dire news. “There are riots in the streets, young lady! Paris is seething. I should think when it begins there will be no turning back!”

I agreed with everything he said. Yes, a person can do anything in fear. Whatever loyalties I had were already discarded, overtaken by my need to survive. I even added words of encouragement.

When he began to speak of the king and queen I felt myself stiffen though. I would not say what I thought of them. Nor was I about to confess I had been employed in the palace.

At last we got to the city gates. The soldiers eyed us suspiciously. The farmer was unfazed. “Greetings sirs. I am Lamou, the farmer. I pass this way often, as you can see.” He motioned toward his load. “There is hay for stables. I go to the Abbey of Saint-Germain-des-Prés, to the stables. They usually give me soup if I beg long enough.”

The soldiers looked satisfied, but were staring at me. “Who is she?”

“My niece. She is helping, my wife is ill from bad bread.”

The soldiers stiffened at that and I thought him foolish for saying such a thing. But they told him to go.

“That was taking a chance, wasn’t it?” I asked.

“So what?! I am glad I said it for it is true. She is very ill. Many have died.” Now he turned suspicious eyes on me. “Where have you been and how come you do not know this?”

I shrugged. “I have my own problems. I let a man have his way with me and now I have to face the consequences.”

That he understood. “That is sad. We all pay for our mistakes but some pay for others and some will pay heavily though they know it not!”

Yet, another threat of rebellion.

At last he let me out and we wished each other good fortune before we became absorbed in the great noisy rabble that was Paris.

****

I was unkempt and dirty and fit in with everyone I saw. And because I slept out, I looked rough. No one looked at me twice—they looked too disgruntled and weary. There was little conversation, just movement—wagons and barrels being moved along.

A coach was going up the street, quite a rich looking one at that. People just stopped what they were doing to stare at it with sullen faces. They looked menacing and full of hatred. The driver looked keen to get away as quickly as possible. And when a wigged occupant called out to someone in the street to show him a ware they were hawking, he received no answer.

“I’m speaking to you!” he cried.

The crowd said nothing while a few began to move toward the coach. As they did the wigged head vanished and the driver whipped the horses. “Faster, faster!” he cried.

I thought of what the farmer had said and I knew he was right. If this was summer, it was going to be very hot indeed. It was going to be as hot as the people of Paris wished it to be.

An old woman gave me bread. It was stale and moldy but she meant well. “It is all I have,” she said. “But you look as though you need it.”

I thanked her, shoving it into my mouth. It was good and I was grateful. I cried my thanks. Still I ate it so quickly, I nearly choked. I had no idea where I was going. Still I walked. Where I would sleep I knew not, perhaps in an alley.

There were mobs of homeless and they were all about. They were in alleys and side streets. When the sky darkened, I looked for a place to rest. One alley was as good as another I thought. My need for sleep exceeded my caution. I lay down amongst a crowd of homeless. But when I was touched by two different men while I slept, I knew it was not safe. I shouted at them and they laughed.

“Go to the palace then if you’re too good for us,” one of them cried.

I didn’t answer, instead I stumbled along, sleepily only wishing to rest. I chose the first place I came upon, an abandoned shop stinking of the sourness of filth and decay. There were rats and mice and heaven knew what else, but there were no people to bother me. I would rest.

Sleep came quickly—but so did the attack. Something bit the back of my neck. The pain was excruciating. My first thought was I was being attacked by a dog. I tried to defend myself. That’s when I heard the hissing.

I was frightened and in too much pain to think—all I wanted to do was run from the beast. Somehow, I managed to pull away—but then I was attacked again, this time from every direction.

I fought hard but knew I was failing. It was a pack that was attacking me, killing me. I felt myself growing weaker by the second. I could just see the beasts’ outlines in the dim moonlight. Why didn’t they look like dogs?

Death was at hand. I felt it and I welcomed it. The pain was passing as my life was. I am dying I thought. Then just before everything grew black, I saw its eyes. This was the one that had been the most voracious of all. The eyes were yellow, like a wolf’s. With that last thought, I died.

CHAPTER 7

––––––––

The blackness turned to shadows and from within those shadows I saw figures. I think they might have been my parents. I called out to them but then felt myself drifting away, slowly at first then more quickly. There were shouts and cries of the damned I was certain. Was I bound for hell? I don’t think I cared. And then I heard a voice, quite distinct it was too. Someone was calling me forth, “Rise!”

It was a man’s voice, rich and deep sounding. At first I thought it was the count... I might have even called out Oriani’s name. There was no answer though, just words spoken that sounded strange. “Enter the darkness and live again!”

There was soft murmuring. Muffled voices and whispers, voices saying things I could not understand.

“Drink!”

I thought it was water and I obeyed. But then I smelled it and turned away. “Please no!”

Was it wine? If it was it smelled awful.

“You must drink...”

I looked to see someone’s wrist. There was blood pouring from it. I gasped as it was held over my mouth. The blood was splashing down on me and still I would not open my mouth.

“She is sinking fast...”

“Open your mouth and drink!”

I obeyed because a man was pleading with me. He looked so sad and impassioned. “It is the only thing that will bring you back!”

I opened my mouth to receive his blood and become what he wished me to be. What it was my destiny to become—a vampire, a blood imbibing creature of the night, a cursed being condemned to feed like the vampire bat. I would call shadows home along with night. Sun would become my enemy.

There were many about me. I had visions of people I neither knew nor recognized. They weren’t my memories, of that I was certain.

“The things you are seeing are from my living life for it is my blood you drink.”

I tried to understand but it was so difficult. Something struck me. It felt like a hard stinging slap, but I did not cry out. I heard the sound of another slap and the cry of a woman following it. There was scuffling too, accompanied by a warning, “Leave her alone or I will tear you apart.”

I had regained my senses. As I looked about, I saw I was in a dark cavernous room—it was dimly lit—the light within came from flickering candles. There were shadows and I was frightened. There was too, the smell of damp and dust. It was almost overpowering.

I saw her then, a woman with disheveled hair glared at me before rushing away. I was certain she was the one that had slapped me.

I tried to lunge at her! As weak as I still was, I tried, for I was filled with rage and loathing. The man held me down. “Let me look into your eyes.”

He nodded sadly after he did. “I don’t know how you were before, but now you are the devil’s own. Some return different with hell’s taint upon them. I fear you are one of those...”

I had passed into the blood. The being that was Justine Bodeau had ceased to exist. In her place was a raging vampire. Wantonness and hatred replaced my soul. Whatever I had been I would be no more.

They say I slept for days, not sleep as I had known it but the deep nearly fathomless sleep of the vampire. When I woke I was alone but for a man sitting near me. As he had his back to me, I could not see his face. He turned suddenly, as if he knew I was looking at him. He was the man whose blood I had drunk. “I am Gascoyne,” he said. “I am called the Vampire Prince of Paris.”

When I made no reply he asked me my name. “I am called Justine,” was my reply.

****

I don’t recall how the fight began but I do remember trying to claw at him and scream at him. 

He pinned my arms to my side. “You are strong now for you have the vampire’s strength but I am stronger still.”

I tried to bite him but he only laughed at me. “Your teeth are just beginning to change. By tomorrow they will be a trifle longer and sharper. It is the sharpness that will enable you to feed. I hasten to add.” He grinned. “You will be under control before I let you feed on me again.”

“What have you done to me?” I shouted.

He ordered me to lie down but I did not. Instead I fought him as much as I could before I wearied and gave up. “You might as well stop fighting it ... I will not let you destroy yourself.”

I wondered how he could stop me. As if he could read my thoughts, he said, “You will get used to it in time. The first year in a vampire’s existence is the most difficult. In time you will eventually grow accustomed to it. All beings can adjust themselves. I did. I was just like you...well nearly like you.” He said this without the rage. “I have sent Carmen away. She will not return for a while.”

Good I thought, for I knew I would tear her apart.

It was then that I began to notice him. He was quite handsome. His features were fine. His hair black and his dark gray eyes large and luminous, his mouth was beautifully shaped. I watched his lips as he began to tell me about himself. He told me he was born in the Pyrenees region of France, the area that bordered Spain.

“I was born in 1675, at the time of the poisons in France when high-born ladies would consult a certain woman known as La Voisin for that which would kill an errant lover or his mistress. My father was a farmer and my mother died giving birth to the youngest of her nine children.” He told me how he had missed her. “I kept thinking of how she would be rotting along with her infant. The child had never even drawn one breath.”

His father was devastated and took to drinking heavily. The children were not cared for, and Gascoyne being the eldest did assume the role of father or at least he tried to.

But then illness struck and one by one each of his siblings died. In the 12th winter of Gascoigne’s existence, his father hanged himself.

“I found him and took him down. No priest would bury him for he had taken his own life. I grew to despise the church for that. There was a priest though who came forward. He was young and had the face of a zealot.” 

“There are beliefs that take long to change. I know how much agony you must be in, where is your father now?”

I said I had taken him to the woods. “He is in a shallow grave—I have done the most I could...but he has entered the earth without proper prayers.”

He reburied him and prayed over him. “I absolve him of all sins. I do this in the name of God and of his son, Jesus Christ. I do it because mercy and God are one. There is too much punishment in the world.”

I thanked him and told him I would never forget him. And I did not, not even after my death.

His face was so grim when he said that. “We all remember our living lives. Such memories never die but continue to haunt us in everything we do. Those who cannot bear it, destroy themselves while others try to become accustomed. Others become wild and vicious.”

The point was not lost on me. I knew I fit in that category. I understood and told him I did. He told me of his creation then.

“I was a young boy, with little or no experience in life, no trade. I had worked in the fields, done seasonal labor, helping with harvests and so on. Now, alone I had to make my way in the world.” He smiled. “No, I didn’t really have hope ... I knew too well what a peasant’s life was like. It was hard work with hunger and illness. If a person was lucky, they might live to see thirty. People died all the time, from infants to children.” He nodded. “If you think the times are bad now it seems they were never good.”

He told me of his travels and of being robbed and beaten, robbed of only a few sous. Penniless, he began to beg but was driven out of most places. The only people that were kind to him were thieves.

“Yes, I had come upon a lair of thieves and murderers too, make no mistake. Some were crippled while others made themselves out to be. There was good money in begging as crippled folk. There still is, but not as much as there used to be. I was taught too, the art of pick pocketing. It is not something I am proud of, but I did it in order to survive. As I have said I will tell you of my creation, so I will. I died at the end of a rope and like you I was raised up.”

I assumed he was created in the way I was. However that was not the case.

“A sorcerer and necromancer raised me up. I was ill for many days, having had no idea where I was or what had happened. I did recall the hanging and the pain. But what I took to be unconsciousness really turned out to be death. When I was fairly alert I became aware of a man, an odd looking man robed in the strangest attire. When I took him for a monk, he laughed.”

“That is the last thing I am or ever shall be, lad.” He would tell me he was a sorcerer and necromancer.

His house turned out to be a veritable kingdom of the dead. Not the undead, Justine, the dead, sitting around and moving about too.

“I make them do as I wish. They are compliant and ask for little.”

“I saw men and women, people of all ages there. It did strike me that there were more men than women. When I remarked that there was no stench he laughed.” 

“I don’t keep them for long periods. Lately, I have taken to creating vampires, I saw your hanging and I knew I should create you. Being a vampire you will have to subsist on blood. I will bring it to you until you are able to go on your own predatory feeds.” 

“Yes, that is what he said. And now it is time for you to feed as well.”

He turned then to hand me a goblet of blood as he pointed to a young girl lying half senseless. “It is from her. She will live for a day or two yet. Go and drink.”

I refused it and turned away from him. He only laughed. “You’ll be begging me for it soon enough!”

He was right. I did beg him when I could no longer stand the awful pain and suffering. I drank and drank until the girl was drained. That was the first time I saw the visions. As you have done with me—we see the lives of those we sup on. “Do not worry,” he said. “I will get you more tomorrow.”

He told me to sleep, that it was the best thing. I think from that moment on, sleep was a haven to me, a welcome darkness that offered temporary respite.

CHAPTER 8

––––––––

I would sleep as the others did. But for now, Gascoyne kept me away from them. He said it was best. After all, he said I had returned with hell’s taint.

Hell’s taint, indeed. All I wished to do was seek vengeance against the man that had seduced me. No, I cared not that he had saved me from a murder charge. I didn’t even think of it. I had loved him and he used me. He was married and didn’t tell me and me, a virgin.

To the great hero, Count Oriani! I was nothing, a seamstress that had murdered, an orphan, part of the flotsam of Paris—a non-person, a girl to be used as he wished. A man like that wouldn’t care. If I was that in life, I was less than that now—I was a demon’s demon!

The rage I felt began to fester as I planned what I would do. No matter how long it took I would get back at him! I would go to that grand mansion of his Anna told me about and get my revenge.

Would his wife be there—could I get her too—both of them at once and the unborn child? Who cared about it? I didn’t. The Justine that emerged as undead without a beating heart cared not! Perhaps I did have the taint. If I did, I reasoned, I would be proud of it. If I existed on blood, I began to subsist too on hatred, hatred that showed.

When Gascoyne brought me within the coven and I was allowed to mingle, it pleased me to see how fearful Carmen was of me. She kept out of my way and it pleased me. A rage-filled creature existed and in close proximity to her. My eyes followed her around. I enjoyed watching her cower and grow pale. When I noticed Gascoyne watching me at such times, I’d look away, best not to show my hand yet with regard to anything for I was already planning my revenge.

My time was not my own. Mainly I rested. Gascoyne tended to me as the others did. Not Carmen although it gave me immense pleasure to watch her fetch things for the others to give to me.

During this time, Gascoyne watched me. I tried to look interested in what I was told. He was teaching me about the change, the transition as he called it. He was master of his coven. “A natural leader,” he confessed with a self-effacing shrug. He admitted it made him proud. “I do care about those I protect, genuinely and deeply.”

Carmen I knew without being told was his lover or had been. That was going to change because I was going to destroy her.

There were other females too, shy pale quiet creatures who hid in the shadows mainly. Few of them spoke to me or even looked my way. It pleased me to think I was gaining quite a reputation.

There were few males that looked older than the females. Naturally that depended upon the age they were when they were turned. Gascoyne told me they had all perished at the end of a rope. The females had died the same way. I realized they had been part of the band of thieves Gascoyne had been part of. I asked him about it.

“Yes,” he said drawing my attention to each of his coven members. He rattled off their names and they nodded as he did. “Jean Claude was this and Imogen was that.” He shook his head sadly. “I tell you a person’s neck was stretched for a shoe lace stolen or a loaf of bread in those days. Things were bad yes, the poor have always suffered.”

He pointed out a couple to me. “That is Eket and Koren they loved in life and continue to in death. Casca is the eldest... he is from ancient times.”

A male I hadn’t noticed before suddenly appeared. “I have seen in my life time, Roman emperors and gladiators ... odd that I would perish in my dotage and be raised by a Greek master of the occult.” He shook his head. “I think he raised me in order to converse with me on matters of philosophy. Ironic those Barbarian hordes got him,” he sighed.

“Casca is our resident philosopher. He found me along the way. And I’m glad he did. There were eleven in our coven, now there are twelve with you,” Gascoyne said.

So, I was the twelfth vampire.

****

I didn’t realize it then, but I enjoyed his company, when he’d sit and speak to me, telling me of his living life and trying to help me adjust to this new existence. He asked me many times if the look he saw in my eyes was anger at him for raising me. I said it was...I did this to deflect any curiosity about my plans to destroy Carmen. Oriani was my own business.

“I am sorry, then. Perhaps you will forgive me one day for raising you...”

“Let me just come into my own,” I replied. “A year you say? That is quite a long time. Tell me, Gascoyne—when do you think I might go outside?”

“I will take you feeding soon. Meanwhile there is enough of a store here.”

There was too. Although it would be some time before I would see it.

****

My new abode was a crypt in an old abandoned church. There were a number of abandoned churches in Paris in those days. Gascoyne and his coven occupied the place for years. It was safe he said, having been forgotten in the mists of time. I liked his choice of words and told him so.

It was a place I became accustomed to quickly. Whatever sensitivity I had as the living Justine I no longer had. I had become a different sort of creature, my home a different sort of home. It was a crypt and it was cold and dusty and filled with rats. I could hear them scurrying about. They never bothered any of us. One disgusting predator knows another.

Whatever was told to me I accepted. I had few questions. All I wanted to do was carry out my hate-filled plan. It never occurred to me to think anything could go wrong. I was too intent on my murderous purpose of killing Oriani. Yes, Oriani I would kill first.

At first I thought to leave during a feeding. But then I realized it wasn’t feasible. It would have to be done at some other time. Perhaps after a feeding.

Gascoyne had taken me to feed quite a few times. We’d lie in wait until some hapless people came our way. We’d pounce on them, dragging them into an alley where we would feed. Not at our leisure but quickly, ever watchful and mindful of being discovered.

Now for the first time, I became aware of Destroyers, the scourge of the vampire. What I hadn’t realized, was how vampires differed. I found that out when I told Gascoyne about the wolves that had killed me and he laughed.

“Those weren’t wolves, my girl. Those were rogue vampires.”

He went on to explain Rogues were different than we were.

“They are wilder than the Ferals that inhabit Transylvania. Even those wild monsters don’t eat flesh. Yes, unlike real vampires, Rogues feast not only on blood, but on flesh too. They are a breed unto themselves. Some say they are the offspring of demons and vampires. Had we not scared them away, they’d have cannibalized you and it would have been too late. We could have done nothing for you. We must be cautious. The Destroyers are about now...they rose up because the Rogues are back. They are a danger to our kind, wild and uncontrollable.”

He thought I was frightened, when in fact all I could think of was sneaking away to murder Count Oriani.

****

The opportunity finally presented itself. One night when we fed particularly well is when I did it. We had waylaid a contingent of soldiers. There was extra fun tearing their throats open and draining them. Some of the coven took souvenirs of buttons and medals.

Gascoyne admonished them. “Leave no trail,” he warned.

We rushed away then—well before dawn. A pack of blood bloated vampires, heavy with our feed, intent on returning to our crypt there to sleep amongst the dust and decay.

I waited until I saw everyone was asleep, whereupon I rose, rushing along as fast as I could, I flew up the stairs. Yes flew, for I had already been shown how to do that.

It wasn’t long before I was standing in front of the finest house in Faubourg Saint-Germain. A house I found to my horror was empty!

“They’ve gone to England,” a man said. I looked to see a scruffy looking elderly man, clearly a dustman early for his rounds. “I don’t know any more than that...”

England? I thought well, I would bide my time.

CHAPTER 9
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Biding my time or not, I was furious. Rage flowed through me like an angry sea. I was so preoccupied with Oriani and his family having left Paris, I didn’t care if I was seen when I returned to the crypt.

As it happened no one was awake. I had just made it as the sun was starting to rise. I hurried to my own coffin. My mind turned over what had happened. I wondered where they had gone to in England. It wasn’t that far I knew. Someday somehow I’d get there. Gascoyne would be fairly easy to manipulate I was certain of it. I’d employ seduction.

This pleased me, this way to control another and a vampire at that! Something I had never felt before coursed through me. I thought of Gascoyne and smiled. He was handsome enough—it wouldn’t be unpleasant to have sex with him. As I lay there I imagined how I would feel as I recalled the shape of his lips and his eyes. They were large and black. His skin was the color of cream—all vampires are pale, but his was tinged with something else, just a hint of tawniness. It could have been from a recent feed, I wasn’t certain.

If I had power over him I’d first have to defeat that bitch of a vampire, Carmen. I recalled all too vividly the feel of her slap, the sting of it but at least she feared me now.

I was lying in my tomb when I heard something. Someone was moving about the crypt. I heard it plainly, footsteps and the rustling of fabric. I was on my feet in a moment. I didn’t see her at first. Then I saw movement in the shadows. She must have felt my eyes upon her because she turned quickly.

I grinned when Carmen gasped and fled into another chamber. There were many I knew, though I hadn’t seen the whole of our dwelling place, I knew it to be vast—full of tunnels and passageways. Gascoyne said it had been that way from ancient times.

We both could move fast, but I outran her and was upon her in a moment. I said nothing, I only sank my teeth into the back of her neck. She fell, paralyzed. I let her lie there staring wildly, her eyes pleading. She even begged. I said nothing. Not a word passed between us. In fact there was no sound, just the noise of me sucking her dry.

I fed viciously and voraciously. Her blood tasted of wine. I was able to tell what her last feed was like. I saw images of her living life—a life spent in poverty and want. I saw her death too yet I felt nothing. And when Gascoyne raised her I felt jealous.

When she was drained, I tore her head off. It wasn’t easy, but I managed. I flung it against the wall where it rolled a few times until at last it came to a stop. Her eyes were half open, just starting to glaze over.

I knew the others were up, I had heard them—even when I continued my savagery. Clearly Gascoyne was not among them or he would have stopped me or tried to.

“Justine!”

So he was there now. I turned and smiled madly at him. “What do you want?”

He looked horrorstruck. The coven looked frightened. He wasn’t. He was angry if anything and shook me. “How dare you!”

I only laughed. “Bitch!” he cried. He pushed me so hard I fell over backwards. Still I laughed loud and raucous cackles for I was extremely pleased with myself. “I’d do it again.”

That did it. He moved so quickly even I was surprised. His slap was fierce. “Is that the best you can do?” I asked.

He reached over to pull me up but only succeeded in tearing my gown from me. I saw his eyes sweep across my naked breasts. Then taking some of Carmen’s blood from my chin, I smeared it on both my breasts.

We eyed one another there in the company of the coven. There wasn’t a sound. I sat there waiting for him, smiling at him. He was upon me in a moment but there was nothing sexual about it. He was too angry.

The coven had moved closer so as not to miss anything. I was stretched out when he tore at my hair, bending my head backward, he sank his teeth into my neck. But then he stopped himself. Instead of biting he was kissing me and fondling me at the same time.

I stretched out waiting for more. He began to lick the blood off my breasts then Carmen’s blood. I laughed while he did.

In front of the coven, he took me every way that he could. When I thought he would stop, he whispered what he wished me to do to him. As I obeyed and took him into my mouth I was happy for this gave me ultimate power over him. I’d be able to get whatever I wished of him.

Now, because I was giving him pleasure, his coven moved away—so that I began to suck and feed at the same time, just little bites, not enough to hurt him, just enough to feed.

“I will love you forever,” he panted.

I made no answer, only stared at him, certain that he would.

****

His touch was magic and if I thought I had the upper hand, I realized too that I enjoyed the lovemaking—if it could be called that. Frankly I doubted it. It was fucking pure and simple.

“You are my wench now, for I will have no other.”

I told him I was grateful. “I will always be yours to obey.”

He knew what that meant. A master’s vampire wench is a sex slave.

“But I want more than that ...I want all you can offer.”

I smiled. So he didn’t just wish sex—he wanted love too. Love or lust, whatever I could give him now that I was vampiric.

We fed together that night. Just us in the food store. It was the first time I saw it. Cavernous it was, with bloodied and bitten semi-conscious human beings chained throughout. The coven went to feed too, but only after Gascoyne said they could. As for us, we fed together.

There was a young man off to the side. He hadn’t been fed upon, it was evident. Gascoyne motioned me to go first so I did, sinking my teeth into the man’s neck. His blood tasted sweet —clearly he was the freshest feed there. It was an honor to be given his blood.

Gascoyne fed too. I moaned with pleasure as I consumed the blood for Gascoyne was fondling me. I would learn in time, it was one of the pleasures of feeding, sex and feeding went together.

We did drain him. And as we did, I saw glimpses of the life of a dying man. After it, we lay in each other’s arms and spoke until dawn. I think we’d have made love too, but we were too satiated with blood.

It was then that he began to speak of clubs. It was the first I heard of the blood clubs. “They are all about. Humans come to be fed on. It gives them sexual pleasure.”

That shocked me for times were bad. Is that what human beings were getting up to?

As if he knew what I was thinking, he answered. “It started with the aristocrats. They’d come incognito to be pleasured and fed upon. They too like to feed. Those that perished were made vampiric. Others were just disposed of.” He smiled and his expression thrilled me for I thought I saw a love of violence there. Perhaps we had more in common than I originally thought.

“I will show you the club tomorrow. Yes, Justine. I am involved in them—the coven is as well—there is a place we go to...it is near the river. It is secret. Should you like to see it?”

I took his hand and kissed it. Then I put his fingers in my mouth and began to nibble and suck at the same time. He knew what my answer was. He knew how much I craved sex as I knew myself.

CHAPTER 10
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We disposed of Carmen the next night. It was easy. Gascoyne threw her body into a cellar. “The rats will take care of everything...”

And so they did. They swarmed over her drained corpse as we watched. If I thought he was capable of evil, I was assured he was now, for he had me stand naked before him.

“Turn around,” he said. “I have done this before but now I shall enjoy it more.”

As Carmen’s corpse was eaten by rats I was made love to by Gascoyne. He took me from behind. Each thrust was greater than before. Time seemed meaningless. He whispered what he was doing and how he was enjoying it. “It is all part of the darkness,” he said. “The world you are in now. You might as well get used to it. Besides, mon amor,” he whispered, “You make me worse than I am.”

That thrilled me and made the pleasure much more intense. So that I turned to pleasure him, to watch his face as I did.

When it was over, I shuddered and wept, not from sadness but from the overwhelming joy I was feeling. “Never leave me!” I cried.

He laughed when I said that. “Come to me again,” he ordered. 

And I did over and over. I would willingly be whatever he wished me to be. My insatiable need for him overpowered everything else.

We rested afterwards for I knew we were going to the blood club. I could not wait to see it. Some of his coven was coming with us, just the beautiful males and females. Those were the ones he used for that purpose.

“You will be the star,” he smiled. “Your blood is like honey—I love your taste. I always will Justine.” This he said as once again he caressed me between my legs. He smiled and licked his fingers. His enjoyment was obvious.

It was time to go. And so he gathered the coven to him. Those that were to go nodded. They were the attractive females and males. I was not surprised they were involved in such an enterprise.

“We go to a certain place. The house is owned by an important gentleman. Minor nobility,” he said.

We followed him and found it in sight of the river. I was amazed that such activities could be performed there. A servant let us in. “His lordship is in the library.”

He was quite a handsome man, dressed elegantly as men of that class dress. I put his age to about forty.

“I am Touville,” he announced. This said as he began to unbutton his trousers. He looked at me and smiled. “I must have her...!”

I giggled and looked at Gascoyne.

Gascoyne asked if there were guests. 

The gentlemen nodded. “Let them wait ... this won’t take long.” And it didn’t. He had me pleasure him right in front of Gascoyne and his servant.

“May I feed?” I asked as coquettishly as I could. He nodded. “Yes, please! Do as you like!”

Well, that was out of the question for I would have drained him. This I didn’t do. I just fed gently, my teeth tasting and teasing at the same time. At last he cried out his pleasure.

“You are a Vampire Goddess!” he shouted. “A real find! She is new, no?”

Gascoyne said I was.

“Don’t tell me! I understand. Come and see what we have here, my dear.” He winked at me.

I was taken down to the club. The gentleman was explaining how there were secret rooms. We were shown to a door. The servant opened it. “Down those stairs,” he said.

I looked to see chambers of varying sizes, all furnished quite well. The one chamber that was the plushest with crimson satin cushions and gilded mirrors—was the one we were headed to. Several ladies and gentleman were there. They were all naked, but for decorative masks.

“We are freezing!” they cried. “At least you have come now.”

“And so now we will come!” one of the ladies shouted as she spread her legs motioning for someone to come to her. One of the male vampires rushed over and sank to his knees. She cried out in delight as he began to feed. I could tell he was feeding as he turned to smile and I saw his mouth and chin were covered in blood.

Females were taken to pleasure the men, as I was. Gascoyne wanted me to go to one of them. “He’s quite high up ... a relative of the King.”

I went to work on his manhood as exuberantly as I could. I tried different things—all of which he approved of, so much so he was crying out his pleasure.

Later there was music from a few musicians. Some of the male vampires would pleasure them as well. Gascoyne explained they preferred men. “Artists!” He beamed.

“You never know. Most of them like diversity!”

There was one woman that also liked diversity, for she was being serviced by the females. Even as I was performing with the men I noticed her looking at me. I was not surprised when Gascoyne led me over to her. “She wants you to feed. Don’t take too much, Justine. She is quite passionate and will be drained in order to be satisfied.”

I did as he said and as I did, I fondled her breasts. She cried out several times.

Then something happened I was not expecting, I felt myself taken from behind. I soon realized it was our host. He was crying out in delight.

It was an orgy—I had never seen or imagined anything like it. Couples changed and changed again. The servant was even pleasured by females and males, vampires and humans. It seemed to go on forever too.

There was a rest period during it all when the humans slept. As for the vampires, we were able to carry on quite happily satisfying one another. This was the first time I had any sexual contact with any of the coven. Now I was having it with all of them, male and female and them with me.

It ended with Gascoyne and I coupling—we were the center of attention as the others were too tired. When they began to applaud, we laughed.

I stopped laughing when our food came. It came in the shape of a young man, nearly insensible.

“They want to see us drain him.” This shocked me although it thrilled me too. In these early days of my existence, I was evil beyond words, evil and sexually insatiable.

We all converged on the man, each vampire taking a different part of him. Our human audience touched one another and had sex while they watched, so decadent were they.

When at last he was drained white, a strange looking creature was brought in. it had sharp teeth and yellow eyes. I gasped for the eyes reminded me of my attack. Gascoyne said it was a Rogue. Though he added this one is tame. “It lives here and takes the spoils.”

And so it did. We watched as it began to cannibalize the dead man.

It was too much for me, though and I looked away. “Yes it is too much,” Gascoyne said. “I told our patron it was, but he only laughed and said he needed more willing vampires.”

That was the first time I realized how evil humans could be, far more evil than most vampires.

Touville did not look pleased to see us go. Still, ever the gentleman, he took my hand and kissed it. “You are welcome here anytime,” he smiled.

I was about to say something as we stepped outside but Gascoyne was watching a contingent of soldiers.

CHAPTER 11
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They were some distance away. We were about to rush off when our coven members joined us. There we were, vampires facing a sizeable group of soldiers and they weren’t just out for a stroll, they were following someone. We didn’t see who until a few men darted out of a hiding place. We heard shots. We didn’t see anything because we found our own place to hide, an alley near Touville’s house.

Gascoyne said we had to stay where we were. “They have killed so many. The air hangs with discontent ... they cannot hold the people back for long.”

I was reminded of what I had heard recently about revolution being in the air. None of us said anything.

We were just emerging from our hiding place when we heard the sounds of screaming. This time there was a mob of men and women, children too by the sound of it. They were fleeing from other soldiers, coming from a different direction.

Gascoyne led us into the shadows to another place of safety. Here we would witness a massacre. I heard crying and pleading, women begging for the children’s lives to be spared. There was nothing but derision from the soldiers. Once again, shots rang out.

We left when the soldiers left. There had to have been over two dozen corpses about—adults and children. Many had been bayoneted as well as shot. I could see pools of blood spreading out from beneath the carnage.

We hadn’t gone that far when we saw a crowd had formed. They were shouting abuse at anyone they saw. Anyone that looked well dressed. We saw them heading toward Versailles. Gascoyne said they were probably going to the palace gates. Actually I didn’t care. I had served the queen it seemed in another lifetime, a living one—now undead, I was something else entirely.

Our crypt was some distance away and it was nearly dawn. Gascoyne motioned us to hurry. We were just obeying when we heard a hiss and then a shriek. Sure enough, we turned to see someone being dragged away not by soldiers, but by ordinary people.

“Destroyers!” Gascoyne shouted. “Hurry!”

We didn’t just run, we flew. No reason not to. Not with Destroyers about. I heard one blood curdling scream and then triumphant shouts. It was clear the poor creature was no more.

We did not know two of our coven was missing until we arrived at our abode. “Where is Korven?” Gascoyne asked.

“I am here.” A male voice answered. It was Korven. “We lagged behind...I didn’t see them grab Eket.” Korven wept.

Gascoyne comforted him with the only words he wanted to hear. “She will be avenged, my friend, that I promise you.”

****

Our dwelling was undisturbed. Still, we moved cautiously inside the abandoned chapel, following Gascoyne down into the crypt. There to hide like returning rats.

My sleep was troubled, I dreamt of attacks and soldiers too, of terror and carnage. When I woke I saw Gascoyne looking down at me. He touched my forehead. “You did not sleep restfully.”

He asked if I dreamt and I said I did.

“I do not doubt it. For you called out many times. At last it was sundown and I could come to you...”

The others rose finally, weary and sad. None of us wished any sustenance for one of our kind was gone.

This was the first time I felt a kinship with them. This feeling would grow. It is all part of the process of growing into vampirism Gascoyne explained.

The elderly vampires wept, for they had truly liked the wench. She was kindly and soft natured, so unlike most of us. Korven I would learn met his death alongside Eket. They were lovers that had been caught out by Eket’s spouse and were killed for committing adultery.

Gascoyne said a priest raised them up. He smiled at my reaction. “A vampire who had been a priest and committed suicide for loving a woman ... he in turn was raised by a sorcerer and devotee to Satan. Ironic don’t you think?”

I said it was logical. Gascoyne understood what I meant and told me I was smart. “You are the most clever wench I have known,” he said.

As we didn’t feed, we spoke for the entire night. There was much to discuss and Gascoyne opened the discussion. “The times are getting dangerous. If we always fear Destroyers, we know now that they are about.” He sighed. “Our own dear sister was taken from us. Yes,” he said turning toward Korven. “You mourn and we mourn with you. But vengeance will come.” He went on. “I want us to discuss something else. These are dangerous times. All of France is about to explode in a bloody wave of mass killings. It is long in coming. We all know it, despite what we are.”

There were questions about what we were going to do, where we were going to go or if we were going to leave. I asked nothing. I just waited.

“We will leave France, I think. It is best. I have thought on this for some time. We could go to Spain or Italy...it would not be impossible. I know the Pyrenees area well as I come from there.”

I was not pleased to hear this, for I wished to go to England to avenge myself on Oriani.

Gascoyne continued, “However, as we are in Paris—we are closer to Pas-de-Calais. I have crossed there many times. I think it best we go to England...”

I nearly cried out when he said that, but bit my tongue.

“Yes,” he continued. “I have friends in England...willing aristocrats who will aid us. We can operate our own blood clubs and benefit from their success. Why not?”

We all agreed, none more enthusiastically than me.

“When shall we go?” I asked.

“I think we will go soon, perhaps in the next week or so.”

I recall looking at Gascoyne, realizing there were many facets to his being, where I had thought him less wanton than myself—I was finding that not to be so. I was glad too—it only made me want him more.

****

Before we left Gascoyne was true to his word. We found and exterminated a band of Destroyers. Korven was allowed to attack first. He ripped them apart, his fury was so great. How they cowered.

They called us vampires and tried to attack us—when they saw they could not, they wept and pleaded with us for mercy. There was none.

I killed savagely along with everyone else. Even the elders killed. Heads were torn off and entrails pulled out. We threw them into cellars, more rat food. Rats or Rogues—whatever found them I hoped would enjoy them.

Korven was so relieved he wept in Gascoyne’s arms. “I have avenged my love,” he said.

I agreed. “Revenge is as sweet as blood...there is nothing sweeter or to be more prized.”

Gascoyne smiled but I was certain he was wondering what I meant.

CHAPTER 12
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Gascoyne said we were leaving France. Destroyers had risen up and had already joined forces with the angry mobs. If the aristocracy was going to pay so too would vampires.

We left soon after getting word that Touville had been taken away, having been declared an enemy of France. The abolition of nobility and titles had just been declared. He would soon become one of Mme. Guillotine’s first victims.

“On to Calais!” Gascoyne said and we obeyed.

I had not been to the coastal town before—Gascoyne said it was good to leave now before things got worse. “Soon the port will be closed and sailing nearly impossible.”

As it turned out he was right. We reached the port and waited in whatever dark abode we could find. There were schooners getting ready to sail. We picked one and snuck aboard.

It was the most remarkable time. We had just left Calais, bound for Dover, when we heard some great houses had been looted. We heard it from another stowaway. The two men, who told us shortly after, became our food as well as our source for information. They were young and I must say I did feel a tinge of guilt as I drained one of them. He couldn’t have been more than sixteen. Blood that young has its own richness—a delicious nectar that cannot be imagined.

We all enjoyed them. We were so close now as a coven that we enjoyed our mutual feeds.

The Hold was dark. We hid well, in the back recesses. Whenever anyone ventured in, which was not often, we waited—undiscovered and intent on remaining so.

Gascoyne and two other males had removed the remains of our recent meals to throw over the side. We cared not or if we did, we didn’t let it worry us.

We slept well. The motion of the ship rocked me to sleep and I slept soundly if dreamlessly, Gascoyne too—as a matter of fact I knew he was sleeping before I was.

We arrived in England. The next night. It was pure luck that it was nighttime. I don’t know what we’d have done if it hadn’t been. Still I imagined there was a secondary plan ensuring our survival. Nothing was off limits with regard to that.

We were raggedy and dirty—stained with blood so we moved carefully, fearful of being discovered. We knew all too well that Destroyers were about everywhere.

Gascoyne did have a plan he had mentioned it briefly to us.

“I have a friend. His name is Charles. He is a Master and in the service of the powerful and rich. He will help us.”

This friend resided in London in a fine house on Grosvenor Square. “He lives there with his protector, Lord Storeton. They have a blood club that is located there.”

As it would soon be dawn, we had to find a place of safety at least until it grew dark again. We found a shop. We thought it abandoned at first but discovered it was not. A man cornered us. But before he could raise an alarm, Gascoyne knocked him unconscious. We would feed on him and his wife, supping luxuriously, daintily almost for we weren’t ravenous. How nice their blood was, sweet and fragrant. It was obvious they baked.

As their lives slipped away, we witnessed all the milestones of those lives. We even saw their terror as the realization sank in that they were before vampires.

We slept after it, deeply and happily. When we woke we would seek out Gascoyne’s friend, after we discarded what was left of the baker and his wife.

****

Grosvenor Square was elegant, peaceful and serene with no soldiers or violence of any kind. This was England and there was no revolution brewing. We located the house at once. Number 24 looked grand with the soft moonlight shining upon it. We waited in the shadows while Gascoyne knocked.

The door was opened by a servant. He recognized Gascoyne and greeted him, reserving for the rest of us a wary glance, still he asked us to enter. Gascoyne apologized for our appearance, not to the servant but to the noble.

The gentleman looked pleased to see Gascoyne and greeted the rest of us. “I am Lord Storeton,” he said.

He was dressed elegantly in a blue velvet frock coat trimmed with lace. He had the servant summon Charles.

“Charles and I were indisposed,” he said smiling in a funny way.

We were in the parlor when Charles joined us. He was quite handsome, if a little effeminate, blond and fair. His chin had specks of blood on it. Clearly he had been having a nibble I assumed on the Lord.

Storeton laughed and went over to lick the vampire’s chin. “Sloppy,” he said in a teasing manner. There was a murmur of laughter. The two were on quite casual terms.

Gascoyne sang the praises of his friend, Charles and the lord too.

“Charles is an old acquaintance.”

Charles agreed. “I’d have liked to be much more, but Gascoyne is the way he is.”

Lord Storeton laughed. “One cannot help one’s preferences.”

Charles nodded. “It is true. I have loved females too...”

Storeton looked as though he did not agree. The moment passed and the mood changed as Charles now noticed that Eket was not present. “Where is she?” he asked.

“Destroyers,” was the answer.

“Destroyers! The bane of our existence.”

“Yes, she has been avenged and by Korven,” Gascoyne announced.

Korven wept and was comforted by Charles.

We were offered blood wine then. “Come Korven, you too. All of you need it for it helps with grief and hate and so many things...”

The servant served us some. Storeton told us about it. “I would be lying if I said it wasn’t mixed with a drug—wine and blood and something else.” He smiled. “I keep a store here for Charles...I hope you like it.”

I tasted it and found it to my liking. In fact I found it more to my liking than I thought possible. “It is delicious,” I shouted.

The others including Gascoyne smiled at my reaction. We spoke some more, nothing that I can recall really—but that was because of the wine mixture.

I did have a memory lapse that evening. One of many as it would turn out for next I found myself in a large ball room with cushions and mirrors. The rest of the coven was there, they looked to be sleeping.

Gascoyne was drunk when I saw him. Charles laughed and shrugged. “It is a weakness of his.” He had me sit. “Now watch my lovely. See what blood wine can do!”

I saw a woman enter the room. “My wife, Lady Storeton quite likes Gascoyne...”

I watched dopily as Charles began to unbutton Gascoyne’s trousers. His wife was giggling as she knelt before him. “He doesn’t think he likes this but he does,” she said as she took him in her mouth.

I was trying to get up to stop it, but my legs felt like jelly. She sucked for the longest time. Gascoyne moaned I am sure he thought it was me.

“He is so delicious but you must know that,” she said. When she saw the expression on my face, she had the servant remove me. “Take her to my guest’s boudoir please. Tell him he may do what she likes to her, she is quite willing, aren’t you my pet?”

****

I moved as if in a fog—I do recall being carried. A door opened and a man’s voice called out, “Is that one of them?”

“Yes,” was the reply.

I was laid down then. I turned on my side to sleep but someone was touching me. “Take off her shirt ... I want to see her.”

I began to dream I am sure. For I thought it was Gascoyne’s voice I heard. I called out to him and heard laughter. I recall nothing after that.

I only remember waking up and seeing a man’s head bobbing up and down between my legs. There was nothing I could do—of course I didn’t really try.

He stopped for a moment and smiled at me. “You taste divine. I have never enjoyed anything more in my life. By the way,” he added, moving up to lie beside me. “I am Lord Fenway and I could fuck you forever!”

CHAPTER 13

––––––––

Lord Fenway, what can I say about him, aside from him being the most notorious rake and womanizer, he was also a loyal member of the Society of Satan Club. Actually they weren’t real devotees of Satan at all. They were naughty Aristos who enjoyed the most decadent orgies possible. No orgy was complete without a host of vampires.

They competed with another such club: the Hellfire Club. The difference being was Hellfire Club members did not get their sexual thrill from being fed on by vampires.

As for Fenway, he was quite handsome in his way, mature—silver haired with fine features. He did have the look of a leech about him though which was understandable as he was quite the most outrageous aristocrat I had ever heard of and that’s saying something because so many of these men were absolute satyrs.

He spoke incessantly that night of all the many women, both human and vampiric he had enjoyed. He spoke so long I began to grow weary and felt myself nodding off.

I don’t remember falling asleep however all I can recall is being carried from the room. When I woke I found myself in a different chamber. Gascoyne was there. He was already awake.

I was not at my best. In fact I was annoyed by Fenway’s actions but I was particularly incensed by Lady Storeton and Gascoyne too. “That bitch, going down on you like that. And then you took her! I didn’t think it would ever end.”

Gascoyne tried to speak but I didn’t let him. “And that perverted old man, Fenway, what’s wrong with him?”

That’s when Gascoyne told me he was a rake. “He’s made so many of the Queen’s ladies in waiting pregnant ... he has a nursery named after him. Actually.” Gascoyne smiled. “He is a most amusing fellow.”

“Is he?” I shouted. “Well he has tired me out. I want nothing to do with him ever again!”

“You sound like a child.”

“I hate him. I hate all of them. Even Charles and our host! I never want to see them again.”

Gascoyne sighed. “Justine, they are testing you. If we are to flourish in the blood clubs, they want to be sure you will be suitable...”

If I was angry before, this made me furious. I just stared at him.

Gascoyne shrugged. “Look, they are degenerate. Much of the aristocracy is. They always have been. Talk to our elders—see what they tell you about what they have experienced in their living lives and undead ones. They will tell you I am sure what went on in ancient Greece. You will be shocked.”

At this point I didn’t think anything could shock me.

“Truly, they are sex mad. They want for nothing. The rich and powerful are different. I know you know that...”

He was referring to the French court. To which I replied that I didn’t know what went on behind closed doors.

“Well perhaps not, but ask Korven to tell you about the orgies the sun king enjoyed ... Louis XIV’s masked balls catered to every sort of vice and perversion being committed in full view of servants and invited guests. I understand everyone took part in them, even the servants!”

He paused and took my hand. I let him hold it. Now I was prepared to listen to everything. “What we have to do is please them. It is to our benefit. You don’t want to be at risk do you, competing with rats in abandoned shops and houses for sustenance? Remember how you felt? How we both felt? Remember too, Justine these people get great sexual gratification out of being fed on so that is what we have to focus on—that is their weakness. For it is an addiction. So is sex for them, but the more they depend on us and our kind to feed on them, the greater will be our control over them.”

I saw for the first time a Gascoyne I didn’t know existed. He was clever and cunning. “Also,” he added. “The wider we cast our net, the more of them we will have under our influence. And Justine, we won’t have to reside in rat-infested crypts. We’ll have estates and palaces to stay in. There are royals too, from near and far that will be our willing servants.”

He came closer to me. “Never doubt my love for you,” he said. His lips were upon mine in a moment. We made love then. And though there was much passion and we pleasured one another equally and for a long time, it was sweetly done—and so very different than what was done to us by these debauched humans.

Something had changed. Could it be that I felt love? Was I not entirely a monster? Yes, we were blood bloated beasts but perhaps we were capable of feeling love and compassion for one another. This was my first inkling that such was possible.

I did speak to the elders and they corroborated what Gascoyne told me. Casca agreed that he had seen things quite beyond his wildest expectations. “In Ancient Greece, Sparta was not only known as a warrior state. Why, with its predominance of men it was known for much else. The back way to Sparta was a joke told by many!”

It was all a further education into this undead life for me.

What a strange world I found it to be too. It was filled with riches and luxury—there were pleasures too as well as evil beyond comprehension. If we were evil, these humans weren’t any better.

As for our hosts, they were that in name only because we ruled them. We ruled them because we were the masters of their addictions, the manipulators of their obsessions.

Lord Fenway became my blood slave. I’d let him have his way with me up to a point, then I’d tell him where I was going to feed and how much I liked it.

He enjoyed being fed upon while he watched orgies. That was his greatest pleasure. I did many a time think I had gone too far, for he looked white and nearly lifeless from my feeding.

“Best stop Justine and leave him for a bit.”

I would listen to Gascoyne. “Yes, leave him and come and pleasure a guest. He has just arrived. He is Italian but speaks French I told him I’d introduce you. His name is Oriani.”

I just stared at him. I rushed to see if it really was he. To my astonishment it was indeed. He was so well dressed, quite elegant. He was speaking to Lord and Lady Storeton who looked their most dignified.

Was it possible, I thought, did he come here to be fed upon and pleasured? Were they all like that?

Gascoyne knew nothing of Oriani or my seduction and I was determined that was how it would remain.

CHAPTER 14

––––––––

We had been at Lord and Lady Storeton’s for some weeks, enjoying the fruits of their addiction to our bloody activities. What they did enjoy were the plays. Gascoyne and the coven and I performed before them many a night. Sometimes they were engaged in various naughty pursuits and sometimes they were just watching as ordinary theater goers would. It depended on their mood.

We had some playwrights attend too. At such times everyone would maintain a modicum of decency although some would indulge in various hedonistic pleasures.

There was quite a well-known French playwright that often met with several of the male vampires in private. Yes, not everyone was so inclined to have their dalliances witnessed publicly.

As for Oriani, I couldn’t wait. Gascoyne noticed and began to watch me suspiciously. I acted as casual as I could but it was my idea to present a play I thought might be terribly avant-garde. “Why not show feeding on stage?” I asked.

Gascoyne looked quite thrilled by my suggestion. “And I suppose you want the starring role?”

“Yes and not only that I have asked Lord Storeton if the performance might be in private.”

Gascoyne knew I was up to something. “Why private?”

“Why not?” I shrugged. “Besides, you are asking more questions than Lord Storeton did.”

In all truth no one gave a damn about any of their acquaintances. It was understood if someone perished they perished. Even our hosts didn’t care. It was just how they were.

I often thought they lived vicariously as vampires anyway and wished secretly to be turned should they ever become drained.

The time came at last and a small ballroom was made ready, stage and everything. Storeton asked me about the play and I told him it was something I had thought of myself. He looked interested. “Well I shall watch it to see how I like it.”

It was a silly play, not scripted or with much of a cast, just myself and Gascoyne. I was playing a woman who would wind up being fed on while sleeping, by a vampire. I was not fearful of Oriani recognizing me because I intended to arrange my hair in such a way so as to disguise my appearance.

Oriani arrived dressed as elegantly as usual. I peeked from behind the closed curtain to watch. He took a seat alongside Lord and Lady Storeton. I took my position on the couch. A vampire, played by Gascoyne, was supposed to stand at the window and ask to be let in.

A bell sounded and the curtains parted. It thrilled me to know Oriani was watching. I stretched and moaned. I must say also, I chose the sheerest gauze I could find. I wanted him to see every part of me. The candles at the front were such that I knew he would.

Gascoyne appeared and tapped on the window. I pretended to yawn and not hear anything. But then I rose... looking slightly fearful. I heard the audience gasp and whisper. Oriani was sitting forward in his chair. He looked most enthralled.

I beckoned the vampire to come in. Gascoyne entered in a moment. It was a trick window, not a real one at all and it looked as though he had passed right through the glass!

As he walked toward me, I acted fearful yet curious...He did something unexpected then. He pulled down my gown from me so that I was naked. I giggled and he whispered, “We might as well give him his money’s worth.”

I had backed away toward the bed. Gascoyne following me, his hands reaching out, it all began to happen on the bed, the touching and kissing.

But even more outrageous was the feeding. Gascoyne said his line: “I come to feed upon you my maid!”

I cried out in wild abandon. And he was upon me in a moment. He fed at my neck. He fed so much, blood began to flow. There were gasps in the room. Oriani was on his feet.

“Can this be?” he asked. “Isn’t he harming the girl?”

It occurred to me he didn’t know I was a vampire. Perhaps he didn’t know any of us were. I stood then, my naked body streaked with blood. I moved slowly toward the edge of the stage where I lifted up off the floor to drift ever so slowly toward where Oriani was.

It wasn’t until I was just over him that he whispered my name. I smiled and slowly drifted down. “My love...” I said it so softly I knew he was the only one who could hear.

He kissed me and when he did I sank my teeth into his lips. He cried out as I began to feed. He pushed me away. “What are you?”

“Don’t you know?” I asked.

By this time he did, for his eyes looked wild with terror. “Please,’ I begged. “My love, let me feed.”

He tried to cry out. He even tried pushing me away but I was far too strong. In no time, I was drinking his blood. There was no stopping me. Lord and Lady Storeton were shocked but thrilled, that was apparent.

Only Gascoyne shouted, “You are killing him!”

I smiled at him, knowing how awful I looked with my mouth full of Oriani’s blood. “I will not kill him...I only wish to feast. He wishes it.”

Gascoyne shook his head. “I will be angry Justine, do not go too far.”

I shrugged and began to feed as voraciously as I could. Just before Oriani was drained I whispered, “This is for seducing me. I am a vampire because of you, you bastard. Thank you for your blood.”

Gascoyne pulled me away from the cold dead count. “You lunatic. Why?”

I told him the whole story. “I was going to kill his wife and baby but I decided against it for it was Oriani who betrayed me and no one else. I am a vampire because of him.”

Possibly that was not completely true, yet in a way it was. I’d never have run away as I did and been attacked as I was.

Lord Storeton, not knowing the full story was shocked. “Well really, we get what we deserve I suppose, and he wished to come here...it was his choice, I did try to warn him. Gascoyne, take him away will you... I do not wish to see him like that.”

Gascoyne obliged and Oriani was thrown into the river. At least that was what he told me. But I wondered if perhaps he had been fed to a Rogue for I suspected they were about London then.

CHAPTER 15

––––––––

Lord Storeton was delighted by the whole thing. The violence of it thrilled him. “Oh I do like that, and he was a foreigner so who cares?” he said.

I suppose his glee wasn’t all that unexpected. Gascoyne shrugged when I asked him about it. He was very distant with me after Oriani’s bloody demise. It was difficult to tell what he was thinking. However, I have often found him moody and odd sometimes so I just let it pass without saying anything.

Storeton was indeed thrilled, both he and Lady Storeton along with Charles began to indulge their sadistic voyeurism far worse than before. Before Oriani had been drained, drainings occurred by accident, although I had never witnessed one.

Now it was all different. There were special guests brought in. That is those invited friends of theirs brought along servants and valets, sometimes strangers off the street, prostitutes and vagabonds and the like—all expendable creatures to be drained dry.

If there was debauchery before, things were far worse now as incredible evil descended upon what we had come to call Joy House. Shocking and perverted, even to me. It was not that I didn’t participate in the carnage for I did, draining the innocent so that the powerful could enjoy the shows.

Much of the time I was under the influence of blood wine and laudanum which was mixed with other things. That made me compliant. Casca kept me abreast of such things. If it wasn’t for him, I’d have remained ignorant.

I was still intent on pleasing our hosts at least that was what I told myself. Really I think I got pleasure in the violence of it all. There is the thrill in feeding as it is and in draining the victim to death—is an even greater thrill.

We fed as we always did, but then on a signal from Lord Storeton we either stopped or went the whole route. Waiting for that signal was like a thumbs up or down from a Roman emperor.

Casca would tell me later he had seen such things as that in his living life. “Never underestimate the propensity for evil within the human species,” he said. That was not the first time I heard such a pronouncement nor would it be the last.

The carnage continued. In fact it was exacerbated and because it was, Rogues were brought in to help with the remains. I was horrified at first, just to see them with their oversized fangs and yellow eyes reminded me of my own earthly demise. But these were different, quite tame. Charles told us.

“They are under control. I obtained them from other masters. Truly you would not believe the places they have been kept in. Royal palaces, would you believe. Yes, they perform brilliantly and really they come in so handy for cleaning up. It is quite messy as you know.”

I didn’t think I’d ever get used to the Rogues’ presence. I wanted to discuss it with Gascoyne, but he was acting increasingly more distant. There were other differences as well. Lately, he had begun bringing strange wenches into the coven. Beautiful they were too. He did it to make me jealous. When I asked if it was for our coven he smiled and said how we were all one big happy family.

The wenches, all obviously young when they had been turned were quite popular. Lord Fenway had taken up permanent lodgings in the mansion. He’d insist on taking whole groups of them to his bed.

It did occur to me that he might regret doing that one day as some of the wenches looked very wild. As it turned out, he was being chewed upon in excess, but never drained. He took delight in showing off the bite marks. “I have been chewed into ecstasy!” he’d say.

To each his own, I thought. At least with him staying at Joy House the young women of London were safe from seduction and rape.

There was a Lady Fenway and I wondered what she was like. Lady Storeton would tell me she had her own life and suitors. “Theirs is a most remarkable marriage.” She smiled. “Why Lady Fenway enjoys some of the rather unique entertainments underground London is famous for.”

That was the first I heard of underground London. I asked Casca to tell me about it and he did.

“There are brothels and special establishments that offer patrons unique entertainment ... liaisons as well. Lady Fenway goes to one it is said I believe that furnishes werewolves for mating to those inclined, both male and female. I am told she has taken a few such males back to her estate. Apparently she is quite happy.”

How depraved I thought. Was I becoming judgmental? Was I going to assess morals now? Don’t get above yourself, Justine or you may be sorry.

In truth, I was more than sorry, I was miserable. This was a difficult time for me without Gascoyne’s love and I began to feel annoyed. I was jealous of the wenches. I had come to have feelings, for him after all, the closest thing to love a vampire could have. And I was also feeling let down. I had killed Oriani but who was Gascoyne to have condemned me for it?

Didn’t he partake of the recent drainings? He most certainly did for I saw him with my own eyes drain a number of poor wretches. I confronted him finally. It wasn’t in the most dignified of places that he had me speak to him. This he did to humiliate me for he was surrounded by naked wenches. “Yes, what did you wish to discuss?”

“Go to hell!” I cried as I was not willing to humiliate myself any further.

I stormed out with him after me. He was shouting and quite violent. He lashed out and hit me. “You want to know why I am angry? You presumed to kill someone and did not have my approval.”

I couldn’t believe it. “Your approval?!” I shouted. “We have hosts here in case you didn’t know. You are just one of the vampire lackeys, my friend.”

He clouted me for that and drew blood. “That did it! I am finished! Gascoyne. I have had enough!” I cried.

I don’t know what I had intended, whether to leave or not but he grabbed me and threw me in the cellar. “You can stay there until I let you out. If I let you out!”

I was screaming by this time in outrage more than in upset. He left me there for several nights with nothing to eat. There weren’t any rats or mice or anything.

Casca came to speak to me. “It is your own doing, little one. I am sorry...”

I told him I thought Gascoyne different—evil and far more decadent than I knew. Casca sighed and then said something I would never forget. “Evil and sin can be contagious...he is fevered with it now. Give him time.”

But I couldn’t and told him. “Casca!” I cried. “If I ever run away, I want you to come with me!”

He took so long to answer I didn’t think he would but he did finally. “It is too late for me. There is nothing more sad than an elderly vampire, and if that isn’t pathetic, an ancient elderly vampire is even worse.”

I watched him leave and though I shouted for him, he did not answer. It was Gascoyne’s voice I heard next. “I hope you have learned your lesson.”

I made no reply as I felt it better not to say anything. He was solicitous and so polite. I thought he was going to ask for forgiveness. Instead he said he wished me to see something. “We can discuss the other matter later.”

There was something about the way he said it that upset me. Yet there was nothing I could do and I still preferred not to ask him anything. As we continued on toward the great ballroom, I smelled blood. “Not another step further!” I cried.

With that, I was pushed so far, I fell before Lord Storeton. He smiled. “We wish to see you drain this girl.”

I looked to see a young, semi-conscious girl no older than fourteen or so, covered in bite marks and worse. Gascoyne ordered me to finish her. When I just stared at him, Lady Storeton asked in the most refined voice, “Please, do finish her while we watch. It will be a test of your loyalty.”

“But I have already proved myself! Please!”

“You were either in a stupor when you did, or you were in a rage. Now you aren’t. Now it will be a test of loyalty. You must prove yourself because of your ill thought action.”

My anger and outrage drove me on and I sank my teeth into the girl’s neck. I drew mouthful after mouthful of her blood. I cared not for the scant images of her dying life, few because she was so young,

Finally I passed out, a bloated, blood-filled monster—a monster that would leave for the streets as soon as I could. The moment could not come fast enough.

I had no plans other than leaving. I had no destination in mind for I knew nothing of London. All I knew was I had to get out of that horrible place, away from all the evil that was there—but mainly I felt I had to get away as far as possible from Gascoyne. For I hated him so!

CHAPTER 16

––––––––

A great deal can be said for a vampire’s unusual abilities. There I was, perched on a windowsill. The night was waiting to welcome me and I knew it. Then, with no hesitation, no thought of injury or death—I flew down. Freedom was at hand. There were no goodbyes, no regrets—not one.

I began my journey with at least one lesson learned—if I were going to judge London by Grosvenor Square, I would soon be in for a shock. This I would find out later.

A man did stop me to tell me to run along, as the neighborhood was not suitable for the likes of me he said. Obviously, he figured me for a prostitute. I smiled, thinking if you only knew.

It did occur to me to feed on him, but I was too much in the open. I felt certain I would be seen. So I made no reply but hurried along not having any idea which direction to go in. As it happened, I turned eastward. This, I found interesting because the further east I went, the poorer the area. It didn’t seem as filthy as Paris. But it didn’t miss out by much. And like Paris, there were marked differences between rich and poor—there were beggars and prostitutes all of them quite forward calling, out to any passerby exactly what they would do and how much they charged.

There was constant movement and noise—as well as the stench of unwashed bodies and filth. People were sitting and drinking—others were walking or trying to. The crowds were even greater than in Paris. Many were drunk on cheap gin. They hollered and fought—there were scuffles and fights too, the worst being between women. I had never seen anything like it.

Droves of thieves and pickpockets were about. I could tell by one glance what they were—some came up to me but backed off quickly. They knew a menace worse than themselves when they saw me.

There were also madams known as bawds who waylaid any young girl they saw if they thought she would be good for business. A few started speaking to me. I let them talk. It was fun knowing I could easily get away. One had a man in league with her, quite a rough looking sort he looked too. When I left her side he ran after me. I just stopped and smiled at him. He looked bewildered at first until I threw him against an alley wall.

He screamed in pain. His face bloody, he started to lunge toward me but thought better of it. “What are you?”

I thought wouldn’t want to know but made no reply. That was the first of a number of such encounters. The most violent was from a gang of youths. They rushed at me, thinking they had cornered me in an alley where they began to laugh and tease. When one came too close and tried to touch me, I thought enough was enough. Besides, I was anxious to show them what I could do. I jumped the poor fool, hurling myself at him with such force, I was sure he had cracked his head open.

“Anyone else?” I taunted.

They backed away then although not before one threw a rather large stone at me. I threw it back, it caught him in the groin and he went down. They shouted murderer but I only laughed.

Soon, they stood now as one, threatening me and inching closer, I picked up a rat. Biting its head off, I drained it.

“The next one who comes closer, I shall do the same to him!”

They were gone in an instant.

There was to be more trouble, more challenges and the worst coming from a man who surprised me. Since he caught me unaware, I was momentarily incapacitated or I’d have sprung into action. I didn’t as I suddenly became aware of a man watching me. He was leaning on a walking stick. “Leave her alone!” he cried.

My attacker laughed at him and moved to attack him. The man was ready for it. He swung the stick quickly, hitting the aggressor on the head. The man cried out in pain.

“That will show you!” my would-be savior yelled.

He asked me if I was alright and I nodded. He moved toward me, speaking as he did. I saw he was quite lame. “Miss, please. You will be safe if you go to Endell Street in St. Giles. I have lodgings there.” I said nothing and he smiled. “It is safe I assure you. I am known throughout this area, for I always help damsels in distress though I may not look the type.”

Something touched me, a memory from when I lived—a feeling of gratitude and admiration too. I told him I would find his home.

He looked pleased. “Yes, well go along now. Give me some time ... I cannot walk too well...”

The vampire and the hero, I thought—what a combination.

I thanked him and hurried to the address he gave me. It was on a tiny street. His house was at the end, number 11a. The door was open. A young girl of eleven or twelve stood in the doorway. She was dressed in rags and had soot marks on her face. “The cripple send you here, did he?”

I said he did.

“Go on then, upstairs, in the back. He’s an artist,” the girl said. “And quite a good one I should say.”

****

I waited in the hall as the door was locked. He at last appeared. I knew it was him as I heard his step, the sound of shuffling and another sound—that of a stick tapping on cobblestones. He smiled when he saw me. “I wasn’t too long, I hope.”

I followed him inside, listening to his polite chatter and answering as best I could. I tried not to smell his blood but I did. It smelled good, fragrant, without the hint of alcohol.

He had me sit. “There is an alcove where you can sleep or you can have my bed. I mean on your own if you like.” He smiled.

Now I took a good look at his face. It was not a handsome face, it was a kindly face. “The streets are so unsafe. It seems things only get worse.”

He glanced at me I think wanting me to tell him why I was out walking. I smiled and said I had to leave my lodgings as they were unsuitable. Goodness knew what he thought of that.

I noticed some paintings scattered about. There was an unfinished one on a makeshift easel. I asked him about it. He told me he was doing it for a client. “Well,” he added. “I am hoping someone will buy it. I make enough for food...”

“I won’t be staying long ...”

“You are welcome to stay as long as you like...?”

“Justine,” I answered.

“Justine. I am Edward. Are you French?”

“Yes.” And I am more than that, I thought. But I will never harm you.

CHAPTER 17

––––––––

He was staring at me in such a way I began to think he knew what I really was.

“I’m sorry for staring, it’s just you are quite beautiful.”

His compliment hurt. Well if you praise a beast, the beast finds it difficult to accept the praise. I was in a terrible state as I had lately begun to question myself. It seemed a conscience had arisen within me, an awareness of the evil I had eagerly participated in was difficult to deal with for I had come face to face with a person who only wished to save me. I thought he’d have died for me. It was quite a moment.

He realized I looked troubled. “Please sit. I shall make you some tea, if you like. Perhaps...”

I declined so he made the tea for himself, reminding me there was more than enough if I should like any. His lodgings were but a room with a cot, and a chair. Still, he wished me to sit.

“I have a crate...”

I insisted he take the chair. He did. Here he was an artist living in squalor and he was the perfect host. I took him to be educated too. It was the way he spoke and how well-mannered he was. He wished to know things, but did not want to appear intrusive.

“I should imagine you are wondering how I came to be here...no, I am not from here. I am from Greenwich.” He paused then. “It is an old story, I was disabled and not the sort of son my father wished to have around. My younger brother will inherit you see. A cripple...”

I felt sorry for him and began to ask him about his painting. He told me he had developed an interest in art early on. “My mother used to take me to shows...but she died. I left when I was seventeen. I was in University. Still, all that I have learned cannot be taught.”

I imagined not. When I didn’t tell him about myself, he spoke. He began to give me advice. “If you don’t mind me saying so, I don’t think you should be about at night...”

“Yes, you’re right I had to leave my lodgings. There were problems.”

“You can tell me anything you like. I am a good listener. However, I will not press you.”

And he didn’t. We began speaking about his art and how much it meant to him. “There is an agent who sells some of my work. I am certain I am cheated—but have no way of knowing. You are welcome to look at my paintings. That one there, I am doing...it is of a friend...”

I saw the portrait was that of a young woman. “She is beautiful.”

“She is and kind too, understanding if you know what I mean.”

I didn’t. He seemed to realize and continued. “I have never been able to...”

He must have thought I looked horrified because he apologized for being so frank. “No,” I said. “I am not one to be shocked, believe me.”

It wasn’t long before he had opened up completely to me. He told me of his first attempt at a sexual encounter. “The woman took payment, not a lot because I didn’t have a great deal. Nothing happened. She kept coming back regularly to help...not even charging but well it was hopeless. I do thank you for letting me be so honest.”

“Believe me,” I said. “Edward, I am no blushing flower.”

“As for Rachel...she is the woman I am painting.”

An awkward silence followed which I broke with my confession. I began by saying I was certain I could trust him. He was somewhat overcome with emotion. “Yes,” he declared. “You can indeed. I will be your friend. One thing my life has taught me is to recognize...”

“The need in others...”

“You have a need...”

I nearly laughed, albeit bitterly. “You might say that.” How was I to tell him my awful truth? My horrible secret. I either had to tell him or I had to leave.

He looked shocked when I stood. “Oh don’t go. Please. It is so nice to have someone to speak with.”

“You might not think so—if I told you.”

He shook his head. “I am not judgmental. I never have been. Oh do sit down.”

“Edward, I must leave...I really must.”

He begged me not to. “Please. Whatever you want to tell me for I have a feeling there is something preying upon your soul—a darkness...”

Soul? Indeed! How close he had come to guessing the truth amazed me. “There is only darkness.”

Although he looked surprised by that omission he wanted to reassure me that nothing was out of bounds—that he was a man of the world. “An artist.” He smiled humbly. “Yes, and an observer of life...”

“I do not live,” I replied.

At first he laughed. At first.

“Edward, there are worlds beyond this one...”

“And worlds within worlds. You are speaking of ethereal matters. Surreal ideas...”

“No, I am one of the undead...do you understand?”

He grew quite pale. “You live yet do not.”

“I am a vampire. I subsist on blood... I will leave now if you wish. It is the best thing, believe me. Dawn will break soon and if I am to find shelter, I best leave now.”

My hand was on the door knob when he pleaded. “Please don’t leave me. Please I beg you!”

****

If I exist forever I will never forget the tone of that plea. I walked over to him. “I can smell your blood, I did earlier in the alley—and it made me want to feed! Doesn’t that horrify you? It disgusts me!”

He began to ask me about myself then. “Come Justine, please. It is time to dispel any pretense, no falsity—whatever the intention. I cannot be shocked. The world has been hard for me, life has been hard...I wish you to tell me everything.”

He was serious. But more importantly, he was sincere.

I then began to tell him my story. “I was born Justine Bodeau in a poor district of Paris...”

CHAPTER 18
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I told him everything—all about my attack and death and how Gascoyne raised me. As I spoke I kept watching his face. It was incredible but I saw no judgment there, just openness and the willingness to hear another’s plight.

He said something about fate shaping our futures. “We are what we are because of it. That applies to everyone...”

Monster and human being I took it to mean.

The only time he looked horrified was when I was speaking of my former lodgings with Lord and Lady Storeton. I treaded carefully there because as understanding as he was, I didn’t want to shock him about the depths I had sunk to what with the draining and debauchery.

Yet, I wanted to tell him things, to unburden myself. “Edward, when I emerged as a vampire...I was changed. I didn’t realize quite how much but I do now. That can happen and often does. I emerged wanton and evil ... a terrible blood beast with a great propensity for violence. I enjoyed partaking in the most beastly of pursuits. Now, something new is happening to me. I feel myself changing again, some semblance of a conscience is emerging where there was none there is now the first stirrings of one.”

He looked touched by that and reached out to take my hand.

“I will be your friend,” he said.

My eyes filled with tears. I could make no reply, only to ask him where I might rest. He showed me a cupboard. It was crammed full of clothes and canvases, all of which we both moved.

“Will you be alright in there?”

This was the first time we both laughed. The expectations of a vampire are modest—that is what I told him. “I am sure it will do.”

I climbed inside and he wished me a good rest. I was asleep as I closed my eyes. It was not a dreamless sleep. There were nightmare images, terrible they were. I saw the Storetons and Fenway...I saw all the debauched things we had done. But then I saw Gascoyne’s face and he looked loving and gentle. But his expression changed as anger replaced it.

Normally, I know where I am but I didn’t then. I think I cried out as I heard a voice call to me asking me if I was alright. I recognized Edward’s voice immediately. He opened the door and asked me if I had rested as many hours had passed. I said I had. And now I need to feed. No, I didn’t say it I only thought it.

“I was just going to read. I’ve painted today. Do you want to see?”

My smile was my answer. The portrait looked nearly finished. The woman was indeed beautiful, this Rachel. I would ask him about her later.

“Edward...I need to go out.”

Yes, to feed as all blood imbibing beasts do. He looked startled at first but then he looked like he understood. “I will be here when you return.”

The girl greeted me. She was a solitary looking child, dirty and unkempt yet kindly too. “He’s nice, init ‘eh?”

I nodded. Best go now I thought for I had begun to smell her own fragrant blood.

The streets were filled with people. It seemed there were more now than the previous night. They were on steps and at windows. I felt so many eyes upon me, judging me, questioning me—possibly questioning my right to be among them.

I tried not to rush along. It wasn’t easy, as I was ravenous. Best walk as though you were human, Justine. Yes—mustn’t stand out. One never knew if Destroyers were about.

I headed into an alley. Alleys had long since become my friend and it was their divine darkness I sought now, that and the shadows I could drag my prey into. I spotted a man, quite young and robust who looked the worse for drink. He was singing and stumbling along.

I helped him into an alley, making certain no one saw. He was so far gone on his liquor he barely noticed my presence. Feeding was fast. I fed and let go of him. I didn’t drain him—I just took enough to quench my thirst. Vampire thirst is awful, indescribable.

There I was, under the cover of night—hurrying along in the shadows. Not as I used to be—for now the night held no fascination for me. I wondered if that was because I was without my own kind, or was it because I was changing yet again.

I reached Edward’s building but I did not go to the front, I chose the back. There was a yard with rubbish but no people about, no one to witness my strange flight up toward Edwards’s open window. His back was to me. “Edward,” I called.

He looked startled. “I can fly,” I said.

He motioned for me to enter. “And you must be invited in.”

I smiled. “One of the musts.”

We didn’t discuss my feed or anything about it. Instead we spoke of his painting. “It is nearly done,” he said. “I so wish for Rachel to see it. I was thinking of sending her a message.”

This pleased me and I asked him if they wrote regularly to one another. “Oh yes,” he said. “A girl comes to deliver messages and take mine back, a servant. She will come tomorrow. She comes monthly.”

I wondered if Rachel was anxious to see her painting and asked him. He smiled ruefully. “It is hard to know. She is a puzzling woman. She always has been even as a child. You see, I have known her that long.”

He asked me if I thought he should have her wait until the painting was completed. But then he said he didn’t want to wait.

I said as it was nearly done, she certainly would be able to see that. I made some suggestions but then I added, perhaps if she sees it as it is, it might be best.

He thought that was a good idea and began to write the letter. He took great care with it. When at last he finished he sighed. “I quite poured out my heart. I hope I didn’t say too much.”

He looked as though he wished me to read it. When he saw my hesitancy, he smiled. “It is alright. I will seal it now. Whatever happens, happens right, Justine?”

Precisely I thought. That is fate.

****

As Rachel was supposed to visit Friday afternoon, I knew I didn’t wish to be there when she came. I offered to find another place to sleep. “It is too uncomfortable for me to know I am in the same room—a sleeping vampire,” I explained. “It is not fitting.”

At first Edward didn’t agree but then he did. He asked me where I would stay. I assured him a vampire could always find a place. As it turned out, I found somewhere right in the building—in the cellar, ah—what would we vampires do without cellars?

I slept well and rose late in the evening. I was anxious to see Edward for I wished to know how his visit went. I was surprised to find him crying.

“Rachel came herself,” he said. “She was just going to leave this letter and go away, but I asked her to stay. She did the worst thing she could have done then, she pitied me. I saw it in her eyes. I hate that. It is soul destroying for me. As for the painting, she liked it or said she did.”

He cried for the longest time. “I have no reason to carry on... I am a fool to think anything would have come of it. I am a deluded fool...”

“No, Edward. You are no fool,” I said. “Life is a gift, do not throw it away.”

CHAPTER 19
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Gift of life, I kept going over those words in my head. Life was precious. I had found that out too late. My existence was the stuff of human nightmares, the world of the undead, a predatory creature gorging on blood? What other answer was there?

As for my friend, I was determined not to let Edward harm himself. I watched him whenever I could. I did fear daylight hours as I had to sleep and could not be vigilant.

Edward knew how fearful I was and he’d try to reassure me. “I promise, Justine. I am no liar. I will not do anything.”

Despite the reassurance, I worried.

Immediately following that awful visit by Rachel, he destroyed the painting. He actually looked better after he did. He even swore he was over her. That I didn’t believe as he still moped about, crying occasionally and denying it.

Eventually he did seem to be over it and we carried on. In time, we developed a routine—where I fed as needed and slept as required. He was day and I was night but our friendship endured. In fact I felt certain he wished it to change.

I suspected he’d attempt relations with me and he did. It happened several times, usually after I comforted him. He’d look at me and say “If only I could...we could be so happy.”

He didn’t add ‘like normal people’ and I was glad.

I didn’t think we could ever feel like that, not with me as I am. But I didn’t discourage him, as I felt it would be the worst thing I could do and so there were attempts at intimacy.

There was irony for me there. I was tender and compassionate! This thing that I am—this creature, amazingly was actually feeling concern for a friend. I’d have gladly been destroyed instead so as not to hurt Edward. It pleased me and gave me something to be proud of.

It was during this time and after that we became deeply committed friends. We accepted things as they were—our fate as Edward often referred to it.

“I will never know the kind of love I have dreamed about,” he’d say wistfully and I was pretty certain that he wouldn’t. Though I wished he might.

I was used to him, used to his company. I had a place to stay and I was grateful. The young neighbor I learned was called Nancy. She told me her name as I told her mine. She was as kindly as I had thought and often came to visit. I met her mother once, she was a sad looking woman, one whom life had beaten and nearly destroyed. She was kindly to Edward and pleasant to me, never questioning. She worked in a nearby drinking house washing pots and cleaning. Nancy often accompanied her.

There had been a father of course, but he was long gone. Three other adults lived with them in their two tiny rooms, one woman and two men. They rarely spoke to anyone. Edward said they had been there for quite a long time adding he hadn’t spoken to them ever.

The poor, I have found live that way. They live as they can—in awful lodgings, crowded and hungry, grateful for so little. Life for them is an ordeal and nothing more.

In France they overthrew the regime—they wished for something better but seemed to get something worse. I had heard things, terrible they were for the era now was called the Terror.

Broadsheets and newsboys shouted the latest headlines. The King and Queen had already been tried and executed. If I felt sorry for the King I felt sickened at the queen’s death, dragged before a crowd—thrown into an open cart to be spat at and ridiculed. But she had died bravely and with dignity.

I told Edward how kind she was, how loyal and true to her friends. And then I broke down to cry once again.

“You have feelings, you know my friend. Whatever you are, you do care—you do remember.”

Edward’s words moved me and he smiled. “Please, I only mean to comfort you. Please do not cry.”

But I did.

****

I felt a million miles from France. England was a different sort of place. I came to believe the people had more realistic expectations. The poor are rarely free and the rich don’t care and never will. Best to accept it and try to survive as best you can for that is the English way.

Time passed as it does. It was difficult to believe I had been here for three years. I wondered how much longer I would remain. I thought this because I had become increasingly fretful about drawing attention to myself, for there were Destroyers in London then. They had recently reformed themselves.

The cries of the newsboys along Tottenham Court Road, told as much—“Another Vampire killing!”—“Avengers trap monsters! Read about it here!”

I felt certain it had to be the work of Rogues and not of the tame variety. Edward realized how fearful I was and pleaded with me not to leave for fear I would be endangering myself.

I promised him I wouldn’t although I did wonder if perhaps I could take him with me. No, I wasn’t entirely convinced that was plausible or even good for him, still I thought it.

Despite all that, there were times I thought of Gascoyne. I had begun dreaming of him, wondering how he was. Vampires never fare well when Destroyers rise up. It is better to cling together and I am sure that is what fired my dreams.

There were other things too—I became far more cautious about feeding—about where I went and so on. As I didn’t drain anyone, I felt fearful they could be discovered by Destroyers. Still, I kept my worries to myself.

As for Edward, he began to look more pale. He lost weight too. And though he still painted, he looked half-hearted about it. It was then that I knew he was ill. I asked him to see a doctor and he refused.

“What are they going to tell me? Bah! I don’t care.”

That struck me if he didn’t care, he was already longing for the grave. And those who long for it soon wind up in it.

I never considered raising him if he died or turning him before death. I had many dreams about it too.

If I worried about him, he feared for me. Most of the time he wouldn’t tell me what he was thinking but he didn’t have to. I saw it in his face.

The most worrying thing about him was his deterioration physically. He was only twenty five but he was becoming more stooped. His leg was worse, he had pain and swelling and a great deal of difficulty walking.

At first he was brave and as cheerful as he could be, but his attitude eventually worsened. He grew angry over things and quite impatient. Even our neighbor, Nancy irritated him. He’d ask her to leave which always made her cry.

Late spring was when it happened. I had gone out to feed. It was very late when I returned to find a Rogue savaging him. He managed to croak out my name. I shouted Edward! Between that moment and the next, the Rogue and I were fighting. I was trying to tear its throat out when it suddenly hissed and pushed me off as though I weighed nothing. I watched as it flew out the window.

There were screams—I thought at first they were mine but they weren’t. Nancy and her mother were shouting Edward’s name and screaming hysterically. “Vampire!”

I tried to speak but could not, as suddenly several men stormed in. “Vampire bitch! We have you now.”

They thought I savaged my friend for I was covered in blood. Clearly they were Destroyers, armed with stakes and heavy silver chains. When I was restrained they kicked and taunted me. I was distracted though not only by the savage death of my friend, but knowing they thought me responsible!

CHAPTER 20
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I was dragged down the stairs and pushed inside a wagon. A man sat with me, laughing and taunting. “We have you, you vampire whore. Don’t think death will come to you easily, for it won’t. There is much planned for you.” He lifted up a heavy chain. “This is special. It is coated with silver—it weakens vampires. That is why you were easy to subdue!”

The effect of that alloy not only weakened me, it made me sick and dizzy. I recall little after that, just the realization of the wagon stopping.

“The Hall of Wonders! Your new home!”

I was dragged out, kicked and spat at. I tried to see where they were taking me, but it was impossible. A door whined open. There were stairs. I could hear heavy footsteps—as for me, I was merely pushed down onto the next level. How it stunk. There was the overpowering smell of dust and damp, I smelled rodent droppings—and the sweet pungent stench of their urine.

The men were calling to one another. “Along here. That’s right just pull her as long as she is subdued...”

They still feared me which made me smile and I had so little to smile about. We didn’t walk long, just a few hundred yards or so. I looked to see open doors and light coming from within.

“Your new residence,” one of them laughed. I knew there were vampires as soon as they pushed me inside. And because their scents differed, I knew they were a few varieties. I smelled Ferals and my kind as well as Rogues.

That was when I began to fight them. The realization that there were Rogues was horrific. I tried to move but was restrained. They shouted at me and at one another giving various commands one of which was to clean me up.

“Wash her off!”

They did. Buckets of cold water were splashed all over me. “You’re a monster,” they shouted. “But you can be a less bloody one.”

One of them had come forward. I had noticed him before. He had been quietly watching me. “Destroyers have delivered you to us,” he smiled. “They are our agents.”

I began to ask him what he meant but he started to walk away. “Welcome to hell,” he said. “You should feel right at home here.”

I took my first look at where I was then. There were cages on both sides. The Ferals were screaming and growling. As for the Rogues, they were hanging from the bars and hissing, their yellow eyes staring wildly at me. I began screaming. I am sure I called Edward’s name.

No one cared—they just kept moving me along, dragging me past them—toward the vampires. Vampires, I saw that were watching me so pityingly.

“In you go!”

A cage door was opened and I was shoved inside with such force that I fell. My kind came to comfort me. “It is bad here,” they said.

I could still hear the horrific shrieks of the Rogues and Ferals. They sound almost alike sometimes.

“They suffer the most,” I was told. One vampire, quite elderly, told me what I had to look forward to. “There are shows. We are but an exhibit for the curious. There is much that goes on here.”

He introduced himself as Gregory. “I was with a coven recently. They are no more.”

I assumed they were destroyed. When I asked, he shook his head. “No, the cause was something else. They sickened and died. I mourn them daily for they were my friends.”

That made me think of Gascoyne and his coven. I asked the vampire if he had ever heard of him. He recalled the name, he said. He explained that there were many covens. Nearly all of them have been destroyed by one thing or another. He meant Destroyers or illness. I would have spoken with him more but it was time for our feeding.

Just as they threw in live rodents and rabbits, people began to appear—all sorts of people—most of them well dressed. I imagined they took a hefty price to show them these, the freaks. One man walked up to the cage and when I hissed at him he turned white. I was thrilled.

When two women began to stare and laugh, I deliberately seized upon a rabbit and tore its throat out. One of them fainted while the other continued to watch me feed.

“They think they’re better than us,” Gregory said. “Why is that?”

I had no answer.

All I could think of was Edward’s savage death at the hands of a Rogue. I wondered if he had invited the savage in, thinking it was me! My poor friend, a friend I’d have willingly been destroyed to save. His bloody death was the reason I was here. Perhaps it was where I was meant to be. Perhaps nothing really mattered.

****

There was no end to the stream of people passing by. They looked quite degenerate to me despite being well dressed. As the night wore on a different sort of clientele began to appear, men with women who looked drunk and loose. The men were kissing and fondling the women. It was disgusting, even to me.

If I thought things were bad, I was in for a big surprise. Gregory warned me when our cage door was unlocked and I was taken out, “They’re taking you to the special room.”

That sounded ominous. I made no protest, there was no point and I didn’t feel like being spat upon.

“That’s a good wench!” the Handler cried as he dragged me inside another room—a room where an audience waited, an impatient one to be sure. They kept crying out for the show to start.

I was led into a cage along with some others. When I asked what was going to happen I didn’t receive an answer. I had no choice but to wait. The door opened some time later and a man was thrown inside, he was half conscious. It was clear he had already been fed upon. I realized what they wished us to do! We were to feed on this pathetic man for a show!

What vampire didn’t feed on human blood? I certainly had, yet I didn’t wish to do it now, not like this. This was for prurient interest. We fed because we required blood and human blood was best, but we didn’t have to drain the person. That was up to each vampire and because of all that happened to me, I was at the point where I no longer wished to kill any living thing!

I looked around for an opportunity to escape. Another female whispered. “They will bring you down before you know it.”

I wondered if that wouldn’t be better, if I wouldn’t prefer that. I think she realized. “Feed, feed a little just to show you are obeying.”

That seemed a reasonable suggestion. Down I sank onto my knees. As I bent toward my victim, he looked at me. Then he closed his eyes. I sank my teeth into the soft flesh of his throat. His blood was tangy and fresh, for the man was still in the first blush of manhood. As I drank I saw images of his life, just as I expected I would.

I wept while I fed, swallowing his blood, trying not to cry at the sad images of his life. The one thing I hoped I would not see was his impending death. But I did. And when I did, I stopped feeding, we all did.

The Handler shouted, “This one’s dead!”

We were taken back to our cage then. I was not the only one to cry. Our tears were for ourselves.

CHAPTER 21
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I existed there for some time, an exhibit—another monster among monsters. The cries of the Rogues were a constant reminder to me of what I had become. Was I so different? If I had thought I was, I now began to question myself.

The place had been called hell and it was. The Handlers were cruel and perverted. I was humiliated and tortured. I think more was done to me too—but I cannot be certain as I often lost consciousness. When a vampire is starved of blood we are weakened. It was at such times they would pull me out of my cage. Yes, it was hell alright.

From the time I first arrived, I thought Gregory was hiding something from me. Something he was fearful of telling me. I’d ask him and he’d deny there was anything he hadn’t told me, but then finally he opened up, “Alright, I shall tell you, Justine. The last coven I was in—the one that perished by the pestilence, had been led by someone whose name you mentioned ... Gascoyne.”

I pleaded with him to go on.

“I was going to tell you. I am sorry, I took long—but you looked weak—anyway, yes, Gascoyne, he had recently left somewhere. He hadn’t much of a coven with him by then. But he had some. He took in those vampires who sought refuge and there were lots that did, such as myself. I had been on the run from Destroyers. He said he was as well because they had come to Joy House...”

As soon as I heard those words, I winced. He realized I knew of it.

“It was a place of evil. I know that. Gascoyne has told me about it. There was a massacre. The people that owned the place had long gone. They have their own network of protectors...I was in this coven for a while. Over time I noticed, we all did, that there was this sickness...as I have mentioned. What we did not know at the time was the cause. We found out it was tainted blood. Humans were becoming ill with it and if vampires fed on them, they sickened too.”

“And Gascoyne?”

“Sadly he was one of those that fed on tainted blood. He grew very ill and would not feed ... he lost weight but did not perish. In fact, he finally looked to be coming around when they came. The Destroyers. We tried to fight them but we were badly outnumbered. They decimated the coven. Gascoyne tried too hard...as I did. But we were no match for them. We were the only vampires to survive.”

I couldn’t stand waiting for him to finish his story. “What happened to him?”

“He is here. They think he will recover. They plan to use him...”

This was too much and I began to cry. “He was the vampire prince of Paris!”

Gregory soothed me. “Yes, Justine they know he was. They want very much to use that fame of his. They have tried a few times to exhibit him but he’s been unable... to perform.”

“Please, Gregory—I must see him!”

Some Handlers had just walked over. They began teasing me. “She wants to see someone! Lady Vampire, herself. Fancy!”

I was pleading with them. It was then that I noticed a dark, exotic looking creature alongside them. He towered over them. His skin was the color of bronze and his eyes were like coal. He looked frightening. Yet, the expression in his eyes was of compassion.

The Handlers lost interest in me when I didn’t answer. Gregory told me, “It is best not to engage with them. They will only use whatever you say against you.”

I had no doubt that they would. I asked where Gascoyne was. I soon told Gregory everything, how I had been attacked and been brought back by Gascoyne.

Gregory smiled. “I thought it was something like that. I must tell you, when I first came to know Gascoyne, he asked me about you. He described you and said you fled from the evil that was Joy House. Whatever happened between the two of you, Justine—he does still care for you! You must remember that.”

How could I not?!

****

It happened when I woke. The exotic man was standing at the cage, looking at me. I was startled and pulled away in fear. He put his finger to his lips to silence me, lest I scream.

Gregory whispered, “That is Ramet. If you think I am old, he is much older.”

Ramet smiled. “Have hope, child.”

I tried to speak, but nothing came out. Ramet was hurried away then for they had called angrily to him. Gregory explained, “He is their servant. Not by choice. From what I’ve learned, he is patient and clever. He will be a good friend. If escape is possible, he will help.”

I asked him if Ramet had been here long.

“Not that long—not by our standards. He came shortly after Gascoyne did. He has helped him, fed him his own blood which is strictly forbidden. Being ancient as he is has helped your friend immeasurably.”

“I will always be grateful to him.”

Gregory touched my hand. “Your feelings for one another are deep. I have seen that look upon Gascoyne’s face when he has spoken of you.” I began to cry. “A vampire has many lifetimes to grow, child. Whatever happened between you, let it remain in the past,” he said. “We endure.”

“And so we do—the alternative is not attractive.”

Gregory smiled for he liked my words. We were both thoughtful and did not speak for a while. But when the place grew noisy with the howls of the Ferals—we did.

He told me he had tried escaping many time. “I have been here so long I can no longer recall when I arrived. I only remember beatings no pleas could halt or lessen. I did try to escape, too until I stopped. The punishment was not worth it.” He sighed. “I will tell you the worst thing ... there are those far worse than the punters. There are special agents that come.”

He went on to explain those agents could represent many different people. There were agents of royalty—politicians and the like.

“What you have to be cautious of are those agents of shows like this and brothels as many are far worse than this place. And if that is so, there are also those agents that represent sultans in Arabian countries. There is one infamous one ... barbarous he is, with no scruples—a pariah even among those of his kind. He is called Sabba and he is servant to a sultan in Morocco. He has not been here for some time. If I see him, I will warn you so that you act ill. You’d be better off to act ill than have him take you away.”

I stared at him after he said that. How much more could I take?

****

I only wished to see Gascoyne. I had to see him for myself. Where was he?

I asked Gregory but he wasn’t certain. “Ask Ramet when you see him next.”

This, I did. I motioned him toward me. “I am Justine. I entreat you—I would never ask for more than I ask now, can you please tell me where Gascoyne is kept?”

He smiled. “I can and I shall. I will take you there myself. Wait until it is quiet. You will see him, I promise!”

CHAPTER 22
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I saw him shortly before dawn when nearly all the vampires were asleep and no Handlers were about. I was breathing so quickly, Ramet quieted me. “Through there.” He pointed. 

I looked to see a heavy curtain beyond which would be Gascoyne. Could it be so? Was it possible?

We slipped inside. The first thing I detected was the scent of blood, not fresh blood but blood tinged with something else, something bitter—I realized it was the rotten stench of infection.

I saw a man lying on a straw pallet, covered in rags.

“Gascoyne?” My whisper was a wish-filled question.

He didn’t respond, so I hurried over and sank to my knees. Ramet had said the taint was easily spread, but I didn’t care. He looked so vulnerable lying there. How could I have left him? What a fool I was! I touched his forehead. His skin felt hot. “Gascoyne?”

He turned his head and opened his eyes. His eyes didn’t appear to focus.

“Speak to him again...” Ramet said.

“Gascoyne, it is Justine. My love!”

With that, he blinked. It seemed he was trying to see me—at last the look of recognition as his eyes filled with tears.

“Gascoyne.”

There were no words. There was only the emotion of our reunion. My heart sank, beating or not—I felt it fall inside me. He looked awful. His face was gaunt and his eyes bore that awful look of impending death that humans have before succumbing to its lethal embrace. His lips were pale and bloodless looking. “Justine...”

I wanted to kiss him, but Ramet pulled me back. I turned my angry eyes onto him. “Let me go, you fool.”

But he would not.

Gascoyne agreed. “Listen to Ramet.”

How flat and weak his voice sounded. I nodded. I didn’t wish to upset him. I promised I would listen. He began to speak then. His voice just about audible, a whisper and nothing more—yet it was infused with passion, the passion of confession. He told me he had much to explain. “I became evil... they did that to me. Perhaps I didn’t have far to go...nor you...”

I agreed. “I was depraved...”

“Never in my existence had I been so! I deserve this... for I wish to be destroyed. I do not wish to go on!”

Ramet had to take me away. Even as he did, I fought him. When I was returned to the cage, Gregory tried to comfort me. I took a lot of comforting. He spoke of the future. One I didn’t see. I told him we were cursed beings. “We haven’t anything to look forward to, just more of the same.”

Perhaps Gascoyne was right. We’d be better off destroyed. Why not provoke it and end this suffering once and for all? How to do it was the question?

I didn’t tell Gregory anything and as I thought Gascoyne was perishing, I felt I could kill myself as he would succumb anyway to the deadly taint. It was only a matter of time as they say. Why prolong his suffering or mine? That thought made me feel better and look better. Gregory noticed and took that as positive. “You have seen your love and it’s done you the world of good.”

Indeed, I thought.

There were some possibilities open to me—ways I could be destroyed. Staking was one option—provocation could bring that about, another way of perishing was, I would not feed. I knew it would cause a savage death which I didn’t wish, but it would bear thinking about. There was comfort in thinking this way and for the first time in ages, I was almost happy.

I was so committed to finding a good way to die, I thought of little else. I thought Ramet knew what I was planning. He said I looked different which I denied.

Gascoyne didn’t look any better and I asked Ramet what he thought. He realized I hadn’t any hope for him. But he told me to be brave. “I have seen much suffering during the course of my existence. Some survive the taint. Truly, they do.”

I was grateful for his advice, but I felt he just wanted to give me something to latch onto. I didn’t feel Gascoyne would survive, especially considering he no longer wished to.

Ramet, I think, began asking me leading questions. He even told me if I tried to harm myself, I’d be worse off. As there was no telling what punishment would be meted out to me.

I was mulling that over when something happened. The owner of this hell came around. Gregory told me. “He doesn’t just come by for no reason. I wouldn’t be surprised if he didn’t have an agent with him showing him the current stock. They’re always thinking up new ways to make money, praying on the humans’ need to look down on others.”

“And the agents,” I asked, “Who do you think is coming?”

“Well, they could be from anywhere, representing anyone.”

He began to speak again of that agent named Sabba. “He’s the one you have to look out for. He’s a nasty piece of work if ever there was one. If he comes, Justine, try to look ill. Do whatever you can not to fall into his eyes.”

After a few more humiliating performances, one of which was really depraved as I had to be seen in the nude feeding on living men—I was called away just when I was to be returned to my cage.

Still naked, I was taken to a room. A man was sitting there. He was very well dressed, very engaging and charming but there was something about him that I found frightening.

He pointed at a small window. “I have watched you through this. You are quite an attractive female.”

When he went to touch me, I pulled back. “No, my love,” he said as he cupped my breast. “You are lovely.” 

I’d have really gone for him then but I was restrained by the chains.

He was nodding his approval and still looking at me. “This one,” he said turning to the Handlers. “Those...” He indicated some other wenches. “Those will be for palace guests. But this wench here, she will be for the sultan but only after I have her!”

CHAPTER 23

––––––––

I was taken to the special apartments, reserved for agents and representatives of important patrons. They had subdued me. Four Handlers accompanied me, chained as I was. No one spoke to me.

This Sabba didn’t speak either, other than to give a command or two to the Handlers. Mostly he motioned to them, indicating his wishes. Then, glancing back toward me every now and then, he’d smile. I found his smile menacing.

At last we came to the rooms. Two Handlers opened the great doors and pushed me inside. Sabba waited patiently. He tipped the Handlers and clapped. More Handlers appeared—these were his own servants dressed in exotic apparel.

“Prepare the drinks and do it quickly.”

Drinks? I imagined I’d be drugged. As it was, my thinking was fuzzy—how much more were they going to give me, enough to make me compliant no doubt.

“Over here, please.” I was surprised to be taken over to a sofa, quite an exotic looking sofa it was, too. “You will rest here and I will give you some refreshment.”

“I’d rather not.”

He looked surprised at that and then smiled. “I heard you were feisty. I like that in a woman and find it irresistible in a vampire.” He pulled his shirt collar down. “Evidence of my obsession.”

He had many bite marks on his neck. “Yes, and other places, too.” He winked. “I don’t know what it is, but the allure of you creatures is fascinating.” 

I turned for I heard music from somewhere. He said they were musicians. 

He explained they always travelled with him to make encounters as pleasant as possible. “I want to see how it will be because in the last analysis, this is all for the Sultan you see. And I want him to be as pleased as he expects to be.”

A servant arrived with my drink. Sabba assured me it was blood. “It does have something else to relax you.”

I thought of Laudanum which I was used to, but I doubted it was that. I wondered if arguing would help. I knew it was fruitless so I didn’t bother. Besides, I thought, I am tough.

He poured my drink for me. “As for me, I will have something else, but I wish you to take this now.” He held it to my lips as I was still shackled. I suspected I would be until I was more willing.

“Sip it slowly. You will like it, I promise you.”

I tasted it and found it was not unpleasant. There was something aside from the blood, something sweet and exotic tasting.

He asked me to relax. Then he smiled. “How can you possibly obey when you are so restrained? Unchain her at once.”

Didn’t he realize he was taking a chance? The fact that I knew I could easily overpower him thrilled me. Unchained at last, I moved—only a step toward the sofa. But I found I could not sit. I was immobile! The more I tried to move, the more I found I could not.

“Relax, it is the potion. You cannot fight it...”

I did try. Then realizing it was impossible, I gave up. He helped me to sit. “There,” he said. “Let us be comfortable, first.”

He began speaking. He spoke about who he was, telling me he was named for some wise man in Turkey. “In the distant past of ancient Turkey,” he said.

Next he began to extol the virtues of the sultan. “Ali Bey is sultan of all Turkey and its possessions. The Ottoman Empire reaches across the world.”

He explained when the sultans first became aware of vampires. “It was in medieval times—they discovered them in their march into Romania. They were wild, strange beasts. Not something to love or try to tame...still.” He smiled. “There is about your kind something so amazing and enticing. I must apologize if I sound a little overly anxious...”

He was eating some figs. In between, he spoke. “This is all about you going to serve the sultan.” He paused then. “You must wonder what your duties will be...the sultan is not an evil man, he is if anything, young and foolish... he must be guided by others, by advisors like myself.” He smiled. “That is what I do. I served first his father... may he rest in peace...and now I serve his son, Prince Ali who he has many wives...human wives.”

There was stress on the word ‘human’. “He has had a vampire or two...that is because of my influence. He is quite enthralled. There are special parties...fetes...it is most amazing, you will see.”

As he spoke, I found I was barely able to hear him. My senses I realized, were fading one by one. I am certain I lost consciousness for the next thing I recall is being moved, not by guards but by him. I looked down to see my naked body.

He smiled. “You are quite perfect.” He was touching me. He sighed and spoke some more, but the words were barely heard. But then he bent closer, his voice a whisper in my ear. He told me of my beauty, of how he coveted me. His eyes were blazing. When he too lay naked before me, he pleaded with me to feast on him, on every part of him and so I did. I pleasured him and nibbled too, under the watchful eyes of the servants.

He pulled away to mount me, his touch was heavy, there was little pain only the awareness that he was taking me. At last he cried out, his pleasure obtained.

“It will be like this for you, is that so terrible, to exist and please? To make love and give love?”

I could not answer. All I could think of was Gascoyne.

“You will leave here tomorrow. Our ship sails then,” he said.

I watched his narrow pink tongue lick my nipples. He began to suckle them gently at first but then the pressure increased until I cried out. When I did, several servants appeared. “You may remove her now, she has pleased me.”

CHAPTER 24

––––––––

I woke in darkness and with the terrible knowledge that I was on a ship as I could feel the motion of it. I screamed for Gascoyne and Ramet too and I didn’t stop. I shouted until I could shout no more. Eventually someone came in and slapped me.

“Enough of that!”

It was one of Sabba’s servants. The room was dim but I could see his pudgy face and the lustful look upon it. “You’re annoying but worth it,” he said as he began to touch himself. It was revolting to see. He laughed when I turned away. “A delicate vampire. The sultan will be enchanted.”

He lit a candle. Now, I took a good look at him. He was tall and beefy. His eyes bulged slightly and he stunk of liquor, filth and sweat. Humans could really be odious sometimes. He told me we were eight hours out of port. “Relax, the trip is long. It is two weeks until we reach port. Will you grow bored, I wonder?”

I pleaded for him to tell me what others were on board. But he only grinned. I begged him to tell me more but he slapped me and stormed out. I haven’t any idea how much time passed. There was no way I could look out. There wasn’t a porthole or opening of any kind. Perhaps Gascoyne had been taken and Ramet and Gregory as well.

Someone came in then, not a servant but one of the seamen. He had a pitcher for me. “It is fresh, siphoned off from the ships’ rats.” He handed it to me. “Drink, who knows how long it will be before I return?”

I asked him about the vampires, whether or not he knew anything. He was quite young, younger than I first thought. 

“I will try to find out what you ask. I promise.” He waited until I drank. I imagined he was told to. I thanked him and he left.

If I thought I had suffered before, this was worse. It might become worse still. He returned later to tell me another of my kind wished to see me. I could only think it was Gascoyne. “I can take you to him. You mustn’t make a sound.”

The chains remained on me. He helped me stand. “It is not far.”

We walked some distance. “There,” he said pointing. I looked to see the Hold. “They are all in there. You are kept separate.”

He held his torch aloft and took me inside. There were many vampires. I looked for Gascoyne but did not see him. Someone called my name. It was Ramet. He motioned us over.

“My dear one. He is not here...”

I felt my knees give way and I cried out. The boy quieted me. I obeyed too because it could mean his life if his kindness was discovered.

“Ramet,” I asked. “What has happened to Gascoyne?”

He looked so grave I tried to brace myself for the worst. “He tried to fight them...he saw when they took you. He probably perished...”

He spoke more, but I heard none of it. My grief had deafened me. With profound sorrow there is a kind of comfort, as I soon felt numb. I moved as if in a dream. I do not recall resting or feeding. Time had no meaning. How could it with Gascoyne gone?

****

I slept for what seemed an interminable time. Even when I woke nothing seemed real. Ramet spoke to me, but I cannot recall anything he said. One moment ran into another. I came to think of this time as my most despairing. When I did become lucid, the first thing I recall was Sabba looking down at me. 

“I am sorry,” he said. At first I thought it was bad news about Gascoyne but it wasn’t. He added that he had been too busy to visit me. “I have had so many things to see to. You are not the only vampire, you know. Now,” he said. “I have time to prepare you for your arrival in Casablanca. That is good. For there is much to tell you.”

I couldn’t stand the sound of his voice or indeed his presence. I even asked him to leave! He looked startled. “What? You ungrateful wench! How dare you?”

I thought he would slap me, but he didn’t. “If you are grieving about that friend of yours...he’s been destroyed! Oh yes, he put up quite a fight. He killed some of my men. It was most surprising since he was ill. You might as well accept it. There are other things for you, you know.”

I spat at him when he said that.

He raised his hand to hit me but didn’t. Instead he smiled and left me to think of Gascoyne, Gascoyne who was no more.

****

Ramet helped me so much during this difficult time. He spoke of his own life and of all the sadness he had endured. “Nothing was as difficult as my separation from my princess.”

The woman he had loved was a princess. It was a forbidden love and resulted in his death on the order of the pharaoh. “For she was his daughter...and I was a mere slave...”

He distracted me from my own sad thoughts, to hear of his love and the terrible death he suffered, death by butchery which first began with castration. He told me that he was left to bleed to death and was raised soon after.

When he realized I couldn’t concentrate on what he was saying, he nodded. “You know, then?”

“Sabba has said he saw Gascoyne destroyed.”

“I didn’t want you to know... Justine, our existence is far from predictable, its longevity is perhaps one of the worst aspects—and when we lose great love ... it is another kind of death. Gascoyne is gone from you, but you may keep him in your memory. Still,” he added. “That is for when you are better able to remember him. That is not for now.”

****

Ramet’s words helped, though I still mourned. Yet, I kept thinking of what he said. And during the rest of the voyage he told me more, this was to distract me however for he didn’t wish me to think more of Gascoyne.

During the two weeks of the voyage it became clear to me what Sabba’s intention was. I was to be his whenever he liked. It was all part of the preparation he said. How he thought to foist himself upon me at this time was incredible, but Ramet advised me to let him as he did not wish me to suffer more.

In between Sabba’s repulsive encounters were his advice sessions. I was told about the sultan and the palace, about his human concubines, his advisors and what he liked.

“As I have said, he is fairly young. If I may say you will find him less intimidating than you would have found his father.”

As always I made no reply.

“He depends on me for everything, truly!”

He moved toward me. I was chained and could not reach him where he stood. “I wonder if you still need to be chained. Perhaps later...”

If only there couldn’t be a later I thought.

CHAPTER 25

––––––––

There were many encounters I did not wish. Chains were not used as there were other ways of subduing me—drugs did the trick. The two weeks passed with me in a drug-induced haze. Memories became confused with dreams. Reality blended into fantasy and back again. In a way it was a mercy not to have all my wits about me.

I would not speak to Ramet for quite some time. Mainly it was Sabba’s voice I heard when I was aware. That was shortly before we docked. He was preparing me for my arrival. Never did he look more oily or repulsive.

“You will be housed near the harem. As I have told you, they do not like your kind. You are considered an abomination. However, as in all things it is good to recognize evil for what it is. You are creatures of Satan and the sultan’s advisors consider your kind that and nothing more.” He smiled. “Of course the wages of sin can be so terribly engaging...”

He went on to tell me more of the palace. He spoke of great banquet halls and pleasure gardens—of noble guests from far and wide.

“And they expect to be entertained...”

I had no doubt. Further he told me of the two tiered balconies. “There are gated landings surrounding the garden...it is all quite beautiful. You will see soon enough. Naturally you will rest during the day. You will have the company of your kind. There are some there and others aboard. I think you might know one or two.”

He told me what to expect upon landing. “You will be taken off personally by me.”

I think he expected me to thank him for the honor. I did not. He smiled and carried on. “I know Ramet the Egyptian is your friend. He cannot be used as a eunuch at the palace however because of your friendship. Who would trust him?”

He touched my hair. “How like fire your hair is. Like flame itself! Yes, the Sultan will share my opinion of you, I am certain, Cherie.”

I could not help but pull away. The chains made a noise as I did. 

Sabba smiled. “In time you will learn there is no reason not to comply. You can have a good existence or meet an unpleasant end. It is up to you.”

That didn’t sound like a threat to me, in fact, I was heartened by it.

“We are docking in Casablanca at dusk. I thought that best. It is nearly dawn, best for you to sleep now.”

He left me to consider all he had said and to sleep. I dreamed of Gascoyne. They were troubling dreams full of menace and fear and I am certain I cried out although no one came.

I was awakened by Sabba. He was ornately dressed, his clothes were fine—his caftan was made of golden silk, embedded with jewels I was certain were quite priceless. Now, he was pleasant in an overdone, unctuous way.

I saw the kindly young sailor as I was led off. He looked as grim as I felt. As for Ramet and the other vampires, I did not see them. Only Sabba’s guards accompanied us and his servants ensuring we would come to no harm on my account.

His carriage was waiting. It was quite an ornate one, pulled by white horses. There were royal seals on the doors. Sabba looked proud as he helped me inside. “You are quite special. No one else of your kind...”

My ears closed off when he said that as I could no longer stand that phrase, ‘of my kind’.

He was speaking pleasantly as we rode along. But then we came in sight of the palace and he had me look. “There it is, Justine. How grand it is. Don’t you agree?”

I said nothing but I was truly impressed, for I gazed on a spectacular sight. Though night was fast approaching, in the dimness of twilight, I could see the palace was two stories high. Because of the torches I could see palm trees and exotic foliage surrounding it. I had never seen anything like it.

“Morocco is a beautiful country and Casablanca is its jewel.”

He tapped the roof of the carriage and the carriage turned. I wondered if we were going to enter through a special way. It did seem so for we approached a drawbridge lit with lanterns, very exotic looking and colorful they were. There were guards posted on both sides.

“Just ahead there is the entrance ... we are privileged to come in this way.”

He looked at me as though he expected me to be impressed. I merely sighed.

I realized he was starting to look annoyed by my less than caring reactions. Best mind how I behaved I thought. As we passed under the intricately carved archway, I saw a great courtyard. It was as he described. Only it was more magnificent than I could have ever imagined.

We exited the carriage. Now, truly I could see the magnificence of the place. There were great fountains, and glimmering pools. And within the pools were lotuses and lilies. I had no idea what they were until I was told.

“Look there,” he said pointing toward the upper tier. I saw veiled women watching us.

“Already they are jealous.” He got a great kick out of it. “Yes, they are, see how they whisper.”

They did look to be so engaged. I thought. But they have no reason to be jealous!

“You will come to no harm by their hand. That I promise.” He looked very serious when he said that. “There are guards. And I shall permit your friend Ramet to see you whenever you like.”

I was grateful but then he touched my hair again.

“When shall I see the sultan?” I asked. I thought I’d best say something—I didn’t want things worse for me than they already were.

He looked pleased. “You will see him tomorrow night. Tonight you shall rest in your quarters.” I wondered if I would be left alone but then he added, “I will visit you if you like. You see, Cherie—the sultan will have you from tomorrow on. I serve him. But tonight would be my last to see you...”

I said I was tired but even as I said it, I was gauging his reaction. He looked so eager I decided to say he could see me. I felt he was best a friend than an enemy at least for now.

CHAPTER 26

––––––––

I hadn’t seen such opulence since before the Revolution. Memories of my living life were distant. Although when I looked at the richness of the place, I felt overwhelmed. Servants bowed before Sabba but regarded me warily. Some looked repulsed by my presence while others vanished quickly, not caring if Sabba noticed.

“You see, it is as I told you. They are offended.”

My main concern was I wished to see Ramet. And so I asked. Sabba told me not to worry. He said the others would be arriving shortly. “The wenches will join you. And Ramet will be permitted to see you as well. I will be present however.”

We would not be able to speak freely, but so what—at least I’d see my friend.

Sabba led me down the luxurious halls, one more beautiful than another. I had the feeling constantly of being watched. Yet I saw no one.

At last we came to the harem. The concubines and wives were at one end and the wenches at another. I saw there were guards posted that separated the two sides of the vast hall.

“Don’t think that you can kill anyone at will for any reason. The judgment will be harsh and the punishment swift.”

I had no doubt. “Come,” he motioned me toward two great golden doors. His servants rushed to open them. A lush room was revealed. There were murals on the walls. Beautifully done—I thought. Still when I looked closely, I saw couples were fornicating. And when I studied it further still, I realized they were vampires feeding on one another.

Sabba nodded. “We get up to all sorts of things here. As you will too.” He was studying me. “You will have time. I shall be your teacher... it will be easier with me for I do have feelings for you.” I half believed he did. His voice was as gentle as his eyes. “Come,” he said. “There are those you have yet to meet. Sisters, if you like.”

He led me inside where I found several beautiful vampire wenches. They languished on great plump, satin cushions. One or two sang—some danced. They were all half naked.

I saw two who were lovers. They were feeding on one another. As we entered, they smiled. One got up to welcome me. “You are beautiful,” she said, “I am Faisana. That is Mira. You will find us pleasing.”

They both laughed as Sabba did too. “They are the pleasure twins. I call them that though they are not twins. They are most popular at our great banquets. You will see.”

Soon, I was shown where I would sleep. It was one of a number of luxurious looking beds—with veils that had to be parted.

The wenches from the show were brought in. They looked frightened. But the twins spoke reassuringly to them even as they fondled and kissed them.

Ramet was led in as well. He looked emotional when he saw me. We rushed toward one another and surprisingly, we were permitted to embrace. We both knew at any time, we could have been bled to be weakened or worse.

He asked me how I fared. When I answered, my emotion overtook me and I wept. 

His eyes filled with tears. “I am to serve the palace. I will work alongside other Eunuchs. They know I will do their bidding...” He paused waiting to see if I understood the inference. I did. He would not be a threat because of me. I was guaranteed that. We both realized if he killed or drained anyone I would be destroyed. I told him I understood. He left then, escorted out by Sabba’s servants.

Sabba looked pleased. “He is a nice fellow... genuinely, I like him. I admire loyalty in anyone.” He turned as one of the vampires let out a cry. Both her breasts were bloody. The twins had feasted a little too much. “I will punish you both if you act so! Do not do it again.”

They threw themselves down in supplication, weeping and pleading for forgiveness as they did. Sabba said nothing. He merely led me and the two new wenches past them. “I will take you to feed.” Then he said, smiling at me, “I will take you to bed.”

The food store was not as I expected. We were led to a small banqueting hall with fountains and flowers, it was quite beautiful. The feeding started after the court musicians arrived. They began to play the most exotic sounding music I had ever heard.

We were seated on cushions. Men and women were brought in for us to feed on. They were rather tall and well built. They were all naked. They were sensible too, smiling and quite happy to be drained. I wondered if we were to drain them completely. Sabba saw my hesitant expression.

“They are in the cult of the blood goddess and give their blood and their lives freely. Drink from them as you would from a fountain. There is an unending stream of their kind. You will never thirst here.”

I supped on both males and females. I was gentle at first, but as I fed and saw their lives, I grew almost feverish with desire. For I found I could not stop nor ease up on my feeding.

Sabba told me I drained two women and one man. “You will rest now,” he said. “Later you will feed on me as we make love.”

****

I don’t recall returning to the harem nor do I remember falling asleep. I only recall Sabba’s voice whispering to me, declarations of my beauty and promises of his own devotion.

He moved quickly, in one motion he had mounted and entered me. His thrusts were gentle at first but then as he grew more passionate, he could not control the movement of his hips. He cried out and as he did, he exploded inside of me.

“I will rest now beside you. We will speak of the sultan. There are truths for you to know. It will help you.”

I had already begun to imagine it was Gascoyne’s touch I felt. It helped—it was as though he was there, as though I had summoned him back to me.

CHAPTER 27

––––––––

Sabba began by telling me of the Sultan’s father. “Mahmat the Great was a wise and clever ruler. His kingdom was at peace during his entire reign. That takes cleverness and sacrifice. But it also takes something else.”

He began to move around thoughtfully as he spoke. “He could be merciless when he had to be. Enemies had to be driven from the palace, most put to death for they could not be trusted. An enemy is an enemy after all. I served him until he died. I was younger than he was. When I arrived, there was a court official, Faisal who took me under his wing and taught me. Faisal was clever and ruthless. Some of his cruelty rubbed off I am afraid.”

Sabba realized he was drifting and he nodded. “But I want to speak of the young sultan. He is, as I told you, weak and easily led. I’m not a good man. I am scheming and untrustworthy. I use and abuse those I wish to...”

He stared at me long and hard. Then he smiled. “Yes, I am all those things but I am at least honest in my own self-perception. What I have to tell you, Justine is you will find the sultan seems caring. He isn’t cruel—he could be worse. Just know that there are others close to him, and know too he is often perceived as weak.”

He further confessed he worried about being poisoned. He was drunk by that time on honey wine. “It has always been my greatest addiction,” he smiled. “Aside from beautiful vampire wenches.”

Just before he left, he told me I would be summoned to the Great One’s presence. “Be as beautiful as you are for you cannot help being any other way. Remember what I have told you...” He kissed me almost chastely and left.

What a surprising character he was turning out to be. I no longer felt as strongly about him as I had. Was I right not to hate him, though I knew I should be wary and on my guard and never trust him or anyone else.

The twins left arm in arm to go to their own bed, giggling and chatting as they did. I wondered how Ramet fared. And yes, of course, I thought of Gascoyne and cried for him, for with each passing moment my belief that he no longer endured was even stronger. Still, I wondered if I could ever come to terms with it.

****

The music had stopped hours ago. Now it was time for us to rest. A servant came in, most cordially and announced the approach of dawn. Soon our bed chamber became as dark as any crypt I had ever reclined in. there were great shutters and blinds that were closed, ensuring there would be no light of any kind.

Then Kana and Loret, the two wenches, came to me to be comforted. They needed calming. They were fearful of everything. They were young, younger than I was when created and I felt for them. I reassured them as best I could.

“We must rest,” I said and so we did, each to our own bed—each thoughtful and fearful. Even I was fearful, who knew what awaited me tomorrow or the next day?

We rose at twilight but did not feed. Sabba had come to say we’d feed at a special gathering after court presentation. I thought he had a strange expression on his face when he said that. My mind started to turn every which way. Now I was again distrustful of him for I was wary of his motives.

Servants came to dress us. These were female servants. They were neither friendly nor hostile. They just went silently about their duties, fixing our hair and laying out silken robes for us.

I was dressed in an emerald silk kaftan trimmed with golden braid. One of the servants did smile and nod. I took that as her sign of approval. When Sabba came back he said I was more beautiful than a thousand Arabian nights. He spoke poetically, each word carefully chosen I thought, one more beautiful than another.

Kana and Loret were equally garbed as well. I helped fix their hair and they were pleased for I spoke with them as I did it.

“We are here and there is no choice. Let us see how it is. If we obey and earn respect and trust, surely that can only bode well for us.”

Sabba overheard and smiled his approval. “You are clever. The clever always survive.”

I said nothing. I was learning to stay my tongue.

Before we knew it, it was time to attend the sultan.

“His eminence will receive you.”

This was said by one of the court eunuchs. He wasn’t anything like Ramet. He was fat and old looking and not vampiric. He motioned for us to come along and we followed. But there was one thing to attend to first. We were to drink a potion.

I realized it was to drug us though I said nothing to my vampire sisters. I felt the drug begin to work almost at once. It was relaxing and I didn’t mind, in fact I was pleased. Good, I thought it would all go easier this way.

Sabba led us out into the hall. A brace of guards and eunuchs surrounded us. Sabba turned to smile encouragingly. Then he turned back again. I heard music in the distance. It was sweet sounding and gentle and I liked the sound it made and how it made me feel.

At last I saw a great hall. There was a throne and seated upon it was the most magnificently clothed personage I had ever beheld. He wore a turban and his apparel was so encrusted with jewels it was hard to look at him for each one seemed to catch the light.

A voice called out, “The new arrivals for your pleasure, Great One!”

There was a murmur of voices. Several of the human harem giggled and pointed but were quieted, shouted at really.

I at last got my first good look at him. He was handsome and young, almost pretty in his looks. He motioned for us to approach. Sabba bowed to him. The sultan looked at me. “Come,” he said. “I wish to see you.”

As I stepped closer, he smiled. “You are a vision.”

Sabba stepped forward and began to open my kaftan. “I want him to see you,” he whispered. With my nakedness revealed, the Sultan looked pleased.

“You will come to my apartments to feed. I should like to see you do that.”

Sabba answered for me then closed my kaftan. “She is yours always should you like her to be,” he said.

CHAPTER 28

––––––––

His apartments, I could never have imagined anything more exquisite. The floors were marble, there were murals depicting court life with dancers and musicians as well as officials and servants. There were even representations done of concubines, vampiric and human.

The mural was throughout, there was one above his bed—showing all stages of love making, quite erotic it was.

He gestured for me to follow him. “The view is magnificent,” he said as I stepped onto a great balcony. The air smelled sweet and pungent from the flora and flowers.

“All are quite safe from prying eyes here,” Sabba said. Yes, he had come with us. I was surprised by that but I soon realized the young sultan wished his favorite servant to be with him for he was as Sabba had described, unsure of himself—almost timid I thought.

It was Sabba who arranged for my feed to be brought. I heard him whispering to the eunuchs. They bowed and scraped and hurried away.

While we waited, Sabba spoke, directing much of what he said to the sultan. “She knows about those of the blood cult, how their loyalty knows no bounds. Their only joy in life is to be fed upon.”

The sultan smiled. “Yes, truly. It is the most amazing thing. I have always thought so. Of course this cult is not that old...” He smiled. “Vampires have their own allure and none more so than the female. Tell me my beauty, have you been one long?”

Sabba looked pleased with his master. I knew he wished me to answer the sultan so I did. I told my tale then, telling him everything—recounting my birth in France and my living life there, as well as the attack by Rogue vampires which ended it.

He looked fascinated. “So that is what did it. You were brought back.”

I began to cry. Sabba was watching me. I knew he didn’t want me to mention Gascoyne so I did not.

“Yes, I was raised.”

He looked fascinated. “Yes, I know of that. I know the dead can be raised by another vampire, a being called a creator. That is most interesting. And truly, it is interesting that a human being can also be turned...so as to become a vampire even before death!”

I agreed.

“Fascinating. I am always seeking to learn more. Perhaps you will be my teacher.”

I smiled as politely as I could but I could not help thinking why me? Weren’t others sharing their knowledge like the twins?

“We have many engagements at the palace, a great deal of entertaining of locals and foreign heads of state. There is always room for one such as you, my lovely. You grace this palace with your beauty and exotic allure. I would be pleased if you would accept my offer of being my companion—mistress to your sultan.”

This I was not expecting and I swallowed hard. “But Great One...”

He raised a slender hand as if to ward off protest. “Please,” he smiled. “I insist.”

Sabba began rubbing his hands and complimenting his master’s taste. “Oh sire yes! She is perfection. There is none more beautiful than Justine...!

The sultan looked pleased. “I do have a request, although your name is beautiful, I should be greatly pleased if you would accept another name, one that is more suitable to you. I wish you to take this name willingly and in the spirit it is suggested. From now on I wish you to be known as Lela, which means ‘born at night’.”

I began to cry. I didn’t wish to give up my name. It was silly of me being what I was. Yet, my name was the only thing I retained from my living life. To relinquish it was difficult.

Sabba caught my eye and I saw he wished me to obey. “Very well,” I said, bowing before the young ruler. “I am Lela from this moment on...”

“Good. And now I will give you something.”

I didn’t expect him to go to the balcony. When he returned, he was carrying a white flower. “This is a lotus for you. The white is for the purity of my friendship.” He put it in my hair. “Tomorrow I will give you a red lotus for it will symbolize the passion we will share...for tonight you will be mine to do with as I wish.”

I didn’t know how I felt at first, although I did not betray my emotions. Gascoyne was gone—of that I was certain. I would always belong to him for there was a bond that would never come apart. Not one piece of my love would be diminished. I decided to turn myself off. Yes, I would go along with the sultan. I didn’t wish for Ramet to be punished. I felt certain Sabba could easily take out his frustration on him.

You have no heart anyway, Justine—I thought. So it will not be difficult. It will just be tolerated. Could I do it? I was certain I could.

****

I rested in my quarters—dismissing any sort of regret or indecision I may have felt. I had made up my mind hadn’t I? Sleep came quickly and so did my dreams. I dreamt of Gascoyne. I saw him wave to me. I don’t recall anything after that, just waking up to find a servant there to help me dress.

She laid out different beautiful garments one more attractive than another. She looked pleased to serve me and I smiled. She bowed when I did.

When all preparations were completed, I was taken to the throne room. There I was met by the sultan’s personal guard. He motioned for me to step inside.

I watched my feet moving across the white marble floors. My golden slippers glided—as I did. I felt I was in a dream, not an unpleasant one oddly enough.

This night was to be full of passion and feeding. I was to find many things out about the sultan. The first of which was his desire to watch me feed.

One of those of the cult was brought in, a young, robust man who knelt before me. The sultan nodded for me to begin to feed. I sank my teeth into the man’s flesh. How sweet the blood tasted. It tasted of wine and honey. As always, I saw images of a life lived—glimpses of people and events, a childhood and parents and people I imagined to be family.

When the man’s skin began to cool I pulled away. “I cannot feed beyond this point.”

The sultan looked disappointed. “Drain him Lela ... drain him, for I wish to see it.”

I did though I didn’t wish to. When the man lay white with death, Sabba had the poor corpse taken away.

“Do whatever he wishes,” he whispered. “You have been accorded a great honor. Even I did not expect it. Not so soon!”

When we were alone, I was led to the sultan’s bed. There he would take me. He pleasured me even before he had me do it to him. I am certain I cried out, as I had not enjoyed this beyond Gascoyne.

Gascoyne, I thought. I betray you. And then—as if he were there, I heard a voice inside my head, “You cannot betray me, for I am no more!”

Ali moved over me like a hot wind. His passion was great—and he smiled and told me how precious I was to him. After we made love, he asked that I take him in my mouth to feed.

Did he know what I could do, I thought. He must. I did as he asked but I fed gently, just tiny nibbles. I soon felt his blood upon my tongue, it tasted sweet but there was not enough taken to see images of his life. He cried out his joy, his words flooding the room, along with promises of love and devotion. I was assured I’d have a place in his heart above all others.

I wept. He said my tears touched his heart. “Why do you weep?” he asked. Then he smiled. “If it is for another lover, I would have you forget him.”

I felt I could not do that, but then he told me he was going to impart the greatest truth about himself. He began by telling me of his childhood, of his brothers and sisters, most of whom were dead. He told me of his fears and his sadness. Then he told me something I could never have expected to hear.

His voice was soft—and full of passion. “My mother,” he said. “Was a vampire... she was attacked in the way you were. She did not seek it. It sought her. I was ten years of age when it happened and not much older when my father had her destroyed for it. I will miss her until the day I die. I tell you this because I wish to know you better.”

CHAPTER 29

––––––––

I was shocked by the confession as I never expected it. Sabba would have a lot of explaining to do. How could he have omitted such a thing? It explained so much. I certainly felt better able to understand the young sultan. I felt there was a bond now, a shared tragic tie. Could I ever feel about him as I did about Gascoyne, I thought not. I would always miss Gascoyne, that I knew. What I felt for him was as close to human love as it could have been. And I do believe his feelings were the same. Still he was gone.

Ramet wished me to have hope and I understood the reasons for that, but I didn’t have any. I was without hope, in the midst of grief. Yes, a vampire’s grief. What would happen, I didn’t know. Or did I, if I am honest?

In retrospect, I am certain I wanted to fill the terrible emptiness I felt. That can be my only explanation for what I did.

Here I was, in a strange country. My one anchor was Ramet. At the worst I was despised, at best tolerated or used by the ambitious and amoral Sabba for his own reasons. Yet, there was one that wished to know me better, the sultan—who was himself touched by tragedy.

Was it possible he was falling in love with me? How could I think such a thing?

He was watching me. “You looked a million miles away, were you?”

“I was deep in thought, yes...”

“It is nearly daybreak,” he said. “You must go back to your shadows.”

Normally I might have found that to be a cutting remark, but I didn’t now because it was true and I was beginning to trust him. We parted but before we did, he gave me the red lotus. How sweet it smelled. It was like beautiful sin I thought, something pleasing to the eye but cursed just the same.

I didn’t see Sabba in the hall, instead I saw Ramet. He was with two eunuchs. They did not look threatening but appeared, though they were not vampiric, to trust Ramet. “I am so glad to see you!” he said. “I have been worried.”

“Ramet, my friend, I have found out some amazing things, we will need to speak when possible.” He nodded and we parted. When I came to the chamber, I found all I wished to do was crawl into my bed and sleep. My eyes began to close before I even lay down. It was time to sleep—time to dream too I imagined.

I did dream of Gascoyne, I saw his face and his eyes. I felt his touch and his lovemaking but then he turned into Ali. How real it was. I felt his lips on mine!

Although I can’t be certain, I did feel myself wake at one point. I thought I saw him standing over me, his voice like a song in the shadows. “Lela, my love...do not leave me...I am so alone.”

I sat up and when I did, I woke myself. You are dreaming I thought, there is nothing strange, the sultan is not here. But then I thought I saw something move in the shadows. And I smiled. Something magical felt to be happening.

When I woke I greeted Sabba. He looked as though he was worried. I felt in such a position I was able to ask him questions. “Sabba,” I said. “I know about the sultan’s mother...”

The sentence just hung there as I waited for him to complete it. He did quickly, never one to be at a loss for words.

“My darling girl. I am a servant—I do what I must. I court favor where I can. There are enemies seen and unseen, known and unknown. Sabba can fall easily and who knows what a terrible death or imprisonment it can mean?”

I felt him to be a coward and I knew I would never be able to trust him. Not that I had—I just knew things would be different. For one thing I would never let him touch me. If I had to, I’d plead with the sultan to banish him from me.

He saw the lotus and he smiled. “He has had you...”

“He has and he has liked it as I have.”

A look of jealousy flashed in Sabba’s eyes and though he tried to say something humorous and gay, it didn’t work.

“You know him well now.”

I agreed. “I think more kindly of him now for he trusted me enough to tell me his great secret. That must have been awful for him losing her the way he did.”

Sabba agreed. “He was a lost child after that and he still is. His father died only a year ago in some campaign in Egypt. There are many, it is the state humans always find themselves to be in, war and death. It is a sad irony.”

“There is irony in most things,” I replied.

“Tell me, has he mentioned what is expected of you—at dinners and meetings and such?”

I turned my face up defiantly. “No he has not, perhaps he won’t.”

Sabba shook his head. “Don’t put yourself up too high, Justine—your fall will only be greater.” His meaning was clear. I should not think I was better than I was. “Remember one thing, you are one of the harem and not even one of the concubines but a vampire wench ... that is all you are.”

“Yes, but so too was his mother, Sabba.”

He looked surprised by the forthrightness of my answer. “Tread carefully,” he said.

****

I had become Ali’s vampiric mistress. We saw each other constantly. I did feel a kind of power. The power a woman feels from the knowledge that she pleases an important man.

If I thought Ali wished to have me only, I was in for a surprise. For he enjoyed variety—even with me present, he liked having the twins too, they’d pleasure one another and then him and Mira and Kana too. We’d have our own orgies—the sexual play and feeding would go on for hours, many a night was spent that way.

It was too early in our relationship for me to be jealous, or at least that is what I told myself. I say this because I grew fractious.

I saw Sabba less and less but when he told me a banquet was being arranged and I would have to perform for invited heads of state, I grew sullen and argumentative which only made Sabba set me straight. “If the sultan wishes it, you must do it.”

I went to Ali, thinking he’d support me in my desire not to be involved. He did not.

“Who do you think you are? You are pleasing to me, but you are one of many. You will do as I say or face the consequences.”

Consequences, whatever did he mean?!

Ramet told me when next I saw him. “Kings are coming from several eastern countries. The sultan will use all of his power to entertain them. His coffers are nearly empty and he needs money to fill them. There are others who wait in the dessert to take his kingdom from him!”

CHAPTER 30

––––––––

I have learned we are never masters of our fate. What plan the fates have for us we become aware of through time and circumstance. I used to think differently when I lived. The vampiric existence has modified all of my beliefs as it has changed my being from human to demon. I think of myself as that, how can I not?

I was hurt by the sultan’s orders. It seemed to countermand what he had said. But perhaps Sabba’s advice was right. It was not good to think too highly of myself.

It was Ramet who told me more of the approaching banquet. “You know what is expected of you. These are great and powerful kings. All Morocco, including the sultan, is in awe of them. They are to be wined and dined and entertained as they wish.”

I knew full well what they wished. I had seen it all before. Ramet guessed what I was thinking. “It won’t be that bad. If you are smart, you will ensure that you take whatever is offered to dull your senses. You have had something similar.”

He was speaking of the wine and drugs.

“I have but how are these different?”

“There are herbs that grow—most are unknown to men. They are ancient though. They were often placed in royal tombs in Egypt for the journey to the next world. When I served there, I saw it done many times.”

I asked him what the drugs were called and he rattled off their Egyptian names. Then he smiled. “Just take whatever wine is offered. It will be blood wine that is laced with these herbs. I have been working with others in the preparation. They respect my knowledge and my experience.” He looked proud.

“That is good, Ramet.”

“Whatever is expected of you, my friend—do it and do not think about it. We are their servants. We have no say in what is done to us.”

My eyes filled with tears at the truth of it. I did not have his heart—there were his concubines. I had seen them only once. However since they were veiled, I had no idea what they looked like. I did know that Ali was with them whenever he wished. At the moment, several of them were ready to go into labor. These were not the first. His children were kept in another part of the palace. I never saw them and wondered what they were like.

****

It was planned for festivities to get underway at the time of the new moon as that was considered to be a fortuitous time, perfect for cementing new relationships.

I was distracted though as the reception was approaching fast. There was much to do. It was Sabba who prepared me for the first engagement. He looked guarded and his eyes dull. He avoided gazing into mine. “I know what you think of me for not being forthright about the Sultan’s mother being vampiric, I am sorry for that. But do listen to me when I have recourse to tell you things. To prepare you as I am now.”

He went on to say new garments were going to be given to us, great robes of silk to adorn our appearance. I did not expect him to ask me a personal question then but he did. “I venture to say, please forgive me, that you have not slept with the Great One in a while...”

My eyes were my answer as I coolly regarded him.

“Yes, it is as I have thought. He is doing that to show you your position here. You are his servant as well as his lover.” When I looked away, his voice grew kinder. “Make no mistake, child, he does find you alluring he has told me so.”

I looked at him. Was it true, could I believe him?

“Still, he won’t see you until he decides to, probably after the entertainments. That is just the way he is. I have no idea what goes on in his mind.”

****

The time was fast approaching and there was much preparation. There was food and wine and garments to make ready. I did not see the sultan. Not even a glimpse nor did I see Ramet but he was busy too helping with the herbs.

At last the time came. They began to arrive, these honored guests. There were whispers and excitement within our chambers. The twins were ecstatic. They said how enjoyable it all was and how handsome the guests were. “And we will do things.” They winked. I had no doubt.

The garments we were to wear looked priceless. They were arranged for us to see, they were all of different colors and fabrics. I selected a pale green one, gauze it was, trimmed with jewels.

We began trying it all on. And as there were no mirrors for us, we told one another how we looked. The twins and Mira and Kana giggled. “Yours hides nothing!” they laughed. That phrase was repeated over and over.

At last the time came when we were summoned. The sultan’s servants appeared. They were also dressed in jeweled garb. And as they were not eunuchs they stared at us.

The twins teased them by revealing their nakedness to them. A few of them looked like they were ready to take the twins right there. But a gong sounded and a court official called out for the entertainments to be begin.

I could smell food and wine which I knew was for the human guests. Our sustenance would be served separately.

There were thrilled gasps as we appeared, gasps and shouts of delight. Some men called out for us to show ourselves. I glanced at the sultan and was surprised to find his face looking impassive.

The twins went first. They stepped into the center of the room and began disrobing one another. When they started to touch one another there were cries of delight. “More, more!”

As their lovemaking progressed, I was given something to drink. It was Ramet who gave it to me. He also gave it to the wenches. I began to feel the effects quickly. Everything looked blurry—even the sounds of laughter and talking merged together.

I felt myself lifted up. Later, I would learn I was carried to one of the tables where I was going to be fondled and made love to in every way possible. I didn’t wish to be—I am sure I tried to push eager hands away. After that I don’t recall anything. Not until I heard the sultan’s voice.

“Lela my love—you will be mine and mine alone now. No man shall use you again.”

The words made sense but I was still dazed. But not so dazed that I didn’t see Ali’s face gazing at me. His great dark eyes were shining with tears.

“Why are you weeping?” I asked.

Whereupon only more tears flowed.

CHAPTER 31

––––––––

Thus began another chapter in my existence. Our lives—dead and undead are like chapters in a book. I have often thought that. So now my existence was going to change yet again.

Ali was a lonely young man, rich and powerful, ensconced in a magnificent palace, admired and sought by his concubines and his wenches, yet he was, nevertheless, unhappy.

I didn’t realize how much he cared for me until I saw him cry. He was sorrowful and filled with guilt that I had been used, treated as the vampire wench I was. I wondered if I was the first he felt that way about. There was little point in asking Sabba because I didn’t feel I could trust him. Ramet would not have been of any use either. His experience of love was limited. I knew I would have to see for myself how things would be now.

He told me many things, confessions about his life, his concubines and his fears. “I tell you these things so that you will come to know all there is to know about me, Lela.”

He explained he was married very young, little more than a child really. “It was an arranged marriage to please my father...my father whom I hated for destroying my mother...our relationship was troubled to say the least. It was never good but after the horror of my mother, I only wished him dead. He did as I have told you, die on a campaign.

The wedding took place before he left. She was a princess of the Ibn Behir Tribe, quite a lovely young girl. Her head was filled with nonsense though. In essence, she was like an ornament and nothing more.”

He went on to explain how Sabba had suggested the first concubines ‘to please all of his senses’ be not just sexually alluring but intelligent as well. The girls were carefully chosen. They were knowledgeable in many things women are not seen to be learned in.

“I found that quite pleasing. Discussing poetry and art, music too sometimes was most satisfying. And then—after such intellectual pursuits, I would bed them. My bride by that time was living in her own palace. She is there still with her own household. There were no children. The children I have are from my union with my concubines.”

He smiled and the expression in his eyes grew so soft, I saw all the love he had for his children. “Yes,” he said. “I do love my children. They are, for me, a reward...”

For all that he had suffered, I thought.

There was much I wished to ask him. I wanted to know if he had feelings for any other vampire wenches. He seemed able to read my thoughts. “You may ask me anything, Lela. It is best to be honest.”

I was. “Please, I am so unsure of myself, of my standing...”

He told me I would be given different quarters. “You will be moved to another chamber. It is between my own boudoir and my dressing room. It is suitable for you where you may rest in the darkness you require, my Lela. No sunlight shall penetrate your world, no danger either. That I promise. What else is there you wish to know?”

I said I wondered about his feeling toward me. He smiled. “I have been fascinated and attracted by many of your kind. You are alluring creatures. But you, Lela my own, are the first to have my heart.”

I thought he would kiss me for we were sitting fairly close to one another. He was feeling too reflective though, for he was telling me now of his mother. “The worst thing my father did was ensuring she would have no resting place. But I am certain that is so often the case under such circumstances...”

I agreed that it was. “Destroyers always seek that, Great One. For there is the fear the undead will rise up...”

“Yes,” he sighed. “I have tried to come to terms with that. I did keep something of hers ... combs and jewelry. I keep them in my chambers. Perhaps you would like to see them.”

I agreed that I would.

He showed them to me. Combs and mirrors that had long been discarded, the personal objects left behind. “The mirrors, I hid—you understand...”

This was all so sad, for I too recalled painfully my turning and how difficult it was to exist after it. I had such a strong desire to see what she was like so I asked him if there was a picture he kept of her for I felt certain he had. He agreed there was. “You know me so well! We are bonded, in a way I think?”

He opened a desk drawer and removed a little painted cameo and handed it to me. I gazed at a beautiful woman, slender and dark. “She is quite beautiful,” I said and he smiled. 

“She was everything to me and more. My father was not faithful...such men aren’t. She sought lovers...he could have killed her for her affairs, but he didn’t. They didn’t bother him as much as her being a vampire. She was attacked one night, coming back from a tryst. There were vampires about, wild ones. They dwelled in the desert. Many were destroyed but not all by any means. They are cunning and hide.”

“And there are no Destroyers?”

He shook his head. “Not as far as I know. The vampires always go underground. Since my mother’s attack there have been no more, no more turnings. They have sought refuge somewhere.”

He rose to take me in his arms. We kissed and in a moment, we were in his bed, lying naked and making love. Love, not lust—for I felt so different. It was the closest I had come in my vampiric existence to feeling human love once again and that was something I had only experienced with Gascoyne!

****

I did think of him. Still, Gascoyne was gone, never to return. What we had shared was over—only the memories—remained for there could be nothing else.

As for myself, I had begun to feel passion for Ali. There would be many occasions when I’d discuss with Ramet this change in me but Ramet was not surprised.

“You must remember your love for Gascoyne will always be with you... it is not wrong to feel as you do.”

I was comforted by what he said.

“Rejoice, Justine. You are favored. The court speaks of little else. Everyone is pleased. I can tell truth from deceit, little one, and I know you have friends here.”

“Ah,” I replied. “But do I have a friend in all of them, in Sabba for example. I doubt it.”

“You must enjoy the good for it comes to our kind so rarely, but I suppose you are right, caution in the midst of joy is to be considered. It’s like a good hand of cards, yet who knows where the death card is?”

But what of the undeath card I thought. I was already thinking of ways I could persuade Ali to enter my world. Though really from the first, I doubted he would, in fact I doubted he would even consider it.

CHAPTER 32

––––––––

I did wish it, though I dared not bring up the subject. 

Ramet advised against it. “Who would wish for such an existence, Justine? If you love him, and I believe that you do, you should not want this for him.” 

He spoke wisely and I agreed and though I did, I still thought about it!

Yet, this was a pleasant time for us. Ramet and I were treated well and I was glad. He was a trusted member of the household and I was the sultan’s mistress. Mistress, not wench.

Sabba bowed and smiled and began to look oily to me. He had taken a fancy to the twins. I often saw them go into his chambers. It was Ali who said Sabba looked dissipated. “It’s starting to show, his life of debauchery. He has never been without sin, but now—as he is aging, that proclivity for sin is all too apparent.”

I felt a mite uncomfortable discussing it as I felt myself the same as the twins. After all, I was not human—but a blood beast, yes, I still thought of myself as that.

I fed in private, never in anyone’s presence, not even Ramet’s, for although we were vampires, the sultan thought my standing was more than my friend’s. I did find that to be ironical. However I went along with it.

The concubines were there, keeping to themselves and seeing Ali regularly but under the most private of circumstances. That was not going to change and really, I did not expect it to. I was acclimated to this way of life—the customs and so on.

Time passed barely noticed. We don’t mark time when we are happy and I was. I even took to writing poetry. Was I the only vampire that did? I doubted it still, I was proud of my work. I’d write when Ali was with the concubines.

I’d stand on the balcony and study the moon. Most of my poems were so centered. The moon was like a watchful eye—it saw everything yet revealed nothing. It was to me like an oracle. Yet, what was there to know?

I was never aging, whereas Ali was. His hair began to grey at the temples. I said he looked more handsome, more distinguished. Though I said it I began to worry so about the future. I would be without him someday—and then what would happen? When I discussed this with Ramet he said I was selfish. 

“It is understandable though, Justine. Just enjoy the time you have with him.”

I did that. Any time a troubling thought came my way, I’d dismiss it.

Court life continued—there were still occasions when the twins and the wenches were used for entertainment, but it was not as it had been.

Kana and Loret were no longer unhappy, they were dressed well and less frightened. I got to know them better than I ever had and I found I liked them.

The sultan’s children were growing up, coming of age when he told me about his heir. As soon as he did, I assured him I had no expectation of meeting him. We stared at one another and I could see he wished things were different.

“I am what I am, my lord, I cannot change.”

I took his hand in mine and kissed it. “Let us not worry about anything...let us enjoy what we have.”

And so we did. We had joy until things began to change.

****

It started with Sabba’s assassination. There was beginning to be political unrest within the kingdom. Ali had alerted me to that. He cautioned me not to worry. Naturally I did anyway for it is my nature—both my human one and my undead one.

Poor Sabba was murdered brutally. That was done to show Ali and his court the power of his enemies. When the palace walls were breached and many concubines slaughtered, Ali gathered his army to fight back.

He had his children, including his heir, moved to another location. There must have been spies because the location was discovered and they were all massacred. He had a kind of fit after that. Court physicians and others were unsure how to treat him.

I thought it best to see him secretly—so as to avoid the remaining concubines. His wife had been dead for years.

I did have Ramet’s company for which I was most grateful. Ali did not recover—he was nearly 31 when his condition worsened. Ramet thought it best for us to leave.

“I have heard rumors and I am certain we would be in danger. There are stories about a great political upheaval that is about to take place. There are foreign armies massing at the borders. Towns and villages have been invaded. As well you know, my dear friend when times are bad there are scapegoats. I have heard of mass destructions of vampires—their numbers weren’t many but they are even less now. They were discovered north of here.”

I agreed we would have to leave but both he and I knew it would not be while Ali lived.

We did not have to wait long. He passed from the world on what would have been his thirty third birthday. He never opened his eyes, so there was no farewell. I saw him die even though it was day time. The light had weakened me. Ramet too felt it, yet it was he who carried me to the sultan’s death bed.

I put a white lotus in his hands and folded them. I bade him farewell. I said other things too. And then just before Ramet took me away, I whispered, “May your journey be swift and your peace everlasting.”

We left under the cover of night—the twins and the wenches accompanying us for they too feared for themselves. We had no idea where to go. It was Ramet who said he knew of a safe house. “I have made the acquaintance of some people. They have agreed to help us. It seems they have helped our kind before.”

I wondered about that as I wondered too what the details were of that acquaintanceship.

****

We travelled amongst the shadows, Ramet assuring us it was not far. But he said any place of refuge is worth travelling to. Though I believed he thought highly of this haven we were bound for, I feared greatly. Ramet is sometimes like a child, despite the wisdom he has acquired in his long existence, he can be fooled. His is a trusting nature.

What lay in store for us? Did I dare to feel hopeful? If I had my own doubts I comforted Kana and Loret and the twins too. “Have no fear,” I said. “We will fare well.”

CHAPTER 33

––––––––

Ramet led us into an alley. “We must feed before we arrive. I think it wise.”

We all did and we didn’t have to wait long. Two young men were approaching. I tried not to feel like the predator that I was but it wasn’t easy. Ramet moved toward the alley’s opening. He turned to us and we nodded. There is understanding in a look. We all moved en-masse, falling upon the hapless men within seconds.

They didn’t have time to cry out. There was the sound of muffled screams and nothing more. Their tunics had been ripped open so we could get to their throats. We fed voraciously the only sound we made was one of sucking and moaning our satisfaction. Our feeds had been too far apart and we were crazed.

Ramet stopped us suddenly for the men had died. “I will hide their corpses.”

It was the best he could do. He placed some coverings over them, whatever he could find. Then we all left but not before we wiped our chins.

The house was like many others, two storied, made of stucco. It didn’t seem as shabby as many of the other houses in the area. There was a shop downstairs. It looked like a bakery.

“They are a married couple. They run this place. Come.”

I felt fearful suddenly where I hadn’t before. Something disturbed me and I had the greatest desire to rush away. The door opened and a man appeared. His smile seemed genuine, but how could I be sure? I never had second sight.

His wife was also friendly, though she hardly spoke. She nodded and motioned for us to follow her which we did. She led us to the cellar door. 

Ramet nodded. “Yes, we will be safe there. It is dark, without light of any kind.”

It smelled damp and dusty. If anyone had stayed there they hadn’t stayed recently. We looked around. One or two rats scurried past, sniffing the air. Then taking a good hard look at us they vanished. I made a joke about being too full of human blood to want theirs. No one laughed, not even Ramet.

The twins were quiet as well, they looked fearful. Kana and Loret were sitting stiffly. They also looked to be in a strange mood. I glanced at Ramet. He nodded slightly. He understood I wished him to help the situation. He began telling us about his living life—I had heard the stories before but enjoyed listening to them again, especially now.

He told us where he was born. “It was the fertile basin in sight of the Nile.” Hapi, he said was the God of the River. “He was patron and God of the fertile soil...” 

I enjoyed listening to his rich voice and the telling of his colorful living life, the events and festivals. It was charming and we all began to relax. He paused finally to say that dawn was fast approaching. Whereupon we lay down to sleep, first ensuring that there would be no chink of light to invade our domain.

He took my hand and kissed it reverently as a servant would his master. I took his and kissed it too. Then I smiled. “We are friends and always shall be.”

“Yes, Justine.”

Justine now and forever and never Lela for Lela had perished with her love, Ali. As I waited for sleep to claim me I thought of our hosts and I wondered if indeed we could trust them.

I could hear their voices—though I did not make out what they said. Then I heard footsteps and felt sure they were going to their bed chambers. Perhaps all is well, I thought—though my mind, still not ready yet for sleep, began to wonder how long we would stay. I thought we should not be too long in any one place. I had learned the lesson of such thinking many times in my undead existence.

Something moved in the shadows. I wasn’t certain what it was. When it came closer, I could see it was a cat. “Have you come to keep me company?” I whispered. I hesitated before reaching out to pet it. But the urge to feel its soft fur was so profound in me that I did touch it. It stiffened for a moment but then relaxed and curled itself up close to me, not touching me, but not far away. It was a small mercy that it chose to be friendly and not fearful and I was grateful.

****

I was the last to waken. Ramet called out to me not to be frightened. But how could I not be? He and the others were chained. I was also chained quickly—and pulled up so harshly, I stumbled several times.

Up the stairs we were dragged, the twins and the wenches cried out, their wails sounded heartbreaking. I could smell blood then, blood and something else, the scent of human death.

Our protectors had both been killed, their throats cut. Who were these murderers? Were they Destroyers?

Ramet was pleading for the wenches for they were particularly brutal with them. Threatening and kicking them as they pulled them along and with each violent assault, the staking threat was made.

I had enough and just asked if they were Destroyers. For my answer I got laughter. “We are servants. And who we serve you will soon see. Be silent now for though you are pretty and would fetch the greatest money, I would take your head off without a further thought.”

The chains had so weakened us we were theirs for the taking. Just before we were dragged outside, we were covered, in case anyone would see us. We were taken to a house nearby. There was raucous laughter and the sounds of shouting. As we were dragged inside, our covering was pulled off. One of our attackers pulled it off.

“I told you about this one, see?”

Clearly, I was their prize.

I found myself inside a large room—it was full of smoke and sweet smelling opium. One by one every man there got up to inspect us. The twins were carried off first then Kana and Loret were.

Ramet pleaded for us, and was attacked so violently, I felt sure he would perish. As for me, my terror had just begun, terror that would last for a long time.

CHAPTER 34

––––––––

I had no idea that this horror would turn into something more permanent. We were grabbed and defiled. Yes, I say that as the impure creature that I am. Never in my existence have I been treated so. If I thought the sins of Joy House disgusting, this was worse.

There were men, most of them poorly clothed and filthy. We were for their use, for whatever they wished to do to us. There were other victims there as well—some looked quite young—human girls and women that were being used by these horrible men.

One of our kidnappers announced to the men we were special. “They are vampire wenches, she devils from hell. Touch them at your peril.” Some of the men looked thrilled, others looked wary.

“Don’t worry we will drug them so that you may use them as you wish!”

So began a time of terror and confusion when I was used and abused. I remained nearly insensible. Although I remember arriving there, I don’t recall much else. Time passed in a fog of shadow and pain. My own mind was in retreat, my brain not functioning well.

I can only remember faces and voices—and touch too—much of it painful, none of it pleasurable. There were beatings and whippings. I felt my arms stretched way over my head. A thought, one of the very few sensible ones I had, was that I was hung from the ceiling. There flashed before me the food stores I had seen in my undead existence. Was that what this was about? The thought faded as my consciousness did.

Time had no meaning. There was light and dark and pain, mostly pain. I heard screams from the wenches. That was usually preceded by a shout of orgasmic delight from their attackers.

When the dark claimed me I hoped it was death—but it wasn’t. Gradually, I began to become aware of my surroundings. I saw Ramet and the other wenches. We cried out for each other, but were beaten back by those awful silver chains.

I realized that we were no longer drugged as we had been. Now for the first time, I was able to think. It was obvious we were being groomed for something. Although none of us understood the language, not even Ramet, we did get the sense that guests of some importance were coming.

That was when the preparation began. We were washed, that is, buckets of water were dumped on us. The men took great delight in doing this as we were naked. We were made fun of. Ramet was made fun of too—being a eunuch. Our tormentors took great delight in that.

I felt so sorry for him. I called out to him to be brave—but was beaten each time. Ramet’s face was contorted with rage. He’d have torn the attackers apart in an instant if he could have.

If I suffered, the twins suffered more. They began to grow more pale—until they looked to be dying. Though they were given blood, they soon refused it. They tried forcing them, but it was no good, for they perished anyway—their sad remains thrown into a fire.

Kana and Loret, not over the twins’ death didn’t look well to me. Ramet thought they too were sickening. The brothel owner shouted at them. He wanted them to eat or he knew he’d be out of business. They tried, for they feared being beaten but it was too late for them. They were soon gone. This threw the proprietor into a rage. He kept staring at me, examining me. It was clear he had plans for me.

Ramet said he must have wanted the wenches to survive for a reason. “The same reason he is worried about you!”

Sure enough, some men arrived. They did not look foreign. They greeted our captors in English. A translator had to be sent for. One of the men, rather tall and thin, dressed fairly well, looked my way at once. He smiled. “That one there. Is that the only wench?”

When he was told I was, he looked disappointed. Still nothing could be done and he said something about the price being lowered then. “And that dark man—what’s he, part of it?” he asked.

The answer was yes and the man said, “Very well, he could use someone like that.” He came over to me and smiled. “I will not hurt you. I am not here for that.”

He looked as though he wished me to speak but I didn’t want to. “Please. What is your name, I do want to know.”

“Why?” Ramet asked.

The man looked almost amused at Ramet’s intervention. “Very well, I shall tell you both because I have purchased you as well.”

Ramet laughed. “I have been a slave before. It is nothing new to me.”

I worried that he said that as I didn’t know what to expect.

“I am the proprietor of a show in London. I feature interesting acts. People come from all over to see my show.”

Ramet and I exchanged looks. Another freak show.

“You will both be treated fairly. If you don’t act up or fight me or kill any of my employees you will be better off. You think you are invincible but you are not. I too have effective methods of subduing rebellion.”

He left us then to eat. He wished to have his men fed too. “We have come from afar and are tired. We will eat and rest and then perhaps...”

This I heard plainly and I hoped he was not thinking of taking me for his pleasure. But he didn’t and I was so relieved I fell into a peaceful sleep. When I woke, I found myself aboard a ship. Ramet was there as was the man.

“We took you while you slept, boxed like cargo to be transported as I wish.”

I began to shout but it was no good.

He shook his head. “You are powerless to change your fate. I paid nearly as much for you and him as I had intended to pay for all of you vampires. There are others of your kind already aboard.” He added. “They were ... acquired east of here. They are wild...”

Ferals, I thought, he had Ferals!

He had Ramet taken by his men. As for me, he said I would be in separate quarters. “You will be left alone—no one shall interfere with you.”

Whether that was true or not, would remain to be seen I thought.

“Whatever you’re thinking—please judge me on my actions,” he said. As he was waiting for an answer I nodded. “Very well, take her to her quarters.”

Quarters? What would they be like, I wondered?

CHAPTER 35

––––––––

He called himself Ned. “I am a showman. I give the people what they want.”

I was not so naïve as to believe him. Freaks were what he was collecting. I had been down this road before and survived. But would I go on surviving? And even more importantly did I wish to go on?

In truth, I had begun to think a great deal of Gascoyne. Now, guilt set in about my time with Ali. Ramet had said wantonness was the mark of the vampire and so it was. I had proved it, hadn’t I? There was now too much time for me to think. And thinking and not being able to speak with Ramet was a punishment in itself. But so was everything else.

My quarters proved to be a cubicle within the Hold. As soon as I smelled it, I knew the Ferals were in there, their stench is unmistakable. We were all fed on rats or any sailor that happened to fall ill.

I called out many times to Ramet but received no reply, just the occasional hiss from the Ferals. Ramet was nearby and I could sometimes hear him shouting to me to have hope. He was beaten for it, too.

The voyage was horrible. Those four weeks seemed an eternity. I was laughed at and teased by Ned’s men. He’d come too to speak to me. His motives were clear. He wished to bed me but feared my power. That gave me a great deal of satisfaction. Ah, the pathetic triumphalism of the vampire.

I wondered when I would see Ramet again—I think I had begun to doubt that I would. But then, suddenly he was brought to be with me. We could not embrace but just seeing one another was enough. Our words were as rushed as our emotions. I think we did more crying than speaking.

“I guess they will let me stay here now. I am certain the voyage is nearly over. Of course without seeing daylight, it’s difficult to know.”

The Ferals were stirred up. They began to moan and shriek. Ramet thought it was his presence that was causing that. “They feel things first. Like second sight,” he said. “I think they know we are almost at our destination.”

I knew he was right as they began to weep a lot. They even comforted one another, not verbally of course for they cannot speak. Still they snuggled and hugged one another and it was moving to see.

The time eventually drew near, we could tell as the Ferals grew frantic once again. They’d cry out and rattle their cages. They were not chained as we were, but caged.

Ned came to speak to us shortly before we landed. He told us we were docking at St. Katherine Docks in London. “It is not far from there to the place! Your new home will be The Circus of Delights! But first I will show you the dress I have for you. Nothing is too good for you.”

****

The dress was not easy to put on me. I had to do it myself. Ned came in to help with the buttons. He looked wary of me as my chains were off.

“I will not attack,” I assured him. I felt almost joyful because it gave me pleasure to know he was fearful.

“I wished you to look nice and you do for we are riding in a carriage.” He looked very pleased with himself. But as a precaution, two Handlers rode with us, chains at the ready.

I enjoyed listening to the sound of the horses—I just wanted Ned to be silent but he wasn’t because he was too excited. When he announced we had arrived, I braced myself to take a look.

“No, you must step out!”

The Handlers pulled me out. Their grave faces warning me against trying anything. Ned was babbling away. “Well what do you have to say?”

I looked up at what seemed to be an unremarkable building. It looked like a warehouse and not a residence.

“Looks can be deceiving, Justine. You will be very comfortable I am sure.”

Alongside the front door was another door. It opened suddenly and three men that looked like Ramet appeared. They were tall and broad shouldered with dark skin.

“These are my eunuchs they are like your friend. They can no longer function sexually which makes them perfect guards for me, for they covet neither men nor women. Do not test their strength, for you would regret it!”

Ramet stared at those so like him. They looked disdainfully at him.

Ned spoke to them. “Now my guards, this is Ramet. He is like you. You will train him and explain to him what happens if he falls short of my expectations. Please make it all clear to him.”

I had a feeling whatever they said to him would be more powerfully said than what Ned could say.

The Ferals were unloaded quickly. They shrieked and cried out but were instantly quieted. They were chained together and brutalized by Ned’s guards and led away by Handlers.

Ramet turned to look at me one last time. I wondered when I’d see him again. I wondered if I would see him again.

As Ned went to take me, I hissed. I could not help it. 

Now, I had a warning, “Come, Justine,” Ned said. “Let us do this civility, because if you fight me or harm me, your dear friend will pay the forfeit.”

I had no doubt and climbed the stairs. I was about to enter hell once again.

Ned opened the doors. A well-appointed vestibule and hall were revealed. The walls were papered with fine wall coverings and portraits. Gilt framed they were. I glanced at them and saw they were pictures of naked men and women pleasuring one another. I was not at all surprised.

Down we went until we came to a parlor. “How do you like it? I have furnished it over the years, always seeking to improve it.”

I found it remarkable, though I said nothing. I didn’t wish to give him the satisfaction.

It was all quite plush, with handsome carpets and gilt furniture, much of it looked French. There were ornate sofas and chairs, along with handsome tables and a writing desk. Massive cabinets from floor to ceiling were stocked with books.

“Those are antique books ...I paid a pretty penny for them.”

I wondered who he was trying to impress.

“My friends love it.”

That explained it, his friends or more likely his customers.

“I know the best people,’ he said. “Royalty and nobles from all over the world. There are barristers and actors who frequent my establishment...and there, do you see it? That door opens into a special room. Would you like to see it?”

I nearly said no but stopped myself. “Come,” he motioned.

I was ushered inside. There were cushions and mirrors on the walls and ceiling. I could just imagine what this room was used for. Just then he nodded to the Handler and my handcuffs were removed but only temporarily for I was then handcuffed from behind.

He smiled as he tore my dress from me, watching me carefully, he was smiling still when he bent forward. I closed my eyes when I felt his lips on my breasts. And when he began to suckle them I cried out.

“No!” he said. “No need for that. You will come around. I can be very engaging. You will see, besides, there is your good friend to think about and his safety.”

He told me he was going but would be back very soon. “I suggest you don’t act up for you will be punished.”

I had no doubt.

CHAPTER 36

––––––––

He had already shown me I was his property and he would enjoy me sexually. The rest of the evening he was almost pleasant. “You will become used to it here, Justine. Others have.”

But how could they? How could anyone, even a vampire?

He was studying me. Just as I felt myself beginning to squirm, he smiled. “To show you my good faith, that is that you can trust me—I will show you to your own chamber. Yes, my dear—your very own place to sleep and rest if you like. There are shutters that permit no sunlight to come in. They are locked, that is they are permanently shut in such a way they can never be breached, even by a vampire.” He went on, “As I have told you, I have had many vampiric mistresses. If I were to tell you none of them fared badly would you believe me?”

The contemptuous expression on my face was his answer. He merely smiled. “Perhaps I shall show them to you some time.”

“That would be good. I would like to meet them, where are they and why are they no longer here?”

“They have done well for themselves. Each has found contentment with one of my friends. Some live in England and others abroad. Each and every one of them is kept as a mistress by a man of great importance and wealth.”

For a moment I wondered if I could believe him.

“You must be hungry after your long journey. I can have blood brought to you. There is enough of a store here. I will summon someone...”

He did. One of the eunuchs came and I was so disappointed it was not Ramet.

“Fetch some nice ruby port...”

He handed the eunuchs a pitcher. “Only the best...from one of the men.”

While we waited for the eunuch to return, Ned asked me to sit in the parlor. “Yes you see. No forced sexual play now. I am sorry, do forgive me but I was overcome by your charms before. Now we will sit here and chat like two intelligent adults. The thing is, Justine—you are never going to suffer here, that I can promise you.”

The eunuch returned. Ned thanked him and introduced him to me. He looked proud. “Nemitob, this lovely wench is called Justine. She is Ramet’s friend.”

He was as handsome as Ramet, but he didn’t have the kindly expression my friend has. He looked capable of cruelty. It was the set of his mouth more than anything. He bowed to me. “I am here to serve.” He said in a deep voice.

“Yes,” I thought, to serve Ned and do all of his murderous work for him.

Ned looked very pleased with himself. “Only the best,” he said as he handed me an ornate goblet. “Drink, my precious.”

The smell alone made me feel voracious and I felt ashamed. I couldn’t wait to down it. What we really are is never far from the surface.

“Go and drink!”

I sipped it slowly deliberately. Just to show him. But he only laughed. As I drank, I saw flashes of a young man—a handsome man in the prime of his life. “How long does he have, Ned?”

Ned was not expecting such an outrageous question from me. He looked quite startled. “Don’t be what you are not. Don’t pretend to worry about what you prey on because it makes you look ridiculous.”

I had to restrain myself from attacking him. The thought of what he would have done to Ramet stopped me cold.

“Temper, temper!” he teased.

I was quiet after that.

“When will you be retiring?” he asked as though I were a human guest in his house and not an unwilling monster being held hostage.

“It is near dawn I can show you to your chamber.”

I could not believe it when I saw it. It was a room fit for a queen, beautifully furnished with satin wall coverings and pictures. There was an array of rich looking porcelain pieces along the mantelpiece.

“The room is never cold...but if you should like a fire...”

Ned knew that I and all vampiric creatures, being composed mostly of water, could freeze.

I smiled. “It is ironic,” I replied. “Like humans we are composed mainly of water. Yet unlike living humans, our freezing would not mean our death.”

“Strange you are, but alluring nevertheless.”

I was relieved when he moved toward the door. “I shall leave you now. Rest well, my dear Justine. I hope you have pleasant dreams.”

Pleasant, was he joking?

****

Before I lay down, I found myself inspecting the room. I think I was looking for evidence of past mistresses. I began searching through drawers. Mainly they were filled with linen and lacey pillow slips. It was the tall chest of drawers that contained the really interesting items. There were night gowns and other articles of female clothing, all handsome garments in a variety of colors. Each item was beautifully fashioned. Had they been left and if so why?

It was the writing table that next caught my eye. It was antique, from the Louis XIV Period. I opened the drawer to find gold embossed stationary and envelopes as well as pens and ink. Who would a vampire write to, I wondered? I must have pulled the drawer out too far for suddenly it fell into my lap! As I began to put it back, the bottom gave way and everything fell out. I discovered to my amazement a false bottom. There was a book opened in half, so as not to take up too much room. I pulled it free and saw that it was a journal.

It did occur to me that it might have been put there deliberately, to be discovered by me or some other unfortunate vampire. Nevertheless, and despite my doubts, I found I was anxious to read it. There wasn’t a name anywhere and even the first few pages were empty. I kept leafing through it wondering when I might see some writing.

I did finally. There were entries and a lot of them. I read one and then another. The handwriting was educated, elegant even, the letters clear and beautifully done.

I begin this journal in the hope of finding peace...

It broke off then, leaving just one disjointed sentence. I was fascinated to find something else. I quickly turned several pages until I found what looked like a complete entry.

He said I would grow used to it. It is not long since I was turned. Nay, turned, I was created. That is how I am to think of my transformation. If you are reading this you are reading the journal of Christine Edwards whose life was difficult but whose death was worse...

I had to stop reading for I could not go on. The suffering was too much like my own. Yet, though I felt for this being, I was suspicious. Ned was what he was after all and fully capable of setting something up like this. Still, it might be true. I wondered if I would ask him. And even if I did, I reasoned, how could I believe what he told me?

CHAPTER 37

––––––––

If I thought Ned was strange, I was not prepared for Anton.

“This is my son, Justine. He wants to meet you.”

I nearly gasped as this strange looking man, very short and squat ambled quickly into the room. His head was much too large for the rest of him. He looked to be leering at me. “I’ve heard about you, Justine.” He said this as he reached for my hand to kiss it! Feeling Ned’s stare I let him. “You are quite a lovely vampire wench.”

And you are a horrible looking little man, I thought.

Ned was grinning at his son. “Anton helps me with everything. He’s one of the very few people I trust. Some of the Handlers are not reliable.”

“Are they not?”

He looked surprised at my tone. But I didn’t care.

“Better watch yourself, Justine.”

The Ramet threat again. I made no reply but turned to go to the parlor.

Ned wanted his son to show off about all the many important jobs he had. “Go on, son. Tell her.”

He began to tell me about the exhibits as he called them. “There are the Weres, proper oversexed creatures they are—half man and wolf! You should see what they get up to.”

I had no doubt I would see this. He went on to explain in graphic detail what the Weres did to their females. “I ain’t never seen so much fucking! And the Ferals! Of course you’re nothing like that, Miss Justine.”

I nearly laughed at the title, but held back. As they were both staring at me, I replied with some nonsense. Ned looked pleased. “How about seeing the exhibits, Justine? Of course it will be a private showing, would you like that?”

Thinking of Ramet’s safety, I nodded.

“Fine! We shall do it after your feed. I shall have it brought to you.”

Actually I was grateful he was doing that, for I could guess what his food store would be like. I knew I’d be seeing it but at least I wouldn’t see it yet.

I had no idea that I would come to think of this time as the time of the strange blood. Yes, the oddly addictive, pleasing concoction I was to come to desire more and more. And it was different than anything I had before.

I suspected it contained something, a herb perhaps? One I was not familiar with. Now, the blood wine tasted bitter. I asked if there was something added to make it taste so.

Ned nodded. “Just something to make you feel better.”

Just as I was about to question that, I realized I felt calmer.

Ned was watching me. “It’s soothing, isn’t it?”

It was actually. I might have even smiled, I cannot be certain. All I can recall is Ned looking pleased.

He waited until I finished it. “You can have as much as you like whenever you like.”

I wasn’t so foolish as not to know he wanted me to take it. If I was feeling the slightest bit rebellious about taking it, the feeling soon faded as I realized I wanted more!

Ned was pleased. “Why don’t you rest now, and Anton and I will come for you later.”

They returned some time later accompanied by two eunuchs. I wondered how Ramet was and I asked. It was one of the eunuchs who told me. “Our brother Ramet performs his duties.”

Ned suggested I not worry about him, adding it wouldn’t help which sounded sinister. “Do not fear. If you fear for him, he fears for you.”

So that was it. He was telling us each the same thing. The threat applied to both of us.

“Come, we will go down the stairs I use for my friends.”

These stairs I was not expecting, nor did I expect to be in a beautifully decorated stairwell with paintings adorning the walls.

“You see, when I have guests they come as you did to my private apartments. Then we can enter the hall in this stylish way. Nothing is too good for my friends.”

The odor didn’t hit me until I was inside. However, as we reached the next level, I did gasp. Ned laughed. “One gets used to it I have found.”

It was when the doors were opened that the full stench caught me. I covered my mouth and nose.

“Oh!” Anton said. “She is offended! Ain’t she, Father?”

“She’ll get used to it.”

It was so over powering, I felt like rushing back upstairs. One of the eunuchs grabbed my arm as though to warn me. Between that and Ned’s evil stare, it was enough to make me behave.

“Look!” Ned cried as he opened the doors. I looked to see a warren of tunnels and narrow hallways, not at all what I expected. I had thought there would be an immense hall containing all the exhibits.

Ned motioned me on. “Come along, their cages are here!”

“But the stink is awful!”

“Really, and what do you think you are? Do you think you are better than anything here?”

I nearly sprang to thrash him. It would have been pointless though. We both knew that. Anton was skipping around me. He reached for my hand and pulled it. “Come along!”

There had to be dozens of cages, all containing Weres. The creatures were in their wolf form, jumping up and down and making the most ferocious sounds. The females began springing toward me. If they had been able to get out, they’d have attacked me.

Their growls annoyed me and I lunged forward hissing. They shrank back looking startled when I did.

“I wonder which of you would win,” Ned asked.

I made no reply, for I was being ushered along again. I could tell we were approaching the Ferals. Feral vampires have their own unique odor. As a rule vampires don’t, that is if they are not blood-splattered from a feed. But Ferals do have a definite odor. It is pungent and strongly sour-smelling. And as they are gross, filthy creatures it is hard to take.

I saw a cage containing about twenty Ferals, male and female. They were even more wild than the Weres. Nearly all of them were copulating—the males taking the females from behind. Ned laughed at his son for Anton was terribly excited. “I want a wench! Oh please, father.”

Ned said of course and smiled at me. Would he? I didn’t know. Suddenly something cried out. It was a shrill cry, nearly deafening, I looked at him.

“That’s the Wendigo we have. Want to see?”

No, he wasn’t about to give me a choice. I was pulled toward the creature’s cage. There, I saw a tall being, covered in hair—being lashed brutally.

“Can’t you stop that?!”

Before Ned could do anything, the creature howled one last time and fell over, dead.

“It’s dead!” the Handler cried.

I was glad for it, for it would no longer suffer, real death can be a blessing.

****

Ned looked full of himself. “Have you ever seen such a creature?”

“No, I have not. He feels pain...”

“He felt pain, now he feels nothing. I got him in North America, in the Canadian wilderness. I go there sometimes. Anton and I often go places when we wish to stock our show.”

I tried to keep my expression blank but it was difficult.

“It’s a flesh eating thing. Worse than the Ferals because it eats dead flesh. And I venture to say it likes it. Punters love it. I had thought of bringing him some company—a female one but the problem is, there are few that exist. They are cursed beings. Their origins are human—humans that turned to cannibalism and were transformed, Indian medicine men cursed them you see.”

Again, I made no reply. “I am tired...and the strain of not seeing Ramet...”

“Oh!” Ned smiled. “I will have him brought to you. Of course you will see him under guard and under threat...but you may see your friend at least.”

I couldn’t believe it. “When?”

“As it is nearly dawn, let us say tomorrow night. You will see Ramet then. Now I will take you back to your quarters.”

I knew I would go back to the journal and read until the sun rose. And so I did.

****

From the journal...

He has come to me. I feared his touch and cringed from it. But then I relaxed and found him pleasing. His lips and tongue exploring me, feeding upon me too. Yes, this human Ned...he amazed me. The joy was spectacular. And when he asked me to entertain his friends I was fearful once again but I need not have been.

They were all exciting in their way. So rich and powerful, I was quite flattered and to be the only female vampire with four and five human men loving me at one time...the results were exhilarating. In time there were other females vampires brought up, each dressed well and perfumed.

If these were orgies they were fantastic, satisfying in the extreme.

But it was Ned who was my most ardent and caring lover. He wished to marry me he said but I laughed. I have done foolish things in my time both living and undead, but never was I a greater fool than to not believe Ned...!

I stopped reading. No, I thought. It is all too incredible. It can’t be true. Still, what if it was?

I knew I would tell Ramet and ask him if he could find out whatever happened to this Christine. It was all I could think to do. I had to know more about her!

CHAPTER 38

––––––––

I wanted to see Ramet but knew we would be watched, so I had documented everything I wanted to say to him. I would slip my note to him when I could.

I doubted he could write me back and I said I understood. I told him to be brave and said he should not worry about me, adding they were playing us one against the other. Threatening both of us should we be seen not to do their bidding.

Further I wrote...

...whatever happens; happens I know we will escape here. You will see, my friend. Have hope. Hope is all we have.

Ned could be worse so do not fear for me. Now for what I need to know—see if you can find out Ramet. I have found a journal that was hidden—it was kept by a vampire female called Christine Edwards. Please find out whatever you can without jeopardizing yourself. I want to know if what she wrote is true...

I closed my letter by wishing him well and saying he would endure this, that we both would.

I added and it was true, telling him that I had a recurring dream where we had escaped. Not only us, but with others. It was dark and there were many shadows. But then the darkness lifted a little—and there was the night sky and freedom, I wrote.

I folded up the letter into a tiny ball and I waited. When Ned said that Ramet was coming under guard to see me I was thrilled and showed it.

“Don’t think you will have privacy to tell him much because you won’t. There will be eunuch guards watching both of you!”

That didn’t scare me in the least for I was too determined to pass the message to my friend.

Ramet came up as promised with the two guards after I fed. Ned watched me carefully, that was the only time I felt a bit uneasy. Perhaps he suspected I was going to pass a message on?

Mercifully he left when Ramet arrived. “Take him to the parlor and do not leave them alone! I have to arrange something for my son. Something I am certain he will enjoy!” I am sure he said this for my benefit.

My poor vampire friends. I wondered who would have the honor of entertaining Anton.

Ramet looked awful. I had never seen him look so bad. His face was gaunt and his skin looked tinged with grey. Though he smiled, he was tearful. “Justine!”

One of the eunuchs warned him. “Don’t be too overjoyed. You will not be left alone.”

Ramet stared at me and I stared back, a moment passed between us, where I knew he could read my mind! I wished for him to distract the guards for a moment.

He started to argue with them as I took the rolled up message out. Then he rushed toward me. They sprang after him but didn’t realize I had slipped the message into his hand. I saw him hide it in the sleeve of his tunic.

They were shouting at him, warning him if he did anything like that again, he’d pay for his insolence.

He promised he would not. “It was just the joy of seeing my friend again that made me forget myself!”

“See that it doesn’t happen again!” was the answer, accompanied by a powerful punch. Ramet nearly lost his balance. He looked embarrassed.

I called out, “Please let me speak with my friend!”

He was led over to where I sat. I knew he was pleased he had the letter. Whatever I said was going to be overheard. But I spoke anyway. I asked him how he was, and he said he was coping. “It is difficult of course.”

He asked me how I fared and I said, “As you, in difficulty.”

However, he added, looking at the guards, “I endure and shall continue to do so.”

I loved it when he said that.

Of course we were so limited in what we could say as to be self-conscious. He spoke some more and I did too about feeds. I wondered if he was ever given that strange blood wine I was. I doubted it.

They took him away finally. I don’t know how much time I was able to see my friend, but it was not long. 

Before he was taken away he called out, “Be brave, Justine, you are the strongest female I know!”

The guards sniggered but I wept. I called out, “We endure, my friend! We endure!”

And so we would, I was determined!

****

I hadn’t found out from Ramet, it was Ned who told me there was going to be a show coming up soon. “Two actually,” he said. “One will be for the punters—those that come to see the exhibits. That will start this Saturday....!” he added, smiling. “It will be a most special event. I am going to have some important clients over. Acquaintances you might say, dearly respected friends that travel in the best circles.”

I dreaded to think what I’d have to do.

He added, “I want to show you off, you see. I want them to meet you, Justine ... I am very proud of you.”

That made me worry. Mind, I was no blushing flower—if I am a vampire, I crave sex as I do blood, but I prefer to choose who I copulate with and who I feed from.

Ned was studying me as he often did. “You look worried.”

“I was just wondering what will be expected of me, that’s all.”

He smiled. “You worry too much! You will love it, the attention and talk. There are aristocrats and bankers, one foreign prince too.”

I had no choice. If it hadn’t been for Ramet being at risk, I’d have welcomed my own destruction! But he was in danger. I had to obey. I tried to look as though I was pleased. 

Ned looked delighted at my new cooperative nature. “Let us discuss what you will wear.”

He had gowns brought to me. I wondered if Christine of the journal had ever worn them. They were the most handsome gowns I had ever seen. One was cherry red satin, trimmed in black lace. There was an array I could not have imagined. Some were quite sheer. It was difficult to choose. I didn’t want to be too risqué.

Ned chuckled. “I will choose for you if you like.” He chose the cherry and black lace as I knew he would. “Try it on ... I want to see you in it.”

When I moved to take it away he pleaded with me to dress where I was. So I did.

“Please I want to touch you...only for a moment.”

He walked toward me, his eyes fixed on my bare breasts. “Venus was not lovelier,” he said. “I have not really taken you yet. I promised and I will keep my promise. I can be a man of my word.”

I knew he could tell me anything. So I just smiled and put the gown on. How he loved it. “It suits your hair and your eyes as well as your skin.”

“My vampire pallor?” I asked.

He looked annoyed. “Justine, you do not know how beautiful you are as you are. It is difficult for me...”

I didn’t even want to think about what he meant though I knew all too well.

“I have to leave now. There are things to do in the hall. Good night, Justine. I will return with your feed.”

Feed? Could it be laced with poison I wondered?

He looked awful when he returned later with my feed. “It’s my son,” he said. “A vampire wench nearly ripped his throat apart! And then she went for his cock! You would not have believed the blood! It is a miracle he did not die! He is being cared for. Anton will survive!”

He looked at me. “Perhaps it was the wrong vampire wench,” he said. “Perhaps, he’d have been better off with you.”

The inference was clear. That was going to happen at some point. There was no way I was going to stay here now. I intended to get word to Ramet.

CHAPTER 39
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Though that comment worried me, he didn’t mention it again as Anton was improving. The party was on his mind as it was fast approaching. That filled me with dread. I was fearful for Ramet. I didn’t fear for myself though. No, I did if I am honest because vampire destruction is horrendous. I have seen enough vampires die to know that.

Ned kept reminding me about the special guests that were coming. “You will like them I am certain! You must look your best. They will be expecting you to because of all that I have said.” His eyes swept over me. “Maybe someday...” He did not finish the thought and I was glad.

I didn’t read more of the journal—I found I could not concentrate on anything as the party drew nearer.

At least Ned was not around as much, there were eunuchs stationed to guard me. Ned was busy with his son. I never asked how he was faring and didn’t care that Ned was annoyed. It forced him to tell me himself.

Our evenings were always the same. He’d speak with me while I drank that blood wine...that concoction I craved ever more and yes, it did occur to me I was addicted, but the need for it overruled any caution on my part.

Ned mainly spoke to me about Anton. I tried not to listen but it was impossible. I had Ramet to consider.

“He is in so much pain, but quite the fighter. I am certain he will pull through.”

I asked him if he had a doctor. He looked shocked. “Of course I have,” he said. “He is an old friend of mine...”

“Does he tend your exhibits too when they sicken?”

Ned’s eyes looked steely then. “Be careful Justine.”

“Well I guess they are expendable, unlike your beloved son.”

He didn’t reply to that and I was relieved. He left me there to swill down the rest of my strange tasting feed.

We barely spoke to one another after that, not until the day before the function. He had been watching me for some time. It was most annoying. At last he spoke, “So will you be ready for my friends?”

The expression on his face was guarded and I felt I’d best watch what I said. “I am ready, yes Ned. When will they be arriving?”

“I should say by 10 pm. As it is not yet summer, it will still be dark. I will have refreshments for them and you may have as much blood wine as you like.” Then he smiled. “I just remembered you have not yet seen the food store, I wonder when you will.”

“So do I,” I said.

“Fear not, they will not ask about it I am sure.”

He had the most peculiar expression on his face. I could not read it. He knew full well I did not wish to see the food store especially with him.

****

The day before they came, I could hardly sleep. I rested though which was enough. I did fortify myself before I dressed with the blood wine, so much so, Ned warned me about taking too much.

Then I dressed and waited. I felt like what I was, a vampire whore. Perhaps well kitted out, but I was astute enough to know the truth.

He had me wait in the parlor. Two eunuchs had come up, naturally Ramet was not present, but there again I was relieved for it wouldn’t have surprised me if he had been summoned. Ned was sadistic and perverted after all.

I was seated on the sofa when they came, one by one these important looking men, coming to see a sideshow owner’s vampire mistress.

There was with them the most attractive Negro woman. Quite exotic she was, dressed in a shimmering gown of purple satin. She smelled of mimosa, quite nice if a little overpowering. She looked delighted to see me. “I have known Ned a long time...”

There was something about her I found intriguing. Could she, I thought, be the Christine of the journal?

Ned put his arm around her. “This is my dearest wench I brought her all the way from New Orleans some years ago.” He looked at her. “She left me for another, didn’t you my girl?”

The woman laughed but did not answer. I imagined I’d know soon enough all there was to know.

The men surrounded her, dressed handsomely in well-tailored frock coats. One or two wore military dress uniforms. I was introduced to each one, but made no note of their names. The foreign prince appeared to be quite taken with me. He was one of two that sat on either side of me, the other being an English Marquis. Each asked me questions about where I was from and how long had I been a vampire.

I weighed them up before replying. I did not wish to be made fun of. I replied honestly. They were polite for the most part but there was an undercurrent of something else—something that was not unexpected.

Ned missed nothing. He began to serve more drinks and kept asking me if I wanted more as well, it was then I knew that I was in trouble.

“You know how much you like it, Justine. Come sweet. It will relax you.”

“Sweet,” I said? “Sweet?”

He looked annoyed but smiled when the others began to laugh. “I suggest you take it,” he whispered, “it will go easier for you if you remember your friend.”

Yet another Ramet threat.

At the first sip, I thought about refusing it. Clearly it was stronger—much stronger. The bitterness was overpowering. “It’s stronger,” I said. Ned said nothing, he only watched and smiled at the others as they urged me to drink. I did, but the only reason I did was for my friend.

As I drank, I began to feel more relaxed. 

“Look,” the woman said. “Don’t you know me?” She began to come closer. “I am Christine. Ned knows you have been reading...”

I could tell by her speech and the dull cast in her eyes she was heavily drugged. She was mumbling something about wanting to go, but Ned slapped her for it. And she, this vampire—could only weep!

So that was it. The journal was all part of Ned’s plan. I was meant to read it! I tried to rise but was pushed down by Ned. I knew I was losing my awareness. My thinking was becoming muddled. My surroundings too looked strange and murky. It seemed as if everything was merging together in one great blur. I saw faces peering down at me, smiling. I heard fragments of sentences.

“Is she, are you sure?”

“Into the other room...”

Someone touched me. I was sure of it. Yet—I thought I could have dreamt it.

“Who is there?” I called.

There was laughter when I asked that.

Ned came close. I realized it was he because I smelled his liquor-soaked breath. “Tasting now...just tasting...”

There was a murmur of laughter and the feeling that something was pulling at my breast first one and then the other.

This went on for a long time, until I blacked out. I know I did because I began to dream. I dreamt I saw Gascoyne and he told me to be brave. “Do not worry,” he said. “It will be alright!”

I answered him and when I did, I felt myself being lifted up.

“In there...”

I knew I was being moved. “I am awake now.”

“More or less,” was the reply accompanied by yet more laughter.

“Taste her! Taste her!”

That scent of mimosa again...I knew it was Christine they wished to have a sip of my blood.

A sting and then the drawing forth of my blood. She was as gentle as she could be even I knew that in the state I was in.

“I am sorry...” she whispered.

I saw her face, just for a moment. She shook her head. “Forgive...”

But then it all changed. I became aware of the stench of a Feral.

I screamed. “No! Get it away!”

It began feeding on me. I was being held. It was the eunuchs—I recognized their faces.

“Hold her steady let him feed.”

I was held so that I could not move. The agony I felt was indescribable, and all of it accompanied by laughter. The more it fed, the more desperate I became until my mind cleared completely.

“Watch her! Look out!”

I was fully awake. Somehow I had pushed the thing off of me. I flew at it, sinking my teeth into its throat. The eunuchs rushed in but I was in an insane rage—and the rage made me far more powerful than I could ever hope to be. I bit them and tore at their eyes. They fell back and I howled with laughter.

The Feral I saw, had been badly injured and lay writhing in pain, as for my tormenters, they looked a sight, standing naked, their cocks shriveled as their fear overtook their passion.

Ned was naked as well and I sprang at him. Laughing like the wild lunatic I had become. I tore at him, sinking my teeth into his neck. He cried out in agony.

I knew I had to flee. I rushed out toward the hall doors. There were only two Handlers there and when they saw me they moved aside, but I bit them anyway and burst through the open doors and out into the night—the enraged blood-splattered beast that I was.

CHAPTER 40

––––––––

My rage was uncontrollable. I tore out into the street with the desire to rip apart anyone I saw. I rushed into alley after alley seeking somewhere to hide and feed! Oh yes! I never wished to feed more than I did then.

I found a cellar containing some sleepers in it, vagabonds – not caring what their sex or age was, I drained them quickly. The two that tried to escape were so easy to overpower and feed on. It was not easy to stop feeding, even when I knew they were dead.

I was bloated on blood. Their lives—were not noted by me as I fed. I cared not. I only cared that I had no more blood to drink as full as I was!

At last I stretched out for I felt too engorged to move. It was when I was lying there that I thought of Ramet. Ramet! That is what sobered me up. How hadn’t I thought of him? Ned would take out his anger on him! He’d have his revenge.

I decided to go back as I could not and would not survive knowing I had been the cause of Ramet’s destruction. As I moved toward the door, I heard hundreds of rats squealing and scurrying toward the remains of the bloody carnage I had left them.

There were Handlers about. I saw them at once. Two pointed in my direction and ran toward me but stopped. They couldn’t take me as they were. They’d need help.

I knelt down—showing them I would not fight. Naturally they were cautious and approached me slowly. They said nothing as they shackled me.

“I will not fight,” I assured them.

I was pulled to my feet, my strength feeling sapped by the chains. I nearly stumbled. None of them came near me, not even to taunt me. Instead I was pushed along.

My only thoughts were of Ramet. I cared nothing for myself, if I was going to be destroyed, the sooner the better.

Before I knew it, I was standing before Ned. His neck was bandaged and his face looked as though it had been raked. His eyes were large and staring. “You fucking wench!”

With that, he charged at me, beating me with his fists and biting me too. It hurt but I would not cry out. “Just you wait and see what I have in store for you!”

I said nothing. I wanted to know about Ramet—that was all I was concerned with. He must have realized. “If you’re worried about your eunuch friend, you will see him shortly. You might not like what you see though!”

“What have you done with him?”

I think I guessed it before I saw it. I had never seen this part of the building before. I just knew we were headed for the food store. We were in the basement—a vast cavernous place that stunk of old blood and rotting flesh.

They had him hanging in chains. He was placed in such a way so that vampires could feed from him and blood could be drained from him too. There were tear marks along his legs and buttocks. There were a great many small slices as well.

I called out his name but he didn’t move. I called it out again despite being whipped. Suddenly, he moved. “Justine, save yourself!”

I started screaming until I was pushed to the floor, where I was beaten further. I lost consciousness many times, but was kicked awake each time. They said I shouted for hours.

As for Ramet he still remained where he was. I knew his death was imminent. In a way I welcomed it. It would free him from any more pain and suffering and free me to do as I wished—to end my own existence, an end I could not wait for.

I was eventually chained next to him. I called out to him, but he could no longer hear me. He was near the abyss. That was obvious. I wondered if we would be in the same place. Who knew what vampires passed into when they passed from their own world?

All I wished to do was to embrace whatever death awaited me. I did lapse into unconsciousness but was always awakened by Handlers shouting at me. Their taunts were awful and their physical attacks demeaning.

Some blood was even siphoned from me. The more they took, the less aware I was. Take it all I thought—just free me from this torture.

Our torture continued until Christine came into the Hold. I recognized the mimosa scent at once. I tried to see her, but there was blood in my eyes. She dabbed at it. “I am sorry...” I let out a wail, and she quieted me. “Please, I have come to tell you something. You will both recover,” she said. “I have begged Ned. You are going to be saved.”

She went on to explain it was because she saw my living life. “I tried not to feed too much ... I only did it...because he made me. My life,” she said. “Justine, I was filled with pain and sadness. One tragedy after another, the worst being I was a slave... a slave woman used to satisfy many a cruel and perverse man.” She reached out and took my hand. “Ned will let us be friends. He wants to use us both.”

It was all beginning to make sense as insane as it seemed. Ned would not destroy either Ramet or myself. Not, if I did as he wished, doing whatever he wished.

CHAPTER 41
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Ned took a while to recover. My only regret was that he would. As it turned out, I didn’t see him for two weeks. By then I knew Ramet was recovering as the eunuchs were. A couple of Handlers were not so fortunate.

When I was summoned to see Ned I was fearful, the swathes of bandage around his neck pleased me as did the sound of his rasping voice.

“I have lost two trusted Handlers because of you.” Ned hissed. “But I have forgiven you.” He had me taken to his apartments. “I do not hold a grudge.”

No, I thought as long as your perverse desires are met. Christine was waiting there, she looked sad. She greeted me warmly. This pleased Ned.

“I thought we’d just have a quiet evening in. By the way,” he added. “My friends are coming around soon. They expect a better time than you gave them last time.”

It was Christine who asked when we’d have the pleasure of seeing them.

Ned laughed. “Yes, you miss your gentleman don’t you my dear. Well I have invited them for tomorrow night. It will be a small gathering like last time. Only this time.” Ned said, squeezing my breast. “This little wench will behave herself.”

I would do nothing violent. He saw I would not. I knew Ramet could endure no more suffering.

“You are a clever girl I will say that for you.” He was licking his lips and staring. It was obvious what he wanted. “Now, please me. You know what I wish to see.”

His inference was clear and Christine was included. So we bared our breasts and began to fondle one another. I heard Christine sob. I leaned over and whispered, “We must do this...”

She nodded and Ned smiled. “Oh, I thought you wouldn’t mind some company tonight. Anton is so much better and he does want to see you both.”

The little monster came in.

“Don’t worry,” Ned said. “He can’t do anything yet, he only wants to watch the two of you!”

We were instructed in the most direct language as to exactly what we were to do to one another. I tried to make believe it was Gascoyne who was fondling me and kissing me.

I heard Christine’s sobs though and for that she received a hard slap. It was then that I knew she would not be able to continue doing this, performing as she was so against her will.

It was her turn next and I did as I too was told. I even made sounds of enjoyment which pleased Ned.

“It is the only way...” I whispered.

I saw she understood. After a few hours, he had us leave in order to sleep for it was getting light. We hoped to be together so that we could speak, but that was not allowed. I was taken to my chamber and she to another.

The next night we were awakened but instead of being fed with a feed brought to us, we were taken to the party room. Even before we entered, I knew we would see Ned’s special friends and we did. They were all there. Christine’s prince looked pleased to see her. But Christine didn’t seem to care.

We were given blood wine too. So much in fact, we both became nearly insensible. That is when the orgy got into full swing as Handlers were brought in and encouraged to do as they liked to us.

There were shouts of enjoyment and laughter. But like that other time, it seemed I was in a fog. It was the blood wine and that ingredient as yet unidentified.

It was like a dream—none of it seemed real. I only recall Anton’s laughter along with Ned’s ringing in my ears.

I became lucid when I realized Christine was shouting curses. She was damning Ned to hell, telling him he would pay for all that he did. Then she cried out, something in French and I saw Ned blanch. She only laughed. “Your own demons will take you to hell!”

I heard him order the eunuchs to take her. “I will show you!” he shouted. “You can’t say that to me and get away with it!”

Suddenly I felt myself being grabbed and shackled. And I realized wherever they were taking her, they were taking me too!

Down the stairs we went. Ned’s friends were excited and were laughing and cheering, urging him on. I knew where we were going by the stink. The Ferals! I was sure they were going to throw us both in with them! But they threw her not me.

She only cried out once, just that one time as she turned to look at me. “I don’t care!” she cried. “Vaudou!” she kept repeating it until she was attacked. But just before she was attacked she shouted a curse. “When the time comes, every part of you will die as you do!”

Ned cried out in anger but I saw the words had taken their effect. He looked terrified. And though he shouted in glee as she was destroyed, I felt certain he would never rest easily again.

****

It was not surprising after that, that Ned seemed quiet and even more strange than usual. He barely ate or spoke to me, although he did tell me a few things. “She is gone and I am glad.”

I saw fear in his eyes and I knew she had indeed cursed him.

“You may do as you like Justine. I will not bother you.”

I was incredulous. Could it be true? Did I dare hope? But it was! I was left alone to feed quietly and when he permitted Ramet to bring me my feeds, I was ecstatic.

“My friend! How are you?”

Even as I asked, I could see he was so much better! He agreed that he was. “I know what happened ... I heard the other eunuchs speaking. Christine put a curse on Ned.”

It was a voodoo curse he said. I had never heard of such a thing. “Yes, Justine it is real. There is no way to avoid the curse when a priestess has deemed it so. And Christine was a voodoo priestess, this I overheard and I believe it to be so.” He stared into my eyes. “Long ago in America, she had cursed her masters and his family after she had tried to escape. She was hanged, despite the curse. Eventually, they all perished.”

It was a sobering thought. “So it can be true?”

He agreed. “It is dark magic, the magic brought from afar ... the same magic that raised her from the dead. There is a legend, even I have heard of it,” he said. “Of a vampire prince who raises up those cruelly killed. Many think he raised her—many also think he is an African himself. The curse worked too. Each one named by her died in agony, no one knew how they came to their violent ends but they did, each perishing as Christine said they would.”

“Why didn’t he fear mistreating her then?”

Ramet shrugged. “He probably thought she lost her power as a vampire. I even thought that. Time will tell I suppose.”

CHAPTER 42
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I attempted three more escapes, each with Ramet because I would not leave him behind. Each time we were brought back. And each time we were certain we would be destroyed. We didn’t know why we weren’t. I think actually Ned wanted us to try and be caught. Yes, I am convinced that is so.

Soon, any desire we had to endure was gone. Never were we more hopeless. To be without any sort of hope is not something any being wishes to experience. And so I began to think of ways I could destroy myself, Ramet did as well. We were not able to plan anything however, as we very rarely saw one another, that Ned was firm about.

My time with Ned was worse than ever not that he did anything sexually to me, he didn’t. He knew all too well I was only too happy to be destroyed and he suspected Ramet was as well. He had another weapon to use.

“I think it’s time to put you on display,” he said.

That was the first inkling I had that I would be one of the exhibits. His Circus of Delights was gaining many patrons. The public often came and cheered the vampires and the Weres. I could hear their shouts from my chamber. It was sickening.

Humans have a great many shortcomings, one of which is cruelty. We are cruel too but I have found humans to be sadistic in their cruelty.

I could hear cheers and shouts of encouragement along with the sound of whipping and from the piteous cries I heard, I knew they were whipping the Weres. If it wasn’t Weres, it was vampires.

“We’ve had them mate publicly with one another. I am going to try doing that with the Weres ... Anton loves it so.”

Yes, I was never more hopeless. I wondered if he knew.

Somehow I got a message to Ramet that I planned to destroy myself.

Do not weep for me...if you follow me, perhaps it will be best, my dear friend. How much torture can we take? It isn’t worth it. And really wouldn’t it be better to end it all in a moment and deny Ned and the others their pleasure?

I received an answer a few days later.

We shall do it together, Justine. Watch me and you will see how.

And so I did. The key ingredient was to be Anton. I was to attack him and be destroyed for it. Ramet would perish as a result. We would be free of our torturous existence.

My time in the exhibit hall was unremarkable for I knew exactly what to expect. I was mated with Weres and the Vampires too. Not Ferals, not so far.

The first few times bothered me, especially being watched by punters who had paid dearly for the privilege. No one watched more carefully however than Anton. I made sure to stare back at him. The first few times I did, he looked confused but then he started to look different. I saw desire there. I saw too the red flush of his cheeks as he watched me.

And if he watched me, I watched him and saw he was pleasuring himself as he looked at me. He was easily enticed I thought. After the show was over, I heard footsteps and I knew it was him.

He called my name and I answered. “Come to me,” I doubted he would but I was wrong! I could not believe it when I heard the key in the lock.

As I heard the approach of eunuch guards I knew there was no time to waste. The moment I saw Anton, I rushed up to him, I was naked. He reached out to kiss me. That’s when I attacked. I sank my teeth into his throat, tearing it apart. I heard the skin split!

The blood began pouring and I continued my attack. The eunuchs tore into the cage and grabbed him away. Clearly he was dying.

“You will pay,” they shouted.

I just hissed at them and laughed.

Ned appeared and had me beaten by the eunuchs. There was pandemonium in the exhibit hall with the vampires and Weres all screaming. Naturally, the feral vampires had no idea what they were screaming at. Still I didn’t care. I was anxious to get my destruction over with.

Ned had other plans. He attacked me as soon as he saw me. I expected that. “Your destruction will not be as you wish, Justine. Nor will your friend’s.”

I could not imagine what he meant. He made me wait until he had everything ready. As there was a lot of preparation for our punishment I knew it would be spectacular.

“Anton clings to life. I do not think he will live. I want him to because I want to tell him what I did to you!”

He told me he had that doctor attending him. “He gave Anton blood. He has warned me about the dangers. I was told it might not work, so far it has. He sleeps but he is alive. Not, undead!”

I smirked but said nothing.

“I will tell you now what is going to become of you. Ramet is waiting. You will join him in the courtyard, shackled and helpless. When dawn breaks you will die slowly and torturously. The sunlight will burn you and I will be there to enjoy it!”

I cared not and told him. “I am glad.”

“We shall see how you enjoy it tomorrow morning!”

With that said, he left. I was truly looking forward to it. Ramet was there as he said. He shouted my name. “Be brave! Justine!”

I tried to answer but faltered. So I wept instead.

It took the eunuchs some time to chain me up, all this under the watchful eyes of a very triumphant Ned. Handlers too had come to see the both of us, as had the other eunuchs. All of them cursed Ramet and said he was a disgrace.

All I wanted was for dawn to bring about our destruction. We slept and waited. Never did time drag more than it did then. When I heard the sound of the great doors opening, I knew what to expect. I gasped when I saw the sunlight even though it was not yet upon me.

Ned was taunting both of us, but his real fury was aimed at me.

“I am going to enjoy watching this,” he cried.

Ramet shouted “Courage!”

The word was hardly uttered when I felt the first rays of heat hit me. It was agony! I could smell my own flesh burning. Ramet howled and when he did, I did as well.

The heat was fire, we were burning, truly. I never knew pain like that. I tried so hard to keep from crying out but it was impossible. Ramet screamed too. And all the while Ned’s laughter rang in our ears.

Suddenly, amongst all that suffering I saw Gascoyne. Yes! My love had returned to me. I tried to shout to him. “Gascoyne I burn!”

He would save me—he would save both of us! I saw him rush toward Ned and as unbelievable as it seemed, I heard Ned order us to be taken down. Was he saving us?

I could not think clearly. Everything was a jumble. Yet I felt sure Gascoyne had saved us!

CHAPTER 43
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Despite the pain, I was happy. How was it possible? Had he survived? I called his name over and over, yet he did not answer. He didn’t even turn around. I know I was not fully conscious—perhaps he did answer and I didn’t know.

They were speaking—Ned and Gascoyne and arguing too. Ned sounded to be defending his actions! How could that be? Perhaps he feared Gascoyne?

It didn’t make any sense. They argued and then someone came to tend to my burns. As soon as I saw him I smiled. “Gascoyne! Have you nothing to say to me?”

“I am not he.”

That was all he said as he applied a balm to my wounds. It began soothing me immediately. When he finished he asked if I wished a feed and I said no.

“You have to have it... it will help with your healing.” He told me to sleep then he said something that raised my spirits. “If I tell you Ramet is recovering, will you take some nourishment?”

“I will!” I croaked. “Oh! I will.”

Ramet was indeed recovering. By the time I saw him, I was as well and not from that blood wine. From pure blood, the pure blood I was given.

He told me his name. “You called me by another’s name but you were mistaken. I am Fabio and a creature of the blood as you are. I am ages older though, I should think.”

Sometimes vampires can distinguish one another by age. It is just something we can do.

Now, that I looked into his face, I saw there was a strong resemblance to Gascoyne. Yet, the kindness in Gascoyne’s face was not present. Though handsome, with the same perfect features, this exquisite looking male vampire’s eyes looked stony.

I imagined he was capable of cruelty. Yet he spoke kindly to me, worried that I was still in pain. “The pain will ease,” he said. “Ned.” He shook his head and sighed. “I have known him for a long time... he is what he is. But aren’t we all?”

If I expected him to explain, he did not. He began to tell me about himself. How his parents left Italy to go to Transylvania. “I am sorry they did for it is a dreary place. I wonder why I stay. I suppose it takes some kind of commitment to make a move. I am afraid I have become something of a recluse.” He smiled. “This is the first trip I have taken for a long time...”

“I am glad you did.”

He nodded. He began to walk away but I asked him to stay for I wished to tell him about Gascoyne. “I knew him a century ago...he raised me from death...”

He stared at me for the longest time. Then he said, “I will see how your friend is. Have you anything you wish to tell him?”

“Just tell him I send him my love.”

****

Fabio remained with us for some time—during the whole of my convalescence. I did not see Ramet—I relied on Fabio to bring messages back to me as I trusted him.

Ned stayed away from me and I was relieved. Anton I was told was recovering. When I made no reply to that, Fabio nodded. He understood how I felt about the little monster.

He was a glimmer of hope to me. He had stood up to Ned and Ned feared him. It was obvious. He’d bring me my feeds and tell me things. He was a good storyteller and I was grateful.

One night he told me, “Every creature has a story—mine is sad—well how can any undead being be completely happy?”

I wondered if he was raised up or created and I asked him. He took so long to answer that I regretted having asked him in the first place.

“Created by an enemy...”

“Is he an enemy still?” I asked

“Yes, and he will remain so.”

Here is a strange thing. Though I still grieved for Gascoyne, and always would, I felt myself desiring Fabio. My brief but fruitless hope that it was Gascoyne’s voice I heard was gone as he was.

Grief and desire are strange bedfellows, yet I felt them equally. If I mourned my dead love, I also craved his touch—his lovemaking. My dreams were filled with lust and longing.

One dream in particular had Gascoyne suddenly turning into Fabio. I recalled it when I woke and I cried. I think even as I did, I wondered who it was I cried for.

Then it happened. I was in my own chamber as I had been moved there so that Fabio could tend my wounds. Ned was elsewhere. I am certain it was Fabio’s doing.

Fabio came in as usual. When he touched my hand, I shivered. Yes, it was the cool touch of the vampire, but there was something else. It was like the feeling I had with Gascoyne.

I knew he would take me and he did. It began with the feeding, gentle at first then, voracious until it became sexual.

“My teeth will be a caress, Justine and nothing more...”

And so they were. The sting was hardly felt. It was the drawing of the blood that was thrilling. I cried out in pleasure and lust for I wished him to take me over and over and he did.

I knew he would be leaving and I asked him. That was the only time he looked annoyed. “Yes, of course I have to. I only came to tell Ned about some matters. I must go to my home now. Besides, England has never felt right to me.”

His words sounded hostile and I felt badly. My eyes filled with tears. I watched him leave. He didn’t look back, not that I expected him to, though I wished he would. Now things would return to how they had been.

If I still waited to see Ramet, I saw Ned instead and regularly. I saw too his knowledge of the affair I had with Fabio. He was afraid of him and it pleased me. Actually, he seemed different, furtive almost in his talks with me and there were quite a few. He was different than before. He wasn’t at all contentious nor was he cruel.

He told me he was pleased that Anton was recovering. I said nothing and I was certain he did not expect me to.

It seemed also he wanted to please me. He permitted Ramet to visit. In fact we fed together. I was so glad to see my friend, I wept as I embraced him. “Ned is so different, dare we trust him?” I whispered.

Ramet smiled sadly. “Who can say? His friend saved us. I cannot think why. I have heard he is not a kind being, this Fabio. What do you think?”

“I cannot figure him out. He is puzzling.” I added that I had thought he was Gascoyne. Ramet looked sad for me.

The shows went on and the punters came. Not Ned’s posh friends for which I was relieved. As far as the curse went, Ramet thought Ned would fear it until the end of his life. “When the curse becomes his deadly truth,” Ramet said. “Then he will know it was truth.”

Winter passed and spring came. That was when Ned informed me he would be going abroad. He looked happier than of late. “I have just had word from Fabio. He has told me of some acquisitions I can make... My son will accompany me. No thanks to you he is well enough to travel.”

Anton gone too, I could not believe it. As for the rest of it, I knew that meant exhibits for the hall. “There is another thing,” he added. “Quite pleasant I think. It is a surprise and I am certain you will be pleased.”

He would not say another word. If he looked pleased and much better than he had, I was disturbed. For I felt sure whatever pleased Ned, would not please me.

CHAPTER 44
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With Ned and Anton gone I was more relaxed as Ramet was, despite the Handlers watching us and the eunuchs’ menacing presence. We saw one another and had time to speak, though we were limited in what we could say. We knew everything was reported.

The best thing about Ned being gone was there were no shows of any kind, no jeers or shouts from the lunatic patrons wanting more.

If I feared anyone it was the Handlers I feared the most. I knew they could take me at any time. I saw the look on their faces. They hated me more than any of the other vampire females. They hated my spirit. Thankfully, they left me alone. I was certain it was the eunuchs that ensured that they would. Ramet would later tell me Ned had told them to keep the Handlers at bay and not to allow them to touch me. That didn’t surprise me either Ned usually had other plans for me.

There was nothing to do but wait for Ned and Anton’s return. As for the surprise, I had no idea what it could be. Then, a letter came from Ned, posted from Varna telling me about the fine collection of stock he had acquired.

He wrote that there were Weres and vampires both Feral and not, as well as a Wendigo. I thought of the one I had seen that died. I was certain this poor creature would fare no better. At last I came to the part about the surprise.

“She is like you in many ways although she doesn’t have your spirit.

I want you to like her... Fabio was right when he said she was one of a kind.”

I knew what he meant by that. Ned had not changed. There was much expected from me, from us both I realized. He was preparing me with this letter. He wanted me to act right from the beginning, his sort of right. I wondered if I would, for I wondered if I could.

At the end of three weeks, they returned. I had done everything to please him. It would be easier for me and definitely easier for the poor creature he had groomed for something special.

I heard the carriage drive up and then three knocks and two, Ned’s distinctive knock. I opened the door at once. There was a young woman there—I saw she was not human, but vampiric. I whispered, “I am one, too.”

Ned laughed and said something about us being sisters of the night. “Sisters of the blood, too, you might say.”

I ignored him and introduced myself. “I am Justine Bodeau, would you come in please?”

“This is Dia,” Ned said.

As soon as Ned walked away, I whispered, “I have escaped many times, but he’s always brought me back.”

****

I was relieved when Ned asked us about feeding for I wished to talk to Dia alone. At last I was able to speak to her, “Dia, there is little we can do. I have been here for years. I forget how many. He has many friends who aid him. There is also his staff here ... they carry out his commands no matter how horrible. His elite guard of vampires are his eunuchs. They are loyal to him and would rip us apart as soon as look at us.”

I spoke to her as earnestly as I could. “I shall tell you my story sometime. Just remember Ned is a degenerate. He prefers vampire women to human women. He enjoys orgies and there is no telling what he will wish for you to do. I am used to the degradation. I used to be proud...I had self-worth, now I have only Ned and Anton when I must. He threatens me with my friend, Ramet.”

I could see she understood the hold he had over me.

“You’ll have to make a choice, Dia ... to survive or not. If your will to get out of here is strong enough, you will make it. Mine has been strong, despite the numerous setbacks. I try not to think of them, I just want to get out.” I stopped then. “Ned!”

I was right. Ned came in carrying a tray with a pitcher and some goblets. “Only the best for my two lovelies,” he said as he set it down. “Dia, would you like to share in this rich, ruby bounty?”

There were three goblets. I poured the blood wine into them. Ned had begun to sip from his. He smiled. “You look surprised, Dia. No, I assure you I am not vampiric. But I have strength you cannot imagine ... it comes from the blood.”

“You are quite the lover, lover,” I said, to which Ned puffed his chest out. “I have great endurance.” He winked. “And I can satisfy any female creature, human or not.”

“Yes, and he has werewolves, too. In the human form of course, although sometimes...”

He protested. “Don’t mislead our new friend, Justine, or I shall be angry and you would not wish it.”

He handed Dia the goblet. “Drink,” he urged. Dia did when suddenly he pleaded. “Please, Dia, may I gaze upon your body?”

I drank too and wondered how Ramet was faring.

****

I knew there would be an orgy and there was not long after. His shouts of delight were as repulsive as he was. Later, he had the vampire eunuchs brought in. I nearly screamed when Anton appeared, for he was nude and already erect.

Dia tried to fight but Ned slapped her for that. “If my son wants to fuck you, he can!”

She endured it all until both Anton and Ned, drunk on blood wine passed out.

“Come,” I whispered. “We shall talk now.”

Dia asked me what would happen next. “I can’t stand the uncertainty. What will I do?” she sobbed.

“Dia, it is no use to worry. You will learn to cope here. For you haven’t any choice.”

****

She wanted to know about me so I told her. “I have had a varied existence...” I told her much of my living life. Then I sighed. “And then I died—drained by Rogue vampires. There were many throughout Paris in those days. When I was attacked and killed, my master raised me. His name was Gascoyne. He is a prince among Vampires, not a real prince although there are stories...he is gone now. His love for me destroyed him.”

Dia reached over to comfort me. “I am sorry,” she said. “We will never forget our creators.”

“Tell me of yours then,” I asked.

“He was Dracula. I did love him but he is gone now.”

“And you still mourn him.”

“I do.” She told me of others, of a young gypsy man and of Gabriel a Destroyer who hadn’t had the heart to harm her. I was going to ask her to tell me more but then she mentioned Fabio.

“Fabio?”

She nodded. “Do you know him?”

“I have heard the name...”

She began to cry. “Oh! Fabio how could you?!”

“He betrayed you...?”

She told me she had been turned over to Ned by Fabio to be in his Hall! I was going to ask her a lot more but suddenly I heard Ned and warned her.

Ned had roused himself from his drunken stupor. He looked at us and smirked. “Had a good time have you, girls?” Neither of us answered.

“It is near dawn,” he said. “Come Dia, I shall take you back to your stall where you will rest. There is a show tomorrow and much excitement.”

Ned looked shocked when I offered to go too. Dia looked relieved.

CHAPTER 45
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Dia was suffering I knew. She had become another exhibit to be taken out and abused by Ned and his son whenever they liked. It was hell for her.

Every time I saw Ned, he’d smile in such a triumphant manner. Invariably I’d pretend not to notice. I had learned to avoid confrontations with him—when one is dealing with a sadistic lunatic, human or not, it is best not to antagonize.

He did enjoy telling me all that Dia was going through. How he was mating her with the Weres and Ferals. “Don’t worry,” he smirked. “I will not let those Ferals kill her, I prize her too much.”

My only comfort was, in knowing he wanted her and would not have her destroyed. He was obsessed with her. As for bedding me, he did not bother mostly because he was drunk or tired. Anton didn’t bother me either—he was busy in the hall with his duties. I only hoped he was not annoying Dia.

I did not see Ramet for the longest time. I always worried about my friend for Ned had often used his welfare as a weapon against me. And then I began to have a sense that something was about to happen. It was due to a dream I had, one of the most strange I’d ever had. There was a young man in it—Dia was in it too and she was happy.

When I woke up I was smiling. For I felt sure something good might at last happen. Perhaps it was an omen of things to come.

I soon forgot about it because a caller came. We didn’t have many. Mercifully, I was alone. When I opened the door I beheld a kindly looking young man. Could it be the one I had dreamt of?

“Please,” he said. “I need to speak with you.”

I ushered him inside.

“This is the right place, I hope. I am told there are shows here. Rather unusual ones. It is called The Circus of Delights?”

I said it was. He looked hopeful. “Do you know Dia, by any chance?”

“Yes!”

His eyes shone with tears. “She is here?”

“She is.”

He was emotional and could not continue for a few moments. “This is difficult for me. I have searched...” He went on to tell me how he had met her. “I was a Destroyer.” He stared at me, looking embarrassed. “I travelled to Transylvania with others. We were to destroy vampires. We were thorough too. We destroyed many, but there was one...I could not harm. Her name was Dia. Dia thinks I am dead. She thinks I drowned because I was thrown off the ship that sailed from Varna with her and with Ned and his shipment. My poor, Dia ... I am so relieved I have found her.”

I asked him how he had.

“I knew about this place, Ned boasted about it. I was to be turned you see. I tried to save Dia on the ship... Another ship picked me up.” He looked at me and smiled, for he realized he hadn’t yet given me his name. “I am Gabriel,” he said.

“And I am Justine.”

He was so nervous and worried he would be discovered. “I know what they are. I have seen them...I have thought of a way for Dia to escape... and for you, should you wish to join us.”

I sobbed for I couldn’t reply.

“Could you please have Dia see me as soon as possible?”

I assured him I would. He left me to consider all that he said.

“Dia,” I thought. “You will be free!”

****

He returned a few more times, but each time Ned was present and I could not see him. Luckily Ned was drunk each time and not aware of Gabriel’s visits.

I told him I would let Dia know. “I will have messages passed to her. Come back, but be wary for Ned knows you, best if you write a note and pass it under the door. I will keep watch for it.”

This entire time was so difficult I had never known a time like it. There was Ned to consider—what would he do if he discovered this plotting behind his back?

During this fearful time, Ramet managed to get word to me that Dia was alright. Despite his positive words, I knew all was not well for her. How could it be for a freak in the Circus of Delights?

I knew I had to begin to prepare Dia to see Gabriel. After all, she thought he was dead. That was why I wrote a few notes to her. One of which informed her of his visit.

I just wanted to tell you there has been a young man asking about you. I didn’t know if you wished him to know where you were. I did ask him to return tomorrow evening. He said his name is Gabriel...

Ramet told me how excited she was. “Excited but happy Justine!”

There were two more notes passed to her. It was that third note that informed her that her love had come and was waiting to see her. I could just imagine her excitement when she read my message.

Ramet will take you to see me. Be gladdened, my friend. You will be pleased.

Justine.

****

I drugged Ned so that they would not be disturbed. Ramet brought her up. I saw them pause before rushing into each other’s arms, the vampire and the human. They laughed and cried and kissed. I waited in the parlor. I heard Fabio’s name come up. I could not help hearing much of what they said. Gabriel was outraged that Fabio had turned her over to a freak show operator.

When they eventually came out it was to tell Ramet and me what was planned. Gabriel spoke, “There will be a disturbance, tomorrow evening allowing you to escape. All of you.” He nodded toward Ramet. “You will aid me, I am certain.”

Ramet swore that he would.

As happy as Dia was, she was frightened. “But Gabriel, they are violent, evil murderers Ned and his guards!”

“I know what they are,” he said. “I have seen human monsters before.”

****

It started around ten at night. Not many people lingered in the hall at that time. I was worried. Time seemed to stand still. Suddenly there were angry shouts accompanied by gunshots.

I rushed as close to the Hall as I dared to go. I heard both Ned and Anton shouting. “Well, that takes care of them. Doesn’t it, lad? Now you are quite alone. Your murderous plan has come to nothing. But guess what? You can’t imagine what your fate will be!”

I heard Ned taunting Dia. “Look!” he cried. “There’s your lover! Gabriel’s plan has been foiled!”

It had all gone wrong for they had Gabriel! Dia pleaded for his life but was answered by Ned. “Oh, I won’t kill him! That would be too easy. No, I’ve decided to let him live!”

I shuddered for I knew what that might very well imply.

CHAPTER 46
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Ned did the worst he could do. Even I had not expected it. He had Gabriel thrown in with the Ferals! Ramet told me. “He had Dia witness it! Anton took her out of her cage to see it! She called to him but he had already been turned...”

I was horrified. “He has been turned into one of them?!” I cried.

Ramet nodded sadly. “He is a monstrous vampire now.”

Naturally I pitied Gabriel. I wondered if he knew what had happened. I hope he did not. Still, it was Dia I worried about. I wanted so to be with her. I felt powerless, trapped as I was with Ned and the occasional visit by Anton. How the little monster gloated.

The only thing that pleased me was Ned’s discomfiture after Gabriel had arrived. Yes, he failed in his mission, but he had come. He had managed to find his Dia.

As Ned appeared more furtive and worried I felt like gloating. I felt sure he was thinking of the curse. Even better, I felt sure he was expecting it to happen soon! Of course I never asked him about it, but I didn’t have to. His behavior said it all.

I’ve never had the gift of prophecy—yet I felt certain things would change and change quickly. Ned had taken to drinking more heavily than ever. I related that to his fear of the curse. He’d drink himself into a stupor and because of his drinking he had been delegating more power to that freak son of his.

Anton had never had more control over the sideshow. And because this was so, the beatings had become the horrible focus of the shows!

Ramet told me how the people loved it. “They are disgusting, Justine you should see how they cry for it.”

He happened to mention one on-looker that didn’t. A handsome man he said that seemed quite taken with Dia. “I thought he knew her, he looked upset by her suffering. I saw his eyes pick out Anton and Ned too. He did not look like the kind of being anyone would want angry at them.”

“Being?” I asked.

Ramet nodded. “Yes, I took him for a vampire at first but then I took him for something else, something different...a vampire and not a vampire.”

I had no idea what he could mean and told him. I pleaded with him to tell me as much as he could about this man. “Tell me if he comes again, Ramet. I too feel something is afoot...”

He agreed that he would. Then on a night like many others, with Ned the worst for drink, I had a caller, quite an amazing one as it turned out. He said his name was Eco. He looked quite the gentleman dressed as he was in a handsome frock coat and top hat. He removed the hat at once.

“Madame, I am Eco and I beg to have a word with you.”

He fascinated me. There was something about him—about his face and his eyes. I think he expected to be asked inside. I apologized and motioned him in at once.

He asked if I was sure we would be alone. I told him I was. “My friend is quite inebriated and we will not be disturbed.”

I saw the flicker of a smile. “That is good...”

He asked me my name and I told him. He then began to tell me why he had come. “There is a girl here. One I have known, in fact.” He smiled. “I have known her mother and father too.”

“Do you speak of Dia?”

“Dia, yes.”

I asked him as politely as I could to explain his business. I wanted to know about him but I also wanted to make certain he would not harm Dia.

“First let me tell you about myself...”

“You are vampiric.”

“Yes,” He paused. “But I am more than that.”

He began to tell me the most amazing thing. Truly I have never heard anything like it. “I am the son of a fallen angel and a human mother. My cousin is Dia’s father...Louis Darton. Dia was adopted.”

“Yes, she has told me about this...”

“Dracula was my friend...he created her. He was destroyed.”

“By Destroyers.”

“Yes, that is right. Dia mourned him and was befriended by another...” He paused. “Let me make this short so that we can just focus on what is important. I want to rescue her from this hell. I know how she suffers. I have seen it. I wish to get her away. And you too if you should like it.”

He saw by my face how I wished to leave.

“There is another friend who wishes her forgiveness...for something he did. He is ill and I want the two to meet.”

I showed him to the door. “I am glad you have come,” I said.

He searched my eyes for a moment then he smiled. “I will come again.”

****

It wasn’t until later that night I smelled smoke, the first indication that there was a fire. Ned smelled it too for it instantly sobered him up. I watched as he rushed away to check for damage.

Ramet came to tell me Dia was alright. “She is fine,” he said. “There was quite a fire. It spread quickly, but has been put out. I spoke with Dia. She knows Gabriel planned it.”

“Gabriel?!”

As incredible as it seemed, it had to have been Gabriel. He told me then about discarded matches that Gabriel must have known about. In whatever part of him remained that was a reasoning being had decided to immolate himself and cheat Ned out of further torturing him. Ned was in a fury. 

“He is insane with anger, but I think he fears the curse even more! There is fear there ... the intensity of which I have rarely seen! And as for Anton, father and son cling to one another—they have never looked more desperate.”

I was glad. But I was even more glad for Gabriel. I asked Ramet if he suffered long.

“I don’t think so,” he said. “He breathed in smoke and was not conscious almost at once.”

“And how is Dia taking it?”

Ramet shrugged. “She is asleep. She screamed so much for him  that Ned gave her blood wine.”

I was glad he had. I told Ramet about my visitor. “He will be coming soon to see Dia. I will send for you to bring her up. I think we will all be free, truly free, my friend!”

He bowed. “I am feeling hopeful. For the first time in a long time I am feeling like a bird about to fly from its cage.”

“Ramet! We will fly together ... all of it, we will be like the Phoenix rising from the ashes!”

****

Ned had much to do, despite his anger about the fire and about what Gabriel had done. He was so busy with Anton seeing to the creatures and the damage, I was left alone to await Eco’s next visit which was soon. He waited nervously in the hall.

I sent for Dia. Ramet brought her up. She looked wan and pale. There were dark circles under her eyes. She was mourning for Gabriel. We embraced and I told her there was a gentleman to see her.

If she looked surprised then, she looked shocked when Eco revealed himself. His voice was pleading. “Dia, please hear me. Whatever I may have done in the past, it is now that counts!”

I heard them speaking for some time. Eco was explaining so many things to her. When she realized who he was she sounded better. “And you have come to save us?”

“Yes, to take you from here and reunite you with someone who longs to see you. Fabio...”

Fabio?! It was amazing. I heard her cry out. It was then that I knew just how much she loved him.

They only had a few minutes together before Ned appeared. I tried to distract him but he heard Eco’s voice. “Who is that?” He didn’t wait for an answer but rushed into the parlor. “Who the hell are you?”

When he moved to attack, Eco merely laughed. “This is a long time coming...!” he said.

I watched as his hands encircled Ned’s throat. Then he smiled. “No, it is too easy for you, too fast.” With that said he grasped Ned in a bear hug and broke his back with a loud crack. When Ned lay on the floor, Eco smiled wider. “Yes, that’s right. How does it feel to be powerless?” he asked.

Eco bent over him—I watched his shoulders move. When he straightened up, Ned was covered in blood. Eco spat out his tongue. Justine and I turned away, but Ramet fell to his knees to further mutilate this man he had come to hate with all of his being. Soon, there was little of Ned that was recognizable.

“Come ... let us go to the Hall. There is more bloody business to complete this night!” Eco shouted.

Now for the rest of the curse to be fulfilled!

****

We could hear the shrieks of the Ferals and above those, the sounds of whipping. The Ferals were in agony because of their burns, but the Weres and the Wendigo screamed at the sting of the leather that lashed their flesh.

The staff and Anton along with the eunuchs whipped the creatures. One of them pointed toward us. The eunuchs had no fear for they charged at Eco and Ramet. Ramet fought them off as much as possible but being of equal strength, he was not winning. Eco, however, tore the eunuchs’ heads off. When the staff saw this, they rushed away. Eco said to kill them and Ramet did.

That left Anton. How the little man pleaded for his life. How he begged. It did not last long for his head, too, soon lay beside the other ones.

The Ferals, all badly burned, were in agony. Eco destroyed them as gently as possible. “They are beyond their pain now and that is best.”

The Weres and Wendigo understood what had happened and reached out to touch Eco in gratitude. Eco touched them too. Then he said the words I shall never forget. “We will all go to the tunnels. They are vast. Freedom is at hand, hurry!”
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Soon, nothing remained of the Circus of Delights. It was only right that the place of so much torture would exist no more.

Ramet called the Wendigo by his name, Arrowhead. “He has suffered more than any other being,” he said.

I had no doubt, for the creature looked ill. Eco and Ramet, each with a torch, guided poor Arrowhead and the Weres down the stairs. I didn’t think Arrowhead would make it, but Ramet half carried him. The Weres were far hardier. There were four of them, two males and two females.

Eco told us about the catacombs under the city. “They have been there for centuries, before the Romans came...”

That sounded alright, but when he mentioned sewers I just stopped. The stench was overpowering.

“You can’t stop, Justine!” Dia pleaded. “We must go!”

I knew she was right. Eco looked pleased when I followed along. Ramet whispered courage which made me smile. Ramet, my dear friend how grateful I was to know him.

Eco led us to a door which opened into a dank, dark tunnel. The farther we went, the less the stink. By this time, Arrowhead could no longer walk at all and had to be carried. Ramet took him in his arms. The poor creature howled when he did for he had so many lash marks on his body.

Soon it seemed that one odor replaced another. There was such a smell of dampness and rot. “From the rivers... The city grew on top of long ago buried rivers,” Eco said.

We raced along one tunnel only to find another. There were vast chambers containing masses of bones. They weren’t arranged in any order, they were just thrown in. Eco said they were from plague victims.

Between the dust and the damp, it was difficult to breathe even for us and we had to rest. Arrowhead was breathing in short shallow breaths. I knew he would not live long. Ramet knew it too. I could tell. Still we pushed on. If we wondered how we would feed, we didn’t wonder long for there was much to feed on.

Eco agreed. “There are many rats as well as eels, mice and frogs. There are even crabs. I have seen some since we’ve been in here. Look, there goes one now!” Ramet showed us with the light of his raised torch. We saw them scurrying up the slime-coated walls. In no time we were sucking them dry. Ramet fed Arrowhead, but he looked to be sinking fast. He moaned and turned his head finally. The poor creature could no longer swallow.

After we had gone a fair distance, Eco told us to rest. Dia and I embraced. I watched her until she fell asleep. Ramet smiled. “You are a good friend to her.”

I sighed. For I felt sure she was thinking of Fabio. The heart, even an un-beating one does not choose where it will go.

I don’t know how long we slept but all I can recall is when I woke, Eco telling us Arrowhead was dead. 

“He is beyond his pain,” Ramet said. “He will never suffer again or feel fear. It is a blessing.”

We supposed it was, for the poor creature had suffered so much in his life. Now he would suffer no more. Sadly, he had to be left there to rot. There was no choice. Ramet took him to a corner, and covered him with rubble.

I wept. Whatever monster I had once been seemed to be no more. I had feelings and compassion. How sad to be like that when one is a demonic being. The truth, however uncomfortable, must always be recognized as truth.

The Weres were waiting for Eco to speak. They looked frightened. Eco calmed them. “It is best for you to find your own way. There are great forests and caves—this tunnel I know will lead you away from the city. Follow its course and worry not. Go until you see daylight. By that time you will have reached the vast forest there. You will find creatures like yourselves...”

His voice trailed off as he studied them. They looked at one another—it was difficult to tell if they understood. Their leader did though, for he took Eco’s hand and nodded. “Forest... and live!”

We watched them go, each of us hoping they would make it.

Now there were four of us. “Come,” Eco said. “We have more ground to cover. Our reward is waiting. You will be pleased.” He nodded to Dia as he said that.

I remember wondering why he did. I would soon know.

It seemed we walked far when at last Eco said we had reached our destination. “I know it very well. My brothel was above this place, as well as my home centuries ago. I go there when I have to...”

He motioned for us to follow and we did until we came to a ladder. Eco smiled. “I have planned this for a while. Come.”

Dia and I cried for our ordeal was over. We climbed up and emerged onto an ordinary looking street. Dia asked if it was Southwark which would have meant we had passed under the Thames itself!

“Yes, and make no mistake. I had checked the route myself. I knew there were neither breeches nor flooding in the tunnels,” Eco stated.

We emerged into a familiar world for it was twilight. The street was quiet, although Eco had us walk through alleyways as a precaution. “The less people know, the better it is. You never know where you are with humans,” he said. At last we halted. “We are here.” None of us could get over it.

“You may think it looks like an ordinary building.” He smiled. “But it wasn’t. It was full of lusty vampire wenches. That was my first brothel. I have had others, but I am most fond of that one. I still stay there on occasion. An acquaintance of mine keeps it off the market.”

It looked alright. Yet, it was empty and all empty houses are sad.

“There are rooms upstairs...”

Eco had more to say, clearly and if I wondered why he was staring at Dia, I did not wonder long. “Dia, Fabio is there, but he may be dying. He tried to destroy himself.”
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What a moment that was. Dia let out a sob. I watched as she rushed up the stairs. It was obvious she still loved him. Whether that was right or wrong, I felt I had no right to judge. Eco followed her. He glanced at me and I knew what he was thinking. It has to be her choice.

Ramet agreed. “Even our un-beating hearts know love or fondness. We certainly can understand regret.”

Ramet and I spoke quietly until Dia came back to us. She looked afraid to tell us what had transpired. I wanted her to know I understood.

“We know, Dia,” I said.

A long look passed between us, whereupon Dia smiled. “I will see Fabio now, there is much to say,” she whispered.

****

She was gone for quite some time. Ramet said the truth could never be denied, at least not without consequences.

“They will be reconciled then, if he survives,” I said.

Ramet agreed. “We become our fate...Justine.”

I thought of Gascoyne when he said that and began to cry.

“Come,” Ramet finally said. “Let us go to see what has happened.”

Eco led us to the room. Dia was by the bed. Fabio turned and smiled at us. He looked weak—very weak indeed.

Dia motioned us inside. “I have forgiven, Fabio. I have given him my blood.”

I nodded. “Then it is right.” Dia looked surprised by my words. “If he is truly sorry, then you were right to forgive him... I have regretted much in my existence, Dia. I left those I should not have left. I have much I regret.”

“The mistakes we make,” she answered.

Standing there, I felt punished for every wrong I had ever done, for every act of wantonness and evil.

Dia interrupted my thoughts. She was speaking of Fabio. “He came so close to the abyss because he was so consumed with hatred for Dracula. It drove him to do what he did. When he brought me to his castle, I was still mourning Dracula and he couldn’t stand it.”

“And you will always love him.”

“I will always remember him because he is my creator. That can never change, Justine. Eco says we are bonded.”

I thought of Gascoyne. Ramet was watching me with a strange look upon his face. I sighed and Ramet nodded. “Creation is the strongest of all vampire bonds.”

Ramet took me in his arms to comfort me for I had given way to my emotions. I was allowing myself to think of Gascoyne once again.

****

We waited until Fabio was fully recovered when we knew we would leave. It pleased me to see how happy Dia looked. “It is a feeling you have forgotten,” I said.

She agreed. Ramet and I left then. “Well, the time has come, my dear,” I smiled, “as they say in those romantic novels, for us to part.” I paused a moment to get a hold of myself. Ramet had to steady me.

“I hope you find love, my friend.” Dia’s eyes shone with tears. “For I cannot think of anyone who deserves it more than you.”

We embraced. I tried to speak but I could not, my emotion had stopped my tongue.

We left then, but not before Ramet took Dia’s hand and bowed. “Miss Dia, I have known many beings throughout time, and I must say your friendship is the most treasured. I will always be your servant.”

“You will always be my dear friend, Ramet.”

Eco led us outside. “May you never know anguish or suffering.”

Ah, the prayer of a vampire.

****

I was concerned about where we would sleep. Ramet said he was given an address by Eco. “It is a haven for our kind,” he assured me.

We set out at once for the place. It wasn’t that far. It was near the waterfront, not the best of places, it looked shabby but we didn’t care about that. It stood on a deserted street, one among many poor looking properties. I wondered if Destroyers knew about the place and asked Ramet.

“Not recently, Eco assured me. However, we know it’s best to move on sooner than later.”

Vampires must be cautious creatures.

A man greeted us. He was vampiric and he didn’t let us in right away, but had us walk toward him. It seemed he was examining us rather closely. At last he waved us through and I was relieved. The house had a strange odor to it, not only the scent of blood but something else.

A woman, also vampiric, asked us where we were from. “Have you come from abroad?”

Ramet told her we hadn’t. We explained about the Circus of Delights and she nodded. Clearly she had heard of that hell.

“You are welcome to stay here. But I must warn you, do not stay longer than you have to. There is illness here...”

I asked her what she meant.

“It is a disease of the blood. Something has happened, something bad. It is rampant on the Continent, hence my question to you. Humans catch it and become vampires. Vampires catch it and die. We have had many deaths.”

So it was happening again!

Ramet thanked her for telling us. “We will just stay until it is dark. Then we will leave.”

We were shown to the cellar to find many like us there. None of them seemed ill. There were males and females, old and young among them. They lay about in groups and singly. Many of them stole wary silent glances at us. What a sad world we inhabited.
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I remember nothing after that. I did not wake for some days. I was feverish as well which caused those around us to suspect I was coming down with the plague. When it was clear that I wasn’t, only then was I no longer stared at.

Ramet had remained by my side constantly. He would tell me later he felt I was in grave danger and might be destroyed just in case I was ill.

The suffering was all around us. During the time we were there we got to witness how horrific this plague was. Those afflicted screamed in pain. Many pleaded to be destroyed and were. Yet, most were too insensible.

The reason they weren’t all destroyed when it was obvious they were ill was because some did recover from it. Their numbers were not great but at least they survived.

Those ill with it were frightful to see. They threw up blood, spluttering and coughing until they were nearly unconscious. There were huge boils that appeared all over them which leaked blood and pus so that one saw rivers of red and white trailing down their sick bodies.

Lore and her husband Jeph were in charge. They had been married in life and were created long ago—within a few minutes of one another. “We are ancient, Lore said—though not as ancient as your friend.” She smiled. “You are a good and loyal friend to your lady. I have seen your devotion and it is to be admired.”

Ramet smiled, I have rarely seen him smile and it was good to see. “I am her friend forever,” he said.

She told us about herself and her husband. “Jeph has always helped me. We have had a number of covens and many vampires in our care. All have perished. These you see are those we took in, poor things.”

Jeph, the husband let his wife do most of the talking. He only said that Ramet would be safe as his blood was ancient. “Still, you will have to be careful.”

This he said before leaving to care for some of the gravely sick. Lore agreed. “You might be one of the lucky ones that never sickens.”

She asked us where we were bound for. She feared for us to go abroad.

I explained we would be staying in London at least for the present. I began to cry for I had thought of Gascoyne. “I am sorry,” I said.

“No mind. It is good to cry for the sadness...where do you come from now?”

I told her. She had heard of it. “It was good that sin-ridden, horror-filled den of suffering of the beasts and vampires is no more. But that was not the only sideshow like it. There were others...many others all over the city hidden away. They are all gone now.”

I asked her about the Hall of Wonders.

She sighed. “It is all gone now, cursed it would seem by its own evil.”

I began crying and calling out for Gascoyne then. Lore was watching us carefully. “I know that name,” she said. “He is French. He was here for a time. He was one of the lucky ones, the illness passed and he left.”

Ramet was to tell me I became incoherent, all I did was shout Gascoyne’s name over and over. They had me rest. Ramet carried me to a pallet. It was his voice I heard just before I fell asleep. “You will see Gascoyne ... we will find him as soon as we can!”

I slept and dreamt of him, only now the dreams were pleasant because I had hope. When I woke Ramet and I spoke with Lore and Jeph.

I asked them if they knew where Gascoyne was headed for. Lore shook her head. “He didn’t say. He only said he was going to look for his love.”

That did it. Once again, I burst into tears. Ramet held me. 

Then she smiled. “Do not waste time crying! You must begin your search! But be careful of Destroyers and of the plague!”

Lore left us then so that I could be alone with Ramet. He spoke quietly to me, in between crying his own tears of joy. “Do not be afraid of joy, little one.” Ramet kissed my hand. “Nor love either. Before you know it, you will be reunited with your love you will see!”

****

We would leave the next night. Lore gave us an address. “Go to the house off Flower Street. It only looks abandoned. Be vigilant though for the Destroyers are about. We will be moving from here shortly.”

I knew what that meant. She meant when the last ill vampire dies.

I took her hand. She was kindly and would not destroy them but would gamble with her own existence and her husband’s.

They wished us well when we left. “Walk amongst the shadows and listen for your own safety. And most importantly, do not take tainted blood.”

Yes. That was the most important bit of advice. Tainted blood had a different smell. And if we were tempted by a human to feed and that person’s blood was diseased, we’d know before we bit into their flesh. Our keen sense of smell would detect the sickeningly sour odor of that blood.

We made straight for the house. We were in need of feeding, although we did have some sustenance in our recent haven. It was blood we knew was without taint.

Ramet said nothing as we made for our new refuge. I think he was too excited to speak as I was. Several times we ran down cellar steps or hid in alleys. Then at last, we found the street. How dark it was, dark and dreary. The building and shops were boarded up. There were signs posted on doorways.

CLOSED BY ORDER OF THE COUNCIL

That translated to mean Destroyers had been there. Ramet led me inside. We were immediately surrounded by vampires and both of us were subdued. Ramet, despite his strength, was knocked to the floor and held there. I was easily taken down. We did not protest. Ramet called out, “Wait we will have our turn to speak.”

“Yes you will,” someone answered. I could not see who had entered though I heard footsteps. I also smelled blood. Whoever was going to speak, had just fed. That was obvious.

“Stand them up.”

We were raised up roughly. A very tall vampire regarded both of us. The way he sniffed the air, I could tell he knew what we were. At last he spoke. “Who sent you?”

I said Lore had. He regarded me suspiciously. “Lore—told you to come here? Why?”

“She said we could stay here...I am searching for someone...”

“Who?”

“Gascoyne...have you ever heard of him?”

He did not say anything. He only stared at me in such a way I felt certain he would tell me the worst.
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“I do recall that name,” he said. “He was with others. None of them were ill, although...!”

Ramet pleaded with him to go on because I could not speak.

“Frankly, they looked too pale. The pallor is one of the early signs of the illness.” 

Ramet kept pressing him, asking him where these vampires went. But he did not know. 

“I cannot say. They stayed here but not for long. Many were sickening at that time. They still are. You should not stay here either. So far we have been safe from Destroyers, but not from the illness.” His hand shook and he smiled ruefully. “I fear my own health is giving way.”

A female suddenly appeared when he said that. “No! You are not sickening!”

The feeling between them was obvious. The female glanced at me with pity in her eyes. “You are searching for your loved one?”

“His name is Gascoyne...”

She glanced at her male. 

“Yes,” he said. “I told them...”

“Perhaps I know more than my man. This Gascoyne said he was going to the woods. He mentioned caves and said Destroyers would not find them. He had quite a number of vampires with him. He was their leader.”

Yes, I thought. That sounds a lot like Gascoyne. Ramet and I would go from here. But we would have to leave the next night as it was already turning to light. We were offered sustenance and assured it was safe. The female sat and spoke to us and we discussed the plague.

“No one knows where it is from or how it started, although there are numerous theories about it.”

I asked her if she thought it would ever end. We just looked at one another. Ramet tried to sound positive but could not. After a while, he just fell into the same thoughtful silence we all succumbed to.

We were shown a space in the cellar. I heard coughing and moaning. It seemed whatever was afflicting vampires was here too. It seemed no place was safe.

Sleep came, but it was troubled for I dreamed of Gascoyne. I kept calling out to him, he’d look at me and smile, but he didn’t move. He was trying to tell me something, but I could not hear what it was.

I am sure I called out in my sleep, as I felt Ramet’s reassuring touch and his soft whisper telling me all was well. Even in my sleep I knew it was not. I wondered if it ever would be.

****

The next night we bade our hosts farewell and journeyed forth—toward the forest beyond the city and the caves we were told about. There were few humans about because of the late hour. There had been a hellish rainstorm. We left during the height of it, knowing we would encounter fewer people.

Ramet shielded me from the downpour—as we ran along. When we were certain we were not seen, we flew from street to street. It was almost joyful and I laughed. Ramet laughed too. “It feels good now, doesn’t it?”

It did. It felt freeing to fly, to soar over buildings and gain distance quickly. We hadn’t done anything like that in ages. We certainly hadn’t flown together. We had during the course of our existence but not lately.

When we reached past the outer-lying districts and came in sight of the woods, we paused to rest. “It is hard work, this flying. We are out of practice,” I said and Ramet agreed.

The sky was starting to lighten and we knew we’d best find the caves. I reminded Ramet what Lore had said. “Look for the copse of fir trees and the old ruin. There are caves there. The ruin is of an old charnel house. Vampires have often stayed there. Just be cautious.”

She meant be wary of the Destroyers—they could appear anywhere. The plague had caused their numbers to increase as well as their attacks.

Ramet suddenly pointed. “Over there! See?”

I looked to see there within the forest, the ruins of a chapel. There was what looked like a broken Keep. At first glance, the ruins were hardly noticeable. The grey stone walls were overgrown with grass and weeds. I tried to picture how it must have looked in earlier times.

Ramet began to look worried. We both were feeling weakened by the ever-increasing daylight. “Hurry,” he said. “We have to find a cave.”

We did hurry—until I shouted that I saw something. I had seen the mouth of a cave. As we drew closer, we could see just how deep it was. We saw it had many levels. We explored it until we found a spot for ourselves among the darkest shadows. The scent of bat dung was all about us. It isn’t pleasant but it was more important to be away from sunlight. We lay down to rest and were asleep within moments.

Something woke us, a feeling of dread or perhaps the smell of smoke. I tried to speak but Ramet would not even let me whisper. We began to make our way to the entrance. It was then that Ramet pulled me back for there was a great fire burning. We felt the heat and heard the crackling of what was being burned and the stench too.

There was a great funeral pyre. At first I thought they were human beings being burned but Ramet disagreed. 

“They are burning vampires,” he said. 

And so they were. For now I recognized the scent. It was unmistakable. When the horror of it hit me, I cried but I made certain to cry quietly. We were witnessing a fearful reality. This is what our world was now. There was pestilence and death for us. Men shouted to one another—they sounded excited.

I wondered if they were Destroyers. We had slipped back into the deepest recesses of the cave where we would be able to speak. 

Ramet thought they were Destroyers. “We cannot take the chance, Justine. Even if they are not Destroyers, they will think we are infected and will wish to destroy us.”

It was true and I knew it as humans could easily catch the fearful disease. There was nothing to do, nowhere to go. We would spend the next night hiding away and smelling the charred flesh of our kind. It was a fearful smell, one that I would never forget.
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We didn’t speak, only sat staring at one another. If we had spoken, I don’t think there was anything to say. As I sat there I thought of my past, not so much of my living life, but of my undead existence. I thought of Gascoyne, of the first time I had seen his face. He said I was wanton. Those were the first words I heard him speak.

Whatever I had been, I changed three times in my existence. Once, when I died and was brought back and twice more after it. I was never more wanton than I was at Joy House—but then there was Edward whose purpose in my existence must have been to change me. And he did as an awareness of what I had become began to surface. Yes, I would remain what I was—but I was different, I was less of a beast.

And when I saw Dia forgive a great wrong done to her, I changed yet again never would I take Gascoyne’s love for granted nor would I do anything to hurt him. My days of wantonness were over.

When Ramet whispered they were gone, we both stood up. He insisted on making certain first. He returned and motioned for me to follow him. As we emerged from the cave we saw it. The great pyre was full of smoking ash and charred bones and the terrible scent of burning flesh was still about. I felt I would always smell it.

Something moved and we both stopped. There were Destroyers about. If we weren’t certain before we were now. There was a cry as I felt myself attacked. There was great pain—I was losing consciousness. All I could hear were Ramet’s sobs and his pleas to me not to die.

But the blackness was closing in from all sides. I neither embraced it nor fought it—I only watched it until I could see no more. 

Ramet whispered me awake it seemed, “Drink...please... drink...”

I did and saw flashes of his living life—Egypt and the world of his beginnings. I saw the face of a woman I was sure must have been his beloved princess. It was all dreamlike and pleasant but then there were angry faces. Those I thought must have been his murderers.

Then a different face appeared, the face of he who raised him, the sorcerer, he once told me about.

I had never seen Ramet’s living life before and it saddened me. I know I wept. 

He pleaded with me not to. “I know why you weep, but it is long ago. Those lives we lived are only in dreams now—they are the only fancies a vampire can have. Now, please I must see to your wounds.”

And so he did. From his expression and his silence, I knew they must be frightful. My neck hurt as I knew I had lost a great deal of blood. Well, they had tried to decapitate me!

It was difficult for me to speak. But after a while I managed to ask him questions. He assured me I would survive. I turned away from him then. All I could think of was Gascoyne. 

Ramet guessed as much and assured me we would find him. “And when we do,” he said. “He will be well. I promise you.”

Ramet always said we must have hope—all beings must. I agreed that I would try. I promised him and he wept he was so grateful to hear my words.

“Our attackers are no more,” he said. I was not surprised.

****

I took long to recover. Some time passed, I don’t know how much. In the interim I thought Ramet had begun to look pale, his skin is the color of bronze and now it seemed to turn ashen. I feared the plague might be upon him, but he was adamant it was not. Besides, he reasoned ancients could not sicken from it. It was then that I knew what it was. He had given me so much of his own blood, he was paying the forfeit.

I pleaded with him to be strong and he smiled. “I will never leave you. By all the gods I swear this now!”

Although Ramet did not look well to me, he continued to care for me. Nightly, he went to get us feeds. Whatever small animals and birds he could find, he brought back. We’d feed quietly—and when the poor little beasts were drained, we’d rest. We had to. That is how tired we both were. Illness in a vampire is like that, the least excursion can be an ordeal.

Resting was paramount. We rested even during night hours, speaking quietly of our living lives. Most of what we recounted we had already told one another, still we spoke. I think we both knew it was better to speak and recall pleasant experiences than not to.

He began to speak once again of his living life.

“Yes,” he said. “I have not told you my act of adoration was consummated. Hence my punishment, I was a youth and a virgin,” he smiled. “Anat was beautiful, a natural seductress and I fell under her spell. Yes, that is love alright. Love and spells are one sometimes, and the magic they weave is the enchantment we feel ... the blissful magic of love which cannot be denied.” His voice was edged with sadness. His eyes too shone with tears. “We cannot help but love those we do, Justine—despite whatever dangers there may be.”

This all made me dream of Gascoyne—never had I dreamt more of him. He was so real I called out. 

Ramet told me I did when I woke. “You reached out and cried, “Beloved, come to me!”

I smiled but it was a sad smile as sad as I was. “When will we go—for we must find him, Ramet!”

He understood. “We will go as soon as we can, Justine. But we must be well.”

****

I was still weak, if I thought I wasn’t, I was wrong. I would need more rest. 

Ramet was adamant about that. “You will stay there and not move. I will return with food.” He left with one warning backward glance. 

I lay back and closed my eyes. It was then that I heard voices. I had no idea who they were or what they were, although from their scent I could tell they were vampiric and as there was no sour smell I knew they were not ill with the plague.

The voices sounded familiar. When they began to echo I knew they had entered the cave. The female called my name and I shouted back, “Lore! Here I am!”

Lore and Jeph rushed to me. I could see by their faces how horrified they were at my wounds. “You were nearly...”

“Destroyed but Ramet has saved me.”

I could see they thought I was far from saved. When Lore’s eyes filled with tears, I knew something was up. She tried to speak but could not go on. 

It was Jeph who told me. “We have brought someone to see you, someone you long to see!”
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“Gascoyne!”

He started to rush toward my arms but stopped. I saw he was looking at my wounds. I called his name again and he came to me. There were no words—there was only our emotion.

Lore and Jeph left us alone. The moment was too precious to share. He spoke first and when he did, his voice shook with emotion. “You are strong...you always have been.”

Too strong sometimes, but that seemed a distant memory. Now, I was far from strong. 

“I know what it is. I saw the burnt pyre. And then you were attacked.”

“Yes, and Ramet killed him.”

His face brightened for a moment. “My friend, Ramet.”

“He is a friend to us both now Gascoyne and always shall be.”

He knelt beside me and took my hand to kiss. “The last time I saw you...” His eyes brimmed with tears. He shook his head so he could go on. “I really tried to fight, I did fight, Justine... so you would not be taken from me.”

“Ramet told me...but he feared you were dead.”

“Yes, I nearly was. The beatings were awful. I was bled too as punishment. I was weak and ill after it...” He smiled for a moment. It was such a sad smile. “I came close... I suppose it was something of a miracle. There was a woman there...a mistress to the owner... She felt sorry for me. He was going to have me destroyed she said but she pleaded with him if she might take me away. She told him I’d be of use for some friends, aristocrats that enjoyed shows and unusual entertainment.

At first he refused she told me, but then he relented. It seemed to amuse him. He told her to do as she wished. Apparently he was very busy with his show and acquiring new exhibits.”

I was watching Gascoyne’s beautifully shaped lips as he spoke. I was understanding what he was saying but I was staring at him as well for I could not get enough of him. 

He realized and smiled. “There is more... I was ill for a while, the woman was kind—not at all like her lover. She let me leave when I was able to and in fact she encouraged me to find you. She said she was a believer in love, even in beings like us. It was funny because it sounded like a left-handed compliment.

This time was the most difficult for me. You were gone, I knew you were...she told me the agent had taken you and Ramet and others by ship to Morocco. I planned to go there! I really did. I don’t know how I would have arranged it, but I’d have thought of a way. But then I became ill. My illness didn’t last. I recovered but was weak. Time passed as if in a dream—there was so much illness around...the taint plague they call it...”

I told him I had heard of it.

“I went from place to place. Years passed—barely noticed. I sickened again and again. Eventually I grew so ill that I needed a place to stay, actually I was searching for a quiet place to die, somewhere I’d be able to just slip away... Someone brought me to Lore and Jeph... they cared for me and when I recovered I went in search of you. It was when I had searched for the longest time that I sought out my old friends. All of their ill vampires had died and they were getting ready to move on. When they saw me, they said you had been there! I couldn’t believe it and so here I am!”

Lore and Jeph came in just then and we all wept for there was so much emotion in that cave. Love and relief, and pain too—all of it just bursting forth.

When Ramet returned, he just stood as though thunderstruck. The two friends embraced. “Gascoyne!”

****

Gascoyne had the most questions. His attention was the most ardent. He stared and smiled then touched my forehead. He said I felt feverish and when he said it he looked worried.

Jeph and Lore felt my face too. “It is not the plague,” they said. “It is worry and weariness. But she will endure!”

That, they all agreed with.

There reached a point when we stopped speaking, we were all thinking the same thing—what did the future hold? How much worse would this plague get and most critically, where would we go?

Lore and Jeph said they would head back to London. Before Gascoyne could say anything they advised against going to the Continent. “It is still bad there. Before our last vampires died they confessed they had recently come from there.”

Gascoyne looked sad. “I shall never see my homeland again I think.”

It was such a troubling thing to say. I tried to comfort him but saw I could not. “Perhaps someday,” I said. “All things pass in time.”

Ramet surprised us by saying, “Not all things, some things get better but some get worse.”
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Now passed a time of quiet reflection and hope, hope we dared not have for so long. It was decided I would have to fully recover where I was. Eventually Lore and Jeph left, they said they would first return to London to see if they could find old friends. I knew what that meant. They wanted to see if any of them had survived. We cautioned them and they promised they would be careful of Destroyers.

It was sad seeing them go—and I wept. What human being, I wonder, would know just how much emotion we have, but vampires differ from vampire to vampire.

By early spring, it was time for us to make plans. Gascoyne and I by that time, had taken many walks in the woods, we kissed in the moonlight and were serenaded by wolves. I was beginning to feel as I once did so long ago. Love recalled is a magical thing that causes more love to be shown. We were happy to show our feelings to one another.

We coupled in the soft glow of moonlight. His touch was magical and when he gently fed, I felt my passion rise. I remember thinking all the feelings I had ever felt for him not only returned but were greater.

“I will love you for the rest of time...”

I said the same, but my voice broke—for I was too emotional. There in the woods, under a star-filled sky he took me and I felt renewed and newly created by his love—if I thought of those early distant days of our affair. I felt now it was different. Our feelings had if anything multiplied to the point where I knew if I ever found myself apart from him again I would destroy myself.

“I will never be parted from you again, Gascoyne.”

He looked into my face. “Nor I.”

And so it would be—for however long we existed. Gascoyne and I had been reunited in the best way possible, we shared our love once again, love not lust—I had come to know the difference.

As for the future, in a way I was fearful of leaving. But Ramet said no vampire ever puts down roots. “No accursed being can call any place home for too long...”

He cried and I felt badly. I knew he was remembering love.

Love and life are to be regarded as the most precious things—I knew too that despite being what we were, we would love one another in the way that we could.

“We are what we are, but our love will give us comfort and make us feel less damned...” Gascoyne’s words became my truth.

Eventually we left the cave and as our friends Jeph and Lore did, we journeyed back to London. We walked among the shadows and fed when we could and went without when we had to. We rested in abandoned buildings and closed shops, keeping to ourselves and trying not to feel in danger.

Despite outbreaks of the plague not recurring for a while, we were apprehensive. Vampires spread the disease and there had been many reprisal attacks, that mass burning at our cave was just one.

We worried that we looked out of place. In retrospect I am sure we did look odd. We began to frequent poor areas—where our shabby clothes would not draw undue attention. Those sorts of places were good as there was a mix of immigrants and Ramet did not stand out as much.

Many parts of the city were being developed, old hovels were torn down and replaced with new buildings. There was much construction going on. Entire neighborhoods were being developed.

As the work was done during the day, we found it to be to our advantage at night as no one was about. We didn’t bother about the incomplete buildings, we were better off staying in those structures that were coming down. Cellars were perfect for us and that was where we stayed.

We’d go out at night in search of sustenance but it wasn’t easy. We’d only take enough to exist, no voracious feeding for us.

We were surviving but for how long? Gascoyne said it would be best to seek out a coven. He made the point we’d feel protected and less at risk. There were a few addresses we went to, Gascoyne knew of some. None of the covens were there. We knew why. The plague either killed them off or forced them to seek other locations. We began wondering if it might not be better to leave London altogether. Where to go was another matter.

Then because each of us was worried, we started to argue. One night Gascoyne insisted on feeding alone which annoyed me. When he left I told Ramet I was furious and Ramet laughed. “You are lovers, you love and fight and feed. It will always be like that.”

Lovers’ passion he meant. And though I argued with Ramet, I knew he was right. Ramet and I spoke of our living lives when we were alone. He spoke more of Anat the princess he had suffered for. He told me of his dreams, of how sad they were.

“I have never stopped dreaming of my past—not so much of the suffering, my death and turning for it is too awful. Yet, it is there and always will be. What cannot be changed must be accepted.”

Ramet’s wisdom I thought.

Gascoyne returned with his bounty, some small animals—poor creatures. They looked so helpless. I took one in my hands and drained it, feeling its frail body slump finally when death claimed it.

I felt quiet and saw Ramet and Gascoyne did as well. There was nothing to say—nor any reason to say it. Plans had to be made and I think we wished to put them off.

Something rustled—we all sprang to our feet, each of us waiting. Our worst fear was that it might be Destroyers.

“Do you think...?!”

Gascoyne quieted me just before he sprang into the bushes. Someone cried out. We looked to see a man begging not to be harmed.

“No! Please! I am of the blood too!”

Ramet leaned over to sniff him. He nodded. Ramet’s senses are even keener than ours.

The vampire was in a bad way. He was sick with plague that was obvious as was the real possibility that Gascoyne and I could succumb. So far we had been lucky. Ramet, being ancient was not at risk, still it was Ramet who shook his head. The meaning was clear. We should not help the poor creature.

That was not something I could do. I insisted on helping him. “Ramet please let me have some of your blood.”

Gascoyne nodded for him to obey. He was standing by me. Ramet gave him some and the man began to look better. At last he was fully conscious and able to speak.

He told us about himself, not of his living life—but of having survived this far. “I never thought I would, not that I think it important. I am much resigned to the last sleep.”

Gascoyne asked him if he had been ill long and he said he hadn’t. “I never should have left the coven...”

When he said that, we all pressed him as we wished to know where the coven was. We could stay there too, we thought. But he was unconscious once again, so we took him into our cave to sleep—and to be away from the sunlight. When we woke the next night he looked nearly well and Ramet gave him more blood. That was when he told us where he had come from.

“It is in the city—the master is called Raphael.”

Gascoyne asked him to describe him. He did and Gascoyne looked excited. “I know him—ages since. There is no sickness there are you sure?”

The vampire said he was. “None—I was a fool to leave, for it has returned.”

“But not near there?”

“No,” the vampire said. “The east is safe. Whitechapel ...”

Suddenly he began to cough up blood. He was gone in a moment, leaving us with an unanswered question—Whitechapel—but where?

****

We buried him. There was no other choice. He was put deep within the cave in the deepest recess we could find for him.

Gascoyne said we might as well be on our way. “If we are fortunate we will find the coven and I will see my old friend.”

We left the following night, expecting a long search. Between that and our terror at drawing unwelcome attention to ourselves, we were so fearful

I thought to look at remote places—there were streets that had been closed off, just on the edge of the district. Gascoyne didn’t agree—he said he doubted that would be the place for the coven but Ramet made the point that it might be. We headed for it—a square mile past London Hospital.

We passed through some vacant lots with signs about saying that the area was under development. There didn’t seem to be anything that looked right. It was Ramet who pointed out a building that looked abandoned. “Over there, let us see!”

We tried to hurry toward it. Gascoyne was the most excited. He darted so fast, he began to lift off the ground. We did too in order to keep up with him.

Suddenly he stopped. Just as he got to it he halted. “I hear him,” he cried. “I hear Raphael’s voice!”

****

A voice called out to us. We were asked to wait. I hadn’t often seen Gascoyne as excited as he was now. The figure of a man appeared. He seemed to have materialized from nowhere. He was tall and broad-shouldered, he and Gascoyne embraced. “Raphael, my friend it has been ages!”

An ironical thing for a vampire to say perhaps, yet it was said.

We were all introduced. Gascoyne told him then of the ill vampire that had died. 

Raphael nodded sadly. “Yes, I warned him not to go. I don’t know why he did. I knew he would perish.

Poor fellow. We feel quite safe here. The place won’t be ours forever though but no place is. At least for now it is our home.”

The dwelling he warned us was quite dilapidated but what vampire can be choosy? None he said. He told us of his coven of his wench and two sisters. “That is all that remain. They have been with me for several decades now. Friendship is rare and to be treasured among our kind.”

His lover Sophia, a kindly faced female—dark and of middling height, greeted us first, motioning us inside. The rest of them—the two sisters did look alike. They nodded to us, friendly yet timid looking I thought. They seemed wary of strangers and I saw why, they were scarred. Down their necks and arms was proof of past attacks by Destroyers, such is our existence.

They were called, Julia and Lenore. They had been turned when young and hardly looked vampiric if one didn’t look too close. And as for Sophia, she was a fiery looking vampire with black hair and dark eyes. 

Her voice was heavily accented. “Raphael and I met in Spain ages ago, did we not my love?”

Raphael agreed. “Yes, it was shortly after I left Gascoyne crossing into Spain...”

Ah the memories of a vampire. At least we have that, our only hold to the past.

Raphael embraced his wench. They reminded me of Gascoyne and myself—ardent lovers, capable of kindness and also whatever it took to survive, I saw that in their eyes.

Raphael hadn’t yet spoken with Ramet but he did then. “I knew you were an Ancient when I first saw you. I wonder if I didn’t know you in Egypt, yes,” he sighed. “That sadly was where I was turned—one night when I should have been more vigilant.”

We were all thoughtful after that.

There was one in the coven we had not yet met. Raphael said she was also Ancient. “She is quite an interesting female,” he said, glancing at Ramet. “You will like her I am certain, she too is from Egypt.”

Ramet had the strangest look on his face. It wasn’t joyful or even interested. It was just peculiar that is the only way I can describe it. He was quiet too. In fact he made no reply which I thought odd. When I asked him about it he said he didn’t know how he felt.

Gascoyne advised me not to press him, so I did not. Although I did peer at him when he wasn’t looking, I wondered what was worrying him. My dear friend—did not deserve to have an unhappy moment ever.

They were kind to us and we settled in. Then and by the second night, Ramet said he wished to hunt alone. I thought that odd, though I didn’t say anything. I knew Gascoyne didn’t wish it. As for the rest of us, a few went together but never more than three at time.

By the third night, Raphael had begun to worry as the missing vampire had not yet returned. I asked Gascoyne if he thought Destroyers had risen up again. He said he didn’t know what to think. Then it happened. It happened when Ramet came in one night shortly before dawn.

“I have seen her,” he said. “I have seen Anat.”

I remember covering my mouth. “Where have you seen her?” I asked.

He took a long time to answer. “She is in hiding, fearful of me!” He wept. “She swore she loves me and always shall... and yes, before you ask—she knows what was done to me!”
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We found her in a cellar of an abandoned building. She tried to get away when she heard us. Ramet called out to reassure her. It was then that I saw her face. She was beautiful. Her skin was so pale as to be translucent. There was dried blood about her mouth. She saw my eyes pick it out and she rubbed it away.

Ramet began to console her when she would not stop crying. He was petting her and kissing her hand. She kissed his as well. It was such a tender moment I felt quite the interloper. At last he helped her to stand. “This is my princess.”

She nodded to us, but even though it was a bow, it was regal, that is she was regal.

Ramet guided her back to Raphael. He greeted her and told her how worried he was. 

She was sorry and added, “I saw him, and when I did, I could not believe it.” Her eyes were fixed on Ramet. “He died for love of me!”

“I would do it again!” Ramet said.

Raphael was moved as were the others in the coven. They knew her and liked her. Each spoke to her to comfort her. I had the feeling she was very disturbed. In fact I felt sure she might run away. I told Gascoyne as I didn’t wish to upset Ramet.

Gascoyne disagreed. “I think it’s the sheer emotion of seeing her beloved again, Justine.”

Perhaps it was, but I was not convinced, I sensed trouble. There was her guilt over the affair and punishment. I told Gascoyne. The princess too begged Ramet to forgive her.

“I cannot forgive myself. You were punished for love of me!” she cried. Nothing we could say helped. Even Ramet could not dissuade her from her self-condemnation. That’s when I knew there would be further unhappiness.

Things appeared to settle down as Ramet and the princess were once again reconciled or appeared to be. They spoke for hours, with her telling him all about her creation and he telling her about his existence.

Later he told us that she had killed herself. “When she knew what they had done to me she died by her own hand. I had already been created and was living with the Sorcerer, Natalas. He was guiding me through the early time of my vampire existence, without his help I’d have perished by choice.”

He added that he did often wonder about the princess, but Natalas told him she was saddened and had gone away. “He assured me lying over and over she was well, so that eventually I came to believe she was.” Ramet shook his head. “We each feel guilty for the other. How can we possibly go on?”

I wondered that as well. I wondered too how the princess existed from that time to this. Ramet knew and he explained.

“She first went in search of me. This she did as she knew I was created as she was. She searched for years... centuries I think. After a time, she gave up and let herself be led by the most evil people...”

Vampire wanton...I knew something of that!

I spoke to Anat at last. I found her to be a strange vampire indeed. Her English wasn’t too good and we could not converse in French or in Egyptian so we plodded on as best we could with Ramet translating.

“You are his friends,” she said. “You and your love. Ramet told me. I am so pleased—it is a relief that can almost not be felt after such a long time. One gets accustomed to suffering and joy or relief seems to be diseases.”

I agreed and told her of my existence. She said she had been in Morocco in the past—centuries ago. It sounded the same sort of set up I had experienced. “There was love for me or lust shall I say, those sultans are gifted in the art of love and many of them have vampire mistresses and harems. It is an odd craving they have. Still humans differ as vampires do.”

We spoke of the plague next and she said as Ramet did, she recalled many such plagues, adding there would always be more. “I did think,” she said, “that they were the result of wars too. It is a strange thing, is it not? It seems the gods punish humans for their violence and turn them into monsters...”

****

Raphael had begun to look worried. We would soon know why. He was fearful of tainted blood. “I have heard of at least two outbreaks. It has gotten so bad we are less and less able to feed. Thankfully we have human friends...”

We all knew what that meant—friends that willingly were fed upon. He went on to tell us about a couple he knew. “I have known them for years. They are quite a well to do couple with aristocratic connections. Sophia and I met them in blood clubs. Yes,” he sighed. “There used to be so many.”

It sounded too good to be true—would we feed on them? I asked.

“Of course! They will love it. They always have. I will go and see if they are at home. Just to make certain so we don’t worry.”

This he did. He and Sophia both went. The sisters said they liked the couple although they found them strange. Interesting I thought, a vampire finding humans strange. Yet that was often the case.

Anat said they were well educated and cultured, but she added smiling that doesn’t stop them from being wild and savage.

I wondered just how savage she found them.

Raphael and Sophia did not return until the following night. They looked tired. “That was a lot of work,” Sophia said. Her eyes glistened and her natural pallor had turned rosy. Raphael also looked quite good, clearly they had fed.

“You can all feed from us if you like we’re floating in the stuff or you can go yourselves. The welcome mat is always out!”

That said the two of them disappeared then into an alcove where they coupled very noisily. The sisters giggled and said they always were like that after a good feed.

Gascoyne and I didn’t feel amorous or particularly hungry. We sat and spoke with Ramet and Anat until someone said dawn was breaking whereupon we crept into our little sleep spaces to rest until twilight.

****

Sophia came to speak with me the following night. She explained the couple wished to meet us. “And,” she added, winking at the sisters, “they would love you to come as well, Anat.”

Anat sighed. “If I must,” she said.

“Anat, we never force you to do anything! We wouldn’t think of it. But there are benefits for you, benefits for all of us.”

Anat finally agreed although reluctantly. She confided it was not something she enjoyed. “However, if it is of benefit to us, then I will go.”

This was a coven in the best sense.

We would go to their townhouse the following night. It was ironic but it was quite near Grosvenor Square. Gascoyne and I looked at each other and from his expression it was clear that he knew just how close we were. He whispered. “So near yet so far.” 

I smiled. “What is in the past stays in the past,” I said.

****

The house was quite like what came to be known as Joy House. It was elegant as were its hosts, Martine and Andrew Surront.

The butler admitted us. He barely glanced at us, although he did acknowledge Sophia and Raphael. He made a sweeping gesture as he asked us to come in, a more snooty individual I have never seen.

“My master and mistress are in the library,” he announced.

What an officious character I thought. He was awfully full of himself. Gascoyne would remark later to me he probably was so proud of where he worked. It was beautiful, all marble floors and plush carpeting, much of it Turkish which was the current fashion.

The house smelled of flowers. There were great bouquets about, arranged artfully in cut crystal and china vases.

The doors to the library were open. A well-dressed couple greeted us. The woman first, insisting we call her Martine. “After all,” she said. “We share something in common.”

I thought she must have meant an affinity for blood. Though it was true, I thought it was odd to come out and say it like that.

They were stunning, if eccentric looking individuals swathed in scarves and long sleeves. That was to cover up the bite marks I knew had to be there.

Her husband was equally gracious and as eccentric. Neither of them was as aloof as their butler which was amusing. The husband or Andrew as we were asked to call him was quite taken with Anat. This was not something Ramet liked or approved of that was obvious.

However, Ramet was mindful of what Raphael had told him. In fact, we were all advised on our appropriate behavior before we came.

What we did there was restrained compared to past orgies. There was feeding and feeding only. That was the aphrodisiac for them. Although Martine liked the male vampires including Gascoyne to feed from her breasts as well as her neck. When she exposed them, I saw the many bite scars she had.

Good, I thought—serves you right.

I was surprised when Andrew led Anat away. Ramet watched as she was taken to another room. Raphael sighed and whispered to him, that he doesn’t usually do this. But there are times when he does. Apparently, this was such a time.

Ramet looked as though he could have torn the place apart—but did not. He had to be restrained for the good of all of us, including Anat.

They were not gone long and when Anat came out she took Ramet aside. “I do it for us,” she said. “For us all.”

The good of the coven.

We spoke politely after the feeding. Our hosts were recovered and, though a little pale—they were all smiles. We chatted as any guests would. We had by this time learned the butler was called Boland.

He had removed himself to change—as there had been some blood spatter on his coat. When he returned, he was as haughty as he had been. He bowed to our hosts and vanished like any good servant.

Martine smiled. “He is a treasure, a real find. Not all servants partake so freely!”

I had no doubt.

She began to tell us then about the club where they all met. ‘It was in Knightsbridge,” Martine said. “Quite elegant it was, too. It saddens me to think so many are gone.”

I wondered if she meant vampires or humans.

“Yes, we made many friends, actors and actresses among them.”

She began to rattle off names I had never heard of but I smiled and said I had. Gascoyne winked at me.

“I long for times like that again. I feel we shall never have them.”

Andrew agreed. “Of course we could seek one out. Somewhere...there might be such places flourishing. We won’t know unless we look.”

We began to speak of travel then. Possibly to exotic places—but Anat said she heard that the plague had appeared in Marseille. “If it is there it may likely be in Africa already. I had thought to visit Egypt...”

I saw Ramet’s eyes fill with tears.

Sophia confessed she had always wished to go to America. “It’s just a dream I’ve had. It is a world away—and I often wonder what it is like. One hears so much.”

“There are cities to become absorbed in, to indulge our requirements as well as our predilections,” Martine said. She looked flushed with excitement. “Perhaps we should think of going there!”

CHAPTER 55

––––––––

That was the first time it was mentioned. Something struck me then. There would be change and I knew it. Such moments are memorable.

As for our new friends, the truth was I felt odd about them. That is, I confided privately to Gascoyne. “They are strange people—all humans that enjoy being fed on are worse than we are! We must feed, but they choose to be our prey.”

Gascoyne agreed. However, he made the point that our survival depended on feeding and if they are our only supply of food for the duration of the voyage—so be it. “You see, don’t you Justine?”

I did. I realized we would do it because it was a means to an end. If it insured our survival then it was important.

We stayed over in their home as we spoke until dawn, each of us enthused with this idea of travel. At last Martine said we’d best retire. She directed us down to the cellar.

The other vampires had been there before. Sophia whispered how nice it was and what a good rest we would have. And then we saw it. It was quite large and comfortable looking, there were pallets and cushions around, I saw with a mere glance that all the windows were shuttered. Boland assured us no light could come in.

I had by this time become enthused about our plans and would have loved to chat—but no one else wanted to. Gascoyne quieted me and told me to rest. “We shall speak tomorrow.”

I felt like a child that had been chided. Yet I felt relaxed and did not have to wait long for sleep.

The next night our plans began to become more detailed. We spoke about clothes and trunks. Martine said she had clothes galore and so did her husband.

“And because we travel often, we have acquired four steamer trunks too. Two were from our honeymoon but I have my parents’ as well. We can fill them as we like.”

The sisters were very excited. They chattered constantly about going, confessing how they longed to leave London. “I don’t know how long I have wanted to go!” Julia said. And her sister agreed.

Gascoyne seemed eager too. He said he had often wondered about it. It was Ramet and Anat that looked thoughtful and were quiet. I wondered why. I tried to sound encouraging, making the point that if we chose a large city we’d be less noticed.

That appealed to everyone even Ramet. “Yes, I agree,” he said. “New York I have heard is such a place. Many races reside there I believe.” He turned to Anat and spoke to her. They conversed in Egyptian so we could not tell what they were saying. Raphael had not lived in Egypt long—so he had never learned the language. He was as lost as we were.

When Ramet realized we were all watching him, he smiled. “I am telling my princess what we are saying.”

Anat smiled but her lips quivered and I saw fear in her eyes. I wondered if Ramet noticed. When she saw me looking at her she smiled. “I have existed for so long and have called many countries home. I wonder about this New World though. I think perhaps I am too old world.”

It was a touching thing to say and it saddened me. None of us spoke after that. This would be the time for yet more quiet reflection. Still, introspection is second nature to us. We are used to it.

When we went to leave on the fourth night, the Surronts invited us to remain. “If we are travelling to New York why not stay here. If you need anything fetched from your dwelling just tell us.”

It was a moment for laughter and tears. Raphael laughed and Sophia and the sisters did too but theirs was mixed with tears.

“We have so little, it is not worth going back for,” Raphael said.

So we remained, ensconced in safety and luxury. How different our world had become. Even vampires can get used to comfort.

****

The Surronts did our bookings for us. “We are sailing on the Nautilus in ten days! Think how utterly wonderful it will be to sail across the ocean again,” Martine said and her husband agreed. Even Boland was enthused.

Martine was studying us. “You realize dear ones,” she said. “You will have to mingle with the other passengers, and that means all over—in the dining room and salons—on deck too I should think. Just avoid the sun.” She nodded to Raphael.

“They think we are a theatrical troupe,” he said. “On our way to a series of engagements. We shall have leeway as we will be considered eccentrics.”

Leeway, indeed. We could be aloof oddballs—how perfect that was!

Everyone spoke at once. We were a coven of enthused vampires. Of course there were practical considerations. We had to plan where we would stay when we arrived. The Surronts wired ahead. They told us about a hotel they knew of.

“It is located in a most unique neighborhood. Greenwich Village is quite Bohemian. There are actors and musicians, writers too that live in The Albert Hotel. You will love it.” She beamed. “It’s a favorite place of ours.”

We were all very excited, but thoughtful too. Gascoyne and I spoke privately and confided our worries. He feared he’d never see France again as I did. But then I kissed him. “My love, we will see what the future holds. How unpredictable is a vampire’s existence. We can never second guess anything.”

I felt so close to him during that time. Closer than I ever felt. Our lives were changing yet again. What had gone past would remain where it was and it was best that it did. We had survived near destruction and plague. What hadn’t we lived through? Odd word to use, ‘lived’ but it was true.

It was Gascoyne who said we had a right to happiness. At the very least, peace of mind he added. If we did, Ramet did as well and Anat. We all did.

****

It was overcast the day we left. And we were pleased. Still, we were heavily veiled—all the females, only Martine wasn’t. No, the Surronts and Boland only had to hide their necks instead. This they did with their swathes of scarves which made them look even more elegant. Even Boland said he felt quite fashionable.

Sophia and the sisters wore hats. Martine’s hats really suited them. Naturally they had heavy veils added, but it was done artfully. Martine had a milliner do it all, even mine. 

Gascoyne complemented me, saying I looked like a vision. “You do truly.”

Raphael and Gascoyne tried to make the best of it. They were to board as quickly as possible. Although Raphael said the cloudiness helped and there was no reason to worry provided no one dawdled.

Ramet was dressed in a turban so as to go along with his exotic looks. Anat rubbed a balm on him she said would protect his skin from sunlight should there be any. She looked exquisite, with her dark good looks, dressed as she was in one of Martine’s exquisite capes.

The Surronts were planning on staying a long time in New York. They said they had friends there and were looking forward to once again entertaining. They said they were going to see about opening a club there. None of us were surprised at that. In fact, Gascoyne had confided in me he quite thought that was the sole reason they were going.

I can’t say that I disagreed as much as I was grateful to them for all they did I still did think them odd. Humans that enjoyed being fed on stirred up some of my worst memories. I often wondered how I had survived all that I had lived through.

We would ride in carriages to the docks. Anat who was the most quiet looked happy. She held Ramet’s arm and nodded to me, as if to say ‘I’m past my worry’.

CHAPTER 56

––––––––

At last the day came. I hugged Gascoyne and tried not to be emotional, but I failed which only made him laugh.

“No time for that! We go to begin anew.”

We boarded along with human passengers. I wondered what they’d have thought of us, or did I wonder?

Everything looked so much bigger than I had imagined. The ship, the decks—everything. As hard as we tried for there not to be, there was a certain amount of tension we all felt. Raphael encouraged us to know how far we had come. That was true and it helped. As did Gascoyne’s words.

We were shown to our staterooms, they were well appointed, beautifully furnished with beds and sofas and writing tables. I imagined Boland’s accommodation was more simple which probably annoyed him.

Raphael said the ship was only on her second Atlantic crossing. He had been told that by the Surronts. He also said on the maiden voyage the ship gained remarkable speed and docked in New York four days ahead of schedule—quite unheard of.

We went our separate ways then to retire to our staterooms. We would meet when it was dark. There were coverings for the portholes, some new invention called shades, I was told. Raphael showed us. “You just pull it down and it keeps any light out.” Then he advised if we felt safer in a cupboard it was our choice.

I never minded cupboards, myself.

As for our feeds, he had already told us that we might feed on our human friends whenever we liked. “Although,” he smiled, “it is a good idea to give them notice, so they might be prepared. And really, we must also cater to them and feed exactly how they like. It isn’t every vampire that has their own blood supply after all.”

That implied a great deal but we were dependent on them. Not they on us. We were merely a thrill to them whereas they were essential to our existence.

We slept, well Gascoyne and I did, and when we woke we made love. Love once again, not lust. We spoke of the dreams we had, the expectations. I asked my love if it was right to have any at all. 

He said it was. “We suffer enough we will have rewards, modest though they may be. And why should we not? Fate made us what we are.”

Indeed yes, I thought.

****

We had much to be grateful for. Our courage didn’t fail us nor did our monstrousness betray us. Still, there were challenges and going to the dining room was one of them. Gascoyne repeated what Raphael had said that we’d have to look as though we were eating.

“Of course there are foods to eat,” he said. “Soups would be best, bread is okay. And wine is fine as well. Remember that we will have what to eat later when we leave...”

Yes, our handy human friends.

We were discussing them when someone pounded on the door. It was Ramet. He told us Anat had locked herself in her stateroom. “It was the first thing she did,” he said.

I said whatever I could to sound encouraging but Ramet looked awful, his skin looked waxy and his eyes dull.

Both Gascoyne and I spoke to him. That was after trying to coax Anat out or to at least open the door. But she would not.

We could not break the door down. “It will only make things worse,” Ramet said.

I asked him to dine with us, but he would not. “I will wait in case she needs me.”

We left him there although I didn’t wish to. The others, including our human food bank had already gone to the dining room. When I saw they were seated at the Captain’s table I was apprehensive. What questions would he ask? What would he think if we didn’t eat much?

The Captain greeted us warmly. He asked us about our staterooms. 

Raphael was his most effusive. “We are extremely pleased and when I can, the very instant I can, I shall write the shipping company about your kindness and the excellent accommodation.”

The captain looked delighted. Clever Raphael.

He looked as though he liked all our company vampires and humans alike. He complimented all of us, his eyes lingering on the sisters.

The dining room was opulent, carpeted and furnished in rich crimson and gold. The columns were gilt edged. I thought it would not have looked out of place in the French court.

The other passengers eyed us carefully but not suspiciously. They looked quite impressed with us as we sauntered by.

The food was as lavish as the décor. There were massive courses, and many of them—which I tried not to look at. 

The Captain chided me. “Your manager, Mr. Raphael has explained your strict dietary regime,” he said. “You must be careful.” He then mentioned some plays our manager had told him about. Saying how the parts called for even slimmer performers.

“However, should you require any snacks in between meal times, just ask and your wish will be granted.”

I didn’t dare look at Gascoyne. Instead I thanked the captain for his courtesy.

****

I could have been so happy and hopeful if I wasn’t worried about Anat and Ramet as I was. Even Raphael and the other vampires were beginning to look worried. When neither of them showed up, they looked as though they understood. A look passed between Raphael and Gascoyne. Whereupon Raphael said he understood two in our party were indisposed. The captain immediately offered something for seasickness.

The Surronts looked concerned and Martine started to chat about her stateroom I think to distract us. Her husband was engaged in conversation with Raphael, something about how large cities had amazing transportation systems.

Boland looked to be eating for all of us. Normally he’d never have been seated with his lady and master. But what was protocol to people like the Surronts? As Mrs. Surront always said, rules were made to be broken.

After as much dinner chat as I could stand, I told Gascoyne I needed to go and he left with me. 

Ramet greeted us. He said everything was fine. “I have seen the princess and she is resting. She will be able to have something later.”

When the Surronts appeared, Mr. Surront went in to give the princess her sustenance. Ramet waited outside with us. Although we asked him to join us, he preferred to stand guard as it were for his princess.

Soon we were all busy feeding. The sisters and Sophia quite liked to feed on both the Surronts although Mr. Surront they said was much more responsive. I had an idea what that meant. Boland liked as many vampires to feed on him as possible.

As for Raphael, he fed on Martine, and I on Andrew. The truth of the matter was I was too worried and I had stopped feeding. Gascoyne warned me that I was looking pale. I agreed to feed and he was pleased.

When we left we found Ramet looking worried. “Although she fed, she is looking bad. Her mood is awful ... no vampire can last if they don’t wish to go on!”

Ramet hurried away. I think he didn’t wish me to see him cry. I rushed out to find him staring over the rail watching the moonlight playing upon that great inky sea. I feared he would jump over.

He saw me and began to argue about having the right to do as he liked to himself. But then in between arguing and shaking his head, he stopped speaking and cried out. As I turned to see why he shouted, I understood. Anat was coming toward us. She was crying and pleading with Ramet to forgive her.

Some conversations don’t need translating. They embraced as I walked away—that was not a moment to be shared I knew.

Theirs was still a tragic relationship—one that would last as long as they did. Their fate was to love and have that love obstructed in the cruelest way possible.

****

I don’t know what the passengers made of Anat but she proved to be very popular. We did speak quite a lot during the rest of the voyage and I felt by the time we landed I had gained a most lovely and unusual friend.

It is funny but she is like Ramet in so many ways. Perhaps that is because of their shared roots and culture. She has promised to tell me her story and I look forward to hearing it. I have never known a more beautiful or mysterious creature, one I am glad to call friend.

As our ship draws near New York, our thoughts become filled with our expectations.

I know when we land we will all of us be on deck, sunny or not—covered from head to toe though we may be. I know we will wish to see the new world.

I wonder what awaits us. I suppose all creatures undead and not wonder such things.

Now, I have come to the end of my story. You will agree I had much ground to cover, many tales to tell. My head is full of memories of those I knew and lost—of kindness and friendships and also of fear and hate. I recall things I did that I regret—horrible things. I am no blushing flower, nor can I deny great violence I have done.

I wonder if I would repeat my mistakes again. I should think I would for I cannot change what I am nor can I change the past and my reactions to much that happened. We can only learn from our mistakes. I wonder if I will. I wonder if I can.

If I say I feel joyful it is not a lie, but perhaps I must qualify it by saying I am as content as one of my kind can be. My love is with me and my friends too. And if I wonder what sort of luck we will have, I find it sobering to think that whatever may happen is dictated by fate and cannot be denied. Where we rose from and where we are bound who can say.

Whether we are living or undead, for it is fate that has the last word.

Justine Bodeau, May, 1914.
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Rowena

By

Eden Elsworth

One

––––––––

Rowena pulled up outside the 1930’s detached house and looked across at it thoughtfully. This could turn out to be yet another total waste of her time. The house itself couldn’t be more ordinary: pebble-dashed walls had been painted white at some point in the last few years, and the arched brick entrance to the front door had been filled in with UPVC doors to make a tiny lobby. In the front garden was the predictable hydrangea flowering its heart out. Part of the front garden had been converted into off-road parking, and a Renault Clio graced it. The place screamed ordinary.

As a paranormal investigator, Rowena was used to crank calls from deluded idiots who were convinced they were being haunted. Usually, the ‘haunting’ turned out to be nothing more than mice or birds in the attic, or sometimes elaborate hoaxes staged by people desperate for any kind of fame. More than once, Rowena had been hounded by the journalists from the local newspaper as they tried to get the inside scoop on one of those hoaxes. She refused to contribute to the client’s need for notoriety and always turned down interviews, no matter how persuasive a journalist tried to be.

But, just occasionally, the haunting turned out to be genuine.

Because of those very rare real ghosts, Rowena tried to keep an open mind about each new job until she’d had a chance to make a preliminary sweep of the site. She did her best not to make assumptions about the personality of the individual who called her, giving everyone, as much as she was able, the benefit of the doubt. Some people were impossible not to pre-judge though; they screamed attention seekers. Those were the jobs Rowena turned down. She just had no intention of pandering to idiocy.

However, she had learned over the years that there was a lot more to the world than most people even dreamed existed; creatures who lived their lives right alongside unsuspecting humans, so the weird and wacky wasn’t in short supply. Vampires, werewolves, all sorts of myths really existed after a fashion. Witches worked on supermarket tills by day and performed moonlit rites by night; vampires stalked demons under cover of darkness, protecting their food source; werewolves found jobs that let them roam the countryside during the full moon. The world was a fount of the peculiar for someone who could see what Rowena did.

Getting out of the two-seat Smart car, she hitched her bag onto her shoulder, adjusted her suit jacket at the back and smoothed down her black trousers. She tried to present a professional image, knowing psychics were generally perceived as being hippy nutcases. Her only outward sign of not being your average professional was her unnaturally scarlet hair.

She took her work seriously, approached the jobs with an open mind, and documented everything, first on a voice-recorder, later transferring her recordings to written statements of fact. Each job was finished up with a printed report that detailed all her findings. One copy went to the client, the other she kept in her office, also known as the spare bedroom in her flat.

She checked the recorder was in her backpack, glanced at the equipment boxed up on the passenger seat of the car, and walked up the short drive to ring the doorbell. Glancing around a little, she ticked off all the things she noted in her mental list labelled ‘normal’. The more the ‘normal’ list got checked off, the more inclined she was to think there might be something genuine about a job.

As she stood there, waiting for the door to be answered, she felt a sliver of ice stroke down her spine, like an icicle being traced on her skin, an indicator this was the real deal. It always happened at the genuine hauntings. She dismissed the feeling immediately. Any preconceptions had to be ignored in order to maintain a professional detachment.

The door was opened by a young woman, a little younger than Rowena’s age of twenty eight. The woman looked tired, drawn, but not unhappy. The dark bags under her eyes told a tale of sleepless nights, but they clearly weren’t getting to her too much.

“Miss Tranter?” Rowena asked and the woman nodded. “Rowena Engle.”

The hand Rowena held out was taken in a small delicate one, accompanied by a little smile of welcome. Miss Tranter was one of those ‘china doll’ people, the ones who looked like they needed someone strong to protect them, but usually turned out to have a great deal of resilience.

“Call me Hannah,” Miss Tranter invited and opened the door fully. “Would you like some tea?” she added as Rowena stepped over the threshold. The ice slid down her back again, but this time it was followed by a soothing warmth. She’d felt that before too, just once or twice. It was usually a sign of a benign or protective soul. Though she didn’t know what gave it off this time, she’d consigned it to the box labelled ‘good’ in her mind, trusting her instinct that it wouldn’t harm anyone. Curiosity abounded over the source this time.

“Tea would be lovely,” Rowena replied with a smile and trailed Hannah to her large kitchen.

The room was pleasant, welcoming and bright. A pine table occupied the centre of the floor, mismatched chairs painted in primary colours stood on three sides, a worn old Windsor at the head. This room couldn’t be any homier if it tried. It wasn’t hard to imagine a large family gathering here for lively meals.

“Take a seat,” Hannah said and went to fill the kettle.

Going to the Windsor, Rowena pulled it out.

“Not there,” Hannah told her quickly.

Sensing there was a lot held in those two words, Rowena moved to another chair and waited quietly for Hannah to join her.

The young woman sat opposite and glanced at the chair she wanted kept empty, her gaze lingering on it, as if she saw more than Rowena.

Tuning in her unusual sense, Rowena looked again.

In the chair, his fingers steepled, elbows on the arms, sat a man in his fifties. Grey hair, thin on top, was cropped close around the sides and back of his head. His build was thick; robust muscle going slack with age. His blue eyes were fixed on Hannah and the expression in them was full of love. Whoever this man was, he had to be the source of the warmth Rowena had picked up.

Studying him for a moment, Rowena examined the look in his blue eyes carefully, taking a guess that he was related to Hannah; there was a slight similarity in the make-up of their facial features, but it had to be searched for. He wasn’t malevolent, not in the least, but there was something puzzling going on with him. He also didn’t feel quite right for a spirit from beyond the Veil, as if he was too alive, even though he was clearly dead.

“Who are you?” Rowena asked him.

He turned his face to study her, his head tipped to one side. He looked like a typical working man of around fifty years ago, something Rowena had seen more than once. A shop steward type maybe: principled and possibly a little hard; the kind of man you knew would never favour one side over another until he had examined every angle of an argument.

“Tranter,” he answered. “Bob Tranter.”

“Who are you to Hannah?”

“Great-grandfather,” he answered.

“Do you mean her any harm?”

“Of course not. I’m here to protect her from him.”

The emphasis on that one word sent the ice along Rowena’s spine again. “Who?” she asked.

“The father.”

Hannah squeaked in fear at the words. Her eyes darted around as if seeking something, and her hands trembled.

“Who is the father?” Rowena asked with a frown.

“We don’t know who he is,” Hannah replied. 

Rowena took out her voice recorder and set it running. “Tell me everything that’s happened. Start at the beginning. Try to remember every detail. The more you can tell me the better. Don’t worry if things seem insignificant.”

Hannah lifted her mug of tea and took a careful sip of the hot liquid. “I got engaged just over two months ago. My fiancé, David, asked me to marry him and I said yes. We’ve been together for nearly four years.

“That night, after Dave went home, was the first time the father showed up. He was in my bedroom when I went to bed. I thought he was an intruder and tried to run away, but I couldn’t get the door open. He’d locked it somehow. He told me I’d never leave here.”

“When did your great-grandfather appear?”

“At the same time. He pushed the father back to . . . wherever it was he came from. He’s been here ever since.” Hannah reached out her hand to touch her passed-on ancestor, but her hand went straight through his. Rowena suspected that the longer Bob stayed this side of the Veil, the more solid he would become.

“And since that night?”

“He keeps coming back, so Bob stays here all the time now.” Hannah smiled at the ghost of the man. “I never knew him because he died before I was born. But he said he’s always been here, sort of keeping an eye on everyone.”

“What else has the father done since that first time he appeared?”

“He doesn’t do anything, as such, but he makes Dave feel uncomfortable every time he comes around here, so now he’s stopped coming.” Hannah nibbled at her top lip for a moment, then went on, “Last night, when I was going out to meet Dave, the father wouldn’t let me leave the house. He locked all the doors.”

Rowena nodded. Locked doors was a favourite of the malevolent spirit, something they used to make the living feel trapped and helpless. Unfortunately, there was nothing she could do to stop it happening, so Hannah was lucky she had help on the other side of the Veil in the form of her great-grandfather. Rowena had a feeling all the help they could get was going to be needed.

“So what is it you think I can do for you?” Rowena asked softly. 

“I don’t know. I wasn’t even sure about calling you. But I’ve heard of your reputation. A friend of mine said you’d be able to get rid of the father. He said you’re the best there is at . . . this kind of thing.” Hannah wasn’t unusual in struggling to define what Rowena did for a living. Most people thought paranormal investigation was nothing but clap-trap.

Rowena’s eyebrow rose. “A friend?”

“Stephen Cornwell. He’s more a friend of a friend.”

“Cornwell.” Rowena smiled at the name. She and Stephen had met three years earlier when his dead mother had returned to make his life a misery, all because she didn’t like the fact he was bi-sexual. At the time, Stephen had been seeing a man and his mother didn’t approve. The fact she had been dead for over a year by then hadn’t stopped her sticking her oar in. She’d scared off the boyfriend with her poltergeist activities, and then Rowena had fallen into an affair with Stephen for a few weeks, in the process of trying to help him get his life back together. It had fizzled out quite soon, and since then Stephen had tried to settle down with another man for a while, but it hadn’t worked out. Now he was single again, meaning Rowena had a habit of ending up in bed with him nearly every time they met, at least once a week. Rowena knew they were taking each other for granted.

“He said you’d know what to do,” Hannah added confidently.

“I’ll do what I can. I need to see where the father appeared first. Once I’ve been able to get a sense of him I’ll do some research into the history of this site and see if I can track down who he was. The house will have to be wired with sensors so I can try and find if there’s an indicator he gives off before he appears. If we can find that, it might be possible to block his manifestations before he has the chance to fully form.”

It was all fairly standard stuff: heat sensors, movement detectors, thermal imaging cameras, and all the recording equipment that logged the sensors findings. Rowena had it all in her car, just in case it was needed. She was an expert at setting it all up, and could get it done in a couple of hours.

Hannah showed Rowena up to her bedroom. The spirit of Bob Tranter was already in there when Hannah opened the door. 

He wasn’t the only one there.

Rowena watched the shimmering form behind Bob, the ice slipping down her spine again. The father felt like evil incarnate, but he wasn’t manifesting fully, just lurking on the edge of the Veil between the worlds. Rowena studied the figure carefully, trying to attune to him. It wasn’t exactly a pleasant experience.

“What do you want this side of the Veil?” she demanded, her voice echoing with authority. Malevolent spirits took advantage of any weakness.

The father turned his attention onto her fully. He moved closer, circling around Rowena, prodding at her with his cold-hearted corruption. But he still didn’t take form properly. She forced herself not to respond to his attempt to push her out. Taking a calming breath, she stood her ground, holding him back by centering on the amulet around her neck, the one hidden under her blouse. It was a protective charm, one given to her when she was a child by an old gypsy woman who’d felt Rowena was too sensitive to the spirits escaping the Veil. Rowena had taken it at the time only because it was pretty, but the protection had served her well over the years. She hadn’t ever been able to find out what the funny little shape was, or what it represented, but she wouldn’t part with it for anything.

Rowena looked at the father. “You don’t belong here. This is not your place.”

“Wrong, foolish girl,” he said softly. “This has always been my place. It’s her place too. She will join the others.”

“What others?”

“All the girls who wanted to throw away their purity.”

“You’ve done this before. You know, that just makes it easier for me to expel you. If you’ve sent others through the Veil, they’ll try to hold you there with them.”

“No one holds me.” He moved right up behind Rowena and manifested a solid form to breathe her in. “You are not pure.”

“What do you mean by pure?”

“Untouched. Without the touch of a man. You smell of every man you’ve ever taken inside your body. There’s been a lot of them. That makes you a whore.”

Rowena smiled derisively. “No, it makes me free of men like you. I make my own choices about who I’m with. It’s my right as a child of the Great Mother who guards us all.”

“There is only one God.”

“Rubbish. Before your precious one god drove the rest underground, there were many gods and goddesses. It makes no sense for one god to rule over all countries and all aspects of life. The Goddess watches over me.”

“Lies! There is one God! He teaches us women are weak and must be ruled by men!”

Rowena laughed. “The world has moved on. No woman should be ruled, not by a man, not by anyone. Hannah can choose the course of her own life. Now, it’s about time you returned beyond the Veil.” She closed her eyes and imagined the Veil in her mind, making it thicker and thicker around the father. A near silent pop at her side told her he’d been sucked back.

It was only a temporary measure. He would come back through once he’d broken free of the thickening.

Rowena opened her eyes again and looked at Hannah with a tight smile. “He’s gone for now, but it won’t last.”

Hannah swallowed and nodded. “Do you know who he is?”

“No idea, but I’ve never let that stop me before.” Rowena pulled her jacket down by the bottom hem, mentally preparing herself to do battle with an evil from beyond the Veil. None of the evil spirits ever went back without a fight. It was those who’d just missed their path somehow that went willingly. All they wanted was for someone to point them in the direction of their way through the Veil and off they toddled, happy as Larry.

~*  *  *  *~

After setting up the sensors all over the house, in every room, regardless of whether the father had manifested within them or not, Rowena ran through everything with Hannah. Bob had walked around behind her the whole time, asking her questions about the equipment, about her beliefs, about what she thought she could do to help Hannah.

Rowena rarely had the opportunity to communicate with one from beyond the Veil so much. But she didn’t get a chance to ask anything herself, barely managed to get enough words in to answer his questions.

Once all the equipment was connected up and routed through Hannah’s computer to relay all the readings to Rowena’s, so she would be able to track what went on in the house via her phone, Hannah seemed more settled. It might be a relief that someone not only took her seriously, but had actually seen the father too.

“This is going to escalate,” Rowena warned Hannah and her great-grandfather solemnly. “When he breaks free, he’ll be back, and he’ll be pretty peeved, to say the least. So you’ve got a choice: you can get the hell out now, leave this place forever and let someone else deal with this in the future, or you can stay and fight him. I’m not here to tell you which you should do. You don’t have that long to think. Let me know by the morning what you have decided.”

She left them to think things over without her around. Really, any decision was Hannah’s to make, but Rowena hoped the young woman would listen to the counsel of her dead relative, and that he would give Hannah good advice. Personally, if Rowena was in Hannah’s shoes, clearing out might well be the option she’d take. The father seemed the kind who would put up one hell of a fight, meaning he would make Hannah’s life a misery. But, suspecting as she did, that Hannah wasn’t the kind to run from a fight, Rowena was pretty sure this case would go through to the bitter end.

Shutting the car door, Rowena checked the sensor feeds were coming through to her phone, then brought up Stephen’s number, pausing for a second before ringing it, wondering if it was such a good idea getting hold of him. Talking to him, however briefly, always turned into sleeping with him. He was a hard habit to break.

“Hi, Rowena. I take it you’ve heard from Hannah Tranter?”

“A bit of warning would have been nice. You know, just a heads up I was walking into a genuine haunting.”

“I didn’t think you’d want me prejudicing your opinion like that,” he responded in a neutral tone. “I know you like to go in with an open mind. Besides, I wasn’t even sure it was a genuine haunting. Dave just said there was some funny stuff going on. He was rather vague about it all though.”

“She said you’re the friend of a friend. You know her fiancé, don’t you, Stephen? Is there something going on between you and him I should be wary of mentioning? I don’t want to go putting my foot in anything messy.”

“God, no!” Stephen laughed. “Dave’s as straight as a man can get. I’ve never even tried to seduce him. I know when not to waste my time.”

Rowena smirked at the windscreen. “Really, Stephen? You honestly expect me to believe that?”

“Scout’s honour. Dave’s not my type.”

“I assume that he has all his body parts in the right place? That makes him your type.”

Stephen chuckled and didn’t deny it. “Are you coming over later?”

“Stephen Cornwell, I’m not just here to fill up the nights you can’t get someone else in your bed.”

“That wasn’t why I was asking, actually.” He managed to get the offended tone just right, but Rowena wasn’t convinced by it one little bit. “I thought you might want a bit of a sounding board for what’s happening. I take it you’ve set up your sensors and stuff already?”

Rowena replied that she had, while pondering the wisdom of giving into Stephen yet again. She felt they were falling into the sort of habit that could rule their lives, and didn’t want things to go sour in the future. But he did sort of understand her work, so he would listen while she ran possibilities by him, help her research the house if he had time, and wade through online census results with her. 

Stephen had become a sort of assistant investigator in the time Rowena had known him. Maybe that was why his ex had bailed in the end, because Stephen and Rowena spent so much time together, often excluding anyone who didn’t understand the paranormal.

What she should have said was, “No, I need to do some research,” but what came out was, “I’ll be around at about seven.”

Rowena hung up and brought up the sensor results since she’d left Hannah’s house, seeing the young woman as she moved around her home, doing laundry, washing dishes. The recording devices picked up her talking, and the familiar buzzing that indicated Bob was responding. The voices of the departed nearly always sounded like static.

Mulling over what the father had said about Hannah, that her purity had to be maintained, Rowena assumed that meant Hannah was a virgin. Though not that common, Rowena respected the other woman’s decision to wait until marriage. It took courage to resist the pressures of modern society, so maybe Hannah would stand up against the father. Maybe the answer was for Rowena to hold the father back long enough for Hannah to get out of the house, then she could meet up with her fiancé and do something about her virginity. But if she’d waited this long, she wasn’t likely to give it away just to get rid of a ghost. It might be worth bearing in mind though.

Two

––––––––

“Anything yet?” Stephen asked as he filled Rowena’s wine glass for a second time.

“Only Bob. It’s hard to get my head round the way she lives with the spirit of a man she never knew. The way they interact is like Bob’s still alive; he sort of feels it too. They talk all the time, just every day stuff. He sits at the table with her when she has her meals. The only time he’s not in the same room is when she’s in the bathroom.”

“What does he look like on the sensors?” Stephen asked as he moved behind Rowena, his hand resting on her shoulder. She tried to ignore the way it made her feel. She was there to work, not to hump him senseless. Again.

“On the heat sensors, he’s a cool patch. On the motion sensors, he just registers as moving around, meaning he’s never fully crossed the Veil since his death. The recorders pick up a static sound when he speaks. He doesn’t come up at all on the thermal imaging though. It’s a bit inconsistent, but fairly normal.”

“Even though I had all that shit with Mum, I still can’t believe Hannah lives with the old man’s ghost.”

“He feels warm, solid. She probably feels a lot safer with him there.” 

Stephen returned to his seat opposite her and took a mouthful of the cannelloni he’d made for them. The way he slowly sucked it off the fork made Rowena think of things that had nothing to do with work. She knew exactly how his lips felt as they teased her into an orgasm. The fact that same mouth was just as happy to suck off another man did nothing to dampen Rowena’s lust. Quite the opposite, in fact. There was something irresistible about the thought of two men together. Rowena often titillated herself with gay porn. She had taken to watching it on her phone when she was in bed at night, letting her fingers work through any sexual frustration she had.

Tall, toned, blond and handsome, Stephen was nearly impossible to resist. He had the sort of face that should grace magazine fronts. But he was also a real slut. The only two proper relationships he’d had had been the two men either side of his affair with Rowena. She knew she was only one of many who kept him going, but as long as they practiced safe sex when they were together, she made no fuss about who else he did. Stephen was very careful about that though, so she didn’t worry about him giving her anything nasty.

She concentrated on her laptop and the meal, trying not to watch the way Stephen seduced her with his food. But it was no good, not when he knew all the buttons to push.

“You shameless bastard,” she complained when his socked foot ran up the inside of her shin. “You said you’d be a sounding board so I could run through the job.”

“And I have been. Now I want to get you into bed. Isn’t this what we do? Talk for a while, then have sex? Come on, Rowena. I want you. You want me. You, me and a bed. It works out perfect every time.”

“Stephen, what is it you want from me?” she asked, pushing her chair back so he couldn’t reach her. “Whatever this is, it’s not going anywhere, is it? I’m not what you want.”

“Right now, you’re exactly what I want.”

“And in the morning? Face it Stephen, there’s nothing but sex. You’ve had two serious relationships in your life and they’ve both been with other men.”

“Rowena, don’t over analyse this. It is what it is. You like sex and so do I, and it’s always good between us, isn’t it?”

“That’s not really the point and you know it. This ‘friends with benefits’ arrangement is a dead end for both of us. Maybe it’s time we accepted that and stopped jumping into bed because neither of us has anyone else.”

Stephen sighed heavily and leaned back from the table. “What do you want me to say? That I’m in love with you and I want to settle down? That’s not going to happen. I do love you, but not in that way. You’ve been my best friend these last few years.”

“Who you just happen to like shagging at every opportunity.”

“Because you’re hot, Rowena. You could have anyone you wanted, but you only ever socialise with me. I’m stopping you getting out of practice between the sheets. If the sex isn’t lively enough for you I can find someone else to join us sometimes.”

Rowena rolled her eyes. It wasn’t the first time Stephen had run the idea of a threesome past her, pointing out he didn’t mind if it was a man or a woman. Sheer curiosity had nearly got the better of her more than once. The thought of being in bed with two men was a huge turn on. She’d get to see in the flesh some of the stuff she had only seen in porn. What stopped her wasn’t a lack of inclination but a lack of confidence. Doing that would be taking a big step into the emotionally unknown.

An alarm sounded on her laptop, giving her a much needed excuse to avoid responding.

One of the movement sensors had picked up something in Hannah’s bedroom while she and Bob were both downstairs. Rowena checked all the other readings for the room and found the temperature had dropped to barely above freezing. “Shit! He’s broken back through already. How the hell has he done that?”

“How long did you think he’d be tied behind the Veil?” Stephen asked, all his desire to get her in bed forgotten for the moment. He was fascinated by Rowena’s work, always getting involved in her cases, when he had the time. His work as a self-employed graphic designer meant he could work the hours he wanted a lot of the time.

“Until at least tomorrow night. This makes no bloody sense at all. There’s no way he could get free that quickly. Not without help from this side.” Rowena scowled at the sensor results. Something weird was going on: the temperature in all the rooms was rapidly plummeting, except the one in which Hannah and her great-grandfather sat. They seemed to be completely oblivious to the danger closing in around them.

“I need to get over there.” Rowena jumped up, grabbed her red shoes up off the floor and hopped about pulling them on with one hand as she grabbed her bag.

“I’ll call a cab. You’ve had too much to drink to risk driving. And I’m coming with you.”

Rowena didn’t argue, feeling she’d need a bit of moral support to face this particular escapee from the Veil. The father should have been trapped for hours yet, but somehow he’d broken free, which meant Rowena might well be out of her depth. This character wasn’t at all like Stephen’s mother.

~*  *  *  *~

Rowena and Stephen paid the cab off and approached the house cautiously. None of the lights were on inside. Everything felt peaceful, until Rowena focused a bit more and found it was deathly calm.

“Has she gone to bed?” Stephen whispered softly.

“You know as much as I do,” she replied vaguely, even though she knew in her gut something was way off.

Rowena shivered as she felt the presence of evil. Not just bad-tempered or angry, but true evil. She also felt Bob inside the house, and someone else, someone not dead yet not alive. Whoever, whatever they were, they weren’t inside though.

“Round the back,” Rowena whispered following the odd feeling and her instincts, and crept ahead, letting herself through the gate at the side of the house.

In the middle of the lawn stood a man, stripped to the waist, rippling with muscles and wearing only a pair of dark jeans. Even his feet were bare. His long dark hair curtained his face as he looked straight at the house. “Rowena,” he said softly. 

“How do you know my name?” she asked, not sure whether to be afraid or indignant. He wasn’t human, that was for sure.

“We know our own, Miss Engle. Do you know what your name means? It comes from the Old English for angel. You were given the name by your father.”

“What do you know of my father? I don’t even know who he was, so how do you?”

The strange man smiled at her. Goddess, he was gorgeous! “Your father was not human, Rowena. He was an angel, like me. That is why you can see those who have passed through the Veil when they come back. We have a problem with this one though. He does not conform, so you will not be enough to send him through. I suggest we concentrate our efforts on returning him to the other side. When that is done, I will tell you more about who you are.”

“Do angels always look that hot?” Stephen whispered in Rowena’s ear. She could hear his desire for the stranger. She could almost smell it. Stephen was suddenly a walking hormone factory. Rowena knew the feeling.

“How the bloody hell would I know?” she whispered back shortly, really hoping she didn’t sounds as much like a seething ball of lust as he did.

The back door opened and Bob walked out to face them, a frown on his face. “Miss Engle? Why are you here?”

“The sensors showed the father had returned. I was worried about Hannah. Is she okay?”

“She’s upstairs sleeping. Dave called earlier and he broke off their engagement. I don’t know why he did that. It was very sudden. She cried herself to sleep.”

The angel took a step closer to Bob, his head tipping from one side to the other. “You should not be here. This is not your job, Watcher.”

“My name is Bob. Hannah is my great-granddaughter. I watch over her. That is my job.”

“You should watch over all, not just one. That is your purpose in this realm. The child may be your blood, Watcher, but you have a duty to all.”

Bob frowned at the angel. “I do not understand.”

“I am Adlai, a Watcher like you. We are sent here to observe humanity and report back to The Presences.”

“This is all fascinating, but we’ve got more pressing concerns right now,” Rowena pointed out, checking the readings in Hannah’s bedroom. “The father’s in Hannah’s room and it’s freezing up there. If it gets any colder, it might well kill her.”

She didn’t bother waiting for anyone else, just ran inside, heading straight up to Hannah’s bedroom. The cold was almost unbearable and she shivered violently as she reached for the door handle.  The door wouldn’t open.

“Hannah! Hannah, wake up!” Rowena thumped her fist on the door, but no sound came from the other side.

“She cannot hear you,” the father said beside her. He smirked in satisfaction. “She will go to the others now. She will remain pure.”

Rowena wanted to slap the smirk right off his face, but that wasn’t the way to deal with an evil force. “What have you done to her?”

“He has sent her soul beyond the Veil,” Adlai replied quietly. “She is past the help of a half-angel now. If you wish to retrieve her, you will have to trust me, Rowena.” He moved closer and warmth radiated off  him, making her want his arms round her to ward off the freezing cold.

She tried the door handle again, but couldn’t shift it. Shaking the door in frustration, Rowena even tried kicking it. All that did was hurt her foot. 

“You will not get through. He has barred all others from inside.”

“This is all wrong!” she exclaimed. “There must be some way to get rid of him!”

The father laughed at her. “You cannot defeat me.”

“Come away, Rowena,” Adlai urged, placing his hand on her arm. A charge shot through her from the point of contact, knocking her to the floor. She gaped at the angel, stunned by the force of the desire that had floored her. She wanted him. Immediately, in every way possible. He bent and swept her up in his arms, his eyes locked on hers. She saw then they were a strange mixture of purple and white. She hadn’t been in the light long enough to make out their colour before, and it was far too dark outside to try.

He carried her from the house, ignoring Stephen demanding what was wrong with her. Adlai didn’t respond and Rowena couldn’t, not when he was touching her. It was almost more than she could bear as need pulsed through her. She needed him with a desperation that wasn’t natural. When she should have been working out how to help Hannah, she was lusting after this angel like a bitch in heat. It was embarrassing, or it would be when she thought about it later.

“I will take you home,” Adlai whispered in Rowena’s ear. “I know where you live.”

For a second, she thought she should be worried about that, but she couldn’t muster the feeling. All her feelings were tied up with the intense desire dominating her entire being.

“Rowena, you can’t go off with him. You know nothing about him,” Stephen objected angrily, grabbing Adlai’s arm and dragging him to a halt. The angel turned to look at him, frowning with puzzlement, his head cocked to one side a little.

“You should not be here, human. This is not the place you are meant to be in now.”

“What the hell does that mean?” Stephen demanded.

“He is waiting for you. That is where you should be.” Adlai lowered Rowena to her feet and put his fingers to Stephen’s forehead. “This is where you are supposed to be,” he said. 

Stephen vanished.

“Where did he go?!” Rowena cried, trying to pull away from the angel, but he held her tight.

“To the place he should have been in this night. Another is waiting for him. Do not feel concerned for him, Rowena, he is safer now. He should not have been here tonight. Staying would have meant his death.”

She stared at the place where Stephen had been. “I don’t understand. Where has he gone? What do you mean, safer?”

“Rowena, I will explain everything, but we have to leave this place now. Close your eyes.”

Though she didn’t want to, she couldn’t stop herself doing it. She felt as if she was being squeezed through the eye of a needle for a long second; stretched and pulled until she could be wrapped round the entire world. Then her body snapped back to how it should be.

“We are here, Rowena,” Adlai said into her hair, holding her close, but he didn’t let her go.

She opened her eyes and found she was in the living room of her own flat. Whatever Adlai had done, it made her want to puke. Throwing up down a sinfully hot, half naked angel didn’t strike her as the right way to go about things, so she ran to the bathroom and retched into the loo, barely getting the lid up in time.

“My apologies, Rowena. I did not think you would be affected thus.”

She sluiced cold water over her face, cursing herself for doing something as unattractive as chucking up in front of the hottest man she’d ever seen in her life. Well . . . being, not man.

When she felt a bit less shaky, she cautiously left the bathroom and headed for the freezer to grab the open bottle of vodka inside, knocking some back without bothering to pour it into a glass. Vodka was always her ‘go to’ drink when she felt out of her depth. She was positively drowning right now.

Shaking herself, she rounded on Adlai. “Right, now make with some answers. Where did you send Stephen?”

“He should not have been with you, Rowena. His one mate was supposed to meet him this night, so I sent him there.”

She wanted to groan, wondering how she was going to fuck that up for Stephen. She didn’t doubt for a minute that she would, even though she would never actually want to.

“What about Hannah and Bob?”

“Hannah’s soul has been forced beyond the Veil, so we must retrieve it and return it to her flesh. The spirit you think of as Bob is a Watcher, like me. I do not know why he has forgotten what he is. It may be connected to the spirit you know as the father. Watchers are supposed to observe and maintain a balance. The way we do that is creating those like you, Rowena. We cannot interfere directly, only arm humans with the tools they need to fight back by passing on our gifts. We can assist your kind a little, but we are meant to be impartial.”

“So I was made deliberately?” she asked tentatively.

Adlai inclined his head, seeming far too matter-of-fact about it. “You were.”

“How?”

A slight smile touched the corners of his mouth. “In the usual way.”

“I want more details. Was my mother raped by an angel, seduced? I need to understand this properly.”

“She was not forced. Your father did seduce her, so she went to him willingly. I do not know more than that, because he vanished the night you were conceived.”

“Vanished? How can an angel just vanish?”

“Again, I do not know. I suspect he was killed by a demon to stop him fathering a child. It was fortunate you already existed by then.”

Rowena decided this was a situation that needed a lot more vodka, so she tipped the bottle neck to her lips again. Finding out her father had been an angel and that he’d been killed the night she’d been conceived was all a bit much in one go, especially after what had happened with Hannah, and the shock of lust for Adlai. Her head was spinning out of control. 

The vodka burned down her throat and into her belly, giving her something else to concentrate on for a moment, but she couldn’t stop thinking about how it had felt to be held close to Adlai’s near-naked body.

“Rowena, please try to control your thoughts. The pheromones you give off are very potent to one such as I.”

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” she muttered under her breath. He knew what she was thinking about him? Now that was just unfair! And how was she meant to control her thoughts when he was practically naked? “If you don’t like it, put some bloody clothes on!”

“I cannot manifest more than I have already,” Adlai told her.

She groaned quietly as she understood what he meant: his jeans were only a figment of his imagination, not even real. That only made things worse. Loads worse. Now all she could think about was how he would look if they weren’t there.

“Please, Rowena, change the course of your thoughts,” he said, his voice strained.

“No. You turn up out of nowhere looking like a girl’s wet dream made flesh, with nothing on but imaginary jeans, and you expect me not to think about jumping you? Not going to happen, buddy. If you don’t like my pheromones, change the way you look. A beer-gut would work for me, bad teeth, anything like that.”

“I cannot change my appearance. And I did not say I dislike the scents you give off. We are very susceptible to humans. It is our purpose to reproduce with them.”

She stopped breathing for a second or two. “So what the hell am I meant to do?”

He moved closer and touched her arm, sending lust curling through her belly, heating her body. Everything inside her was gearing up for the orgasm of her life. “I would suggest we have sex, then you will not be giving off the same pheromones.”

Stepping back from his touch, Rowena swallowed. Sex had basically been on the cards for her night from the second Hannah had mentioned Stephen’s name that morning. But that didn’t mean she was just going to hop into bed with someone - something - she had only just met. Screwing Stephen, someone she knew well, was one thing. Fucking every hot stranger who crossed her path just wasn’t her style. Ok, maybe it had been a couple of times, but she had no intention of it being her style tonight.

“Once you are pregnant, I will be better able to work with you. I have been commanded to stay with you and ensure the child is safely delivered.”

“Whoa! Hold on there, buster! I’m definitely not in the market for a baby daddy!”

Adlai frowned at her. “But you desire me. For what other purpose would you do that than to reproduce?”

“You must be a really shit Watcher if you have to ask that,” she laughed harshly. “I like sex. End of story. That’s what condoms were invented for.”

“Condoms?”

“Mother, what planet have you been watching? Yes, condoms. Please, do not ask me to explain them to you. When was the last time you looked in on the world?”

“Two hundred and sixty eight years ago,” the angel answered immediately.

Putting a hand on her forehead and huffing in exasperation, Rowena headed to her bedroom to grab a condom from the bedside draw where she had a few packets, and took it out to Adlai, throwing the foil square at him. “Open that up and have a think about it. They’re quite self-explanatory.”

Tearing open the wrapper, the angel took out the sheath and unrolled it. It hung from his thumb and finger as he held it up before his face to study. Rowena wanted to laugh at the concept of an angel pondering over the use of a condom. It should be hysterical. Any other time, she would have been rolling on the floor.

“It prevents conception,” he finally said.

“Bingo! Sex with no babies: the perfect solution. There’s no way I’m letting anyone inside me without one of those on, so learn to deal with the pheromones or find a way to disguise the way you look.”

Adlai tipped his head to one side, seeming to think things over. “Very well. I will use one of these devices. You pheromones will change once your desire is sated. That will be sufficient for us to do what will need to be done.”

“Not the bloody point!” Rowena screeched. “I wasn’t offering!”

“Rowena.” His voice slipped over her body like a caress, causing delightful shivers everywhere, especially between her legs.

“Stop messing with me!”

“I am not doing anything, Rowena. I can only respond to your needs. I am not capable of experiencing lust unless it is in response to that of my assigned female. But we do have a great deal to do, so it might be best if you put an end to our suffering sooner rather than later.”

Rowena was about to object when his jeans disappeared. Great Mother, he was well made, and rock hard. She swallowed back the words that hadn’t quite made it out of her mouth, her mind refusing to come up with any new ones. She drank in the sight of him and licked her lips. All muscle and tanned skin, he had the kind of body that would make a male model weep in envy. When he walked towards her, she couldn’t even muster the thought processes to make herself move away. Her feet plain refused to shift. They certainly weren’t listening to the tiny bit of her brain still trying to be rational. The problem was, the rest of her brain was clambering over the rational bit to get at the body in front of her.

It should have been like a dream come true, having Mr.. Hottie on tap and primed whenever she was in the mood. Who in their right mind would actually turn down a chance like this? 

Maybe what was really going on was that she was asleep in her bed and having a dream born of her frustration over things with Stephen. If it was a dream, then she could do whatever the hell she wanted with the man she’d conjured up. She could push him on her bed, straddle him and ride that glorious cock until she fell apart around it.

Adlai stopped when he was toe to toe with her, seeming to wait for her to make the first move. Throwing all caution to the wind, Rowena pushed up to meet his lips, telling herself it was only a dream and none of it was real. It couldn’t be real. So much sensation wasn’t normal. His lips seemed to have a direct line to her core. His kiss rippled through the very centre of her, almost making her come on the spot.

Scooping her up in his arms, Adlai took her to her bedroom and laid her on the bed to remove her clothes, his lips moving over each new bit of skin he uncovered. Her fingers sank into his hair, directing where his mouth teased her. As his tongue found her most sensitive flesh, a soft moan escaped her and her hips undulated to position his tongue more precisely, teasing her until she could take no more. She all but screamed her orgasm for the whole world to hear.

He took a condom from the still open drawer and rolled it down his erection like he’d been doing it for years. Then he moved her legs apart and sank all that length inside her body.

Rowena cried out, her body going into sensory overload from so much contact with his. Her legs wrapped round his waist and she sank her nails into his back, clinging on before she disintegrated in ecstasy again. She gave herself up to the dream.

Three

––––––––

Rowena recalled the dream immediately and groaned, wanting to curl up in shame that she had got so worked up she’d conjured all that up in her head.

“Good morning, Rowena.” Her eyes sprang open. Adlai was in her bed, watching her with a slightly puzzled frown.

“Oh, crap,” she muttered, not sure what she was meant to do. This had to be the most awkward situation she had ever got herself into, and there had been some whoppers in her life.

“You do not seem content. Did I not satisfy you sufficiently?” he asked. “If you still require sating, I am ready.”

She nearly laughed at that. Hands down, it had been the most incredible sex of her life, even better than with Stephen, and that had always been mind-blowing. “Consider me satisfied,” she replied a bit uncomfortably. She wasn’t going to let herself think about him being ‘ready’ for more.

“Then what is the cause of your dissatisfaction?”

Shutting her eyes, she got the feeling he’d never understand the problem. He just didn’t seem to get the fact it wasn’t in her nature to jump into bed with celestial beings the second she’d met them. Jumping into bed with a guy because she’d hit the vodka a bit hard was one thing, but this?

“Nothing. Tell me what we’ve got to do about Hannah.”

“I will have to escort you beyond the Veil. Once there we will have to locate where her soul has been hidden.”

She pulled the bedding tightly around her naked body and headed to the bathroom, saying, “I’d better get dressed then,” as she left the room.

After a quick shower, she pulled on the robe hung on the back of the bathroom door and returned to the bedroom, refusing to allow herself to look at Adlai standing by the window with not a stitch on. She opened the wardrobe to hook out jeans and a t-shirt for herself, chucking trousers and a shirt on the bed for Adlai. The clothes were Stephen’s, kept in her wardrobe for when he stayed overnight. The fact they kept clothes at each other’s places really wasn’t good. She would have to get over to Stephen’s and collect her stuff, especially if the angel had been right about Stephen meeting his Mr.. Right. Gathering some underwear from the drawer, she left the room again, telling Adlai to put on the clothes.

Despite the fact they’d spent the night doing horizontal dances, she didn’t want to dress in front of the angel. She had to concentrate on the job, which wouldn’t be possible if she thought Adlai was looking at her with nothing on. She concentrated on needing coffee. Lots of strong, black coffee.

Adlai wasn’t in the bedroom when Rowena went back in there. She found him in the kitchen, making her a mug of instant coffee.

“Okay, that’s just creepy. You’ve made it exactly right,” she said after taking a sip. The hot, bitter nuttiness slid over her tongue, focusing her thoughts a bit more.

“Because I respond to your needs, Rowena. You were thinking so much about wanting the hot drink, I was able to interpret how you prefer it.”

She thought about that for a couple of seconds. “So how far does that go?” Mother, she sounded so desperate to fuck!

“I am not sure. You are my first direct contact with a human.”

“Your first? So you’d never had sex before last night?” she said, trying not to swallow her drink the wrong way. Holy crap on a cracker, she’d popped his cherry!

“That is the case.”

“Well . . . fuck!” Rowena breathed. How the hell did a virgin angel learn to do what he’d done? He’d used his cock, fingers and tongue like he’d been at it for years. Hell, he’d done things to her no other man had before!

“Your desires, Rowena. I am supposed to give you everything you need until I have given you a child.”

She did swallow the coffee wrong that time, and coughed uncontrollably, her eyes watering.  Leaning over the sink as she dribbled and her eyes ran, she briefly considered kicking him in the nuts for making her look so unattractive. Adlai stood watching her, his head tipped on one side.

“Thanks for the help,” she complained once she could breathe properly again. “I thought you said you had to give me what I needed.”

“You did not need anything from me.”

Taking a settling breath before she lost her temper with him, she asked, “So how long do I have to put up with you lurking around in my life then?”

“As I explained, I will stay with you until you are delivered of a child.”

“That’s not the way it works, mister. Birth is the starting point of responsibility, not the end. And you’ll be having a bloody long wait if that’s what you’re after.”

“That is in your hands, Rowena. If you insist I use the condoms, then I will be in your life for a long time.”

“Then learn to be a bit more human!” she snapped, annoyed he seemed to think she would accept the idea he was going to father any child she had without her having any say in it. The trouble was, she had a suspicion she might just go along with the insanity of it all, simply because he was utterly irresistible and was going to be whatever she needed. But what she needed right then was to be off the topic and dealing with the complicated issue of passing through the Veil herself, something she had never tried to do before. And she needed to ring Stephen so she could make sure he was okay after being sent off to meet the man of his dreams without any sort of real warning.

Before she could even move, Adlai was handing her the phone. That was going to take some getting used to. Really, a little less obedience to her whims and a bit of backbone would be more attractive.

As she reached a hand out, he quickly pulled the phone from her grasp.

“Okay, now you’re just being a shit,” she told him with a bit of a grin. She quickly controlled her mouth. Grinning inanely wasn’t the way to keep her distance.

“The thought was yours,” he pointed out, a smirk playing round his mouth, making him instantly even more attractive. Rowena stamped on that thought immediately, forcing herself to think about Hannah and recovering her soul.

“Better,” Adlai told her approvingly. “If you will insist on making me into someone you find more appealing, then you will have to curb your lust for me.”

Rowena rolled her eyes. “Keep up this arrogant arse act and I won’t find you appealing in the least.”

Turning her back on him, Rowena smiled to herself and got on with ringing Stephen.

“Rowena, what happened last night? Where the hell are you? Are you okay? Did he hurt you?” he fired at her before she could get a word in. That was understandable under the circumstances.

“Not exactly sure. At home. Yes, and no. I wanted to make sure you’re okay. Where did you end up?”

“In a bloody nightclub. I met this guy, really hot, but I was so worried about you, Rowena, so I put him off till another night. Then I spent the rest of the night waiting for you to call and tell me you were alright. What happened after I left, or whatever the hell it was I did.”

“I don’t think you’d believe me. I’m not sure I even believe it myself.” Out of this world sex wasn’t the easiest thing to explain to anyone, let alone Stephen. He had been the source of many of her orgasms for so long, it almost felt like a betrayal.

“So what happened with Mr.. Hot-but-Weird?” Stephen asked, sounding like he was dying to hear every detail. How could he know she’d slept with Mr.. Hot-but-Weird?

“That’s the unbelievable bit. Can we do this another day? I’ve still got to get on with all this stuff with Hannah.” Rowena thought about what Adlai had said regarding Stephen and his Mr. Right, and the way her presence in Stephen‘s life had cocked things up for him once before. “Stephen, do me a favour. Get together with whoever it was you met last night. It’s important. And keep in touch. Oh, and make sure you get all my stuff there packed away out of sight until I can come and get it.”

“Rowena, what’s really going on here? That sounded distinctly like you won’t be around much anymore.”

“No, I don’t think I will be. You don’t need me screwing up your life, Stephen. I’m glad you’re okay. Bye.” She hung up quickly, biting back the urge to cry. Stephen had been such a big part of her life for the last few years, but it was time to let go so they could both get on with their lives. Stephen didn’t need her in his way, and her own life seemed like it was about to get extremely complicated.

“You are right, he does not need you now. However, your life need not be complicated,” Adlai said softly, moving up close behind Rowena. She could feel the heat pouring off him, and something more than that. He no longer felt like a spirit; he felt like a human; a human with an erection that couldn’t be ignored. “Because you want me to be that way.”

“Will you stop doing that? It feels like you’re plucking the thoughts straight from my head and it’s not a nice feeling.”

“You project your needs so strongly, Rowena. It is as if I can read your thoughts. You must learn to govern your mind a little better or we will not be able to achieve anything.” Adlai whispered, his mouth right by her hair, his breath feathering over her cheek. He pushed his rigid cock into her backside.

“Then take a step back, because you’re messing with what I’m thinking being that close.”

“I cannot when you want me here, Rowena. We are stuck like this until you think of something else. I feel what you need from me.” He stroked his fingers over her shoulder, tracing down her spine. Then his hand slipped around her waist and she was pulled back against him. She groaned softly and melted into his embrace. “Please, Rowena, think of what else needs doing,” he pleaded quietly. “Release me.”

She forced her eyes shut and focused on Hannah and Bob, the father and what he was up to, finding Hannah’s soul beyond the Veil. Rowena focused her every thought on how scared she was of taking a trip to the other side.

“Good. Just a little more and I will be able to step away.”

Screwing her eyes tight, Rowena thought of her mother, who had died when Rowena was only seventeen, worn out pining for a man who’d never return to her. Now Rowena knew it was because he’d died, probably killed by a demon. But he probably wouldn’t have come back anyway, not if angels only stuck around long enough to see a baby born. And that was Rowena’s own fate, to raise a child with no help, to grow old alone, to die still wishing Adlai had been more than he was; more than he was capable of being.

He let go of her waist and took the necessary step back, but said nothing. The thoughts Rowena was having right then, if he’d opened his mouth, she would have punched him.

Taking a deep breath, Rowena turned round, wanting to shout and scream at him for not being a normal human being, for telling her he would be gone the second she was a mother. Maybe she should just get that bit over with like Adlai had seemed to think she would last night, then she could deal with Hannah and get the angel out of her life in a few months’ time. Adlai wasn’t what she needed, not at all. She needed someone who’d still be around a decade from now. She needed someone who would stick around to raise any child she might have with her. A sperm donor was no good to her. She needed someone man enough to be a father to her child.

“Let’s get over to Hannah’s. I want to talk to her grandfather,” she said tightly, draining her coffee mug and heading for the door, grabbing a jacket and her bag.

Adlai followed silently.

~*  *  *  *~

After getting a cab to collect her car from outside Stephen’s, refusing to give in to the temptation of going in to see him, Rowena drove herself and Adlai over to Hannah’s house, wondering what on earth she was meant to do. Adlai hadn’t been too forthcoming about how he would get her beyond the Veil when she was still alive. In fact, he hadn’t said a word since they were in the kitchen. He wasn’t doing all that much of a job of being what she needed, when what she needed was info from Mr. Silent.

“I will disguise the fact you are still alive, then I will be able to carry you through the Veil,” Adlai said, finally breaking his silence.

“Oh, you’ve stopped sulking, have you?”

“Sulking? I do not understand. I have been consulting with The Presences. And you needed to think.”

“Well, that’s a new excuse,” she muttered crossly and shoved the car door open. “And here was me thinking you just had a cob on because you’ve figured out you’re incapable of giving a woman what she really wants.”

She slammed the door shut and stomped over to the front door. Then she realised Hannah wouldn’t be answering it and went round to the back garden. Bob was waiting with the back door open, worry stamped on his face. Like Adlai, he felt more solid to Rowena, more real.

“How is she?” Rowena asked him urgently.

“I don’t know. I still can’t get in her room,” he replied, wringing his hands in anguish. It was impossible to see him as the same as the angel at her side, not when he was acting so human.

“Watcher, you have the strength to get past him. Remember who you are,” Adlai entreated. “This fiction you have surrounded yourself with is nothing more than that. You are not a spirit from beyond the Veil.”

“And if you’re telling me the truth, what will it mean for my family? I had a wife, a child, a grandchild. Now I have Hannah. If I am what you say, what am I supposed to do, just give up on her?” Bob glared at the angel. “You say I am like you, but what would you do in my place?”

“Return to The Presences.”

“Then I’d rather not remember. This is my home, my family, and nothing else means more to me. Let this go. Allow Rowena to do what she must to save Hannah. I refuse to be what you say.”

“I will not stop her. I will assist her in her search, and when that is finished, I will do as The Presences direct me.”

Rowena tutted impatiently, not appreciating the reminder Adlai had designs on her womb but no intention of staying around once they‘d done what it took to get her through a pregnancy. The fact he claimed Bob was the same as him and had still been able to throw that off to stay around for his family just made that worse. She wanted to berate Adlai for not wanting to stick around to see his child grow.

She reminded herself she had a job to get done, one that was going to take all her capacity for thought, so Adlai’s intentions had to be ignored, preferably for the rest of her life. Now was not the time to address any of what the angel claimed.

“Adlai, leave the man alone and take me through the Veil,” she told the angel, her tone decidedly grumpy.

The angel bowed his head for a moment, frowning. “Of course.”

~*  *  *  *~

Rowena took a settling breath and prepared herself for the sensation of being squeezed thinner than sewing thread again, hoping this time it wouldn’t make her throw up, as that would be a bit of a give-away that she wasn’t quite as dead as she should be to be on the other side. The spirits of the deceased weren’t prone to vomiting.

“Ready, Rowena?” Adlai asked, wrapping his arms around her.

“Absolutely not, but that’s not going to stop me,” she replied. Glancing over at Bob, she nodded quickly and shut her eyes, praying to the Great Mother for the strength to face what awaited her in the beyond.

“Focus on me,” Adlai whispered and the squeezing came.

Trying to do as he said, yet also trying not to let herself focus on the wrong aspects of the angel, Rowena concentrated on listening for Adlai’s breaths. They were barely perceptible, almost nonexistent, so she had to really focus her attention to pick them up. The rise and fall of his chest hardly registered against her breasts.

Before she got side tracked by that thought, she switched to listening for the air moving in and out of him.

“We are here,” he told her.

Rowena opened her eyes to get her first glimpse of what the afterlife contained, only to be disappointed by how normal everything was. They still appeared to be standing in Hannah’s kitchen on a sunny morning. But Bob was nowhere in sight.

“Wow. This is so underwhelming,” she commented, looking around her.

“What were you expecting?”

“Something . . . else.”

“We have come through the Veil, not changed locations. This side is an exact copy of the living realm, Rowena. But it is inhabited by those who have stayed here. Those who believe in reincarnation have their souls returned to flesh for rebirth.”

Rowena processed that for a second, then asked, “So, if there’s souls who stay here, how is there enough souls for all the people who are alive now when the world’s population is increasing all the time?”

“The existing souls get less time here between lives,” Adlai answered. “Rowena, there is not time for this. We have to find where Hannah’s soul is being kept. A body cannot live forever without the will of a soul creating the force which keeps it functioning.”

“So where do we have to go?”

“To the last place her soul is known to have been: her bedroom.”

Leaving the Veil kitchen behind Adlai, Rowena followed him through the familiar house, noticing it didn’t feel the same as on the living realm side. The feeling was that of a distinct lack of life, which made sense. As they went up the stairs, Rowena began to feel the lurking evil of the father. But she didn’t think he was on death’s side of the Veil at the moment. Hopefully, he was too busy in the living realm so they could get on undisturbed.

“We must examine the room for indicators of what he is. That may give us clues to his identity.”

“Just call me Nancy Drew. You know, I have done this sort of investigation before, and there’s this little thing called the internet in the living realm that makes that a damn sight easier.”

Adlai looked at her with just the slightest hint of exasperation on his face. “I have already explained this side is an exact copy, Rowena. There is a version of the internet here too. The information contained on it is that relevant to the dead realm. But first we need to examine the point at which the evil broke through. His first manifestation was in Hannah’s bedroom, so that is where we will begin.”

“Now you’re sounding like every other patronizing man I’ve ever met.”

Pushing open the bedroom door, Rowena stepped inside, tuning herself to the Veil, feeling the wrongness of being on the opposite side of it. This wasn’t her place and she knew it. She wondered briefly if this was how a deceased spirit felt in the living realm. It would certainly explain why they were always so relieved to be sent on their way.

“What do you sense?” Adlai asked quietly.

“A rip in the Veil. It’s damaged right through the middle of the room. I think even I could step right through.” It felt like the Veil had been hacked open with a machete.

“I would not advise it, Rowena. Is the tear in the Veil all you can find?”

“You tell me. I’m not the one who’s an angel.”

“Some things are only possible to one with human blood in their veins. Though there are many things I can do that you cannot, sensing the Veil as you do is beyond me.”

Rowena raised her eyebrows at that news. She hadn’t really understood why Adlai had brought her along with him when he should have been able to deal with the father on his own. But now it made a bit more sense. He needed her ability to feel the Veil, as well as needing her body as a breeding chamber, which, no matter how she tried to avoid thinking about it, she just couldn’t get away from.

Turning to leave the room, Rowena didn’t even look in Adlai’s direction. She wanted to find as much information as she could from the internet, so she ran down the stairs. The computer was in exactly the same place as in Hannah’s real house, perched in a corner of the kitchen. Rowena jiggled the mouse and found a toolbar across the top of the screen. Instead of Google or Yahoo, the name Beyond was emblazoned on the toolbar.

Rowena started by typing in the address she was at. What came up was a list of every person who had ever died in that location, going right back to The Dark Ages. “Okay, so how to refine this,” she muttered to herself, thinking for a second. She adjusted the search to female deaths, specifying only the last five centuries, thinking the father must have been wearing the clothes he did for a reason.

What she got was yet another long list, but this time it was all of young women, all of them unmarried. At the top of the page, the number of results was three short of one hundred and eighty. A hundred and seventy seven young women had died on the plot of land where Hannah’s house stood. How could that have escaped the notice of everyone in the living realm? Okay, the deaths covered five hundred years, but someone should have noticed it before now. It was the sort of thing that fuelled folk tales.

The next step was to check the male residents for the few decades Rowena thought covered the period the father’s dress seemed to be from. Having a working knowledge of historical fashions was a natural byproduct of her work.

“Got you,” she remarked quietly, reading the first result. “So, your name is -”

“Don’t say it aloud,” Adlai warned her. “Names have power. He has kept his concealed for a long time for a reason. If you speak his name aloud, you might summon him here.”

“So now what? We know how he got through, and what his name is. But we still know nothing about where Hannah’s soul might be.”

“Which is where I need you again. You must try to find the others he has sent through.”

Pushing away from the kitchen counter, Rowena stood and faced the angel, scowling at him. “So what exactly are you here for if I’m doing all the work?”

“To carry you from one side to the other and ensure your safety while we are here.”

“Not very much then.” She gave a sigh and shoved her hands in her pockets. “Where am I meant to be looking for these lost souls?”

“I would suggest you search here first. Souls do tend to linger around their former homes.”

“And what if they believed in reincarnation?”

“Unlikely. I should imagine most of them were Christians, so they would only believe in the reincarnation of the Son.”

It made sense. Rowena closed her eyes. Tuning in to spirits on the death side of the Veil wasn’t like doing it in the living realm; she could feel so many spirits, more than she would have thought possible. Narrowing her focus, she tried to find those within the house.

When she opened her eyes again the room was full of young women, their ages ranging from younger teens to later twenties.

“Who are you?” she asked of the young woman closest to her.

“Bessie Ramsey, mistress.”

“What happened to you?”

“I don’t rightly know. I was cleaning the kitchen floor and then I was here.”

Rowena thought that sounded like Bessie had been killed. Murdered. “What year was that?”

“Seventeen hundred and three, mistress.”

“Call me Rowena, Bessie. I’m no one’s mistress. So you don’t know how you died?”

“No, miss- Rowena.”

“Anyone else know how they ended up this side of the Veil?”

“I was sent here,” one girl replied. She didn’t look more than about fourteen or fifteen. She wore a plain, simple smock dress, meaning it was impossible to work out what period of history she was from. “He sent me here. I didn’t want to come, but then I couldn’t get back.”

“Your soul was ripped from your body and sent here by force,” Adlai stated neutrally. Rowena wanted to punch him for putting it so bluntly. She would have broken that news a little more tactfully herself.

“What’s your name?” Rowena asked gently.

“Hannah, miss. My name’s Hannah.”

Rowena frowned a little. Was it coincidence or was this the soul they were looking for? “How long have you been here?”

“A long time, miss. Centuries. I know why you’re asking me this. You want to stop him. He’s sent a lot of girls here since me, but I was the first. He’s my father.”

That certainly explained a few things. Rowena’s client having the same name must have been the first trigger, then Hannah’s intention to get married had put her on the father’s hit list. It would also explain why Hannah had given her haunter the moniker of father: she must have somehow tapped into this long dead Hannah.

“So who else was sent here by Hannah’s father?”

Two of the crowd faded from sight, including Bessie, meaning the rest were the father’s one hundred and seventy seven victims. Rowena had no intention of allowing her client to become number one hundred and seventy eight.

“Okay, I’m going to need help from all of you. Because he sent you all through before your time, he’s tied himself to each of you. That’s something you can use against him. But first we have to find the soul of Hannah. Another Hannah. She’s still alive at the minute, but she won’t be for long if I can’t find her. Once she’s back together, I’ll try and repair the tear so he can’t get through again.”

“No, miss. We can’t let you do that,” Hannah said solemnly. “We don’t want the devil trapped this side with us.”

“Devil?” Adlai remarked. “Do you mean he’s a demon?”

“He’s the devil.”

Rowena looked at Adlai quizzically. She’d never believed in the existence of the devil, as in Satan, Lucifer, or whatever name was currently de rigueur. She knew the old story of an angel disagreeing with God and falling because of it. As an angel, if she recalled correctly, he had been called the Morningstar.

“It is not the Morningstar,” Adlai told her softly. “He would not neglect his duty simply to chase the souls of innocent young women. He is charged by The Presences with punishing those who commit the worst sins in their mortal lives, ensuring they do not commit them in another life.”

“So he’s still on this side with The Presences?”

“After a fashion. Considering the sins of the father, it may well be the Morningstar will offer us some assistance. He does not like to lose sight of those in his prisons. It does depend how the father came to be this side of the Veil though. It could be the Morningstar has no knowledge of him.”

“How do we contact him?” Rowena enquired. She couldn’t help wondering what a prison beyond the Veil was actually like, thinking it wasn’t likely to be an easy ride for any spirit incarcerated in one.

“By phone, of course.” Adlai gave her a slightly smug smile.

~*  *  *  *~

Rowena studied the angel as he spoke quietly into her phone. Quite what sort of network he was using she had no idea. Just the thought he knew the Morningstar’s personal number was freaky in the extreme, and her whole life revolved around the freaky. She silently prayed the network wouldn’t show up on her monthly bill as an astronomical charge. Could it be claimed as expenses from The Presences?

“Then we will see you soon,” Adlai finished and handed the phone over. “He is concerned. And he seems aware of you, Rowena. You did not tell me you had had previous dealings with the Morningstar.”

“Because I don’t. Until today, I’d always just assumed his existence was more of a Christian fiction than a real fact.”

He shook his head at her. “With all your abilities, you still dismiss things as myths?”

“If I believed everything I’d ever heard, I’d be locked up in a padded room wearing a jacket with very long sleeves. The way I live now I can just about be written off by most people as just another deluded idiot pandering to gullible fools.”

“And that contents you?”

“Not really, but it makes life easier, believe me,” Rowena told the angel wearily. The fact she got lumped in with the multitude of fake mediums had always grated.

She turned away from Adlai, coming face-to-face with another man, one almost identical in appearance to the angel. He made her jump out of her skin. Her heart thumped on her ribs so hard she thought it must be heard in the living realm.

“Rowena,” he said softly, just like Adlai had. “You are all grown up. I fail to keep track of the years. It seems like only yesterday I met your mother.”

Her chin dropped.

“I have missed so much of your life.”

“Morningstar, are you saying you are Rowena’s father? What became of the one sent to create her?” Adlai demanded, sounding shocked, possibly the most emotion Rowena had heard in his voice so far, apart from when he’d been trying to get her not to think about fucking his brains out.

Reaching out his hand, the Morningstar touched Rowena’s vibrant red hair. “The one sent to father her was killed before he could complete his assignment. When it came to my attention, I thought I would see his work was completed. You see, it was my fault he died. The demon who killed him was meant to have been in my custody. I did not expect the feelings that came from fathering a child. It changes your perspective, Watcher. Bear that in mind before you take your own assignment any further. Walking away from your own flesh and blood is not easily done.”

Rowena took a step back, trying to process what she’d learned. The bloody Morningstar was her father? Holy crap on a cracker! To put it mildly. She was, literally, the spawn of Satan!

“You bastard!” she spat angrily. “Do you have any idea what you did to my mother? She loved you and you just walked away? How could you? You killed her in the end. Do you know that? She died pining for you. She made herself keep going long enough for me to grow up and then she just gave up!”

“I know. If I could have returned to her, believe me, I would have. I loved your mother, Rowena.”

“Save it!” she spat furiously. “You can tell me any shit you like now she’s dead. Adlai called you here to deal with the father. His daughter said he was the devil, so make with some answers. Who is he really?”

The Morningstar gave a heavy sigh and said nothing.

“Nothing to say now? Come on, Daddy, spill the beans.”

“Rowena, you cannot speak to the Morningstar in that way,” Adlai warned quietly.

“I’m not talking to the Morningstar. I’m talking to my waste of space excuse for a father. And I want some bloody answers from him.”

“Rowena, you have your mother’s spirit.”

“Only I wouldn’t know that, because you killed that in her before I had a chance to find out who she really was!”

Adlai’s arms closed around Rowena, giving her the comfort she really needed from someone in that moment. But the fact he was doing it because he was responding to her need, combined with the reason he could sense that in her made her push him away.

“Take me back through the Veil. Right now. I want out of this. This shit is way past what I can deal with, so I’m walking away. I just can’t deal with any more revelations at the minute.” She refused to think about the fact she was deserting Hannah. There was only so much one person could be expected to deal with, and Rowena was way past her limit.

“Rowena.” The Morningstar put a hand out to her, but Adlai blocked him.

“She needs to be away from you,” he said firmly, tucking Rowena behind his back. “Please, she needs time, Morningstar.”

Wanting to scream at both of them, Rowena clamped her hands over her ears and sank to the floor. In the last twenty four hours her entire life had been sucked down the plughole. She screwed her eyes tightly shut, praying to the Goddess to wake her in her own bed with her life all put back the way it had been yesterday morning. She wanted to open her eyes and find she had nothing worse than a bit of guilt and regret that she’d ended up shagging Stephen again.

Four

––––––––

“Rowena, you are home now,” Adlai whispered beside her ear, his fingers stroking over her forehead.

She turned away from him, pulling the duvet over her head. All she wanted was to be left alone, to have peace and quiet to think through everything. She’d worked so hard to get past her childhood, the constant pressure of caring for her own mother, a woman who’d lost the will to live; the guilty relief when her death had finally put an end to both their suffering. Finding out the one her mother had eventually killed herself over had been around and aware of Rowena’s existence was like a kick in the gut. She wanted to beat the crap out of her father for putting her and her mother through the years of torture.

She wondered why she hadn’t just ignored all the weird crap she’d always seen and got a normal job, one where all she had to think about was staving off tedium so she could keep collecting her pay cheque. She should have listened to her mother and pretended to be normal. But Rowena had thought she knew best, telling her mother grandly that she had her gift for a reason. Turned out she had been right about that, but her mother had been the wiser of them with her advice to pretend to be just like everyone else.

The bloody Morningstar! Dress that up however you could, it didn’t change the fact she was quite literally the daughter of the Devil. How was she ever meant to get past that? The old saying that ignorance was bliss certainly wasn’t a lie. Rowena wondered for a minute if it was possible to get a lobotomy on the NHS.

Goddess, what she wouldn’t give to talk to Stephen right now, to just pour everything out of her, knowing he would help her work through it all until her head was straight again. She had a feeling she would never have that freedom with Stephen again though, not if she was going to avoid fucking up another relationship for him.

“You could talk to me,” Adlai suggested.

“Hardly,” Rowena mumbled. “You’re part of the problem.”

“Why? You made it clear you want more than I am able to give, and I do not know how I can change that. You can make me more human, less likely to give in to your every whim, but I cannot change what I am, Rowena. However, what I can do is listen. We both know you need to keep your distance from your friend Stephen.”

“Thanks for reminding me I’ll only screw his life up.”

“You should not be afraid of the truth.”

Throwing the quilt back and sitting up, Rowena glared at the angel. He really wasn’t helping one little bit. Goddess, what she wouldn’t do just to have someone normal in her life, someone straight, someone human, someone not planning on putting a bun in her oven at the first opportunity.

“Just get out. I don’t want you here. I don’t want to see you ever again.”

Adlai dropped his head. “Rowena, I do not want to leave you. Your need for someone more human is changing me. I . . . I have feelings and I do not know what I am supposed to do with them. You have made me feel.”

“I don’t give a fuck what you feel! Get the hell out and don’t come back!” She grabbed the alarm clock from beside the bed and chucked it at him. It smashed off the wall where he had been, not hitting someone who wasn’t even there. Adlai had vanished.

Screeching in frustration, Rowena threw herself back down on the bed. Now he’d gone, she wanted him back so she had someone to vent at. Stewing on her own wasn’t going to do a thing to improve her mood.

Getting out of bed, she grabbed her phone and brought up Stephen’s number automatically, then hesitated. She had to wean herself off him or neither of them would ever have more in their lives.

She went back to the home screen, then checked the readings from Hannah’s house. No matter what crap was going on in her life, she did still have a job to do. She had run away when she should have been ignoring her own issues, no matter how fucked up everything was. Hannah’s very existence currently depended on Rowena doing her job. This wasn’t about the money, it was about a young woman’s life being snatched away before she’d had a chance to live it.

“That is so not good,” she mumbled at the temperature results. The temperatures in the house were all below zero. Something was going on there and she had to find out what. But her car was still at Hannah’s, so she’d have to get a cab there and see if Bob was still around. 

“You cannot go alone, Rowena.”

She froze when she recognised the voice behind her. The Morningstar wasn’t exactly on her list of people she wanted to see for the foreseeable. A rewind switch would be good, so she could backtrack to before the part where she found out who her father was.

“Why are you here?”

“To see you.”

“You’re about twenty five years too late for visiting. If you’d showed up when Mum was still alive and stuck around for her, I might have been able to forgive you for dumping both of us. Not going to happen now.”

“Where is the angel assigned to you?”

“Gone. He’s the last person I need around.” Rowena turned on her heel and studied him. Lucifer. The Devil. Satan. Her fucking dad! “Finding out I’m the daughter of the devil hasn’t really done much for my ego, and I’d appreciate it if you left now. I’ve had enough of angels, fallen or not, to last me a lifetime.”

He crossed his arms over his chest, his head tipping to one side for a moment. “You may not like being my daughter, Rowena, but you can’t change it.”

“I don’t have time for this shit. I’ve got a soul to find and return to a girl who’s done nothing apart from want to get married, so I’d appreciate it if you cleared off and never came back.” 

Grabbing up her jacket, Rowena headed to the door.

“And how do you think you will be able to find Hannah’s soul without the angel to carry you beyond the Veil, Rowena?”

Gritting her teeth, she had to admit he had a point. But, apart from the fact she had no idea how to get hold of Adlai, she wasn’t particularly sure she wanted to see him for a good long time. Maybe one day, if her biological clock started ticking, she might even be pleased to have the ready-made sperm donor to hand. Until that day, she’d prefer it if he kept his distance.

Which left her with having to ask her unwanted father to carry her through.

“I cannot do that, Rowena. If I interfere that much I will have to answer to The Presences, and I really would prefer not to attract their attention. If you need the angel, he will return.”

“Are you trying to push me into his company? Eager to be a granddaddy, are you?”

The Morningstar chuckled. “I cannot say being a grandfather was ever an ambition. However, nor was being a father.”

“You’re not a father; you were nothing more than half of a biological equation. And now you’re angling to set me up to be the same. None of which is relevant when someone’s life is at stake.”

“Tell the angel you need him, Rowena.”

She span around angrily, only to find she was all alone in the room. And wasn’t that just typical. Just when she was ready to give voice to a lifetime of frustration, the one responsible for all the crap went and disappeared on her. Angels disappearing on her just when she wanted to let rip at them was starting to really piss her off.

There wasn’t a single sign of life at Hannah’s, so Rowena went round the back, expecting to see Bob. There was no sign of the spirit or former Watcher, or whatever he was. Rowena was really hoping Adlai was mistaken about Bob, because she really didn’t fancy having yet another angel around. But at least Bob had his priorities straight, He knew how to be a father to his child, and seemingly to all his descendants too. But there was no sign of Bob. She was here alone.

“Other than me,” Adlai said, materializing at her side.

“Not in the mood for anything in the least freaky.”

“You do not know what you need,” he told her, sounding a bit exasperated. Good. He could start experiencing some of her frustration.

Rolling her eyes, Rowena looked at him squarely. “Don’t you get how hard it is for me to know what I need when my life has gone into a tailspin since you turned up? I just want to do what’s needed for Hannah. All other discussions are off the table until she’s safe.”

“Then I will not mention the reason for my being here until you tell me it is back on the . . . table.”

“Smart-arse.” Rowena shoved the door open, shivering as she entered the freezing kitchen. “Bob?”

“He is not here, Rowena,” Adlai warned her. “I do not believe we will see him again.”

“What does that mean? Is he dead?”

“That does seem the most likely explanation. Only a demon can kill an angel. I think the father is more than we thought.”

She frowned at the angel. “And you didn’t notice he was a demon? How thick do you think I am, Adlai? It makes no sense whatsoever for you not to be able to sense when you’re in the presence of a demon.”

Adlai laughed. “Rowena, I think you might have got the wrong idea about what an angel really is. We’re the lowest rank of all the choirs. Carrying you through the Veil, tuning to your needs, manifesting a pair of jeans, these are about the limits of my abilities. I’m not even high enough to be a messenger of The Presences. I cannot petition them directly, but only through the medium of higher beings.

“Your father is the only one I know who is high enough to sense a demon, and yet he said naught to you. The Morningstar is still the servant of The Presences, but he fell for a reason. We do not know what his purpose may be. He may have his own agenda; take fathering you, for instance. The Morningstar is the one who holds demons in check, so he may have had the Watcher supposed to be your father killed. That is a possibility we cannot discount.”

Scowling, Rowena took a deep breath. All the stuff about her father was more than she wanted to be dealing with. “And what would he have to gain from that?”

“I do not know. I merely point it out as a possibility. For all we know, your father is innocent of that death, meaning someone else released the demon responsible for the Watcher’s death. That same person could be the one who released the demon we know as the father.”

“How could the same person do both? There’s a good five hundred years in between.”

Adlai simply raised an eyebrow in a way Rowena found highly irritating, but she didn’t have time to get annoyed with the angel when there was still Hannah’s soul to be found. “Okay, who or what has the ability to release a demon?” she asked to avoid dealing with the Morningstar and his possible motives.

“A witch or sorcerer. Another like you. A higher celestial than I. Other than that, there is only the Morningstar.”

Taking a step beyond the chilled kitchen, Rowena placed her foot on the bottom step of the stairs, shivering at the sudden plummet in temperature. What would a witch or sorcerer want with the souls of innocent young women? As for it being another like her, that made no sense either. Higher celestial beings were servants of The Presences, so they shouldn’t be messing around with demons or they could be risking their own destruction. Which left the Morningstar.

“Rowena, do not assume anything.” The angel touched her back, his hand warm on her waist. The warmth began to spread through her, staving off the cold for the time being. Ok, so maybe he did have his uses. “There are many uses for the soul of an innocent. You cannot put the Morningstar in the frame simply because you have issues with him.”

She pushed on up the stairs without responding, heading straight for Hannah’s bedroom. The door was thick with ice, freezing air pouring off it, curling around Rowena’s ankles. She reached out for the handle, but Adlai grabbed her hand before she could touch it.

“It is too cold for a living being to touch, Rowena. I will take you in.”

“Oh, great,” she mumbled, shutting her eyes and readying herself for the peculiar sensation that came from Adlai’s particular brand of transport. It occurred to her that she hadn’t felt the squeezing when the angel had taken her back to her flat the last time. Maybe she was getting used to it.

“I believe you are,” Adlai agreed. “It is very cold in here.”

“Understatement. It’s fucking freezing.”

Crossing to Hannah’s catatonic body, Rowena quickly checked for a pulse, finding it weak but still regular. Her body was much too cold though. “How long has she got?” she asked worriedly.

“A day. No more.”

“I’ve wasted too much time. I should have been getting on with saving Hannah, not messing around with pointless recriminations. Take me through the Veil again. I’ll stay there until I find her soul, and this time I won’t let anything distract me.”

“Such determination,” Adlai commented, his eyebrows raised a little. He put his arms around Rowena’s waist.

This time, she kept her eyes open, staring into the angel’s as he carried her through the Veil. The feeling was nowhere near as peculiar as the sight: the room around them seemed to stretch out in all directions, pulling and pulling until it no longer resembled anything recognizable. Then it leapt back into place in a fraction of a second, making her jump slightly.

“You are supposed to close your eyes,” Adlai remarked, a wry smile just tugging a little at his mouth.

Rowena stamped a mental foot on the thought it made him appear human and therefore much more attractive. “Yeah, well. I figured I might as well get used to that if you’re intending on hanging around indefinitely. It’d save me fortune in petrol.”

“I wasn’t sent to act as your own personal taxi service, Rowena.”

She shrugged. “Get used to it or get lost,” she muttered crossly. Any reminder of why he was really around got her back up. If she couldn’t get some use out of him, other than as her own personal sex doll, she didn’t see why she should have to put up with him.

“Right, where do I start looking for Hannah’s soul?” she asked to shunt the conversation away from the sticky subject.

“I do not know. Maybe you can get a sense of her, or perhaps you should recall the other spirits and see if any of them can remember where they were first sent when they came through the Veil.”

Five

––––––––

“I have a question before we start. I assume demons are like the flip side of angels?”

“I suppose you could see it that way,” Adlai admitted reluctantly.

“Right, so if an angel can father a child, can a demon?”

“It should be possible in theory. But I have never heard of it happening.”

“Really?” Rowena wasn’t sure she was convinced by that, not when there had been so many people through history that seemed to have been spat from Hell. “Ok, so following that thought, there’s no reason Hannah’s father couldn’t be a demon.”

The angel frowned a bit but nodded to signify his agreement with her hypothesis.

“Right, so tell me how I could defeat a demon.”

“There is only one way, but I’m not sure you will be pleased to hear it. You must summon the Morningstar and bind the demon to him.”

“Oh, great,” Rowena muttered crossly. It seemed she wasn’t going to be able to avoid him. “How do I bind the demon to him?”

“You must sacrifice your blood to summon the Morningstar, and then the demon and the Morningstar would have to both touch your blood at the same time.”

Tucking that away without dwelling on it, Rowena closed her eyes and focused just on the first Hannah, the father’s own child. She’d go through each of his victims until she got what she needed if she had to.

“You came back,” Hannah said, sounding surprised.

“Yeah, well, I’ve got a soul to track down. I’m not going to let that psycho kill anyone else.”

“You cannot stop him,” Hannah responded certainly. “You should not even be on this side.”

“Why can’t I stop him?”

“Because you are just a woman, just a human.”

Rowena felt a rant about the equality of the sexes coming and took a settling breath. “Hannah, things in the living realm have changed a lot since your death. Women are the equal of men, more or less. And I’m not just a human. I’m the daughter of an angel.” She refused admit it was not just a fallen angel, but the Morningstar.

Hannah’s eyes widened. Ok, so that had stopped her saying the father couldn’t be stopped. 

“I want you to tell me every detail about your father, and I want you to do it quickly, calmly and without the pessimism.”

~*  *  *  *~

Taking a deep breath to settle herself after hearing the awful details of Hannah’s life and then her centuries long torture at the hands of her own father, Rowena thought she might have a clue about how to track down the soul of the hopefully still alive Hannah.

Way back at the start of all this, when Hannah had been alive and living daily with her father’s tyranny, there had been a small cottage on this site. In the garden of the cottage had been a kind of shed, where the father had frequently locked Hannah and her mother to punish them. They had been left out there for sometimes days, not daring to cry out for help, barely getting any food or water. Hannah’s mother had finally succumbed to her life of brutality one night in the middle of January, slipping away from her tormentor and reaching the peace of the dead realm. Hannah had spent two more days out there with her mother’s corpse, too terrified to complain about it to her father when he did bother to take her some food and water.

Maybe, and Rowena knew it could be a big maybe, modern day Hannah’s soul had been hidden in the same place. It was a bit of a long shot, but had to be worth checking out.

“Can you remember exactly where outside the shed was, Hannah?” she asked gently, now wishing she hadn’t been so hard on the girl earlier. 

“It was a long time ago. Things have changed so much since then.” Hannah rung her hands in her skirts. 

“Please try. All I want to do is save one girl whose only crime is wanting to get married.” And bind the father to the Morningstar to put an end to his five centuries long killing spree. Rowena decided not to remind the spirit Hannah that she intended to stop the father leaving the dead realm ever again. “Could you take us outside and show us where the shed was?”

The girl hesitated, and then finally nodded. A rush of relief puffed Rowena’s breath out.

~*  *  *  *~

Standing in the dead realm version of Hannah’s home, Rowena felt Hannah number one right behind her. “Do as I said, Hannah,” she instructed. “Place your hand on me and picture this as it was when you were alive.”

Refusing to shudder when cold seeped into her shoulder, Rowena closed her eyes to focus on channeling whatever Hannah could see. Around her, the modern world melted away. The garden of Hannah’s living home had been huge, stretching out in front of them at least a hundred feet.

“Down there,” Hannah said, pointing right to the far end. Rowena could just make out a little shack that barely qualified as a shed. It looked like it was on the verge of simply giving up and falling into a tired heap on the ground. 

“If I open my eyes, I won’t be able to see it,” Rowena commented, hoping the angel would take the hint and help guide her there. She would have to direct him though, as he probably couldn’t see what she could. A warm hand slid around her elbow.

It wasn’t the easiest walk in a garden Rowena had ever had. Not only did she have to direct Adlai, he also had to direct her. Rowena didn’t really want to fall flat on her face.

Finally they reached the shed.

“Time to see what’s inside,” Rowena remarked. She desperately hoped Hannah’s spirit still had some connection to her body. Failing after all this would be a real kick in the teeth, especially when it would be Rowena’s fault for having delayed so long.

Reaching out her hand, she opened the shed door. Inside the shed, Hannah sat in the middle of the small floor, sobbing into the arms of a woman in the same period dress as the father.

“Mother!” dead Hannah exclaimed. The woman looked confused. Did she think the young woman she held was her child?

“Hannah? If you are there, who is this?”

“She’s another of your husband’s victims,” Rowena explained, her voice a little strained. It was starting to get harder to maintain the link to the past dead realm. “Hannah, you have to come with us now. We need to get you back to your body before it’s too late.”

Wiping the tears from her face, hopefully still alive Hannah looked up at Rowena. “I can go back?”

“To be honest, I’m only about fifty percent sure of that, but we’ll give it a go.”

Pulling away from dead Hannah’s mother, alive Hannah got to her feet. “How do I get back?”

“This is where it gets tricky. You’re not just beyond the Veil, you’re also stuck in its past. The only way I can think of getting you back to the right time and through the Veil again, is if you sort of . . . hitch a lift. You’ll have to let yourself merge into my body. I don’t think I can manage to bring you back the way I brought Hannah here.”

“That will be dangerous, Rowena,” Adlai pointed out.

“You think I don’t know that? Please make it quick, Hannah. I’m going to lose this link to where you are very soon. I’ve got to take this other Hannah back too.”

“No,” dead Hannah said firmly. “I will not go back to the modern world. I don’t like it; I don’t understand it. Besides, my mother is here.”

“Um, I’m not sure it’s in the rules to leave you here. I’ve probably broken dozens already.”

“I don’t care about rules. I lived my whole life by my father’s rules, and I don’t want to live the rest of my death by someone else’s.”

Rowena wasn’t sure whether to cheer dead Hannah’s first step into independence or whether to shout at her for making everything even more awkward.

In the end, Rowena decided to make her life easier in the short term and let the girl stay. There was bound to be some flack coming her way later on, but she’d deal with that when it happened.

“Ok, you can stay. Hannah, please could you get inside me? We need to hurry up.”

Alive Hannah approached Rowena, then stood looking at her. “How do I do this?” she asked worriedly.

“Shut your eyes, step inside me, and pray to every god and goddess out there that this works.”

Rowena wanted to crawl away inside herself when she felt Hannah merging into her. It was the most peculiar feeling ever. She was suddenly far too full, like she was going to burst open at the seams. She opened her eyes and found herself inside the living room of another house. “Take me back through.” She told Adlai quickly.

“We are in the wrong house,” he observed.

“I don’t give a flying fuck! Take me through now!”

His arms closed around her. This time the stretching feeling was really bad. Rowena started to think she wouldn’t make it through in one piece. She could feel Hannah struggling not to panic as the space they shared got smaller and smaller. She felt both herself and Hannah slipping away.

~*  *  *  *~

“Rowena, wake up,” Adlai said urgently. 

She didn’t want to. It was nice and quiet where she had been and she wanted to go back and stay there for a nice long holiday. There hadn’t been anything to do in that empty void, but that was what made it so appealing. Hours and hours of endless emptiness tempted her like a tropical vacation might tempt some.

“Rowena!” The angel shook her vigorously. “Open your eyes!”

“Fuck off,” she mumbled, getting pretty annoyed with him. Why couldn’t he take a hint and leave her alone?

“You still have to return Hannah’s soul to her body. We’re in someone’s house, and there’s only so long I can keep us hidden from sight.”

“Bollocks!” Rowena had been praying that the last couple of days were just a nightmare and now she had woken from it. She felt around inside her for Hannah, eventually finding her curled up in a terrified ball, metaphorically speaking.

Opening her eyes, Rowena looked straight into Adlai’s clearly worried purple and white ones. He’d been concerned about her? That was new. She wanted to kick herself for being gratified by his concern. She really needed some distance from him and everything that went with him.

Rowena pushed the angel away, or tried to; he wouldn’t let go of her. “If I lose contact with you, you will be seen. This house is full of people right now. Suddenly appearing in the middle of them will not be a good idea.”

Was that sarcasm?

“Ok, get me outside, then I can knee you in the nuts for being such a complete and utter jerk.”

“I would rather you didn’t,” he responded flatly. Ok, that had definitely been sarcasm.

“Arsehole,” Rowena muttered, but a small smile tugged at her lips.

Letting Adlai help her to her feet, Rowena looked around. She could only make out all the people in the room as vague shadows, but got the impression she had landed in the middle of a party. She couldn’t tell if it was day or night, and she had no idea how long they had been beyond the Veil. For all she knew, she could have been gone for a week.

Adlai steered her through the shadow crowd and out of the house. It was nighttime. As the angel released her, Rowena found herself surrounded by rowdy teenagers. They all looked and sounded like they were pretty drunk. Rowena felt envious. When she eventually got home, assuming she survived dealing with the father, she intended to keep drinking until she passed out. She’d have a horrible hang-over when she woke up, but it seemed worth suffering that to get lots of distance from everything for a good long while.

Making their way through the throng of drunk hormone factories gathered in the front garden of the house, Rowena and Adlai finally managed to get to the pavement. Then they began running. They could have got to Hannah’s house via the angel’s peculiar mode of travel, but Rowena didn’t want to do that again with Hannah still inside her. She was pretty certain Hannah didn’t want to either.

The house was dark, silent as the grave. Hannah suddenly seemed to wake up inside Rowena, as if she sensed her body was close. 

First they had to get to it.

The father stood to block the way as soon as Rowena opened the back door. He gave Rowena a nasty grin. Goddess, he was one creepy son of a bitch. She thought maybe her best way of dealing with him was being brash.

“Hey, motherfucker! Get out of my bloody way, or I’ll go right through you!” Rowena shouted, trying to sound like she could actually do it. She couldn’t of course, but he didn’t know that.

“You cannot enter here. I have taken her soul. It is mine now.”

Not wanting him to know how wrong he was, Rowena simply said, “I want her body. Nothing else. I want to get her away from you so she can be buried decently.”

The father looked like he was mulling that over. Surprisingly, he stood aside to let Rowena and Adlai inside. It was as cold as Antarctica in the kitchen. Ice clung to every surface. The freezing air wafted in clouds around them, curling icy fingers around her ankles. Rowena reached out for the angel’s hand, seeking the warmth he gave off.

Not trusting for an instant that the father would actually let them leave with Hannah’s body, Rowena ran up the stairs. The bedroom door was open now. Hannah’s body lay on the bed, covered in a layer of white frost.

“Warm her body, angel,” Rowena ordered. “And do it quickly.”

Inside her, Hannah’s spirit strained to return to its proper home. She had to be held back. If she returned now, she would instantly freeze to death. Rowena didn’t want all she had gone through to be a waste of time.

Adlai gathered Hannah’s limp form into his arms and held it close. His heat began to work immediately. Rowena didn’t think Hannah should get back in her body until its core temperature was as near to normal as they had time to allow. The father had to be up to something. There was no way any halfway intelligent psychotic demon would relinquish his bargaining chip so easily. Rowena was up to something too though. A plan had formed in her mind, one that scared the crap out of her.

“She may return now,” Adlai announced.

Immediately, Hannah began pulling herself from inside Rowena. As she did, Rowena concentrated all her thoughts on directing the angel to carry out his part of the plan she’d hastily come up with. He scowled at her but nodded.

Hannah’s eyes opened. A second later, she and the angel vanished.

Rowena let herself quake in fear for a moment. She was alone with what was more than likely an extremely tricky demon, and he was bound to be pissed now the spirit he’d wanted to claim was suddenly snatched away. Oh, and there was the little matter of summoning the Devil with her blood, and binding the father to him.

How the hell did she get herself in these situations?

Rowena crossed to the frozen dressing table in Hannah’s bedroom and picked up a metal nail file. She stabbed it into her hand, wincing a lot at the pain. She didn’t let herself cry out though, even though it hurt like hell. “Morningstar, I summon you to this place!” she shouted. The second one drop of her blood hit the floor, her dead-beat dad was stood in front of her.

“You could just ring me,” he said, studying his fingernails.

“This is a business call. I’ll never call you for anything personal.”

“Business?”

“Yep. Time to have a demon bound to you, Daddy Dearest,” she sneered. She pulled in a deep breath and called out. “Amos Martock, face me!”

The father appeared in the room. He took one look at the empty bed and scowled. Adlai had been right: there was power in using the father’s name. He looked at Rowena, then at the Morningstar. “You have summoned another angel? What do you think he can do to stop me?” He didn’t know who the Morningstar was? That could be useful.

“Another angel, yes,” she agreed vaguely. More like the ultimate fallen angel, but she wasn’t going to spill that little snippet of information.

The Morningstar didn’t look all that pleased his reputation hadn’t preceded him. He opened his mouth to speak, but Rowena shushed him. Oh boy, he did not like that! Tough shit.

“As you can see, I took her body,” Rowena said conversationally, waving her hand at the bed. “Oh, and I returned her spirit to it before she left. You’ve lost her.”

Now she really was in some serious do-do! 

The father lunged at her. If she thought her own father was going to help her out, she was severely disappointed. She glanced at him and he shrugged.

Dodging under the father’s arms, she rounded quickly and delivered him a hard kick up the arse, pushing him down onto the bed. And now he was really pissed.

With an angry snarl, he launched himself at Rowena, knocking her to the floor and wrapping his hands around her throat. Before he could get a good grip on her, she grabbed the father’s hand with her bloody one, and the Morningstar’s with her other, thankfully he bent for her to reach. She pushed the demon’s now blooded hand onto her own father’s. “I bind you to the Morningstar for all eternity.” She choked out. “You will never leave his custody. You will suffer every punishment he gives you for every life you have stolen. For the murder of your wife, I ask the Morningstar to make you feel the pain you gave her every day of your marriage. For the murder of your own child, I ask the Morningstar to make you feel every beating you gave her. For the murders of all the other girls, I ask the Morningstar to . . .” she couldn’t think of a punishment suitable for so many deaths. She was lying under him still and her mind had gone blank.

“Make you feel the agony of having your soul ripped from your body once each day for every girl you did it to,” the Morningstar finished. “Say the words, my child. Complete the binding.”

Rowena repeated what he’d said verbatim and shoved the father off her to scrabble back to her feet.

His hand seemingly glued to the Morningstar’s by her blood, Rowena cringed as the father began to scream in agony. He tried to curl up as he pleaded for mercy.

“Not a chance,” she told him bitterly, rubbing a hand over her tender neck.

As soon as she finished saying it, he started to scream again. It went on and on. Rowena wanted to escape from it, but couldn’t make herself move.

“You have to witness the beginning of his punishment,” the Morningstar commented idly, as if it was all just every day stuff for him. Rowena guessed it probably was.

“I’ve seen enough,” she shouted over the screaming, clamping her hands over her ears.

“Do not leave, Rowena. I would speak to you once I have placed this creature where he belongs.”

Not bothering to answer, Rowena just wanted them to leave. She planned to get out of this house as soon as she could. She had things to get on with. First was getting home and making sure Hannah was alright. Next was getting hold of Stephen so she could ask him to get in touch with Hannah’s fiancé; hopefully they’d get back to together now Hannah’s home didn’t have a demon making it uninhabitable. After that, Rowena had a long date with a vodka bottle.

The Morningstar took his captive beyond the Veil where he belonged.

The sudden silence almost made her jump. It was oppressive.

Pulling herself together, Rowena ran downstairs and searched in the kitchen and then the living room until she found a handbag. She checked there was house keys inside and pulled them out. After going around to make sure the house was secure, Rowena walked out.

~*  *  *  *~

Letting herself into her home, Rowena wanted to go to bed and never, ever get up again. She was mentally and physically exhausted. Unfortunately, she had Hannah to deal with, and the bloody angel. 

Rowena took in a deep breath and pushed her front door open.

Hannah was asleep on the sofa, so that was one job that could wait till the morning. Heading for the kitchen, she grabbed the vodka bottle from the freezer and took it to her bedroom. There hadn’t been any sign of Adlai, so she decided he could also be shelved for now. 

Pulling her clothes off with one hand, she took long pulls at the bottle in her other hand in between. Once naked, she put the vodka on the bedside cabinet, crawled under the duvet, and wrapped herself up inside it.

~*  *  *  *~

She emerged from her bedroom late the next morning to find Hannah had managed to rustle up an edible breakfast of toast, eggs, orange juice and lots of coffee. Although Rowena didn’t have much of a hangover – what with having fallen into a deep, dreamless sleep before she could hit the vodka too hard – she did have a headache, and she was sure something really nasty had taken a crap in her mouth. Before attempting more than a mouthful of the coffee, she headed to the bathroom to scrub her mouth thoroughly with toothpaste. It dealt with one of her most immediate issues. A couple of aspirin and the food helped settle her head. Then she was finally ready to face the day.

Hannah had stayed quiet while Rowena satisfied her most immediate needs, only communicating enough to ask if Rowena wanted more coffee. The offer got a rather feeble thumbs up, and then the silence returned.

As Rowena finally rose from the table to go and shower and get dressed, Adlai suddenly appeared in the kitchen. Her first instinct was to throw something heavy at him. The only thing to hand was the coffee machine, which she didn’t want to have to replace.

“What do you want?” she demanded grumpily.

“I needed to know you were alright. And we still have things to sort out. Also . . .”

“Also, what?” Rowena narrowed her eyes.

“The Morningstar is not best pleased with you. He asked you to wait for him, but you left.”

“Yeah, well I’m not best pleased with him either! As far as I’m concerned, he can go back to hell and never show his face again!”

“Rowena!” Adlai looked truly shocked. Bully for him.

“You know what? I’ve had it with angels, whether they’re fallen or not! I’m going for a shower, then I’m going to see if Hannah’s fiancé will come and see her, which means I’ve got to deal with Stephen when I should be avoiding him, so the last thing on my ‘to-do’ list is pander to a jumped up fallen angel who suddenly wants to play daddy nearly thirty years too late!”

“Um . . .” Hannah put in hesitantly. “I called Dave first thing this morning and told him everything is sorted out. I’m going to move in with him and sell the house.”

“Oh.” That took a bit of the wind out of Rowena’s sails. “Ok. Great! That means I can put Stephen off for a day or two. Thank you, Hannah.”

“Well, I didn’t hire you to fix my personal life,” the young woman pointed out with a bit of a smile. “I would appreciate it if you could tell me how much I owe you though.”

“Oh, yeah. Right. I’ll get a bill to you in a few days. Do you want it sent to Dave’s address?”

“I’ll write it down for you. And thank you for all you’ve done. I’d have been lost without you. I know I mean that literally too.”

“All part of the service,” Rowena told her, hoping she wasn’t going to balk when she received her bill. “By the way, I grabbed your handbag before I left your house. It’s by the front door.”

“Thanks. I hadn’t even thought about it.”

Rowena turned to Adlai again. “Just because I haven’t got as much to do as I thought, it doesn’t mean I’m ready to deal with being the spawn of Satan,” she told him firmly. “For the next twenty four hours, I don’t want anything from you except your complete absence from my life. Got it?”

“You have been very clear. However, I should warn you that the Morningstar mentioned wanting to see you soon.”

“If he turns up here, he’ll just have to fuck off again until my head’s in the right place to deal with him. And fucking off is exactly what you’re going to do now.”

He vanished instantly, and Rowena sighed in relief that she was getting through her ‘to-do’ list so easily. The Morningstar turning up unannounced wasn’t exactly something she relished, but he would just have to wait until she was ready to talk to him.

Hannah declined Rowena’s offer to stay for the day, explaining she had a cab booked to get over to her fiancé’s. She also confided that having been at risk from the father simply because of her virginity had prompted a change of heart on her previous resolve to wait until she was married.

Once Rowena was alone, she headed to the bathroom and stood under a steaming hot shower for a while, letting the water wash her clean of the last few days’ madness. She thought that this last case had to have been the weirdest one by far, and she had a whole career of weird to compare it to. Finding out who her father was had been . . . interesting. Meeting Adlai had been interesting too. She could happily say she would rather have not experienced either, apart from the sex, that was. No one could regret sex like that. 

Frowning as she realised she was getting turned on just thinking about it again, she then jumped out of her skin as the shower screen slid open and Adlai joined her in the suddenly much too small space.

“I thought I told you to fuck off,” she said, far too breathlessly for her own comfort. Holy crap, he was gorgeous, especially with water cascading down his golden skin, caressing his every muscle. Her glance dropped to take in his impressive erection. Then she decided not to think about anything for the time being and lose herself in some mind-boggling sex with the sexiest male on the planet.

Wrapping her hand around his cock, Rowena stroked it firmly, playing her thumb on the underside of the head to stimulate him even more. She let him go, took a half step away and lowered to her knees.

Adlai looked at her, seeming confused, until she took him in her mouth. A startled “Oh!” escaped him. Welcome to the fun of blowjobs, she thought smugly as his breathing got louder and more ragged. 

“Rowena,” he gasped after a few minutes of her lavishing his cock and balls with attention from her lips and fingers. She guessed he was getting close to coming. She decided to see how open he was to what she wanted to do, and slipped her hand back between his legs to tease her finger over his anus. 

Oh yeah, he definitely liked that! She went a step further, slipping her wet finger inside him to stroke it over his prostate. It was as much as he could take; his salty cream jetted into her mouth and down her throat.

Slowly drawing her mouth off him as she eased her finger out, she looked up at him. His stunned but ecstatic expression was extremely gratifying. Having sex with Stephen had taught her a few tricks, but only ones she could use on someone open-minded enough to appreciate them. Adlai was meant to be exactly what she wanted, and sometimes what she wanted was to be in complete control of a man’s pleasure. 

Slipping his hands under her arms, Adlai drew her back up and laid his mouth over hers, his tongue exploring the taste of his own juices. 

Taking his hand, Rowena pulled him from the shower and wrapped a towel around his waist, picking up a second to tuck round under her arms. She held his hand and led the way to the bedroom. She didn’t want him to ruin this with words that were bound to annoy her, so put her finger over her lips to tell him to keep quiet. He nodded obediently.

In the bedroom, Rowena unwrapped him like a present and dried him from head to toe. He copied her, smoothing her towel over every inch of her skin. He lifted her and laid her on the bed, pushing her knees apart to slide his tongue over her softest flesh, concentrating on the hard little nub that made her gasp and writhe with each new touch. Gripping his hair in her fingers, Rowena pushed herself up to his face, taking her pleasure as confidently as she had given him his in the shower. Her moans got louder as she used his tongue to bring her to climax. It hit her suddenly, making her feel as if she was shattering into a million tiny points of ecstasy.

Sagging back onto the duvet, she stroked his face as he kissed up her front. He lavished her sensitive nipples with attention from his tongue, and then continued his way up to her mouth.

Rowena was used to the taste of herself on Stephen’s lips, but she tasted a little different with Adlai. She wasn’t going to think about it for now. All she wanted to do was feel. 

Reaching out to the bedside drawer, the angel took out a condom, rolled it provocatively slowly along the length of his hard cock, and then moved over her, covering her body with his. He slipped inside her easily and thrust all his shaft in deep. 

Crying out, she raked her fingers down his back, trying to get her legs wider to take more of him. He thrust again and she was filled to the limit. Pushing up on his arms, Adlai watched her as he made love to her, seeming to absorb every detail, every expression, and every movement of her body. She wrapped her legs around his hips and clung on as he stepped up the tempo, pistoning into her like he’d never get to do it again. 

Pressure built deep inside her, threatening to blow her apart. She screamed as her orgasm hit her. She could barely get enough breath in her lungs to scream again as another wave washed over her, then a third and fourth. It seemed to go on and on, until her mind was broken by the euphoria.

Her body slumped after the final wave, leaving her unable to think when she was feeling so much. Every millimeter of her tingled. Between her legs, she throbbed and pulsed, still having little aftershocks that stopped her breath each time. 

That hadn’t just been sex: it was so much more. It had been a profound experience beyond anything merely human.

~*  *  *  *~

An hour later, Rowena finally tried to move. The intensity of that experience had to have changed something in her. She suspected Adlai had held back the first time they’d had sex, keeping his secret weapon to release on her when she was most susceptible.

She had to remember he had only appeared because she had got turned on thinking about him. He wasn’t entirely to blame. And she had let it all happen. She’d wanted to forget everything, and he’d certainly made her do that.

Six

––––––––

Rowena rose early and dressed in one of her trouser suits. She had a new client to see. All she knew about him was his name: Luke Morgen.

In the kitchen, Adlai already had her coffee waiting for her. He hadn’t got dressed yet, so it was hard to think about what the day would bring. 

The last month had been as quiet as Rowena could possibly make it. Other than writing up her report for Hannah and sending her bill, the only thing she had bothered to do was get the overly generous cheque from Hannah’s now husband in the bank. It seemed coming so close to death had galvanized Hannah into living her life to the fullest. There had been a very hastily arranged registry office wedding, then the new couple had taken the first offer they got on Hannah’s house before jetting off on honeymoon to Italy. The one sadness was the continuing absence of Bob. When she was ready to look into it, Rowena planned to find out exactly what had happened to him.

In her personal life, Rowena had put off all definite decisions. She let herself coast along with the angel, enjoying the sex and refusing to discuss why he was in her life in the first place. 

Now it was time to take control again.

She sat at the table and stared into her coffee, thinking about how she should set things straight with everyone waiting on her. Stephen had dropped her stuff around, bringing his new man with him. It seemed Mathew knew all about Rowena. He told her she didn’t have to keep her distance from Stephen. That was good to hear. Adlai had cured her of craving Stephen for sex, so now she could happily be just his friend. Mathew himself seemed head over heels in love with Stephen, and that was clearly reciprocated. She was pleased Stephen was finally settling down with the right man. 

So Hannah and Stephen were no longer Rowena’s concern. Adlai was, and she had decided that, if she couldn’t get rid of him, she might as well make use of him. As he wasn’t technically a British citizen, or even a member of the human race, she could rope him in as her assistant. He got free board and lodgings, and all the sex anyone could want, so it wouldn’t hurt for him to earn it. She had no intention of relenting on the baby plans for the foreseeable future, but should she ever change her mind on that, he would be the first to know about it. That was as much as she had promised him, and if he didn’t like it, he could sod off back to The Presences. So far, he had stuck around.

That left only one major headache to deal with: the Morningstar. 

Once Rowena had got this new client meeting out of the way, she would have to sort out her father once and for all. He would be put in his place, kept at arm’s distance. But she had realised keeping him out of her life was likely to prove impossible, so he had to understand what the rules of contact were.

Swallowing the last of her coffee, Rowena slapped Adlai’s bare backside. “Go and get some clothes on. We have to meet the new client in half an hour.”

He nodded and went off to the bedroom, returning in a few minutes pulling on some of the new clothes she had got him from the money from Hannah and Dave. Adlai looked delicious in a tight grey t-shirt and arse-hugging black jeans. He didn’t move like an alien to the planet anymore, but with the confidence of a gorgeous man at ease with who he was. Admittedly, there was still a lot he wasn’t quite up to speed on in the modern world, but he was learning fast.

Going out to her new car – another thing she had treated herself to with the money she’d earned on Hannah’s case – Rowena eased into the supple leather seat and wriggled her bum. She loved her new car. It was sleek, but professional, and made her look like she was very successful financially. It remained to be seen if she would manage to keep the car, but for as long as she had it, she intended to enjoy every second of it.

The address her new client had given her was in a plush office complex just outside of town. She and Adlai approached the reception desk and informed the young man sat there that they had arrived for their appointment with Mr. Morgen. After having their photos taken, they were invited into a luxurious waiting area while their ID badges were made up. Apparently, no one could go beyond the reception area without a proper ID.

Rowena looked around her, taking in the huge windows and all the black leather in the waiting area. There wasn’t a vending machine to get coffee from, but a really fancy machine, complete with all its paraphernalia to make any drink your heart desired. There was a selection of biscuits that looked like they wouldn’t be out of place at Buckingham Palace. Her new client was clearly a wealthy man if he could afford his offices here. 

“Miss and Mr. Engle?” A young woman asked, her perfectly applied deep red lips lifting in a professional smile. Adlai had opted for using the same surname as Rowena because it meant angel and he wanted the reminder of what he really was. The last few weeks had made him a lot more human and he was afraid of losing himself as Bob had. 

Armed with the ID badge clipped to her jacket lapel – Adlai had put his on the pocket of his jeans, so every woman’s eye was drawn towards his crotch – Rowena led the way into the huge lift. They had been directed to the top floor, seven storeys up.

At the top, they found another reception desk, this one manned by a stunningly beautiful brunette. Rowena wanted to preen when the woman tried and failed to catch the angel’s eye because he only had eyes for Rowena. It didn’t matter to her at that moment that Adlai had no choice in that.

A buzzer sounded on the brunette’s desk and she sent them through the wide frosted glass door to Mr. Morgen’s office. The carpet under foot felt several inches thick. It was a rich gold colour, though the rest of the furniture in the office was cream. All except a dark brown chair behind a heavy dark wood desk. The chair was turned away from them, so she couldn’t see what her new client looked like. 

“Take a seat,” he told them in a deep, husky voice.

They did as he asked and waited. Then the chair finally turned.

“You?!” Rowena exclaimed in shock. She looked straight into the face of the Morningstar. “You are Mr. Morgen?”

“I did think you might have worked it out, Rowena. Morgen means morning, after all.”

“And I supposed Luke is meant to stand for Lucifer?” she spat at him. “I was just starting to think I could come to some sort of arrangement with you, and then you pull a stunt like this?!”

“You misunderstand. I have called you here on business. You have talents I can make use of. I would like to have a standing arrangement with you for your professional services. I will pay you a handsome retainer, and in exchange, you will take the cases I put your way.”

Rowena narrowed her eyes at him. “What sort of cases?”

“Tricky ones that I can’t be seen to be getting involved in.”

“You mean you want a puppet to do your dirty work.”

“Surprisingly, no.” He smiled at her and she wanted to pick up the heavy glass ashtray on his desk and throw it at him. “Let me explain. In the centuries since I fell, I have come to see that evil is necessary in the human world. It brings out the best in humans and maintains a balance. For example: take the terrorist attacks in London a few years back. They were awful, of course, but they brought out a community spirit in that city that had been sadly lacking for a long time. Good comes from evil. 

“However, recent experiences have shown me that there are those who want to tip the balance too far in one direction. That cannot be permitted. The evil has to be kept in check, and it would seem there are those beyond my sight trying to load the scales for their own ends. I want you to find them and send them to me, just as you did with the demon a few weeks ago.”

Rowena frowned, thinking that over. “You mean you want to be in control of all the evil. You don’t want anyone else stealing your thunder.”

The Morningstar steepled his fingers and studied her. “I suppose you could see it that way. But that, after all, is how it is meant to be. I am supposed to control all the evil and stop it winning. I have been arrogant, my child. I thought that, even in this modern world, I could do that unaided. Now I see I cannot do that without some outside help. And who else would I turn to for help but my own daughter?”

“If you’re thinking this is the start of a family business, you can think again.”

He smiled wryly. “You’re so much more like me than you’ll ever want to own up to,” he said. “Now, I have a contract here that I would like you to read through and then sign. You can take it away with you and take your time going through all the various points.”

Leaning forward, Rowena took the bundle of papers he slid across the desk to her. She didn’t even glance at it, just put it in the laptop bag she’d brought with her to use as a briefcase, wanting to appear as professional as possible when she was coming to such an upmarket place. If she’d known in advance who her meeting was with, she wouldn’t have bothered making so much effort. She wasn’t sure she would even read the contract, let alone sign it. Maybe curiosity over what her father wanted from her would get the better of her.

Pushing away from his desk, and standing to button the jacket of his very expensive suit, the Morningstar gave her what appeared, on the surface, to be a very genuine smile.

“Now that the business is out of the way, would you and the angel care to join me for lunch?”

Resigning herself to setting out their rules now, Rowena rose from her chair to go and have a lunch date with an angel and Satan.

Rowena’s story continues in Spawn of Satan
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Rowena watched cautiously. The spirit was confused and seemed rather angry. This could get a bit dodgy if she couldn’t make him see she was there to help. Behind her, Rowena felt the departed man’s wife trembling. 

This was Rowena’s bread and butter work, and she should be able to do it without feeling nervous, but a confused spirit was a tricky beast.

Ever since Mrs Jones’ husband had passed away in his sleep, he had been prowling around their once happy home. His poltergeist activity had forced his wife to send their children to stay with grandparents, leaving her alone to face the thrown objects, locked doors, flickering lights, and sudden cold spells.

“Mr Jones, my name is Rowena. I’m here to help.”

A book flew off the shelf and just missed her head.

“Mr Jones, do you understand what has happened to you?”

This time, a framed photograph launched in her direction. Rowena only just dodged it.

“Peter, please listen,” Mrs Jones begged, her hands clasped together in anguish.

“I think you should leave the house for a little while,” Rowena advised. If her client got killed by the spirit, Rowena wouldn’t be getting paid, although she didn’t really need the money. A dead client would do nothing for her reputation though.

Waiting until the distraught wife had left, Rowena said softly, “You can come out now.”

Across the room, the air seemed to shimmer. It got the attention of Peter Jones’ spirit. He turned to stare in shock.

The far too sexy and often annoying angel who had plagued Rowena for weeks suddenly manifested in the room. Usually he stuck with a fairly human look, but this time he had decided to show off a rather impressive set of silvery white wings. They only just fit in the small sitting room.

“Show off,” Rowena muttered to herself.

Mr Jones gaped in awe and then fell to his knees.

Rowena rolled her eyes. But at least the spirit had stopped throwing things. Much as Rowena was tempted to throw a few things at the angel for his overdone entrance, she didn’t think Mrs Jones would appreciate having even more cleaning up to do.

“Adlai, put the wings away. The poor man thinks you’re here to deliver some kind of divine retribution.”

The angel managed to look sheepish. “Sorry.”

With a sigh, Rowena crossed to stand in front of the spirit of Mr Jones. “We’re here to help you, Peter. You must know by now you need to move on. You can still watch your family once you’re beyond the Veil. You just have to Beyond them online.”

Beyond was Google for the departed. On the other side of the Veil, everything appeared the same as this side, but there were a few crucial differences; for starters, everyone was dead. But most spirits continued to live in the Veil version of their home, greeting anyone new that joined them and helping them to adjust. Rowena had learned a lot more about death beyond the Veil in the last few weeks. She had even conned the angel into taking her there so she could learn more. He had been reluctant, but Rowena had pointed out it would help her do her job better.

Peter Jones frowned. “Can you see me? No one has seen me in ages. I thought I’d gone mad.”

“You’re not mad, but you are dead,” she told him gently. “Your spirit is trapped on the wrong side of the Veil, and that’s making you behave oddly. Now it’s time for you to move on. I can open a doorway in the Veil for you.”

“What about Selena?”

It took Rowena a second to remember Selena was Mrs Jones’ first name. “Selena is fine. One day she will find you, but for now she has to stay here and look after your children.”

“I never had the chance to tell her I love her,” Peter Jones whispered. “She’s my whole world.”

Tears pricked Rowena’s eyes. It was always hardest to send those who had so much to live for on their way.

“You can tell her now, but you also need to say goodbye to her. I’ll go and get her.” She glanced over her shoulder at Adlai. “Don’t go scaring him,” she told him firmly.

Once Mrs Jones was back in the room, Rowena put a hand on her shoulder and concentrated on pushing her Sight into the grieving woman. 

“Peter?!” 

“Selena,” Peter scrabbled up from his knees and dashed over to take her hands, but his own went straight through them. “I love you so much. I don’t want to leave you.”

“I don’t want you to leave,” she replied, tears starting to creep down her face. “I’ll always love you.”

Rowena was now fighting her own tears. In her initial consultation with Mrs Jones in a local coffee shop, she had found out the couple had been childhood sweethearts. After marrying at the age of only eighteen, they had worked hard to get their own home, and when their two children came along, they had thought their lives complete. But Peter Jones had suffered from an unknown heart defect that had killed him in his sleep after a night of passionately celebrating their tenth wedding anniversary.

Rowena made a decision.

“Mr Jones, did you have a mobile phone?” she asked, knowing she would probably end up in a whole heap of shit for what she was about to do, but she could deal with that later.

“Yes, it’s on my bedside cabinet.” The poor man looked baffled. 

“Mrs Jones, get me your phone.”

Selena pulled the mobile from the back pocket of her jeans.

“Ok, I have to let you go for a minute, so you won’t be able to see your husband.” 

Taking the phone, Rowena went into the address book and found Peter Jones’ number. She quickly edited it, entering the secret code she had found out about that would enable Selena to call her husband.

“Right, you have to promise me you will only use this number in a dire emergency. No sneaky calls at night for phone sex.”

“I don’t understand,” Mrs Jones told her, frowning. 

“The code I’ve put in means you’ll be able to call the version of Peter’s phone that already exists beyond the Veil. I shouldn’t be giving it to you, but I think you need it.” Rowena gave her a tight smile. “You have to let him go now.”

Placing her hand back on Selena Jones’ shoulder, Rowena braced herself for watching what was going to be a heart-breaking goodbye.
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Snuffling in the undergrowth, the wily she-wolf found the scent of her prey. It probably thought it could get away from her. How wrong it was. She’d been tracking it for hours. When her jaws at last closed on the throat of her prey, and she could feel the warm rush of blood washing over her tongue, she would howl her triumph to the pale crescent of the moon, which was barely peeking out from behind the rolling clouds.

The taste of a storm was in the air, like old pennies, and she needed to be back to her cubs by the time the rain started falling. It had been three long days since she’d last fed sufficiently – three days since she’d had to take her cubs and run – and her small reserve of strength was fast trickling away. Cunning prey in this unfamiliar territory. She’d barely managed to forage enough to keep her milk up, let alone enough to satisfy her own needs, so she went without in order to fill the rumbling tummies of her babies. A mother’s job was ever self-sacrificing.

It thought it had lost her, she realized upon spying her quarry snoozing by a dry stream-bed.  On the contrary – she had merely taken the time to rest a while, giving her weary body a respite from the constant game of hide and seek. These past days it seemed she was always seeking or hiding, and she longed for a return of the days where she herself could snooze lazily in the forest. Her forest. Her home. She barely contained the whine that the thought of home brought to her throat. Those days were long gone.

Paws placed with careful precision, positioning herself up-wind of the dozing buck, she allowed herself to wallow in the thoughts of filling her own stomach this night. At last. She was running on empty. The cramps had started assaulting her tender abdomen the day before – the greedy jaws of hunger clamping down on her scrawny belly until the need to hunt outweighed even the need to run. It had been only a single season since she’d given birth to her three cubs, she needed the nourishment this buck would bring to her – if she didn’t eat, there would be no more milk, and that jeopardized the lives of her babies. She couldn’t allow that.

She crept slowly through the freshly fallen leaves and the damp earth, willing the buck to doze a little deeper. Just long enough for her to get a hold of his windpipe and tear through it in one mighty crunch. Normally, she wouldn’t dare attempt to bring down such a creature alone, but desperate times called for desperate measures.

The majestic animal, curled up on his side, stretched his neck as if in invitation, and the she-wolf could hardly contain her eagerness. This was her chance. Perhaps her last chance. If she didn’t feed this night, she would not have the strength left for another hunt. This kill had to be quick, clean and complete.

Something – perhaps an owl shifting on a branch, or a rodent scrambling across the dry leaves – drew her attention for a split second. Containing her territorial growl only through sheer force of will, she leapt at the sleeping buck, latching onto his throat, tearing it out as quickly and easily as she had dared hope.

Yesss! 

The hot rush of fresh blood gushed into her mouth, almost drowning her in the flood, and she reveled in the coppery taste of life itself. The life that had belonged to the buck now belonged to her, and her cubs, that they might make it one more day in this harsh world. 

The moon beckoned her and she tilted her muzzle to the heavens, emitting a spine-tingling howl of pride, and vicious victory. In turn, the moon seemed to wink at her from the dark skies, tipping its hat to a skilled hunter of the land. If only it knew, she thought sarcastically, before returning her attention to her dinner. 

In her preoccupation with the buck and her enthusiastic communication with the moon, she had failed to notice the clean scent of death had been stealthily replaced by the sharp tang of another wolf. A male wolf. A pack wolf. She froze, her haunches vibrating with the fight or flight reflex, but she could not flee; her kill, hers. And yet she did not have the strength for fighting. An impasse, then. 

They would not kill her yet. She was sure of it. They would want to know where the cubs were first, at the very least. Perhaps if she pleaded her case diligently enough, they might spare her. She would never be trusted in the pack again, but her cubs would be safe. That was all that mattered. She turned to her pack-mate.

The shimmer came easily to her, despite her malnutrition these past months, her body seeming to melt and reform as if a she-wolf had never crouched over the buck’s body. Instead, the form of a naked woman in her early thirties was revealed by the faint light of the moon, her blond hair hanging limply down her back, a defeated stance on her frame.

“Bradley,” she swallowed, her throat unused to the human language she once took for granted so much. “The cubs–” Her voice deserted her, leaving her silent apart from a faint wheezing sound, and a sharp pain as if someone had punched her in the chest made her flinch. The knife had been thrown with great accuracy, hitting her square in the chest, knocking the breath from her.

Muscles rippling, the giant black wolf she knew as her Alpha strode toward her, seeming to grin through his wolf-face at her. A warm wetness trickled down her tummy, washing her skin in a red so dark it appeared black.

When the second form climbed down from a tree behind Bradley her confusion cleared. His second-in-command, Turosk. He had been the one. The source of the knife that had sped through the air, stealing her breath and her life before she’d ever gotten a chance to plead for it. 

“My cubs,” she began, slumping to the ground like the prey she had turned out to be. 

“Your cubs!” spat Bradley, filling her vision with his newly shimmered human body. A body she had once lain with, drawn warmth from, worshiped with her own. “They can starve like the mongrels they are!”

As the light faded from her eyes, she wished she could have died a true hunter’s death – by the claws and teeth of her own kind. Instead, they had assassinated her, like a common rogue. 

Her babies. Her beautiful babies. But it was too late. She was gone before her Alpha and his second finished their grisly work and shimmered back into wolf-form, trotting away, and leaving her body for the carrion-feeders.

CHAPTER ONE

––––––––

“Come on!” she growled, her hair swinging wildly as she twisted her head to glare over her shoulder at her pursuer. “Catch me if you can!”

With a mighty surge of her legs she leaped the old stream bed, landing lightly on the balls of her feet, running flat out now, her legs getting into their stride. He’d never keep up, much less catch her. The layout of these woods imprinted on her mind so much she could have ran through it with her eyes closed and not brushed off a single tree.

Laughing, she threw a look behind her and noticed that she was now alone. He’d disappeared. Good. She had no wish to be followed any further in any case. She liked being on her own, rules be damned. A stupid and out-dated concept, making her travel with a Guardian at all times, even on their own land. It was even worse in the confines of the circular village the pack lived in. You didn’t even have to step off your own front porch to see almost every other building in the little pack town. Eyes, everywhere, and most of them fixed on her.
The pack lands were extensive enough that she could lose herself as well as her Guardian if she wished to. This was a wild land, and only the wild survived here. Of course the humans had set up their own villages, towns and cities outside the territories here, but rarely did they encroach on the lands handed down from Alpha to Alpha, further back than anyone could remember. 
Giant swathes of land were parceled up and designated to certain packs by the first Were Council centuries ago, in order to bring all the bickering and warring to an end, and since then, this little slice of wilderness belonged to the Loam Floor pack. There were two other packs within traveling distance, the Tall Grass pack – which it so happened had been locked into a bitter blood feud with her own for years – and the Swift Runner pack to the east. Beth couldn’t remember anyone ever seeing a Swift Runner wolf up close and personal – they were so secretive and, well...swift.
She shook her head slightly, her loose blond hair swinging at the small of her back, barely out of breath as she once again thought how silly it was to guard her as if she were a child. If she lived in the human world, she’d be considered a woman grown.
It was even more unbelievable, that while an un-mated female was considered a child, an un-mated male could still find his place in the hierarchy. Take her Guardian, for instance. Mid-twenties, shocking good looks and un-mated, he was still permitted to join the ranks of the Guardians, and trusted enough to be around the juvenile females – though the more she thought about it, the more she realized she’d never seen him acting inappropriately with any of them. Whatever, it was still unfair. She snorted in derision as the trees blurred past. As if he could even keep up with her. She had no idea what had prompted the wolf to volunteer for Beth duty, but it would be a good guess that he’d thought to keep her in line. Ha! Even the grizzly old mated wolves couldn’t do that unless she allowed them to.

Luckily, she’d perfected the art of ditching her escort as soon as they were far enough from the Den House that to go back and alert them to her ploy would only give her a bigger head-start. She would return when she wished to and not a moment sooner. 

Not that she was planning to get up to no good. On the contrary, she just wanted to swim in the icy creek where it widened into a bowl of water, and spend some time with her own thoughts, without the hindrance of a guard watching her every move, perking his ears up at every little sound and generally making her uncomfortable. These recent years were peaceful times; the blood-feud with the neighboring pack had settled into bitter memories and muted ramblings of shoulda, woulda, coulda’s. 

It had been two years or more since any blood was spilled, and a full season since anyone had even seen a member of the Tall Grass pack. Stupid name too, she decided, her mood changing to a lighter tone as she picked up the distant sounds of water. A nice little dip in the frigid water, and then an hour or so basking in the autumn sun, gradually warming her clammy skin would do wonders for her normally tempestuous disposition. 

A sudden snapping sound, disrupting the solitude and peace of the day made her jump. She froze. Had Gareth found her already? Was he even now creeping up on her, readying himself for the take-down and inevitable bout of cursing and screaming the pack shrew would put him through? He’s such an ass, always trailing me like a snake in the grass. She smiled at the image of a snake with Gareth’s head glaring up at her, telling her she shouldn’t be out here alone.

“What the hell do you want?!” she demanded, turning in the direction of the sound.

A keening arose from the thicket ahead of her, and she paused. What trick was this? Why didn’t he just come out and show himself? She knew he was there. And he knew she knew. Games, she cursed. Always playing games, this pack. And most of them are mind games, damn them! She had long ago been initiated into the power-struggles and constant sniping within the hierarchy of the pack, and wanted nothing to do with any of it. Oh, to go rogue! 

Tempting thought, but she could never do that. Her poor, mad mother had gone rogue, getting herself killed and leaving Beth and her two brothers to die of starvation in the deep, dark woods. But it was so long ago, and the woman in question nothing more than a stranger, that there was no deep trauma to awaken and no real pain to endure. She didn’t even know what her mother looked like, being too young to remember her.

Besides, the pack had found her, mewling in a hole in the damp ground, pawing at the remains of her brothers rotting beside her. Sole survivor of her tragic family. Lucky, some said. Ill-fated, others whispered. But mostly, they avoided looking her in the eye, knowing she was not a true member of the pack, and refusing her the very essence of pack-life. The closeness of pack and the assurance of a place in it. She had no place. She was just... lost property.

Screw this, she thought, fed up of Gareth and his games, striding towards the thicket, intending to make him another piece of lost property. Foolish wolf. Did he think she wouldn’t make the connection?

“Aww, poor Gareth,” she whined. “Did you fall, sweetheart?”

Surely the playful tone of voice would tip him off to the fact that he was about to become the prey and she the predator. She might even have a bit of fun with this one before he hauled her home. A fight was exactly what she needed right now.

Gareth had been assigned to her for two days now, and though she’d spent yesterday playing the docile little cub, doing as she was told and venturing no further from their home than the ear could hear, today she’d needed the seclusion that the creek afforded her. He’d been warned, of course, that she liked to pull a disappearing act, but she doubted he was expecting it so soon. 

Sometimes a week or two went by without her pulling a Houdini, only fleeing the confines of her guard when she could stand the psychic connection to the pack no longer and needed to be alone in her own head for a while. She’d been to the creek just three days ago, and hadn’t planned on coming back so quickly, but she’d heard them talking yesterday, when they thought nobody was listening.

Elise and Marie. The purebreds. The only two pure-bred she-wolves in this pack, apart from Beth. They’d been discussing her as a bargaining chip, deciding on the merits of offering her to this family, or that. She wasn’t stupid. She knew she’d be bartered to one or other of them at some stage. But so soon!

She was barely past 21 human years. Hardly long enough to learn how to live, let alone actually do some living. If she could just get her emotions under control before facing them, she could perhaps bargain with them herself for more time. Maybe. A twinge in her belly reminded her that whether she liked it or not, she had little time left. She’d been to see the pack’s Healer a week or so ago, complaining of odd cramps in her tummy. The Healer had given her a conspiratorial smile and told her she was on the cusp of her first heat. 

Her first heat! She’d thought she had more time. Sighing to herself, she tip-toed as close to the undergrowth as she could without entering it and grinned.

Spreading the thicket wide, and scratching her arms all to hell and back in the process, she readied herself to leap upon the wolf and show him her bite before he got the chance to recover. She glared.

It wasn’t Gareth. 

“Oh, you poor thing!” Dragging herself into the middle of the thicket, she gasped as the full extent of the badger’s injuries became apparent. Both forelegs locked to the bone in a poacher’s trap, he was trying to chew his way out. “Disgusting things,” she whispered, glowering in distaste at the metal contraption. 

Prying the trap apart, she wished there was something she could do for the pitiful creature besides putting it out of its misery, but it was a goner with or without her help. “I am sorry, brother of the forest, while on another day you could have fed the pack, and made us stronger, today you are but the unfortunate victim of the cruel human poachers. Go in peace with the knowledge that this trap shall never again harm another.”

With a quick twist of her hand she put the animal into an eternal sleep, snapping his neck and freeing him from pain.

A lone tear trickled down her cheek as she then set her hands to snapping the jaws of the trap and digging a hole to bury it deep twenty yards from the thicket. Stupid humans, she thought, dispirited. How can they justify such an impersonal kill? At least we kill to feed. No humans eat badgers. 

No doubt they had hoped to catch something a little more lucrative. While bears were a rare sight in these parts, largely due to the presence of the wolves, they were not altogether absent. They didn’t bother the wolves, and the wolves didn’t bother them. Simple. The last of the trap buried deep in the earth, she stood up, wiping dirt from her hands, and wondered if the pack knew of the presence of humans in these woods. They would have to be careful. The last thing anyone needed was the knowledge of the wolves becoming mainstream. What a disaster that would be.

Expelling her breath in one loud gasp, Beth submerged herself in the icy depths of the creek, and didn’t break the surface again until she’d touched the bottom of the deepest part, right in the middle. The leaves of the surrounding trees danced in the breeze, and the sun shone through in dappled spotlights, making the surface of the rippling creek shine as if lit from the deep.

She sighed. Such was the summation of all her needs. Silence. Peace. Solitude. Cool water on her naked flesh and the sun waiting to warm her on the rocks on the far side. She floated a while, enjoying the serenity of the only place in the whole world she would wish to claim. It was already hers. Sort of. She was the only one who came here. Thank the Mother. 

If she was free to choose her own location to build a Den House, it would be here. She could raise some cubs here, with a mate she actually loved, not one who acquired her in a deal, and she would be happy here, content to live the rest of her days by the banks of the creek.

Not going to happen, Beth, she scolded herself. So stop wishing for it, it just makes the longing worse. 

“You ever planning on emerging, Little Wolf?” a sardonic voice inquired from the far bank. Her eyes snapped to the rocks, upon which her duped and dumped Guardian awaited, arms crossed, a mocking grin twisting his lips, eyes sparkling with suppressed self-satisfaction.

“Crap.”

“No, Little Wolf. Gareth.” His full mouth quirked, as if he were trying to hold in a laugh, or perhaps a joke at her expense.

“Gareth,” she agreed, dipping her head beneath the surface of the pool once more. Smart one, she admitted. He must be a keen tracker.

He was still sitting exactly where he had been when she once again raised her head from the water, still wearing that same indulgent expression, still evidently waiting for her to climb out. “Care to turn your back?”

“So you can sneak off again?” He snorted, very un-wolf-like. “Not a chance.” He ran a hand through his ink dark hair, as if deciding the pros and cons of letting her have another chance at escape. Sighing, he glared at her, his chocolate eyes promising her swift retribution should she attempt it. “So help me, if you try to leave here without me...” he trailed off, the threat evident by the stern set of his square jaw, which was lightly coated with dark stubble. It was annoyingly attractive.

Lifting her hands above the water level to spread them out to either side, she motioned to the creek. “You already found the only place I run to,” she spat, the admission burning her chest. He’d invaded her privacy and her peace. “What is the point in trying to evade you further?” 

He shrugged.

“So I can stroll back to the pack alone and let you catch hell for letting me escape twice?”

He narrowed his eyes, and she smiled. “Tempting, I admit. But I will make a deal with you,” she offered.

His laugh echoed around her, bouncing off the water and into her ears. “You’re in no position to offer me a deal, Little Wolf.” The nickname rankled. “Naked as you are, and by your own admission, with nowhere left to run to, I am in a position to call all the shots.”

“Nevertheless, here are my terms,” she continued, ignoring his mocking laughter. “You turn your back and I will get out, get dressed and walk back with you, even let you spread word of my ‘attempted escape’ which you naturally foiled.” She smiled. He appeared interested all of a sudden. She had him.

“All this simply for turning my back?” he demanded, in disbelief. He threw his head back and emitted a loud barking laugh, motioning for her to halt her speech.

“Of course not!” she spat, thoroughly fed up with his sarcasm, and his laughter, which pulled at things low in her belly. She hated that he’d always had this effect on her. “You won’t speak to anyone of this place,” she demanded, infusing her voice with an authority she had no right to effect.

He did stop laughing then, and looked at her hard, seeing into her very soul, it seemed. “This place means much to you?” he wondered. 

“Look, it’s getting chilly here. I’m getting out. Turn your back or no, I no longer care!” With that, Beth rose from her crouch in the water and strode for the rocks. She was a she-wolf. Weres did not suffer from self-consciousness. A large part of their lives were spent shimmering from one form to another, completely naked, and no doubt he’d seen what she had to offer many times before.

The cool air wrapped her damp skin in chilly arms, and she longed to stretch out on the rocks, warm up as she dried, and spend an hour in thought. The Guardian, who had in fact averted his eyes when she broke free of the water, made this impossible. She was angry with him for finding her, finding her place, her secret. She wanted to punish him and entertained the passing fancy of doing another Houdini, but knew he wouldn’t hesitate to inform her Den House of her secret place. She would do what was required to keep this secret. 

She wouldn’t put it past her Den Father to station guards around here on the off chance she escaped her guard again. She would find peace nowhere. “Don’t look,” she warned him. “I don’t have anything to dry myself with, so I’m going to have to either air dry, or put clothes on while I’m still wet, and I don’t know about you, Gareth, but I don’t like wearing damp clothes.”

The use of his name was a mistake, she realized. It made the whole thing more intimate somehow. Maybe she’d suffer the damp clothes after all.

“I won’t look, Little Wolf,” he assured her. 

The nickname still rankled – all the more because that pull came right back into her tummy when he called her by it. “Mind that you don’t!” she grated. She recognized the attraction for what it was – how could she not? He was very handsome in human or wolf-form. She’d seen his wolf-form at every Moon Feast, from the time she was old enough to join the hunt – sixteen human years – and noticed even back then that he was Alpha material. 

But attraction or not, it made no difference. He would most likely rise in rank to replace Marcus, the old Alpha, and she would be purchased by a Den Father for one of his sons. It was so medieval she wanted to scream. But at least she knew she was a commodity that few could afford – being the only un-mated purebred female of the pack was a very good bargaining position. Unfortunately not a position she occupied. The Alpha would decide when and to whom she was mated. Besides, the attraction was probably due to her heat coming on, and nothing more. Her hormones were all over the place, to hear the Healer speak.

Obviously long silences didn’t bother Gareth, as she realized she’d been staring into her own mind for quite some time with no interruption. She gazed at the back of his head, where his black hair curled softly against the collar of his shirt, wishing he hadn’t found her. This was her place. She didn’t want to share it even for this day. Soon enough her Den Father would find someone else to put on Beth duty and she would have her creek back. But for now, she had to co-operate. 

He seemed to be rather relaxed, leaning on his elbow, facing away from her, the sun warming his face. She wondered what occupied his thoughts. No doubt he was thinking of the admiration he would receive when the pack heard his tale of foiled escapism. She snorted. 

“Something amusing you, Little Wolf?”

She briefly thought of asking him to use her real name, but nobody did that. The Alpha had christened her Little Wolf the morning he’d found her scrabbling in the dirt with only her dead brothers for company. So small and malnourished was she that nobody thought she’d even recover. And no matter how tall she grew, she was to be forever called, Little Wolf. 

“I was just thinking of pushing you into the water, Gareth,” she answered with a grin. “Let’s see how you feel about damp clothing.”

“I wouldn’t do that, Little Wolf,” he informed her in a quiet but intense voice, the timbre intimate and touching on the attraction she was sure he could smell coming off her in waves. Quit it, she scolded herself. His head is quite big enough already!

“And why is that?”

“Well, how can I turn my back if I’m to scramble out of the pool?” She could hear the smile in his voice, and cursed herself for a fool. He did know. And he’d guessed at her discomfort at him seeing her naked because of it. 

Only one cure for that, she told herself, and before she could change her mind, she stood up and strolled by him slowly, affording him the full view of her derriere as she sauntered. Face burning, she murmured to him as she walked by. “I’m already naked, I might as well shimmer,” and before he could object, she was in wolf-form, trotting in the opposite direction. Screw it; she had other clothes at home. 

“Exasperating little wolf!” he called to her retreating form, scrambling to a standing position he took off after her, laughing and cursing. He paused to snatch up her clothing and trainers, cradling them in the crooks of his tanned arms.

CHAPTER TWO

––––––––

“You gave your guard the slip again, I hear,” David said by way of greeting. He shook his head, charcoal hair swaying about his shoulders, blue eyes twinkling. “You really have to stop this at some point, Little Wolf. It’s time you grew up and accepted that you’re part of this pack and you must live by pack law.” Her Den Father handed over her small pile of clothing with a grimace.

“I know. I do. Just, sometimes everything becomes too much for me, you know. I need to escape.” Eyes downcast to hide her surprise, she gave him the standard answer, taking the proffered items. David was the only one who knew her reasons for taking off as she did, but not where she went. No, only Gareth knew that. At least, it had been only him who had known earlier. But as he’d been found out in being left in the dust by her, she had to wonder what else he had told her Den Father. “How did you find out?”

The scraping of a chair across the floor was her only answer and she sighed. They never told her anything. She was forever to be an outsider. “Tell me, Den Father, what use is it to accept and live by pack law if I’m never to be truly pack?”

Her blunt question took him by surprise. His eyes immediately lifted to meet hers and they were wide with shock. “Of course you are pack!” he bellowed in his scratchy voice, wide shoulders tight, hands fisted. He was a large man, and quick to defend each and every member of the pack, no matter the transgression. This was why she loved him. He was ever her savior, the only ears that heard her sorrows. “Any who say different can answer to me! And let it be known!”

Her Den Mother fidgeted by the stove, no doubt fearful of a violent outburst from her beloved mate. Werewolves weren’t exactly known for their peaceful dispositions. “No one says it, Den Father, but I know that they all think it. Nobody tells me anything, even when it concerns me!”

Frustrated, Beth sank into the chair beside her Den Father. She bit her lip to stop the dreadful sting in her eyes from forming tears. It wouldn’t do to cry. Werewolves don’t cry. 

“Nobody tells you anything because you are still a juvenile, Little Wolf.” He took her hand and gave it a squeeze. “It’s the bane of every un-mated wolf, girl. Until you are mated, you are not fully grown.” He put up a hand to forestall her complaint. “I know it’s not fair, and it’s far from modern thinking, but it’s pack law.” 

Beth nodded, thinking that pack law was as outdated as the idea of Guardians these days, but she dared not say it aloud. David was unfailingly faithful to his black and white idea of pack law. She would not win that argument. 

Silence reigned, interrupted only by the bubbling of the casserole cooking on the stove, and the shuffling of her Den Mother’s feet as she traipsed from one cupboard to another, locating spices and herbs, refusing to interfere. Her Den Mother didn’t like Beth much – not since Beth began participating in the Moon Feast with the other juveniles. She especially didn’t like it very much when Beth fought tooth and nail to secure a place in the hunting party. According to her Den Mother, hunting was a job for the males, and females had no place interfering. Females belonged in the home, preparing the catch and serving their mate.

Beth could remember a time when Bea was soft and gentle with her, but it was so long ago that it was only a hazy recollection. When Beth’s body had started to fill out as she approached womanhood, Bea had taken her affection back as if it were a bad purchase. Beth was capable of the one thing Bea longed for more than anything – birthing children. 

She wondered how far away a confrontation with Bea was. Surely the woman would be glad to be rid of her to a mating ceremony, while Beth would fight it to the last second. It would not be a pretty argument and Beth was convinced there would be harsh truths spoken.

“Yes, Den Father,” she whispered, defeated for the moment. She’d spend an hour in her room before dinner and then go hunting for tomorrow’s meal with her Den Father. They’d caught a deer last evening. The best catch of any of the others. The thought warmed her. She loved to hunt.

“He admitted it, Little Wolf.” David caught up to her half-way up the stairs. “He came right to me and told me you’d disappeared on him, but he found you again and you apologized. I’m proud of you, Beth. Perhaps you’re not such a little wolf these days.”

He turned and trod back down, settling himself by the fire in the living room to read one of his books.

She almost collapsed on the stairs, so shocked was she. David had called her by her name. Her real name. The one nobody used anymore unless she was in dire trouble for some misdemeanor. It was the only thing her real mother had left her – a collar on her neck with her name and a symbol of her species. There had been three collars, one each for the cubs. Elisabeth, Joseph and Philip. She still had those collars in her dresser. A reminder of what leaving the pack would cost her.

Wait a minute...had he...he’d just...admitted she’d disappeared, for no reason at all?  And cast her in a good light by telling her Den Father she’d apologized? Why? He could have just told everyone he was too skilled a Guardian to let her slip away. The glory and kudos he would have received were unimaginable. Finally, someone that could be trusted to keep an eye on her and not lose her. He would have gained a great deal of prestige. 

She was not arrogant in her claim to be the swiftest wolf, the shimmer coming to her like a bird to flight, hard to track and impossible to catch. She was all these things. Perhaps she’d just met her match. Either way, Gareth had earned himself some of her trust, if nothing else, and, she thought, maybe that’s the why of it. 

At least he hadn’t spilled her secret. The whys didn’t matter a scrap as long as he kept his mouth shut about her creek. The comforter was soft beneath her cheek as she curled up on her bed, the idea of a nap not unwelcome. A power nap before the hunt. Re-energizing and refreshing. Yes, she would nap. She ignored the part of her mind that was still thinking of Gareth’s laugh as she drifted off to sleep.

The night was cold. Her breath fogged in front of her as she panted in the undergrowth. The chase had been hard, but the boar had been worth it. Wild boars were dangerous, possessing a will and intelligence even the nature-blind humans recognized. He had fought ferociously and died slowly, the fight draining out of him grudgingly as Beth and David harried, attacked and retreated. Worn down and tired out, Beth leaped for its soft underbelly, providing the necessary distraction for David to latch on to its throat, snapping and tearing its windpipe. 

He would make a fine meal tomorrow, she knew, reluctantly giving her Den Mother props for being a great cook. Maybe a spit roast in the clearing so others could join them? While they were eating the food she had helped to hunt and kill, the others forgot she was an outsider, if only for a precious hour, and Beth lived for those times. Merriment was had and stories told, affording the juveniles a rare chance to fully join in pack life.

Beth’s mind cast back to her first hunt. She’d begged for weeks after her first Moon Feast, eventually wearing her Den Father down enough so that he’d requested permission from the Alpha to take her on an official hunt. Before that, she’d still been in training with the other juvenile hunters, and she could still picture the look of envy on their faces when the Master of the Hunt had announced her training complete. She knew David had insisted, and she’d vowed never to make him regret it.

With age and experience comes caution. Being sixteen human years old, Beth had none of the above, but she had spirit and daring. Though a stag was a worthy opponent, and less dangerous than a boar, it could still gore and trample, and if you gave it a chance, it could kill you. Ending up with the tip of an antler stuck in her haunch wasn’t Beth’s idea of making David proud, but he’d laughed it off and told the story of his own first hunt, when he’d had to shimmer in the middle of a human car-park after he’d been doggedly chased and ripped open by a bear he’d mistakenly enraged. Some humans had found him, naked and bloody, and he’d barely managed to run off before a meat-wagon turned up to haul him off. 

A soft yip alerted them to the presence of another wolf, and Beth turned toward the sound, her mind instantly recalling an embarrassing dream she’d had during her earlier nap. David growled lightly in welcome and nudged Beth with his cold nose. Fine!

She greeted the Guardian as was proper, by presenting her throat for his perusal, which he gazed at for longer than was proper, before playfully nipping at it and rubbing his head alongside her own. Strange, she thought, he’s never done that before. 

The presentation of her throat was tradition, as he was higher in the pecking order than she, and therefore her life was forfeit if only he wished it. What was odd about the whole thing was his reaction. Guardians, along with any other member of the pack usually ignored the throat, preferring instead to growl a reply somewhere along the lines of “yeah, hey”. 

She supposed in older times the wolves adhered more stringently to the rules of nature, but since packs had officially started taking in survivors, rather than killing them on sight, they’d softened somewhat. It was no bad thing, she decided – the sheer awkwardness she was feeling right now was not something she’d appreciate often.

David’s wolf face flicked from Beth to Gareth and back again, in question. Shrugging in wolf-form wasn’t easy, but Beth managed. She had no idea what Gareth was up to either. It was almost as if...no, it just wasn’t possible. He wasn’t interested in her – she’d definitely scent that in the air. More likely was that he wanted her to think he was, to confuse her and keep her docile. 

The longer she thought about it, the more concrete this reasoning seemed to her, so she decided that it was going to backfire badly for poor Gareth. Poor misled Gareth, thinking he could manipulate her into behaving. He was about to be taught a very good lesson. Beth 101. 

Going for a run. David’s mind-voice. Stay with your Guardian, Little Wolf. 

If she were in human-form she might have grinned. Oh goody, she thought, school’s in session the minute he’s gone.

In her own mind-voice she wished her Den Father a good run, and sauntered off. David would pick up the carcass of the boar on his way home. No other animal would touch it. Not with the scent of werewolf all over it. It was just such a shame she couldn’t saunter properly in her wolf-form. 

With a frown, she watched the silent exchange between her Den Father and her Guardian, as their eyes met and locked for a slow, torturous moment. Eventually Gareth bent his muzzle in a nod, and perhaps a show of submission. David growled one last time and turned his massive wolf-form towards the deeper woods. 

Time to teach this wolf a lesson, she told herself. 

Gareth’s amazing black wolf-form followed her easily as she led them a merry dance through the woods, twisting around bushes and leaping over streams. For over an hour she let him keep pace with her before she let her legs really stretch. Now to lose the tail. If she could have giggled she would have, but in wolf-form it came out as a rumble deep in her belly. Gareth glanced at her, and his eyes twinkled in the light of the moon, a shadow surrounded by shadows. If you didn’t know he was there you’d never even notice him. She took off at full speed, ignoring Gareth’s warning bark, and soon lost him among the foliage and the trees. The moon shone upon her coat, and she wished for Gareth’s darkness.

She was a dark blond wolf, in keeping with her own hair color in human-form. Her silver eyes though, they were pure wolf whether she was in human-form or wolf. She’d noticed some of the un-mated males gazing at her eyes sometimes as if they were an anomaly, which she supposed they were. The only un-mated, purebred, female wolf, and just to mark her as even more of an outsider, she was the only one of her pack with silver eyes. God, that stuff got old fast!

All the self-reflection only served to distract her from her surroundings, lending to the effectiveness of the trap that awaited her. Her front paws landed on a springy section of the forest floor and she tried to leap back, knowing what was about to happen. But she was helpless to stop herself from moving forward, her own speed adding to her momentum until the ground gave way under her and she fell into a great pit, whining as she twisted her hind leg in a bad landing.

Snarling as a sharp pain assaulted the same hind leg, she turned and found her hind quarters slick with her own blood, and a piece of bone protruding from her hip area. Oh man, that hurts. She briefly considered shimmering back to her human-form, but dismissed the idea as absurd. How was she going to get out of this pit? And how would she explain her naked self to the poachers who would no doubt find her come morning? 

She’d spoken to David already about the trap she’d found, and he’d warned her to stay alert to the presence of human hunters in their territory. If humans ever found them, she had no doubt that they’d be taken apart piece by bloody piece in a lab somewhere. It was bad enough when a wolf accidentally turned a human, but for the most part they could keep that under wraps and even use it to the benefit of the pack. Given the choice, most of the survivors preferred to live and work in the human world after their first change – with strict supervision, of course – and the currency was always helpful, though they had to return for any and all rituals. 

Her thoughts still on survivors, and with no choice left available to her, she sent out her mind voice in search of the one person she had wanted to evade. Gareth? Can you hear me?

What do you want, Little Wolf? Haven’t you already humiliated me enough for one night? I’ve had to admit to your Den Father twice in the same day that I’ve lost you.

Oh dear, he sounded pretty pissed. She couldn’t blame him, really. She had set out to teach him that she would not abide being manipulated into acquiescence, and she’d done a pretty good job of it too. Unfortunately, now she needed his help, and she doubted it would come cheaply, considering his mood. She had only herself to blame, so she’d better suck it up and admit she needed him.

Um, I’m kind of in need of your help right now, so could we please leave the lecture and the guilt trip until later?

Help? What have you done now, Little Wolf? Enraged a viper, perhaps.

Ugh, he was being such a pain right now. Her own anger ignited, she sent him a tirade of abuse via mind-voice. So if you’re finished giving me hell, I could use your help to get me out of this trap!

That got his attention, alright. All recriminations forgotten in the face of her predicament, he demanded to know where she was, and howled his frustration to the moon when her only response was that she actually didn’t know, only that she was very far from the site of the hunt. 

Such a cub, Little Wolf! he sent to her. I will track you but it could take a while.

Fine, she replied. Just hurry. Please, she added on in case he was still angry enough to just take off on her. Don’t be silly, she told herself, he’s a Guardian, my Guardian. He can’t leave me here. But she shivered anyway, her mind turning to the last time she’d been trapped in a hole in the ground.

Hissing with pain, she dislodged those thoughts from her mind, and again her thoughts turned to survivors. Well, one survivor in particular. Gareth had been little more than a child when he’d come across a rogue on the outskirts of his hometown. He’d managed to escape by literally bashing the wolf’s face in with a brick, and finally found refuge in a dumpster, where the scent of rot quickly over-powered his own blood and fear scent, but not before the wolf had swiped at his back with one powerful paw, leaving long ragged claw marks in his flesh. A month later he’d gone through his first change, and in terror had fled to the forest where he’d quickly been found by a pack member. She wondered if he’d chosen to stay with the pack rather than the humans because he’d been so young, and if he’d ever regretted it.

By the time Gareth found her, she was so grateful to see someone else, anyone else, that she even wagged her tail like a common hound. Pain lanced through her hip, putting paid to her tail-wagging antics, and she whined. Her obvious distress elicited a whine of his own and he started to shimmer. 

Beyond embarrassment at this point, she waited for him to climb down to her. “You’re going to have to shimmer back into human-form. You won’t heal until you shimmer and you’re losing a lot of blood.” He rubbed a finger along her jaw and she had to forcibly restrain herself from snuggling into his touch. Damn her hormones. “That’s a bad break, Little Wolf.” His chocolate eyes tightened in empathy and he sighed. “It’s going to hurt. The shimmer. It’ll be bad, but you need to heal before we can get out of here.”

Erratically whining and panting, Beth started to shimmer. The agony of the healing tore through her and she ended her shimmer on a scream torn raggedly from her now-human throat. 

“It’s alright now,” Gareth crooned to her, rubbing her back as he held her. His hands were moving in large circles, coaxing the warmth back into her frigid skin. She barely felt it, so exhausted was she. She doubted she even had the energy to haul herself to a stand, let alone pull herself out of the pit with Gareth’s help.

“So tired,” she admitted, gruffly. She felt as though she’d run herself to ground – a mean feat, all considered. Her legs shook as she tried to stand and she landed in a heap in the dirt. Gareth glanced at the lip of the pit, being tall enough to grab it and pull himself out, he could just leave her. She couldn’t complain, really, after her Houdini act earlier. It would serve her right.

“Go on,” she whispered, “I’ll just rest a while.”

“Not a chance, Little Wolf.”

He grabbed her by both arms and lifted her to a standing position, grabbing the exposed root of some plant above-ground. Wrapping her hands around the root he told her, “just hold on for ten seconds, and I’ll be able to reach you, okay?”

She nodded, numb. Please, she prayed, give me the strength to hold on. “Okay.”

Beth tried not to notice his powerful muscles rippling as he climbed out of the trap in two seconds flat, envying him his vigor and wishing she didn’t set out to teach him that damned lesson. Just as her hands started to loose their grip on the root, she felt Gareth grasp her firmly and drag her upwards. In no time at all he laid her on the soft earth beside the pit. “Can you walk?”

“With help...maybe.” 

“Come on, we need to find shelter. It’s cold out here and we’re exposed.”

She would not, repeat, not, glance at what exactly was exposed. No. She. Would. Not. Look.

She looked. Damn it. He had his back turned to her, gazing around for some sort of shelter from the elements, and she was marveling at the exquisite form and shape of his wide shoulders, strong back, narrow waist and his...

No, she wouldn’t look any lower. Except, her eyes did it anyway. Damn, the man was nicely put together. 

Guardian, she reminded herself for what seemed like the hundredth time in the last sixty seconds. She would not think of him as a man. He was a Guardian. That was all. Or so she tried to tell herself. 

“Beth?”

The totally bewildered expression on Gareth’s face, as well as the use of her real name – twice in one day – led her to believe he’d been addressing her for a while. “You okay?”

“I’m good. Let’s find somewhere to hole up for a couple of hours. I’m sure I’ll have the energy to shimmer and go home then.”

“Not gonna happen, Little Wolf. You won’t be able to shimmer until morning,” he put up a hand. “Trust me on this one, will you, please? And I’m not dragging you home, naked, in this cold, through the woods. Your Den Father would tear my throat out.” His face was determined, closed, and remote. He would not be moved on this, she could see. 

“And you bringing me home in the morning, after spending the night together in the woods. That’s a better idea?” Beth snorted. “Yeah, because David regularly lets me spend the night in the woods with un-mated males.” She rolled her eyes. “Dream on.”

“He’s celebrating the hunt. He won’t be home for hours and even if he makes it back before dawn, he’ll be so exhausted that he’ll just fall into bed.”

Gareth made a move to haul her to her feet and she put a restraining hand on his forearm. “Wait just a minute. What if we’re caught, hmm? What will you tell him?” Oh God, if David knew about her antics, after expressly ordering her to stay with her Guardian, he would totally flip out.

“I’ll tell him the truth,” Gareth admitted, and she paled. “A version of it, at least. I’ve already told him you gave me the slip again, so I’ll tell him I started tracking, and that I spent all night chasing you down, and teaching you a lesson.”

She goggled.

“He’ll need a good explanation. If I told him what really happened, he’d tear my throat out. We can’t exactly lie to him,” he sighed. He was right, of course, her Den Father would smell a lie before it was told. “So I’ll tell him you had a good scare and are changing your ways. And if you don’t return home in the morning a changed person he’s going to tear my throat out for real.”

“Alright, Gareth,” she whispered. “I’ll be a good little cub and I won’t argue.”

He laughed. That deep throaty rumble that set her stomach to fluttering, and she colored, suddenly aware of both her nakedness and his proximity. 

As quickly as it had begun, the laugh stopped, and Gareth’s nostrils flared. Oh crap, he smells it! Beth turned a deeper shade of red and asked him to help her stand. 

Eventually, with much moaning and groaning, complaining and cursing –mostly from Beth – they managed to find one of the old, unused Den Houses and pried a window open. Gareth climbed through quickly and unlocked the door for Beth, who was at the end of the meager strength she had left.

The rich, coppery scent of blood assailed her nose as she hobbled to the corner where there was – mercy of mercies! – an old bed with a scratchy blanket that smelled like mold. Whatever, it was warm. “Are you hurt?” she asked him as he hissed and the scent of blood got stronger.

“Nicked myself on an old nail on my way in the window. No wonder they were hard to open, nailed shut!” He leaned over her, reaching for the blanket to cover her and took up a position on the floor, watching the door. “Nothing that won’t be healed by morning,” he assured her.

“What are you doing?”

He glanced at her. “What do you mean?” His eyebrows drew together in confusion as she continued to stare at him. “I’m uh, sitting down, Beth. Why?”

“You’re bound to be just as cold as I am,” she informed him in a no-nonsense voice. “You can’t spend the night sitting on the bare wooden floor. At least shimmer.”

“Can’t,” he whispered, seemingly exhausted himself. The old wooden wall let out a creak as he leaned more heavily against it. “I’m too tired. It’s not as easy for me as it is for you.”

The admission surprised her. She knew she found it easier to shimmer because she was pure bred, but Gareth was wolf enough to be a Guardian, surely he wouldn’t find it that much harder than she did. Guess you learn something new every day, she thought. “Well then,” she whispered, voice hitching. She cleared her throat and went for the same no-nonsense voice of moments before, barely carrying it off. “You’ll have to lie here with me.” She shook her head as he began to object. “You’re cold, and you’re tired.” She pointed to the bed. “Hellooooo! Don’t be stupid, Gareth. I promise to leave your virtue unsullied.” Laughing, she scooted closer to the wall, making room, and patted the dusty mattress. “Don’t fight me on this. You won’t win. And I’ll make you miserable until you give in.”

“I’m not worried about my virtue,” he replied, not meeting her eyes.

“Oh.” So that’s it, she realized. He’s not comfortable sharing a bed with the outsider. Fine, let him freeze then!

Immediately reading her expression, he stood and slowly came towards the bed. “I said it wasn’t my virtue I was worried about.”

“I know,” she snapped. “I heard you!” She turned her back to him. Let him freeze, she repeated. What an ass. 

Dust rose, as the mattress shifted under his weight. I will not look at him. I will not even speak to him. Ass.

“It’s not my virtue I’m worried about,” he repeated softly, his lips mere inches from the shell of her ear. “It’s yours.”

Well if that didn’t just shut her up. Her stomach roiled, and her eyes, like saucers, stared into the darkness. She could feel him breathing on her shoulder, and damn if it wasn’t the most amazing sensation in the world right now. What could she say?

The mattress shifted again as he made to stand up. Beth’s hand shot out from under the blanket and grabbed his forearm. “Stay,” she whispered.

“Stay?”

“Yes.”

“You’re not worried I’ll...how did you put it...sully your virtue?” He seemed to hold his breath.

“I never claimed to be very virtuous, actually.” Surely he could hear the tremor in her voice. She heard the tremor in his as he whispered, “Little Wolf.”

Her heart in her throat, she turned her head a fraction – just enough to see his profile – and licked her lips. He was going to kiss her. She knew it. She was not all innocence. She’d kissed and been kissed before. Almost all of the juveniles had experimented in one form or another as they grew up, but she’d never kissed him. And he’d never kissed her. 

He propped himself up on his elbow and gazed at her, his eyes seeming to read every thought she had from her face. He smiled. She smiled. She turned to face him a little more. He smiled again. She sighed.

“What’s the matter, Little Wolf?” His words ended on a catch, as if he had no breath left, or was afraid to breathe too deeply for fear of shattering this new found alliance.

“I’m not very patient,” she told him bravely, putting her hand behind his neck and pulling him closer. “Not very patient at all.”

He stopped a hairs-breadth from her lips. “It’s just a kiss,” he told her. “We’re not doing anything wrong.”

“I know,” she said, and pulled him the rest of the distance.

It was explosive. Amazing. Torturous and blissful all in one. He groaned against her lips and she drank it greedily. As his tongue touched hers, she thought she’d do anything for the rest of the world to fade and leave them alone forever. This moment, this kiss she could keep going forever. She rolled over to face him completely, snuggling into him, surrounding herself in his scent.

He wrapped his arms around her waist and dragged her closer still, until she could feel that he was very happy to be there indeed. She smiled against his lips and whispered, “is that a gun in your pocket or...”

“Don’t have any pockets,” he told her huskily and she laughed. The blanket was a poor substitute for self-control, however and soon they were so wrapped up in each other she could hardly tell where she ended and he began.

This is crazy! she told herself. I don’t even like him. He’s too arrogant and self-assured and he’s an ass, and oh my God, I don’t want him to ever stop!

Beth shivered as he trailed kisses down her neck, nipping again at her throat and growling under his breath at the scents he found along the way. She was seeing stars. I must be losing my damn mind. But it was too wonderful to stop. His mouth wasn’t the only thing to wander, she realized as she felt a calloused hand skim her waist and slide down her thigh. 

She both wanted him to stop and to never stop in equal measures. How was she to know what she wanted while he was kissing her like that? She was about to spontaneously combust and enjoy doing it. This was madness. His fingers crept up her inner thigh and she panted, urging him on, and at the same time trying to find breath to put a stop to it.

“Gareth,” she groaned as his fingers found the little hollow at the top of her inner thigh. She was close to something, but she had no idea what. She just knew that if things didn’t stop – right now – then she’d have a lot of explaining to do in the morning when she returned as an un-sanctioned mated female. 

“Little Wolf,” he whispered raggedly and her control split apart. She bit his ear, nipped at his throat, raked his shoulder with her nails and kissed him furiously as his fingers once again climbed higher, the last leg of their journey completed as she cried out. “Oh! Oh God, Gareth...oh...God...”

In the aftermath of her inner explosion she realized he had frozen and lifted her head from his chest. Blinking, trying to see him in the darkness, all she could make out was his profile. He was like a statue. “Gareth?”

“So sorry Beth, I never meant things to go this far, I’m so sorry.” 

He sounded broken. She was just confused. Hadn’t he enjoyed... Oh. Oh God. She’d thought he felt the same way about her. She’d thought he’d really and truly wanted her. But no, she was just an experiment, evidently. 

“I’m sorry, Little Wolf,” he whispered roughly again.

Pride taking over the pain she was feeling, she thrust back at him, “don’t worry about it Gareth, you’re not the first man to make me come apart in his arms, and I doubt you’ll be the last.” It was all lies, but she was hoping he wouldn’t smell the lie on her scent. Let him think he was one of many, that he didn’t matter. She didn’t want him to know just how hurt she was.

With a ferocious snarl he leaped from the bed and shimmered so fast it looked painful. As he curled up in the furthest corner of the dingy room, she leaned up on one elbow and casually raised an eyebrow. “And there was me thinking you were too exhausted to shimmer.” She shook her head disgusted. “Can’t say I’m surprised by the lie. But at least we don’t have to talk any more tonight. Thanks to you, I’m feeling quite sleepy. Goodnight Gareth, thanks for the fun.”

The first tear didn’t escape until her face was buried in the dusty mattress. She fell asleep with wet eyes and a sore heart. She felt like something in her was shattered. Ass, she thought, slipping into sleep. I guess werewolves do cry, after all.

CHAPTER THREE

––––––––

Eventually the sun rose, bringing with it the end of their time together in the Den House. Good, thought Beth as she glared at Gareth curled up in the corner. Exactly as she had last seen him. He hadn’t appeared to move at all during the night, his head buried in this tail, his breathing deep and even. 

Her hip cracked as she shifted to a sitting position and his eyes flew open, meeting her soft gaze in the twilight room. Caught off guard, she hadn’t had time to settle a mask of indifference on her face, letting him see exactly how tired and worn she felt. Time for a little acting, she decided, clearing her throat. Gareth tensed as she stood up, letting the thin blanket drift to the floor.

As if I’m about to look for a repeat performance? Just thinking of what she had allowed to happen during the long night made her face flame and her mind buzz with unwelcome thoughts of his strong arms and hot kisses. She shrugged them off, refolding the moldy blanket roughly. Let him make of it what he wished. She wasn’t even going to discuss it with him. He was just another juvenile, really. He needed to grow up.

She, on the other hand, felt as though she’d aged a decade in the few hours since his rebuff. The soft whine brought her eyes back to his wolf face and she wondered if it was remorse she could see floating in his eyes. No, she decided. It was probably the fear of what she might let slip to her Den Father making him act like a chastised pup. Whatever, she refused to let him ruffle her fur.

He rose swiftly and trotted to the door, no doubt wanting to be as far from the scene of the crime as possible, as quickly as possible. Well, she did too, damn it. Never before had she felt so stupid. How could she have let him make such a fool of her? Making a fool of people was her job. She sniffed, deciding there were no words she needed to speak to him, and shimmered effortlessly.

Immediately his mind-voice assailed her. Time to go, Little Wolf.

Don’t you call me that, Guardian. I am your charge and you will not address me in such a fashion. I have a name. Use it.

He looked at her sharply, ears flattening. And you will not address me in such a fashion, Beth, he sent to her, not bothering to disguise his disgust. No matter what else, I am a Guardian, and I am entitled to respect. Ears still flat against his head, her Guardian trotted into the dense wood.

Sighing, Beth followed, thinking the next couple of hours were going to be very uncomfortable. 

Ouch. Her nose stung all of a sudden. The sharp tang of a strange wolf rushing up her nostrils, sending fight or flight signals to her brain. Gareth froze a moment later, hackles raising, and growled into the distance. What is it? she asked him.

Tall Grass pack wolf, was the swift reply. Do not stray, Beth.

I won’t, she confirmed, already regretting her impulse that forced him to use her real name. It was too much of a grown up thing, and this morning of all mornings, she wanted to remain a juvenile for a little longer. Mating was just too complicated.

A rustling ahead, too far to be any immediate danger, alerted her to the location of the other wolf. He raised his head from a thicket, blood glistening on his muzzle, licking his face. He growled, hind legs tensing. He was huge. A rolling mass of hard-packed muscle, stalking across the small clearing they stood in, his massive red shoulders rising and falling with each step. An old scar ran length-ways along his sleek side, and Beth would put good money on it being from another wolf.

Ten yards from Beth and Gareth, he came to a halt, shimmering within seconds to stand before them, as massive in human-form as he was in wolf-form, with the same scar running from his hip to his breastbone. He snarled, as if not used to his human throat, and afforded them a view of his elongated canines. Doesn’t spend much time in human-form, Gareth sent to her. Be very careful. He could be a rogue.

She wondered why Gareth didn’t shimmer to speak with this Were. The only reply she got from him when she pressed the matter was a warning growl. Oh for the love of...I’ll do it myself, she decided.

Before her Guardian had an inkling of her hasty decision she shimmered, nodding slightly to the larger were. “Greetings, stranger,” she said softly, her words carrying easily in the silence of dawn. “We are of the Loam Floor pack. Your scent marks you as Tall Grass pack. May I ask why you have entered our territory?”

“Didn’t know,” he replied, shock evident on his face. “Quarry ran here. I chased. Didn’t know you were here.” Beth noticed a quick flash of guilt in his eyes.

What the hell did that mean? “Pardon?”

“I mean,” he paused, considering. “I didn’t know this was your territory. Apologies, I did not mean to stray so far from my Den.” His giant head swiveled to glare at Gareth. “You want to tell your Bonded to stand down?”

Bonded? Huh? She glanced at Gareth, who was still growling softly, hackles vibrating. Oh, he meant Guardian. Strange, she’d never heard them be referred to as Bonded before. “Gareth,” she whispered coaxingly, noting his stance, a fight seeming imminent. Just what they needed right now. The Tall Grass wolf could probably tear Gareth’s head off his shoulders and use it as a chew toy.

With obvious reluctance, Gareth’s hackles smoothed out and his ears perked up. To look at him you wouldn’t guess he’d been ready to fight to the death seconds before. “I will take my leave,” the giant Were rumbled in a deep bass like distant thunder. Beth watched his powerful arms heave the carcass of the fox to settle it dangling over one shoulder as he stalked away, picking up speed as if wishing to be far from here.

“Well,” she whispered, glaring at Gareth. “That went well.”

He stinks of lies, her Guardian’s voice whispered through her mind as soon as she shimmered.

Why would he lie? she replied. You think he was here on purpose? A scouting mission, perhaps?

I don’t think so, he told her. He was telling the truth when he said he hadn’t mean to wander here. The lie only came into play after he said he didn’t know you were here. 

His confusion was evident in his body language, as he tramped through the undergrowth, uncaring of any who might hear his approach. Good thing we’re not hunting, she thought, miffed.

The strange wolf bothered her the whole way home. What could he have been hiding? And why? And if the blood-feud with the Tall Grass pack had run so deep and so long, why hadn’t there been blood shed? The whole situation stank to high heaven, and it was doing her no good to wonder. It’s not even as if I can ask David about it, either, she thought in disgust. I’m not mated. I’m not privy to pack business.

Annoyance eating at her, she stomped along with Gareth, taking no notice of her surroundings until they popped out of the wood by the banks of the creek. Her creek. She glared at him. What did the wolf want? A replay of yesterday? 

She wished it were possible. There were a few things she would like to rewind and erase in the past twenty four hours. Chief among them, the disaster of last night. She groaned subconsciously, diving into the freezing water to clear her mind. 

Shimmering on her upward turn, she broke the surface in her human-form, scrubbing the earth and blood and most of all the scent of him from her body. If only it were so easy to scrub him from her mind.

David was furious with her for pulling yet another disappearing act. She’d never seen him so angry. She’d been under house arrest since loping into the Den House the morning before, Gareth hot on her heels, a whine in his throat. 

David had looked from her to him and back again, reminiscent of the night before by the boar’s carcass, and a low growl trickled from his still-human lips. He’d looked fit to kill. Gareth had crawled low on his belly toward the enraged Den Father, and unexpectedly, David backed away, storming out of the kitchen into the clearing beyond.

“I think perhaps it’s best you leave, Gareth,” said Bea from the hallway. “We won’t be requiring your services today. Beth is under house arrest. And I’m sure your own Den Mother and father will be waiting to see you.” She’d nodded toward the window, where the angry strides of David had come to a halt in front of the now un-smiling face of Gareth’s Den Mother.

Beth had wondered what was going on – she knew she’d just missed something, but was at a loss as to what. If only they’d include her in pack business, she might have a notion of what had made such a proud wolf like Gareth crawl on his belly toward her Den Father. She didn’t waste her breath on a goodbye for the treacherous wolf, instead opening the fridge and pulling out the makings of a sandwich. Man, she was half-starved!

“Beth, you should clean yourself up!” snapped Bea the very second she closed the door on her Guardian’s retreating form. “You look a fright, and that’s being polite.”

“Gee, thanks,” she’d replied sarcastically. What had she ever done to this woman to make her hate her so? 

“This is no time for your childish rejoinders.” Bea pulled her apron from her waist and checked her reflection in the mirror, before wrapping a shawl around her thin shoulders, fluffing her salt and pepper hair and following her husband into the clearing. “You have no idea what you’ve done.”

“I’m sorry,” she whispered, but her only audience was her sandwich. Bea had already left, picking her way across the packed dirt to stand at her husband’s side. There had been much animated talk going on, David’s arms swinging wildly this way and that, his head shaking from side to side in denial and anger.

Why couldn’t she just accept the pack laws? Why did she have to cause so much upset for her dear Den Father? She would, she resolved, be the paragon of virtue and trust and obedience from now on. She couldn’t keep destroying David’s trust in her. Or fueling Bea’s hatred. It wasn’t healthy in werewolf society.

Sandwich forgotten, she’d flopped into the kitchen chair, putting her head in her hands and felt her eyes tear up. She had to stop embarrassing David like this. He was all that stood between her and the rest of the pack. He was her protector, when all was said and done. And he was her claim to pack-life. If her Den Father turned her out, she doubted anyone would take pity on her enough to take her in. Not knowing the trouble she’d brought to David.

“None of your sniveling, girl,” came the bitter demand from behind her. Beth twisted in her seat to face Bea. She hadn’t even heard her re-enter the house, so lost in thought and self-pity had she been. “You are under house arrest until and unless we decide otherwise.” Satisfaction gleamed in her ice-blue eyes, her thin lips framing the words with relish. “You will not leave the confines of this Den House. You will not speak with anyone from outside. And you will not allow anyone entry. Is that understood?” she snapped.

“Yes, Den Mother,” Beth had replied, accepting her punishment, knowing she deserved it and far worse. If only they knew what really happened, she thought dejectedly. There wouldn’t be a Den House in the pack open to me, then.

“And put some clothes on while you’re about it!”

“Yes, Den Mother.”

She fluffed her pillow for the fourth time, trying unsuccessfully to get into the book she’d borrowed from David’s collection. It was useless; she just kept replaying the events of that morning over and over in her head. There was definitely something she’d missed. What is it? 

Three days now, she’d been trying to figure it out, and it was driving her to distraction.

A soft rap on her bedroom door interrupted her reverie and she sighed, closing the un-read book. “May I come in?”

“Yes, Den Father, of course.”

David had been to check on her three or four times each day, no doubt expecting her to have flown out the window to freedom. No chance of that, however, she had promised to play by the rules, no matter how hard. Even though her mind buzzed with the incessant call of the pack, allowing her to overhear normally private musings. This was the part she needed to get away from. 

How the other purebred women coped, she didn’t know. Could they choose to ignore the meaningless ramblings of someone else’s mind? Or were they too, prone to flights of freedom from time to time? 

“How are you getting on?” David settled himself on the edge of her bed, looking anywhere but at her. His hair hung over one eye and he shoved it roughly behind his ear. 

“Fine,” she replied. It was a lie, and he would smell it, but she doubted he wanted to hear the truth of the matter.

“Have you,” he cleared his throat awkwardly. “Have you anything you need to tell me?” He did look at her then, his face so open and sympathetic that she found herself pouring her worries out of lips that would no longer stay closed. She was driven to distraction by the call of the pack. She felt cooped up, caged, and out of sorts like she was missing part of herself, and she was bored to tears! She told him all this, and more. Drawing each woe out so as to offer him the maximum insight into her mind.

“Missing something?” he questioned carefully. “Missing what?”

“I don’t know!” she countered, exasperated. How could she explain a feeling? “I just know that being under house arrest doesn’t agree with me, but I daren’t leave for fear of bringing you any further trouble or disgrace!”

“So you do know,” he whispered, mouth pulled into a frown. “This complicates things.”

“What? What things does it complicate?” How could he think she didn’t know the shame she brought on not only her own Den Family, but the Den Families of all who had been assigned as her Guardian in recent times. She had ditched them all, leaving them in her wake, eating her dust, laughing and mocking them, never realizing until recently the embarrassment involved in reporting to her Den Father that they had failed him. Guardians were not supposed to fail in their job, which was why they were Guardians. 

“Everything, it seems,” he answered her eventually, sighing deeply and crossing his arms on his beefy chest. “Gareth cannot be your Guardian any longer.” Well she knew that much, and even agreed with it. “And you will have to meet with the Alpha and put yourself forward for mating. It’s time. You know that now.”

She would not argue, no matter how much she wanted to. David always knew what was best for her, even when she did not. He’d always done right by her. Never steered her wrong. So be it, she thought, her heart shattering. I will reconcile myself to being the bargaining chip I’ve always known myself to be. “Yes, Den Father.”

“Soon,” he replied, taking her hand in his own, much larger one. “I will no longer be your Den Father, and you will be a Den Mother in your own right.” He gave her a quick, uncharacteristic hug, squeezing the life from her for one wonderful moment. “Forget about him, Little Wolf. He may not gain even the ear of the Alpha, much less anything else.”

Huh? “Who, Den Father?” Something was not right here. She was still missing something. 

His eyes snapped to hers, as if she was being deliberately obtuse. “Gareth, of course,” he told her, face set.

“I wouldn’t want him to gain the ear of a gnat, much less the Alpha!”

The deep rumble of his laugh poured through the room. “Always the wild-cat, even for a wolf,” he teased.

Beth sat in confusion as the bedroom door eased closed behind David. What was going on here? Why would he think she’d want Gareth to approach the Alpha concerning her mating? Unless... oh God. He knew. He knew about the night in the Den House. The night when she’d almost... oh God. Could things get any worse?

~~~~~~~~~~~

Apparently, they could get worse. Much worse. Two weeks had gone by, along with her first heat, and she was scheduled to meet with the Alpha this afternoon concerning her mating ceremony, in which she would be presented to the community as a female ready to mate. It involved a lot of dancing around a fire, shimmering between wolf and human-form, showing off her best attributes. There would be a sparring session, in which she would face the Alpha female of the pack, and prove herself capable of defending her Den House and her future cubs. And there was an examination to be performed by the pack healer, to ascertain that her virtue was not to be questioned.

A lot of preparations had to be made, and a lot of practice with her old instructor, Patina, to be done. She could not possibly dance for the pack without honing her skills. Patina was meeting her in the woods tonight. She would bring the drums, Beth must bring the sass. Sass, she had, in spades. 

The short walk to the Alpha’s Great House seemed to take forever. Snippets of gossip reached her ears, and scraps of reflections reached her mind. She wished she knew how to tune them out. The gossip, such as she heard, wasn’t very awful in any way – unless truth hurt, which it did. There were whisperings of herself and Gareth, much of which she didn’t catch. But she had a pretty good idea what was being said. Foolish Little Wolf, falling for the wiles of an attractive Guardian.

The bits and pieces that filtered through to her mind however, they hurt. The derogatory terms the other un-mated females referred to her in were nasty and plain untrue. She was still un-mated, no matter what they believed. Things with Gareth hadn’t progressed quite that much in the short time they’d had together. 

It felt like the walk of shame, if she was honest. People staring, some pointing, others giggling and still others, gathering in the shadows beneath the trees, assessing her. The un-mated males. They discussed her as if she was a side of beef. “...hot to trot...wouldn’t mind taking a shot at her...drive a man half crazed...how far Gareth got?” She tried not to hear it. Tried not to listen. But it was impossible.

“...all the way probably!”

“...Den Father...furious...”

“...her great stamina...in bed...”

She wanted to put her hands over her ears. Surely they knew she could hear them. Wouldn’t someone put a stop to it? She felt like a scarlet woman. Passing one of the un-mated males in question, she could sense his hunger in his scent, see his interest in his gaze, and feel his desire in the air around her. She tensed. 

This was not an auction. She was not an item, and she was not for sale, damn it! She stopped. “See something you like, Darwin?” she whispered to the male. 

He colored a deep red blush and lowered his eyes. “And you, Blaze, do you see something you’d like?” she asked another. His gaze lowered with no hesitation. “And you, Tobias? Anthony? Any of you?” She straightened her back and strode on, satisfied that their gossiping about her was finished for one day. Apart from one little morsel that reached her ears before she got out of range. “Poor Gareth.”

Poor Gareth indeed, thought Beth. He’s the injured party here, isn’t he? Ass. 

~~~~~

“Elisabeth,” the Alpha greeted her with a warm smile on his scarred face. He had been a handsome man once, she supposed. He had the coldest eyes she’d ever seen. Colder even than her Den Mother’s, and that was saying something. His dark hair had grown new shocks of silver since she’d last seen him, reminding her of the poor creature she’d freed from the poacher’s trap in the woods. Streaking above his ears, the gray gave him a distinguished appearance, as on an aging college professor.

His generous lips formed a smile, pulling at the scar running from his right eyebrow, across his nose, curling like the careless flick of a pen to an end just at the corner of his mouth above his top lip. It marked him as a fighter, and she would do well not to antagonize him.

“Alpha,” she answered on a whisper. “I come to present myself for your consideration for the mating ritual.” The words drove a stake through her heart, though she hid it well. She no more wanted to go through the archaic ritual than lop off her own arm, but she had no choice. The only way to gain any standing back in this community was to make an honest woman of herself. David was right. It was time.

“I know why you have come,” he took her hand and pulled her to a sitting position beside him on the couch. It was somewhat softer than she would have thought the man preferred. Everything was that bit more opulent than she would have thought, if she was honest. There were plush carpets, and rich wall hangings, a roaring fire and – of all things – fresh flowers in a crystal vase by the window, which was hung with prissy, flower printed drapes. 

He noticed her perusal and grinned. “The decor is Melinda’s doing, Little Wolf, not mine. As you might have guessed I am well used to the harsher side of life. Although,” he continued, his thick fingers caressing the brown velvet couch. “There is something to be said for a home that has a female touch.”

She laughed. Melinda was quite the female. As far as Beth knew, Melinda would snap your neck, soon as speak to you, or alternatively die fighting for your life. She was fiercely loyal and frighteningly intense. But sitting here in her home, she could see that underneath it all, she was the same as any other woman. Doting on her mate, creating a comfortable home for her cubs and dotting fresh flowers about the place. Her laugh trickled off and she glanced at her Alpha.

“I don’t think you’re truly ready, Beth,” he told her. “But I also know that there is no other way for you right now. So be it. The ritual will commence two days from this, at moon’s rise.” He rubbed his cheek along hers. “May the decision be a wise one.”

“Thank you, Alpha.” It was done. She was to be mated in two days. She wanted to die. She could feel her eyes well up as she backed out of his presence and willed the tears not to fall. Don’t you dare, Beth, she warned herself. Werewolves may cry, but not half as often as me! 

“A moment, Beth,” he called as she reached the threshold, and she paused. “It may interest you to know that we’ve already had an interested party for quite some years.” He waited for her reaction. She offered him a blank face, and he smiled. “He was not from this pack. We have been offered the chance to end the blood-feud between ourselves and our neighbors,” he informed her, a sadness playing in his eyes. “The cost of which... is you.”

CHAPTER FOUR

––––––––

“Me?” she asked, flabbergasted. How could the price of peace be her? Who would want her so badly? And then she remembered the look on the strange wolf’s face as he said he didn’t know she was here. Could someone from the Tall Grass pack know of her? She knew that not many purebred females had been born in the last twenty years or so, and that each one was a prize in her own right. Someone from the Tall Grass pack was hoping to breed more females from her. That was it. It had to be. There was no other reason.

“Yes, Little Wolf. Another annual messenger from the Tall Grass pack arrived last morning, with an offer of peace, for the price of the purebred female’s mating rites.” He frowned. Something about the whole thing bothered him, and she needed to know what.

“Forgive me, my Alpha, but surely you can’t offer me to the Tall Grass pack after all the blood shed that has come before?” Her knees were shaking. How could she influence his decision on this?

“I see a great opportunity to create a sense of peace and brotherhood between the wolves,” he replied carefully, examining her reactions. “But, I find I must be candid with you. I also see a chance for the Tall Grass pack to take advantage and bear many purebred females upon you, thereby cementing their own pack while weakening ours.”

She must tread carefully here. He was her Alpha and whatever decision he made, would be his and his alone. But the right words, said with the right inflection, may yet help her cause. “I see. You have a difficult decision to reach, Alpha. Of course,” she continued in a whisper. “I would much prefer to stay here, with the Loam Floor pack, and bolster our own ranks. But if you feel the benefits outweigh the risks, then I must do as you command.”

“It is as you say,” he replied, obviously done speaking, he turned away and faced the fire, deep in his own thoughts.

Beth let herself out and scurried home, ignoring the pack members who had gathered and had yet to disperse. If ever there was a time she needed the solitude of her creek it was now. And consequences be damned, she would have the isolation she craved. 

She needed out of these ‘best’ clothes and into her jogging pants and tee-shirt. Then she needed to distract the Guardian that had been placed on Beth duty since Gareth had been relieved. He was a burly, middle-aged, fully grown werewolf who was almost always in wolf-form, ready and able to take her down in an instant. He was going to be a hard tail to shake. But once she got rid of him she was home-free. Nobody could track her. Well, nobody until recently, at least.

It was still early morning; lunch was a few hours away, at least. She had time to visit her creek for a while before she’d be looked for. Not paying attention to any of her surroundings, she barreled into a rock hard body and finished in a heap on the ground, barely feeling the sudden impact. “Oh, I’m sorry,” she gasped, raising her head to apologize again, and meeting the dark glare of the one person she hadn’t noticed during her procession to the Alpha’s house. “Gareth,” she stated, stupidly.

“Beth,” he acknowledged brusquely. “I thought you were under house arrest.”

“I was...am...I had to...” she cleared her throat. Damn thing seemed to have closed up on her. “I had an engagement with the Alpha.”

His face closed, hardened. “I see.”

“Yes, well,” she said, dusting herself off. Nice of him to give me a hand up, she remarked sarcastically to herself. “It’s time I was going. I have to get back to the house.”

“Of course. Give your Den Parents my regards.” His eyes lingered on her for a shade too long, and then he was gone, barely noticing her blush. Not worth the effort of blushing for, she told herself sternly. He was just another pack wolf. One of many. She would soon forget how he made her feel the fool.

~~~~

The Den House was strangely empty when she returned. No delicious smells wafting from the stove, no Den Father reading in his chair, no stern-faced Bea trotting around the house tidying and putting away. The only other body in the house was the one who’d trailed in after her. Her new Guardian. He curled up by the lingering heat emitted from the stove, and began to snore. 

She wasn’t fooled in the slightest. If she made a move to so much as throw scraps out, he’d be hot on her heels. Necessity was the mother of invention, or so they said, and it looked like she needed to be pretty inventive this time.

Her first port of call was her wardrobe. Apart from being uncomfortable, her ‘best’ clothes were now all dusty, courtesy of a dump on the ground via Gareth. She sighed. Her tummy done that pull trick again when she thought of him, so remote and untouchable, standing above her, not even bothering to offer her a hand up. She reminded herself what an ass he was, and the butterflies subsided a little.

Pink, or purple, she wondered, as if her choice of jogging pants mattered at all. Her life was spiraling out of her control and there was nothing she could do about it. She knew there was a good chance she’d be given over to the Tall Grass pack. And she hadn’t even met the wolf who was willing to lay a feud to rest for her.

What if he was old? Cruel? Or perhaps she was a gift for his son? Which was worse? She didn’t know anymore. It wasn’t fair that nobody got to choose to whom and when they would be mated. The laws stated that the choice of a mate had to bring something to the pack. That usually meant cubs. And since she was a purebred female, there would be no problem getting her with cubs. Only the half-breeds and the survivors had a hard time with carrying and birthing cubs. Something to do with the symmetry between human and wolf being off, whereas with a purebred female, her body took over and just...did it. 

She wracked her brain, trying her damnedest to come up with something – anything- – else that she could offer this pack over the other. As much as the pack gossiped about her and drove her to the point of insanity and back, it was home. She knew no other place she could call home – certainly not another pack.

She wondered if anyone from her own pack would offer a more tempting payment for her mating rites. She hoped so. As abhorrent as she found the thought of mating with any of the lust-filled boys she’d met today, any one of them were preferable to a stranger from a strange pack.

Freshly changed – she chose the pink, it emphasized her waist length, dirty blond hair – she glanced out the window. Her bedroom faced onto the rear of the Den House, which led directly to the path they traveled when going to any rituals. There didn’t seem to be anybody around right now, but that could change in the blink of an eye.

Time to brew some tea, she decided, digging out the small velvet bag from under her mattress. With any luck her Guardian would be enjoying a prolonged doggy-nap when she slipped out. 

~~~~

“Will you join me for a pot of tea?” she asked her Guardian, all relaxed innocence. “I find it helps wake me up if I haven’t slept very well the night before,” she carried on conversationally, shooing him out of the way to put the battered kettle to heat on the stove. “Fire’s dying down,” she went on, throwing a log onto the angry red embers. 

“I like tea,” came the reply she had prayed for, but had not expected. He had obviously shimmered, and now stood watching her every move, leaning against the worktop. He’s every inch the menacing wolf, she thought.

“Good, so do I,” she replied. It was going to plan so far. Just another few minutes of fortune smiling on her were all she needed. When the water boiled, she took two tea-bags from her pocket. Shaking them both out to release the herbs, she examined them quickly. The one with the tiny tear was his. 

“Mmm,” he murmured, wrapping his large hands around the delicate tea-cup. “Good tea.”

“Yes, it’s rather tasty, isn’t it?”

Just a few minutes of small talk and her Guardian would be out like a light. Fingers crossed, she hoped.

“I don’t agree with it, you know,” he told her conversationally, his eyes meeting hers over the rim of the tiny cup. His expression was earnest and open.

“With what, exactly?”

“The mating ceremony,” he answered with a yawn. “It’s not right what they’re doing to you both.”

“Both?” But he’d already drained his glass and as his head drooped to rest on his arm, he fell into a deep slumber. “Valerian root,” she whispered. “Sorry.”

Scraping the chair back and rushing for the back door before guilt could set in too deeply, she raced out onto the blessedly still deserted pathway. Uncaring of who saw her now in any case – no one could catch her – she ran flat out, reaching the tree line and giving her legs the stretch they’d been longing for. Before long her lungs began to burn and she realized she was already half-way to the creek. She’d been running too fast, heedless of her surroundings. 

Slow down, Beth. Don’t want to have to call anyone for help today, she chided herself. Anyway, she was free now. For a while at least. And if she was going to be presented to the pack in two nights’ time as a potential mate, she needed time to gather herself. She needed to square things away in her own mind first. Especially if she was to leave the pack for Tall Grass territory. She’d never see her creek again.

The thought hurt, but she ignored it, still holding to hope that somehow, some way, something would prevent her mating to the foreign wolf. It was a small hope, but it shone brightly nevertheless. What she really needed was a way out of the mating altogether, but if there were one, she would have exploited it by now. No, she was resigned to the fact that she was about to be mated to someone.

By the time she got to the creek, she was breathing hard, having pushed herself to the brink of her stamina getting there. The thought of a soak in the cold water bolstered her spirit. Stripping off her clothes she ran for the water’s edge, impatient. 

Gasping, the water only up to her thighs, she sank to her knees and felt the silt shift under her weight. That’s what my life has become. The silt at the bottom of a creek, shifting and accommodating everyone and everything. But what happens when I run dry? What happens when I’ve given all the cubs I can to whomever I’m mated to, and realize I’ve had no life and no happiness of my own?

Tears washing down her cheeks she dove forward, swimming out to the deepest recesses of the bowl of creek water. Diving deep, she brushed her hand across the debris on the bottom, turned around and kicked for the surface. Her body reveled in the cool water, and her spirit reveled in the freedom it sensed in this place.

A half hour or more, she splashed and swam, dove and dipped in the frigid water, before the temperature drove her to find the sun upon the rocks. The water tickled as it trickled down her stomach, pooling at her feet, to slip and slide back into the creek from whence it came. Life’s like that, she thought. 

“Time to head back, Beth,” a familiar voice warned her.

She swung around. On the far side of the creek, where she’d foolishly discarded her clothes, Gareth stood. “What the hell are you doing here?” she demanded.

“I saw you do your little disappearing act, Beth. I checked on Mikhail, by the way. What did you drug him with?” He picked up her jogging pants and her tee, tucking them under his arm, and lastly her trainers, which he held, one in each hand, like weapons.

“Valerian root,” she whispered. “Is he okay?” Now the guilt set in. She hoped he hadn’t had a bad reaction to the herb. He was only doing a job, after all. It was nothing personal that he kept her caged without bars.

“I believe he’s going to have quite a severe hangover when he wakes up, but you have a couple of hours before that happens. Your Den Parents are attending a meeting with the Alpha to discuss potential suitors.” His normally deep voice rose on the last two words, and he visibly swallowed. “But you do need to get home before anyone notices you’re missing.”

“I’ll go home when I’m good and ready, Gareth!” God, can’t he just cut me some slack this once! “I’m going to need those clothes, by the way so you can just leave them right where you found them.”

“I’m not going anywhere, Beth.”

The determination in his voice surprised her. “Why?”

“You really need to ask? There was a strange wolf in our territory a few weeks ago, in case you’d forgotten.” His long legs ate up the distance between them, leading him around the gentle curve of the pond, where he could step over the narrower path of the stream, in less time than it took for her to realize his intent. 

The soft cotton of her tee-shirt brushed her chest as he handed her the pile of clothes. “Put those on, please,” he whispered. 

Hands shaking, she took the proffered items and pulled them on, jacking them roughly over her damp skin. “Making a habit of this, aren’t you?” she snapped.

He flinched. “I don’t know what you mean.”

“Oh I think you do, Gareth. You seem to always creep up on me like a stalker when I’ve no clothes on.” she grinned nastily. “If I didn’t know better I’d swear you had a major thing for me!”

“Beth, I...” he trailed off, shrugged and started to walk away.

“You, what Gareth?” she snarled. “What!? You keep intruding on my peace and quiet, as if I’m supposed to welcome you as a sight for sore eyes. Well I’ll tell you something,” she twirled him back to face her, grabbing his arm roughly. “You’re not welcome here, Gareth. You’re not welcome anywhere near me!”

“Do yourself a favor,” he told her, leering. This was a side of him she’d not seen before. At last, she thought, we see his true colors. “Get over yourself, Beth. You’re not the only un-mated female in the pack, you know.”

“You are such an ass, sometimes Gareth.”

“Yeah, but when I’m not being an ass I’m turning your belly to mush, aren’t I, Little Wolf?” He grinned in victory as her face fell. She wasn’t fooling him at all.

“Screw you,” she screeched at him, marching ahead, stomping on everything she came across. 

“You wish,” he replied in those silky tones she’d come to hear in her dreams. The very tones he’d used the night they’d...no she wouldn’t think of it. Already she could feel the stirring in her body. “Smells good,” he laughed. “Deny it all you like, Beth. We both know you would have mated with me that night if I hadn’t stopped.”

“Now who’s fooling themselves, Gareth?” She sashayed back towards him, letting him have the full impact of what he’d lost out on. His hungry eyes picked up her every movement and she smiled a soft, secret smile. “You probably wouldn’t know what to do with me.”

With a ferocious growl he trapped her in his arms, lowering his head an inch at a time. “Wouldn’t I?” he gazed at her lips. “Let’s find out.”

She was breathless. He was going to kiss her again. And again she found she couldn’t stop him. Rather she’d die if he didn’t do it soon. “Gareth,” she whispered. The lightest of touches upon her expectant lips. He breathed in her scent, running a tongue across her lower lip. She groaned. He laughed quietly. Savagely he claimed her mouth, thrusting his tongue into her, and like a dueling match she met him stroke for stroke. 

The sweetest aroma drifted around them, like spice and wood, loam and earth, intimate pleasures and dark needs. She panted into his mouth. “Gareth,” she whispered again, her swollen lips moving against his. 

He flung her away with such force that she tripped, landing on her butt in the middle of a thicket. He roared with laughter. “Fooling themselves?” he asked her. “Not I.” He pulled her to her unsteady feet, her mouth still tingling and her cheeks aflame. “Now come on, before someone realizes that we’re both missing.”

“Ass,” she whispered, taking off at full speed. He had no chance to catch her as she ran flat out not caring if she tripped and broke another bone. Falling into another trap would be a mercy in her position. 

~~~~

Mikhail had a nasty headache, as Gareth had guessed he would, but he never knew she skipped out. When she returned, sweaty and out of breath, hoping like hell she didn’t come across anyone – especially Gareth – on her run home, she made straight for the shower, and was lounging around in her purple jogging pants and a similar tee when he awoke. “Have I been asleep long?” he asked, mortified.

“Oh about two hours,” she replied, standing over the stove with a bubbling pot of soup cooking. “You want some soup? You need to look after yourself more,” she berated. “Good job I was in no mood for a run today, huh?”

He smiled tightly and took the offered soup bowl, brimming with thick vegetable and beef soup. “Guess I’m not feeling very well today,” he reiterated. “I’ve a headache would kill a bear.” He frowned at her. “Weren’t you wearing pink earlier?”

“Pink? Nope. I put this on after my meeting with the Alpha.” She crossed her fingers that he would believe her. “You should head on home as soon as my Den Parents get here. Have a rest. Maybe you’ll feel better by tomorrow.” She hoped he would. She’d never forgive herself if she’d caused him any lasting damage. Her free time wasn’t worth it. 

“You sure you didn’t leave?” he asked her, sniffing the air like a common lap dog.

“Yes...why?”

“Could have sworn...the scent...it’s...never mind, just me not feeling very well.”

Oh God, was she doomed to forever smell like Gareth every time he touched off her? That was going to be hard to explain to her future mate, she guessed. Her stomach clenched at the thought of being anyone’s mate, and she forced the mouthful of soup down her neck. Silence ensued. Two days, she mused. What could she do in two days that she couldn’t do in a lifetime? Not very much.

~~~~

“Again!” snapped Patina, ever-ready with her switch. She swatted Beth’s backside lightly and told her to stop swinging her hips and just damn well roll them already.

“Sorry, Patina, I’m trying. Honestly. It’s been a while,” she panted. Whew, she’d forgotten how much of an old slave driver Patina was. For all her tiny stature and little-old-lady white hair, she was still a force to be reckoned with when in possession of her switch.

“It should be in your blood after all this time, child!” her thin, wrinkled lips worked fast, her words tumbling as if she’d already had this answer lined up.

“It used to be,” Beth grumbled. The flows of her wolf dance were coming slowly to her and she had to wonder if they would come at all.

“You train for this night for your entire young life, child. You should have it mastered long ago.” Patina sighed, a tortured sound of patience stretched thin. Beth didn’t blame her – they’d been out here since dusk, and two hours later they hadn’t even started on the drums yet.

“Begin again.”

Beth took a loose stance, hands linked above her head, hip cocked to the right, her foot slightly facing outward. Patina bid her begin once more, and she slowly undulated her stomach, rippling her belly hypnotically, while her hands un-linked and floated down ward in graceful arcs. It was supposed to firstly draw attention to the womb, that she could bear strong sons and fertile daughters, then to her arms, that she could gather her family together and protect them.

Beth sighed as she once again fell over her own feet on the hip roll/foot shuffle move that was supposed to draw the attention to her loins, that she could satisfy a mate sufficiently. “Tsk,” Patina scolded. “Graceless thing! Have you no passion hiding under those clothes?” she winked. “Let us find out. Strip!”

“But, Patina...” She found she could not argue with this woman. It was pointless. She would listen patiently and make the same demand of her again. Beth stripped, folding her clothes and leaving them on the branch of a tree, so that at least one set of clothes she wore today would stay clean.

“Again!”

So Beth began again, finding it a little easier to move once the distracting material had been removed from her body. She would dance this naked in any case. No point in drawing attention to loins that were hidden by clothes, after all.

Even though she found it easier to move, the grace – or passion, as Patina called it – did not stir in her body and she found herself fast losing rhythm and tripping over herself again. “Tsk, tsk,” Patina uttered again. “I fear you are hopeless, graceless and passionless, child.”

Somewhere in the near distance she could hear a bark of male laughter. Several of them. But one in particular. He was out there, laughing, having fun, while she was here trying to perfect the very dance that would send her into the arms of another man. If she was passionless, he was heartless.

“Yes, child, yes...keep going!”

Beth hadn’t even noticed the drums begin to beat, nor the rhythm taking over her body. She’d just moved as she was supposed to, lost in thoughts of the heartless wolf who’d thrust her away so cruelly that morning.

“Perhaps there is passion in you yet,” Patina laughed, winking at her when the dance was completed. “But it is not for your impending ceremony.” The old she-wolf packed up her little drums and parked her switch by a tree, while Beth pulled her clothes from the branch and got dressed.

Patina was right; Beth had no passion for her upcoming ceremony. It was all such crap, anyway. There was no guarantee that the male her wolf picked would be her mate, in any case. If he couldn't afford her mating price, he couldn’t take her to mate. The ceremony was more for show than anything else; it introduced her to the pack as a woman of mating age, and let the males know she was available. The male she chose at her ceremony would only have bragging rights, at the very least. Beth shrugged, when Patina gazed at her in speculation.

“Sometimes, girl,” the old woman threw over her shoulder as she strolled from the clearing. “Life is not fair. We must give up that which we would have, for that which we must do for the greater good. Know that the Great Mother is ever loving and wise, and she will not see you without that which you need.”

The Great Mother, the Eternal She-wolf, the Spirit of the Wood. Nobody spoke of her much these days. In the shadow of law and tradition, she lay forgotten by most, Beth included. But the older generation still remembered her, and evoked her name on occasion. “The Great Mother’s eye is blind to me, Patina,” Beth whispered to the retreating form.

“I would not be so sure, little one. She sees all, you know. Even foolish young juveniles who should know better.”

Now, why do I get the feeling she knows much more than she lets on? Beth wondered.

CHAPTER FIVE

––––––––

Two days, she reflected, go by so quickly when you’re dreading the end of it. She had arisen from her bed sluggish and downcast, to the joyful face of her Den Mother and the equally downcast expression of her Den Father. Something was afoot. She didn’t care. All she knew was, whatever put a smile on Bea’s face would no doubt build a scream in her throat. So she didn’t ask. She didn’t want to know. Let it all happen around her.

She’d had her breakfast and her lunch, and before she knew it she’d spent the whole day moping and reflecting and wishing things were different, and now it was time to get ready. Bea was in her element. It was the Den Mother’s responsibility to present her to the ceremony, a vision to heat any man’s blood, mated or no. It was said if a mating ceremony didn’t heat the blood and stiffen at least one mated male, she would have no luck with the un-mated ones.

An excuse for an orgy, if you ask me, she thought bitterly.

Suffering the vigorous ministrations of her Den Mother, as she scrubbed and brushed and sorted the many tangles from her hair, Beth floated in bitter indifference. “Stand up. Tilt your head back. Close your eyes. Don’t bite your lip. Stay perfectly still while I...got it! Now don’t open your eyes yet.” 

On and on and on it went. The ghastly primping and pampering that any mother does for her daughter on the eve of her wedding, but this was vastly different. This was no wedding, but an auction – no matter how she wished it weren’t true – and this was no mother, but a woman relishing the thought of being free of a troublesome girl. So Bea would work miracles on Beth this evening. And Beth would look exquisite, no doubt, drawing envious glares and heated glances in equal measures, and Bea would be free of her in less than a week. Perhaps the whole pack would be free of her. Gareth too, would be free of her.

Maybe it’s all for the best. I never really did belong here, she thought sadly. But I will miss David. And my creek. And yes, even stupid, cruel Gareth.

“You’re ready,” Bea declared with a half hour until moon’s rise.

No, I’m not.

“Don’t touch off anything or you’ll ruin the whole thing!” Bea smiled broadly. “What a magnificent mate for any male lucky enough to claim,” she breathed. “If I hadn’t done the work myself, Beth, I wouldn’t believe it was you,” she laughed, shaking her shoulders with mirth. Beth thought it was the first time in a long time she’d seen Bea laugh without guile when it came to anything Beth-related. It suited her.

~~~~

There was a very good reason for the wolf dance. It drew potential suitors to her. Those who desired a mate fair of form and strong of body would instinctively be drawn to her power. For power would ride the moon tonight. Patina was not only a teacher of dances, but a wielder of the oldest magics left to any wolf pack. 

She would call on the moon to draw out potential mates, whether they wanted to be drawn out or not. The moon would pull on them relentlessly, using the power of Beth’s own wolf, until their desires were out in the open. It was unfair and indiscriminate and merciless – it would not leave any potential mate untouched. There were no secrets during a mating ceremony.

Her Den Mother walked along the path, her hand at Beth’s back, lest she decide to make a run for it. They would enter the clearing when the Alpha called for the drums to beat. Somebody else was working the drums tonight, Beth noticed. Patina would be busy working her lunar magic. Beth took a deep breath as the drum picked up a slow and steady beat to which she was supposed to make her slow procession toward the camp fire.

Bea released the clasp of the cloak that had covered Beth’s body up until now, and the cloth whispered down her body, revealing it in all its polished glory to the eyes of all. For hours Bea had applied glistening oils, and shimmering gold flakes, and she fairly shone in the moonlight. Her Alpha smiled his benevolent smile and beckoned her forward with the crook of one finger. Beth took a deep breath and put one foot in front of the other, letting her hips lead the way, as Patina had taught her. 

She looked around the assembled crowd, but could spot neither the cruel wolf, nor her foreign suitor. One corner of her mouth lifted in the parody of a smile, as she undulated toward the heat of the flames. Would that she could throw herself atop them, but her fate had been sealed from the moment she’d decided to teach that cruel wolf a lesson. She had no one to blame but herself for her predicament.

And so, she danced. She undulated, and rolled her hips as Patina chanted to the moon – a full moon, it seemed, even though it was not due for a week – and invoked her inner wolf. Her wolf raised its eyes to the crowd, seeking out her mate – the strongest, most fierce wolf, one that was able to protect her and her young. 

Several wolf eyes glowed back at her, visible to her even behind the human facade, some amber, and some blue, all male. Some mated, some not, all wanting. The mated ones were not to be held responsible for their actions – Patina’s magic distinguished not between one mate and another. Their own mates would understand.

She disappeared from view behind the massive flames, rolling her hips and shuffling her feet, shimmering with oils and dusted with shavings of gold. Her long blond hair swung like a rope, bound up in ribbons and beads, tickling the small of her back as she moved. When she was at the proper angle and distance from the flames she ran for them, shimmering in mid-flight, and landing in front of the awed crowd as a dark blond wolf, eyes shining brightly with power. 

She sniffed at her potential mates, discerning the power level of each one, stopping to rub her head against a thigh here, a hand there. Patina’s chanting rose in volume, until she was hoarsely barking at the moon. And the men began to shimmer, one by one, until each of the seven potential mates stood before her, legs shaking and ears flattened from the forced change. 

A harsh cry broke through the sound of the drums, ending in a piercing howl of frustration and angry resentment. She knew that howl. In human or wolf-form, it didn’t matter – she knew that howl. And on he came, giant strides eating the land between them, until he stood before her, growling and angry. 

She liked the power in this one. He was strong. He would protect her cubs. His seed would take strong root in her belly. His jaws would lay fresh kills at her feet. His loyalty would never waver if he was hers. Yes, she liked this one.

Dimly aware in some distant part of her mind that she was not in control of things, Beth began to panic. She had lost all control of her senses and reactions when she shimmered, the moon’s pull taking over her instincts and desires.

She was aware of her seven suitors. One or two she recognized from her visit to the Alpha two days before. One who was already mated, and who was the recipient of one or two raised brows, and the rest were just pack wolves that she had never had much to do with. 

And then there was him.

The shining beacon of power to their weak flashlights. She went to him. She had no choice. Just as he had no choice but to come to her. The moon did not discriminate. She offered him her throat. The power had chosen. Her wolf had chosen. She had chosen. It was done.

He whined, agonized it seemed, and made no move to claim her. This was unheard of. When a wolf chose a mate, it was never one-sided. A touching of muzzles, a rub of his head, a playful nip – something – but Gareth made no move to come closer to Beth, humiliating her all the more.

Aware of the uncomfortable and embarrassed mumblings from the crowd, she looked from Gareth, to her Alpha and back. An imperceptible nod of the head, and Gareth moved toward her. The Alpha nodded again. Gareth rubbed his cheek along hers, licking her head. He whined in her ear and seemed to push her in the direction of the woods, but she neither moved, nor acquiesced. He needed the Alpha’s incitement to claim me. He doesn’t want me. The realization tore through her, and she fled.

Right into the arms of a strange Were. A Tall Grass pack wolf, she realized, as the sharp tang of the neighboring pack entered her nostrils. “Easy, girl,” he whispered. “Everything’s going to be fine.” He murmured half truths – she could smell them – into her ear as she shivered with suppressed anger and mortification. Her wolf recognized the power in this one, also. 

She gazed up into the face of the strange wolf, and noticed his eyes were turning a darker amber as he spoke, the musty scent of desire thickening in the still air. He was a handsome man, by all accounts. A straight patrician nose perched above a generous mouth, and a shock of black hair almost as long as hers, braided down his back. He wore no clothes, and so she had an unobstructed view of his body, muscled and powerful. The strong arms wrapped around her squirming form were thickly roped with muscle and hardly straining at all.

This male was an Alpha in the making, she knew. Just like Gareth. And like him, he felt the pull of the moon and her wolf, drawing him from wherever he had been hiding and dragging him into the open. One moment he was holding her and murmuring pleasantries, the next he was a giant black wolf with warm golden eyes, rubbing his body against hers. She could not object. It seemed the power of the moon had changed its mind and now viewed this stranger as a serious potential mate.

A low growl interrupted their bodily communications, and she turned her head to see her other mate, the one who had rejected her, come striding forward on legs that shook with brutal fury. His lips curled back, exposing sharp and oh, so white canines. Beth watched as his hackles rose, sending a shiver up her spine and flattening the ears of this stranger who had found her.

What are you doing? she asked Gareth in her mind voice.

Mine, was the only reply she received. Mine.

You didn’t want me a moment ago, she argued. What does it matter to you if the power of this wolf interests me?

He growled, a mixture of regret, anger and possessiveness. Oh, do as you wish, she sent. You usually do.

The stranger trotted out in front of her, hackles also raised, and growled at her mate. They would fight, she knew. She’d been at other mating ceremonies. She knew what happened when the power couldn’t decide between wolves. The strongest would win and the loser would limp off, alone and heart sore. As of right now, she was mated with two wolves, it seemed. The irony of it all nearly toppled her. She had wished for this in a round about way, hadn’t she?

All the days since Gareth had first kissed her, she’d spent mooning for him alone in her room. And when she finally understood that he did want her in some way, she was mated to a member of the Tall Grass pack. Oh, the bitter irony. She whined, and both giant heads turned to face her for only a moment. She was the reason they were fighting. And she was the only one who objected to it.

Her Alpha sat on his haunches, watching it all with a dispassionate eye, his own mate silent beside him. Others in the crowd had begun to murmur amongst themselves, placing bets and sharing jibes on who would win the contest. She even heard one of them say, “It doesn’t matter who wins the contest, what matters is who mounts her! And who will that be?”

She turned her back on all of them and loped off alone. Nobody tried to stop her. Nobody reminded her that she needed a Guardian. No, they were all too interested in the two magnificent wolves about to tear each other apart. 

She eventually became aware of a presence behind her. A Guardian, no doubt, she told herself, and kept the pace up. She would lose him soon enough. She was well used to that by now.

It seems you are destined to become an Alpha female, no matter the outcome, a female mind-voice informed her. They are both Alpha material. 

Beth swung her head around and stumbled over an exposed root. Melinda strode behind her, keeping a respectful distance but close enough for company. She didn’t know how to respond to her Alpha female, having never had a conversation with the female in her life, so she just dipped her head in agreement and sat on her haunches. She was out of view of the desperate fight by the fire, but could still hear the occasional growl and yip. 

She could well imagine the teeth snapping, claws raking and basic male posturing going on there. She was not impressed by it. It just proved to her that neither mate cared about her personally. Just the status she would bring them.

It is a hard thing, letting them duel it out, she carried on as if Beth had made a reply. But it is necessary. And don’t think that they aren’t both consumed with thoughts of you, right now. They are. But to each of them, the other is a threat. They must eliminate the threat.

So, Beth replied slowly. It will be a fight to the death, then?

Yes, and no, came the reply. They will both live, but it will be a death of sorts for the loser. He will be without his mate this night.

What am I to do? Cut myself in two? The angry retort was flung from her mind to the female’s without thought. She whined in apology. Things were going from bad to worse.

Wait it out, she told her. What is meant to be, will be. I know you feel torn in two right now, but it will ease. Your true mate will take your pain as his and together you will be stronger.

So, the Alpha has no plans to send me to Tall Grass pack? Beth asked, incredulous.

I know not of what my mate has planned for you, Little Wolf, but know this, the Great Mother will not be thwarted by any plans we could make. With that last ominous statement, the Alpha female turned her back and strode away into the darkness. Be happy, Little Wolf. Things have a way of working out. 

Thank you Alpha, she sent to the female’s shadowy form. 

Twice in as many days the name of the Great Mother had been invoked in her presence. Perhaps it was coincidence. Perhaps not. But the sudden urge to return to the fire was extreme, and so she strode into the view of the clearing in time to see the Tall Grass pack wolf bury his muzzle in Gareth’s neck.

She howled. And howled. The shrill piercing cry of a wolf that’s just lost her mate. Even the moon took notice of her, bathing her in a beam of pure silver light. Power still rode this night, and she was in its grasp. Unnatural strength infused her limbs as she bound toward the fighting figures. 

Gareth still had some fight left in him, it seemed as he raked the underbelly of the stranger, but the stranger took no notice, instead lifting his own head to howl at the moon before striking for the jugular. Beth barreled into them both, knocking the stranger dangerously close to the fire’s edge, and rolling Gareth to his feet. She growled. Neither of them escaped her fury. 

Snapping her jaws at the stranger, and Gareth in turn, she stood in the middle of them both. It would not end this way. If they were both truly her mates in the eyes of the moon, they would indulge her in this. She shimmered in less time than it took to take a breath and speared them both with a glance that was not entirely human.

“No more,” she said, the command coming from deep within her chest. “There will be no blood spilled here tonight.”

They both growled in denial, but she waved her hands, silencing them. The crowd grew restless, feeling the over-spill of the power the moon had channeled into her body. “No. I will not be moved on this. If you are both truly mated to me, then you will not want to hurt me, and any death in my name will irrevocably damage my spirit.” She glanced among the crowd, her eyes coming to rest upon the Alpha female, who had a wry twist to her lips. “Know that the power of the moon rides my body tonight, and I will not be denied.”

Gareth loped toward her, whining and greeted her with a cheek rub in apology. She stiffened, still not entirely sure of his motives. She had seen with her own eyes the Alpha male pushing him to claim her, while the stranger had claimed her without even asking permission.

The wolf in question now came forward, shimmering into human-form and bowing deeply. “I apologize, my mate, for I am not given to violent outbursts. I saw only a threat to my claim and thought to quash it, without wondering if you had thought both claims valid.”

“Sweet words, stranger,” Beth replied. “But they are only words. Your actions shall speak far louder, as my other mate knows well.”

“Beth,” Gareth whispered, having shimmered himself. “I’m sorry. So sorry.”

“I’m getting so sick of apologies from you, Gareth. Wouldn’t it suit you better to not have to?” Her muscles were shaking with power, and now that the threat to her mates had dissipated, she didn’t know how to release it. “Patina? Is Patina here?”

“Yes, child, I’m here,” came the croaky reply. “You are full of lunar energy, girl. You must cast it out or it will burn you up, and us with you.” The old woman came forward on shaky legs. “Take my hand and focus on letting the energy seep slowly from your pores.”

Beth grasped the wrinkled hand of her old teacher and concentrated on releasing the power from every pore she had, and could feel Patina doing the same, willing the power to return to the moon. A giant wave of light passed through her body, tingling from her toes to her fingers, leaving behind a warm and satisfied feeling, as if she’d fed on an entire cow to herself. 

Streaming now, the power clawed its way out of her body, shooting through her fingers so fast it felt like her nails were sizzling on contact. Beth cried out as the last of the lunar power escaped her body in an eye watering burst of light.

Suddenly weak, she collapsed on top of the soft earth, calling for someone to help her stand. But nobody could offer any assistance. They were all wolves. Each and every one of them. Wolves. Some howled to the moon, others whined in confusion and fear, and some stared blankly toward the girl who’d made it all happen. They stared at Beth.

CHAPTER SIX

––––––––

“You were supposed to observe the ceremony, not take part in it.” Anger was clearly stamped on the usually calm features of the Alpha as he glared at the Tall Grass pack wolf.

“I resisted for as long as I was physically able,” he responded softly, glancing at Beth out of the corner of his eye. “I had no intention of disrupting the ceremony, but the power could not be denied.”

“And you, Gareth,” the Alpha went on. “You were expressly ordered to stay away from the proceedings.”

“I was, Alpha,” Gareth answered plainly, his face utterly closed, no emotion seeping through. “But it is as he said,” he pointed in the direction of the other wolf. “Impossible to resist.”

Beth felt her mind race a mile a minute. Why would her Alpha order anyone away from a mating ceremony? Surely he knew the magic was all-encompassing, leaving no stone unturned and no shadow without light. He had to have known there was nowhere either wolf could have hidden that the magic would not find them.

“What’s done, is done,” the Alpha finally replied, in a tired voice. “Gareth,” he whispered with regret. “You know the mating-price.” 

Gareth, slowly nodding, glared at the foreign wolf. 
“Very well,” Marcus sighed, sinking into a soft leather chair. “Never let it be said that I cannot be reasonable.”
Turning to the Tall Grass pack wolf, Marcus smiled. “You really should introduce yourself.”

Beth was seated on the plush brown velvet couch in the Alpha’s living room. So far, the men had done all the talking, leaving Beth and Melinda to listen in silence and take it all in. The Alpha female didn’t appear too pleased that her mate had forbidden one of their own attendance to a mating ceremony. It went against pack law, to be sure, and rubbed the female the wrong way. 

Although, Beth realized, she hadn’t been surprised to learn the strange wolf had been granted permission to spy upon events. So the Alpha keeps secrets from even his mate, she thought. But not all of them.

“Of course!” the strange wolf cried in discomfort. “With all that has happened,” he glared at Gareth. “We never got the chance to introduce ourselves.” Taking her hand in his much larger one, he squeezed lightly, rubbing his thumb over her knuckles. “I was sent here by my father, Bradley, the Alpha of the Tall Grass pack. And in truth you were meant for him, not me. My name is Donovan.”

Suddenly, she wanted to snuggle up with him on a bed of soft moss, both of them wolves, bathed in the moon’s glow. “You don’t mind, do you?” he repeated, and she realized she’d been staring into the starry depths of his eyes for too long. He’d sat down beside her, close enough that the length of his thigh was resting against hers, and was asking if she minded. She shook her head absently.

Gareth prowled across the soft rug, coming to a rest on the other side of her on the squashy couch, although not as close as amber-eyed Donovan. Now she had both her mates beside her. It felt right to her. She wanted to roll around in their scent, marking herself as theirs. It was a disturbing thought.

Gareth huffed a breath, and she ignored the impulse to comfort him. What possible reason would he have to need comfort right now? He’d not wanted to claim her and any forced intimacy on her part would only drive him away again. Or, she wondered, was the whole reason he had hesitated down to the Alpha forbidding him to participate in the ceremony? She would have to make time to question her mate about that.

“I think,” said Melinda, rising from her perch on her mate’s knee to grasp Beth by the wrist. “That this girl has had enough to deal with tonight, and needs her rest. It’s probably best if she spends tonight here, with us,” she said to her mate. “Her Den Parents, as well as most of the pack are still out in the woods, high on the power of the moon.” She glanced at Beth with a small smile. “I think we can leave the rest of the ceremony for another night.”

“I can offer her my room,” announced Donovan, grinning slightly when Gareth’s lips pulled back in a furious growl. “I will take the couch,” he said to him, patting it firmly. “It’s rather comfortable.”

“That’s fine,” Gareth replied, a wide smile splitting his sensual mouth. “You take the couch, stranger. I’ll sleep by her door.” Before anyone could object, Gareth shimmered, his wolf-form seeming to laugh up at the Tall Grass wolf.

“I don’t think this is entirely proper,” began the Alpha, but his mate shushed him gently, with a “boys will be boys” comment and reminded him that they were both technically mated to Beth, so the only one who could object, was her.

“I couldn’t care less where either of you spend the night, so long as you don’t spend any more of it trying to kill each other.” And with that, she let the Alpha female lead her up the solid wooden staircase toward the guest room.

The first thing Beth noticed as she closed the door softly behind her was the scent of wolf. The scent of her mate. One of my mates, she corrected herself. It was so much to take in, and all of a sudden she was exhausted. Two mates. One she-wolf. What was she to do?

Replaying the events of the night over in her mind, she wondered, not for the first time, how she could have been filled with so much raw lunar power as to make the entire pack shimmer. Some of them hadn’t been able to assume their wolf-form for many years, so old were they, but they too had shimmered, reveling in their long-lost wolf-forms.

She had pulled herself into a standing position and began hobbling away in confusion when a soft whine from behind alerted her, yet again to the Alpha female’s presence. The wolf shimmered and became human, asking her softly if she would accompany them back to the Den House. ‘Them’ turned out to be the two Alpha wolves, and her two mates. She shook her head in confusion. Never before had the moon chosen two mates for one she-wolf without the following fight for dominance. Yet the lunar power had allowed her to interrupt proceedings, thus leaving her with two mates. 

The Alpha seemed to think it was a simple power struggle and if the two had been left alone to fight it out, as was their request, the natural balance would be restored. Melinda, surprisingly, had fought the Alpha on that point, arguing that she had felt a strong female presence in the power that had brought them all into wolf-form.

“Of course there was, my love,” he had sighed. “Our very own Elisabeth.”

“No, I don’t think so,” she had replied, face set in awe. “I think it was the Great Mother we all felt. I think she has chosen to intervene.”

The Alpha, far from disputing this claim, seemed to think on it long and hard, coming to the decision that for as long as Beth was unsure of her choice, the power struggle would remain. He had ordered her – actually ordered her – to spend some time with both men on a one-on-one basis, and given her three weeks to decide to whom she would be mated.

That he had left the choice in her hands at all, seemed strange, considering his obvious plans to sell her out to the Tall Grass pack, evidenced by the very presence of the son of the pack’s Alpha at her mating ceremony. He should not have been granted leave to remain in the territory at all, much less left unguarded to interfere with her ceremony.

With a giant sigh, she flopped down onto the bed, naked, cold and thoroughly confused. The scent of her foreign mate rose and settled all around her. Roll around in me, it seemed to entice her. Almost willing to give in to the base urge, she inhaled deeply, taking the aroma of her foreign wolf into her lungs. He smelled like freshly cut grass and all manner of green and living things. 

Gareth smells of pure adrenaline and danger, she realized, shocking herself. When had she taken note of that? Maybe when your world was shattering in the warmth of his embrace, a needling voice in the back of her mind whispered. He had been right about one thing, she admitted silently. She would have mated with him that night, no doubt about it. She had been so close to losing all reason.

And he was outside her door at this very moment, curled up on the floor, a simple pissing contest between him and Donovan really, but it made her smile. If she was completely honest with herself, neither one of them was a complication she wanted.

Restless, she began to pace.

If she had been truly mated with just Donovan, there was the fact that he was from a different pack to interfere.

And on the other hand, if she had been truly mated to just Gareth, she would always wonder whether he truly wanted her. Going by his actions over the course of the past weeks, she thought not. 

Things just kept getting more and more complicated. Thinking that the thickly carpeted floor would have a nice path worn in it by morning, she froze. A noise outside her door. Probably just Gareth trying to draw me out, she thought in annoyance. 

A scuffling and a low growl. He’s not alone, she realized, backing away, bumping up against the heavy, pine dresser by the window. A crash and a curse indicated a door being flung open further down the hallway. “I told you they wouldn’t behave,” came the mirthful voice of the Alpha. “Looking for a midnight snack, boys?”

Oh, what have they done now? Her temper stirring, she launched her own door wide and speared them both with a glance. Donovan was on his stomach, with Gareth sitting heavily on his lower back, one hand smushing his head into the carpet, the other trying to fend off various swiping appendages.

“Just defending my lady’s honor,” came the savage reply. “Our guest thought it would be a good idea to creep up the stairs. As if I wouldn’t hear him.”

“I merely wished to say goodnight to my mate,” he replied, disdainfully, trying once again to swipe an arm across Gareth’s face.

“Keep swinging those arms,” Gareth threatened, “And you won’t have any left come morning.”

Donovan snorted, and shimmered, unbalancing Gareth, who took a nosedive into the shag-pile of the carpet. “Promises, promises,” Donovan sneered, as soon as he had shimmered back into human-form, gloating. 

“Enough!” bellowed Marcus, gripping the door frame in his anger. “There will be no more games of oneupmanship here tonight, is that understood?”

Sheepishly nodding, both men stood apart, steadfastly not looking at each other or Beth. She slowly eased the door shut and returned to her bed, disallowing herself the urge to inhale the scent wafting from the blankets. Sleep was a long time coming.

~~~~

“Things,” the Alpha began. “Have been unnecessarily complicated.” His glance swept from Beth to the two wolves either side of her at the breakfast table. “I still believe you both should have fought it out, but I’m willing to give this trial period a chance. For now.” 

The warning in his tone told them to tread lightly. Beth shrugged. What did it matter? She’d either be traded to the Tall Grass pack to end the blood-feud, or she’d remain here with a mate who perhaps wanted nothing to do with her beyond the physical. 

She wasn’t stupid. She knew Gareth found her attractive. Things wouldn’t have gotten so carried away in that cabin if he hadn’t. But there was a huge difference between physical and emotional. 

“Three weeks,” Marcus reminded them, before taking a hearty bite of his breakfast. 

The plate of food before her didn’t interest Beth at all. She pushed her eggs around, and played with her fork. Tangy orange juice clogged her throat, and she grimaced as she swallowed. “So,” she began. “What now?” The Alpha paused with his fork half way to his mouth and Beth noticed a criss-cross scar on his bottom lip, faint and silver. She cleared her throat. “I mean, you said I had to spend time with both. Who first?” 

“That,” he announced, with a twist to his lip. “I am leaving up to you, Beth.” The scar reformed itself into the shape of a love heart, and Beth fought not to laugh at the absurdity of it all.  

Nobody had called her Little Wolf since the botched ceremony. She found she actually missed the moniker. Who’d have thought it? “Alright,” she whispered, heart thundering in her chest. She could feel her pulse racing; her jugular seemed to have taken on a life of its own, speeding and throbbing. The hot stares of both men seemed to burn into either side of her face, and she swallowed hard once more. Who would she pick? Would she seem too eager if she picked Gareth, like her damn treacherous heart wanted her to? No, she decided. But she’d have to put up with that smug look on his face, wouldn’t she?

And if she chose Donovan, she’d be making her bed, really. She sighed. Damn this for a choice. A stranger and an ass. And her wolf wanted both. For the first time in forever, she wondered if perhaps she would be better off on her own. Going rogue. She didn’t want to make this decision. How could she ever live with herself if she chose wrong at the end of it all?

“Beth?” Melinda stood and offered her a hand up. “Why don’t we take a stroll and have a chat?” 

“Yes,” she dove on the chance of escape. “I’d like that.”

~~~~

“I know things seem to be out of control right now,” Melinda said, her soft voice whispering in the ring of foliage. They had walked for nigh on a half hour without speaking at all, and now they sat facing each other, in a beautiful natural clearing. “I know you’re confused and worried and probably a little heart-sore too. But trust me when I say I believe the Mother had a hand in this, and that all will be well.”

Beth nodded distractedly. How could all be well? She couldn’t see a time when things would be easier. If she chose Donovan and left the pack, she would be going into the unknown, perhaps to pine for Gareth for the rest of her life. And if she chose Gareth, she would always wonder if life would have been better in the Tall Grass pack. As a mated female, just entering the pack, she wouldn’t live with the stigma of being the child of a rogue. Even if she were mated to Gareth, everyone would remember her as an interloper. Her eyes stung with the effort of holding back her frustrated tears.

“Did I ever tell you that my mother’s line had at least one psychic in each generation? No?” Melinda nodded, sharing a secret smile. “In the old days they were called seers. Because they saw things, I guess,” she laughed, the sudden sound of it startling Beth out of her reverie. 

“Well,” she continued, back to a low whisper. “I sometimes see things. Not as clearly as my mother once did. No, I don’t have the gift. My sister, Melissa was given that by the Mother. But occasionally I do see a little of something.”

“Have you seen who I am going to choose?” Suddenly very interested indeed, Beth held her breath. If the decision was taken out of her hands, and she could just begin her new life, safe in the knowledge that she had taken the right path, she would literally sob with relief. 

Melinda shook her head slightly. “No, not that,” she replied, something akin to pity in her soothing voice. “But I have seen you smiling in the not-so-distant future, and your belly had a tell-tale swelling. Strong hands wrap around you from behind, and you cuddle into a warm and loving body.” She smiled and it was radiant. “So, you see, Little Wolf, all is not lost. You will be happy.”

Startled by the use of her nickname when she’d thought it forgotten about, Beth burst into hysterical tears. “I don’t want this. Any of this. I don’t want to be someone’s mate.” Hands flying up in frustration, she scrubbed at the hot tears streaming down her cheeks. “No. What I meant was, I don’t want to be someone’s purchased mate. It’s so...so...barbaric!” She glared at the surrounding forest as if it would attack her for daring to utter her thoughts on the situation. “Why can’t I just choose a mate for myself?”

“And who would you choose, Beth?” Melinda watched her patiently, full of the serenity that comes with being the Alpha Female. She had nothing to worry about. She wasn’t about to be bartered off to a neighboring pack for crimes long since committed. “Would you choose Gareth? Would you choose Donovan? Or had you someone else in mind entirely?”

“There was no one.” Beth shook her head, dislodging those tendrils in her mind who would whisper to her that she was full of shit. “I had thought...but no, there is no one I would choose. I just want to live my life and settle down when I’m ready to. Is that so much to ask?” 

She could hardly believe she dared be so brazen and candid with the Alpha. After all, these were customs the Alphas fought – and sometimes died – to protect. 

“No, it’s not so very much to ask,” the Alpha surprised her by replying. “I once railed at the thought of being mated to anyone, especially the brutish-looking Alpha of this pack.” She shrugged, green eyes narrowing. “I thought I could drag it out and in the end, deny him anyway.” 

“That’s not what I–”

“Perhaps. Perhaps not. But either way, it didn’t work.” She laughed uproariously. “I made him slaver after me like a hound!” she whooped. “But while he was slavering, and I was stalling, I fell for him anyway.” Sober now, her face held Beth captive. “Nature will not be denied. And neither will your Gareth,” she continued in a hard voice. “If the Mother should choose him for you. Mating price, or no mating price.”

“But, I thought...” Beth frowned. “If Gareth can’t afford the mating price, won’t I just be hoisted off to the Tall Grass pack, anyway?” Beth hadn’t realized just how worried she’d been until Melinda brought the subject up. What if she spent time with Gareth, and truly fell for him, only to be handed over, regardless? 

The stern voice of the Alpha male resounded in her mind. “You know the mating price.”

“No, Beth, I won’t let that happen.” And Beth wholly believed her. That voice was steel personified. 

“Now, who are you going to choose to spend time with first?”

She shrugged. “I have no idea.”

“Well, it’s time you had an idea. Who do you want to spend time with?”

“Gareth,” she whispered on a sigh, letting her head flop back to peer up at the majestic height of the trees surrounding the clearing. “But I don’t want him to know that.”

Melinda grinned. “So let him think you don’t, and see how he reacts.”

Beth grinned. “I like your style, Alpha.”

“Please,” she grinned back. “We’re past formalities. Melinda, from now on.”

~~~~

“So ladies,” Marcus looked up from the ledgers he was peering at. “Have we reached a decision?”

“I’ll leave you two alone,” Melinda whispered, closing the heavy oak door behind her. 

Beth shuffled her feet on the thick rug, wishing the ground would open up and swallow her. “Alpha,” she began. Dust motes hung in the air, as if waiting for her to speak. She took a deep breath. “I think I should be candid with you at this time.”

“I think you should be candid with me at all times, Beth. It’s always better to be honest, don’t you agree?”

“Yes, Alpha.”

“Go on,” he urged.

“I feel,” she slowly blinked. “I feel I’m already forming an attachment to Gareth,” she whispered, embarrassment coloring her face. “You know we had...” What? What had they had? One night together in a dusty old cabin, and a few minutes on a rusty, creaky, scratchy old bed.

Oh and one mind-blowing orgasm. She couldn’t forget that, could she?

“I had heard.” The Alpha seemed obliged to fill the silence. His wry voice brought her back to herself, flushing and un-tying her tongue.

“Yes, well, I feel at this time it would be prudent to give the Tall Grass pack wolf a chance to get to know me better, and vice versa. After all, I already know Gareth quite well, and it’s only fair if Donovan gets to know me just as well.”

The Alpha cleared his throat, seemingly choking back a laugh. “I understand. A wise decision, as befits the next Alpha Female, be it of this pack or that.” He smiled softly at her, his scar pulling back into that love heart shape again. “You can inform them of your decision, but please tell Donovan that I would like to speak with him a moment, first.”

“Yes, Alpha.” Beth turned to leave, gripping the door knob, she stalled long enough to glance back over her shoulder. “How important am I to the Tall Grass pack?”

“Important enough that the Alpha wanted you for his mate,” Marcus replied heavily. 

He was the Alpha. She had to trust him, right? 

She found Donovan lounging in the living room, flicking through the pages of a chunky book. She smiled at him shyly and asked him to join the Alpha in his office, before perhaps taking a walk together. Immediately accommodating, he rose in one fluid motion and brushed her shoulder as he passed. He really seemed like a nice guy.

Gareth was another kettle of fish entirely. Him she found out back, chopping wood as if his life depended on it. He was bare-chested and glistening with sweat, all bunched muscles and rippling skin. The sweat pooled in the hollow of his throat and she longed to taste him there.  He would taste exactly how he smelled, she guessed. Like adrenaline and danger. 

Nostrils flaring, he halted in the middle of a down swing, his powerful biceps quivering from the motion interrupted. “I can smell you,” he growled. “I know what you want.” 

Hips rolling he swept toward her, tossing the axe to one side, where it came to rest against the base of an old stump. The clatter made her jump, but her eyes never left his. “I came to tell you...”

Gareth lazily twirled a lock of her hair around his index finger, his eyes boring into hers. He made a show of inhaling her scent. Her desire. He smiled, wide and predatory. “What did you come to tell me, Beth?”

She’d forgotten. She was lost in the heat of his gaze, the slight pull on her hair making her scalp tingle. The bead of sweat leisurely making its way down the side of his face, tightened her throat, and the way he said her nickname made her stomach heavy. “I...I...I’m spending the day with Donovan,” she choked out, in spite of the lump in her throat.

He dropped her hair as if scalded and stepped back, his perfect eyebrows pulling together in confusion. “You–”

“That’s right, wolf. You heard her.” Donovan said in self-satisfied tones. He stepped forward – she could hear his clipped steps approach on the wooden veranda surrounding the back of the Alphas’ Great House.

She could practically see the muscle ticking in his jaw, and prepared herself for the explosion she was sure would follow, when he unexpectedly grinned and let his gaze roam over her face. He leaned forward, until their lips were almost touching, ignoring the warning growl from Donovan. “That’s alright sweetheart,” he whispered. She could feel the words he speared her with, his breath tickling her lips. “My sense of smell is wonderful, Beth. I know who you really want.” 

“We’ll see,” announced Donovan, taking her by the arm and gently turning her away. He offered her a smile, and it was so full of joy and life that she found herself smiling dazedly back. “Let’s take a walk, Beth.”

“Sure,” she replied. And just for spite, she whispered just loud enough for Gareth to hear, “I know the perfect spot.”

That’d show him for being so damned confident. It would serve him right if she fell head over heels for Donovan while they were out walking. She wouldn’t bring him to her creek. Of course she wouldn’t. But Gareth didn’t know that. She grinned, taking hold of Donovan’s proffered arm, noting the grim expression on Gareth’s face out of the corner of her eye. It brought instant satisfaction. And then, swift on the heels of that satisfaction, she frowned. It wasn’t fair to use Donovan to make Gareth jealous. She resolved to make a genuine effort with him on their walk. 

~~~~

“Did you enjoy that, Beth?” Donovan asked as they entered the cover of the forest. His arm seemed stiff underneath her hand and she had the fleeting thought that he was very upset with her.

“Enjoy what?” she asked, quietly. All around her the foliage was just barely turning a kaleidoscope of browns and reds and golden wheat shades. Summer was behind them and autumn was making its presence known. She loved autumn. The sheer amount of colors the world turned in autumn served to distract her from the over whelming psychic connection to the pack more often than not. During the autumn she rarely needed to escape to her creek. 

“Bating Gareth like that. Did you enjoy making him jealous?” He stopped suddenly, swiveling to face her, his golden eyes boring into hers. “I’ll not be toyed with that way by my own mate.” He seemed to lean in slightly, to do God knew what, and then seemed to think better of it. “I deserve better than that. And though it rankles to say so, Gareth deserves more than that, too.” A tiny crease appeared between his brows as he frowned. “I may be mated to you, Beth, but that doesn’t make me blind, deaf, or stupid.”

Beth was stunned silent. The first thought to enter her mind was one of triumph that Gareth had indeed been jealous, and then she thought of how she’d achieved it. Contrite, she ducked her head. “I didn’t realize,” she whispered.

“You didn’t realize you were doing it at my expense, or you didn’t realize I had been aware?” He let his arm drop, her hand falling from him to dangle uselessly by her side. 

“Both,” she admitted. “I’m sorry.” And she was. She was sorry that she’d used him cruelly. She was sorry that his feelings had been hurt and that he’d felt toyed with. But, she privately admitted to herself, she was mostly sorry that he’d realized. She felt guilty about that, and decided to do her damnedest to forget about Gareth today. Today was for her and Donovan to get to know each other. 

“I accept your apology, my mate.” He cupped her jaw and rubbed a thumb over her bottom lip. It felt simultaneously too intimate, and comfortingly familiar. “Give me a chance, Beth. I’m a good guy.” 

“I will,” she promised. To herself as well as Donovan. She would give them both a chance. 

He leaned in, and pressed his lips to hers too quickly for her to react in any way, then grinned at her and led them onward. She held a finger to her tingling lips and wondered if it was because of his kiss, or because she’d been once again thinking of Gareth.

CHAPTER SEVEN

––––––––

The first week was one of torture. The second, more so. Every day an obstacle course of male ego and feminine hormones. Gradually, she got to know Donovan. She knew his favorite color was purple, because growing up he had scampered in a field of lavender with his mother, the days seemingly endless. She knew that he had a fear of heights – most wolves did – and she also knew that he was a superb kisser.

She knew that he had visions of not only a cease-fire between their packs, but a relationship of continued growth and friendship. He wanted them to feel free to roam each other’s lands, safe in the knowledge that the old hurts had been healed. He, like Beth, had not yet been privy to exactly what those old hurts were, but he was confident that through communication and friendship, anything could be healed. 

He had a wicked sense of humor and an impish streak that meshed nicely with her fun-loving attitude. She could feel their relationship growing into something more than a forced pairing. If she gave him the word, she knew she could be content with him. She would rear their cubs and keep their Den House, and slowly suffocate under his good-mannered charm. There was no passion to their relationship. She despaired of it.

Her relationship with Gareth on the other hand, had come to a steaming halt. They barely spoke, and when they did, it was only to snipe or snap at each other. Still, she wanted to climb inside him and curl up in his soul. She wanted him. Fiercely, and uncontrollably. She avoided being alone with Gareth as much as she could for fear the spark of attraction would burn them both to cinders. And he knew it, damn him.

He grinned at her now across the dinner table. The Alphas had decided that while it wasn’t usual for her to live alone – as yet being un-mated, while at the same time being mated twice – but living with her Den Parents, while trying to entertain both of her mates was even less practical. So, she’d been assigned a cottage. It was two rooms only, a kitchen cum living area, and a bedroom with en-suite bathroom. It was hardly a mansion, but it would do. She had her privacy from the prying eyes of the pack, who were – in her opinion – too interested in her dating and/or mating life.

The downside was sitting across from her as she picked at a veal casserole Bea had reluctantly delivered for her and Gareth this evening. She felt like a child from the ordinary human society. Her parents were divorced and she was near to torn down the middle as to who to see at any given time. Tonight, Gareth had won the Beth-lottery, and Donovan had stayed behind in the Alphas’ house, brooding and wondering whether they were kissing each other or killing each other. Either would be just as likely.

“Good casserole,” he muttered. 

Oh goody, it seemed he was up for some discussion. She lived for these moments. Not. “Yeah. Bea’s specialty, not mine. I don’t know how to boil eggs.” She laughed good natured and returned to her meal. The casserole really was good. There was a new flavor in it this evening. She couldn’t quite pinpoint the exact ingredient, but whatever it was, it was tasty. 

“I couldn’t care less if you burned boiling water,” Gareth whispered, “so long as you just look at me, Beth.”

She swallowed. “This isn’t working out, is it?” It seemed they were closer than ever to killing each other, and she just had enough. “Maybe it’s a good thing that the trial period is coming to an end in a few days’ time.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” he demanded, voice raising an octave in temper. 

Wonderful. He was angry with her. Again. Just what she needed, another fight with Gareth. It seemed a long time ago he was simply her Guardian, and she, simply a willful girl with a wild streak. How she longed for her creek right now. “Nothing, Gareth. Just...nothing.”

“Everything you say means something. I’ve learned that the hard way.” His eyes pierced her. She resolutely stared at her food and concentrated on shoveling it into her mouth. It had lost its appeal. All she wanted was to curl up in bed and sleep. Maybe she’d let a couple of tears escape this time around. It was just so hard, being with Gareth lately. Her every word was guaranteed to raise his temper, and his every tantrum was guaranteed to drive her that bit further away.

She knew Donovan expected her to name him her true mate in three days’ time. His confidence wasn’t false; she probably would. He was less complicated. “I think I’ll have an early night,” she replied, ignoring his statement. If it wasn’t a question, it didn’t require an answer. She’d learned that the hard way.

“Beth,” he whispered, reaching across the table. He took her hand in his, and she could feel the calluses on his palm. Donovan didn’t have calluses. He had soft hands. Hands that had never done real work. He had been the pampered heir to the Alpha throne. She wondered how he expected to keep the mantle of Alpha if he’d never done a hard day’s work in his life, and then she remembered the way he pinned Gareth during the mating ritual. Easily, it seemed.

“What, Gareth?” 

“God, but I love the way you say my name.” Her fingers disappeared inside his much larger palm, and she suppressed the urge to rise and go to him. “Let’s take a walk.”

“I don’t–”

“I do. In three days you’ll be free of me, Beth, and I’d like to make the most of it. Even if you don’t.” He tugged her to her feet and she went willingly enough. He only ever had to crook his damn finger and she was willing to crawl to him. Not that she’d ever let him know. Besides, lately being around him was just so damn exhausting. All they ever did was fight, and all she wanted to do the whole time was kiss him until he was breathless. 

“Alright,” she replied, resigned to the fact that the night would end in tears, but she’d enjoy it until then. “Where to?” 

“Let our feet decide,” he announced, smiling. He pulled her out the door, almost running, and she scrambled to keep up. A girlish giggle erupted from her lips and she stifled the impulse to out run him. This time, she wouldn’t leave him in the dust. This time, she’d stay with him to the very end. After all, in three days she’d be leaving. She hadn’t realized her decision had been made until that very moment.

It made her a little sad, and a little scared. But most of all, it relieved her. She had made her decision, and she would stick to it. 

~~~~

“Why here?” she demanded, anger rising now in spite of her earlier good mood. “Why Gareth?”

“I thought you loved this place?” he replied warily. She knew she had no reason to be angry. She did love the creek. She just didn’t want to share it with him again. Selfish, yes, but there it was.

Standing on the rocks she used as a sun lounger, she whirled to face the creek. “I do,” she answered slowly. “It’s just...it’s mine, that’s all.”

“Really?” He sauntered around her, stood directly in front of her and smiled. “I had begun thinking of it as ours.” 

“So arrogant, Guardian,” she whispered, a dreadful twinkle in her eye. She strode toward him. “Both times we came here, you caught an eyeful of me naked. And you made me wear damp clothes the last time.” She grinned, stretching her arms out and grabbing a fist full of his shirt. He relaxed – big mistake – and she leaned in close. “Payback’s a bitch,” she muttered, before giving an almighty heave.

Gareth came up spluttering and swearing, while Beth perched on the rocks and laughed so much she had a pain in her jaw. Doubled over in hysterics, she missed the hand that snaked out of the water and only had time to pull in half a breath before she too, took a dip in the freezing creek. 

“Ayoooooo! It’s damn cold!” she shrieked, still laughing. 

“Cold? Try sub-zero, you sneaky little wildcat!” Gareth roared, trying and failing to keep a straight face. 

“Well, I was going to say we were even,” she grinned. “But now that you’ve got me in here, I still owe you one.” Throwing caution to the wind, she wrapped both arms around his neck, and smiled into his shining, chocolate eyes. It was so dark she could barely see; the sliver of moon cast hardly any light through the thick canopy of trees, but managed to show her just enough in the creek.

“What will you accept in payment, Little Wolf?” His teeth chattered, and his lips were turning blue, but he still smiled back at her. She’d tried her best, damn it, but she’d still fallen head over tail for him. 

“A kiss,” she croaked, all signs of laughter now gone. “I want you to kiss me breathless, Gareth. I’m done denying this...attraction. I’m done running away and I’m done trying to fight it. Kiss me and to hell–”

His lips crushed down on hers, cold but hot at the same time. She met him eagerly. His tongue dipped into her mouth, slip-sliding around into a comfortable rhythm that heated her blood so much she forgot about the freezing water.

“More,” she demanded when he broke away to catch his breath. She didn’t care if they both drowned. She just wanted – no, needed – more. She needed everything. She wanted everything. To hell with the recriminations. She would have one thing for herself before she signed her life away to the Tall Grass pack.

“I’ll give you more. I’ll give you more than you ever dreamed!” Half dragging, half lifting her from the creek, he laid her on a bed of crackly leaves and soft earth. She snatched at his shoulders when she thought he was leaving, only to blush a deep red when she realized he was only lifting his shirt over his head. “I’m done fighting too,” he whispered into her mouth, before searing her to her very soul with a kiss.

If she’d been thinking straight, she might have had a thought for Donovan, the man who would be her husband, the wolf who would be her mate, but she only had eyes – and thoughts – for Gareth this night. He was hers, and she was his until the sun rose on a new day.

His hot hands swept her own tee shirt from her body, and she lay there, bare to his gaze, reveling in his touch. He tweaked a pebbled nipple as she moaned into his mouth, smiling against her lips as her body responded so readily. She was on fire for him. More so than the night in the cabin. If that was a fire, this was an inferno. She had to have more. More of him, more of this. More. 

“You like that?” He tweaked harder and she whimpered, her entire body seeming to melt at his touch. “You still want more, Little Wolf?”

“Yes, oh yes.”

“You want me to make you feel like I did before?”

She groaned. Every little stroke was erotica to her right now and she felt like the world was already crashing down around her.

“Say it,” he demanded. “Tell me you want it.” He paused, thumbing her hard nipple, rolling it between his fingers, bending his head to flick a tongue across the very tip of it, bringing an agonizing gasp from her throat, wrenching the words from her lips. “Tell me you want me.”

“Yes, Gareth. I want you. I want this. I want it all.” Her mind whirled. Her eyes rolled up and she sucked laborious breaths through her teeth as he laved first one hard nub and then the next, his tongue the most wonderful torture device she could imagine. 

An ache built between her legs, and she wriggled and writhed on the forest floor, trying to ease it. Gareth noticed and chuckled. “You’re on fire, Beth.”

“Yes,” she moaned, tortured. “Please...”

“What, honey?” One of his hands slipped down to her waist, pulling at the band of her pants. “You want these off? Are they in the way?” 

“Yes!” Beth fumbled at the catch, and whimpered when she couldn’t get her fingers to work, damn it. “Please, Gareth, please. I can’t stand it anymore.”

“Can’t stand what, anymore?” His expression dead serious, he gazed into her eyes.

Beth wriggled a little more before stilling to meet his gaze. “I can’t stand the torture of wanting you every time I see you. I can’t stand walking into a room and ignoring every one else in it, because I’m too attuned to you. I can’t stand not having you.”

“You have me,” he replied, still serious. “You always did.”

“And now you have me,” she replied on a breathless gasp. “So please, please...” She whined again, fingers still refusing to cooperate. 

He growled deep in his chest, a growl of satisfaction and hot, dark lust. She heard the material rip as it gave way to his tearing hands and reveled in it. She wanted those strong fingers right on the center of her ache. He moaned, catching the scent of her honeyed arousal, tracing a finger around her belly button, making her squirm. She wiggled upwards, bringing his finger to the apex of her thighs. 

He slipped one finger between her folds and she almost died on the spot. Her flesh was so sensitive and his fingers so cold that she felt like an icicle had landed on her. It was the most superb feeling she’d ever experienced. 

“So wet,” he marveled. 

“Yes.”

“So ready...” He slipped a second finger between her folds, capturing her ache between them, scissoring back and forth. She thought she’d just break apart, it was so sublime. “More,” she whispered. “Need....”

“I know, Beth, I know.”

Faster and faster his fingers worked her sensitive nub, until she was panting and crying and screaming beneath him. She was so close. Any second and she’d float right up into the clouds.

Her climax caught her in the middle of a groan and her breath left her in one loud whoosh. “Oh, Gareth...it’s....I’m...ohhh...”

“Come for me, Little Wolf. Fall apart for me. That’s it.” 

His fingers never lost their rhythm and she shattered into a million pieces, each one flying high and toppling over the very edge of sexual discovery. “Gareth!” His name fell from her lips before she lost all sense, and she never realized that tears had begun to seep from her eyes to mingle in her hairline.

Still crouched over her, watching her replete form lying on the earthen floor, Gareth bent to kiss her forehead, and Beth instead lifted her head and caught him on the lips. “That was...well...”

“Not the first time you’ve fallen apart in the arms of another man?” he grinned.

“You didn’t believe that for a second, did you?”

“Not even a millisecond, although,” he frowned. “The mental images did drive me insane for a while.”

Beth caught his hand as he reached for their clothing, and shook her head slowly. “More,” she whispered.

“Are you serious?”

“Oh yes, deadly serious.”

“Are you sure? There’s no going back from that.” He frowned again, tiny worry lines appearing on his forehead. She smiled. “I wouldn’t want to go back. Gareth, take what I’m offering.” She shrugged. “Please.”

“No need to beg. I want this as much as you.” 

“Good.” She nodded slowly, rising on to her knees and pushing him to the forest floor instead. “My turn.”

“Your–”

His breath rushed out as she unsnapped his jeans and reached inside. He was hard as a rock, but yet his skin there was so soft she wanted to rub her cheek against it. So she did.

Slowly, slowly, she worked his jeans down his legs and threw them with the remains of her own clothing. And then she crawled back up his legs, until she was straddling his knees. Her hair spilled across his hips in a wet and tangled mess as she rubbed the side of her face against that intimate part of him. “Shit,” he groaned. “You’re killing me here.”

“You’ll die happy, I promise.”

“No doubt.”

Not quite believing she could ever dare, she ran her tongue along the length of him, from base to tip. He shivered. She did it again, earning herself another groan that might have been a garbled swear word. Smiling against his skin, she took the very tip of him between her lips, tasting him. He was wet and slippery, juices weeping from the tip. She licked it off, feeling powerful and sexy when she felt him buck beneath her. 

“Anymore of that, and I’m afraid I’ll disgrace myself by shooting early.”

She giggled, empowered by his coarse words, daring to take him in her mouth again, sucking him deep, deeper, past her teeth, and gliding over her tongue, until he hit the back of her throat. She felt like she might gag, but the deep rumble from his chest told her he liked that, so she did it again, and again.

He growled a warning and then twisted her beneath him, taking her mouth in a savage kiss. “God, Beth. God!”

“Gareth...” she mumbled against his questing lips. He trailed kisses down her throat, making her squirm all over again, and then paid particular attention to her breasts and nipples. She felt the tension building inside her again, and was astonished at her body’s complete and utter greed where this wolf was concerned. He dipped a tongue into her navel and laughed when her belly spasmed. His breath tickled her further and she laughed with him. 

Her laugh stopped short and sudden when he dipped his tongue into a far more secret place, finding again that engorged little button and flicking it slowly with the tip. “Your smell has always been my weakness,” he murmured, face cuddled up to her inner thigh. “But my God, your taste is something else, Beth.”

Her hips jumped at his casual speak of her feminine flavor, his words making her hotter than ever, and he grinned. “You do like dirty talk, huh?” 

“I like any talk as long as we’re not fighting, Gareth,” she laughed. “Please...I want to do this, but to use your own words against you, I’m in danger of shooting early too!”

“Turn you on that much, do I?”

“You know you do.”

“I could always smell you getting wet when you were near me, Beth. It made me so damn hard, I’m surprised you never noticed.” He lazily brushed his tongue across the hollow of her thigh, and she almost screamed in pleasure. 

“Gareth,” she warned.

“I like that I turn you on so much, Beth.” His tongue dipped into her folds and found her entrance. He lapped up the moisture like a cat with a bowl of cream. “I love how wet you are right now. And I love hearing you say my name like you’ll die without me.”

“I will,” she promised. “Please, Gareth, I need you now. Here...” she moved one of her own fingers to that sensitive spot. “And here.” She rand her hand lower, pausing at her opening, and feeling his teeth nip her fingertip.

“Alright, Little Wolf,” he replied on a harsh growl. “I can’t wait any longer, either.” 

He pulled her knees up and knelt between them, one hand back to working her between her folds. 

“You ready, Beth?”

“Yes, oh yes.” She felt him, swollen and oh, so big, poised to enter her, and she had a moment of fear before he pinched her nub hard enough to wring a gasp from her. It was then that he slid the tip of himself inside her, and she felt herself squeeze around him involuntarily. 

“Easy baby, easy. Relax. I won’t hurt you, I promise.” His words were breathless and short, his face screwed up in concentration. His glorious chocolate eyes stared right into hers. “Your eyes are shining, baby. You look so damn beautiful.”

She relaxed and he slid home another inch, the pain still burning from his entry. “This might sting for a second, Little Wolf. But only for a second, and I promise it’ll start to feel good again right away.”

She trusted him. Completely. She would trust him with her very life, she realized, her virginity was nothing compared to that.

“More,” she whispered. It didn’t hurt anymore. It was a bit uncomfortable for a split second but then he flicked her clit again with his thumb, and she felt the tension building inside, bigger and hotter than before. 

“Beth...” he whispered raggedly, withdrawing and slowly entering her again. “I’m sorry honey, but I’m so close.”

“Me too,” she replied on a whimper. “Just keep doing what you’re doing, Gareth, please.”

He continued the friction with his thumb, his rhythm increasing with his thrusts. The pressure built and built, while she gasped and writhed beneath his powerful, pistoning body. Her breath was coming faster and faster. He was stretching her deliciously, feeling as though he were hitting the end of her, and had more to go.

It was a thin line between pleasure and pain, but boy did he ride it well. The thrusts were just powerful enough to have her sobbing his name, but not painful enough for her to ask him to stop. She was burning up. Squeezing her eyes closed, she felt her inner walls wring cries from him, as she climbed toward that precipice.

A hand on her chin made her open her eyes. “Don’t close your eyes, baby. I want to see you come apart with me inside you. And I want to come apart inside you, while you watch.” He growled and cried out loud and long. She could feel his hot seed pumping into her while he milked her hot core, and she fell over the cliff, seeing stars.

She raked his back with her nails, and screamed her pleasure to the moon, all the while staring into the depths of his chocolate eyes. “Gareth!”

~~~~

“Don’t suppose you fancy running away with me?” Beth knew that she couldn’t go ahead with her plans to take Donovan to mate. Not now.

“What? And give up all this?” Gareth stared at her like she was crazy. “One day, Beth I’ll be the Alpha of this territory.”

“It was only a joke,” she replied lamely. Her heart, already well abused by her indecision and her love for this wolf, shriveled up and cracked in half. “Of course you don’t want to give that up,” she smiled fiercely. “It’s getting late, we should head back.”

“So am I allowed to stay the night?” he asked with a wink.

It was on the tip of her tongue to say yes, and it was what she wanted most in the world, but now that she knew where she stood in the grand scheme of things, she revised her opinion. “No, I don’t think so, Gareth.” She looked on in horrified fascination as his face fell – no more horizontal mambo for you, buddy, she thought – and replied in an even tone, “it just wouldn’t look right if anyone saw us. After all, there’s Donovan to think about.” And now that she really did think about Donovan, she was ashamed. She felt like an alley cat, slinking home after a rendezvous with the local tom. Oh what a fool she’d been.

“Oh yes,” he replied, almost spitting the words. “We can’t forget Donovan, can we?”

“I’m really not in the mood for more of the same from you tonight, Gareth, so I think we should just call it a night.” She jerked her tee shirt over her head, squeezing her eyes tight to forestall the tears that were threatening.

“Why not?” he demanded, acid in his tone. His face had completely closed up shop and his eyes were dead. “I’d have thought you would have enjoyed more of the same. You were pretty hot for me earlier.”

“I meant this, Gareth. This...fighting. More of the same.” She turned her back to him to hide her shamefaced expression. How could she be so stupid? He sold her the sun, the moon and the stars, and all she ended up with was an ache in her heart. She’d thought he cared about her. But he wouldn’t even give up his Alpha position for her. An Alpha position he didn’t even have, yet! 

“Well let’s get you back home, then, Beth. We wouldn’t want wind of this to reach Donovan, would we?” Gareth grabbed her roughly by the arm and marched her back toward her cottage. He briefly stopped to swoop up her trainers and her pants – not that they were any use now; they were all torn – and continued to frog march her as if he couldn’t wait to be rid of her.

Three days, she reminded herself. He’ll be rid of me in three days.

Her poor heart would never recover from this. She just hoped that Donovan wouldn’t suspect what they’d gotten up to. And that Gareth would keep his mouth shut. Leaving this territory, and this pack, seemed the best future she could hope for now. With or without Donovan – she had to leave.

CHAPTER EIGHT

––––––––

“Speak of the devil!” Gareth grumbled when they got within hearing distance of her cottage. 

Donovan, usually so calm and unruffled, sat on her doorstep in a rumpled heap, hair tumbling around his shoulders in disarray from being roughly finger-combed, eyes wary and sad. “Gareth,” he nodded.

“I’ll leave her in your capable hands, shall I?” he spat in reply, thrusting Beth forward so forcefully she fell on her knees before Donovan, his face a mask of shock. It was then that Beth remembered she still wore no pants. She was on her knees, naked from the waist down in front of one of her mates, thrown there – discarded there – by the one who’d taken her virginity so gently and lovingly an hour beforehand.

Her face crumpled and she scrambled for the door. Donovan got there before her, gently wrapping his jacket around her midriff to give her some modesty. Bit late, she thought bitterly. 

“This is no way to treat your mate,” he snarled at Gareth, eyes already changing to wolf. 

“She’s not my mate,” Gareth replied just as nasty. “She’s yours. Take her.”

“With pleasure,” came the tart reply, as he opened her door.

“Not as much pleasure as I just took her with, I bet,” Gareth grated, jaw set in stone. His eyes wavered between them and then he stomped away, leaving Beth to deal with the fall out.

“So,” Donovan began, handing Beth a soothing cup of scalding tea. “You and Gareth...?”

The tears came from nowhere and everywhere. She sobbed as she nodded. “Yes. We – I did. I don’t know how to explain –”

“Hush now, no need to explain.” He cupped her shoulders and turned her to face him. “What’s done is done.” Dark hair spilled around his shoulders like a curtain, as he shook his head. “Usually around now I’d be admitting defeat and slinking away into the night.” He seemed to see right into her heart. “But that didn’t seem like parting was such sweet sorrow, to me, my mate. It’s over, isn’t it?”

“Y–yes,” she nodded brokenly, snarls and snags of hair falling onto her face, sticking to the tear tracks. She scrubbed ineffectually at her face with the backs of her hands before clearing her throat. “Yes, it’s irrevocably and completely over.”

“Alright then.” He pulled her into the circle of his muscular arms, rubbing her back in soothing circles while she hiccuped and sniffed. Not very attractive, but she was past caring at this stage. “I’m leaving for Tall Grass territory tomorrow evening.”

This made Beth cry all the harder. One bad decision, and look what it cost her! If someone had told her a month ago that she’d have lost not one, but two mates in one night, she’d have laughed them out of the pack. But here she was, still wearing Donovan’s jacket to preserve what little dignity she had left, at her own kitchen table, about to lose mate number two.

“You are free to stay here, if you wish,” he was saying now. “But I’d really prefer if you came with me.” He sat back on his heels and looked her dead in the eye. “I know you’ll never love me like you love him, but I think we can make each other happy. And I, Beth, love you.”

Shocked right out of her tears, she gazed at him in awe. “Y–you still want me? Even though I’m an alley cat?”

“An alley...never mind. Yes, of course I still want you. You’re my mate, Beth, and nothing will change that.” He kissed her tenderly on the lips, tears and all. “Although I think you might want to knock being an alley cat on the head, alright?”

She laughed, feeling her nose run, and sniffed. “Alright.” Then she looked at him, really looked at him. And she could see what it cost him to stay with her. “You don’t hate me?”

“Hate is such a strong word,” he replied softly. “I don’t hate you. But I do hate what you done out there tonight.” He gazed at her in wonder. “But by God your eyes do look wonderful shining like that.”

“It’s the tears,” she replied, but Donovan just shook his head and made to leave. “Don’t go.” He halted with his hand on the knob. “Please, Donovan. Don’t go.”

Turning to face her once more, he offered her a small, tight smile, and said, “I’ll stay, but only on the couch, if that’s alright.”

“Of course. I’ll get you some blankets.”

~~~~

“If you’re not sure, Beth, you don’t need to make a decision right away,” Melinda halted her as she was about to leave the Alpha’s office. “You still have three days.”

“I know, but I’m sure.” And she was. Leaving here, and soon, was in her best interests. How could she face Gareth again after last night? How could she force Donovan to confront him again after what she’d already put him through? She wasn’t heartless, even if Gareth was. She couldn’t do that to Donovan. To her mate.

“Well at least let us put together a farewell feast, Beth.” The Alpha female was not to be moved on this point, and Marcus agreed. “I think a farewell shindig is in order,” he told her. “Melinda is completely right in that respect. We won’t take no for an answer.”

Beth shook her head and told them that Donovan wanted to leave right away. “What’s the hurry?” Marcus demanded. “Surely one more night won’t make a big difference since his stay was arranged until three days hence. I’ll speak to him,” he announced.

And so it was that they came to be surrounded by the Loam Floor pack that evening, toasting to the new couple’s continued happiness, and the hope of a brighter future with their ‘in-laws’ in Tall Grass territory. “Sometimes,” her mate whispered discreetly in her ear. “I wonder if I wouldn’t have been better off marrying into this pack,” he grinned. “Everyone is so friendly. Well,” he amended, glaring at the dark shape of a wolf sloping through the clearing, “almost everyone.”

“Not always,” she replied just as quietly. She tapped her temple. “Pack ties,” she winked. If only he knew that right now, one of the still un-mated males who had presented himself as a candidate at her ceremony was wondering how good she was in bed. Then ‘friendly’ might not be so appealing.

It always rankled that she couldn’t control the mental connection. She couldn’t dig around for the information she deemed useful, for instance, and instead got random snippets of the most trivial gossip and deep secrets of a sort she wouldn’t admit to knowing.

...damn female...better off now she’s leaving...

It didn’t take a genius to figure out whose thoughts those were. The wolf had curled up, nose to tail, somewhere in the clearing and was even now waiting with bated breath for her to get on her way.  

Shrugging, she accepted a skewer of pork and wild mushrooms with a drizzle of olive oil, and almost moaned as the rich earthy taste of the mushrooms mixed with the succulent flavor of the meat. Now this, she could eat every night.

Donovan nudged her toward the end of the night and she turned lazily in the circle of his protective embrace. “Mmm?”

“Beth...” he cleared his throat. “Do you want to, maybe...?” He hooked his head in the direction of the woods.

She raised an eyebrow. “I don’t think now is the best time, Donovan.” Cheeky!

He grinned. “Not that I wouldn’t love to take a little sojourn into the woods with you, but, I was rather thinking that he’s been slinking around out there most of the night waiting for a chance to speak to you before you leave.”

She had no need to ask who ‘he’ was. She’d been getting bits and pieces from him all night. None of it making much sense to her. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

“It’s a worse idea to leave things unsaid,” he suggested calmly. “I’d prefer my new mate not to have a hulking ex roaming around out there with a chip on his shoulder.”

“Good point,” she replied reluctantly. She made to rise, and Donovan put a restraining hand on her thigh. 

“If he tries anything, or asks you to walk further away than shouting distance...” His black look said it all. And that was a lot.

“I won’t go any further than the tree line, and if he tries anything he’ll be going home soprano,” she smiled wickedly.

“That’s my girl!”

~~~~

“I gather you’ve been wanting to speak to me,” she said into the darkness. “But I can’t very well speak to you in wolf-form. Come out, and shimmer.” Laying a hand on her hip, she waited.

“Why don’t you just take your mate and leave?” he asked, striding out from a thicket, his face – the most beautiful face she’d ever seen – like thunder, and his eyes sparking fury.

“Well if that’s the way you’re going to be – I will!” Beth turned back toward the festivities and in her haste, didn’t hear the twig snap right behind her.

“I’ll miss you, Little Wolf,” he growled into her ear, his breath tickling, and his voice once again pulling things low in her belly. “And I’ll damn sure miss that smell of yours.”

She could feel him growing against her body where he was pressed, the long, hard length of him trapped against her lower back. She almost moaned, and caught herself just in time. “Gareth, I–”

“And the way you say my name...I’m gonna miss that, too.” His strong hands came to rest on her waist.

“Let go of me, now,” she demanded. “You lost your right to touch me when you–”

“Treated you like shit, I know,” he replied. All of a sudden he whirled her around, went to his knees and hugged her midriff. “I’m so sorry, Beth. So sorry.”

“So you keep saying, Gareth. It’s all you’ve seemed to be able to say to me, from day one.”

“I know. I can’t apologize enough for the rough treatment I gave you. Were you...sore...afterward?”

“Oh you mean was I hurt?” Beth stepped back, breaking his embrace, leaving him a shadow amongst shadows again. “Yes, Gareth. I was hurt. It hurt a lot. And I’m sure it will hurt for a while yet. But I have Donovan now to help me with that.”

“Donovan!” he spat. “He wouldn’t know how to make you feel like I did.”

“That’s the point,” she replied sadly. “He’ll never drag me through the woods half naked and deposit me into the arms of another man with such distaste.” She stepped out of his reach when he made a move toward her. “And he’ll never, ever hurt me.”

“Ah Beth,” he whispered raggedly. “What have you done to me?” 

“What have I done to you?!” she cried, before remembering to keep things calm, or else Donovan would hurdle over and then there’d be a fight. “Never mind, Gareth. It’s over, and the better man won.”

She never even seen him move, he was that fast. One minute he’d been kneeling brokenly before her, the next his hands clamped down on either side of her face, and he slanted his lips over hers, gently, so gently.

She reacted. Of course she reacted. He was the mate of her heart, ass or not, and he was kissing her. She kissed him back with all the ferocity she wished she could kiss Donovan with, her hands fisting in his hair, her breaths sucked desperately through her nose. Backing her up hastily, he pressed her against a tree and drew her leg up around his waist. In her blind lust, she never even thought to object. He tore his mouth from hers and blazed a path of fire down her neck, inhaling the scent of her arousal.

It was when he reached for the snap on her jeans that she came back to herself and realized what she was doing, and with whom. Twisting out of his grasp, she speared him with a cold stare. “Don’t you ever try that again, Gareth Loam Floor, or I’ll send you home a eunuch, do you understand me?”

The use of his full name seemed to waken him from whatever fog of longing he was in and his face closed tight. “Yes, Elisabeth Tall Grass, I understand.” 

He smirked, and she knew whatever it was he was going to say next was not going to be polite. “But the better man didn’t win. Not by a long shot. Not when you’re so wet I can smell it from here. Not when I know you haven’t been with him.” She started to object but he interrupted her viciously. “There is no scent marker, Beth. The scent marker you have is mine. Mine. And I hope it’s driving him nuts.”

“God damn it,” she rasped. “And God damn you!”

He laughed, but there was no mirth in it. “I’ll damn sure miss seeing those shining eyes of yours.”

Stumbling back to the gathering, Beth heaved herself down beside Donovan and whispered to him that she was getting pretty tired, and her chat with Gareth had put her in a bad mood, and could they just go to sleep, so that the next time they opened their eyes, they’d be leaving?

“Of course, my love. Anything for my mate.” He grinned his boyish grin and offered her his hand up. “This way for escapism.”

Sometimes the best thing to do, when you don’t know what to do, is do nothing. So Beth did nothing about the confrontation with Gareth. She didn’t tell Donovan what had happened, although she could tell he was bursting with the need to know what his mate had gotten up to. “You’re eyes are so bright,” he whispered sadly, on the way back to her cottage. 

“That’s because you brighten my night,” she told him sweetly.

He laughed, and they continued on their way, but she resolved to check the damn mirror as soon as they got in. She was sick of all this talk about her eyes. Claiming an unnatural need to use the bathroom, Beth skipped ahead and flat out ran through the cottage’s little living area. The bathroom beyond her sparse bedroom had little more than a shaving mirror, but it was sufficient enough to see what she needed to see. Her eyes, like two giant diamonds, were actually glistening. They reminded her of the cat’s eyes she sometimes saw on the roads the humans used for driving on. They were shinning alright. And they only ever seemed to shine for Gareth.

Could it be a residual effect from all that lunar power? It was then that she realized she’d never actually finished her mating ceremony. She’d never sparred with the Alpha female. Although now that she was truly mated, in both senses of the word – although still two different wolves – she supposed it didn’t matter. Just one more thing that went awry lately, she shrugged.

“Beth?”

“Uh huh?”

“Come to bed.”

She froze. It was too soon after...it was just too soon. “Um, Donovan, would you believe that I’m just dirt tired and really, really wanted to sleep?”

“No, my mate, I wouldn’t.” He appeared in the doorway, naked from the waist up, his body a veritable master piece for the eyes to devour. “But I can be patient.” He kissed the tip of her nose, and she wrapped her arms around him, secure in the knowledge that he wouldn’t push her on this. Not tonight, in any case. She relaxed. “Let’s go to bed,” he whispered.

“Okay,” she replied, already feeling sleepy and safe and hardly thinking of Gareth at all. Only when her head hit the pillow, and the darkness surrounded her did she think of him.

Chocolate eyes in the darkness and a cool breeze on her skin.

“Good night, Gareth,” she whispered in her sleepy state.

She never realized Donovan heard her, and frowned unhappily. “Good night, Little Wolf,” he replied in his best Gareth imitation, and watched her features relax in a peaceful expression of sleep. She snuggled into him, running her fingers across his midriff, and he closed his eyes as he held her, though sleep was a long time coming. 

~~~~

“How long until we reach your Den House?” Beth asked for what seemed like the millionth time. Excitement had been building all morning and by the time the sun had reached its zenith, she was fit to burst.

“Not long now, Beth.” Donovan replied with a smile brightening his face for the first time that day. He’d seemed to be in a world of his own since morning. It was probably nerves. After all, arriving home mated to the wolf his father had wanted for himself was going to take some explaining. “It would go a lot quicker if we could shimmer.” He smiled again to take the edge off those words. 

They weren’t yet able to reach each others’ mind voice. “Sorry.”

“Not your fault, my mate.” His heavy boots crunched through dead leaves and fallen pine needles, as he searched for a comfortable spot to have a rest. “The tie will come in time.”

Will it, though? she wondered. None of the pack had left in her lifetime. Not to mate into another pack, nor to travel, or anything else. She didn’t know what would happen, but she imagined that usually after a mating ceremony, when a mate is chosen, the tie automatically snapped into place, allowing them to hear each other’s mind voice, regardless of pack ties.

“It’s just going to take a bit of time, that’s all.” He slumped down onto a fallen log, his amber eyes twinkling up at her. “Sit down, my mate,” he whispered. “Take a rest. We have another few hours of trekking before we reach the neighborhood, so to speak.” His hand was soft in hers as he pulled her down beside him.

It was so good to take the weight off her feet. Not for the first time she wished the tie had already developed so they could have shimmered. They could have, regardless, but it was best they stayed in a form they could communicate in. Three days they’d been hiking through the forest. She’d had no idea the Loam Floor lands were so extensive. “Loam Floor is a big territory, isn’t it?” she had said to him on the first night they curled up under the stars, cuddled close for warmth.

“It’s one of the biggest in this region,” he’d confirmed with a yawn. “There’s only one territory that’s bigger within three hundred miles.”

“And that would be...?” But she’d already known the answer, had read it in the smug lines of his crinkly smile. 

“Tall Grass, of course!” he’d told her, delightedly. “You’ve never seen such beautiful territory; I guarantee you’ll love it there.” His hands had roamed down her back to cup her bottom. He’d pressed himself against her, hard and ready. She’d known his patience would run out sooner rather than later.

He was a virile male wolf, with all the attributes of a future Alpha – naturally his sex drive would be a large part of that package. And it was her job to satisfy him, as his mate, his wife. But she couldn’t. Not yet. It was too soon. Her war wounds were too raw. Gareth had left her with an ache that he, and only he could soothe. Damn him.

“Sometimes,” he told her now, rubbing her knuckles in circles with his smooth, long fingers. “I would come out here when I was a cub. At dawn, this area is filled with rabbits and moles and all sorts of juicy treats for a young cub looking to fill his belly.” He laughed, the sound rich and joyful on the cool wind. “But, naturally, I would make a mess, and return home to my Den Mother covered in all sorts of unsavory remains. She would pitch a fit worth seeing, Beth. She wasn’t pure bred, and she never really took to the wild life.” Sadness now crept in to his eyes and she longed to wipe it clear.

Beth leaned forward to close the distance between them, and placed her lips upon his. For a moment, they were stiff and unyielding beneath hers, and then he seemed to relax. His tongue swept into her mouth and she was again treated to one of his blistering kisses. Damn, but the wolf could kiss. Her hands fisted in his hair and he moaned into her mouth. Gaining courage and momentum, she slanted her lips and took the kiss deeper, deeper again. 

She could feel his hands bunching the material of her tee shirt at her waist, afraid to break whatever spell this was, perhaps. Tight and tighter he squeezed, until she ran her hands down his arms to twine her fingers in his. He breathed in her scent – not quite arousal, but damn close – and changed the pressure of his kiss. It was gentle now where she wanted rough, slow where she wanted fast, and soft where she wanted hard. She whined in frustration, and he smiled against her mouth. 

“You want more?” 

An image of Gareth, poised above her, eyes like midnight oil in the darkness, asking her the very same question washed over her like a basin of frigid water. “Let’s push on,” she suggested. “I’d kill for a bath.”

“A cold shower,” he agreed. “Wouldn’t go amiss.”

Donovan pulled her to her feet as if she weighed nothing, and they took off at a brisk pace, chased by their own private demons, she guessed. The territory was pretty beautiful, she had to admit, a half hour later. They’d passed bubbling streams, and meadows she could imagine being full to over flowing with wild flowers in spring. The day before they’d passed a glistening, frothing waterfall pounding into a clear, crystal-like bowl of water. “We call that the River Fang,” he’d explained, seeing her fascination with the body of water. “It cuts right through the north-most area of our territory. If you could see it on the map, it looks like a giant incisor. It trails off and disappears underground after twenty miles or so.”

“Beautiful,” she’d whispered, thinking she might come here sometimes to be alone. If she could remember the way, that was.

“Cold,” he corrected. “Even in the height of summer, that water is always so cold. Cold enough to make your pretty little teeth chatter.” With that, he’d chucked her under the chin and led them onward.

Certain similarities between the two territories struck her as they passed through Tall Grass pack lands. There were no species of tree here that she couldn’t have found at home.

Home, she sighed. This was her home now. Loam Floor and all that went with it was a memory, and she’d better not forget it. Something had happened between the two packs. Something bad enough that it had instigated a blood-feud that had been alive and well for as long as she could remember.

Although some things here were the same, like the trees and the foliage and the clean sharp scent of fresh water, there were a lot of differences also. Instead of a soft, mossy forest floor, there was a dusting of pine needles layered over the bare, dusty earth. In places the earth had been churned to mud, which would freeze over at night, to be churned again the next day.

There must have been a lot of wild life here. “How do you support such a large pack, and still have such an abundance of wild life?” she wondered out loud.

“My Father is a great believer in the Three R’s,” he told her with a wry grin. She could sense the capital letters in those words. “Reduce, Re-use, Recycle,” he explained, taking her hand to help her over yet another fallen log. There were so many fallen logs in this forest that she wondered how there were any trees left standing at all.

“Reduce, no hunting just for fun, which I didn’t appreciate while chasing down rabbits in my youth,” he laughed. “Re-use, we don’t chop down any trees here. There are enough of old ones which fall during storm season to sustain our needs. And recycle,” he went on in the same narrative tone. “We replenish the animal stock every spring. In the spring, when the animal auctions are on in the human villages, our females purchase enough stock to breed and replace what has been used the previous year.”

“That’s a good system,” she admitted. They hadn’t done any of that in Loam Floor lands. Two years previous, Marcus had had to initiate a ban on forestry. The saplings just weren’t growing fast enough to replenish the forest. At that time trees were used for a lot, if not everything, from the homes to the furniture, and when the woods were noticeably thinner around their Dens, the Alpha had called a halt to any wood cutting. 

“It’s worked for us for a long time,” Donovan told her now. “I saw how sparse your woods had gotten, and I knew that our Alpha had the right of it here.” 

The grin he gave her wasn’t exactly superior, but it was close enough to be related. She wasn’t sure she appreciated that, but she did have to admit they had a good system going here. If she could just explain this to Marcus. But no, she would probably never see him again. She wouldn’t see Marcus or Melinda, or Gareth or her dear David again. She found she was even missing the condescending attitude of Bea. What in the name of the Great Mother was wrong with her?

She had a chance for a new beginning here. A new life. She aught to be snatching at it with both hands, but she wasn’t. Why wasn’t she? “Well Mister Three R’s,” she teased, “pobody’s nerfect!”

He swept her up, laughing, and she determined – again – to start living her new life, right now. “Donovan,” she whispered.

He kissed her. How she loved his kisses. They made everything feel better. She felt safe and cherished and loved in his arms. He didn’t smell like adrenaline and danger, just love and acceptance. She could do a lot worse in a mate, than gentle, loving Donovan. She kissed him back and promised herself silently that tonight she would give herself to him. Tonight, she would complete the tie. She was not brainless – she figured they couldn’t speak mind-to-mind because they hadn’t spoken body-to-body. She would fix that. He was her husband. Her mate. It was natural.

CHAPTER NINE

––––––––

The Tall Grass pack had arranged their homes pretty much the same way as had the Loam Floor pack. The huge house in the middle was, of course, the Alphas’ home, and the rest of the pack built their houses in a loose circle around it. Weres always put their leader in the middle of their society. He was the heart and the wisdom, and while he was their protector, he was to be protected at all costs, also. 

There were the usual buildings besides the Den Houses – a store house, where all their supplies were kept. Everything from bolts of material, to extra furniture. There was a Common House, where they could all meet up for some casual relaxation, and a huge Herbhouse, with various bunches of herbs and flowers hanging upside down from the porch to dry. A thick smoke that smelled vaguely like vanilla curled from the chimney, and Beth’s nostrils flared in wonder.

Things were old-fashioned in wolf society, and that was the way most wolves liked it. Beth had been to the human villages nearby – she’d accompanied Bea in her younger years to purchase supplies. Old-fashioned or not, there were some things you just couldn’t go without. Chief among them, staple food stuffs, and writing material. Marcus had even installed generators, so they had hot running water and washing machines, TVs and iPods. 

It looked like the Tall Grass pack was on an even keel with the Loam Floor pack judging by the gentle whir of several generators. “What do you think, so far, Beth? Could you be happy here?” 

“I’m happy with you,” she replied diplomatically. “Which Den House is yours?” She gazed around her, seeing log cabin after log cabin, all uniform in shape, and size. She supposed it didn’t matter which one they’d live in. They were all the same. She found herself missing the old whitewashed cottage she’d shared with her Den Parents.

“Well, for the moment,” he shrugged. “We’ll be living in the Alpha’s Great House.” A sheepish look crossed his handsome face. “I wasn’t supposed to return with a mate of my own.”

“Of course.” She’d forgotten. How could she have forgotten that she was supposed to be the mate of the Alpha himself? “I guess we’d better face the music then, huh?”

“You bet!” But his expression said more than his upbeat words did. He wasn’t relishing the prospect of introducing his father’s supposed bride as his own. She couldn’t blame him for that. An Alpha’s wrath knew no bounds. 

Hands woven tightly together, they made their way through the sleepy afternoon in the village, toward the towering, three story Great House in the center. Beth swallowed. This was going to be awkward.

~~~~

There was no feminine touch to this house, Beth noticed, as she stood in the hallway outside the Alpha’s office. Donovan had already preceded her to an audience with his father, and even with her wolf-senses, she couldn’t pick up a word being said. 

All around her there were bare wooden floors, and dark, muted colors. Dust settled on the less-used objects dotted around the hallway. There, an old oak chest, carved with a wolf head atop its previously loved, and lately ignored, dusty lid. Here, a tall mahogany coat stand, also covered in a thick layer dust. The only things in the hall that were dust free, were the three chairs lined up outside the maroon walls of Bradley the Tall Grass Alpha’s office. She guessed he kept people waiting quite often during his day.

Her tour of the house, such as it had been – straight from the front of the house in a hurry to the rear – had shown her that no female had lived here in a long time, although one had, in the past. There were little knick-knacks still sitting on the massive fire place of the reception room they traveled through, and there were mirrors dotted around the walls, which were, unsurprisingly, covered in a film of dust.

She decided they were doing all their speaking via mind voice, when the door opened a crack and she could hear the tail end of a conversation. 

“...remains to be seen. Show her in now.” The deep timbre of his voice set her teeth aching and her ears flinching. She was debating how submissive to be in her approach when Donovan smiled tightly and held out his hand. “Father, may I introduce Elisabeth. Formerly of Loam Floor, more recently mated into our Tall Grass pack.”

“Ah yes, you are,” he croaked, in his scratchy voice, “quite fetching. I can certainly see why you caught my son’s eye.” He rose from his dark wooden desk, chair groaning from the sheer relief of relinquishing his vast, muscular body, and smiled. It was pure predator.

You’re the kitten, and I’m the wolf, it seemed to say. 

“Allow me to introduce my father, Beth. This is Bradley Tall Grass, Alpha of the Tall Grass pack.”

Power, dark and frightening roared over her as he strode forward. She offered him her throat, which he ignored in favor of taking her dainty hand in his much larger one. Those hands had done plenty of dirty work, she realized, feeling the calluses scrape her fingertips. “You would have made me a fine mate, Elisabeth,” he told her, gaze roaming from head to toe. “And borne many children, no doubt.”

“Yes, Alpha,” she whispered. When in doubt, nod, smile and agree. 

“Ah, but alas,” he replied, releasing her hand to her immense gratitude. “It was not meant to be. But I’m sure you’ll make a fine mate for my son, instead.” His gaze captured her and she felt like a swan confronted by an alligator. “You remind me of someone,” he whispered, so low she might not have heard him if there were any other sounds in the house.

The silence felt oppressive, and she longed to fill it, but nerves got the better of her and she just nodded slightly while Donovan shuffled his feet. The usual sounds of a pack were missing here. The barks and yelps of cubs, the shuffle and crackle of paws in the undergrowth. Even the simple sounds of day to day work were absent. 

He read the question in her eyes – or from her mind, she wasn’t entirely sure which – and enlightened her. “Most of the pack has gone hunting or fishing and all the children are with the healer, learning Herb Lore.” The poor chair creaked again as he eased his weight into it, and she decided he was much less menacing when he was sitting down and she was standing up.

“Do you know any Herb Lore, Elisabeth?”

“Beth,” she corrected automatically, before slapping hand to her mouth in shock at her rude amendment. “No, Alpha, I never learned that skill. In our pack...” she trailed off. “In my old pack, I mean. We were assigned different skills that suited our strengths.”

“Here,” he announced, all authority. “The cubs learn every skill. That way they are never caught short.”

She nodded. It made sense to her, although she supposed it was an awful lot of work and learning for the cubs. 

“What was your particular strength, Beth?” he requested quietly.

“Hunting,” she replied just as quietly. “I was good at hunting. I’m fast. The fastest of that pack, and I’m quiet. And I’m very hard to track.”

“Good to know,” he winked, “in case you ever try to escape us.” He roared with laughter at his own joke, but Beth was reminded of an old saying of Patina’s. 

Half in jest, and in all seriousness.

“So,” he waved them out. “I have work to do. I’m sure you newlyweds can think of something to entertain yourselves until sundown. We eat here at sundown.” He glanced back up from his ledgers and papers, amber eyes glinting in the deep shadows of his navy office. “Can you cook, Beth?”

She laughed self-consciously. “No, Alpha. That was my Den Mother’s duty. I suppose she had thought to teach me when I’d been a little older. But as things happened, she didn’t have time.” What a failure he must see her as. She couldn’t cook, she couldn’t heal, and she couldn’t even make his son her official mate. All she was good for was running away and evading capture. A skill she’d once thought was her only requirement.

“Yes, you were a little...ah...young, to be mated.” His eyes seemed to twinkle, letting her know he knew she was capable of being a bad girl. “But now you’re here, I’m sure you can learn what you need to from the other females. Donovan will introduce you to some of them who remained behind today.” His giant hand waved them off again. “No rest for the wicked,” he teased.

She wondered if he was talking about himself, or her.

~~~~

Donovan led her toward a small cottage more like a hut than a home, and knocked lightly on the door. A wizened, old woman with a cotton-ball puff of white hair cracked the door and peeked through the gap. “Yes?”

“I apologize for interrupting your work, Weave Mistress, but the Alpha suggested I bring my mate around and introduce her to the women not out with the cubs today.”

“Mate, eh?” she squinted at Beth, as if trying to see better. “I see.” The door creaked as she opened it a little wider, affording Beth and Donovan a broader view of the room beyond. It was little more than a room full of yarn and a spinning wheel, with various instruments of the craft hanging on hooks on the bare wooden walls, or perched upon shelves. “Come on then,” she snapped, not unkindly. “You’re letting the heat out.”

Donovan shrugged at her, indicating it was her decision. With one last questing look into his bright molten gold eyes, she lifted a shoulder in a what-the-hell, gesture and stepped forward. “I’m Beth,” she told the woman.

“And I am cold,” came a reply from behind the door.

“Don’t mind that one,” the cotton-ball puff said. “She’s always cold.” With that, she closed the door in Donovan's face and led Beth to a stool by the fire, where she made herself useful by pouring tea for the ladies, at their suggestion. “That’s Marybell,” cotton-ball puff said. “And I’m Margo. We’re the ones in charge of dressing the nation,” she sighed, in a martyred way, and then grinned mischievously. “So you’re Donovan’s mate, then. How did that come about?”

“Yes,” Marybell leaned forward eagerly. “We thought it was Bradley wanted a mate, not the youngster.”

Beth glanced from Margo, with her cotton-ball hair and her face a mass of wrinkles, squinting at a piece of cloth she was weaving, to Marybell, somewhere around middle-age, with salt and pepper hair, and the brightest blue eyes she’d ever seen. They both labored over their work, bodies still lean even though they must have spent most of their time in this hut. “I’m not entirely sure,” she replied. How trustworthy were these women?

“Seemed a little fishy to me,” said Marybell. “Bradley been on his own up there in that Great House for more’n twenty years.” Her eyes glinted in the firelight. “Why all of a sudden would he want a mate?”

“Great Mother alone knows,” replied Margo, hissing as she stuck herself with a needle. “But he’s too old to want cubs at his age.” She peered at Beth, her rheumy eyes seeing far more than they should have. “Lucky escape there, if you ask me.”

Beth burst out laughing. “Well,” she told them both, feeling at ease for the first time since they’d walked into the oppressive atmosphere of the Alpha’s house. “I can’t argue with you ladies there. He’s very...intense.”

“Ha!” barked Margo. “Our Alpha was intense twenty five years ago. Now, he’s...” she slowed, seeming to consider her words carefully. “Frightening, I suppose,” she continued in a hush, her face wearing a sad and lost expression. “For those who haven’t changed his diapers as a baby, that is,” she sniffed.

“Margo, Bradley never wore diapers. None of the cubs do,” jeered Marybell.

“Tsk, you know what I mean.”

“Hmm. Anyway, Beth, isn’t it? How are you finding our Donovan?” Marybell winked, fiendishly. “Quite the looker, eh?”

“Oh yes,” Beth breathed. “He definitely is that.”

“Oh!” gasped Margo. “She’s not sold yet!” Grimacing as she pricked her finger yet again, she continued in a kindly voice. “Give him a chance, dear. He really is a sweet boy. I don’t know how Bradley managed to have such a wonderful son.” She cocked a wisp of white eyebrow. “Not that I’ll ever admit to saying so.”

~~~~

An hour later, bursting with tea and with a rear end numb from sitting on the stool, Margo informed her that she might find some younger company in the Common House. “All the young ones seem to hang around there.”

“I might find younger company,” she informed them in a sing-song voice as she waltzed out the door. “But I doubt I’ll find any company as informative. I’ll be back, ladies!”

“Bring a cushion next time,” Marybell pointed to the edges of a cushion peeking out from under her own stool. “My poor bottom hasn’t been the same since I started weaving with Margo.

Beth laughed all the way down the steps. She felt so much more at home in that tiny hut than in her own – temporary – home that she felt she was giving something up by leaving in search of younger wolves. 

Spotting a young male dawdling in the opposite direction, she hurried to catch up and introduce herself. “Hi.”

He turned luminous yellow eyes in her direction and grinned at what he found. “Well hey there,” he drawled in a Southern accent of some description. “Where have you been hiding?”

“Oh, you know,” she bantered. “Hanging out with the ladies in the weaving house, drinking foul tea, having my butt numbed. I’m Beth.”

“Mickey,” he nodded. “Numbed, huh? I could try and rub some feeling back into it for you, if you’d like...” he swatted her rear in a joking manner, and she laughed. “I think Donovan might have something to say about that. You see,” she replied. “He’s my mate.”

“Ah, all the good women are taken here,” he protested good natured. “I shoulda stayed in the deep South. Plenty of wild women down there.” He winked at her, eyes like an owl’s, and invited her to join him on a stroll to the Common House.

“I was just headed there, in fact,” she replied, delighted. “I had hoped to find some younger company.”

“Yeah,” he grinned. “The weaving house don’t exactly cater for younger personalities. The Common House is this way.” He led her around a cottage and into a doorway, where he smiled at her in a friendly way and reached around her to open the door. “Whoa,” he stepped back swiftly. “You sure you’re Donovan’s mate?”

“Um, yes, I think I know his name by now,” she smirked. 

“Well, okay then.” But he didn’t look convinced. Damn Gareth and his stupid damn scent marker! She’d have to be careful to keep some space between herself and the rest of this pack until she had Donovan’s scent marker on her skin.

Every head seemed to swivel on its axis when she stepped in ahead of Mickey. The tangy scent of foreign wolf permeated the air as she glanced around, taking in her surroundings. Long tables and benches lined the walls, while smaller round tables dotted the expanse of the wooden floor in the center. A roaring fire in the huge hearth on the far wall spat and sizzled as someone threw a giant log into the grate.

There were men and women, and wolves, of course, lazing around the room in various stages of dress. Most of the men wore jeans but no shirt or boots, and the women wore flimsy dresses. So they could shimmer in a hurry, Beth gathered. There were a few naked bodies peppering the room, also. Those, she guessed, had recently shimmered.

While it was true that from a practical stand-point, the wolves spent a lot of time in human-form, the only time they felt free and easy was when they had four legs and a tail. “This is Beth.” She heard Mickey's voice from behind her. “She’s just mated into our pack, with Donovan,” he concluded, doubtfully.

The sheer volume of silence that greeted this announcement surprised her. She supposed a lot of these women had wanted to mate with Donovan themselves, and that could be reason enough for their silence, but she couldn’t guess at the males’ reserved reception. 

About to turn tail and run, literally, Beth was stopped by a hand on her arm. Mickey, again. “Say hello,” he muttered.

“Um...” She glanced around slowly. Each face seemed to be awaiting her speech, and she frowned, wondering what to say. Anything was better than ‘um’ though, so she barreled on. “I’m Beth, as you heard. I look forward to getting to know you all...” 

Mentally slapping herself for her idiocy, she realized they actually had been waiting for her speech. Putting two and two together, she came up with Alpha female. At some point in the future, she would be this pack’s Alpha female, and they knew it. Starting as they meant to go on, they were affording her all the respect she would come to expect.

Suddenly finding herself way up in the hierarchy was bewildering; she was used to being at the very bottom of the food chain, so to speak, being an un-mated female, an outsider, and too willful by half. She was still an outsider, but this time around, she had the power of the Alpha heir apparent on her side. This might not be so bad, she had time to think, before the pack introduced themselves.

“Felicity,” one tall, willowy female with hair the color of freshly shorn wheat introduced herself, with a curtsy. “I am Apprentice to the pack’s healer, Shale.”

“Nice to meet you,” Beth had time to say, before another stepped forward, and another, and another.

In the next hour, she met with the healer, Shale, who was the most fearsome looking wolf she’d ever seen in her life – besides Bradley, that was – who had the most tender way about him. He was tall and broad, as most males were, with bright amber eyes. With promises to introduce her as a novitiate into the healing arts, as per Bradley’s not so subtle hint in his office hours beforehand, he gave way to the next wolf wanting to present themselves.

“Wallace,” muttered a middle aged male wolf, who appeared to have seen better days. He was hunched and battle-scarred, with wariness in his eyes that said he’d seen it all and was tired.

“September,” a short, red-headed female whispered shyly. “I’m a cook in the Alpha’s kitchen. I’m sure we’ll see each other in the Great House.”

“I’m sure we will, September,” Beth replied, thinking what an unusual name that was. Deciding it suited her, she confided in a mock stage-whisper, “I like my eggs scrambled,” with a grin, and was rewarded with a wide smile and an assurance that they would be on the menu in the morning. 

At that moment a whippet-thin, dark haired, dark eyed, woman grasped her hand and bid her welcome to the pack, with a confident air, and presented herself as “Alanna.” She executed a twirl/bow/curtsy type thing, and then giggled. “I’m in charge of teaching all those born without grace, the breathtaking arts of dance and music.”

“A modern Patina, well I never...”

“Your old pack’s Mistress of the Dance?” 

“Indeed,” Beth replied, thinking what a shame it would be if Alanna ever grew to be as crotchety as old Patina. “Although not nearly as jovial as you!”

“Not many are, darling,” she answered in a sing-song voice, before skipping away to rejoin two of her peers by the fireplace. Beth watched the way she shimmied and shook, even as she walked, and had to admire the girl. For someone with little or no figure, she certainly drew the eye to each minuscule curve she had.

Overwhelmed and already starting to forget the first couple of wolves who had introduced themselves, Beth almost sobbed in relief when she felt a heavy arm settle around her waist, and a devilish whisper in her ear asking, “how about that sojourn in the woods?”

“I’d love to,” she told her handsome mate. “They were all beginning to look the same.” Although she had noticed that one or two of them had had silver eyes very like her own. It made her feel as though maybe she really would belong here.

He laughed, spreading his full lips in a wide grin and tugging on her heart strings. He really was a gorgeous example of the pack, and considerate enough to make a saint feel greedy. “I’m going to steal my mate away for the time being,” he announced, to the obvious delight of the present pack members. 

Wolf-whistles and whoops followed them out the door of the Common House and echoed behind them as they strolled toward the tree line, hand in hand.

“They’re good people,” Donovan said softly. The low hush of his jeans came to a halt just inside the tree line. “Some of them,” he grinned. “The rest are great.”

“They seem like a really nice bunch,” Beth answered, wrapping her arms around herself. This late in the day, when the sun was just beginning to sink into the horizon, it was cold, and she wished she’d thought to bring a sweater. 

“Cold?”

She nodded absently and twisted her lips in a smile when the heavy weight of Donovan's jacket slid over her shoulders. They were good people, she could tell that already, but they weren’t her people. As gossip-fueled and condescending as they could be, she missed her pack. She thought now of the tear-filled goodbye she’d shared with her Den Father. 

“Take care,” he’d whispered brokenly. “Never think that you don’t have a place here.” He’d indicated the center of his chest where she knew a heart of gold beat to the rhythm of his blood. “You were always the daughter of my heart.”

It was then that she’d broken down crying like a little girl and begged him to think of a way out of this whole mess. “There’s nothing any of us can do now,” he’d confirmed what she’d already known. “I wish you’d tell me what happened.”

He’d been talking about the new frisson of contempt she’d had for Gareth, of course. But she steadfastly refused to go there. No way was she going to drag that conversation into the light. No doubt David could smell the marker Gareth had left on her skin, and was wondering why she still chose to leave with the foreign wolf. “It doesn’t matter anymore,” she’d told him with a finality that shocked even her. “Whatever was between myself and Gareth is good and buried.”

He’d asked her if she was sure, and she’d nodded firmly. “Alright, Little Wolf,” he chucked her chin. “Maybe it’s best this way.” 

“Yes.” Her heart broke all over again when she had to turn her back on her Den Father to take the hand of her new mate. Wasn’t she supposed to walk off into the sunset to live happily ever after? Where was her happy ending?

She still felt like a commodity. Granted, she couldn’t exactly be sold on, but she still had a duty to perform. 

“What are you thinking?” her mate asked her in a curious tone. “You just suddenly seem to have the weight of the world on your shoulders.”

“And no wonder,” she forced a grin. “This coat weighs a ton! What do you have, like, super winters here?”

“You bet,” Donovan took her in his arms and lifted her until her feet dangled around his shins. “I need me a woman to curl up with on those cold winter nights.”

“Oh really?” Beth squirmed, taking off with easy speed as he released her. “Haven’t seen any around here,” she shot over her shoulder. 

“Come back here,” he called, laughing with mirth, his amber eyes reflecting the last rays of the sun. “I’m sure you’ll do until I find one!”

“Come and get me, Donovan Tall Grass!”

Her legs pumped and her heart raced. This was what she lived for. The thrill of the run. The pure and utter freedom of it struck her more and more with each foot fall. Leaves crunched under foot, and the dying sun made her path disappear in front of her. That wouldn’t stop her. She had keen senses. 

If she remembered correctly – and she usually did, when it came to trailing – this was the way Donovan had brought her to the pack, and just up ahead...yes, there it was. The threadlike branch of some river bubbled lazily, and just beyond that there was a thicket big enough to hide a horse in. She hunkered down to wait for the signs of Donovan’s approach.

Not long after she settled in – boy, he was fast – she could hear the unveiled advance of her mate, and shifted into a ready stance, her clothes already discarded in a messy pile beside her. When she judged he was just reaching the brush, she shimmered, her wolf-form flowing over her like water, and leapt.

They went down in a tangle of human and wolf arms and legs, him laughing, her growling softly as if to say, give it up, buddy, you’re caught.

“Alright, alright,” he called out as she clomped down on his forearm hard enough to get a grip but not break the skin. 

She immediately released his flesh, only to be caught in a grip of iron, as he wedged her head in the crook of his elbow. The growl that tried to ripple up her throat fizzled out into a gurgling as he applied pressure. “Dirty fighter,” he reminded her. “Now,” he announced, gaining even more purchase as he got his feet under him. “Let’s find out if you’re warm enough to curl up with.”

Shimmering was second nature to Beth – a fact Donovan hadn’t yet gotten the gist of, it seemed – and within seconds she was gloating above him with her foot on his neck. “Dirty fighter,” she confirmed. “Got it. Nuh-uh,” she reproved, pressing harder with her bare foot. The hand he’d raised to wrap around her slender ankle fell away slowly and she nodded. “Good boy,” she crooned. “I win.”

His eyes sparkled with an inner delight as he also shimmered, wriggling out of his human clothes with lightening fast speed. Beth stumbled with nothing to balance her stance and landed on her face in the dead leaves. “Dirty,” she groaned. “Dirty, dirty fighter.”

A soft growl was her only reply. She’d forgotten how magnificent Donovan appeared in his wolf-form. When the matter of this pesky tie business was settled, she’d have to make sure they ran together often. And get as much revenge as I can for losing this fight, she reflected as the sharp canines of the large wolf closed tight around her throat. 

“You win,” she grated. “This time.” Wiping spittle and forest debris from her throat and body, Beth pulled her clothes from the thicket, mulling over the fact that she was not at all self-conscious without her clothes. 

Thinking back on how exposed she had felt each time Gareth caught a glimpse of her naked flesh, she realized that Donovan was never going to replace him in her heart, much as she wished for it. He was kind and giving, caring and sweet. All the things she could ask for in a mate. Handsome as all hell, too. So why couldn’t she get the other wolf out of her thoughts?

“I win every time.” Donovan's arms came around her waist as she finished pulling her clothes on. Darkly tanned and lightly dusted with hair that felt soft as silken strands, she held onto them, letting him hug her from behind. Tonight, she promised him silently.

CHAPTER TEN

––––––––

“I hope you like steak.” Bradley lifted a glass of wine to his smiling lips and took a deep draught. 

“I don’t mind it,” Beth replied carefully. In truth she’d never really cared for steak, preferring to eat something she’d hunted herself. Failing that, she preferred her meat fresh from the source. It was always the way things were done in her pack. Her old pack. She found she had to keep reminding herself. 

“I love steak,” he went on in his gravelly voice. “I do prefer it rare,” he confided. “But I wouldn’t tell September that. She seems to think if it’s not charred to within an inch of its life, it’s not healthy.”

She’d learned that September had only recently joined the pack as a result of a sexual encounter gone awry. Apparently, Mickey had been on the prowl in a bar in the human village, and September caught his eye. Wolves were not the best lovers for humans. During sex, when emotions ran riot, some were prone to shimmering, if only in part, and even the slightest scratch could infect a human if they were susceptible. September, unfortunately was.

That was the reason for the shyness and awkwardness in the Common House, she supposed. Poor girl couldn’t have had a chance to get used to pack life yet, and now she was supposed to welcome someone else with dominion over her life. The fact that Mickey had also been there must have made it doubly thorny for her, since neither had managed to rekindle any sort of relationship since her first shimmer.

“She’s a great girl,” Donovan announced, taking a sip of his own wine. 

Wine with dinner. Beth had never tasted wine before. Un-mated females were children until the day of their mating ceremony, and with all the commotion surrounding hers, she hadn’t had a chance to discover the finer points of being mated. 

“This is delicious.” Beth indicated her own glass, which was almost empty at this point. Delicious wasn’t the word for it. Moreish, described it a little better, she decided, raising her glass for another taste. Sweet and bitter all at once, it exploded on her tongue. A veritable feast for the taste buds. 

“Californian,” Bradley informed her. “I get a cask of it every spring. This is the last of it, tonight,” he frowned. “Perhaps I’ll send for some more, Beth.” He beamed. “Since you enjoy it so much.” On that note, he rose and reached for the crystal carafe. “Top up?”

“Oh,” she gasped in a panic. “I can do that, Alpha. Don’t bother yourself with me.” Truthfully, she was terrified he would find the scent of another wolf on her skin. Hastily grabbing the bottle of wine before he could reach it, she poured a healthy serving into her glass. “There,” she announced with a smile at the burgundy liquid. “All done.”

Donovan's smile seemed forced, but although Bradley's was bewildered, he didn’t push her on it. “Have you met many of the pack, yet?”

“Oh I met lots of them in the Common House today. They were all very nice.”

“As well they should be,” he boomed. “You will be their Alpha some day, Beth. Not as soon as I had planned but,” he glanced at Donovan. “Some day. I thought tomorrow I could bring you to the human village with me,” 

“Of course, Father.”

“Not you, Donovan. I was actually speaking of Beth. I think she might like to purchase some things for your new home.” His smile was pure wolf. Beth felt caught between the devil and the deep blue sea. Donovan shifted in his seat, re-folding his napkin. “I thought perhaps we would do that together.” 

“Nonsense! While I escort your mate into town, you can pick a spot for your new home, and requisition supplies from the store house. See Hale about it first thing. He will show you to likely locations.”

It didn’t appear that the topic was up for discussion. “Yes, Father.” 

“Does that suit you, Beth?”

“Yes, Alpha.” It didn’t. She’d rather spend a morning with either the devil or the deep blue sea, but she could hardly say so. Not to the Alpha of the pack. Her Alpha. 

“That’s sorted then.” He clapped, the sudden sound making both Donovan and Beth jump. “September! Where’s that steak?”

~~~~

Either because of nerves, or the mouth-watering taste, by the time dinner was over with, Beth had barely touched her steak, but was totally squiffy. “I think I’d better take her to bed,” murmured Donovan. 

“Yes,” his father replied. “She rather over indulged on the wine.”

Beth longed to tell them both to stop speaking about her as if she weren’t present, but the Alpha chose that moment to sigh and glance toward the fire place where a picture of a woman rested – covered in dust, naturally. The glass had been shattered, and it was difficult to make out the woman’s features. Beth could see blond hair and silver eyes, but the rest was distorted by time and scratches.

“She reminds me so much of her,” he whispered sadly.

“She’s not her,” Donovan announced in a steely voice. Beth was surprised; he had been nothing but submissive in the Alpha’s presence since they’d gotten here.

“I know, son. But...” he trailed off. “I’m going to turn in. Make sure she’s up early for our trip into town.”

“Father,” Donovan whispered desperately. “Please don’t do anything.”

“I’m not to be questioned, boy!”

Whining softly, Donovan lowered his gaze to the floor like a good little doggy. 

“Time for bed.”

“Yes, Alpha,” he answered meekly.

What the hell? Beth thought. What’s going on here?

And more importantly, how did it concern her?

Taking Donovan's arm as he led her up the stairs, she vowed to root out some answers in the morning. Drunk as she was, she’d forgotten the conversation by the time her head hit the pillow, along with her silent promise to consummate their mating.

~~~~

“Ohhh my head.”

It felt like there was a little gnome inside her brain with a teeny tiny hammer, and boy did he know the best technique for creating headaches. Her mouth felt like something had crawled in there and died during the night. Either that, or she’d been licking sand off a stick of chalk. And every limb seemed full of lethargy.

“That’s what you get for being a lush.” Donovan poked her in the side, earning him a squirm and a dark look. “Time to get up.”

“Oh couldn’t I just have one more hour?” she frowned. “And I’m not a lush.” Nor was she ever likely to be one if this was her reward.

“Not a chance, my mate. Father is taking you shopping this morning, and you’re already a half hour late.” Tap-tap, his finger went on the clock. “He’s not a very patient man.”

“I gathered.” Shit. She was keeping the Alpha waiting while she snored off the effects of how many glasses of wine? She couldn’t even remember. All she knew was that his offer of replenishing the stock, while appreciated, would not be necessary.

“I’ll look after her as if she were my own,” Bradley informed Donovan with a nod. 

This did not inspire much relief in Beth’s mind – if it weren’t for that botched mating ceremony, she’d be his own, after all. “I’m sure you will, Father.” A fleeting kiss on the corner of her mouth, and Donovan swept out the door in search of the pack architect, Hale. 

Feeling cornered for no good reason, Beth followed the Alpha to a long, black town car, smiling tightly as he opened the rear door and ushered her inside. The inside was luxurious cream leather that still smelled brand new, though she knew it to be at least ten years old, according to her mate. “This is a lovely car,” she muttered for lack of anything else to say.

“It does the job,” Bradley replied, sliding in opposite her with a flash of his teeth in what Beth supposed was a smile. His lips moved stiffly, as if not used to the pose, and Beth’s tension increased ten-fold. 

“Beth.” Bradley caught her hand in his and brought her attention to him. “Can you explain to me what happened during your ceremony?”

“Surely Donovan told you all there was to tell,” she replied warily, not at all liking the severe look of concentration in his eyes, no matter how he tried to hide it.

“If I thought that, dear girl, I wouldn’t be asking you.” He smiled, and again it was the smile of a shark to a shrimp. “We’ve a bit of a journey ahead of us. The nearest town that we can buy all you will need to set up home in is forty miles from our northern border, which is itself twenty miles away.” Settling in comfortably, he squeezed her hand briefly before rolling his window down a crack to feel the breeze in his hair. “Regale me.”

So Beth told him of the preparations for her ceremony. The hours spent recapping her ceremonial dance in the woods, the process of the dance itself, and the incantations of Patina, which invited the spirit of the moon to participate in the ritual. “Of course Donovan was informed that he could observe, but not take part in the ceremony.” She shrugged. “The moon doesn’t care for outside influences, so he was drawn in, despite the orders from Marcus.”

“I see.”

“The moon chose quite a few potential mates, though my wolf chose only one.”

“Donovan.”

“No,” Beth whispered, coloring with something akin to shame. “Gareth.”

“Gareth?” the Alpha inquired his tone stern. The car had picked up some decent speed now, and Beth watched the greenery blur as they whizzed by. Perhaps Donovan hadn’t been as forthright as she’d assumed; Bradley didn’t appear to know any of this. “Yes, Gareth. He’s the Loam Floor pack’s answer to Donovan, I guess you could say.”

“Explain, please.”

This was feeling less like regaling him with a tale, and more like being interrogated. “He will most likely be the next Alpha of the pack,” she clarified, words seeming to turn to dust in her mouth. 

“I see,” he said again. Though it was plain he saw just what he wanted to. 

“The moon and my wolf were in agreement, although,” she swallowed, hating to go on. Hating to admit to anyone, least of all her new father-in-law that the mate of her heart hadn’t wanted her. “He didn’t claim me.”

This brought the Alpha’s head snapping round, his stare locked upon hers. “Unheard of!” he quipped.

“Not anymore,” she whispered. “He eventually claimed me, at the urging of our Alpha.” She shuddered with remembered embarrassment. “It was then that Donovan strode into the midst of our pack and my wolf sensed the power in him, while the moon had drawn him. My wolf thought he would be a suitable mate also, and they began to fight for dominance.”

“And my son won,” he announced, delighted. 

“No, Alpha.”

“What?”

“I mean, he would have won, I think,” she shook her head, babbling now as well as mortified. “I stepped in and stopped it.”

“You...stopped a fight for dominance?” He sounded so slapped with disbelief that Beth wanted to curl up and hide her face in her tail. 

“Yes, Alpha.”

“I see. Now I realize why there was such delay in my son’s return, as well as the reason for such empty spots in his explanation.” Tapping a meaty finger against his chin in thought, he gave the impression of going into a trance-like state. 

Beth was wondering whether to change the subject or spill the rest of the whole sorry tale, when Bradley took the decision out of her hands altogether. “How were mating rights established?”

“I, um...” Mindful of the talent for sniffing out a lie that all Weres seemed to possess, Beth thought about her reply. “I chose Donovan myself in the end.”

“In the end? The end of what?”

He was like a big old bear that she’d just poked with a stick. “The end of the courtship period our Alpha established.”

Shaking his head now, he frowned. “Courtship period...”

“I had three weeks to choose between them,” she admitted. “I chose Donovan.”

“Well,” he snorted. “At least you made the right decision...in the end.” His lips twisted on those words, and she wondered if she’d live to regret being so candid with her new Alpha. She’d had no choice; the alternative was to lie to him and have him sniff it out.

“Yes, Alpha.”

~~~~

Beth’s feet were killing her. That didn’t happen very often, and she wondered just when they’d get a chance to sit down and eat. She was starving, having eaten nothing since dinner the previous night. Ill-advised though it may have been, she’d declined the Alpha’s offer of breakfast. 

So far they’d chosen a bed – “the single most important item of furniture for a new Den House,” he’d told her smugly – and a set of dining room furniture, along with some couches and appliances, all of which would be delivered when her own Den House was completed. They were now hunting for the “little things women like” as Bradley called them. Things like bedding and rugs, pots and pans, curtains and throws and mirrors. She honestly couldn’t care less if they had a bare mattress and cardboard in the windows so long as she could rest soon. 

The Alpha, she had discovered, experienced a certain ecstasy when spending human money. He’d spent more money than she’d ever seen before, and the day was only half over. 

“Lunch time?” he asked. “If you’re feeling up to it, that is. That wine can certainly be a bitch the morning after the night before.”

A sudden laugh bubbled out of Beth’s lips, causing several people in the textile store to glance their way. “Sounds wonderful,” she admitted. “And yes, that wine certainly was a bitch this morning.”

“Suppose I should hold off on that re-stock order?”

“Gratefully,” she laughed. “Burgers?” she pointed to a stand across the street where a vendor was selling burgers to passers-by. The aroma had chased her right into the store, making her mouth water and her nose practically swivel on her head to catch the last lingering wafts of beef.

“Can’t beat a good burger,” the Alpha surprised her by announcing, his big, bass tones reaching every customer in the store. “And I happen to know the perfect spot to eat them.”

Happily following in his wake, Beth stepped across the street where Bradley ordered four burgers “with everything”, and paid for them with one of the notes he pulled from a roll of cash in his pocket.  

“Follow me,” he ordered, crossing the street again, burgers in hand. Beth trotted behind him towards the back of the store they’d been in, gasping in surprise when they emerged from the dingy alley into a wide open area of grass and trees. “The town lake,” he told her, smiling.

Companionably, they sat munching on burgers, watching ducks diving and begging for food. Beth tossed them a piece of the bun and laughed as two large drakes fought for it, racing each other in the water. The victor swallowed his hard-won prize without as much as a quack.

Thinking perhaps she’d been wrong about Bradley from the get-go, she considered the time they’d spent together today since their conversation in the car. He hadn’t been boorish or offensive, and she had expected that and more from the Alpha of the Tall Grass pack. First impressions, she realized, really didn’t count.

“You Bonded with this Gareth, didn’t you?”

His quiet voice shook her out of her reverie and she turned to him with a frown. “Bonded?” 

“You both formed an emotional attachment to each other.”

“Why do you say that?” she asked, genuinely curious.

“I can smell him off you,” the Alpha admitted slowly, with a frown. 

“Oh...” she muttered. “That.”

“Yes,” he replied stonily. “That. I know what it is to be Bound.”

“You say that like it’s supposed to mean something.” Bound. She might have formed an emotional attachment to Gareth, but she’d never been more than a roll in the hay to him. That last night in the woods flashed in her mind, and she was again transported into darkness and lust. 

“What have you done to me?”

“It means a great deal,” Bradley told her now. “If you can’t form the same attachment with my son.”

“I have,” she insisted. “I love Donovan.” 

“But you are Bound to another.”

“I don’t know what that means,” she protested, voice barely above a whisper, eyebrows pulled together in a frown. 

“You really don’t know how a Bond works, do you?” he questioned on a low growl.

Shaking her head, she started to say it didn’t matter, but the look in his eyes, so fierce, so serious, froze the words in her throat.

“Did they teach you nothing in Loam Floor?” he demanded angrily. 

“I was un-mated,” she shrugged.

“No excuse!” He rose and began to pace, his giant strides eating the ground between steps. His powerful arms shook with anger as he growled low in his throat. “You were intimate with this male?” 

“Yes,” she admitted, slack-jawed. “How did you–”

A wave of his hand cut her off. “When two wolves share intimate experiences of a sexual nature, it can form a Bond between them. One that distance and time may or may not sever. It can make it stronger in some extreme cases. You begin to take on characteristics of his scent, and vice versa.” He glanced at her for confirmation and she nodded numbly. 

“Separation can be...difficult to deal with,” he went on in a lecturing tone, still pacing. Beth watched him avidly. Finally someone was explaining the intricacies of pack life to her. Albeit a little late, it seemed. “First comes sadness, then anger, and jealousy, frenzied emotions all roiling and boiling inside, just waiting for a chance to let loose.”

He seemed to know exactly what he was speaking of, and Beth had to wonder who it was that hurt this hulk of a man so soul-deep. “Left alone, the beginnings of a Bond will most times unravel and fade, unless both parties are happy to complete it. When you are finally Bound, you will both wear a scent marker. Proof, if you like, of whom you belong to.”

“Scent marker?” Beth questioned, her face draining of color. “But what does it all mean?”

“What does it mean?” he rounded on her, anger in his tone now directed at her. “It means that you had better form the same Bond with Donovan.”

“I will...I had planned–”

“To the Devil with what you had planned, Elisabeth Tall Grass,” he hissed, halting his steps to tower over her. “I am a reasonable man,” he went on quietly. “But you cannot walk around my pack wearing the scent marker of a foreign wolf!”

“I understand.” He stood there quietly, watching her face pale with dark eyes which never left her face.

“Do you?” he asked her with quiet intensity. “I doubt it, Elisabeth, I doubt it very much. But let me make this clear to you.” 

She forced herself to meet his eyes as his body language was demanding. 

“This cannot be tolerated. You must break this Bond. When you carry a scent marker from another, you will no longer be Bound to this Gareth,” he explained slowly. “And as your Alpha, I demand it be sooner, rather than later.”

She swallowed thickly, trying to deny the fierce need to ask her next question. “What will happen to him?” She cleared her throat. “Gareth, I mean.”

Shrugging his colossal shoulders, he affected an uninterested air. “He might Bond again some day.”

“He won’t be hurt?”

“That’s beside the point. This Bond has to be broken. It is unspeakable that you should flaunt being under the ownership of another male. Think of my son, if no one else.” His intense glare seemed to pin her to the spot. 

Of course she knew it was devastating for Donovan. She wasn’t stupid. She knew that it was a trial for him to even be close to her when all he could smell was his rival and what they shared. “I think it’s time we were on the road, Beth. You and Donovan need to spend some time together if you are to Bond him.” Bradley held out a beefy arm and offered her a strained smile. She told herself she was imagining the nasty glint in his eye.

She took his arm and let him lead her back toward the car while her mind wandered. Time and again it came back to the way Bradley wouldn’t answer her when she asked if Gareth would be hurt. She had to find out more.

The two and half hours spent driving back to Tall Grass pack land were spent in stifled silence. Both wolves considering their own thoughts quietly while the scenery passed in a blur of greenery and wild flowers. 

When at last the car pulled up to the vast Den House that belonged to the Alpha, Beth put her hand on the door to step out. Swift as a snake, Bradley clamped a hand on her forearm, bringing to mind the hand of some muscular god. 

“Beth,” he whispered conversationally. “I will be spending the night on the hunt. I won’t be home until dawn. If I were you, I’d spend time together with my son. Bonding.”

It was said pleasantly enough, but Beth could read the threat between those lines. It said if she dared make a fool of his son there’d be trouble to spare, and hell to catch.

“Yes, Alpha.”

He smiled and released her arm. Beth fought the impulse to rub the feel of him from her skin. Every time she revised her opinion of the Alpha of the Tall Grass pack, he reminded her that he was the ultimate authority here. And that he wasn’t above his darker nature.

“Beth!” Donovan called from the doorway. “Wait until you see,” he bellowed his face the very picture of an over-excited child. “We’ve picked the perfect spot for our Den House. You’re going to love it. Work begins first thing!”

“Wonderful,” she replied in her best, I’m-thrilled voice. Her own Den House couldn’t be further from her mind. She was expected – no, ordered – to Bond with Donovan this very night, and she couldn’t go through with it without first finding out what consequences it would have for Gareth. 

“Donovan,” the Alpha roared. “Stop your hollering and come collect Beth’s purchases from the car. I’m going to attend to some duties in my office before tonight’s hunt.” He glared at Beth in passing. “I’ll be leaving just after sun-down. Don’t disturb me.”

“Yes, Father.”

Bradley had just locked himself away in his office, and Donovan begged her to take a look at the site of their new home. “Don’t you think it would be more romantic to take me to see the finished product, rather than a patch of dirt?”

She knew she was being deliberately standoffish, but she simply had to speak to someone who might know enough to help her understand. The ladies were probably still in the weaving house at this hour, although she couldn’t say they’d be there much longer, with the sun sitting so low in the sky.

“I suppose you’re right, my mate,” Donovan replied, kissing her hand. God, but she didn’t deserve him. Here she was, raining all over his parade, and he was still gracious and forgiving. Even agreeing with her. She wanted nothing more than to stare at that patch of dirt and imagine her own home standing there in the days to come, but she had to speak to Margo and Marybell as soon as possible. If she was to mate with Donovan tonight, she needed to be sure.

“You’re home earlier than I had planned for,” he told her regretfully. He wrapped her in his strong arms and kissed her temple. “I still have things to hash out with Hale, but I’ll be back before you know it,” he promised.

“Alright,” Beth forced herself to inject some regret into her own voice. “I suppose I can pass the time with the ladies in the weaving house.”

“You do that, my mate, and I’ll count the seconds until we meet again.”

She smiled, sick to her stomach already with the deception. “I’ll bring a stool with me this time, my butt still hasn’t recovered.”

Laughing, Donovan strode away with her bags containing table cloths and other dressings. “I’ll grab one for you from our room.”

“What would I do without you, Donovan Tall Grass?” she asked his retreating form. 

“Fetch your own stool,” he replied with a wink.

“Ah, so you’ve returned, have you?” asked Margo, her rheumy eyes taking in the stool in hand. “Planning a long visit, I see.”

“I have,” she answered glibly. “And I am.” Giving Marybell a wide smile, she settled in beside the fire and poured tea for herself. It was a smooth blend, different to the last and was going down easy. She drained the whole cup before Margo once again spoke in her direct way.

“Spit it out, child, or choke on it. What’s brought you here?”

“You see right through me,” she admitted with a slight grimace. 

“It’s not hard when you reach my age, child. I’ve seen it all and am rarely impressed.” She continued her hemming of a pair of ladies pants, her deft fingers moving swiftly, belying her age.

Marybell listened to the conversation with a dispassionate ear, sipping occasionally from her tea cup. 

“I need to know everything you know about being Bound.”

“We wondered when you’d get around to that,” Marybell spoke for the first time. “What do you want to know, Beth?”

“Everything.”

“Everything is a lot, child,” Margo quipped. “Be specific, unless you want to be still sitting here at supper time tomorrow.”

The heat in the little house worked its fiery fingers into the chill along her spine, and eased her concerns from her dry mouth. She poured herself another cup of tea and settled in to tell the story for the second time today. Both women listened, interrupting occasionally to clarify a point or ask a question. Neither one judged prematurely nor told her how stupid they no doubt thought she was. 

“It’s no wonder you’re in a muddle,” Marybell announced with an air of sympathetic grace that Bradley had severely lacked. “Here you are, little more than a child, knowing less than most children of this pack, dealing with issues best left to the adults.”

“Hush, Marybell,” Margo admonished. “She doesn’t need to hear all that right now. What she needs is confirmation that her present Bonded will not be harmed when the Bond is broken.”

Beth nodded eagerly. “That,” announced Marybell. “Unfortunately, we cannot give you.”

CHAPTER ELEVEN

––––––––

“When one is Bound,” explained Margo, her face wrinkling in distaste. “It rarely unwinds by itself, as our Alpha would have you believe.” 

“Rather,” continued Marybell. “It fades, turns sour and recedes to the most inner-recesses of the heart. But,” she frowned in sympathy. “It doesn’t just go away. Ever.”

“So the Bond can’t be broken.” Her heart hurt. She was forever chained to Gareth. Oh what a tangled web she’d weaved that night on the banks of her creek.

“Now we didn’t say that,” Margo rushed to correct Beth, white head shaking from side to side. “It can be broken. But, like anything else that’s broken by sheer force of will, it will not be pleasant.”

“It could be downright dangerous!” Marybell added, her eyes following her stitches in deep concentration.

“Marybell has the right of it, child.” Margo sighed. Laying her hemming aside, she folded her arms and gestured for Beth to pour from the pot of tea sitting by the fire. 

Beth filled three cups as Margo spoke, her hushed tones lending gravity to her claims. “When a Bond is forged, it is usually for life. But there are times when for one reason or another, the ties must be severed.”

Marybell opened her mouth and drew breath. To say what, Beth couldn’t guess; Margo hushed her violently, with censure in her eyes. “When this happens, it is usually a mutual decision. Some matings just aren’t right. And even then, when both parties want out, it can be dangerous. It depends on the strength of feeling to begin with, and strength of will.” The old woman took a slurp of her tea, regarding Beth over the rim of the delicate china cup. 

“Sometimes it works as hoped.” Marybell nodded agreement. “Sometimes it doesn’t work at all. Sometimes, one or both parties get heartsick,” she explained softly. “And they never get heartwell again, understand?”

“No,” Beth whispered. Heartsick? Her head felt woozy.

“Sometimes the Bond is simply supposed to be there,” clarified Marybell. “Fate, Divine Intervention – call it what you will. But when you get heartsick, and a bad case of it, you never recover. Wolves with heartsickness retreat into a world of their own. A world full of pain and mistrust. A world where nothing is as they wished it would be. A world they don’t want to be in.”

“And then,” Margo whispered sadly. “When they can’t stand it anymore, they assume their wolf-form and withdraw from civilization, fading from the world, becoming the wolf forever.”

“So they turn feral? Never again to assume human-form?”

“There’s only been one that we ever knew to come back from the brink,” Marybell whispered, eyes flitting to Margo for signs of censure. “And he left his heart there.”

“So you see, child,” Margo concluded. “It is a wager on a death sentence.” 

Crestfallen, Beth nodded twice slowly, sipping once again from her cup. This tea was wonderful. It made everything seem clear. All she had to do was never mate with another male, suffer in silence and convince Donovan to do the same. And then everyone was, not happy, but alive and healthy. 

“How many teas have you had, dear?” Margo inquired, with concern.

“A few. Five, perhaps?”

“Oh dear,” muttered Marybell. 

“You don’t want to be drinking any more of that, dear,” Margo told her, removing the cup from her fingertips. “It’s laced with my own infusion of herbs.”

“No wonder I feel so calm while my life is falling apart,” Beth laughed uproariously. She had no idea what was so funny, but something sure was.

“It’s a calming tea, dear. A sedative.” Margo snorted and laughed, finishing off with a good hearty cough. “And will have you asleep in less than ten minutes if you’ve drank that much.” 

“Oh dear,” Beth laughed. “No Bonding for me tonight, then. Just as well, really. I don’t want Gareth to die, even though he’s an ass.” 

Both ladies snorted with laughter this time, and Beth, in good spirits for the first time all day, joined them.

“Fetch one of the boys,” Margo instructed Marybell. “One of the good ones,” she emphasized. “One who’ll help her home to bed.”

“Can’t I just hide out in here for a while longer?” 

“No dear,” Marybell’s voice wavered in and out like a dream. “You’ll be missed, and we can’t be accused of drugging you,” she whispered with a wink that seemed to make several eyes sprout on her forehead. 

“Too late, I’m afraid,” Beth chuckled. “Evil old biddies, drugging me. Poor Donovan won’t get his way with me tonight!”

“Tsk.” That was Margo, she thought. “Impudent child.” She said this good natured. “Time for bed, my dear. Go, Mary.”

~~~~

“Hey, who’re you?”

“I’m Mickey, remember? We met yesterday, although I can’t say we got so close then.” His yellow eyes twinkled in the moon light. How long had she been in the weaving house drinking that concoction for? Long enough to tell her story and get some sort of straight answers, she supposed.

“Ooooh, I remember you.” She tapped the end of his nose with her index finger. It took three tries; her hands didn’t appear to want to work in her favor right now. “You have owl eyes. Pretty.”

“Why thank you, ma’am,” he drawled. “Any more of that and you’ll have one more admirer in this pack.”

They were walking across the clearing toward the Alpha’s house, Mickey supporting Beth like a drunk and half walking, half carrying her toward the door. “One more?”

“Made quite the impression on some of our males here, you did, Miss. Seems there’s a fan club starting up soon.” He smiled down at her, and it was so kind that she almost start blubbering on his shoulder. 

“You should tell them I’m not half as nice as they think I am. I’m quite devious, actually.”

“Now, I don’t believe that for a second,” he told her, hoisting her up the steps. “Butter wouldn’t melt in your mouth,” he surmised, laughing while propping her against the door frame.

“You’re laughing at me?”

“Yes, ma’am. A fine sight you are. Legs akimbo, slumped over on your own doorstep.”

“Oh.” When had she fallen?

“Give me your hand and I’ll get you inside,” he said, holding out one callused hand. They were rough and scratchy on her palm, and she longed for Gareth’s hand in hers. Afraid she’d start to sniffle again, she allowed him to help her inside and, with some assistance from the balustrade, managed to get her to the foot of her bed, where she curled up in the fetal position and murmured a sleepy thank you before the door clicked and she was at last, alone.

~~~~

“Beth?”

She was floating on a pink corduroy cloud, trying to catch a flake of blue snow on the tip of her tongue. Perfectly at ease, and then the voice interrupted her once again.

“Beth? Hey, darling one.”

“Wha...”

“There you are. I thought you were out for the count,” Gareth told her. Only it wasn’t Gareth’s voice. It was Donovan's voice in Gareth’s mouth. She laughed. Both of her mates rolled into one. “C’mere,” she muttered, trying unsuccessfully to clear away the cobwebs from her brain. “Kiss me.”

Warm and moist, his lips met hers and she drank from them, greedily pulling at the lapels on his jacket. “Missed you...”

“Missed you too,” he murmured between kisses. “If I’d known I’d get this sort of reception, I’d spend more time away.”

“No,” she barked into his mouth. “No away.”

“No,” he agreed, spreading fire through her body with his lips. They trailed from her lips to her cheek and the lobe of her ear, earning a sharp yip when he bit down. He stretched out on the bed beside her, and she could feel the difference in his body. It wasn’t as lean and chiseled as it was in real life. She didn’t care. She just didn’t want to wake up.

“More,” she whispered frantically, combing her fingers through his hair, directing his head lower. 

He obliged by lifting the hem of her tee shirt and running his hot tongue up her stomach, across her ribs, right to the spot she wanted him. At the first touch of his tongue on her nipple she cried out. At the second, she moaned, and when he took it into his mouth and sucked hard and harder, she sobbed with relief, knowing that even more was around the corner.

“Mmm,” she moaned. “Feels so good.”

“You’re telling me,” he paused to say. She liked this new infusion of Gareth and Donovan. She would call him Garovan and love him forever and ever and never wake up.

The room seemed to swirl in rhythm with his tongue on her sensitive nipple, and that suited her just fine. It seemed only right that her dream world should be rocked on its heels as they joined. 

“Clothes should disappear,” she suggested, fully expecting them to, and frowning in disappointment when they didn’t.

“I agree,” Garovan told her huskily. “And that is exactly why I’m going to make them disappear.”

“Ah, good.” Now it made sense. He would make their clothes disappear and then they would love each other slowly. Or not, she thought as he ripped her tee shirt down the middle and pulled the ragged remains from her arms. 

Maybe they’d love each other fast and furious first, and get around to slowly in time. Perhaps it was just right that they love each other quickly. She could wake up any moment, after all. 

His mouth worked her tight buds frantically, lapping at them as a cat would a bowl of cream. She moaned and writhed, sobbing for more, faster. “I want this to be good for you, Beth,” Garovan whispered. “So good. But I’m not going to last very long.”

“I don’t care,” she replied, guiding his hand to the button on her jeans. “Just...please.”

With a long growl, he snapped open her jeans and ripped them down her legs, taking the panties with them. He stopped briefly to remove her shoes, and she almost wept. “Better?” he asked, running a hand up her bare leg, to the junction of her thighs.

“Much,” she approved, and let him know so by wriggling when his hand slowed. “More.”

“I’ll give you more,” he growled, stripping himself of his own clothes. 

By now, the ceiling had come down to meet them where they were twisting on the bed together. She laughed at it, and tried to explain, but just then, Garovan put his mouth where his hand was, and all thought fled out the window, which was laughing at her.

“Ohhhh!”

“You like that, hmm?”

“Yes,” she replied raggedly. “Oh yes.”

In seconds she was frenziedly pulling at his hair, and begging him not to stop. She was going to detonate and bring the entire dream world down on them, but she was beyond caring. She was not Beth anymore. He wasn’t Gareth, or Donovan, or Garovan. He was simply the beating of her blood, the pounding of her heart, and the pulsing of her secret nub. His tongue swept across it one last time and she came on a scream.

“Gareth!”

All of a sudden his mouth tore from her throbbing center and she lay panting and thrusting in mid-air, alone in her ecstasy. “Please!” she sobbed. “Don’t go.”

“Beth,” he whispered. “You break my heart more and more each day, but Great Mother forgive me, I love you.”

And then his weight crashed down on her once more. “If I can’t have you as myself, I’ll take you as him.”

What did that mean? And why was he so rough with her all of a sudden? His hands, previously gentle and exploratory, grabbed and mauled her, and damn it all, it hurt. She pushed at him. “It hurts.”

“Every day,” he replied, confusing her further.

“What?”

“Shh, Beth.” His fingers found her sensitive nub again and squeezed. But the pleasure was just too far into pain and she cried out. He took it as enthusiasm and worked her harder. “No,” she cried. “Stop it! It hurts.”

“Shit!” he roared, rolling to one side. “I want you so much, Beth. So much it hurts me too.”

For the first time since she’d heard his voice she really listened. “Donovan?” she whispered, the words trembling from her lips.

“Yes, my mate,” he replied. “It’s me.”

“Oh God!” Beth pulled the covers over herself and wept, feeling foolish and horrified and ashamed. Damn herbal tea. She hadn’t been dreaming. It had been Donovan's mouth that worked her into such frenzy. The blood drained from her face. And Gareth’s name she’d cried out in the height of her climax.

Gradually, the shame and foolishness left her and all she felt was horrified. How could she have done that to Donovan? “I’m so sorry,” she croaked, not trusting her voice to say anything further. 

“You’ll never forget him, will you?”

His face, so handsome and regal, seemed to shrink down to just one emotion. Jealousy. “You’ll never let him go.”

“I’m sorry,” she repeated, uselessly.

“So am I, Beth. Because Great Mother alone knows I was ready to take you in that state. Even knowing you thought I was him. I still want to. The wolf inside me claws for freedom to do as he wishes and I don’t know if I can stop him forever.”

“I’m Bound to him.” It was the only explanation she could offer, inadequate as it was. 

“I know,” he replied sadly. His amber eyes, which had begun to glow, faded and went dead. “But I didn’t care. I just wanted you so much.” Donovan rolled over, pulling the heavy blanket with him, leaving Beth bare to the night air. 

Feeling redundant, she shimmered, curling up with her nose in her tail as she had longed to do for most of the day. She hadn’t been wolf in days and only realized how much she missed her other form when she closed her eyes and became conscious of the fact that at least while she was in wolf-form, she couldn’t cry.

Drifting off in shame and stupefaction at the events of the night, she thought she heard a lone wolf howl long and loud. The sound was so forlorn and lost that she wanted to rush out and meet this lonely wolf, so that they might console each other. 

~~~~

“I sense a change in your scent this morning, daughter-in-law.” 

Beth glanced up from her breakfast cereal. Bradley, sitting proud and stern in his chair at the head of the table, smiled down upon her and Donovan, who for all the world could have been miles away instead of the paltry three feet across the mahogany table.

“Yes, Alpha.”

“Not completely chased that other scent away yet. I fear it’s quite intense. But,” he grinned. “A good start!”

Donovan said nothing. Beth smiled tightly. Donovan hadn’t said anything to her since he’d pulled the coverlet around his shoulders the night before, pride wounded and hurt. Beth didn’t know where to begin, and so hadn’t said anything either. 

She’d shimmered back into human-form as Donovan left the room, rushed into the shower and spent an eternity assuring herself afterward that she could still smell Gareth on her skin. 

Still Bound, but not as strongly as before, she could scent a new fragrance mixing with hers and Gareth’s. Donovan's. They’d apparently begun a Bonding. How it was possible, she had no clue. But she intended to find out. 

“How goes the building project, my son?” 

Bradley was in fine form, smugly unconcerned about his son’s uncharacteristic silence, taking it for reflection on the night’s events, which no doubt played out very differently in the Alpha’s mind. “Have you picked a site, yet?”

“Yes, Father,” Donovan sighed. “There’s a perfect site on the east of the territory. You know the place.”

Bradley frowned, evidently not pleased by the news. “I do,” he replied tightly. “Though I’d not have chosen that site for you.”

“Well I’m sure Beth will love it,” Donovan replied, taking a half-hearted bite from his slice of toast. “The project goes ahead this morning. I’m afraid I’m running a little late. I must be off.”

Donovan rose, uncaring of the stench his lie had left wafting around the room, and strode toward the exit. 

Bradley lifted an eyebrow at Beth and shrugged. “It’s about time something made a man of him,” he confided. “You, apparently have.”

“I’m not sure I’ve made a man of him. He done that all by himself,” she replied tartly. 

“Well aren’t we all little rays of sunshine this morning?” the Alpha replied with a grimace. “I think you both forget who the Alpha of this pack is.”

“No, Alpha. I don’t forget,” she whispered, feeling her heart twist and turn as she scented Donovan on her skin. “I just don’t care anymore.” 

“You...you...” he floundered, face white with shock or rage or both. “I’m sure I can find a way to make you care, Beth,” he replied savagely, rising from the table and dragging her to her feet in one swift move. She’d never even seen him reach for her. That’s why he’s the Alpha, she told herself.

Before she could react his lips smashed against hers in a brutal, punishing kiss that bruised her lips and turned her veins to ice. His tongue invaded her mouth in a stabbing motion as he held her immobile, grounding himself into her hip, hard and ready.

“Lesson number one, Beth,” he told her in a hard voice as he released her and flung her back into her chair. “The Alpha gets what the Alpha wants. And I’ve wanted you for a long time. Being denied does not sit well with me.”

Tempted to tell him exactly what she thought of him she parted her lips, but the look of thunder on his face stopped her short.

“A long time, Beth. I’m prepared to indulge my son, out of paternal love. But only to a degree. You are not Bound to each other yet. I can still smell the other.” He released her, flinging her back into her chair, numb with shock and mind reeling. 

“Tonight,” he seethed. “My son will come to you.” He wound a lock of her hair around his finger, twirling it absently. “If you still smell of the other come morning,” he growled. “It will not be my son who visits your bed next.”

With that final warning, the Alpha of the Tall Grass pack – whom Beth was beginning to worry wasn’t ‘all there’ as the saying went – strode from the room toward his dusty hallway and his dark office.

A half hour or more Beth sat at the table, the scent of Donovan and Gareth on her skin, the ghost of Bradley’s erection still poking her in the hip, and the stink of twisted desire in the air. Eventually she rose, dream-like, and decided to search out the two old biddies.

“Back for more?” Marybell snorted as she settled herself back onto her cushioned stool. Margo was nowhere to be seen, and Beth found herself wondering aloud if the old she-wolf was alright.

“Oh, she’s just gathering herbs,” Marybell told her. “For her infusions, you know.” She waved a hand in dismissal. “She doesn’t trust the younger wolves to find the right ones. Thinks someone will poison her!” Marybell snorted with laughter.

Beth couldn’t join in. Her heart was too heavy. Her mind full of problems old and new. “What’s happened?” the weaver inquired, all humor leeched from her face. “Something bad, I take it?”

“The first time I came here, you and Margo expressed concern about the Alpha’s state of mind,” Beth reminded her.

“Not exactly concern, dear. We know he’s gone bonkers. It’s just a matter of how bonkers at this stage.”

“Bonkers enough to threaten me with rape,” Beth replied, relaying what had happened over breakfast.

“Oh dear.” Blood seeped into the cloth Marybell clutched in her left hand, not noticing the needle had stabbed her four times in succession. “Well that’s not the best news I’ve heard today.”

“Yeah.”

“I wouldn’t take this as an idle threat, dear. You need to decide whether you’re going to chance breaking that Bond, to be Bound to Donovan through your own free will, or be Bound to Bradley against it.” 

Gently prising the cloth from Marybell’s fisted hand, Beth fought not to dissolve into tears. “You’re the only ones here I can trust,” she told the woman. “The only ones I can come to.”

Both women jumped as the door swung open. Amid much moaning and groaning, Margo settled herself onto her own padded stool while Marybell informed her of the situation. “That old wolf has an eye for you, eh?”

Both women nodded. Beth stared into Margo’s eyes as if they could offer redemption. “The Alpha gets what the Alpha wants,” she replied, using his own words.

“Damned if he doesn’t,” the old woman spat into the fire. “He always has.” She stared into the fire, chewing on her bottom lip ferociously.

“I’ll cook him up such a concoction that he won’t be able to raise his blood pressure, never mind any body part,” Margo whispered.

“Wouldn’t he suspect you?”

“My dear, everyone in this pack knows their Herb Lore, remember?”

“But then, Margo, everyone would be under suspicion. It would be a replay of Lissa all over again.” Marybell’s eyes like saucers, she appealed to the woman. “Think, Margo. We can’t have the Alpha jumping at shadows all around him; someone will get hurt.”

“So you’d prefer if this girl gets raped, would you, Marybell?” You didn’t need wolf-senses to pick up the revulsion in Margo’s tone of voice. She hawked up another glob of phlegm into the fireplace and turned to Beth. “I’ll do it,” she announced. “Consequences be damned.”

“No, I’ve decided what I need to do,” muttered Beth, in a perfect moment of clarity. “But first,” she said, frowning at both women, her eyes deep pools of thought. “Who was Lissa?”  The need to know flowed through her very veins. “Tell me about her.”

CHAPTER TWELVE

––––––––

“Strange you should ask that,” Margo squinted. “Sometimes you remind me of her, you know.” She poured herself a cup of tea and offered to pour for Beth, who just shook her head rapidly. No more wine. No more herbal tea. She needed her wits about her, and that was not the way to go about that.

“She was the Alpha’s Bonded,” Marybell whispered in reverent tones. “Crazy kids, they were,” Margo added. “Always laughing and breaking the rules. Flouting authority, they were, and damn if they didn’t do a good job of it.” The old woman frowned. “Only Lissa went a step too far, in the end.”

“What happened?” Avidly hanging on every word, Beth listened as the women spun a tale of young love and lust, a hasty Bonding and the repercussions of all. 

“He became the Alpha, in time,” Margo went on in hushed tones. “As we all expected him to. And wanted to take Lissa to wife good and proper. Mating rites bought and paid for.”

“But...weren’t they already mated if they were Bound?”

“Oh no,” Marybell informed her. “They hadn’t sealed the Bond with any intercourse, and were both free to mate elsewhere if they so chose.”

“Marybell has the right of it, dear. They never sealed the Bonding. Until they were official, that is.” Taking a sip of her tea, she sighed. “Ah that’s what my old bones want. Anyway,” she continued. “They went through with the mating ceremony, and it turned out quite like yours as a matter of fact.” 

Beth frowned. “How?”

“Well the Great Mother decided that there were two wolves in contest for Lissa’s love. She didn’t leave the choice up to Lissa, however, and a dominance fight ensued. Of course the Alpha won. He was always going to.”

“This is where it gets tricky,” Marybell whispered, still diligently working her cloth. “Bradley was always the jealous sort. And Jake never had to do more’n look at young Lissa for him to be reprimanded. Over time, Lissa started to feel sorry for poor Jake, and I guess she figured if he was going to be punished, he may as well be punished for something as nothing.

They began an affair, nothing more’n a few stolen kisses under the stars to begin with. And Bradley never did feel the strain on the Bond. Too wrapped up in his Alpha duties, I suppose.”

“That’s right, Mary,” muttered the old woman. “He never expected her to stray, you see Beth. So he never really paid much attention to the Bond. Or her, for that matter. They drifted apart further and further, while Lissa and Jake were drawn closer and closer.”

“Truest word,” Marybell agreed.

“They sealed the Bond one night not long after, and old Bradley, he felt it then. Damn near killed them for it too, only Lissa smashed his skull good and proper with a rock. As soon as he was able, he took off with his second in command, his Sheild. For months, they were gone.

“Lissa and Jake, well nobody’s heard from them since they ran away together. Rumor has it that they’re both dead. Tracked and killed on the run by our Alpha and his second, Turosk.”

“That’s right.” Taking a sip of her own tea, Marybell nodded enthusiastically. “Rumor also has it that though Bradley recovered physically, the breaking of the Bond was too much for his mind. He’s taken all that was good in himself and thrust it into the hole in his heart that still has Lissa’s name stamped on it. My bet is that he killed them. He wouldn’t have come back unless he had.”

“I agree,” Margo replied. “I wonder though...”

“What?” Beth demanded, totally transfixed by the story. “You wonder what?”

“Oh,” she replied, still glancing at Beth askance. “Nothing. Just an old woman’s wool gathering. Never mind.”

“Turosk? I haven’t heard mention of him.” Beth nibbled on a fingernail, wondering why exactly she needed to know this. Although the story of Lissa, Bradley and Jake shockingly reminded her of her own, she hoped her fate wasn’t going to be the same as the poor she-wolf who had done nothing wrong but mate with the wrong wolf.

“And you won’t,” muttered Marybell, rising to stretch her back. Beth almost jumped when the vertebrae in the woman’s back cracked as she straightened. “He never returned with Bradley. Nobody knows why. Bradley refuses to speak on it.”

“Probably killed him too,” Margo spat once more. 

“Probably.”

“Not all clouds have a silver lining then,” Beth whispered, feeling light-headed and sick to her stomach. 

“Now,” Margo announced. “We’ve told you what we know of Lissa. Tell us what you mean to do.”

“It’s simple, really.” Beth stood, a sombre figure in the flickering firelight. “I must break the Bond.”

“And what of your Gareth?” 

“I don’t know,” she answered truthfully. “But I know this is what I must do. I have no other choice.”

“Child,” Margo replied, resting her sewing on the floor by her stool and standing so to gaze into the younger she-wolf’s eyes. “I believe you are right.”

“What?” Marybell coughed, wheezed and held out a restraining hand, as if to stop Beth leaving. “You can’t be serious, Margo.”

“I am deadly serious, Mary. Look at her. How long do you think she’ll last in our Alpha’s tender care?”

Beth took a deep breath, the words tripping over her lips. “I must be Bound to another.”

Mary’s eyes narrowed and she sighed softly. “Yes,” she replied. “I believe you.”

~~~~

“Hey, Beth,” Mickey called out to her as she passed the Common House. His glittering owl eyes creased in a smile as he winked at her in a friendly manner and invited her inside. “Come on in,” he told her now, grinning. “We’ve got a boar on a spit,” he twinkled.

“Oh you know my weakness,” she gasped theatrically, taking the steps to stand beside him at the threshold. Loud laughter and girlish giggles preceded her as she stepped through the door at the wolf’s insistence.

“What sort of fan would I be if I didn’t, ma’am?” he replied impishly, showing her to a table near the roaring fire and the glistening pig roasting there.

“Not a very good one,” she agreed. 

Conversation seemed to slow down, all eyes on her before she smiled around the room and gave a general nod to all and sundry. Not remotely used to being treated so deferentially, she still found it odd the way they seemed to wait for her permission to resume gossiping and laughing. “The Alpha doesn’t come here often,” Alanna told her by way of explanation.

“I see,” and she did. They were all walking on eggshells where the dominant members of the pack were concerned, and she didn’t like it one bit. A pack was supposed to be a family, not a hierarchy. At home, the Alpha strode into the Common House and laughed and joked just like the rest of the pack. Home. She had to stop that. It was just so odd, being away from her family and all that she knew. 

Even though she hadn’t made any close friends in the Loam Floor pack, and her own Den Mother merely tolerated her for her mate’s sake, she knew that the structure of the pack, the cliques and friendships were rock solid among the pack. The Alpha had close kin and friends in the most submissive wolves, and he treated them no different than the dominant group. 

She had discovered no Guardians in this pack. No children fostered out to other Den Houses to encourage the surprisingly strong ties such tradition cultivated. Nothing was the same. And it didn’t feel right. 

“Alanna,” Beth called softly. 

The other woman turned slightly in her seat so that she was facing Beth completely. Her dark eyes immediately settled upon Beth’s frown and gave her an encouraging smile. 

“I’d love to see if you could improve my dance skills,” she told the other woman. “I’ve heard talk in the pack that the mated females are expected to entertain before all mating rituals.”

“Oh my, yes!” Alanna glowed, her dark hair swishing as she turned her head this way and that, taking stock of Beth. “I do believe we can work something out. And in fact,” she went on conspiratorially. “There’s usually a dance performed at every Moon Feast.” 

“Great,” Beth replied, a genuine smile playing upon her lips. “Let’s pray to the Great Mother you can do something with my ungainly limbs by then.”

Alanna laughed, her sleek, dark eyebrows rising towards her hairline. “I’m sure you’re grace personified, Beth.”

“Not hardly,” she snorted. 

Mickey, she noted had moved off toward the men at the other end of the table. He was a nice guy, she mused. He’d stayed just long enough to make sure she was comfortable and then left her to it. She had no doubt that had she been the slightest bit self-conscious, he’d have stuck to her side, entertaining her with his rapier wit. Maybe she could have a word with September...

~~~~

The boar was delicious. Juices dripping down her fingers, making her grip on the meat precarious, she tore another strip of meat from the bone and groaned in delight. “Mmm. This is fabulous.”

She had learned that while the adults went out to hunt for meat, the children hunted for the perfect combination of herbs to add succulence and addictive qualities to the meat brought back for cooking. “It’s almost better cooked. Almost,” Mickey called from his perch at the other end of the long, pine table. “You can’t beat the taste of fresh meat, though,” he went on, stretching his long legs out and fixing her with his owl stare. “The adrenaline and the fear. The hot rush of that first taste of its life flooding your veins.” 

September, she noted, who had joined them shortly before the boar was ready, flinched and closed her eyes. “I agree,” Beth replied loudly. “We were born and bred to hunt.”

“Not all of us,” September mumbled, softly enough that Beth was sure she was the only one who caught the words. 

Beth’s mind whirled. She understood the girl’s fear of what she had become, but to deny her instincts was folly. Surely she could see that. “Actually,” Beth cleared her throat, making a snap decision. “I haven’t hunted in too long.” Not since the night she fell into that trap and... She viciously cut that line of thought. “I would love to accompany the hunting party this evening.” 

September jumped as Beth took hold of her hand under the table and gave it a warning squeeze. “How about it?” she glanced at her. “Will you join me, September?” 

The girl honestly appeared to weigh the merits of declining, before seeming to realize that Beth was far above her station and therefore a request was as good as an order. Beth felt bad about it, but there was nothing for it. The girl had to learn to stop fearing herself, even if she would never truly love what she was. 

“Um, yes,” September whispered. “But the Alpha...dinner...”

“Don’t worry your head about that,” Alanna, on Beth’s other side, leaned in and smiled. “I’ll send one of the girls to tend the Alpha’s kitchen while you’re gone.”

“Thanks,” the girl frowned, looking anything but thankful, fidgeting with the ends of her fiery hair in a self-conscious fashion. 

“Wonderful!” Beth announced. 

Finishing the sublime portion of roast boar, Beth sucked her fingers clean and confirmed the time of the hunt. Sundown, as in her old pack. She would have time to run, time to hunt, and perhaps time to show September that her life was not over, merely different now. Better, in fact. Who would want to be human? Who would want to die of diseases that the wolf could shake off like a head cold? Or not know the immense pleasure of having another form, another shape, the freedom of the run, and the structure of the pack, providing protection and family, always?

Beth would rather die than be human. The only human aspect she could wish for, was the freedom to be with whomever she wished. But that was pack life, and pack law, and who was she to challenge it, no matter how she wanted to?

After the hunt tonight, she would break her Bond with Gareth – her chest tightened at the thought of him, and she sighed heavily – and hope no lasting damage had been done by her madness by the creek. Her place was here now, and if she had doubted that until now, the firm resolution flowing through her mind settled it. She trusted it. 

No matter the hurt, no matter the pain even thinking of letting him go brought her, it was the only course of action remaining to her. Rather Donovan than his brutish father. She knew he had been serious in his threats. 

She still had plenty of time before sundown, and remembered the healer’s promise of teaching her Herb Lore. “September, do you think you could point me in the direction of Shale?”

The girl bobbed her head up and down, crimson locks falling onto her elfin face. “Sure, I can. He should be in the clearing with the children.” She rose, barely containing her eagerness to be out of the Common House, away from Mickey’s burning gaze. Beth noticed he had been surreptitiously studying the girl for some time. Didn’t he know softly, softly catchy monkey? Beth’s lips twisted into a smirk as she tipped her head in his direction, nodding her thanks and bidding everyone a goodbye. To a chorus of well wishes and smiles, Beth followed September from the Common House’s stifling heat, into the fresh air of the crisp Autumn day.

The Common House was near the south edge of the village, and she noted the homes and buildings they passed on their journey. 

All the dwellings appeared to be in good repair and well presented, although Beth still disliked the uniform design, and wondered if her home would be just another replica. The path they trod on was nothing more than a dirt track dusted with bark chippings and loose gravel and their footfalls made hardly a sound as September hustled them past other pack members who stopped to stare at their future Alpha female as she was lead toward the well-traveled paths at the edge of the village.

Beth noticed a hulking figure lifting giant sheets of fabric from a vat full of blue dye. He gave her a wizened grin, and a hearty wave, dropping one side of the sheet, which instantly plopped back into the container, splashing a few droplets across his jolly cheeks and red nose. She waved back jovially and grinned at his rueful expression when he immediately wiped a hand across his face to catch the droplets, forgetting the dye on his fingers. He was left looking like a cross between a soldier and a smurf. 

She couldn’t help but laugh softly as September led her down a dry track between two great oaks. “So you decided to join us, Beth?” Shale inquired upon seeing the pair emerge into a small clearing full of children and a couple of old she-wolves. “I sure did,” she replied, smiling. 

They had quite the herb garden growing here, she noticed. There were herbs she’d never seen before, along with the very few she did recognize. Patches of bloodroot, the small white flowers long since faded, were being tended by children as young as three summers, in preparation for next season’s harvest. There was wild ginger, wild mint, and chamomile growing next to feverfew and chickweed. And, she noted, valerian root with its small, fern-like fronds. That was one herb she was already well acquainted with.

“Thank you,” Beth nodded to September, and the girl took off after a brief hesitation. Beth knew September had wanted to plead her case regarding tonight’s hunt, but Beth would not be moved. Perhaps there was a future for her as an Alpha after all. 

“Welcome, Beth,” Shale approached her, a wide smile on his thin lips, and a warmth in his amber eyes that she instantly approved of. He was a huge man; Beth had to crane her neck to look into his face, and she supposed he was quite intimidating but she’d had a constant string of Guardians trailing her like daemons for so long that his size didn’t daunt her one bit. “Thank you,” she replied, taking the hand he offered in greeting.

“Let me introduce my aids, Loretta and Kadleen.”

“Very pleased to meet you both,” Beth nodded a greeting to them both, and obeyed the healer’s gesture to move forward.

“I’m Kadleen,” the smaller of the two said, a smile creasing her wide mouth and merriment twinkling in her silver eyes. “This is Loretta, my sister. She doesn’t speak,” Kadleen explained. “Couldn’t resist one last shimmer, and lost her voice box on the way back.”

Beth had heard of such anomalies taking place during a wolf’s last years of the shimmer. She supposed losing a voice box was much preferable to losing say, her human nose, or her hands, which had happened, to hear some of the elders speak.

Beth shook the hands of both with pleasure and glanced around at the children who were all staring at her in awe. She supposed they had heard of her, and expected another dominant wolf to be just as overbearing as their Alpha. She would work hard to prove herself otherwise. 

“Hello there,” she said, eyes sweeping the entire gathering of children. Their ages ranged from three years to fifteen years, and some of them had more wariness than others. A little boy of what Beth guessed to be five tugged on her jeans with his grubby hands. When she looked down, one of the older girls whipped his hands away from her with a scalding reprimand not to touch her. 

“Showwy,” he mumbled around the grimy thumb he’d immediately popped into his mouth. “I jush wanshed sho know if she wash here to learn like ush.” A big, fat and glistening tear rolled down his face as he considered the angry face of the girl who had scolded him.

“Hey,” she whispered, leaning down on her haunches so she could get as close to eye level as she could with the little guy. “You probably know more than I do,” she assured him in a sing-song voice. “You could probably teach me!”

Laughing, he pulled his thumb from his mouth and glared at the girl who was now sitting back on her heels, frowning in confusion. “I could,” he replied, eyes shining. “I really could!”

As Beth turned back towards Shale, she was sure she could see him out of the corner of her eye, sticking his tongue out at the now silent young girl. She scarcely held in her laugh. Shale’s eyes were so full of approval, and genuine amusement that she smiled, and put on the brave face, even though her stomach was twisting and churning from the events of the morning, and the events yet to come. “So,” she asked him in a teasing voice. “Which herb should I pick if I want to make my dinner tastier tomorrow?”

“Well Lovage Seed is wonderful on venison, while Cardamom or Coriander is best with pork...”

Beth forced herself to listen to all the different herbs and spices she could use on her meat, determined that before the month was up she would not only know how to cook them, she would also know how to flavor them correctly. She was soon to be a Den Mother in her own right, although it could take some time for her to be with cubs, she needed to know this stuff. 

For an hour or more, Beth got down and dirty in the soft soil with the others, diligently weeding and mulching ready for the winter that in these territories could literally arrive over night. The children hummed low to Shale’s slow, deep chanting, imploring the Great Mother for her help in making the earth fertile and rich. Beth swayed as the tune took over her body and soothed her worries.

There was not much talk going on, a fact Beth was heartily glad of. Expecting a lecture that droned on and on about this herb and that, today’s task was instead to prepare the earth and protect the plants, which really didn’t need much instruction. Beth’s fingers sifted through the velvety earth, rooting out the weeds that even Shale couldn’t hold at bay. This was a wild world, and the wild wanted to reclaim it.

“So this is where you’ve been hiding,” a soft whisper caressed her ear, and a gentle hand cupped her elbow. “I’ve been looking for you, my mate.” 

“Donovan,” Beth replied, almost hypnotized by the melodious chanting, her eyes half-mast and hazy. 

“Come with me,” he whispered, lifting her to her feet. “I’m sure Shale won’t mind if I monopolize my mate for a while.” 

Shale nodded once, slowly. “You just make sure my newest pupil is back here first thing in the morning for her first lesson.” 

“I’ll do that, Healer,” he promised earnestly, leading Beth away from the little gathering, deeper into the wood.

“Where are we going?” Beth asked excitedly, thankful that he’d had regained his characteristic good humor.

Donovan moved his arm to settle about her shoulders in a proprietary fashion, and Beth tried not to bump hips with him as they both found a comfortable rhythm to walk in. “Oh, I was thinking we could explore a little,” he informed her, eyes smiling. “A little bird told me you’re joining the hunt this evening and I thought you’d like to walk the trails with me beforehand.”

“I’d love that,” she exclaimed, tightening her grip on his waist. 

Shoving the thought of Gareth to the back of her mind, she wiggled her fingers beneath the light cotton of Donovan's shirt, to stroke the heated skin above his jeans waistband. 

He looked at her quickly, heat in his golden stare, and Beth offered him a small smile. She knew he was reluctant to take any invitation she offered him, in the event that it was snatched back like it had been before. Shaking her head slightly at the question in his eyes, she came to a halt and wrapped her other arm around his neck, swinging around in front of him. The kiss was soft and undemanding, their lips brushing slowly against each other, tongues stroking unhurriedly.

“Beth,” he croaked, wrapping his vast arms around her waist, dragging her closer, his breath hot on her cheek. “The things you do to me, my mate.”

“Are you going to join us on the hunt, Donovan?” Beth was a little breathless herself; that was the first kiss on the road to a Bond, she knew, and it was hard not to feel nervous and frightened, while at the same time feeling guilty for the enjoyment she took from one of Donovan's devastating kisses. Silently willing her mind to prevent all thoughts of the state she would be in by now if it was her other mate who she had been kissing, she glanced into his bright eyes.

“Would you like me to?” he asked. 

She sighed. Why must everything be about her? Why couldn’t he simply say that he didn’t want to, or that he did, or that he would see how the mood struck him? Why was it her decision? “I don’t mind,” she offered. Make up your own mind, she silently begged of him. She didn’t want him to be but a puppet, acting out her wishes. 

“I have a lot of work to do,” he confessed. “Although the thought of a run with you is too tempting by half.” He grinned down at her and loosened his hold. “I do believe I’ll try my best to join you,” he told her, long legs carrying him through the wood.

She followed, memorizing as best she could the trails and the clearings. There were copses of softwood competing for survival in amongst the giant hardwoods like the majestic oak and the greenest ginkgo trees. The softwood conifers rising like giant stalagmites yearning for the sun always made Beth feel dizzy and insignificant. The thought that these trees were seeded here before even her village elders were born served to remind her that life goes on, whether she wanted it to or not. 

“Donovan?” she queried, pointing to a small hare scampering across the trail ahead of them.

He grinned, releasing the clasp of his belt with one hand while pulling his shirt over his head with the other. Beth stepped out of her trainers, sliding her jeans over her hips, she let them fall to pool around her ankles while pulling her own shirt off. 

Before Donovan had stepped out of his own footwear, Beth stood before him panting in her wolf-form. With a wry twist to his lips, he swung his head to keep track of their prey. You snooze, you lose, Beth thought, taking after the wild hare. White fur flashed as the hare tried to out pace her, his long paws thumping the ground like a heartbeat. Beth stalked it easily, herding it out into the clearing to the right. If it reached the small copses and shrubs they’d never find it again.

As she directed the animal, she flicked a glance back and found Donovan hard on her heels. He was swift and sleek, dark as coal and powerful as a bear. She could well imagine him leading the hunt, tracking the prey and taking it down in one almighty lunge. 

He loped around to flank the hare, sending it scurrying back toward Beth. It had no choice, its instincts told it that the smaller wolf was the lesser threat, so it took the only choice available. Ahead of it was a stream and behind it to either side were the wolves. It tried to cut across Beth, darting its hind legs out of reach of her swiping paw. Beth growled in frustration and leaped, landing upon the frightened animal in victory. 

There she pinned it with an outstretched paw, easily holding it no matter how it wriggled and writhed. Donovan sauntered to her side, sparing the struggling hare barely a glance before snapping at Beth’s foreleg, willing her to release her prey. She did, slowly watching it beat feet towards the small grove to her left. 

Earning a reprieve, the hare disappeared into the dense undergrowth while Beth began to trot back towards her discarded pile of clothes. Donovan was right – she would hunt in truth this evening – there was no need to kill the hare. She remembered him explaining the method of conservation. There would be no hunting for fun on Tall Grass lands. Her human half recognized and even commended that, but her wolf wanted to bite into the soft underbelly of the hare, ripping intestines and flesh free. Unsatisfied, she growled softly in warning as Donovan nipped at her flanks. 

She was in no mood to play. She’d wanted the taste of the kill. The thrill of the chase was nothing without the satisfaction of completion. This was just one more thing she had to get used to. Before her mate could realize the mood she was in, she flashed him a quick wolf-grin, baring her teeth and growling softly. Something to be said for no pack ties, she thought. He can’t read my mind. 

“It’s not very practical to show you around the trails in wolf-form,” he announced as soon as he’d shimmered back into human-form, crouched down on his powerful thighs. He really was a fine specimen, and Beth appreciated the view. 

Whining, she shimmered back herself, reluctantly shaking off her wolf-form to assume her two-legged stance. She lost track of the time as they wandered through the wood, trees standing tall and proud, vague bubbling sounds indicating a stream in the vicinity. There certainly were plenty of signs of wildlife, she mused. Tracks here, there and everywhere. It shouldn’t be too hard to find something delicious in this forest. 

“I have to get back,” Donovan told her as he led her toward the clearing she had spent the afternoon digging in the soft earth. She nodded distractedly. “I have a meeting with my father,” he announced, immediately putting her on edge. “Perhaps I will see you for the hunt.” His soft, callous-free fingertips trailed down her cheek, and turned her face up for his farewell kiss. 

It was a chaste meeting of lips, which took no longer than the blink of an eye, and then she was alone, Donovan lightly jogging toward the path. She decided now was a good a time as any to track down the sinuous Mistress of the Dance.

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

––––––––

The door to the Common House swung open to reveal a sparsely populated area. Only two wolves lay, curled up by the fire, regarding her with lazy eyes. “Alanna?” she inquired. Both wolves shook their heads slightly. She nodded her thanks, backing out. She would search a while and then return to her room to await tonight’s hunt. She had a good ninety minutes or so before the sun began its descent.

She must live in one of these cottages, Beth thought to herself, frustrated. Where was everyone? The village seemed strangely deserted and she wondered if there was an event nobody had thought to mention to her. The first home she approached belonged to the apprentice healer, Felicity, as she found out shortly after issuing a light knock upon the pine door. “I’m sorry for disturbing you, Felicity,” Beth hastened to apologize. No wonder there had been no sign of the apprentice in the clearing – she looked like death warmed up. “Are you quite well?”

The woman gazed upon her, half dazed with watery eyes and a sheen of sweat upon her brow. She had a high color reminiscent of a temperature. “Oh, I’m fine, Beth.” The pretty mouth curled into a rueful smile. “Lady problems,” she explained softly. 

“Ah,” Beth replied just as softly. She was obviously in the iron grip of a monstrous heat, and her mate was absent. “Is there anything I can do for you?” 

“No, sweet thing,” she smiled again, like a ray of sunshine and a lock of her wheat-colored hair fell upon her lips. “My mate shall arrive presently. But what can I do for you?”

All thoughts of Alanna had suddenly flown from Beth’s mind and she struggled to remember her reason for calling. “Oh, I was looking for...Alanna, yes.” Scarlet flooded her cheeks as she realized she had been staring at the woman in a stupor. She was perhaps the most amazing specimen of the female of the species Beth had ever seen. She wondered who her mate was. Lucky man, she thought. Whoever he is. 

Felicity pointed to a circular building, not large, but far from small with a dark curtain hanging in lieu of a door. “You will find her within,” she cleared her throat.

“Thank you, Felicity,” Beth replied with a frown. The poor woman. No female should ever get to the point in her heat where she was literally sickening for want of her mate. 

“Beth!” gasped the Mistress of Dance, shifting the curtain to one side and inviting the younger she-wolf inside. “Do come in. I have just literally tuned my lyre. Perhaps we can have a glass of wine and discuss the dance.” 

“I’d be very grateful.” Ducking her head, Beth stepped through the crude entrance into a humid circular room. Well what shape did you expect, dummy? she admonished herself for being foolish. There was a fire in the very center, smoke tendrils winding and twisting their way to the smoke-hole in the ceiling. Sparks flew and the fire crackled in welcome. Beth folded her legs beneath her and perched on a plump ground cushion, taking in her surroundings. 

At first glance it appeared a very plain room. The central fire, the focal point of the room, surrounded by over sized floor pillows and decadent rugs, while the walls were hung with tapestries of women in various dance positions. “They’re wonderful,” Beth announced, indicating toward the wall-hangings.

~~~~

“Oh yes,” she breathed. The woman really was the very embodiment of sensuality. “Some of those hangings are hundreds of years old, handed down from one Mistress to the next. This one here,” she pointed to a graceful depiction of a woman half-shimmered, eyes glowing silver, and claws elongating, frozen in the middle of a twirl. “The kind ladies in the weaving house made this one.” 

“Margo and Marybell?”

“I see you are acquainted with them. Wise old women, those two,” her eyes sparked mischief. “But nosy as all hell!”

Both women erupted in giggles and Beth took the proffered glass of wine with a wrinkle of her nose. “Not a fan?” 

“Oh,” she apologized. “Not very. I’m afraid I rather over indulged over dinner recently.” 

“In the Great House?” Alanna inquired, with a knowing smile. Beth nodded. “I wouldn’t drink that swill if the Alpha paid me! Trust me, Beth. You’ll appreciate this vintage a lot more.” 

“If you say so,” Beth carefully tipped the glass and let a few drops slip into her mouth. An explosion of pure and sweet fruit erupted on her tongue. Oh yes, there was a lot to appreciate in this particular wine. “Delicious,” she admitted with a broad smile. “It tastes like fresh fruit after a tropical storm, full of electricity and wild power.”

“Oh you’re good,” the Mistress replied smiling. “That’s exactly what I was trying to achieve.”

“You made this?”

A smile and a nod were her answer. The lithe woman shimmied her way to fold herself onto a cushion near Beth and reached towards a cloth-covered shape by the wall. “But this,” she inclined her dark head toward the item. “This is my pride and joy.”

Beth stared in fascination as the Mistress pulled the cloth free to reveal an instrument she had never in her life seen before. It was a harp, but not a harp. Where a harp was triangular, this was like a one-dimensional chalice, filled not with fruit of the vine, but with shimmering strings, joined at the top by a crossbar of shining wood. It shone in the firelight like a rare jewel, which Beth supposed it was. She doubted it was a reproduction. “Also handed down from Mistresses past?”

“Oh my, yes.” She stroked the instrument like a lover, running her hands over the curling lips, plucking at a string here and there, using a small plectrum hanging from a ribbon, letting the musical notes drift lazily on the air. 

Using her left hand to repress the melodious tunes of the strings she wanted hushed, Alanna played a deep, sensual tune that made Beth’s head sway. Nodding toward the clutter-free circle surrounding the fire, the Mistress invited Beth to dance for her. She did so, helpless to disagree in body or mind. 

Her hips swayed and swished, her hands flowed to the beat of the music and her eyes closed in pure bliss. Giving herself over to the music, she let it take her on a sinuous journey around the flames, slowly undulating and winding her body in perfect time. By the time Alanna had let the last note fade into the ether, Beth had done two trips around the enormous fire and her breath was coming heavy and fast.

“I don’t think you need much instruction, Beth,” she called joyfully, draining her glass of the deep, red liquid. “Your previous Mistress taught you well.”

“Could have been the stick,” Beth replied with a grin. She had no idea where the dance came from, only that she had to obey it. If she’d danced so fluidly in the clearing with Patina before her mating ceremony, she might have saved herself a few bruises and admonishments.

Alanna laughed delightedly and invited Beth to resume her seat. “So,” she inclined her head fractionally, night eyes twinkling merrily. “How are you finding life in Tall Grass?” 

“Honestly?” Alanna nodded. “Strange. There are so many different customs to get used to, and so many new people. I hadn’t thought of it all when I left my old pack, so used to their ways, I suppose.” She sighed. “It all seems too much, sometimes.” 

“I came here from a different territory, also,” Alanna admitted quietly. “Many years ago. Tall Grass was in need of a Mistress of the Dance, and my Mistress was not yet ready to hand the pack into my hands. So when I was approached, I jumped at the offer.” She refilled her glass, politely offering to top up Beth’s and replacing the stopper on the crystal decanter when Beth assured her she still had wine aplenty. “My pack too, had differing customs and traditions. It was difficult to settle in at first. But then I made a friend,” she smiled. “And it all fell into place after that.” 

Alanna’s eyes flicked toward the tapestry of the half-shimmered woman, with sadness and regret shining in their dark depths. “She helped me find my place here.”

“Who is she?” Beth asked respectfully.

“Lissa.”

The Alpha’s infamous rogue wife. Something in Beth’s throat tightened and she cleared it before rising to inspect the visage of the woman who had so thoroughly broken her terrifying father-in-law. “She’s stunning.”

“She was,” Alanna replied, not completely in charge of her emotions. Anger simmered there, Beth could see. “You remind me of her,” she whispered. “I’d like to be your friend, Beth, if you’d let me.” 

“A girl can’t have too many friends, or too few enemies, right?” 

~~~~

The night was alive with energy. Beth could feel the excitement riding the air. She walked, half dragging poor September along in her wake, towards the meeting point at the entrance to the trails. 

“I’m not sure this is such a good idea,” the girl whispered, fearfully.

“It’s a great idea,” Beth assured her. “I need to join in pack life here.”

“I wasn’t talking about you,” she replied, almost stumbling over an exposed root. The girl really wasn’t in tune with her wild instincts. 

“I know.” She wasn’t letting her get out of it. September had been living here for too long now to not have fully accepted her new life. Beth was hoping to change that in time, starting with tonight’s hunt. The moon rode low in the darkening sky, almost full. Almost fat. She shivered, feeling the power in the cool air. The wind teased her hair, tickling the small of her back where her vest rode up, raising goose bumps. 

She sighed. “September,” she began. “You’ve not once joined the hunt.” The girl shook her head dejectedly. “Neither have I. So, you see, this is the perfect time for us both.” The girl’s eyes were wide with apprehension, and Beth stopped to give her a quick hug. “I promise everything will go just fine. If I’m wrong, you can feel free to never join a hunt again, if that’s what you want. Deal?”

“Deal,” the girl replied reluctantly, squeezing Beth hard before stepping back with a tremulous smile. 

“Good girl”

There were about a dozen wolves ready for the hunt. Some were already in wolf-form, while others still stood around chatting, hyping each other up. Beth slipped in easily, towing September behind her. She made sure not to stand too close to Mickey, but not far enough away that September wasn’t aware of his presence. It was time they both got over this situation. 

“Beth.” The soft voice belonged to Felicity, who was indeed looking much better this evening, her high color having dissipated to leave a healthy, well-sated expression on her pretty face. 

Beth’s eyebrows drew together. Usually a mating pair holed up for however long it took for the heat to pass, taking the time to please, tease and love one another. She was surprised to see Felicity so soon after their meeting this afternoon. “Felicity. I’m glad you’re feeling better,” she replied diplomatically. “I hadn’t expected to see you tonight?” Beth knew she was prying, framing it as a question rather than a statement, but her innate curiosity got the better of her nine times out of ten. 

“Duties,” she replied slowly. “Shale is required elsewhere tonight, and the pack always has a healer to hand on a hunt.”

“Of course. How silly of me.” But she hadn’t forgotten the snippet of over-heard conversation she’d caught when passing Felicity’s home for the second time, on her way back from Alanna’s. 

“You cannot be serious!” The statement was spat with as close to venom as Beth had ever heard.

“As serious as I’ve ever been.” The reply was calm and indeed, stoically serious.

“But...” she had faltered then, evidently shocked or hurt or both. “We are...”

“I know, sweet Felicity,” came the unemotional reply. “But it was an arrangement of convenience, was it not?”

“Yes, but–”

“Nothing!” he interrupted harshly. “I have made up my mind. It will be dissolved. Prepare yourself.”

“Yes, Alpha.”

“Good girl,” Bradley replied softly. “We both knew it could come to this some day.”

“Yes, Alpha,” she repeated again, her voice breaking a little in what sounded like unhappy capitulation.

Beth again wondered fiercely what relationship Bradley and the apprentice had. Obviously it was one-sided, in favor of the Alpha. She wouldn’t expect anything better of that sort of man, and was not surprised. Perhaps Bradley was even the mate Felicity had spoken of? Ridiculous, she scoffed at herself. What possible reason would a woman such as Felicity have for involving herself in a clandestine relationship with the Alpha? None that Beth could see. 

“I hear you have an interest in Herb Lore, Beth?” Felicity asked now, staring directly into her eyes.

“Oh, yes,” she replied. “I suppose I have some catching up to do, really. Bradley tells me that every juvenile in the pack has some knowledge of each craft.” The apprentice nodded slowly, wincing minutely at the mention of the Alpha. “It was not so in my old pack,” Beth explained. “Our strengths were assessed as juveniles and we were taken on by a Mistress or a Master depending on those strengths.”

Felicity’s brows drew together. “That is unfortunate.”

“Yes, well, I didn’t think so at the time.” Beth offered the other woman a wry twist of her lips and tried to explain the fact that she’d had a lot more free time than the children here evidently did. 

“It keeps them from mischief,” Felicity replied, confused. “There is no harm in that.”

“And no harm in most mischief, either,” Beth answered, spying September edging away from the group to sit alone on an old, gnarled stump. “Excuse me, please. I must see to September.”

“Of course,” the apprentice waved her excuse away. “She will need to be closely watched tonight,” she surmised.

“I’ll keep her close.”

“Then I shall keep you both close.” 

With what sounded suspiciously like a warning ringing in her head, Beth joined September by the dirt path. “Can I share your stump?” she asked, grinning.

“I’ll give it to you if you let me go home,” the girl replied, with a hopeful smile. 

“Not a chance,” she laughed. “A for effort though.” 

~~~~

It felt wonderful to be in wolf-form readying herself for a hunt. She loped through the forest in a formation with the most senior member of the hunting party in front. She remembered him introducing himself in the Common House. His name was Wallace, the battle-scarred hunter. She appraised the many marks on his sleek coat as he jogged across the forest floor, quiet as a mouse. 

Beth hung on the outskirts with September, being the most inexperienced hunter of the group. It was Beth’s job to make sure this expedition was enjoyable for the girl, and so she repressed her natural instinct to race ahead and join the senior members. She had been a keen hunter in her old pack and was afforded a place in the second line of formation, directly behind her Den Father in the first line.

Reveling in the absence of a pack tie when she wanted her thoughts to herself, Beth discovered it was vastly different being on a hunt without the benefit of the pack’s input. For the first time in her life, Beth wished for the hustle and bustle of other wolves’ thoughts in her mind. She didn’t know which direction they were heading, or if prey had been scented yet. 

If there were a pack tie, she’d already know all of this information. It would come to her instantly; as soon as someone scented prey, she would know. Now she was relying on her eyes and ears more than usual, and the strain was evident in the stiff line of her body. Cocking her head this way and that, attempting to decipher soft growls and yips from wolves she’d not yet met was driving her insane.

She also knew that September would have benefited from a way to converse, to be reassured. The girl was skittish as a newborn foal, and Beth, though trying her best to be encouraging could only do so much without words, and she knew it might be only a matter of time before the girl ducked out, or made a mistake.

They came upon a creek bed, long since dried up and spread out more uniformly along the bank. Apparently something had been spotted or scented, as the group broke off in groups of three. The Master of the Hunt loped ahead with two wolves. Mickey trotted to the left with two of his own companions, while three other wolves she had met only briefly hung back, presumably to chase the quarry on, and block any retreat.

That left herself, September and the apprentice, Felicity, to flank from the right. Fine with her. She was good at this. Beth tried to tell herself the apprentice only shadowed them for September’s sake, but she failed dismally, instead seeing the she-wolf in a new light as she growled and nipped at her haunch. 

Growling mightily, Beth snapped at the healer’s foreleg. She may be younger, but she outranked a healer’s apprentice any day, and hunting was her forte. How dare she be so rude? Both females stood, hackles raised, each trying to stare the other down. Another growl tripped from Beth’s muzzle as she stalked closer.

The apprentice dropped her gaze and whined softly, tale tucked up between her legs, apparently remembering her place in the pack, albeit belatedly, and Beth knew she’d succeeded in her effort to claim her own spot in the pack hierarchy. Throwing her head toward the other hunting parties, Beth raced off, September and Felicity close on her heels. The three males hanging back to drive the prey forward exchanged looks as the three females passed, before trotting on at a fast walk. Manners be damned, Beth was not going to stand for that sort of intimidation. It wouldn’t have set well with her in her old pack where she had little or no status, and it wouldn’t wash here, either.

The hunt took them far from the village, over many miles, and in the course of the journey, Beth figured out it was a stag they were driving on. She caught sight of its antlers shining in the light of the moon which had steadily climbed to crown the navy sky. She growled, sweeping closer, and the stag bolted in the direction of the party to the left, who in turn drove it back to the right, only to be pushed on ever further by the group lagging behind. 

Panicking now, the stag rolled its eyes, fast draining its vast reserves of stamina to race further into the night. Beth glanced behind to be sure September had kept up. The girl was a surprisingly adept hunter. Gracefully flying over fallen logs and twisted roots, never once losing her footing once she’d given herself over to the wolf. Felicity, never far behind either, bounded a hair’s breath from the tip of the girl’s tail. An unlikely trio, they drove the beast ever onward.

Spying a large clearing up ahead, Beth guessed they would take the animal down once they reached it. The stag was tiring now, she noticed, its coat foaming, steam rising from its heated flesh. Survival of the fittest, she thought before letting out a chilling howl on the spur of the moment. It was answered almost immediately from the wolves behind and to her left. The only one strangely unaffected was Felicity, who seemed to be in a sulk. What Beth had done to deserve her rancor, she couldn’t begin to guess. 

Shrugging the thought off, she leaped faster, longer, closer, and the stag went haywire, emitting short, frightened snuffling sounds, its legs faltering. He was staggering now, but still not out of the game. Beth hung back a bit and let the animal get a second wind, driving it into the waiting jaws of the hunting party ahead.

It was over quite quickly when it all came down to it. The Master of the Hunt came bounding out of the long grass in the meadow, howling and snapping, and the stag faltered in its steps, almost falling head over heels in its effort to abort the forward movement. Too late, he realized his momentum was going to carry him forward like a locomotive, no matter what, and he swung his deadly antlers, crashing into the skull of one of the Master’s comrades. 

All at once the stag fell, its legs crumpling from beneath, his proud head diving toward the ground. Beth took her opportunity, darting in to sink her sharp canines into the soft flesh of his belly, ripping, tearing side to side like a dog with a bone.

September, caught up in the spirit of the moment, tried to join in, earning herself a gash along her side, just below the ribs. Dangerous even when down, the stag fought on bravely, striking another of the group before the Master finally managed to get a grip on its throat and tear the front of it away, exposing the spurting artery.

Howls of victory exploded from the throats of the wolves in the meadow, surrounding the growing red stain of the stag’s blood seeping into the earth. Of the Earth, Beth intoned in her mind. To the Earth. It was what her old pack had always said when they’d been successful in a hunt. Everything was born from the earth, and everything rejoined it, sooner or later. 

If a wolf could grin, Beth managed, looking around at the members of the hunt. Wallace lapped at the blood still spurting sporadically from the torn throat of the animal, while the rest of the group waited.

Eventually the Master raised his head, signaling for Beth to have a taste. She’d never before been permitted to taste the still flowing blood of the prey of the hunt and she stepped forward nervously, dipping her head toward the steaming gullet. If she’d imagined Alanna’s wine to be delicious, this was ambrosia. Rich and salty, the flavor coated her tongue and mouth, sliding down her throat in a hot rush.

Magnificent. She thanked the Master with a dip of her head and raised her eyes toward September, lying prone on the ground, whimpering. In the heat of the moment, she’d forgotten the girl’s injury. Guilt settling like a lead weight in her stomach, washing the pure taste of the kill from her, she started toward the girl, only to stop short as another reached her first, whining and dropping his muzzle toward the long gash on September’s flank.

Mickey.

With a short yip, September snapped at his paw, but he simply raised his leg and swiped at her muzzle. Wolf-speak for “shut up and let me,” she supposed. He sniffed the wound, before dragging his tongue across it gently, cleaning any grit or dirt from it. Beth sighed with relief as September finally stilled and allowed his ministrations.

Perhaps there was hope for them both, after all. He certainly seemed to care for the girl. And in turn, September didn’t seem as frightened as she had before now that he was up close and definitely in her personal space. Beth yawned, suddenly tired and retreated back to the carcass of the stag to join her fellow hunters.

Wallace and his one remaining un-injured partner had already shimmered and were in the process of settling its dead weight between them to carry back to the village. It would take them a lot longer to get home in human-form, but they couldn’t carry it in wolf-form, so concessions were made, out of practicality. 

Beth spared a glance for the two other injured wolves. The first one who had taken the stag’s brute force to the skull was awake and alert, if a bit unsteady and would need no treatment, and the second, with a simple flesh wound had also shimmered in order to heal himself. If September had shimmered, she too would have been healed by now. Perhaps she needed the injury, Beth thought, her eyes once again drawn to the figure of Mickey, still cleaning the obviously clean wound.

And they all lived happily ever after, she thought. Well, almost all, she amended, thinking of the duty she must perform upon arriving home. Her time was up; it was Donovan tonight, or Bradley tomorrow. Shivering in distaste, she loped into the forest amongst the other wolves, intent on getting home as soon as possible. Soonest begun, soonest finished.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

––––––––

Was there ever a better invention than a shower? Beth didn’t think so, standing under its scalding, driving force. She’d arrived home to a dark and empty house and immediately thought of one thing. A shower. The smooth, rich lather slid down her body and pooled by her feet as she scrubbed the day’s events from her body, leaving her feeling delightfully tingly and clean.

Rinsing off, she allowed herself to consider her decision. Was she right to break her Bond with Gareth? The buzzing in the back of her mind told her so. Was she right to feel terrified that it would all go wrong? She didn’t know. If she broke their Bond, and Gareth was hurt because of it she’d never forgive herself. But how would she know?

She hadn’t felt anything from the other pack since leaving the territory, not even in wolf-form. She supposed if the incessant droning of the inner chatter disappeared by the time she got to her creek most days, all the way out here...the pack tie was next to useless. 

The only way to find out if her pack tie even existed anymore would be to travel back to the Loam Floor territory – an act she was not willing, or able to do. So she had little choice but to forge ahead. If it were left up to her, she could admit in her deepest thoughts, she’d rather not Bond with anyone else. She would always love her Guardian. 

A sound alerted her to the fact that she was not as alone as she’d previously thought. She heard a weary sigh and the thump-thump of discarded shoes hitting the polished wooden floor in the next room. Donovan was home. She finished rinsing and dried off, quickly rubbing a plush, white towel over her body and hair. Not bothering to pull on a dressing gown, she let the door swing open to reveal her damp, naked body to the man lying across the bed.

He lifted his face and his expression, a mixture of lust and weariness made her squirm. Shouldn’t he be rushing over to whisk her off her feet? “Donovan?” she queried, softly.

“I’m sorry I didn’t join you for the hunt,” he replied, and she brushed his apology aside. “I had a meeting with my father.”

His eyes pierced her and she wanted to pull the dressing gown from the back of the door and hide herself from his gaze. Something was wrong. “He explained how the Bond works.”

“Oh?”

“I can’t do it, Beth.” He groaned in despair. “I can’t Bond with you. I can’t risk you that way.”

“Risk me? In what way?” Her mind whirled, and she did wrap herself in the gown before seating herself on the chair by the window. She gazed around the lush room, seeing none of the splendid decor. The chocolate brown silk curtains may as well have been sheets of paper, and the massive oak bed, dressed in rich green cotton may as well have been a bed of nails.

She focused her gaze on the face of her mate, and tried to wrap her mind around the idea that he wouldn’t, or couldn’t finish this mating. “Please, Donovan,” she whispered when he made no reply. “Speak to me.”

“I can’t risk you going mad,” he told her on a ragged whisper. “I can’t risk you turning feral and drifting off into the woods alone forever.” He rose from the bed and in one fluid motion dragged her from her seat and crushed her against him. “I’m not that strong.”

“Donovan, please, you don’t understand–”

“I do,” he cried savagely. “I won’t lose you, even if that means never truly having you.” Devouring her mouth in a rough kiss, he groaned and thrust her from him. 

“Donovan, please!” she cried in return, begging him to stay. He couldn’t leave her. “I love you,” she whispered, tears welling over.

His haunted expression smoothed and he too welled up, his amber eyes glistening with unshed tears. “I know, Beth. I know you love me. But you’re not in love with me. Not like you are with him.”

She started to protest but he cut her off with a wave of his hand. “I understand,” he croaked. “I truly do. And I love you just the same, but I cannot do it. Please understand, as I do.”

“I’m sorry,” she replied, sobbing. “I’m sorry I can’t be who you want me to be, but please...” she trailed off, hating herself for what she would say next. 

“What?” he demanded roughly, hand freezing on the doorknob, steadfastly glaring at the frame.

She sighed at the back of his dark head and whispered to him. “I need you.”

“No Beth, you don’t need me,” he answered, brokenly. “You will always have a place in the pack. But it is no longer by my side.”

“Where, then?” she demanded roughly. “Where is my place?”

“Your place is as it was always intended. By my father’s side.” He pulled the door open violently and strode though it. Beth stared at the empty doorway in despair.

Of course, Beth realized. The sole motivation for the meeting was to hand her over. 

The Alpha gets what the Alpha wants.

“Wait!” Beth cried, running so fast she almost barreled right down the stairs. “You don’t understand.” 

The sound of his shirt sleeve tearing as she whirled him around seemed unnaturally loud in the empty hallway. “It’s you that doesn’t understand, Beth.” He cupped her cheek tenderly and she frowned, gazing into his sad eyes. “He won’t Bond you. But he will breed you.” Donovan sighed. “It’s the only remaining option.”

“But, how can he avoid Bonding me?” Shelving her imminent status as brood-mare for the moment, she focused on the facts. How could she mate with another without breaking the Bond she had with Gareth?

“Because he’s the Alpha,” he replied harshly. “Because he’s at no risk of becoming emotionally attached. And I don’t think you are, either. Because,” he carried on, shaking her hand free of his sleeve, and turning away once more. “He’s done it before.”

He seemed to hunch in on himself then, as if a great weight rested on his shoulders. Beth put a hand on his back, between his shoulder blades, but removed it when he tensed. “If we’re going to have this conversation,” he said, not turning around. “You’re going to need to be dressed for it.”

~~~~

“A long time ago, before my father mated with his first wife, Lissa. There was another.” Donovan’s eyes moved from place to place, never settling on anything for more than a second or two. “My mother, Lenora.” He heaved a great sigh and met her eyes for the first time since she’d pulled on her sun dress and curled up in the bucket chair by the bedroom window. The evening sun was hanging low in the sky, sending dappled shadows to the corners of the room, and as Donovan sat in a shroud of them, his eyes seemed to shine all the brighter. 

“My father has always been a man of particular tastes and appetites. He was never content with just one woman, even if she was his destined mate, and while Lissa was busy playing hard to get, Lenora was satisfying those appetites.” 

Beth wondered how many people had heard this version of the epic, but ultimately tragic romance of Lissa and Bradley. Not many, she guessed. While Donovan spoke, and the sun sunk lower in the sky, and the shadows deepened, she got a sense of the real Alpha of the Tall Grass pack. Not a man who had lost his mind when his love left him, no. Rather a controlling and angry man who had lost whatever power he thought he had over her, and went mad with rage, not sadness. 

“Just before he rose to Alpha status, he told my mother that their arrangement had come to an end and that he had to be seen as an upstanding member of the pack. For her part, my mother begged and pleaded with him not to leave her. She had fallen in love with him, you see, but since it was all one-sided, there was no Bond. I think she knew that it would never result in anything other than misfortune for her, but she had to try, you see?”

Beth nodded. She did see. After all, hadn’t she tried and tried herself with the object of her own affections, even though she knew it would never work? 

“He would have none of it. Even the mention of her being pregnant would not sway him, and so he left her, and officially mated with Lissa.” He shook his head, spilling a dark lock onto his forehead. “Soon he had become our Alpha, and though he continued to act honorable, at least outwardly, he quickly reverted to his true nature and began to meet my mother in secret. I was very small, and don’t remember much of those times, but I remember enough.” His face darkened, and Beth got the feeling that those meetings weren’t always romantic or amicable. 

“Did Lissa ever find out?” Could that be why such a devoted woman turned her affections to someone more worthy?

“I’m sure Lissa knew before they’d even mated,” he said harshly. “It’s not easy to miss the scent of another on your beloved.” 

Beth cringed. “I’m sorry, Beth, I didn’t mean that...”

“Yes,” she replied softly. “You did. But I understand. Go on...”

“Why she ever mated with him, I’m not sure. Maybe she felt threatened, or maybe she just loved him that damn much. All I knew in my child's’ mind is that she took my father away. And I hated her for it. Silly, really. It was only as I grew older that I realized the only one who took him away was him. It was his choice.”

Beth couldn’t take it anymore; she could practically taste his hurt in the air. Quickly rising, she knelt in front of him and took his hands in her own, feeling their soft, un-calloused palms, dry and gentle. “You’re right, Donovan. He decided to miss out on your childhood. But you must have worked things out?”

He snorted. “You mean because here I am, living in the Great House, heir to the Alpha?”

She nodded slowly, feeling less sure. 

“Not really, Beth. When it was discovered that Lissa had been meeting someone else in secret - much the same as my father was, actually - he went wild with rage. He damn near tore the entire village apart in his wrath, until he found them both. Declaring them rogue, he attacked them and forced them to flee from the territory, but he wasn’t content with that. He had to run them both down in the many months following, only returning to the pack once his grisly business was finished.” Donovan slipped his hands free from Beth’s death grip and rose, strolling slowly to the window, gazing at nothing but the past. 

“By the time he’d returned, I had lost my mother to a fever, and was being shuffled from family to family. He really didn’t have a choice, knowing someone, at some stage would find out I was his son, so he took me in and raised me, which was a mixed blessing, to say the least.”

Tears had started trickling down Beth’s cheeks at some point, and she brushed them aside quickly. “I’m so sorry, Donovan. She didn’t deserve any of that, and neither did you.” She tried to comfort him, but he once again shook her off and strode to the door, all anger drained from him, leaving him a disheveled and pain-filled wreck.

“So you see, Beth,” he whispered with his back to her. “This is the way it has to be.” 

~~~~

Hours later, eyes bloodshot and swollen, Beth lay on the wide bed, wondering how everything had gone so wrong. But at least Gareth is safe, she told herself. The Bond would not break, and he would not be at risk. But what sort of life would she have, now? Much worse than any she could have imagined mere weeks ago. It seemed childish now to worry about which of the two handsome suitors she would pick, when she ended up with neither, and worse, was destined to be a breeding machine for a lunatic Alpha Werewolf in a foreign pack, in a different territory. Quite how things could get any worse, she couldn’t imagine.

“I see you’ve heard the news.” Bradley casually leaned on the jam of the door, watching her with an intensity that was unsettling. He seemed smug and gloating. “I was so hoping to inform you of your new status, myself.”

“New status?” Her mind was numb. How could he just stand there smirking as if he hadn’t just torn her entire world away from her. 

“In a couple of days, you will officially become the Alpha Female of the Tall Grass pack,” he told her, smiling. “And you’ll be obedient, and wonderful, and perfect.”

It seemed more a threat than a compliment, and Beth took it as one, meaning if she wasn’t obedient, and wonderful and perfect, she would be dead, just like poor, tragic Lissa and Jake. “I will,” she replied carefully.
“And then,” he growled, his lust scent permeating the air. “You’ll be well and truly mated.”
“What will you tell the pack?” she asked, raising her head slowly. “How will you explain to them that I am now your mate, instead of your son’s?”

“We’ll tell them the truth,” he snapped, his eyes narrowing before he broke out in a great guffaw. “We’ll tell them you just can’t decide which man you want for your mate, as evidenced already, and have finally agreed to be mine. Obviously,” he went on smiling. “We’ll have to be careful not to cast any blame or scorn upon my dear son, but I’m sure once things settle down and you produce a cub or two, they’ll all realize how perfect for each other we are.” 

“Perfect, yeah,” she replied, stupefied. This man was deranged. She had to find a way to escape from here before the mating ceremony.

~~~~

Not knowing where Donovan had disappeared to since his mind-shattering announcement, Beth was literally on her own. It was hard not to be angry with him for abandoning her to her fate, but she couldn’t say she blamed him. She really had been nothing but trouble and heartache for him since the night of her ceremony, and this latest development must have pushed him over the edge, but she was the one who had reverted to a commodity here, and damned if she’d go down without a fight. 

Her morning was taken up by Herb Lore as she had promised to attend, and not wanting to appear unpredictable, she had to wait until after lunch to seek out the weaver ladies. Finding a quiet spot in the forest around the village, Beth nibbled on fruit and cheese, trying to work out where she went from here. If she bolted, no doubt they’d track her to the ends of the earth. She shivered, remembering the story of Lissa. And if she stayed, she’d be reduced to a child-bearing trophy-mate. If she went back to the Loam Floor pack, they’d just send her right back, and then there’d be hell to pay.

How long could she make it, on her own? Could she run far enough and fast enough to find a different pack, far away from here, willing to take her in? She did have her pure-breed status to bargain with, an enticing prize for any pack, but she would bring a universe load of trouble on her heels. And could she get away, in any case? She wasn’t stupid enough to think she didn’t have her shadows here in the village, and if she were to venture too far, they’d probably show themselves very clearly. While searching for a particular herb that morning, she’d gone a little too far into the surrounding woods and caught the scent of two distinctly different males that she’d never met, and she was pretty sure they’d been following her.

If Bradley had put guards on her, he would know every move she made, probably before she even made it. Taking a thoughtful bite from her apple, she weighed her options. Her only real options. She could run, and be hunted. Or stay and be bred. Both options were unthinkable, but one at least afforded her a measure of freedom. The apple felt like chewed up glass as she swallowed.

~~~~

“Beth!” Marybell exclaimed in delighted surprise. “I am glad to see you, dear.” 

“Not as glad as I,” intoned Margo in a decidedly chilling voice. “I hear all sorts of gossip these days, you see. There have been strange snippets of gossip for the past twenty four hours. When exactly did you decide to take Bradley to mate?”

“I didn’t!” she protested savagely. 

“I rather thought not,” the old woman replied, reaching for a cup of tea, her hands shaking. “It’s time for my tea, then?”

“No, Margo,” Marybell protested loudly, putting two hands on her ample hips. “It’s far too dangerous–”

“Nonsense!” she cut in shrilly. “If Bradley Tall Grass even remembers my existence, and puts two and two together, what can he do?” she cackled. “Put me on trial?”

“No, she’s right,” Beth interjected. “It is far too dangerous. If he should ever learn of it, well, you wouldn’t have to worry about a trial, let’s put it that way.”

Marybell flinched and sat down abruptly, but Margo - tough old goat that she was - merely shrugged a bony shoulder. “And so what? If it will help, I am glad to do it. And if Bradley, or any of his bullies come calling late at night,” she shrugged again, taking a slurp of her tea. “I have a few tricks up my sleeve.” 

“I can’t let you take that risk,” Beth said, shaking her head so hard that her blond locks fell about her face in disarray.

“I will make the tea, in any case,” Margo told her sternly. “And I will not take no for an answer.” Her bony hand slashing the air put a stop to anything Beth had planned to say. “In an emergency, it could be helpful. And who’s to say you didn’t make it yourself, hmm?”

“You all know I had no Herb Lore before coming to this pack,” she replied, thin eyebrows drawn together in frustration.

“Ah yes, but perhaps you weren’t totally honest, eh? You ever think of that?”

“I suppose...”

“Well then, that’s settled. Marybell, I will need certain ingredients which you must fetch for me. Beth can’t be seen to be preparing anything, or doing anything at all out of the ordinary.” All three agreed on that. “I suggest that you find Donovan. If you explain the entire situation, I’m sure he’ll help however he can.” 

“I can’t!” Beth paced the tiny room in a panic. “Don’t you think I’ve tried to find him? I’ve asked each person that I’ve come across today, and nobody has seen him since last night. Apparently he took off into the woods and hasn’t returned.”

“Poor boy,” Marybell whispered. “He can’t shove his head in the sand any longer.”

“He can if he can’t be found,” Beth replied, feeling lost.

“Leave him then. We’ll make do.” The old woman once again reached for her cup, found it drained and motioned for Marybell to re pour. “For the next hour, you need to make yourself unavailable for private audiences, do you understand?” Her rheumy eyes seemed to stare straight into Beth’s mind. 

“I understand. The Common House, then?”

“That would be wise,” she nodded, her white hair floating ever so slightly with the motion. “Call back here before you return to the Great House today. I shall need no less than an hour to procure and produce the tea.”

Nodding, Beth took her leave. She felt like a traitor, a sneak and the worst sort of liar, sitting in the middle of the Common House with the few members of the pack who were grouped around the tables, chatting animatedly, and occasionally gesturing in her direction. She knew they were all discussing the recent change in mate status, and knew too that they were equal parts excited and confused. A few approached her with congratulations on their lips and frowns on their faces. She just nodded and said “thank you” to each of them before returning to the book she had brought with her from the weaver’s cottage. It was an ordinary book, telling the tale of weaving from history - on the outside at least. Inside was a detailed map of the territory which Margo had pulled out of some dusty corner of the cottage. Beth was looking for a likely escape route.

Not knowing the territory wasn’t the only problem. It was not knowing where other Den Houses may be, or whether or not they had sentries patrolling the borders. Margo wasn’t sure, and Marybell was truly clueless, but they’d said it was a safe bet to assume there would be at least a couple of wolves she’d have to avoid on her journey. 

“Can we talk?” 

Beth snapped the book closed guiltily and looked up to meet the anguished face of her previous mate. “What is there to say, Donovan? It’s done.”

“Dammit,” he replied, taking her roughly by the arm. “I want to talk to you!”

“Donovan.” Keeping her voice low enough to avoid being overheard, she tried to remove her arm from his iron grip. “People are looking.”

“I don’t care,” he replied in a voice like ice. “I need to speak to you, now.”

“Okay,” she agreed. “But not here. Meet me back at the house in fifteen minutes. Your father is not there.”

“Fifteen minutes.” His eyes lingered on her for a moment, and with a twist of his lips he was gone.

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

––––––––

Quickly burying the herbal tea in a plant pot in the hallway, Beth made her way upstairs, where her nose told her Donovan awaited her. 

When she entered the room, she was surprised to see him pulling the blinds and running the shower. “Donovan, what the hell–”

“Shh!” he told her, taking her in his arms. “You must be quiet.” 

For a moment neither of them spoke. Donovan stared into Beth’s eyes with such intensity that Beth began to feel afraid, truly afraid that he’d gone mad. “It’s not me you need to fear,” he told her softly. “Tell me, Beth. What do you think our Alpha would do if he got his hands on the wolf who Bound you so tightly? The wolf who took your virtue?”

“Gareth?”

“Yes, Gareth! Who else?”

“I don’t...I mean...what’s this about?”

“What do you think he’d do to him, Beth? Be careful how you answer.”

Beth said nothing. Her mind whirled with images generated by all she knew of Bradley. He was a cruel and jealous man by all accounts, not even really wanting his own son to have her. She remembered Lissa, chased and hounded for “many months”. Of both Lissa and Jake’s disappearance. She thought about the very careful way the members of the pact behaved. Of the rough treatment he’d given her, and of the dark promise in his eyes every time he perused her with his glittering eyes.

“He would kill him,” she replied, convinced.

“Yes,” Donovan confirmed. “He would. And he will, if you don’t do something.”

“What do you mean? Is that where Bradley is? Oh, God, Donovan, what has he done?”

Beth’s teeth chattered together as Donovan shook her. “Calm down,” he grated. “He hasn’t done anything yet. But your wolf has been slinking around near here. Can’t you smell him? His stench literally hangs in the air all over the village.”

She shook her head. No, she couldn’t smell him. Gareth, is here?

“Of course you wouldn’t. Forgive me, the scent of him is constantly with you, in any case.” He seemed to relax a bit. “So, you had no plans to run with him?”

“What? No!” She’d had plans, but they didn’t include Gareth. She would never endanger anyone in that way. “What’s with all this?” Gesturing to the blinds and the shower, she met his gaze in confusion.

“So our conversation remains private. I’m more concerned about your tails hearing about our visitor than about them thinking we’re up here doing something illicit.”

She’d never thought of that. How much had they heard from the weaver’s cottage earlier? Her mind whirled as she mentally went over the lay out of the village. No, there was nowhere they could safely hide themselves in the village outskirts without giving themselves away to her, so she was pretty certain she was safe, even here. Nonetheless, she’d be taking precautions in the future. 

“And while they think we’re doing something illicit, you need to be elsewhere.” He turned her around and sent her back towards the door. “Go to the hallway, there’s a door. Behind it is a tunnel that leads directly into the surrounding woods. Use it, and tell your wolf to disappear. I can only convince so many people that the scent wafting around is from your Bond, rather than your wolf.”

“Donovan, I...thank you.” She fled towards the stairs.

“And Beth?”

She turned to see him framed in the doorway, sadness radiating from him. “You better be quick, because my father is the best tracker in the world, and if he comes home and you’re not here, he will find you.”

Nodding, Beth took the stairs as quickly as she could, rounding them at the bottom and rushing through the hall where the door to the basement was. Sure enough, there was a rickety, wooden stairs, shrouded with cobwebs, that led to a dirt tunnel. With the soft earth cushioning her steps, she flew towards the woods, and Gareth. She had to warn him. She had to get rid of him. 

~~~~

Stumbling in her haste, she ended up sprawled in a heap on the far side of a log when he found her. “Beth!” 

She looked at him and was totally lost. There he stood, tired and wretched, and beautiful. Her heart beat a million times a minute and she gasped for something to say. Anything. But all she could do was mouth his name. He loomed over her and hauled her to her feet, only to be crushed in an embrace so tight she could hardly breathe. She was hardly breathing anyway. “Gareth!” she pulled away abruptly, staring at him in disbelief. Even though Donovan had told her he was here, she still couldn’t quite believe it. “What are you doing here? Don’t you know they’ll kill you?”

“I know,” he replied slowly, his face hardening. “And I don’t care. They’ll have to catch us first.”

“Us?”

“Beth.” He sat her down on the log, taking her hands in his and she was immediately aware of the contrast between his rough, calloused hands, and the soft, gentle hands of Donovan. “You know why I’m here. Come with me now and we’ll run. They won’t catch us.”

“I...can’t.”

“Come on, Donovan won’t chase us forever, anyway.” He grinned at her, his mouth stretching into the cheekiest, most perfect smile she’d ever seen. 

“It’s not that. It’s not him.” Her heart almost stopped dead as she realized she’d have to tell him what had happened. 

He took her in his arms once again, breathing deeply the scent of her hair, her neck. He trailed kisses around her jawline, and she sighed, melting. “What is it, then? I know you want me. Damn you, I can smell it.”

“Gareth,” she whispered. “I’m no longer Donovan’s mate.”

He froze in the act of kissing the corner of her mouth, and laughed heartily. “Well that’s great news!” he exclaimed, palming the back of her neck. “Now there’s nobody in our way.” The kiss was so scorching, so full of pent up emotion and arousal that it near set her afire.

“I’m not Donovan’s mate,” she whispered brokenly, pushing him away, ignoring the soft, confused smile on his face. “I’m Bradley’s. The ceremony is set for tomorrow. And I assure you, he would run us to ground. He would find us. And he would kill us both.”

For a few moments he sat in a haze of puzzlement. She could see it when the impact of her statement made itself clear. “Donovan just gave you up?”

“No, it’s not like that. You don’t understand–”

“The hell I don’t!” he interrupted ferociously. “I understand that I fought tooth and nail to get to you. I understand that I may not be, may never be, the better man, but I also understand that I love you, and I will never let you go again.”

“Oh, Gareth.” Her heart breaking, she put a hand on his cheek. He loved her. He really loved her. What a mess this all was. 

“Oh, Gareth? Is that it?” He stood, anger evident in his posture and his scent, and Beth struggled to think of how to explain the entire situation. “I see how it is,” he snapped. “I’ve behaved abominably, and you’re entitled to some anger, but dammit all, Beth, I know you want me. I know you feel the same way.” He turned back to her again, his face softening. “Tell me I’m wrong. Tell me I mean nothing to you, and I’ll leave, alright?”

She swallowed hard. “Gareth...”

“Tell me!” he demanded.

She began to reach for him, and suddenly she was in his arms, and his mouth was on hers, and everything felt right. His lips blazed a fiery path down her throat, his tongue dipping into the neckline of her tee, brushing the swells of her breasts, making her ache, making her need. All it took for her body to turn cold in his arms was the distant crack of a twig. She jumped, whirled and realizing it was only a passing animal, took stock of the ludicrous thing she was doing. Was she mad? Was he mad? They’d both be killed if Bradley ever found out. As it was, she’d have to scour herself in the shower to rid herself of the fresh scent of him. Madness. 

Steeling herself, and hoping the scent of her fear would mask the scent of her lies, she told him what he needed to hear. “Listen, Gareth. There was a time when if you had offered me all of this on a plate, I’d have taken it all and asked for more. That’s the honest truth. I even asked you for this once,” she replied with a bitter smile. “But you didn’t want to give up your Alpha position.”

He shook his head, frowning. “I thought you understood that I wanted you to stay with me, eventually rule with me.”

“That wasn’t the impression I got. Look Gareth,” she sighed, sorrow filling her. He hadn’t rejected her at all, he’d wanted her to stay and officially take him to mate. She was so stupid. But it was too late now. “I’m about to be mated to the Alpha. I am the Alpha Female here, a status I could never have achieved on my own in my old pack.” By referring to their pack as her “old pack”, she was subtly distancing herself from him, and he sensed it. “I have to stay here.” Another truth. “And I can’t leave.” Truth, again. 

“Right,” he replied unconvinced. 

Beth realized she’d have to notch it up if she was ever going to get him out of here with his life intact. “Don’t you hear me, Gareth? My place is here. Your place is there. The two do not coincide. You need to leave right now.”

“I’m not going anywhere unless you’re with me.” The set of his jaw was stubborn, and stiffness of his shoulders said he wasn’t taking no for an answer.

“Leave, Gareth. I don’t want you here. I don’t need you here. I don’t love you.”

The afternoon sunlight chose that moment to shine brightly on his features, so she had a wonderful view of his face as it fell, as his eyes dulled and his mouth set in a grim line. She could hear his heartbeat speed up, and could smell his disappointment. She knew she was breaking his heart, but how else was she to save his life? Her own heart was breaking every bit as much. 

“So I was good for a roll by the riverbank, but not good enough to be with? Is that it, Miss Purebred?”

Where's this coming from? She knew Gareth was a survivor, but she’d never guessed he had thoughts of not being good enough for anything. Certainly, he had never seemed insecure. If playing on his fears kept him safe, she’d take it. “That’s it exactly, Gareth. You were never good enough for me, but it was fun.”

If he were a less restrained man, she fully believed he’d have struck her, so deep had her counterfeit scorn cut him. He took a step backwards, and then another. With his hurt plain on his face, he gave her one last searching look, and then shook his head once, turned around and walked away.

~~~~

Back in the relative safety of her bathroom, under a scalding shower, Beth sobbed so hard her stomach hurt. She could barely see the walls of the shower stall in the thick steam, and the power shower was certainly noisy enough to mask any errant sobs that might escape, but for the most part, she cried quietly. Heaving great sobs tore through her body, making her curl up on the floor in abject misery. At least Gareth was safe, even if his pride was wounded and his heart was broken, and he’d probably never trust another woman in his long life. Oh, God, what had she done to them both? 

If she’d only just stayed away from him in the first place. It was stupid to invite him into her bed in the old Den House to begin with. One night on a cold floor wouldn’t have killed him, but he could have been torn to shreds trying to reach her here. I’m a fool, she thought, scrubbing herself yet again with a scratchy loofah. Still the scent of Gareth clung to her like a shroud. If she couldn’t get herself clean before tonight, Bradley would know for sure and then God knows what would happen. He’ll probably run Gareth down just to show me he can.

She was to have a pre-ceremonial dinner with her “mate” tonight. She imagined conversation would be pretty thin on the ground, and Bradley must have had the same thoughts, as he’d invited – of all people – Donovan to share it with them. She hadn’t spoken much to Donovan when she’d returned earlier, only enough to let him know Gareth was gone and wouldn’t be returning. Wisely, he’d asked no further questions, perhaps sensing her heartache, and had left her alone to gather herself. 

About as clean as she was going to get, Beth stepped out of the shower, and glared at herself in the mirror. You’re a damn fool, she told her reflection. Look at you. Look at what’s become of you. Pretty soon, this will look like a pretty picture, compared to how you’ll look after a few years of being mated to Bradley. She’d all but abandoned her escape plans in the wake of the events of the afternoon. What was the point? He really would run her to ground. She knew it. Better that she just stay here. She would never love – nor even like – Bradley, but she would, she resolved, love her children, and be a good mother to them, as her mother never was to her.

~~~~

“How beautiful you look, my mate.” Beth chose to ignore the compliment and took her seat at the foot of the table. “Don’t you agree, Donovan? Isn’t my mate a vision?”

Uncomfortably shifting his gaze between his father and Beth, Donovan nodded slowly. “A vision, yes,” he agreed, grimacing. 

Bradley had reached a new level of cruelty by insisting that his son sit between his father and the woman he loved for a dinner nobody but he wanted to attend. The atmosphere was so thick you could walk on it.

The dinner was a four-course farce, cooked to perfection and served in silence. The entire length of the meal, Bradley animatedly discussed how best to accommodate his new mate in the coming days, and how Donovan himself could help by giving them some time to become acquainted with each other. “I’m anticipating lots of new brothers and sisters for you, Donovan,” he grinned. “But of course, we’ll need plenty of time alone to accomplish this.”

“Of course, Father.”

“And then there is the matter of finding you a mate. You’re obviously ready, my son, and I wouldn’t want to stand in the way. I’m sure there are some females in the pack who would be more than willing to take a mate now that you are eligible again.” He laughed at this, and Donovan winced slightly. Beth felt exceedingly sorry for him. 

“I’m sure Donovan would like to take a mate eventually,” she interjected gently. “But perhaps he’s a bit gun-shy for the time being.”

Donovan glanced sharply at her and she tried to convey with her eyes that she had meant to help him.

“I’m sure you’re right, my mate.” He relished calling her that in front of his son. It was more than cruel, it was spiteful. “Well he can choose one at his own leisure, then, if it would make you both happy.”

“It would,” Donovan replied quietly. 

“Did I tell you about my new plans for the territory?” he boomed, finishing his roast pork and discarding the napkin. 

Both Beth and Donovan shook their heads. Neither were interested in anything but getting this evening over with. “I’m expanding,” he boomed again in his bone-grating voice. “I have had a few queries from...let’s say, others...who would wish to join our pack. So we would need to expand, and develop new Dens and perhaps even a new village outpost or two.”

Others? It was not unusual for strays to wander into a pack on occasion and ask to join, but there would need to be at least another thirty or forty wolves to warrant new outposts. “That’s good news,” she replied diplomatically. “Where did these others come from?”

“Oh, I can’t let you in on all my secrets, now can I?”

“I suppose not.” 

“Let’s just say, our ranks will be bolstered significantly in the future, and if we were to be attacked, or say...go on the offensive with another pack, then we would have sufficient strength with which to do so.”

Go on the offensive? He means war with another pack, and Beth could only think of one pack close enough to war with, and whom he’d had bad relations with for quite some time.

“I had thought the entire idea of myself coming here, was to lay the bad blood between our packs to rest?”

“Beth Tall Grass, don’t ever question your Alpha. Ever.” His heavy brows drew together in anger, his cheeks turning red and his grip so tight that the stem of his wine glass snapped off. He laughed, and drained the last of the wine, eyes lighting up with mirth before placing the discarded bowl of his broken glass on the table, where it rolled back and forth before coming to a rest. “I just said ‘if’ didn’t I?”

“Yes, Alpha,” both Beth and Donovan replied at the same time, which seemed to entertain Bradley no end. 

“If I may be excused,” Donovan began, rising from the oak carver with grace and aplomb. “I have an early start in the morning – there are a lot of supplies to be brought back to the storehouse, you see – and I’d rather do it after a good night’s rest.” 

Bradley smiled at his son for a moment, his gaze flitting to Beth’s before announcing quietly, “that’s fine, Son. You go on ahead. I’m sure my mate and I will find some way to entertain ourselves in your absence.”

On that note, Donovan fled, leaving Beth with nothing but her fears and her Alpha for company.

Bradley rose fluidly and stalked toward her, like a predator closing in on his prey, which, Beth supposed she was. “You know, Beth. This doesn’t have to be difficult for you. I’ve been told many times that I am a wonderful lover.”

She swallowed the retort that came to mind. “I’m sure you have.”

He trailed a finger down her cheek, letting it rest on her jaw for a moment before continuing down her neck. She was wearing a rather demure blouse that evening, but Bradley made her feel as though she were naked, so ravenous was his gaze. His index finger played with the neckline of her blouse, skimming the exposed flesh. It felt like an invasion to her. “I can hear your heart beat kick up a notch, my mate. I’m sure you’re wondering how it will be between us.”

Refusing to reply or even move at all, she chose to let him jump to his own conclusions.

“I can tell you this, it won’t be all bad. Sure you’ll bear my young, but I can make it pleasurable for you.” His hand dipped beneath the neckline of her blouse quick as a snake and grabbed her breast. Beth fought for control, fought to sit still and let him win this little power struggle. Harshly he twisted one nipple, causing her to gasp aloud. “But I can also make it painful,” he whispered into the shell of her ear. “It all depends on you.” 

To Beth’s short-lived relief, he removed his hand from her breast, to pick her up and sit her on the huge oak table. Running his hands along the outside of her thighs, he rose her skirt high enough to expose her almost completely, before he settled himself between her legs, large, overpowering and frightening. His hot breath seemed to scorch her skin where it came in contact. Her neck, her ear, her jaw. He exhaled slowly, hovering above her lips as he waited for her reaction. 

She knew what he expected. He wanted her to push him away, to give him a reason to treat her roughly, so instead she reached up and grabbed him by the shirtfront, bringing his lips into contact with hers. His kiss was about as amorous as a dead fish sliding around in a wet bag, but she bore it with dignity, only releasing him when she heard a discreet clearing of a throat.

“September, is there a problem?”

“No, Alpha,” she actually curtsied. Beth wanted to laugh at the insanity of it all. “I just wondered if I should clear the table.”

“When you’re needed to clear a table, girl, you’ll be called,” he said brusquely. 

September paled, lowering her gaze to the floor. “Pardon the intrusion, Alpha.”

“No intrusion, September,” Beth replied with a smile she didn’t feel. “I was just saying goodnight to our Alpha, that is all.”

Bradley scowled, but she knew better than to think he would argue in front of the girl – he wanted to appear sane. “Yes,” he ground out. “Good night my love, I will see you tomorrow for our ceremony.” It sounded more a threat than anything else, but Beth nodded and smiled softly.

“Yes.” She took her leave eagerly. “Good night.”

~~~~

The morning dawned gray and bleak. Beth sat up, yawning and stretching, not remembering for a moment that her entire life was about to come crashing down around her. But like all bad dreams, it was hard to forget about for long. Considering staying in bed until evening, when she had to attend her own funeral, or what felt like it, she realized that she didn’t want to spend her last day in the house that would become her prison.

She showered quickly and selected clothes suitable for both walking in the woods and for easy shimmering, and took off without a backward glance. She knew she still had two shadows, but as long as she didn’t do anything unexpected, she imagined they’d be content to follow and report. Along the way she met several of the pack, who all wished her well for her ceremony later on. She wished she could take some form of cheer from it, but the feeling that a lead weight had been placed around her neck and she was sinking fast, just wouldn’t go away. 

Shale was surprised when she showed up for her Herb Lore lesson, but he was happy enough to see her. The children, of course were delighted. This was the new Alpha Female, and they had her all to themselves for a couple of hours every morning. Not long into the lesson, she heard a soft whine coming from the direction of thick brush just inside the tree line. As the Alpha Female she didn’t have to explain herself to anyone – apart from her soon to be mate, that is – so she took off to explore the source of the crying. Misery loves company, she told herself.

Beth realized as she got closer to the source that it was a wolf. Not having the mind link was really beginning to suck. Pulling apart the tendrils of brush, she gazed in to find a beautiful caramel wolf curled up, nose to tail, whining softly. 

“Hello?” The wolf glared at her, as if she’d intruded on a moment of privacy. Well if a wolf wants to cry privately, perhaps it should do so in its home, she told herself sternly, determined to not be put off. “You know I can’t help you if you don’t shimmer. Please...let’s talk.”

Knowing that all requests from an Alpha are more like nicely worded orders, Beth was surprised when the wolf took off at a shambling run, quickly picking up speed. Whipping off her shift, she shimmered and bounded after it. For a moment, it appeared the wolf had eluded Beth, something that happened very rarely, and Beth lost her temper. What is with these wolves? Running away like that – they wouldn’t do it to Bradley.

A scuffle up ahead – trampled twigs, cracked branches – alerted Beth to her prey. She quickly caught up to the wolf and nipped her hind-quarters in a small reprimand. The caramel wolf snapped viciously at Beth’s muzzle and tried to leap ahead. Beth had had enough. This was not how she would be treated as Alpha. Clamping down tightly on the errant wolf’s back leg, Beth brought her to a jolting halt. Fortunately, the other wolf gave up the fight after a series of angry growls from Beth, and she lay exhausted amid the tangled roots of the trees.

A moment later the shimmer began and Beth, so as not to make the other wolf feel any more threatened, shimmered herself. Soon, there were two naked females lying amongst the trees. The other was Felicity. “What is going on?”

“I just wanted to be left alone,” the woman said, curling her long legs underneath her. She fiddled with a golden lock of hair, twirling it nervously around and around. “I just needed time to myself.”

“I get that, I truly do, but all you had to do was say. What’s with the snapping jaws?” Still mildly annoyed, Beth sat up straight, confronting the apprentice head-on. “I am your Alpha. I deserve respect.”

“Of course, I apologize.” The blonde’s entire demeanor changed to one of contrition and subservience, and Beth felt guilty. Who was she to demand anything of these people? She’d only just arrived and shaken things up here.

“My...mate and I had a disagreement,” she went on. “He’s decided to see someone else. I’m sorry if I was aggressive with you.”

“Oh, God, no I’m sorry. I had no idea.” How could she know? And who else but her would understand how devastated Felicity must be.

“It’s quite alright. We weren’t Bound so...” She let the sentence trail off, and suddenly Beth began to wonder. “Felicity?” 

“Yes?” the girl seemed wary, as if she knew what the next question was.

“Who was your...mate?”

“I think we both know who he was, don’t we?” The girl changed her expression so quickly, Beth was sure she misinterpreted the split second of sheer hatred. “Bradley was my mate. And now he’s yours.”

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

––––––––

This place keeps getting better, and better, Beth thought to herself savagely as she tromped through the village. Just as she was about to turn onto the path for the Great House, she heard furtive steps, as if someone were following her. Nothing new there, she thought. But when she turned around it was Marybell standing there holding a measuring tape. “Come now, Beth, we need to get your measurements.” The look Marybell gave her conveyed everything but measurements. Beth followed her to the cottage, where Margo was busy stirring a pot of tea, and munching on a bunch of grapes.

“Sit,” the older woman told her as soon as the door closed. “Explain.”

“Explain what?”

“How your plans are coming along? Did you manage to get Donovan on your side? I saw you leave the Common House soon after him yesterday.”

Beth refused the offering of grapes and shook her head sadly. “There is no plan,” she looked from Margo, who had stopped stirring, to Marybell who was sitting on the edge of her stool with a glazed over expression.

“Excuse me?” said Margo. “Of course there’s a plan, I was here when it was conceived. I was here when a great many things were conceived but that’s another story. What do you mean?”

“I mean no, I didn’t convince Donovan to help me escape – God I must have been mad to think I could in the first place. And I mean there is no plan, because I’ve abandoned it.”

She told them everything. About not even asking Donovan because she could never put him in that position. About the dinner and the not-so-veiled threats Bradley had issued. Even about her secret meeting with Gareth.

Marybell cleared her throat in the silence and Margo sat down heavily, her bones creaking almost as much as the stool. “You mean to tell me,” she began, scornfully. “That your Bonded traveled all the way here, through enemy territory, with no back up, and offered to rescue you...and you refused to be rescued? Is that what you’re saying?”

“It was more complicated than that.” She ignored Marybell and Margo snorting derisively in unison. “But...yes.”

“That was a bit foolish, no?” Marybell asked, all wide-eyed innocence.

“Foolish? It was downright–”

“Necessary,” Beth cut her off. “You were both here when Lissa done the same thing with her lover. Can you imagine what would happen to the pair who betrayed him for the second time?”

“I see your conundrum.” The old woman’s reluctant admission was not very soothing. “But, you could have tried, dear. You know what your life will be like here, now.”

“I know,” she whispered. “But it’s life. I’ll have a home, and children, and friends like you to help me see it through.”

“Friendship isn’t enough,” Marybell stated flatly. “It never is.”

“Correct. What if you get to feeling the same as Lissa after a year, or ten years? What then? Even if Bradley doesn’t Bond you, your Bonded may have broken his Bond and both of you could live to regret that.” The elder leaned forward conspiratorially. “You’re young, and if I believe all the gossip you’re fast and near impossible to track. You could make it.”

“And I might not.”

“But isn’t it worth a try?” Marybell asked excitedly. “For love?”

“My love is gone. I told you the things I said to him. I’m surprised he hasn’t broken the Bond already.”

“Love is stronger than hurt. But, if you’re determined to live out your life in misery, we’d better show you how to brew your own special tea, so that at least you can smile from time to time.” That was all the old woman would say on the subject.

~~~~

“It’s so good to see you, my mate.”

Beth froze as she opened the front door. It seemed that Bradley had been waiting for her in the hallway. What was going on? 

“I gather you had a little conversation with Felicity earlier. Don’t worry, she won’t bother you again.”

“She didn’t bother me to begin with.”

“Just the same.” His smile was shark-like, all long teeth and no mirth. He looked like the Big Bad Wolf everybody spoke about. She wondered if he’d eaten Felicity. And then she had to stifle a grin, at the images that produced. Right on the heels of that, were the images that weren’t so funny after all. She really began to wonder then. 

“What did you do to her?” Trying to sound casual when you’re anything but was a mean feat for anyone, but when you factored in the scents of rising panic and disgust, you failed before you even began.

“I?” He seemed honestly offended. “I did nothing. I just had a word with her, that’s all.”

“Okay, so...she’s alright?” Beth cleared her throat awkwardly. “I mean, she was pretty upset earlier, and I hate to see anyone upset and so...”

“And so you are worried.” He beamed his shark-grin at her again. “She is fine, I promise.” 

Nodding, Beth moved toward the stairs, but her soon-to-be-mate stepped in front of her. “We never got to finish saying good night, last night. So I’ve come all the way home from my busy meeting schedule just to say good afternoon.” He was so close she could smell the eggs he’d had for breakfast.

“Good afternoon,” she squeaked, trying once again to get around him to the stairs. The safest room in the house was her room, and even that wasn’t as safe as she wanted. She longed to be alone for a while before the evening’s festivities began.

“Mmh,” he grunted, and backed her up against the wall. “Tonight, my dear, you won’t be able to refuse my attentions.” He rubbed her shoulders, making her skin want to slough off. “When we are officially mated, you will take your rightful place in my bed.”

Beth simultaneously wanted to both vomit and run, but stood there, frozen, unable to do either. His attentions were unimaginably creepy. Why, out of all the she-wolves in the pack, even over Felicity, did he want her? She really didn’t understand. If it were just her pure-breed status, that would explain it, but she sensed that Felicity was pure-bred too, and more than willing to give him cubs. If it were to cement a truce between their two packs she could understand that, too, but Bradley didn’t seem to want a truce, so much as he wanted all out war. She wasn’t particularly special in any other way. 

Sure, she could track and hunt, and she was swift in her wolf-form, but she wasn’t as beautiful as Felicity, nor as talented as Alanna, nor even as accommodating as September. What did he want of her? Fumbling for an excuse, she muttered something about wanting to take a nap before the ceremony.

“Oh yes, do find some rest,” he told her slowly. “It’s going to be a long night.” With a rumbling laugh that made Beth feel queasy, Bradley sauntered toward the door. “I’m looking forward to it, Beth.”

As soon as the door closed behind him, Beth slid down the wall to perch herself on the stairs. How was she going to do this? She had been so full of bluster earlier in the weaver’s cottage, telling them about how she would love her children, and how she would get through it, but the bigger picture was, she would be mated to an almost certainly abusive male, whom she despised the very thought of bedding, which she would have to do, as often as he wished, until the day one of them died, putting aside her true mate in the process. She wasn’t so sure, anymore. She wasn’t sure at all.

She needed to speak to Donovan. There was something she needed to know.

~~~~

Not knowing where to find him, since he hadn’t been staying in the Great House since Bradley had taken over her mating rights, she roamed the village in the hopes that he would find her, as he had the day before. As luck would have it, she found him sitting by the fire in the Common House. “May I sit?” She noticed that every other pack member had drifted out of the room when she entered. To give them privacy, she hoped, not to tattle to Bradley. 

“You can if you wish,” he replied quietly, not even bothering to raise his eyes. 

As she folded herself to a mat beside him, he moved away, and Beth felt torn between wanting to comfort him, and wishing she’d never met him. “I need to know if he’s still here.”

“Why? What good would it do you?” He did look at her then. “Are you...?” he shook his head violently. “No, I don’t want to know.”

“Donovan!” She gripped his wrist tightly. “Please, just tell me if he’s still here.”

“He’s gone,” he replied, removing his wrist from her grip. “He left not long after you returned yesterday. I guess you warned him well enough.”

With her world bottoming out, Beth managed a nod. “Good, I...it’s good that he’s gone.”

“It’s good for him.” He repositioned himself closer to her and whispered, “not so good for you, though, huh?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she lied.

“Sure you do. You were hoping to give Father the slip, weren’t you?” He smiled, but it was a sad smile. “I can’t say that I blame you overmuch, but you must know that only folly lies in that direction.”

“I do know.” And she did. But she was really hoping to give it a try. For love, like Marybell said. For a chance.

“I’m so very sorry, Beth. If I’d known how this would all turn out, I would have left you in your territory without a backward glance. But,” he sighed. “It seems hindsight is twenty-twenty and so we must live with regret.”

“I’m not sorry I met you,” she said, but even she didn’t completely believe that.

“You will be...”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“I’ve been doing a bit of digging, Beth. Talking to people who would rather not be named.” He glanced around to make sure they truly were alone before continuing. “It seems my mother may not have died of a fever after all. And it also seems that my father had himself another secret lover all along. A secret lover with an interest in herbs, that is.”

“Felicity,” she shook her head. “But she’s only an apprentice. She wouldn’t have had any idea how to harm someone with herbs and get away with it way back then, would she?”

Donovan nodded. “She’s only an apprentice because our Healer is still with us. She was qualified fifteen years ago, so yes, she would have been far enough into her training to know some pretty major stuff.”

Oh, God this was all just too much. “What’s going on with this pack?” Beth wasn’t aware that she’d spoken aloud until Donovan answered her question.

“The pack is broken. Our Alpha has destroyed us.” 

“What are you going to do?” she asked, wide-eyed. 

“What can I do? Nothing.” He shifted again and moved further from her, signaling and end to the conversation.

“You mean you won’t do anything,” Beth snarled. Her legs shook as she stood, the shock of everything taking its toll. What sort of pack had she mated into? And how could she escape it before the night was over?

~~~~

Beth had taken extra care all day with what she chose to eat and drink; she didn’t want to catch a fever too. Much longer living like this and she would poison herself just to be done with it. This mating ceremony was to be different from her own initial ceremony. Whereas she was announcing her readiness to mate to her pack before, now she was just cementing her status as mated, so there were no special preparations, no primping, no preening and definitely no naked dancing under the full moon. Just her, Bradley, the pack and the words. 

She chose a soft gown of royal green silk from the selection Bradley had ordered laid out for her, and slid it on over her bare body. According to information she’d gleaned from Margo and Marybell, tradition indicated that any official mating ceremony where an Alpha was concerned had three stages. 

Firstly, the words, or vows. They both had to pronounce their love for each other to the Great Mother for all the pack to witness, and usually there would be some sort of sign from the Great Mother, although nobody really adhered to the old ways anymore, so if there were none, it could be tactfully ignored. 

Secondly they both had to shimmer, whereupon they would use their combined strength of will to force a shimmer into those who were able. Mostly, there was no force involved, and those gathered would shimmer on their own. Displays of power were nonsense, or so some would say, unless it is to show your enemy you are stronger.

And lastly, and most embarrassingly, she would “present” herself to her mate in her wolf-form, to be mounted. Tradition said the Alpha must mount his female for the pack to see, and whether they finished in wolf-form or human-form, any child born from this union would be blessed.

When the moon hit its zenith, the ceremony was complete, and all could feast in honor of the Alpha and his mate. Beth had a feeling she’d be drinking copious amounts of wine this night. And with still a little over an hour before the ceremony was to begin, she wondered if perhaps breaking into Alanna’s stores would be considered rude, even if she was to be the Alpha Female. 

Maybe she’d just have one glass, for courage, she decided as she left the Great House in search of the Mistress of Dance. 

~~~~

“What brings you here?”

Beth could hear the surprise in the she-wolf’s friendly greeting. She guessed not every woman would be out roaming the village, seemingly aimlessly an hour before her own mating ceremony. “Oh, I just thought I could bother you for a quick sip of your delicious wine before things kicked off,” she smiled, moving farther into the room. “May I sit?”

“Oh, of course! How rude of me.” Alanna motioned to a plump cushion as she rose quickly and reached behind her to a shelf containing a set of four sparkling glasses and a small, squat pottery jug. The fruity aroma of the liquid floated through the air, and made Beth’s nostrils flare. “I imagine it’s all quite daunting, really,” she went on conversationally, filling two glasses before settling herself on a cushion opposite Beth. “Before, you had time to accustom yourself to the idea of becoming the Alpha Female, but now you’ve just been thrown in at the deep end, haven’t you?” 

Beth took a sip of the sweet drink and considered her reply for a moment, steadfastly ignoring the other woman’s direct gaze. “Well, I suppose you’re right,” she finally admitted. “Although, I am...happy,” she finished, somewhat lamely, taking a large swallow of her wine.

“Of course you are,” Alanna gasped, genuinely shocked. “I didn’t mean to imply otherwise.”

“It’s quite alright,” Beth held up a restraining hand. “I suppose I’m a little frightened of the responsibility and all that comes with it.”

“I’m sure you’ll make an excellent Alpha Female, no matter what.” She suddenly grinned, her plump lips parting ever so slightly, showing off the pearly glint of her teeth. “Bradley is somewhat overbearing, but he’s always watched out for the pack, and I’m sure you’ll make him a fine mate.”

“So.” Blatantly changing the focus of the conversation, Beth took another quick swallow. “How is it that a female of your good standing in the pack hasn’t been mated, yet?”

“Well, I was mated, once.” Her eyes took on a dreamy quality, and Beth leaned forward, hoping for at least a bit of gossip. “He was quite highly ranked in the pack. A Shield.” Her delicate hands developed a tremor and she placed her wine glass on the floor, just so, taking great care not to spill any of the precious liquid. “He was one of two Shields here in the Tall Grass pack, and we loved each other fiercely. But, it was not to be, I suppose. One day he was here, and we were happy, the next he had to go off on some awful assignment,” she grimaced. “Which we argued over. He didn’t know how long he would be, and in my anger I told him not to return at all, if that were the case.” Alanna sighed, a deep shrug of her shoulders and wiped away one lonely tear. “He took my advice, and I haven’t seen him since.”

“But, surely he’s been in contact somehow?”

Alanna shook her head, denying it. “Not ever. I know he’s out there somewhere, through the Bond we share, but he has never come home. I should not have given him such an ultimatum in any case. It was not my place.” But Beth could tell the woman was deeply hurt and still harboring a resentful anger towards the man she plainly both loved and missed. 

“You have never been tempted to break the Bond?”

She once again shook her head. “Why should I? They only let you down, in the end.” Just then, she cracked a self-conscious smile and drank deeply of her own wine. “Don’t listen to me! Here I am telling you tales of woe on what is officially your wedding night. Drink up!” she called, fetching the jug from the shelf. “We have time for another before the ceremony.”

~~~~

Donovan was right, she thought. The entire pack is broken in some form or another. There was timid September and her love/hate relationship with Mickey, Margo and Marybell hiding away in a cottage when they should be revered as elders, murderous Felicity, and poor, damaged Donovan himself. Not to mention a crazy Alpha and a bitter Mistress of Dance. 

It was a short walk to the clearing beyond the village, but Beth felt as though she had been walking for miles. I guess everyone feels that way, when there’s nothing but pain and fear at the destination, she thought sadly. So this is where it all ends. This is how my life will be. If only she’d taken Gareth’s hand and fled when she’d had the chance, none of this would be happening. Sure, they’d spend the rest of their lives running, but it would be worth it. At the time, she’d thought she could handle what the future had in store for her, but through Bradley’s increasingly insane actions, she’d soon realized she was very mistaken. 

He would use her up and wear her out, and in the end, all she’d really have would be memories of pain and loss. Margo had taught her how to make a special infusion of herbs that would repress her heat cycle, so as to make sure she never bore the Alpha so much as one cub. If he ever found out...but no, she’d make sure she was discreet. Surely he would suspect something, but she could explain it away as a medical anomaly. He couldn’t watch her every minute of the day, and she intended to start taking the herbs from the beginning of her next heat. 

The heavy beat of drums accompanied her steps across the clearing where she could see the Alpha waiting for her, his lips spread wide in a salacious grin. Taking a deep breath, and forcing her legs to carry her forward, she stepped into her fate. Of Donovan, there was no sign, but it seemed that every other member of the pack had turned out for the ceremony, including, she was surprised to note, Felicity looking radiant in a blood red gown with a low neckline. 

She stood near the outskirts, not drawing too much attention to herself, and scowled like a demon, but Beth felt better knowing where she was, and what she was up to. As a plus, there was nowhere to hide a pouch of herbs in that figure-hugging ensemble. 

“Members of Tall Grass pack,” Bradley began in his thunderous tones. “As your Alpha, I invite you all to witness as I take this female to mate. She has proven fertile, strong and swift, and will strengthen our ranks with the addition of many young. I say to you, that she is my one, true, mate and I will hold no other above her, but for the Great Mother herself. And I ask for her blessing upon this union.”

There were some muted ramblings at this. Perhaps naming her his one, true mate was a tad too uncomfortable for them, since most of them had been around to hear him say so of his former mate, Lissa.

A small nudge brought Beth out of her musings. “Oh, yes,” she mumbled. “Members of Tall Grass pack,” she began, trembling. “I present myself to you all, uhm...” 

Her mouth had gone bone dry, and she swallowed a couple of times before she could begin. What were the words, again? “I present...I present myself to you all, fertile, swift and strong, and ask you to witness our uhm, our mating, in accordance with pack tradition, so that you may all bless us...”

“Beth,” Bradley growled in warning, startling her. 

Face burning like a furnace, she continued on. “I say to you that he is my...my one, true mate, and I–”

“This is nonsensical!” came a screeching voice from the crowd. “She cannot even say the words. Look at her. Go on, look!” Felicity came storming out between two young males, her face like an angel of death. “She no more deserves him as a mate than she deserves a place in this pack. Bringing her here was a mistake.”

The crowd began to murmur amongst themselves. Bits and pieces of conversation reached Beth’s ears and she got the sense that most of the pack members were wondering what Felicity thought she was doing. Didn’t she realize that she was interfering in tradition, and messing up one of the only good things to come about in years?

“Felicity, I command you to remove yourself from these proceedings.” Bradley was furious. He barely seemed to keep a handle on his temper, and everyone could see it. Everyone, that was, apart from Felicity, who should have known him better than most. “Remove yourself to your Den House. I will speak to you when the sun rises.”

“I will not!” she spat. “I will not remove myself from a ceremony that should have been my own! I have the right to challenge a wolf I deem weaker than I. Tradition,” she pursed her lips. “States that only the strongest female may be Alpha. You!” Hand steady, Felicity raised a finger to point at Beth accusingly. “I offer you fair contest. I dispute your place in this pack, and I dispute your status as Alpha.”

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

––––––––

The gathered crowd erupted into absolute pandemonium. While it wasn’t against the rules of the pack, it was certainly unheard of to be issued a challenge at the ceremony. Usually these sorts of imbalances in the pack had been sorted out long before Alpha status was reached. But Beth was again an outsider, untested and just slotted into the rank of Alpha Female without having had to work her way up the hierarchy. 

“No,” Bradley snarled. “The ceremony has already begun.”

“I will not be ruled by a subservient she-wolf!” Felicity continued screeching as if her Alpha had never spoken. “Challenge is issued. Do you accept?”

This was her way out, she realized. If she could suppress her instincts enough to hold back in the fight, Felicity would certainly win, and she would be free, if Felicity didn’t kill her first. A cool breeze wafted up, chilling her. “Yes,” she whispered, filling her lungs with cold, evening air, tasting the confusion and excitement in the atmosphere. “I accept your challenge.”

“Then let us begin.” Felicity strode toward her, long legs eating the distance in the blink of an eye. 

“Wait,” came the feeble, but insistent shout of an elder. Margo, made her way to the front of the pack, elbowing and nudging people aside roughly. “The Challenger can dictate the when, but the Defendant must dictate the form.”

“Well,” Felicity spat again, every inch the scorned woman. “How will you fight?”

“In wolf-form, of course,” Beth replied quietly. It would be unseemly for them to roll around in the mud like humans over a man. This was pack tradition, and she was wolf. She may not wish to win the fight, but she had her pride.

“So be it,” Margo spoke flatly. “Let both opponents remove themselves to a sufficient distance and shimmer.”

As always, the shimmer came easy to Beth, and she realized how much she’d missed being in her wolf-form since joining this pack. She’d been human far too often because of the difficulty in communicating with the pack, a decision she regretted – her wolf-form felt stiff and drowsy, her limbs heavy and uncoordinated. 

Meanwhile, Felicity, now the beautiful caramel wolf she’d seen the day before snapped at the air and curled her lips in a growl. Beth strode forward to meet her, stretching and warming her muscles. Quickly, her form was returning to her, and she emitted a growl of her own, echoing through the clearing. Stepping into a beam of moonlight, her coat seemed to shine, her eyes fastened firmly on her opponent, who was even now gearing up to take a leap at her.

In a flash, Felicity dove for her foreleg, fearsome jaws snapping, which Beth barely managed to avoid by backtracking a couple of steps, leaving the she-wolf to taste only air. Immediately, the other wolf returned to her offense, clearly and confidently stalking Beth, backing her into the taller weeds and wildflowers. Beth, knowing that she couldn’t be seen to be beaten as easily as that, circled her adversary slowly, nipping at her flanks as she could, and defending her own. The contest was not all one-sided, and Beth recognized the fact that if she wasn’t careful to control how the fight progressed, she’d have no control over how it ended.

It seemed all of a sudden they were literally at each other’s throats, rolling over and over, now Beth on top, then Felicity. The caramel wolf’s teeth came close enough to her throat that she felt the spittle fly, and Beth bit down on one of Felicity’s ears, tearing the top off in her fright. Felicity, for her part, backed away, giving herself more room to maneuver. Beth dropped the morsel of flesh to the earth and advanced slowly, carefully, always aware that in a matter of seconds, her throat could be opened for her. In a bold move, her boldest yet, Felicity came at Beth in a flurry of teeth and claws, only to deflect at the last second, swerving and barreling into Beth’s side, knocking the air from her lungs. 

Her jaws clamped on Beth’s hind leg, and Beth yelped loudly, swiveling to capture a mouth full of the she-wolf’s shoulder. She bit down hard, hearing a crunch, knowing that she’d dislocated or snapped something. Felicity squealed, a high-pitched and pain-filled sound and drove herself forward abruptly, knocking Beth off her paws. In one movement, Beth was on her back, scrabbling at the other wolf’s underbelly, while wide jaws descended toward her throat. 

Rivulets of warm blood washed down on Beth, Felicity’s soft flesh almost torn to ribbons, making everything slippery. Beth got a grip in an open wound with one paw and pushed herself upward, out of the most dangerous path of the fangs coming at her. They were still coming for her throat, but now at least, they wouldn’t pierce her jugular. Fighting the instinct to throw Felicity off and sink her own fangs into the weakening wolf’s throat was the hardest thing Beth had ever done in her life, but she managed to lie there while the she-wolf sank her canines deep into the flesh of her throat, sawing back and forth, tearing the rent wider.

Committed as she was to the course she’d set herself, Beth panicked, thoughts of dying filling her mind, until two strong hands literally tore the wolf from her throat. Spurts of blood erupted, dropping back to the earth to lie there like tiny, red diamonds, sparkling in the moonlight. Beth’s head felt fuzzy, and her breathing was wrong; the air kept bubbling from her ragged throat wounds. 

“Enough,” said Bradley, her not-anymore-mate, and if she could have, Beth would have smiled. She was free. 

Then everything faded and she lay in darkness and pain, until that too faded.

~~~~

Beth felt as though she were in suspended animation, floating amongst her most vivid memories she saw herself as a young cub, willful and quick to laugh. She was running through the forest of Loam Floor territory, snuffling and sniffing everywhere she could before hearing the tell-tale signs of pursuit. Twigs tangled in her dainty paws as she scrambled away, looking for a hiding spot. “Don’t hide from me,” a voice told her. “I will find you, Little Wolf.” Snorting in amusement, she flew from her thicket, a blond blur flying past the huge older wolf.

She was fifteen, her Den Mother was away gathering supplies and her Den Father was snoring softly in his favorite chair. She sneaked out the back door of her Den House, escaping into the forest she loved so dearly. There was a gathering by a weather-beaten old cave, a mile or so from the farthest Den House that she desperately wanted to attend. Of course, no invitation had been forthcoming, but she was determined to be there, anyway. Sassy and quick-witted, she felt confident of her welcome. There were seven of them already gathered around the mouth of the cave when she arrived, three females and four males. There was Julia, red haired and smart. Alice, petite and blond, and shy as a wild bird. And Yvette, tall, striking, with hair so dark it had hints of blue hanging down her back, just about brushing her waist. Alice, she adored, as did everyone. She was so sweet and gentle and loving. As for the other two girls, Julia and Yvette, Beth didn’t care much for them, but she’d heard her Den Mother speaking of her the previous night.

“She never socializes, David. The girl is just odd.”

“She’ll make friends, Bea, I know she will. She’s just had such a bad start in life that it’s colored her vision of others. But she’ll fit in.”

Her purpose kept her strong and she strode forward, trying for the right amount of sass and charm, and it seemed to work. At first. For an hour or more the youths played tag and teased and flirted with the opposite sex. Beth couldn’t even recall who the others had been now, but she remembered one of them - Zachary, two years older than Beth and so much more mature, with his smooth moves, his fair hair and his good looks - pulling apart the tendril-like fronds of a giant fern, flashing his perfect teeth in that roguish smile, and saying, “found you, Beth, and now, you’ve gotta pay the price.”

The kiss was wonderful - all she had hoped for and more - gentle and sweet, and oh-so-innocent. Just a light meeting of closed lips in five seconds of pure heaven. Her first kiss. 

By that evening, the same seven were grouped around the central well in the village, laughing at how unsophisticated Beth was, and about how Zachary swore he could smell a heat coming on from just touching her chin. They laughed all the harder when they realized Beth had overheard them. 

The image blurred, leaving nothing but the cruel laughter of her peers. She flashed to a week later, when she’d found Zachary stumbling through the trees, bloody and battered, a huge, dark wolf stalking behind him. Passing by her, Zachary fell to one knee, sobbing that he was sorry, which Beth turned her nose up at. She wouldn’t fall for any more trickery. She was done trying to “fit in” here. Leaving him howling in pain, she walked further and further in her anger and embarrassment, eventually finding the creek and a reprieve from the mind link with the pack that she’d recently discovered and despised.

Again the memory faded and she found herself watching as her twenty one year old self made love to Gareth by the water’s edge. It was such a bitter-sweet memory. It was both where they’d cemented their Bond, and she thought sadly, lost each other in the process.

Her thoughts turned faster, flitting from one memory to the next. A fall when she was a child, cutting her knee open. And Gareth had been there to help her home, he four years older than her, scolding her like an older brother. Hunting in the woods after her first Moon Feast, and feeling smothered by the more experienced wolves who had felt it their duty to protect her. Wolves who should have been in the first line of attack. Wolves like her Den Father, and...Gareth. The celebrations afterward, when they’d brought home the fresh kill and Gareth had asked her to dance with him, only in her suspicious mind she’d taken offense and poured scorn on his suggestion. “I’d no more dance with you than a wild bear,” she’d told him.

Memory after memory filled her mind until she sat up in a complete state of panic. He’d been there all along, hadn’t he? He’d been the dark wolf who had attacked Zachary and made him apologize no more than a week after he’d hurt her. Ever since she was a small child, Gareth had been on the outskirts, making sure she was safe, keeping her that way. Why? The question confounded her. 

Why had he been volunteered as her Guardian when there were other, more threatening wolves for the job? Why had he hung back on her first hunt, making sure she was alright, instead of on the first line where he’d fought to secure a place? She’d never smelled any sort of attraction from him, until recently, and then, not much. Her nose was so keen she would have picked it up had it been there to pick up on, so what was his motivation in all of this? He’d scented hers, quick enough - she’d been giving it off since she was sixteen. “I could always smell you getting wet when you were near me, Beth. It made me so damn hard, I’m surprised you never noticed.”

Why hadn’t she noticed? Because that was the way he always smelled, to her. He wore his attraction like a personal scent, and fool that she was, she’d mistakenly thought it was all just part of his aroma. What a monumental mistake I’ve made, she thought, raising a hand to wipe the sweat from her brow. When I get home, I’ll–

Her hand stopped short a few inches from her forehead and she frowned at the strange cuff on her wrist. Clearing the cotton wool from her mind took a minute, and it only sank in once she noticed the links coming from the iron cuff. She’d been chained up.

Heavy iron shackles extended from both arms and legs, connected to a series of old, but strong looking links, which in turn were bolted to a brick wall behind her. Her head swam, trying to piece together the events of the evening. She’d recited her vows at the ceremony and then...no, she hadn’t recited them, not fully. Felicity. The fight. It all came back to her in a rush. She’d lost, and thought she’d been laying in the grass dying as her blood oozed out of her into the earth. Ashes to ashes, dust to dust. Obviously she hadn’t died. And then someone had brought her to this cell and chained her hand and foot. 

The heavy links made dull music as she frantically whirled this way and that, searching for her abductor. She could detect no scents in the air, apart from minute particles of rust, earth, and her own fear sweat. What did they want with her? She’d earned her freedom through her own flesh, blood and pain. By rights, she should have been sent back to her Den Parents, and the mating price refunded. Her breath was coming in great gulps as she thought about the fact that whoever it was could simply leave her here to rot, to die of thirst and hunger. 

Even if she were to shimmer, the cell was four bare brick walls, with a solid iron door set in one, and nothing else but a low-burning torch set high in an alcove. Was this to be her fate? Her punishment? What?

Footsteps. She could just make out heavy footsteps above her head. Someone was walking above her. “Help!” she cried. “Help me, I’m down here.”

It seemed that hours had passed but eventually the great iron door creaked open and Bradley stepped into the room. “If you keep screaming like that, I’m afraid I’ll have to gag you in addition to...” he pointed to the shackles. “Don’t even think about shimmering either,” he quickly told her, as she closed her eyes in preparation to do just that. “I have you so doped up you’ll probably get stuck half way between one and the other.”

It was true. What once had been so easy for her, now seemed impossible, as if her wolf-form were mired in mud somewhere deep inside herself, and she couldn’t help it to escape. “What do you want?”

“The same thing I’ve always wanted,” he smiled that creepy smile again, moving forward to lift a lank lock of hair from her cheek. “You.”

“But, I lost the dominance fight...” Her mind was slowing down, her vision blurring around the edges. Whatever he’d given her, it was strong.

“That never really did interest me,” he replied jovially. “Although, you did leave me in quite the predicament.” His eyes narrowed. “I am due to mate with Felicity on the morrow. Not the outcome I had planned for.”

“I guess not,” she told him waspishly, gritting her teeth as he ran his finger across her bottom lip, stroking it tenderly. “But you got what you deserved. A mate as crazy as yourself.”

“Temper, temper, my love,” he crooned, leaning in to place a kiss on her cheek. Beth twisted away, but the drug was dulling her reflexes so that he appeared to be moving twice the speed of her. He captured her opposite cheek in his palm before she could finish the move, and then licked her from jaw to temple. “I’m losing my patience with you.”

“That’s not all you’ll lose if you don’t get the hell away from me, and let me go.”

His laughter echoed around the tiny prison, seeming to attack her from all sides. “Let you go? That never was, and still isn’t in my plan. The only thing that’s changed is the details. Instead of living in the lap of luxury as my mate, you’ll live in the lap of, well, whatever you’d like to call it, as my prisoner.”

“Why are you doing this?”

He stepped away, raising his brows in thought, before heaving a sigh. “I suppose,” he began, rolling up his shirt-sleeves, and settling himself against the far wall in a lean. “There’s no harm in telling you the truth now.”

“What truth? What’s going on?” Once again, panic threatened to overwhelm her, and the walls of the cell spun fast and faster.

“Let me tell you a story. The story of Lissa, Bradley, and Jake.” The last word came out like a swear word, and Beth flinched. 

“I already know this story.”

“Oh yes, I suppose you must have ferreted it out from someone while you were here. But I’m betting that you don’t know the full story. There is only one person alive today who does. Me.”

“Tell me your stupid story then, though I don’t see what it has to do with me.” Beth was fighting to stay conscious, now, all thoughts of escape or attack having fled from her once she realized she couldn’t shimmer, not with the drugs in her system, and she couldn’t get the drugs out of her system without shimmering. It was a deadly paradox.

“Oh by the end of it you’ll see. I promise.” And then Bradley brought his story of betrayal and revenge to life in sickening detail.

“Lissa was always a bit of a romantic, at heart. And though I tried to make her happy, in my own way, she never really forgot about her other mate, Jake...”

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

––––––––

“I swear to you, Bradley, I haven’t spoken more than one entire sentence to Jake since our ceremony. And I have no intentions of doing so.” Lissa broke free from his arms, and stared at him, narrowing her eyes. “But you must give me your word also. I must be the only female for you, as you are the only male for me.”

“Lissa, you are more than enough woman for me to handle,” he laughed, pulling her back into his arms where she belonged. “There is nothing going on between Lenora and I, but I must see her. For the boy, you understand?”

“I would never dream of taking you from your son,” she murmured against his chest, the vibrations tickling his sensitive skin. “Some day we will have sons and daughters of our own, and they would surely benefit from having an older brother...” She looked up at him, her eyes so trusting. “There is nothing between you?”

“Nothing,” he lied. He’d long ago learned to mask his scent so that no one could tell if he was lying or not - it was quite beneficial in his rise to power. 

He took her then, gently at first, but then roughly as he liked it, and she enjoyed that, too, on occasion. For a while Lissa was content to believe his lies, but when he came home late at night – far later than any cub had a right to be still awake – with the scent of Lenora plastered all over his bare flesh, she soon realized how good of a liar Bradley was. It wasn’t long before she’d started taking comfort in somebody else’s arms. Jake’s arms. And Bradley had been too distracted by the women in his own life, and the secrecy by which he lived, that he never even realized what was actually under his own nose until it was too late. For months Lissa had seemed aloof, but Bradley had thought perhaps she was worried about the fact that they hadn’t conceived in any of her heats.

So he let it go, he gave her space. He gave her so much space that eventually one night he felt his Bond shatter, bringing him to his knees in the arms of his secret lover, Lenora. Instantly knowing who his mate had replaced him with, he went quite mad with rage, flinging Lenora to the floor in his haste. He must find them both and rend them, limb from limb. 

“Lissa!” he screamed, over and over, terrifying all who came across his path. Like a bloodhound, he scented them out, in the middle of their very own midnight picnic by a waterfall. “An idyllic setting for romance,” he bellowed, raining scorn upon them. 

“We knew you’d find us,” Lissa said with a trembling voice. “There was no point in hiding, any longer.”

They fought, Jake and Bradley, very nearly to the death. Lissa had picked up a large rock when she seen her lover about to be torn apart, and knocked Bradley unconscious with a mighty blow. She might have killed him, if it weren’t for her pity urging her not to.

By the time Bradley had healed enough to go after them, they were long gone, leaving behind no trace. For months he had tracked down leads - the territory was a huge expanse of land, many hundreds of acres, but finally, there was a sighting. A beautiful blond she-wolf was seen in the furthest reaches of his territory, right on the border between the Tall Grass pack and the Loam Floor pack lands. Enraged at the thought that for all those months they hadn’t even left the territory, but instead had holed up in some remote hills, he took one of his Shields with him, his second in command, and eventually tracked them to a dilapidated old cottage sitting on the banks of a river. 

They had been using the river when coming or going so that no scent would lead back to their hovel. But now, being so close, he could smell them. Jake was relatively easy to take down – two on one odds were never in his favor. But the bitch, Lissa had already disappeared. Taking to the river once Bradley and Turosk had been scented as they stood upon the brow of the little hill, and using the river to aid her, she evaded them for a further three days. Living on the run was no life for a female, and she was run ragged by the time they caught up to her, hunting in the neighboring territory.

Turosk’s blade quickly took her life, and it was all over.

~~~~

“When your Alpha, Marcus,” he spat the name. “Found out what had happened in his territory, he initiated a blood feud that has lasted to this very day. For years wolves on both sides have died senselessly. Until he finally agreed to hand you over as part of a peace treaty. Even wars don’t last forever.”

Beth watched him as he bit his lip in thought. “That bastard killed her so that I couldn’t,” he told Beth now, eyes shimmering with angry lust, thinking about the woman he’d loved, hated and didn’t get to torture. “I said nothing to him at the time, but half way back, I couldn’t hold it in any longer. How dared he? How could he take my revenge from me?”

Horrified, Beth sat in silence. The tale was quite a bit more graphic and detailed that she’d wanted, and if she’d been frightened of this man before, she was absolutely terrified now.

“I killed him, of course, for his betrayal, small though it was.” He suddenly smiled. “Nobody has betrayed me since. Nobody until you, that is.”

“I never–”

“You lost the fight!” he exploded. “If you had won, why you could have had everything you’d ever dreamed of, but now... He trailed away, lost in thought. “As soon as I found out about you, I knew I had to have you. And for years Marcus denied me. But every wolf has his price, and his was peace. It was all going so perfectly.” His eyes narrowed and his lips thinned into a cruel line.

“I’m not Lissa,” she whispered. “I don’t deserve this.”

“Yes you are,” he bellowed, rushing forward and striking her a blow across the cheek that left behind burning welts. “You’re just like her.”

“I know I resemble her a bit, but–”

“You have her eyes,” he agreed.

“I’ve seen others with the same eyes.”

“No,” he replied with a soft smile. “The only other wolves with silver human-form eyes, are relations of hers. They’re inherited, you know.”

“What? Please, I just want to go home.” What was he babbling about? 

“Did I forget to mention?” He took a knee before her, lovingly cupping the cheek he’d struck. “That bitch only escaped that night in the cabin because Jake laid down his life for her. For her, and their children.”

It felt like the world imploded inside Beth’s skull. When they’d found her, she’d been only a tiny thing, scrabbling in a hole beside the bodies of her two brothers. Her mother had been found dead less than a mile from where they’d found her, a large “R” carved into her chest. “R” meaning rogue. They’d never found anyone willing to admit to being her father. She thought of the collars sitting in a drawer in her upstairs bedroom, and suddenly everything seemed to fall into place. Her eyes widened as she met the smug stare of the Alpha.

“So, now you know. You’re already home, Beth Tall Grass.”

~~~~

Beth didn’t know how long she lay on the cold, stone floor. She only knew that Bradley returned twice to her cell. Once, when she’d regained some of her strength – not enough to be a threat, nor even enough to shimmer, but some – with food and water, and more of his wild ramblings.

“My son,” he’d told her with an amused smile. “Mourns you dreadfully.”
“He doesn’t know I’m here?” she’d questioned. 
“Don’t be ridiculous! No one knows you’re here.” And then he’d smiled again, and she’d known that what he would tell her next was not going to be pretty.

“He knew of you, of course. He was sent to fetch you for me, and imagine my surprise when he’d returned mated to you himself. I can tell you now that I wasn’t one bit happy about that.” He’d growled. “You were always meant for me. But I indulged him, to a point. When it became clear to me that he loved you as much as he feared me, I knew he would give you up.” Grinning, he’d lowered himself to sit beside her companionably. “If only to spare you the pain and madness that breaking a Bond brings with it.” 

She’d shivered, the revelation making her feel sick. Donovan had known who she was all along, and he’d brought her here for his sadistic father to torment. It didn’t matter that he’d fallen in love with her along the way. His original plan stung her to the core. 

Bradley had stroked her forehead tenderly, his venomous whispers echoing in her mind. “He begged me not to hurt you, and now he blames himself for your death.” He’d sighed dramatically, raising himself from the floor. The creak of the door hurt her ears as he cheerfully gave her one last tidbit of information. “But now you’re my little secret.”

The second time he’d returned with more food and water, and was apparently content just to gaze at her as she lay sprawled in a drugged haze. She was certain that it was the food or water he had used to sedate her, but she was so famished that she didn’t even think of it as she’d devoured every morsel of the meat and vegetable stew and drank every last drop of room temperature water.

It could have been a day, or it could have been a week. In her jumbled up mind, it could even have been hours. It was all she could do to keep her eyes open. Weakness like she’d never felt before invaded her limbs, making them sluggish and loathe to respond. At one point, she tried to sit up, only to find that the best she could do was flop on to her side. The tears came then, and rarely halted, so that there was a slow, continuous stream of salt water dripping down to dampen the hard floor.

Memories once again invaded her mind, and she gave herself over to them willingly, for anywhere was better than here, even if it meant living in a figment of her own imagination. She felt as though she were suspended in time, floating amongst the driftwood of her subconscious, a witness to her own mixed-up life. She remembered her Den Father, strong and proud, the day he’d realized she was destined to take her place as a hunter for the pack. She’d been so sure of herself, and of her place in life. She snorted slightly as she remembered thinking how difficult her life had been. If only she’d known how much more difficult it could – and would – get. 

She intentionally turned her thoughts away from such things, and instead chose to think of her parents. She wondered how Lissa had felt, running for her life, or how her father, Jake had felt dying for them all. Had he known the fate that would befall them, perhaps he would have fought a little harder. But that’s not fair, she thought. How can I judge him for falling to Bradley when I’ve gone and done the same thing, albeit in a different way. She was sure now that he intended to slake his desires – both for revenge, and for the desire of a woman she resembled – and then perhaps he would conveniently forget her. Leaving her down here in this dank hole of a place to die, starved and broken and afraid. 

She flinched as the door creaked open an inch, trying to gather herself into a protective ball. There was no way she could resist him, weak as she was, but that didn’t mean she had to roll over and play dead. “Beth?”

Her muscles complained as she tried to raise her head, but she managed to raise it just enough to see the man outlined in the doorway. “Beth...my God!” 

“Donovan?” she rasped, her throat dry and her lips cracked. Fresh droplets of blood moistened her lips as she tried to smile. “Is it your turn to torment me?”

“To torm–” He cut off in a stream of expletives, shaking his head violently in denial. “Had I known before now that you were even alive, I would have come sooner.” His face fell. “I thought you were dead. We all did. If I hadn’t seen Father come down here with a tray of food I never would have guessed.”

His long legs ate the distance between them as he stalked toward her, rage plain on his handsome features. One hand held a water bottle, and the other was busy fisting his dark hair. “Here,” he whispered, swiftly removing the cap and offering her a drink.

Slowly, she shook her head, her hair falling over her eyes. “I’ve already been drugged enough, thank you.” Her words were slow and slurred, but Donovan understood and his eyes widened.

“Beth! I would never,” he began, quick to reassure her, but she was having none of it. “I swear to you, I’m here to help.”

“Help?” she whispered, as the darkness rose up to claim her. “You can’t help me. Nobody can.”

~~~~

When she finally opened her eyes again, Donovan was gone. She’d almost convinced herself that he’d been another figment of her drugged imagination when she found the water bottle, snugged tightly between the small of her back and the wall. He’d obviously left that here when he’d surmised what she’d already told him. He couldn’t help her. 

Why would he even try? Guilt, perhaps or some form of rebellion against his psycho dad?

Feeling somewhat more her usual self – at least her vision remained steady, and her mind was clearer – she twisted herself into a half slouch, half sitting position and drank deeply of the water, replacing the bottle once she’d swallowed half of it. She must hide this. If she was right, and the drugs were in the water Bradley was providing, then this could be her only hope of escape. 

Evidently, Bradley had been to check on her also, and had left another bowl of stew and a pottery mug of warm water. She sniffed dubiously at it, and the food, but could smell no trace of a sedative. If it were anything like the tea she’d made for her Guardian back home, she wouldn’t smell it anyway. This left her in a quandary. If she chose wrongly, she’d end up drugged again, and she desperately needed her mind clear if she were to think of a plan of escape.

She smiled tightly – the chances of escape seemed so slim to begin with that she thought she must be crazy. Sometimes, a little crazy can go a long way, she thought. If I can just think up a crazy enough plan. Just then, another problem arose. She desperately needed to relieve herself. 

Think, she demanded of herself furiously. Just relax, and think. If she were constantly drugged and chained up, she would be forced to soil herself, and in fact would have no conscious knowledge of doing it. Looking down upon herself, she realized she already had. Grimacing, she accepted the only possible plan of action. She needed to rid herself of that drugged water, but if she were to spill it to the ground, Bradley would know. It was too cold, and the room too bare for it to soak in or dry up. Needs must, she thought. 

First, she took the mug of water and poured it to look like she’d wet herself. And then she did wet herself, tears once again burning in her eyes as shame overwhelmed her. It was her only plan, it was even a good plan, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t ashamed of it. 

That accomplished, she ate half the stew, thinking that if the drugs were in the food, rather than the water, she’d still hold on to some of her faculties. After what seemed like a tortuous wait, she was aware that her first instincts were correct. The food was clean. Her lips cracked again as she scooped the rest of the stew into her mouth, using her fingers as a spoon. 

With a full stomach, and some clean water to drink thanks to Donovan, Beth began to feel much stronger. Perhaps not strong enough yet to shimmer. She just hoped time was on her side. Bradley didn’t appear to her the type of man who took his pleasures fast and furious - he seemed more the type to make it as long and drawn out as possible, prolonging his satisfaction.

~~~~

The door creaked open slowly as Beth lay on her side, breathing deep and evenly. If Bradley even suspected she wasn’t as intoxicated as she was supposed to be, she knew he’d kill her offhand. So she lay there, letting a thin stream of drool escape her slack mouth, as she pretended to be unconscious. The empty water bottle was still concealed between her and the wall, and she just hoped he didn’t take it upon himself to move her. 

“Wake up, bitch,” he roared. “Time to play.” 

He roughly grabbed her arm, shaking it like a dog with a bone, and she moaned, acting as though she were trying to come to, but not quite getting there. “I probably should reduce your dosage,” he said thoughtfully, before letting her arm drop. “I want you alert and terrified when I come to play with you,” he finished in a growl. 

Beth wondered why he didn’t already smell her terror. Even though she tried as hard as she could to keep her pulse steady and slow, it still beat much faster than it should if she were drugged. He seemed so lost in his revenge that he was ignoring blatant warning signs. She cracked her eyes and seen him looming over her, a look of disgust on his face when he noticed her damp clothing. “Not very attractive, my dear. I’ll have to clean you up, first. Maybe that will wake you up a little.” He grinned evilly and rubbed his palms together slowly, the sound making Beth’s ears twitch. “I’ll be right back,” he told her conversationally.

He left the cell, not bothering to lock the door behind him, and Beth realized this was it, this was her chance, probably her only chance. She’d avoided his drugged water twice now, and though she was far from tip-top condition, she felt sure she could shimmer and run. And that was all she needed to do. Run. If she could get back home before he caught her, she would have the protection of her pack. Wouldn’t she? The idea crossed her mind that they might turn her away, refuse to help her, tell her she wasn’t pack anymore and that her Alpha could do as he pleased with her, but she thrust those thoughts aside. David would help her, if all others refused. She was sure of that much.

It wasn’t as easy as she’d hoped, and at one point she did indeed think she was going to get stuck half way, but she finally managed to shimmer. Her wolf-form broke the surface and her human body, with all its frailties slipped away along with the cuffs. Wriggling out of her human clothes was just as difficult and she twisted a paw in the process when she got it caught in a strap, but she had done it. She was free. She was also fully alert and ready to run.

Sniffing as she slipped through the gap in the doorway, she determined that Bradley wasn’t far away. A long corridor was laid out before her, doorways dotted on either side. She heard a splashing noise up ahead, and saw that another door was slightly ajar. Bradley was evidently preparing a bath for her. Moving as quickly as she could while trying to remain quiet was aided by the fact that the corridor was covered in several layers of dirt and debris. She paused as the splashing stopped, with her heart in her throat. The bath was ready. She could smell the aromatic oils he’d poured into the water, and could hear his footsteps scuffling around the room.

Darting ahead, she barely managed to clear the doorway before Bradley swept through it, whistling merrily. Belly low to the floor, she stilled, and hoped against hope that he didn’t bother to look in her direction. Her prayers were answered when he sauntered toward the only other open door in sight. Her cell. Before he reached the door, she’d crept up to the far end of the corridor and found a stairway to her right, leading up. With her heart thumping a terrified rhythm, she took the steps as swiftly as she was able, scrabbling once as her paws slipped off the edge of a stair.

At the top was another door, and this one was closed tightly. Mind in a whirl, she shimmered, finding it came easier to her this time around. In a matter of seconds she was through the door and into the house beyond. It was the Great House – not that she’d thought otherwise. Where else would he have built his little dungeon only under the roof of his own home, the better to have access to whomever he kept in those rotting cells. Her bare feet slipped on the tiled floor of the kitchen, as she made a bee-line for the back door. Hearing an almighty roar echoing from the cells below, she knew she was out of time. She had to get out of here, now. 

Once she was through the door, there was no reason to stay in human-form, so she shimmered and took off, setting a hard pace. By the time she heard him crashing through the splintered remains of his own back door, she was zooming past the stream and entering the clearing beyond. A growl alerted her to the fact that he was gaining on her fast. As she swerved to avoid a tree stump, she caught him in her peripheral vision, no further than ten yards behind, his anger fueling his speed. For her part, terror made her run fast, but it also made her stupid. She stumbled on exposed roots, and tripped over a fallen log, crashing into the undergrowth in a pile of limbs. She yelped once, loudly and heard Bradley howl as he closed even more of the distance. 

Regaining her footing, she took off into the woods, praying for the twilight to last long enough to help disguise her as she fled. In darkness or light, her coat shone too brightly, but in the mixed up world of twilight, where everything seemed tinged with blue or lavender, she could blend in amongst the surroundings. Eventually she had to rest, panting and over-heated. She took a quick drink from the stream and tried to orient herself. She’d been running flat out for at least an hour now, and the surroundings all seemed the same. 

Somewhere to the left a twig snapped loudly and she knew Bradley wasn’t far away. Turning tail, she started to run again. Having no idea what directions she was taking, only fleeing from every sign of pursuit, she was shocked to realize she was headed for that same fallen log she’d jumped over twice already. Damn it, she’d been running in circles, herded like cattle, or prey. She’d played directly into Bradley’s hands, and now, tired and despairing, he closed in on her. 

Please, she prayed to the Great Mother, let it be quick.

Bradley strode toward her, all black furred menace and anger. Beth froze, unsure. Should she keep running until exhaustion wore her down, or should she resign herself to her fate? Shimmering, he towered above her wolf-form, unsmiling, his eyes snapping fire. “Things could have gone an entirely different direction, had you just accepted me as your mate,” he whispered, tones of mock regret in his deep voice.

Beth growled, informing him in the only way she could, what she thought of that idea. Even if she had mated with him, she had the unsettling feeling that it would end this way some day, when he’d had enough of one desire fulfilled. She backed up slowly, her paws landing softly on the earth and sinking in the moist depths of moss and old bark. The scents of the forest rose up around her, reminding her of home, and she whimpered softly.

“I would say there was no need to be afraid, but I think we’re past that now,” he carried on, approaching her one slow step at a time. “You should never have run from me, Beth. It never works out well.” Suddenly his face split in a delighted grin. “But this time, at least I’ll get to finish you personally.”

Frozen to the spot, nowhere left to turn and with a tree stump behind her, Bradley in front and only light brush to either side, Beth growled deep in her throat. This was it. She was ready to die – she only hoped she could force him to do it quickly. Her being in wolf-form and Bradley being in human-form gave her an advantage and meager as it might be, she’d take it. Glancing at his manhood where it hung soft and vulnerable, she made ready to leap, tensing her hind quarters, hunching her shoulders, keeping her head low but her eyes always on her target. 

A split second before she could make her move, a giant wolf leaped over the fallen log and latched onto Bradley’s calf, tearing and ripping at the thick muscle. The wolf’s black coat glistened in the near-dark as he savaged the Alpha’s leg, growling loudly as the man roared – more in anger than pain, Beth thought, shaken. Bradley brought his huge interlocked fists down on the wolf’s shoulders, and the wolf, yelping like a pup released him, backing away warily. 

One minute the black wolf stood there, hunched – with eyes burning a hole in the Alpha’s face – the next moment a man emerged from his shimmer, naked but still hunched.

Donovan, covered in his own father’s blood, raised himself to his impressive height, although she noticed he was still a full head shorter than his father.

His eyes flicked to Beth for a split second before he spoke to his domineering father. “I won’t let you do this,” he stated, voice cold and remote. 

“You won’t stop me,” Bradley replied amiably. “You are my son, and I am your Alpha. You’re not really going to sacrifice your place in the pack, your entire future, for...this?” he motioned to Beth with a dismissive flick of his eyes. 

“There is no future in what you’re doing.” The statement was final and Beth could tell by his entire stance that Donovan would not back down.

“So be it,” Bradley announced, crouching. “You should never have challenged me, Son.”

“I’m not challenging you,” he replied quietly, sadness shining in his eyes. 

Both Beth and Bradley frowned, not understanding, until a voice called softly from the darkness, “I am.”

CHAPTER NINETEEN

––––––––

Beth’s heart leaped as Gareth stepped from the shadows, holding his rage close to him, nursing it like a day old cub. Beth could smell it coming from him in waves, and she had no doubt that Bradley could too. The fact that he took time to compose himself before he replied, spoke volumes. “And you would be...?”

“I am hers,” Gareth replied, his gaze never leaving the Alpha Male before him. “And she is mine,” he concluded.

Bradley’s face cleared of confusion and he laughed, a great booming sound that bounced from tree trunk to stream and back. “Ah, I see. Well I accept your challenge.” He narrowed his eyes, sizing up the difference between himself and Gareth. Where Gareth was lean and muscled, Bradley was huge and brawny. It was like David and Goliath, and Beth knew what Bradley would say before he opened his mouth. “Human-form.”

“Very well,” Gareth accepted with dignity. Beth watched him as he stretched, loosening his muscles. He really was a specimen of perfection, and even in the middle of all of this horror, she could appreciate his form. He wore a loose fitting pair of fatigues with tightly laced boots and a forest green tank top. His skin glistened with a light sheen of sweat, and his eyes warmed briefly upon meeting her gaze. 

The two combatants circled each other warily, each intent on bringing the other down. Gareth seemed to see everything, from the cruel twist of Bradley’s lips to the way he held his injured leg back, favoring his left. Bradley, no slouch in the violence department figured he had it all worked out, or so Beth imagined, as his mouth formed a taunting grin. “Come on, let’s see if you have what it takes.”

Gareth said nothing, only thinned his lips in determination and feinted towards Bradley’s left, which Bradley immediately moved to intercept. Like she already knew, he was no slouch, and quick besides. With a grunt, Bradley swung, intending on taking Gareth’s head off, but his giant fist met air, as Gareth had already retreated and moved slightly to his own left, to deliver a punishing blow to the Alpha Male’s ribcage. 

Grunting in pain, Bradley lowered an arm to protect his ribs as he made an all out assault upon the other man, fists flying, spittle bubbling on his lips. He was slower than usual, thanks to the ragged wound in the meat and muscle of his right leg courtesy of his own son, and Gareth was using it to his advantage. Connect, and retreat, feint and misdirect, connect and retreat. Little by little, her Bonded was getting the better of the huge man. 

Beth winced as Gareth lost his footing on an overturned rock, taking a forceful jab to the temple before moving back out of range. Another couple of those, and he’s finished, Beth thought with her heart beating like something caged. She could see him shake his head, as if to dislodge something, and she knew at once the punch had had more force behind it than she’d first thought. His reactions were slower, though not by much, and his eyes seemed just a little wilder, as if he were having trouble focusing.

Just as Bradley connected another punch to Gareth’s gut, knocking the wind from him, Beth made to run into the foray, but Donovan quickly grabbed a hold of her ruff, whispering harshly, “we cannot interfere, this is pack law.” 

She didn’t care one whit for pack law right then. This was a fight to the death, and she knew for damn sure that if Bradley won, they’d all die. Why doesn’t Donovan realize this?

Both men were grappling in close quarters now, Bradley with his massive arms wrapped around Gareth like a serpent, slowly squeezing the life from him. Gareth managed to slip one hand upward, wrapping it around the older man’s thick throat. With a gasp, Bradley broke free, releasing Gareth. They watched each other’s every breath intently, waiting for a sign of weakness. Even with his torn leg, Bradley seemed to have the upper hand, and Gareth, growing wilder and wilder each second, was losing focus in his anger.

In a quick flurry, Gareth rushed the other man, rage driving him on, and Bradley grunted as a series of jabs broke his nose, and split his lip. It was more a luck than skill, as he took the Alpha by surprise, but it leveled the scoring field. A thin rivulet of blood would its way from a scalp wound to drip into the man’s eye, compromising his vision and he took a second to swipe his open palm across his brow. Gareth took the opening, shooting in for another series of attacks, but it was a feint by Bradley. 

He ought to have known better. Even Beth knew better than to trust an opponent taking his eyes off you. If the in was blatant, it wasn’t natural. Not in a dominance fight, not when there was so much at stake. When Gareth was close enough, Bradley once again folded him into a tight hug, this time leaving no room for him to wriggle anything loose, but Gareth wasn’t done yet. As the Alpha grunted with effort, trying to quash the life from Gareth, he snapped his head forward, once, twice, three times. The Alpha stumbled back, obviously dazed, and Gareth closed in, murder in his eyes.

Through sheer dumb luck, Bradley managed to catch Gareth with a swinging arm, knocking him sideways, while he regained his composure. She could see the toll this was taking on both men, and longed for Donovan to loosen his grip so that she might finish it for them both by opening up his femoral artery. In a split second, Gareth had regained his footing and came back at Bradley spitting mad. 

Bradley, still blinded in one eye by the stream of blood coming from his scalp, swung a fist and missed by an inch, the momentum of the blow carrying him forward until he ended up on his knees. In one swift movement, Gareth was there, his hands again wrapped around the bigger man’s throat, watching as his face first turned red, and then purple, while his eyes goggled in shock. 

Beth quivered with relief. It was over. Bradley was almost dead, and Donovan released her slowly, head falling forward. No matter the things he’d done, Bradley was still his father, and he was bound to feel conflicted, especially about his own role in the Alpha’s demise. She nudged Donovan with her head, trying to convey her sympathies for all that had happened. He nodded to her once, and she returned her gaze to Gareth and the dying Alpha.

Gareth’s face was a mixture of surprise and pain, his mouth open in an “O” as he gasped. Beth followed the line of his body with a frown, a short yelp breaking free as she noticed Bradley’s hand, half formed into a claw, buried deep within Gareth’s midriff, so that even as he died, he brought his killer with him. 

The last sight Bradley Tall Grass saw before he died with a gurgle, was Beth’s jaws descending upon his throat to rent and tear the life from him. She worried the flesh back and forth, the head shaking like a rag doll’s, until at last, she felt him go still beneath her. His clawed hand slipped free of Gareth’s body and he slumped backward, holding the wound. Blood seeped through, soaking his clothes and dripping to the ground in soft drip-drip-drip’s. Beth’s shimmer ended with a very human scream torn from her throat as she rushed to cradle his head. 

Donovan, she noticed, had fled. 

“No, no,” she pleaded, broken. “Don’t leave me, please.”

“Beth,” he gasped, raising a bloodied hand to her cheek and cupping it gently. “I came for you.”

“Please, please, please, please...” She held his hand to her cheek as she sobbed and begged, rocking his limp body. “Don’t, please, don’t leave me.” Heaving sobs tore free of her as she watched the light fade in his eyes. “Shimmer,” she told him angrily. “Heal yourself!”

“Can’t,” he whispered on a sigh. “It’s not...as easy for...others...as it is...for you.”

She remembered the last time he’d said that to her, the night in the derelict Den House, just before she’d invited him to share her bed, which had started this whole mess. “Please,” she begged again. “Just try.”

“Quickly!” Margo rasped in the darkness. “You must help him.”

“I don’t know how!” 

Donovan had returned, cradling the old woman to his chest as he ran flat out, breath heaving. He set her down gently on the fallen log a few feet away and she frowned in thought. “There is only one way,” she admitted. “Though it may not work.”

“Tell me, please!” Beth was in full blown panic mode, and Gareth was weakening by the minute. He could barely lift his eyes to meet hers and she’d already taken the full weight of his arm in order to hold his hand to her cheek, where his fingers occasionally twitched.

“You must take him to mate,” Margo explained, putting a hand up to stop Beth’s frantic question of how that would help. “You know the ritual. Take him to mate and ask the Great Mother for her blessing.”

“What? I don’t see how–”

“Quickly, I said! He doesn’t have long left in him. A true Blessing may help him.” Her tired eyes shut tight as she nodded to Donovan. “Fetch the Healer,” she told him. “We may have need of him if this works.”

Trying desperately to come up with the words, and failing miserably, Beth sobbed, putting all her emotion and fear into one, long shriek.

“Hush, child,” Margo told her harshly. “Breathe. Breathe.” She regulated her own breathing, in, one-two-three, out, one-two-three. “Slowly. Think of the words, feel them.”

Beth slowed her breathing to match the elderly woman’s, and thought furiously about the ceremony she’d attended only nights before. Suddenly the fog in her mind lifted and she began to utter the words.

“I ask you to witness as I take this man to mate,” she whispered fiercely. “I say to you, that he is my one, true, mate and I will hold no other above him, but for the Great Mother herself. And I ask her blessing on this union.”

Gareth’s eyes widened slightly, and he gazed at her in adoration. All the love he felt for her swam to the surface and for the first time, Beth didn’t have to wonder how he felt, for she could sense it, smell it, and feel it.

“Witness me,” he whispered, garbling the words slightly. Beth wondered if that would matter, or if the sentiment was all that counted. “As I take...Beth to mate. She is my one...true love. My...mate. Bless us, Great Mother.”

When nothing happened, her heart shattered and Beth leaned in close, tasting his breath. She pressed her lips to his softly, crying openly. “Don’t cry,” he told her with a grimace. “I hate...making you...cry.”

“You never made me cry,” she lied, smiling sadly. 

“Liar,” he whispered, nostrils flaring. Even now he was reading her every emotion in her scent, so attuned to her, was he, and she loved him with all her heart for it. “I love you,” she whispered as his eyes drifted closed.

She held him until his heart stopped beating, sobbing softly on his shoulder, curled up beside him on the soft earth. “It is done, girl,” Margo told her, rising. “There is nothing that can be done for it now.”

“I know,” she replied, feeling her tears burn a path down her cheeks. “I know.”

That was how Shale and Donovan found them. Beth still curled up crying beside her mate, and Margo standing over her, watching protectively. Once they’d hauled the lifeless body of their Alpha away, Margo left her to her grief. “We will return in the morning,” she told her, drifting away between the strong arms of Donovan and Shale. “We will help you return him home.”

Donovan cleared his throat awkwardly. “I need to talk, to explain–” he began, but Margo hushed him with a light smack on the shoulder. 

“Let the girl be,” she demanded, angrily, her white hair floating in the breeze. “Tomorrow is soon enough for talk.”

~~~~

When she was alone with her mate, Beth felt like her entire future had fallen down around her. She shimmered into her wolf-form, so that she could mourn him as was right. Long through the night she howled her pain and heart break to the moon, hearing answering howls from near and far. The world knew a wolf had died that night, and they shared her grief. A little before dawn, with her throat hoarse and scratchy, she shimmered into human-form, and settled down to wait. Legend said that if your grief were true, you could view their spirit leaving their body as the last of the moonlight was chased away by the rising sun. She wanted to see him one last time, even if it was only in spirit. But the sunrise came and went, without sight of Gareth’s spirit. Beth fell asleep with fresh tears on her face.

The rustling of leaves caught her attention, waking her from a restless slumber, and a woman appeared stepping gracefully over the fallen log. She was ethereally beautiful, a mixture of child and crone, and everything in between. Her image seemed to shift between that of a buxom young woman, to a haggard old wolf, as she made her way forward on bare feet. Her white hair hung down her back in a shining curtain, and her eyes, so still and calm brought Beth a measure of peace. She instantly knew her.

“Great Mother,” she gasped.

“My child,” the voice answered, a soft melodious sound that came not from her lips but from the very air itself. “Why do you cry?”

“My love is dead,” she answered, glancing at the still body of Gareth on the ground. His eyes were closed and his chest was still, the ragged wound of his stomach still a raw and wet red maw, yet still he seemed so handsome to her. A sob caught in her throat, but she choked it down, not wanting to offend the Mother of life and death.

“So he is.” She knelt down between them, blocking Beth’s view of Gareth and she suddenly felt so bereft, as if breaking her line of vision was all that kept the loneliness at bay. “What would you give to have him live?”

Beth stared into those calm, still eyes and thought. What wouldn’t I give? “I would give much,” she eventually replied.

“Would you give your own life?” The eyes, so still a moment before, now whirled and swirled hypnotically. 

Beth sighed. If it were the only way... “Yes.”

“You would give up your life on this earth, so that he may live?”

“Yes,” she replied again, without hesitation. 

“Why?”

“I love him.” Simple and to the point. 

“Love,” the Mother smiled. “It is a very fickle thing, is it not? What is to say that after a year of life, he would not give it up to join you in death?” She frowned. “Or after a year of death, you had come to regret your decision.”

Beth shook her head. “If I knew that Gareth was alive and well, I would never regret my decision. And if he knew that I had given up my life so that he might live, he would live well, for me.”

“You’re sure?”

“Yes.”

“You would die for him?”

Beth smiled. “Yes.”

“Would you live for him?”

The question caught her off guard. It was not what she was expecting. “I don’t understand.”

“If I told you that he were with me in the Great Forest, and that he’d asked me to tell you to live, would you do it?”

“I...” she hesitated. “I would.” Beth was wary now – this conversation wasn’t going the way she thought, which was a ridiculous thought in itself. She never imagined she’d be conversing with the Great Mother at all. “I wouldn’t want to, but I would.”

“Very well,” she smiled suddenly, and it illuminated her face. “I do not understand the mortal concept of love. I know only the spirit, and yours is true.” 

Beth caught her breath as the Great Mother cupped her bloody cheek, and left a feeling of well-being and peace in its wake. “You must understand that I created two halves of the same spirit, and put them into different vessels, so that they might find each other and be completed. Sometimes, the vessel is damaged before they do, and they must wait for a second chance. Your spirits are different,” she sighed. 

“I created your spirit halves long ago, when the world was very new. I put them into their vessels and sent them to earth, time and time again. And time and time again I have watched your vessels be destroyed before completion.”

“I don’t understand...” Beth took a breath. “Are you saying we aren’t supposed to complete each other?”

“Oh, no,” the Mother smiled sadly, her skin turning transparent where the sun shone, making her seem more ghost than flesh. “I created other spirits,” she admitted. “I call them the lonely spirits. Before I had thought to split a spirit into two halves, I sent entire spirits to earth in their own vessels, and each time, they became maddened, evil and wretched things.” Her hand waved away the memory. “So I gathered up as many of them as I could and destroyed them. All but a few, who had escaped me, fleeing to other less-savory Creators, to be used against me.

I have been chasing them ever since. One was residing in the vessel you knew as Bradley, biding his time until he could once again destroy your completion. In the end it destroyed him, also.”

“You’re telling me that these evil spirits deliberately try to stop others from finding their spirit halves?”

“Jealousy is a very powerful motivator,” she nodded, replying. “Time is short,” she suddenly rose up, clearing Beth’s view of Gareth’s body. “You must repair the vessel,” she told her quietly. “I cannot heal that which does not house my Creation. But I can fill it again once it’s healed.” 

~~~~

Beth’s mind had whirled as she ran through the village, not caring a bit that she was stark naked whilst doing so. All she cared about was getting the Healer back to Gareth’s body. She found him by the stream, washing and preparing Bradley’s body for burial. “Shale!” she’d cried. “You have to come with me.” 

It had taken forever to convince Shale of what she needed done, and she was sure he thought she had flipped and was just humoring her, but he followed her to Gareth’s body nonetheless. “I need you to heal him.”

“Beth,” exasperated, he blew out a sigh. “I can’t heal a dead body. I can sew him up for burial, but I can’t fix death.”

“You don’t need to fix death, just his body!” Grabbing his arm she went to her knees before him. “Please, Shale, please. Just trust me.” 

He nodded slowly, probably thinking she was still out of her mind, but she didn’t mind that. She watched him with a sharp eye as he slipped Gareth’s intestine from the wound, stitching it closed, before replacing it and doing the same for the gash. “He’s about as healed as can be,” he said slowly. “I don’t know what more you want me to do.”

“Nothing,” she replied, never taking her eyes from her love. “Just wait with me.”

It seemed like hours that they both sat side by side upon the fallen log. Beth used the time to tell Shale about her encounter with the Great Mother, but she could tell from the doubtful look on his face that he didn’t really believe her. Until Gareth’s body heaved in a massive breath of air. Both of them rushed forward as Gareth opened his eyes. He seemed disoriented and Beth quickly lowered herself beside him. 

Every drop of blood drained from the Healer’s face, and he shook his head. “He’s dying,” he told her. “He’s not healed. The trauma to his body is too much.”

“He will NOT die,” Beth denied forcefully, spittle flying from her mouth. “Gareth, look at me. Look at me!”

His eyes burned into hers as he gasped for breath. “You need to shimmer, baby. Now.” He shook his head, a lock of his hair falling onto his forehead. She swept it away tenderly. “Come on,” she demanded gently. “If you don’t do this, you will die...again...and I will die after you, I swear it.”

What should have taken seconds ended up taking near ten pain-filled and brutal minutes. Panic hit him hard half way through and he got stuck, ending up looking like one of those awful Hollywood versions of a werewolf, all long snout and Neanderthal brow, with hair sprouting all over his mostly human body. Beth had to talk him out of a frenzy and shimmer into her own wolf-form, to tempt him into finishing the transformation.

Shale had left at her suggestion, both to give them privacy and so Gareth didn’t feel threatened by another male wolf in the vicinity as he desperately tried to shimmer. She was fast running out of ideas when she felt the sweat bubble on her brow, and a sickly feeling rose up in her stomach. Oh, shit, she thought. Not now, please not now. This is the last damn thing I need right now.

She’d been ignoring her body for hours, of course, so wrapped up, firstly in her escape, and then Gareth’s death that she really didn’t notice the heat had begun. But now she was reaching critical mass, and pretty soon she was going to be sick everywhere. It was like a compulsion – if she didn’t mate, she got very sick and wished she had.

Gareth, his mind more animal than human at the minute, sniffed the air, picking up on her heat, and a threatening growl issued from his throat as his hands changed into paws. It’s forcing the shimmer on him, she realized. Letting go of all of her restraint, she let the heat take her body and mind, until with the release of all her mental barriers, the heat over took her, hitting her like a freight train and leaving her a writhing mass on the ground.

Gareth whined, desperately trying to complete his transformation from half-man to wolf. She let her primal instincts take full charge, as she lowered her front quarters to present herself to her mate. He went wild, body bucking, teeth snapping and throat vibrating with a tortured sound, that was half shout and half growl. She watched as his limbs grew shorter, his knee joints reversing themselves with an audible pop. Even more course hair sprang up and his muzzle shortened, while his entire body shrank into that of a beautiful dark wolf. 

He lay there panting in recovery for a minute, his eyes glued to hers. I’m here, Little Wolf, he told her in his mind voice. I’m here.

Thank the Mother. She whined as another cramp shot through her belly, indicating that she was out of luck and out of time. She had to mate now, or suffer through the hours of pain the denial would bring her, which she was already intimately accustomed to. 

Fully healed, but barely recovered, her mate stood on shaky legs and stalked toward her where she had curled up, wracked with pain. He ran his tongue across her muzzle, once, twice, the sand-paper-like roughness lifting her curled lip. I’ll be alright, she assured him in between waves. I’ve done this before.

You weren’t mated before, he told her, his mind voice strong and sure. 

She looked into his beautiful chocolate eyes before making her decision. Lifting her hind quarters she again presented herself to him, and he wasted no time in mounting her, entering her in one swift thrust. 

Now, he told her. 

Both shimmering at the same time, hers coming effortlessly, his coming through more pain and effort, they ended up in human-form, her on all fours with Gareth behind her, still hard and thick inside her. He began to move slowly, with shallow strokes, calming the heat inside her. But it wasn’t enough. “I need more,” she told him, softly. “Lay down and let me.”

Gareth stretched out on his back while Beth climbed on top of him, spearing herself on his shaft. They both groaned when he reached the end of her, and she began to grind, slowly at first, and then building in intensity until she was bucking up and down, riding him hard and fast. Gareth lifted a hand to her hip and gripped hard, stalling her up and down motion, and guiding her into a rocking motion instead. 

“Oh, God,” she groaned, as her swollen bud came into contact with his pubic bone with each movement. 

“Mmm,” he agreed lustily, raising his other hand to cup her breast, pinching her nipple and rolling it between his thumb and forefinger. Her inner walls spasmed around him and he growled softly, sounding more wolf than man. “Come for me.”

“Gareth,” she cried out, feeling herself edge ever closer to the cliffs of orgasm. 

“I want to feel you,” he told her roughly. “I want that feel you tighten around me while I’m hard inside you.”

He always knew just what to say to tip her over the edge. She came, screaming her pleasure and Gareth followed not long after, whispering her name in a kind of reverence she’d never heard before. 

Afterward, they lay unmoving, blinking at the mid-morning sky. Beth draped her leg across his lap as she curled under his arm, her head lying in the shallow depression between his shoulder, and his collar bone. “I love you,” she told him again.

“I love you, too.” He put a finger under her chin to raise her face, and smiled when she blinked at him. “And I love those shining eyes of yours.”

CHAPTER TWENTY

––––––––

The entire pack was in an uproar when she and Gareth emerged from the clearing at the edge of the village. It appeared that when Donovan returned to the Great House after leaving Margo at her cottage, he’d disappeared inside the Great House, where screams and shouts could be heard all across the village. Some time later Felicity, bloodied and beaten, ran from the house and disappeared into the woods.

When she went to speak with him, Donovan told her he’d confronted Felicity about his mother’s death, and though at first she’d vehemently denied it, they could both smell the stench of her lies. Realizing that she was only prolonging the inevitable, and mad with grief over her mate’s death, she launched herself at him, scratching and biting. Donovan easily over powered her, but she’d had a trick up her sleeve, literally. A bracelet she was wearing had a hidden compartment, which when opened revealed a powdered substance. Poison.

Leaving Donovan a writhing ball of flesh on the floor, she’d fled, escaping into the woods beyond, and could be anywhere by now. It was Margo who figured out what the poison was – wolfs-bane mixed with ground silver, which when blown into the face, was inhaled and attacked the nervous system – and they’d had a steady stream of blood donors since. It would take days for him to heal, and months before the poison leeched out of his bloodstream entirely, so he would need regular transfusions, but he would heal. And he vowed to track Felicity to the ends of the earth for the death of his mother.

Worried that he was becoming obsessed like his father before him, Beth tried to talk him out of it, but he would have none of it. “I will find her,” he stated. “And I will make her pay.” 

“And what of your pack?” she asked, perhaps a bit too angrily. “Are you just going to abandon them?” She was still bitter and hurt that he’d stood by and let his father terrorize her so much, firstly taking her to mate, and secondly locking her up to torture, rape and kill. It didn’t matter that none of that had happened – it would have if she hadn’t escaped. And while she knew she wouldn’t have escaped in the first place without the water he’d left for her, she couldn’t believe that he’d left her there, rather than confront his father and free her.

“Beth,” he replied, his handsome face weary. “I never abandoned you. I–”

“You went for Gareth, I know,” she interrupted, guilty for snapping at him. “But the pack needs you. You know how broken it is, and you need to help fix it.”

“That’s a job for the new Alpha.” He threw some clothes into a carryall and strode from the room, calling over his shoulder. “That’s you and Gareth, you know.” He paused, considering her puzzled expression, and smiled. “He challenged the Alpha and won – the pack is his.”

“But I interfered–”

“No,” he whispered quickly. “That never happened.” 

~~~~

“So!” Margo exclaimed.

“So?” Beth questioned. 

They were sitting by the dying embers of the fire in the weaver’s cottage, Margo with a shift-dress she was altering, and Beth mending a torn blouse. Over the last couple of months, she’d found solace in the cottage, when she could not find it anywhere else. Gareth had been gone a lot, hosting peace talks with the Loam Floor pack, and though Beth knew in her heart that nothing bad would happen, old habits died hard, and she still worried about the blood feud.

“So, how long are you going to avoid the others?”

“I’m not...avoiding them, exactly.”

“Yes you are,” Marybell pitched in, taking her cup of tea from the table where she was examining a piece of lace. 

“I’m not,” she denied again, annoyance flaring. She threw down the blouse in a huff and sipped from her own cup. “I just feel like they’re all afraid of me.” Ever since the pack found out about Gareth dying and her visitation with the Great Mother, they’d sort of viewed her as a holy object, afraid to touch her, or speak out of turn. That shit got old, fast. 

“Nonsense! They adore you.” Margo finished with the dress and held her hand out for the blouse Beth had been working on, though she rather thought she’d done more damage than not to it.

“Well if they could adore me a little less fanatically, that would be great.”

“Now you’re sulking.”

“Nonsense,” Beth mimicked. “Alphas do not sulk.” 

All three women burst into giggles, and Marybell burned herself with her tea. “Sorry,” Beth apologized with a grin. 

Serious again, Beth eyed Margo. “You never told me why Donovan came to you instead of Shale that night...”

“No,” she replied with a grin. “I don’t suppose I did.”

“Aw come on! I’ve told you everything.” And she had. She’d told that old woman more about herself than anyone had a right to know. Aside from Gareth and Donovan, the only ones right now who knew Lissa had been her mother were the two old biddies in the cottage with her. 

“Alright,” she relented. “You know I was the pack Healer in my younger years,” she winked. “I was more spry then, you see.” Beth nodded with a small smile. “Donovan came to me because he figured I knew more about the healing arts than Shale, silly boy. But,” she stalled Beth with a wagging finger. “He also came to me because he trusted me not to let the finer details of that dominance fight emerge. I know you were the one who took Bradley’s life in the end,” she whispered, while Marybell excused herself to use the bathroom. “And I know that it’s against pack law. There would be absolute bedlam.”

“Okay, but what I don’t get is why he trusted you, and only you.”

“It’s simple, my dear. I’m his grandmother. Bradley was my son.”

When Beth simply stared at her, mouth agog, she offered her a sad smile in return. “He wasn’t the best son, true. But he was my son.” 

“But you gave me the tea, you helped me plan an escape, and you covered up what was basically his murder?” Shock rippled wave after wave through her. She couldn’t reconcile the gentile old lady and the violent brute as being related in any way. 

“The good of the pack must come before the wants of the wolf.” She shrugged. “Bradley was a sweet boy in his youth. And a dutiful son. He might even have made a good mate, for the right woman. But his greed for power undone him, and destroyed the entire pack in the process.”

Finding no words, Beth sat with her eyes downcast, processing everything. “I know that I owe Donovan – I owe you all – for saving me and Gareth, but...” she trailed off, her face remote.

“Be mad at him,” Margo replied carefully. “Even hate him for a little while, but imagine what it was like to have such a father as Bradley. Dear boy lived in constant fear since he was born. His father damn near controlled him for most of his life, and some habits are hard to break.” She shifted, picking up a new spool of thread. “He came through for you when it counted. He defied the one man capable of destroying him body and soul.” 

Marybell settled into her seat again – Beth had literally demanded armchairs be brought in if she was to sit with them regularly – and offered Beth a top up on her tea. “I really shouldn’t.”

“No,” Margo replied, deliberately lightening the mood with a grin. “One is quite enough, for you. When are you going to tell him?”

She thought about fobbing her off with a lie, but knew it was pointless. “Soon.” 

That night, when Gareth pulled her on top of him with heated kisses and teasing touches, she resisted. “Are you okay?” he asked her, the desire in his eyes quickly being replaced by worry. 

“I’m fine,” she told him, quietly. “In fact, I’m more than fine.” 

“Are you?” She could smell the curiosity coming from him, and she started to laugh softly, planting a smoldering kiss on his lips. When she’d thoroughly kissed him, and bitten his bottom lip for good measure, she told him to take a deep breath.

“I have something to tell you.”

He looked up at her, so trusting and his face so full of love that she thought she might die of happiness. “I’m pregnant.” 

“When?” he asked quickly, wrapping his arms around her and holding on tight.

“That morning.”

The morning of their mating, the morning the Great Mother had given him back to her, and blessed them with a second chance at life and love.

When they’d both stopped grinning, Beth felt that frisson of attraction bubble up again, making her squirm on top of him. “Smells good,” he told her with a wicked grin, hardening beneath her. 

“Mmm,” she moaned, as his hand found her slick and wet. “I’m done fooling myself.” 

“And I’m done letting you. You’re mine, Little Wolf,” he growled, flipping her to her back and entering her savagely. She cried out, alternately panting and losing her breath as he showed her just how deep his claim on her went.

The End

Follow Mandy Lou Dowson on Facebook for updates, teasers and more

www.facebook.com/MLDowson

or

Find her on Goodreads for a chat

www.goodreads.com/MandyLouDowson

[image: image]

Queen of Storms

Tales from the Tarot of the Acolyte
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––––––––

The searing rays of the mid-August sun blazed through the open French doors of the cottage bedroom, and glistened on the sheen of orgasmic perspiration coating Cassie Bettancouer’s silken ebony skin. She lay in relaxed afterglow on the large, low bed, her eyes closed, her lips and limbs occasionally twitching, her head resting on her fiancé’s muscular abdomen, luxuriating in the formidable early-afternoon heat as it soaked into her sexually-tensioned muscles. Tremors rippled through her body as, with a tender fingernail, Gerry O’Keith slowly traced sensual patterns across the sensitive, passion-slick velvety skin of her back and down between the firm, round cheeks of her ass, eliciting gentle moans and sighs from her kiss-engorged lips.

A short while later, she slowly rolled over to face her lover, the black pools of her eyes radiating the passionate peacefulness of satisfaction into the pale blueness of his. Licking her lips, she lifted herself up and kissed Gerry tenderly, their tongues tangling briefly, the embers sparking between them, the dark stiffness of her nipples brushing against his chest; then she stood up, the firmness of her breasts swaying gently as she moved, and walked around the bed and out through the screened doorway into the blistering heat, the fury of the sun’s fierceness engulfing her tingling nakedness like a flaming robe. Sauntering across the narrow veranda that encircled the cottage, and then down the trio of steps and onto the long, wooden dock that traversed the yard and led out into the small, secluded lake, Cassie scanned the dense foliage of the surrounding forest for signs of intruders and, seeing none, smiled inwardly as she approached the end of the quay and then dove into the glistening waters.

The coldness of the water hit her nervous system like a giant bear hug, causing her languid muscles to spasm in shock, driving the air out of her rapidly contracting lungs, sending her quickly back to the surface to gasp in more. She broke through with a shriek of laughter, filled her lungs with a fresh supply of air, then dove back under, swimming strongly through the refreshing water, washing the stubborn residues of heat and passion away. After a few long, strong strokes, she turned back toward the dock.

Gerry stood by the wooden ladder and watched the rivulets of water running down Cassie’s breasts and dripping off her still hard nipples, and smiled as a sudden shallow breeze brought ripples of goosebumps across the surface of her skin. He handed her the towel he had brought with him so she could dry herself off, but she just strung it across the back of her neck and over her shoulders, and stood letting the sunshine dry her instead.

“Water cold, babe?” he asked, his eyes tracing the pathways of the drops running down her thighs.

“Uh-huh,” she replied, “but very refreshing, hon. You should try it.” She prodded him playfully with her finger, and grimaced in mock disgust. “Eew! All sweaty and sticky!”

“Oh, yeah?” he replied, lunging at her, but, giggling, she deftly avoided his grasp and, dropping the towel, dove back into the lake. A few seconds later she came back to the surface, only to be greeted by an explosion of water right next to her as Gerry cannonballed into the lake. Shrieking in mock fear, she tried to swim away from him, but Gerry was a strong swimmer, and effortlessly snagged her ankle as she dodged away from him. Pulling her back into his grasp, he wrapped his arms around her then, taking a deep breath, he dove down under the water, dragging the kicking and struggling Cassie with him.

~*  *  *  *~

A short while later, the couple lay side-by-side on the towel on the dock, letting the sun dry their refreshed, naked bodies. Cassie stretched her arms up over her head, raising her breasts so the sun could dry the moisture beneath them. The heat felt good on her skin, taking her mind back to the beaches of Bermuda, where she had grown up, chaperoned and secluded. They would never have been allowed to lie even topless in the sun back then – only tourists did that, and even then it was frowned upon!

Turning on her side to face Gerry, she took in the cut of muscles just beneath the skin on his shoulders and arms, noticing the redness of sunburn starting to flare on his pale body. Playfully she poked him in the ribs, giggling.

“Hey, honey,” she said, accentuating the drawl of her mellow Bermudan accent, “you better be getting yourself covered, yo! You startin’ to burn!”

Laughing, Gerry got up and sauntered back up to the cottage veranda, enjoying the sunshine on his shoulders. Swinging away from the bedroom door, he instead entered the cottage great room through two open French doors, letting the screen door spring shut behind him with a dull thud. Despite the lack of air conditioning, the room was significantly cooler than the air outside, the heavy curtains covering the many windows keeping the direct sunlight out, shading the dark interior. Slowly he walked across the large room, heading for the kitchen on the far side of the small building, when his eye caught site of the small tin box resting on the low coffee table, the raised swirls of its engraved surface glittering as they reflected the sunlight. The sight of the object made the hairs on the back of his neck bristle again, just as they had earlier that day in the small bookshop in Orangeville, and, casting his mind back to those few, short hours ago, he tried again to make sense of what had happened...

~*  *  *  *~

“What was it you were looking for, dear?” For some strange reason, the old, wizened voice behind him sent an involuntary shiver running down Gerry’s spine. Turning around, the tall, muscular biker came face to face with a small, elderly woman, with ragged lips and a hook of a nose, wearing a long, black shawl draped over her shoulders despite the blazing summer heat outside, and the close, humid atmosphere inside the bookstore. “Real Tarot cards, was it?” she continued, her steel-grey eyes boring into Gerry’s as if she could see right through to his brain. Suddenly dumbfounded, Gerry stood there, staring down at the old crone, his mind unable to make the connection to his mouth, until Cassie nudged him in the ribs, bringing him out of his apparent stupor.

“S-sorry,” he stammered out, embarrassed by his sudden reticence. “I was just remarking how those decks of Tarot cards you have seem so, erm, mass produced, and plasticky!”

“That’s because they are, dear,” the old lady replied offhandedly. “Mass produced crap for the masses, eh? That’s what I always say!” She chuckled, showing two rows of gnarled, chipped, uneven, overlapping teeth, yellowed with age and lack of care. “But maybe,” she continued, a bright gleam filling her eyes, “I might have what you are looking for in here.” She turned and led the way deeper into the small bookshop and through a black, beaded curtain into a small, dark store room at the back of the store, Gerry and Cassie following close behind her. The room was cramped, and packed with shelves stacked with old, used books and unopened, dust-covered boxes, piled on top of each other, teetering precariously as the trio carefully passed them by.

At the far end of the chamber the old woman turned to look Gerry in the face, studying him carefully, for what, he did not know. “Irish, is it?” she asked, apropos of nothing. Surprised by her insight, Gerry breathed in haltingly before answering her.

“Ah, yes,” he responded, “maybe three or four generations ago.”

“I thought so,” she replied. “I could see it in your eyes.” Gerry looked at Cassie in disbelief, not knowing whether to laugh, or take the old woman seriously. Cassie’s dark brown eyes, almost black in the dim light of the store room, smiled back at him, a look of gentle forbearance playing across her face. The old lady rummaged around in some boxes in the far corner of the room, then, with a feeble “Ah ha!”, she brandished a metal box in the air. “I think you’ll find something of interest in here,” she said. With a look of awestruck reverence, she handed Gerry the small, highly decorated, tin box, a dark patina of age filling the hollows and carvings. Despite its size, the box was surprisingly heavy, and Gerry almost fumbled it as he took it out of her scrawny hand. He was about to open the tin, but the old lady stopped him before he could get the lid off.

“Trust me, Gerry,” she said, looking into his eyes. “You’ll not find another Tarot deck like this one, my dear! ‘Tis one of a kind, handmade from rare materials and precious metals and jewels. And I couldn’t even begin to guess its age, although a smart gaffer like yourself could probably work it out.”

“H-how did you know my name?” Gerry asked slowly, the back of his head tingling in alarm.

“Ha!” she laughed in response. “Just a shrewd guess, dear. ‘Tis a common enough Irish name, isn’t it? So, that will be $200, cash.” She ignored the noise of the sudden intake of breath that Cassie made from behind Gerry, and held out her hand for him to drop the money on to – which he dutifully did! “Thank you, dear,” the old woman beamed at him, crushing the four bright red fifty-dollar bills in her hand. “I am sure you will have a lot of fun with that, finding out all about its mysterious powers!” She turned away from him and, as if dismissed, Gerry cradled the tin box in his arm, turned around, and walked slowly out of the room and out of the book store, into the blazing early July sunshine, followed by a quiet and thoughtful Cassie. 

Standing next to his big, black Harley, a fog seemed to suddenly clear from Gerry’s mind, and he turned to look at Cassie, a knot of trepidation growing in the pit of his stomach.

“What just happened in there?” 

“I’d say you bought what I hope will be a very interesting deck of Tarot cards from an even more interesting old lady, who seemed to exercise some strange, magical powers to extract two-hundred bucks from your sweet, little wallet, Gerry.” A smirk played across her full, dark-lipped mouth, and ran up to twinkle in the darkness of her eyes.

“You’re right,” he said slowly, wonder growing in his mind. “How the hell’d she do that?”

“Beats me,” Cassie said, “but she certainly seemed to have you sussed! Even knew your name, and that your family were Irish. Kinda cool, that!”

“You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?” he asked, her infectious mirth easing the strange tension he had been feeling.

“Yeah, well, it was kind of odd, especially the way you just ante’d up with the cash. And you don’t even know what you bought!”

“Damn, you’re right! You think I should go and get my money back?”

“Nah! You don’t even have a receipt! Just a tin box which, judging by its size, must hold some humungous cards in it. But I think you should keep it, anyways, hon.” Stepping up to Gerry, she pushed a long index finger between the buttons of his shirt and ran her fingernail slowly down the channels between his abs, causing the muscles of his abdomen to tighten. “How about you and I ride on over to the cottage, and,” her dark eyes smouldered with unbridled fire, “we can look at your ‘etchings’ there?” Gerry grasped her hand and pulled her closer to him, a tremor running through him as her body bumped into his obvious arousal.

“My etchings?” he chuckled, and kissed her full, dark maroon lips with growing vigour. After a few moments, she laughed and broke free of his embrace. 

“Yeah,” she gently teased him. “Who knows? You may have bought a work of art, like she said, or you may have bought a lemon, but I am sure it will be much more mysterious in the gloomy, wooded atmosphere at the lake.”

“Ah, the lake, is it?” he asked, playfully lunging at her as she dodged around the back of the bike.

“Uh-huh!” she replied coyly, pouting sensually and winking at him.

A few moments later, they were headed north out of Orangeville, Cassie hugging him closely, her hand gently kneading the lump in his crotch, troubling his concentration, as they sped along the highway, the tin box of cards safely stowed in a saddlebag and, for the moment, forgotten.

~*  *  *  *~

“You thinking about your fancy woman back in that bookstore?” Cassie’s sensual voice cut through Gerry’s reverie, bringing him back to the warmth of the cottage great room. He shook the remnants of the bookshop out of his head and turned to see the smile playing across her lips. His arm snaked around her waist and pulled her close to him, her skin cool and dry despite the baking heat she had just stepped out of.

“Now how could I be thinking about that little cutie-pie back there, when I have a magnificent filly like you to keep me occupied?” he said, his eyes glinting.

“Filly, is it?” she asked in mock shock.

“Well, that’s better than saucy minx, isn’t it?”

“Let me think about that,” Cassie replied playfully. “But, in the meantime, let’s have a look at those cards. You may have bought something rare and valuable, for all we know.”

“For two hundred bucks,” Gerry spurted. “More likely some kids canasta cards!” He stepped over to the couch and sat down, then picked up the metal box from the table. He turned it around a couple of times, checking to see how it opened, then, setting it down on the table again, he pried up the front of the lid with his thumbnails, and the box flipped open. Inside there was what appeared to be a soft black leather bundle, tied up with a thick leather cord that was intricately knotted into an almost filigree pattern.

“That’s pretty,” Cassie said, sitting down next to him and looking over his arm. “Must’ve taken some time to tie that knot.”

“Yeah, no kiddin’,” Gerry said thoughtfully. “I don’t know how I am going to replicate that if I have to tie it up again.”

“Here, take a picture or two,” Cassie said, stretching over to pick up the black digital camera from the table and handing it to him.

“Good idea!” Gerry replied, taking the camera and snapping four or five photos from various angles, turning the box around as he did so. Then he carefully lifted the bundle out of the box and, placing it on the table, took another couple of snapshots, for good measure. Then, before she could hide herself, he turned and took a quick picture of Cassie sitting naked beside him!

“Hey, you!” she protested playfully. “That’s naughty!”

“Darned tootin’!” he laughed in reply, then turned his attention back to the wrapped deck of cards. Taking his time, he gently undid the knot holding the leather wrapping closed, and unwound the cord. Carefully, he unfolded the soft, black leather, exposing another wrapping beneath, this one of soft, black felt. "This is certainly well wrapped," he remarked. Cassie lifted her head and nodded her agreement. She held her breath and watched, intrigued, as he slowly unwrapped the felt, then gasped, a shiver running down her spine, as the back of the top card was revealed.

“Lord o’ mine!” she gasped. “That’s creepy!”

What they saw was a black surface, with a muted sheen, bordered by a thin band of glistening silver, with fine lines running through it, giving it a pattern of cut stone, like a castle wall. Lying lengthwise in the centre of the enclosed space was a perfectly elliptical eye, glinting in the light as if it was actually wet! The white of the eye was the brilliance of freshly fallen snow, while the pupil was a well of inky darkness, deep and enticing - a bottomless pool of secret knowledge. But the most entrancing feature of the eye was the colours in the broad band of its iris. Instead of being just a single colour, the iris was divided into quadrants, each of a different hue. The first quadrant of the iris was a beautiful sapphire blue, almost crystalline in appearance, with flecks of gold radiating into its heart. This quadrant flowed into the next, which was a perfectly pastel green, pale and pristine, with gentle hazel streaks. The green quadrant merged gently into the next, which was itself a deep hazel, with flecks that echoed the green of the previous quadrant, and chiselled with rays of chestnut and gold. The final quadrant of the iris was a cold, muddy steel-grey, hard and ungiving, scarred with minute twists of dark jade green. The colour reminded Gerry of the eyes of the old woman in the book store. The weirdest thing about the eye was the fact that it had a tear duct at both points of the ellipse, and from each of these, flowing in opposite directions, dropped a single, large tear - that from the point where the blue and green quadrants met was a beautiful crystal of limpid water, glittering as if caught in the rays of the sun, while at the conjunction of the hazel and grey quadrants, a bright crimson droplet of fresh wet blood hung down from the tear duct. The eye itself was seemingly held in place by a spider-web of fine silver filigree that spread out in concentric shapes, until the radiating strands attached the eye to the silver wall surrounding the edge of the card.

"That looks strangely attractive and ominous at the same time," Cassie said. "I hope these cards aren't some kind of evil talisman, Gerry."

"Don't be silly, babe," Gerry replied gently. "It's just a crazy deck of cards - expensive, too - that someone obviously designed to inspire exactly those types of feelings." He paused for a long moment, contemplating the weird emotions the cards were creating in him, too, despite his show of bravado to Cassie. Gingerly he stretched out and touched the eye with his right index finger, expecting it to feel cool and hard. Instead, the eye on the back of the card was warm and slick, almost wet, as if it was made of skin that was perspiring in the humidity of the cottage. Gerry pulled his hand back sharply, as if he had just accidentally poked the card in the eye! He shuddered and waited a few moments before tenderly running his finger along the line of silver edging on the card. To his surprise, it actually felt cold, like metal.

"Wow!" he gasped, picking the card up for a closer look. "That actually feels like silver, Cassie." He turned the card so that it was lying lengthwise in his hand and studied the eye carefully. The detail was exquisite, the colours of each quadrant vivid and clear - almost like stained glass - and the craftsmanship in the placement of the flecks and highlights brought the eye to life in a way that, if he was being honest with himself, he also found almost creepy and unnerving. It was possible to see from the minute variations in depth of colour between the eye on the card he was holding and that of the next card on the top of the deck, that each had been individually drawn and painted, yet the skill of the artist was such that only a very strong scrutiny would discern any differences in the detail of each eye that could be used to distinguish between them.

"The test of good artwork," he said to himself, "is on whether the eye follows you as you or it moves about the room." So saying, he stood the card he was holding up against the rest of the deck, then stood up and backed away from the table. Carefully, he moved to the left, and the eye stared straight back at him. He watched it as he moved to the right, and the eye tracked his movement, keeping him in its view as he moved.

"Hey, Cassie, would you mind doing me a favour?" he asked. She looked up at him from across the table. "Would you mind standing over there and looking at the eye on that card, please, babe, while I stand here and watch it, too?" He pointed to the far corner of the table, away from where he was standing. Cassie shrugged, slightly amused by Gerry's fussing, but decided to humour him anyway. Standing up, she walked over to the spot he had indicated, and stared at the eye on the card.

"It's looking at me," she said, an amused smile on her face. 

"Cool," he replied, excited. "It's looking at me, too! How can it do that - look in both directions at once?

"It's a trick of the artwork, like you said," she replied. "A good artist and all that crappola, hmm." 

"That's awesome," he enthused, sitting down at the table and picking up the card again. 

"You haven't even looked at the face of the card yet, and you're obsessing over the artwork on the back! I hope the fronts live up to expectations!" She smirked as she picked up a book from the table and went and sat in a corner of the sumptuous sectional sofa, curling her long, dark legs underneath her. Gerry turned over the card he was holding, and took in the image revealed to him, then let out a long, low whistle that caught Cassie’s attention.

“That good, is it, hon,” she asked, a smirk on her lips.

“Holy crap! This is amazing! And, mm, rather explicit, too!”

“Explicit?” Cassie echoed. “What? You mean, like, sexy pics?”

“I guess you could say that,” Gerry replied. “Look at this...” He handed her the card from his hand. “That’s The Lovers card, from the Major Arcana, and there’s no vagueness about what they are up to!”

Cassie turned the card in her hand so that the image was standing up, and looked at the artwork revealed to her. Her eyes were immediately drawn to the thick, rich green lawn that filled the lower third of the card, spreading out to the silver stonewall border, trimmed off with a purple edge. The lawn was dotted here and there with tiny, beautiful white flowers, and a stream of limpid water flowed along the left side of the sward. In the centre of the lawn, two figures lay on a heavily tapestried blanket: a tall, strong, muscular black man, and a beautiful, nubile white woman, both completely naked. The woman lay on her left side, her body facing out toward the viewer of the card. The ringlets of her long blond hair fell in disarray about her head, which was thrown back in a vision of ecstasy, her mouth open and her eyes closed in the throes of passion. Her right arm was looped under the man’s chin and up around the back of his head, while he kissed the side of her neck as he lay behind her, his right arm lying over her side, the fingers of his right hand squeezing the deep red nipple of her breast. The woman’s right leg lay up and over that of the man, allowing him to lie between her thighs from behind. This position also opened up her red, passion-swollen vulva, into which the man’s long, thick erection was deeply inserted.

Two fruit trees, heavily laden with plums and figs, stood tall and full behind the lovers, while, above them, protruding from the centre of the top wall of the card, a giant phallus, the base of which was surrounded by fluffy white clouds, pointed down into the pale blue sky, almost to the mid-point of the card, the dark purple veins on its shaft engorged with blood. The pale purple head was tattooed with a stylized longbow, nocked with a silver-tipped arrow that pointed straight down toward the copulating couple. From the opening at the tip of the phallus a shower of white ejaculate rained down, the drops of which, as they fell toward the ground, transformed into small, white doves just before they touched the people below. Behind the fig tree to the right of the lovers, hidden by the trunk and the dense foliage, a shadowy figure could be seen watching them in flagrante delicto.

“Wow!” Cassie said slowly. “That’s quite the image.” She gently put a finger out and touched the blue sky of the card. It seemed cool and smooth, as she would have expected. Moving her finger ever-so-gently across the surface, she noticed the texture change as her fingertip encountered the giant phallus. There the surface became slightly uneven and pliant, and warm, as if she was actually touching real skin! Alarmed, she quickly took her finger off the card, and was surprised to feel a sense of disappointment deep within her.

“That feels almost real,” she said to Gerry, putting the card down on the table. Gerry had flipped through a number of cards himself, and was now peering closely at another of them, holding it gently in his hand.

“These are absolutely amazing!” he said in wonder. “That old woman was right – this is an amazing deck. Have you felt the surface of some of these cards, Cassie? It’s like you’re touching real stones, or metal, or...”

“Skin!” she said quietly.

“Yeah,” Gerry replied. “So you noticed that, too. I mean, look at this one.” He held up the card he was holding for Cassie to see. The legend at the top of the card read “Regina”, while that at the bottom of the card read “Tempestates”.

“I understand ‘Regina’ is ‘Queen’, but what does ‘Tempestates’ mean?”

“Storms,” Gerry replied. “Queen of Storms.”

“Storms, eh?” Cassie said. She took the card from his hand to study it more closely. What she saw was a tall, slender woman standing in the midst of a raging storm, her dark green cloak being tossed by the winds behind her. Her pale, beautiful face, with delicately chiselled nose and strong, gently pointed, feline jaw, was framed with long hair the colour of midnight. Two perfectly elliptical eyes showed clear, bright whites and sapphire blue irises, encapsulating broad black pupils, while her full red lips were sensually parted, revealing strong, white teeth and a hint of her dark red tongue. Her long, slender neck led down to a broad expanse of pale-skinned chest, with full, firm breasts tamed within a tight, bright green bodice, the material unable to prevent the hardness of her erect nipples rising visibly through the its softness. Her bodice, skirt and cloak were richly embroidered with golden thread, showing symbols and glyphs of ancient Celtic origin. Her long muscular arms and powerful shoulders were fully exposed to the elements, while the index finger of her right hand pointed out of the card, beckoning the viewer into her realm. The fingers of her left hand, long manicured fingernails painted blood red, toyed with the string of the tightly-knotted bow resting in her cleavage that held her bodice closed, enticing her audience with the possibility of an exposed breast.

Around the mysterious figure, rain swept down in torrents, but never a drop touched her, while, behind her, in the thunderous darkness, jagged bolts of lightning – white and blue and orange – flashed through the sky, illuminating her pale, powerful beauty. In the distance, dimly seen through the torrential rain, a large, ruined, smoking castle waited patiently for her, while, close by, over her right shoulder, a large, black raven swooped down towards its mistress, the Queen of Storms.

Gerry watched as a tremor rippled across Cassie’s exposed skin, bringing up gooseflesh, despite the warmth of the room.

“You cold, babe?” he asked, reaching for a throw from the couch.

“I don’t feel cold, no,” she replied. “It just felt as if someone – or something – walked over my grave. You ever had the feeling? You know, that shiver down the spine that makes your whole body feel a chill.”

“Yeah, I know what you mean,” Gerry said. Reaching over, he took the Tarot card out of her hand and put it back on top of the pile on the coffee table. Cassie seemed to brighten up almost immediately, her skin quickly returning to normal in the humid heat of the room, and she shook her head gently.

“Now that is odd,” she said. “I feel fine now, and warm again. What’s that about?” She stared at Gerry, seeking answers in his concerned face.

“I haven’t the faintest idea,” he replied.

“Maybe we could do with some food and drink, or something. I suddenly feel very hungry.”

“Now that you come to mention it, I do feel a bit of a need coming on.” He stretched over and ran a finger up the inside of her leg, but she playfully swatted it away. Standing up, she made her way back into the bedroom and pulled on a pair of shorts and a tank top that had been lying on the floor, then made her way into the kitchen, Gerry in tow.

~*  *  *  *~

Later that day, and with the night drawing in, Gerry sat on the couch, hunger satisfied, still flipping through the deck of Tarot cards he had bought in Orangeville. The images on the cards filled his imagination with their range of subjects and the details in the pictures and symbolism. The more he handled them, the lighter and smoother and warmer the cards seemed to become, fitting comfortably in the palm of his hand as he riffled and shuffled them, getting the feel of them – “weight and width”, as his grandmother used to say. Reaching for the tin box the cards had come in, he turned it up and shook the remaining content – wrapping and straps – out onto the table.

“Darn!” he said, looking through the assorted claptrap.

“Is there a problem, hon?” Cassie asked from the other corner of the couch, looking up from the book she was reading.

“No LWB,” Gerry said, sadly.

“No what?”

“No Little White Book. That’s the nickname they use for those little instruction booklets that come with most Tarot decks these days. I was hoping that there’d be one for this deck, so I could get an idea of what and who some of these images are depicting. A lot of them are so far out, it’s hard to get to the truth behind the image without a little background.”

She looked at the pile of stuff on the table, then at the box itself. Leaning over, she picked up the tin and studied it carefully. “Well,” she said, “if you place a card in here sideways, you could put two together, side by side, right. In that case, this tin is more than big enough to hold the cards and a good-sized book. Maybe we need to go back to the bookstore and ask that cracked old lady if she has it.” She carefully inspected the tin box, bringing it close up to her eye.

“Gerry,” she said, after a few moments. “This box – it’s not tin.”

“Hmm?” Gerry said, looking up from yet another card. “What do you mean – not tin? So, it’s like, steel, or aluminium?”

“No, it’s not. It’s silver!”

“What?” he said, surprise filling his voice. “Silver? A decorated silver box like that would be worth...”

“A hell of a lot more than two hundred bucks!” Their eyes met, wonder and not a little concern written across their faces. “There’s something very odd about all this, Gerry. I hope these weren’t knocked off from somewhere, or something like that. I mean, why only two hundred dollars for a deck and a box that are obviously worth a whole lot more?”

“Or maybe I just got a great bargain,” he chuckled, picking up the Queen of Storms card and peering in her sapphire blue eyes. Gently he rubbed the pad of his thumb across the card, a strange, almost imperceptible, sensation tingling through him as he felt the raised bumps of her nipples on his skin.

“I hope that’s all it is,” Cassie replied, putting the silver box down and turning back to her book. Suddenly tiredness washed over her, and she stretched on the sofa, and yawned. Standing up and stretching her legs, she sauntered over to where Gerry sat entranced by the vision of the Queen of Storms.

“I'm pooped, hon,” she said, dropping her book on the table beside the stack of Tarot cards. “You coming to bed, hmm?” 

Gerry looked up from the card in his hand, straight into the face of the Queen of Storms, standing right before his eyes, the redness of her lips emphasizing the paleness of her smooth, alabaster skin, her sapphire blue eyes querying his as if she had just asked him a question. “What the...” He sat back in surprise, his mouth dropping open, and looked back at the face on the card to verify what he was seeing, but, when he looked back at the woman standing next to him, it was Cassie’s concerned face that filled his vision.

“Are you okay, hon?” she asked, kneeling in front of him and peering in to his eyes.

"Yes, I am fine," he smiled back at her. Tossing the card onto the table, he fondled Cassie's neck. "Bed sounds like a good idea about now." 

They both stood up, and Gerry made a quick circuit of the small cottage, making sure all of the windows and doors were locked. Joining Cassie back in the great room, he took hold of her outstretched hand and let her playfully lead him into the bedroom. In the small bathroom adjoining their bedroom, they teased each other with threats of cold water and towel lashings, before heading back into the bedroom. Once there, Cassie stood, her long arms raised over her head, and let Gerry slowly remove the few pieces of clothing she was wearing, swallowing as his throat tightened with desire. Naked, she let him wrap his arms around her from behind, each of his big, rough-skinned hands covering one of her firm, round breasts. She squirmed her ass against him, the throb of his hardening cock pressing against her through his shorts, as his palms rubbed against her hardening nipples, and he felt her tremble as he kissed and nibbled the side of her neck and shoulder. Gradually he increased the pressure of the tweaks and nips on her nipples, quickly building the wetness deep in her yoni, making her labia tingle and her clit throb with anticipation. 

Twirling deftly in his embrace, she turned to face him, their mouths meeting, lips melding, tongues entwining in a fury of passion. He could taste toothpaste and lipstick, blending together as their lips mashed into each other’s, then faintly, but getting stronger, the scent of her musk began to fill the atmosphere. Absently, he wondered if the Queen of Storms would smell the same, or if her pale skin would feel like the smooth velvet of Cassie's. Pushing her onto the bed, he sucked one of her nipples hard into his mouth, still kneading her breasts, as she moaned and squirmed beneath him. In the valley between her breasts, a sheen of perspiration already glistened in the moonlight shining through the uncovered window, and she shivered with arousal as he dragged his tongue through it and marauded her other breast and nipple with teeth and lips, sending shards of ecstasy tripping through her chest and downward into the heart of her wanton womanhood. 

Licking down along her body, his tongue traced the seams of her abs, his lips kissing, his teeth nibbling, his hands returning to torture her sensitive nipples, as he headed to paradise. Suddenly he stood up and, getting hold of her feet, he spun her around on the bed so that her legs were facing the open window. Slipping his hands to the backs of her thighs, he pushed her legs up and apart, and watched, entranced, as the moonlight glistened on the wetness of her yoni, glittering like silver threads along the dark lines of her labia and the swirl of her swollen clitoris, while, hidden deep within, a gleam of hot pink flesh flashed from the heart of her cunt. 

Fascinated, he knelt down and brought his face close between her thighs, then traced along the silvered outlines with his tongue, the heady tang of her musk filling his lungs, tightening his throat and making his mouth water. Driving his tongue between her tender lips, he slowly dragged it up between them until he was circling her hardened, engorged lovebud, causing her to thrust hard against his face, mashing lips and labia together in a slickness of cunt juice, the flavour of which sent blood pounding down to his throbbing erection, still trapped within his shorts. Again and again he wrung great moans of ecstasy from her as he drove her closer and closer to orgasm, sucking her clit and drinking every drop of the rich, earthy juices her cunt surrendered to him.

Then, relinquishing his oral command of her vulva, he quickly dropped his shorts and underwear to the floor and, wetting the swollen head of his massive, throbbing hardness in the oils of her passion, he slowly drove his cock between her willing labia and deep into the want of her yoni. It never ceased to amaze him how tight she always was, her cunt gripping his erection, quickly building a burning friction that had them both grunting and groaning with each thrust and pull. Pushing her further up on the bed, he clambered up and quickly continued his slow, rhythmic fuck, keeping up the smooth pace he knew she loved. Her nails raked along his back and shoulders, driving him to push harder into her, as he watched the muscles and sinews of her neck tighten with each growing moan. 

Suddenly, feeling how close they both were to climax, Cassie pushed his arms away, causing his rhythm to break, and his body to fall onto hers. Deftly she wrapped her arms around his body, holding them together, then, with one quick, strong, well-practiced maneuver, she rolled them both over so that she was now on top of Gerry. Pushing her torso up, and bringing her legs up by his sides, she straddled him, taking control of the thrusts of his hardness into her, arching her back and lifting her ass so she could slowly ride down the length of his cock, adding an agony of anticipation to each plunge. His hands now free to molest her at will, he quickly regained control of her nipples, squeezing their yielding hardness between his thumbs and fingers, while, with eyes closed and mouth open, she rode him like a stallion.

"Fuck, yeah, baby!" she gasped into the darkness, driving her clit hard against his body. "Squeeze 'em good, honey, yeah." Her voice trembled as she spoke, and Gerry obliged, kneading her breasts as her lips quivered and her body shook against the multiple assaults. On and on she rode his hardness, a quick thrust down, followed by a long, slow drag up, her cunt muscles gripping his ridged erection, again and again. His balls felt like tight little knots of tingling sensitivity as they pumped their contents out into his body, summoned by the insistent calls from his pre-orgasmic prick. 

Cassie's rhythm became ragged as the monster of her climax rapidly approached, and, as her arms buckled under the sexual tension, Gerry's big, strong hands clamped onto the cheeks of her beautiful black booty, and kept her aim on his ramrod true and deep. Burying her face in the bedcovers, Cassie let out a long, loud, wailing moan, her cunt muscles clenching even harder on his burning prick as the first blast of orgasm ripped through her. In response to her ecstatic pandemonium, Gerry’s rampant erection sent a hot jet of creamy jizz smashing into the mound of her cervix, adding further fire to her throbbing quim. 

Fighting to keep a rhythm between them, their bodies crashed into each other again and again, as they shared orgasms together. Even when his prick could pump no more, he kept up his thrusts until Cassie’s seemingly endless ecstasy finally culminated in one last, chest-emptying howl!

She lay on top of him for a few brief moments, her cunt and arms twitching as aftershocks rippled through her, the perspiration of their bodies gluing them together, her head hanging over his shoulder, her mind swimming in the orgasmic afterglow. Then, with a modicum of physical effort, she lifted herself up and rolled off him, the bedclothes cool on her back, and the air in the room cool on the wetness of their bodies.

“Fuck me!” she sighed into the aromatic atmosphere. “If staring at a few pornographic Tarot cards does that to you, maybe we’d better buy some more!” She chuckled as he grappled her hand into his.

“I’d hardly call them pornographic – although that card of The Lovers is pretty explicit!” he laughed.

“And what about the Queen of Storms, eh, hon?” Cassie rolled herself up onto her side so she could watch his face in the moonlight as he answered her question. “Do you think she could fuck you like that, hmm?”

“She’s only a Tarot card, babe,” Gerry replied, rolling on his side to face her. “You’re the hot, real deal!” Their bodies curled together and their mouths melded into one as the passion between them blazed into a fury again.
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The leaves on the trees rustled anxiously as the growing wind sighed through their branches, swaying gently as the breeze gushed by. Gerry lay on his back, his arms wrapped through the rustic headboard, gazing up at the wooden rafters of the ceiling, visions of the Queen of Storms, Cassie, and himself, running through his mind. In the distance, he could hear the rumble of thunder, getting closer, as the loose panes of glass in the rickety old window frames rattled in anticipation of the coming storm.

Shit! he thought. I’d better get the shutters closed, or those windows will be flying all over the place! Sitting up on the edge of the bed, he quickly located his boxers, then stood up to pull them on. As he did so, a brilliant flash of lightning suddenly blinded him, causing him to fall backward onto the bed, thunder pounding the walls as if they were giant drum skins, momentarily numbing his ears and making the hair on the back of his neck rise in primordial fear. Sitting up again, he looked over at Cassie, expecting her to be wide awake from the deafening noise, but she was still fast asleep, lying on her side, undisturbed by the ferocity of the storm. Gerry knew she was terrified of thunderstorms, and could not believe that this one had not awoken her and sent her scurrying off to some safe, window-less haven. Turning his attention back to the storm, he retrieved his boxers from where they had fallen on the floor and pulled them on, then stuck his feet into his sandals and hurried out through the cottage to secure the screens.

Rain lashed him ferociously as he pulled the door closed behind him, momentarily blinding him as he sought the first set of screens. Rubbing the water from his eyes with two fingers, he deftly closed the nearest set of shutters, pushing the wooden bar across them, securing them in place.

This is like the wild frigging west, he thought, scrambling for the next set of screens. The rain made his fingers slip against the polished wooden surfaces as he struggled to close them, but he held on to the shutters long enough to get the wooden bar pushed home. As he turned to look out across the garden, another flash of lightning lit up the forest surrounding the cottage, and, in the instant of illumination given to him, he could have sworn he saw the black silhouette of a person standing at the far edge of the lawn, but the returning blackness hid everything, and he shrugged it off as nonsense, focusing his attention on the remaining shutters. Three to go! he thought, as a sudden gust crashed one of them against the window it was meant to protect, bringing the sound of breaking glass to his ears. “Shit!” he said out loud, rushing over to the flapping screen. The shutter was hanging awry on a bent hinge, but he forced it closed anyway, rain whipping coldly across his naked back as he jammed the wooden beam across the screens, then rushed on to the next window, which was the room in which he and Cassie were sleeping. The wind lessened as he turned the corner of the veranda, and he raised his head a little to see where he was heading, just in time to see the shadow of a figure disappear around the far corner of the building. “Hey!” he shouted, running in pursuit, but when he reached the end of the veranda and turned the corner, the utter darkness made it impossible to see anything around the cottage, and he pulled up short, squinting in vain against the driving rain. He stood there for a few moments, peering into the unfathomable blackness, seeking for any sign of movement, but, as his eyes adjusted to the darkness, all he could make out was the darker shadows of the distant trees swaying heavily in the wind.

A sudden strong gust buffeted against him, reminding him about the last two sets of shutters that needed closing. Turning back, he quickly made his way to the French doors of the bedroom and closed the screens, deftly pinning them with the wooden beam. Once he was sure the doors were secure, he retraced his steps along the veranda and around the last corner, then onward to the large kitchen window, but, when he got there, to his surprise he found the triple screen already in place and locked down.

What the hell? he thought, looking around him for any sign of other people, and seeing no one. Another flash of lightning confirmed his isolation to him, and, shaking his head in confusion, he quickly made his way around to the front of the cottage and let himself in, closing and locking the door behind him. No sooner had he slammed home the old, stiff bolt at the top of the door, when the entire cottage was rattled by a tremendous peal of thunder, crashing against the door and shaking the furniture. In the dim light of the small gas lamp that still burned away against the far wall, Gerry watched as the entire building seemed to lurch back and forth around him, then settle back to the ground, small cascades of dry dust and dead flies falling from the exposed rafters above him. Making a mental note to get up into the roof space and clean the dust and cobwebs out, he quickly made his way back to the main bedroom, fully prepared to calm Cassie down against the terror of the storm but, when he got there, she was still deep asleep, lying naked on her side, facing the shuttered window as if nothing had happened.

Fuck me! he thought, unable to believe the ferocity of the thunder had not woken her up. He pondered whether he should wake her up himself, just in case the storm got worse, but before he could make his decision, he heard a loud hammering at the cottage door, as if someone was desperately looking for shelter from the storm. Distracted, he turned away from Cassie and headed for the front of the cottage. Another rumble of thunder trembled the building as he made his way through the great room, eliciting another round of thumping against the door.

“Coming!” he shouted, dodging around the sofa and table, and grasping for the bolts and locks. A few moments later, and he pulled the door open, to be faced by only the lashing rain and the blackness of the night. “What the fuck?” he said, sticking his head out into the darkness and scanning for any sign of humanity. There was none! Assholes! he thought angrily, slamming the door shut again and turning to head back to the bedroom. Almost immediately, the hammering at the door started again, causing Gerry to spin around in frustration, grasping for the door handle. Wrenching the door open, he was infuriated to see no one there!

He stood there, watching the downpour soaking the pathway that lead away from the cottage, wondering what was going on. Wind blew sprays of rain across the veranda, drenching his feet and sandals. Lightning continued to flash all around the cottage, but the thunder seemed to be somewhat quieter. Gerry peered through the rain, looking for any signs of movement, but saw nothing.

Fuck it! he thought angrily, turning away to re-enter the cottage and, just as he did so, a flash of lightning illuminated the pathway, where a tall figure, wrapped in a dark cloak, and with glowing white face, stood laughing at him!

That’s not possible! he thought. That looks just like the...

Before he could finish his thought, the figure turned away and started to walk down the path, its long cloak streaming out behind it.

“Hey!” he shouted, starting after the disappearing phantom. Almost immediately the figure sped up, rushing away into the forest, dipping deftly under windblown branches until it was out of sight. Running along the muddy pathway, leaves and branches whipping into his face, Gerry followed the escaping form until he was just inside the edge of the forest, and then stopped, debating whether to pursue the almost hidden escapee. Looking up at the storm-wracked trees, the comfort of the cottage seemed a much more pleasant choice that squelching through the quagmire of the forest, and he was just about to turn back when he heard the distinct crack of twigs behind him. Lunging forward to avoid being attacked from behind, he swung around the trunk of a small tree to face the intruder.

At first the blackness around him seemed totally complete, and nothing was visible to him. Then he began to discern an even subtler shade of darkness lower down in front of him, as if someone was crouched down to spring at him. Then, as lightning blasted the darkness away, the form resolved itself into a huge black bear that suddenly reared up in front of him, its roar blending with the thunder of the storm, its mouth snarling its fury at him.

“Fu-aagh!” he cried, dodging behind the tree as the animal lunged at him, the vicious claws of its paw swiping through the air inches from his face. Without any thought other than self-preservation, Gerry sprang away from the beast and headed into the woods, not waiting to see if the animal was pursuing him. A crash and a howl behind him confirmed his worst fears, and he ran blindly on, his face lashed by branches and leaves, desperately racing through the dense trees, switching this way and that, attempting to shake the bear. Around him lightning roiled across the sky, illuminating false pathways and improbable escape routes, some of which he ran at in desperation. Zig to the left! Zag to the right! Charge straight on, then dodge back and around again, the persistent slap of wet leaves, and twigs gouging at his face and arms.

Suddenly he ran out into a small clearing, sliding to a halt on the muddy, stone-ridden ground. Frantically he spun around, looking for the bear in hot pursuit, but saw nothing. Gasping for breath, he bent over, hands on his knees, chest heaving, legs trembling, trying to get a fix on where he was in relation to the cottage, and evaluating what his chances were of getting back there unmauled.

A loud roar behind him triggered his adrenalin-powered flight response into action again and, without thinking, he sprang toward a dark, narrow gap through a stand of nearby trees – and started screaming in fury and fear as thorns tore into the flesh of his legs and arms, slowing his escape. His mind could already feel the razors of the animal’s claws and teeth biting into his back, making him struggle harder against the ensnaring branches, howling as he went.

Then – he could move no further! He hung like a giant fly, suspended in some monstrous web of spikes and vines, his skin pierced by myriads of long, black thorns, his flimsy boxers shredded into tatters, blood oozing warmly from dozens of scrapes, cuts and punctures.

Infuriated, he continued to struggle and kick against the bonds holding him, vainly trying to force himself through to the other side. Each movement drove the thorns deeper into his flesh, but the adrenalin rush almost hid the pain from his rapidly fatiguing body. He was so engrossed in trying to escape, that he did not notice the sudden lull in the force of the rain and the power of the thunder and lightning. Nor did he notice the tall, elegant woman standing a few feet away from him, watching the futility of his struggle, her long, flowing cloak wafting sensually in the wind. Maybe it was the strange quiet, or maybe he sensed some new aroma or scent, or something less tangible than that, but suddenly his head snapped up and stared straight at her.

"And what is it we have here, my little ones?" Despite the moaning of the wind and the splashing of the rain against the leaves and branches, her voice rang clearly across the space between them, its strong lilt tripping merrily into his heart. He struggled to break free of the thorns and branches that held him fast, trying to get closer to her, but the effort only drove the spikes deeper into the flesh of his naked arms and legs. Ceasing his struggles, he hung there, waiting for the spider to deliver her coup de grace.

“Bear!” he gasped out, trying to warn her. “Bear in the woods! Chased me!”

“A bear?” she repeated, chidingly. “In these woods?” She looked around her, then back at him. “I think not!” She smiled coyly at him. “At least – not while I am here.”

“It’s you, isn’t it?” he asked quietly, then struggled again to break free.

She watched in amusement as he gave up resisting, then stepped closer to him, inspecting the punctures in his flesh, while he took in every detail of her eldritch beauty, comparing it to the figure on the Tarot card, and finding the card wanting. Even as the wind continued to thrash the trees around them, and the rain kept up its onslaught against everything in its path, including Gerry, she stood before him, untouched by any elemental force, the blue sapphires of her eyes glowing with an unearthly passion, her raven-black hair bobbing gently over her shoulder as she moved, her pale skin as dry as a warm summer breeze. He swallowed hard as his eyes dropped to the proud cleavage of her breasts, white and firm in the tightly laced green linen bodice, which was decorated with symbols and words in a language he did not recognize. As with the image on the card, her nipples rose through the soft fabric, hard and enticing, showing her apparent arousal, and she smiled inwardly as she saw his exposed manhood twitch in response to the vision before him.

"To be sure," she said, taking a step back from him, "they have you true and fast, sir." She turned to walk away, as if her interest in the captive had faded, but she stopped when he spoke to her.

"Help me," was all he said, quietly. She turned and looked coquettishly at his face.

"Is it help you be wanting, sir?" she asked ingenuously, stepping back towards him. "And why would I want to be helping you, sir, after your chasing of me so rudely through the forest? Seems it's not safe for a maiden out and about these days."

"I couldn't help myself," Gerry replied weakly. "I had to see if you were as beautiful as the woman on the Tarot card. And I wanted to talk with you."

"Talk is it, sir? But I see more than talk in those eyes of yours, don't I?" She stepped right up to his transfixed body and, gently lifting his chin with her hand, stared deeply into his eyes, the gold flecks in her sapphire blues echoing the colours in the eye on the backs of the cards. Her hand was warm and soft, but had an underlying strength he could feel as she held his jaw.

"Who are you?" he asked, unable to contain the passion he felt, his hardness growing despite the chill of the wind and rain. 

"Who am I is it now?" she responded. "I think you have more pressing things to think on, sir, than what my name might be. For instance, you ask me for help, but what would you have in the way of payment for such assistance? And, supposing you had the payment, why would I be freeing you to chase me again through the woodland?" She dropped his jaw, and he struggled again to free himself, to no avail. His skin burned with a fire of passion where she had touched him, and he already longed to feel the heat of her hand again.

"Whatever you want, if I have it, I will give it to you for your help, and your company." 

She laughed merrily at his offer, her eyes flashing, but whether with mirth or anger, he could not tell. 

"My help, my name, and my company, is it now? Whatever I want? A man should be careful what it is he asks for, as the price may be too much for his purse. And a threefold ask is the most expensive of all!" 

She stepped closer to him, close enough so he could feel the heat from her body as he struggled to touch her, close enough so he could smell her scent saturating the air around him, fresh and lively and stimulating, and, raising her hand, she gently cupped the coldness of his cheek. Instantly heat surged through his body and into his limbs, and he closed his eyes in pleasure as he felt his arousal growing from her touch. He turned his head in an attempt to kiss her fingers, but she laughed gently as she dropped them to trace a pointed, blood-red fingernail along the length of his torso, sending rays of stimulation pounding through him, and driving a groan from his lips. 

“My, my, sir,” she said, a huskiness filling her voice as she watched his erection thicken and rise. “I suppose there may be other ways a man could pay for services rendered.” Her finger traced along the length of his twitching cock, across the dark, blood-engorged veins, causing him to writhe in anticipation, while his mind reeled in disbelief at his apparent good fortune, and his eyes devoured her unearthly beauty. Then his body shuddered and his eyes closed, as she wrapped her hand around the base of his thick, throbbing prick and slowly pulled it along his length, the strength of her fingers moving the sheath of soft skin smoothly over the hardness of his inner core.

“And are you prepared to pay me what I ask from you, sir?” she asked, dragging her hand slowly back and forth along the swollen length of his burning manhood. He opened his eyes and gazed with unadorned passion deep into hers.

“Anything I have that you want is yours,” he said thickly, his throat tight with need, the pain from the myriad of thorns and branches holding him forgotten, as the heat from her hand radiated along the length of his cock and out into the depths of his body and balls. Her blood-red lips parted in a wonderful, heart-piercing smile, showing two rows of even, white teeth, and her dexterous tongue ran lightly over her lips, leaving a sheen of moisture on their redness.

“Then you’ll not mind if I help myself, then, sir?” she asked. 

Without waiting for an answer, she dropped to a knee and lowered her head, bringing her lips close to the glistening, purple head of his cock. Holding him firmly before her mouth, she gently licked around the throbbing knob, rubbing it again and again with her tongue, before finally slowly covering it with the smooth wetness of her mouth. While her hand had been warm, and her tongue warmer, her mouth burned with a fury that seemed to come from the fires of Hell itself, and Gerry threw back his head and howled in passion, as blood rushed through his body to inflate his tortured manhood even more. Slowly, carefully, she took him deep into her throat, then, her strong lips gripping him hard, teeth dragging along his tenderized skin, she pulled back up the length of his shaft, and smiled as he exited her entrancing mouth.

“Is that acceptable to you, sir?” she asked ingenuously, looking up into his face. He looked down into her sparkling eyes, unable to understand why she had stopped extracting her payment.

“It’s fucking wonderful,” he said, trembling as she continued to gently stroke him, squeezing the tender head of his prick between her fingers. “Please, take all you want.” She smiled back up at him.

“Oh, I certainly intend to, sir, I certai...”

“Please, you could at least call me Gerry, couldn’t you?”

“I suppose I could,” she said, thoughtfully. “Gerry it is, then.”

She smiled at him again, and then focused her attention back to the throbbing head of his glistening prick, licking its sensitive underside before returning it to the heat and safety of her hungry mouth, her grip tightening on its shaft, as Gerry closed his eyes, trembling under the power of her ministrations. Again and again, she worked his burning hardness deep into her searing throat, nibbling and biting him as she withdrew him out of her, gently coddling his balls in the warmth of her hand, repeating the process, squeezing him hard with lips, fingers and tongue. Shards of unendurable stimulation cascaded through his lower body, making his legs tremble and his balls ache as the sack holding them tightened and tightened, pressing them close, squeezing them dry. He would watch her work for a while, a look of pure pleasure on her face as she sucked on his tingling hardness, then, as the sensation became too much for him to bear, he’d close his eyes and roll his head until the current crisis passed. Cassie had never given him head like this before, and the fact that he was ensnared in a wall of thickets and thorns disappeared from his awareness, as his whole being focused on the pleasure and the pain that was the beautiful mouth of the Queen of Storms.

Groaning in ecstasy, he became aware, at long last, of the triggering deep within of the mechanism that meant the end was nigh. Orgasm was building within him, and she seemed to sense it too, as she suddenly withdrew him completely, and massaged his hypersensitive glans between her thumb and forefinger.

“Not long now, my dear,” she said, looking up at him, a gentle, happy smirk playing on her lips. “Your payment to me is coming, Gerry, literally.” He looked down at her, praying for her to take him back into her mouth and finish him off. “I think I am almost ready, too. Almost!” Gerry watched in near incomprehension as she smiled up at him. Her blood-red lips, plump from the activity of sucking him, parted sensually, and, suddenly, he noticed that the two front teeth in her upper jaw were starting to lengthen, growing into two long, slender points, almost like a...

“Vampire!” he gasped. “Wha-a-a..?”

“Vampire?” she snorted contemptuously. “Really? Does this really feel like the cold lifelessness of the Undead?”

Quickly she covered his cock with her mouth, bringing back the incredible heat, sucking him hard, taking him back to the edge of orgasm, as he struggled in vain to evade her bite. She pulled back again, catching a few drops of semen that seeped onto her tongue, and smiled inwardly as he gave up struggling and accepted his fate. Unable to resist the wet fire of her mouth, or to prevent his oncoming orgasm, Gerry writhed as her long, pointed fangs dragged slowly across the top of the swollen, purple head of his cock, her lissome tongue coddling its underside in ever-increasing stimulation. Her grip tightened on his shaft, pumping it hard, as she felt the first tremors of climax start to ripple through him, her teeth tripping past the end of his head and sinking deep into the hardened flesh at its base. Her body trembled as the hapless human surrendered his essences to her, filling her mouth over and over, and she smiled inwardly as she made her victim howl in ecstasy, sucking his hardness again, and again, and again. When he could take no more, and she could feel his hardness and strength starting to wane, she relented, licking him clean, then stood up to face him, the paleness of her cheeks now highlighted with a hint of pink blush.

“Mmm,” she sighed, wiping an errant trickle of blood from the corner of her mouth and sucking her finger sensually clean. “Blathach and blood – my two favourite flavours! The Essence of Man and the Essence of Life! You know what that gives me, Gerry?” She stared into his eyes, seeing only the desperation of lust and adoration. When he failed to answer her question, she continued. “Total control, of your heart, your mind, and...” she took his limp manhood in her hand and squeezed it gently. It responded immediately, starting to harden and lengthen, despite the ooze of blood from the two holes at the base of its head. After a few moments she let it go, stepping away from his refreshed arousal, as another peal of thunder rolled across the sky. “Need I say more?” She turned away from him, her hunger satiated, her hunt complete.

“W-wait,” he called. “Who are you? What’s your name? Please, I have to know,” he cried out after her, struggling pathetically to free himself from the thorns and branches that held him captive. She stopped and turned to face him, a look of pity crossing her face.

“Be careful what you wish for, fool,” she said, almost tenderly. “Knowing who or what I am will not bring you any fortune, except maybe bad fortune. Darkness follows me like...” she stopped to ponder. “Well, like the Night that surrounds us – my Haven, my home! As for my name – look around you. Tonight, it is everywhere your eyes fall!”

“I get it,” he said, feebly. “Storm, that’s what you are. The Queen of Storms, just like the card. But what’s your real name?”

All he heard in reply was her merry laughter, fading into the distance, as he felt the grasp of the trees and thorns lessen, and he slipped out of their grip and into unconsciousness.

3

––––––––

“OH MY GOD! GERRY!” The shriek from Cassie brought him out of his fretful, nightmare state, and back into painful wakefulness! For a moment or two he was confused, dazed! He had no idea where he was, but it certainly didn’t sound or feel like he was lying in the middle of a storm-wracked forest. 

“Wha..? Where the fu...” he stuttered, opening his eyes and looking around. Somehow, he was back in the bedroom at the cottage, lying uncomfortably on the clammy sheets. Then he saw the look of abject horror on Cassie’s face, and tried to get up out of the bed, but the pain it caused all over his body made him lay back down again in agonized frustration. All over his body, arms and legs, a plethora of puncture holes and cuts from the thorns and branches out in the forest had slowly oozed blood onto the sheet, where it had dried, gluing man and material together. Moving caused these adhesions to separate, in many cases reopening the wounds and causing fresh blood to seep out.

“Holy fuck, Gerry!” Cassie gasped again. “What the hell happened to you?” She had scrambled off the bed when she had first seen him, terrified by the sight of him wrapped up in the blood-covered bedclothes.

“I need to get out of this bed,” he replied in frustration. “Can you get some water in a bowl, and a cloth, please, Cass? We have to soak the blood off.” 

Cassie dashed out of the bedroom, and, a few minutes later, reappeared with a large bowl of cold water and some tea towels.

“Best I could manage,” she said apologetically.

“That’s fine, babe,” Gerry replied.

~*  *  *  *~

They spent the best part of the next hour slowly washing Gerry’s wounds, extricating him from the blood-stained bed sheets. As much as she tried to minimise the pain from pulling at the material, Cassie trembled every time Gerry jerked or gasped. Most of the wounds bled as they were soaked and separated from the sheet, and more than a few still had thorns embedded within them – most easily extracted with Cassie’s eyebrow tweezers, but a few were too deep for her to get at.

As she worked on his predicament, Gerry explained what had happened – how he’d gone out to shutter the windows because of the thunderstorm.

“There was a thunderstorm last night?” Cassie asked in disbelief.

“You better believe it! It was a monster of a storm. The whole building was shaking from the thunder. I was amazed that it didn’t wake you up.

“Anyway, I was outside, shuttering the windows, when I saw someone out on the veranda, so I chased after them.”

“Did you catch them? Who would be out here in a thunderstorm?”

“No, not at first. They had disappeared by the time I got to the end of the veranda, and I couldn’t see them in the blackness. So I went back and fixed the rest of the shutters. But, when I got back into the cottage, somebody banged at the door. When I opened it, there was no one there! It was like someone was playing games with me. I came back in to see if you were ok, but you were still asleep.”

“I can’t believe I could sleep through a storm like that,” Cassie said, shaking her head.

“Me, neither,” Gerry replied. “I know how much you hate thunderstorms.”

“Hate? They terrify me!”

“So, I went back into the living room, and then, again, some asshole hammered at the door. When I opened it this time, I could see them running away into the forest, so I chased after them. Then I got lost in the forest, deeper and deeper, and then, running like hell to get nowhere, I ended up in a thicket of thorns and branches. I struggled like fuck to get out of it, but just seemed to get bound tighter and tighter. Then I guess I must have blacked out, or panicked, or something!” He didn’t want to unnecessarily spook Cassie further by mentioning the bear that might just not exist, and, for some strange reason he could not explain, he withheld any mention of the Queen of Storms. “I still don’t know how I got back here.”

“We’re going to have to go to the E.R., or hospital, I think. We don’t have any real first aid supplies here, and those last few thorns need to be removed.” Gently she helped Gerry carefully to his feet. “And you will probably need a tetanus injection, but, hopefully, no antibiotics.”

“Tetanus?” Gerry said, stepping gingerly around the room. “Oh, joy!”

He made his way into the bathroom and had a long, warm shower, the water stinging his torn and tenderised skin. Gently he soaped himself up, rubbing off the grunge and grime of the forest. Eventually he made his way down to his cock, and, after giving it and his balls a thorough scrub, he rinsed them off, then carefully inspected himself. Sure enough, right under the edge of his glans, on the top of his manhood, there were two small, round, deep puncture wounds, about three-quarters of an inch apart. Unlike the wounds from the thorns, these holes were almost healed over. Gently he ran his thumb across the top of them, feeling their raised profile and, as he did so, the face of the Queen of Storms, smiling up at him, swam before his eyes.

“Damn!” he said, putting his head back and letting go of his prick. “That’s just not possible!”

“You OK, Gerry?” Cassie called from the bedroom. “You’re talking to yourself.”

“Yeah, I’m fine!” he called back. Well, as fine as I can be, considering! he thought. He turned off the water and, retrieving the towel that was hanging over the shower door, he started to pat himself dry, trying not to disturb the wounds that had stopped bleeding. After a short while he stepped out of the shower and walked back into the bedroom. Cassie had bundled up the bedclothes and put them into a black garbage bag, ready to be taken back home with them, to be laundered. She watched Gerry as he put on some deodorant and then slowly and carefully got dressed.

“We have to go back to that bookstore, as well,” he said, brushing his hair.

“Oh, yeah?” Cassie said, heading to the bathroom. “What for?”

“We need to see if they have the book that goes with that Tarot deck,” he called to her. “I want to find out all I can about the Queen of Storms,” he added quietly.

~*  *  *  *~

Almost four hours later, Gerry and Cassie walked slowly out of the E.R. at the Headwaters Health Centre in Orangeville. Gerry’s arm was already starting to throb from the tetanus shot, and more than a dozen locations on his body were stinging afresh, having had their thorns removed, and his whole body had been cleansed with an antiseptic wash.

“Well, that was fun,” he quipped as he carefully straddled his motorbike and pushed it back off its stand, taking its weight. Cassie smirked as she stowed her purse in the rear cargo box, then climbed up behind him.

“Well, those nurses certainly seemed to get a laugh out of you running naked through the forest in the middle of the night!”

“Yes, how very droll of them!” Pulling on his crash helmet, Gerry started up the Harley, feeling its comforting throb between his thighs, as Cassie strapped her helmet on. The bike rode gently forward, heading out of the hospital parking lot and out into the town. It didn’t take very long before they were travelling along Broadway, the hot sun once again causing Gerry to sweat under his jeans.

A few minutes later they were parking right outside the bookstore, Gerry already starting to feel a little trepidation as he pulled the bike back up onto its stand.

“You sure you want to do this?” Cassie asked as she retrieved her purse and the bag holding the silver Tarot box, and stowed their helmets in the cargo box.

“Damn right I do!” Gerry replied emphatically. “I need to find out about that deck of cards. I need to know who she is, who they are!”

“Who she is?” Cassie repeated, a smirk on her lips. “You mean you’re only interested in finding out who the Queen of Storms is? Hmm – do I have something to worry about here?”

“What do you mean?” Gerry responded defensively. “How could you have anything to worry about? She’s just a card!” Even as he said it, his cock twitched with the memory of her teeth piercing his skin, and, suddenly, he was hard and uncomfortable in his tight jeans. But Cassie just laughed in response.

“My, my! We are touchy, aren’t we?” she chuckled. “You need to get more sleep, hon.” They both laughed, the sudden tension quickly disappearing, although the same couldn’t be said for Gerry’s erection! Putting his arm around her, he stole a quick, hard squeeze of her ass, then held her hand as they walked over to the bookstore.

The inside of the store was cool and shady, totally different from the way that Gerry remembered it from the previous day. Then the place had seemed dark and humid. He looked around the store, trying to locate the old woman who had sold him the deck of cards. Not seeing her anywhere, he made his way to the counter, while Cassie meandered around the store. A young woman was taking payment for a bag of books two elderly women in front of him had just bought, fussing over the debit card machine, which seemed to be working rather slowly. After a few moments, the receipt finally came rolling out of the machine, and the women took their bag of books and, with a “Thank you, Sandy!”, they left the store. Sandy turned her baby blue eyes in Gerry’s direction, her long blond hair bobbing as she stepped toward him.

“Was there something I could help you with, sir?” she asked him, smiling the obligatory smile of the shop assistant.

“Well, I, er,” Gerry began. “I was in here yesterday, and I bought this deck of Tarot cards from the old lady that works here.” Sandy giggled at the mention of the old lady, then gasped as he took the silver box out of the bag and placed it on the counter. “I was hoping to get the instruction book that goes with this deck, as it’s missing from the box. I looked for the old lady, but she doesn’t seem to be here today.”

“That’s an amazing box,” Sandy said, inspecting it carefully. “I don’t recognize it from any of the products we have here, though.”

“The old woman that sold it to me took us in the storage room at the back of the shop, through that door over there,” Gerry said, nodding in the direction of the door.

“O.K.” Sandy said slowly. “I, er, I don’t see...” Then she seemed to change her mind about making her comment, and, instead, followed up with, “Why don’t I ask the old woman to come down?” So saying, she walked over to a phone on the rear counter, picked up the handset and pressed one of the buttons at the bottom of the phone. A few moments later the phone was apparently answered, and she talked quietly into the handset, holding a brief conversation with the person on the other end. Hanging the phone up, Sandy stepped back over to Gerry, who was looking around for Cassie.

“Excuse me, sir,” Sandy said, getting his attention. “My mother will be down in a few minutes to talk to you.”

“You’re mother?” Gerry said. So that’s why she thinks me calling her an old woman is so funny, he thought. To Sandy he said, “I don’t know if she is the right person. Your grandmother, perhaps, or even great-grandmother. The woman who served me was really rather old!”

“Well, no one who works here is that old, sir, but maybe my mother can help when she comes down. She owns this shop, so would know everyone who works here.” She looked down at the silver box again, then slowly ran a finger across the lid, feeling the engravings. “That’s really beautiful, isn’t it? I bet the cards inside are beautiful, too, eh?”

“You could say that,” Gerry replied, somewhat evasively. For some reason he couldn’t explain, he felt reluctant to discuss the deck with her, and even less wanted her pawing the box. He was just about to take them back when Cassie spoke from behind him.

“Is there a problem, hon?”

“I don’t think so,” he replied, turning towards her. “We’re just waiting for Sandy’s mom to come down from upstairs. She should be able to shed some light on the cards, right?” He pointed the last part of his question at Sandy, who was looking at him in surprise.

“How did you know my name?” she asked. “I don’t think I’ve seen you before.”

“Ha-ha!” Gerry replied with a mock laugh. “See, I’m really an evil wizard,” he joked, “so get you mom down here quick, or I’ll put a curse on you all!”

“Hush, Gerry!” Cassie gasped. “Don’t say stuff like that, even if you are joking! That’s not the kind of thing you joke about.”

“Aw, lighten up, babe!” Gerry replied. “I’m no gypsy or witch-doctor, you know that!” Turning to Sandy standing behind the counter, he said, “Look, I was only joking, you know. I didn’t mean anything by it.”

“That’s OK,” Sandy said. “I thought it was kinda funny, actually.” Cassie gave Gerry a stern look, daring him to say anything else that could be misconstrued.

Just then the door at the far end of the counter, deep inside the store, opened, and a petit, mousey-haired woman entered the store and headed in their direction. As Gerry had expected, it was obvious to him and Cassie that this was not the woman who had sold him the deck. Sandy went over to the woman and started talking quietly to her, while she took surreptitious glances at the two customers. After listening to her daughter, the woman stepped out from behind the counter and walked over to where Gerry and Cassie were waiting.

“Good afternoon,” the woman said. “I am Janice Cuttler, and I own this store. Sandy was telling me about your purchase here yesterday, and how you think there is part of the product missing.” Without waiting for Gerry or Cassie to respond, she turned her gaze onto the silver box on the counter. “Is this the Tarot deck in question?”

“Yes, that’s the box with the cards inside.” Gerry replied.

“May I?” Janice asked, gesturing at the box, indicating that she wanted to have a look at the cards inside. 

“Yes, it is,” Gerry said. “Here, let me.” He picked up the silver box and carefully opened the lid, showing them the leather bundle inside. When he looked at the wrapped deck, he gave Cassie a quick look of surprise. “It’s all wrapped up and knotted again, see?” he said, showing her the box.

“Jeez, Gerry, we didn’t put it back together like that!” She looked away from the cards and into Gerry’s eyes. “That’s weird!”

In the meantime, Janice Cuttler had started to unknot the wrappings so she could get a look at the cards. After struggling for a few minutes, she gave up in exasperation, and handed the pack to Gerry.

“Please open that, so I can see the cards inside. I need to make sure they are the same as those we stock. Nice box, though, and definitely not something we sell.”

Gerry put the wrapped deck down on the counter to start unravelling the knot, but, as soon as he started to thread the leather thong back on itself, the knot came undone of its own accord. Sheepishly, he looked up at Janice, who glared at him.

“Well, I suppose there’s some kind of trick to that,” she said. She watched as Gerry carefully unwrapped the cards. Once they were exposed, the bookstore owner spread the deck out with one finger, looking at the eye on the back. “Well, mister...” she said, prompting Gerry for his name.

“Oh,” he spluttered. “O’Keith. Gerry O’Keith.”

“Well, Mr. O’Keith, I can tell you that this deck is not one that we have ever sold here.”

“But that’s not possible!” Gerry protested. “I bought this here yesterday. The old woman that works here took us both into that room over there, and hunted this deck out of a box in there, and sold it to me for two hundred bucks!”

“Two hundred dollars!” Sandy gasped, while her mother denied Gerry’s assertion.

“That is just not possible, Mr. O’Keith. Please believe me! That Tarot deck did not come from this store. I buy everything this store sells, and we have never sold a silver box with a pack of Tarot cards in.” She stared defiantly at Gerry, daring him to challenge her.

“Maybe if we just have a quick look around the storeroom over there, we might find something,” Cassie suggested quietly.

“That’s not a storeroom,” Sandy said. It’s just a room we use for cleaning stuff and hats and coats.”

“Really?” Gerry said in disbelief. Quickly, he walked over to the door that the previous day had lead into the dark, crowded storeroom, and opened it. Instead of the dank, crowded room he remembered, the door opened to reveal a small, brightly lit, and almost empty room. A rack of hangers, some dotted with the odd coat, and a bench beneath it for shoes and boots, filled most of the left side of the room, while the opposite side was taken up with metal rack shelving that held some boxes of dusters and cleaning rags, along with rubber gloves and an assortment of cleaning liquids and polishes. Stepping into the room, Gerry looked behind the door, and saw a collection of brushes, mops and buckets. A few short feet away, the rear wall had a large, barred window, looking out into the yard behind the store, and a rear door.

“This isn’t possible,” he said slowly, looking around the room, unable to comprehend what he was seeing.

“Mr. O’Keith!” Janice Cuttler’s angry voice broke into his confusion. “This is just not acceptable. I must ask you to leave this store immediately; otherwise I will be forced to call the police!” 

“Please,” Gerry said, still dumbfounded. “There must be some explanation for this. This room was much bigger than this yesterday, and full of books and junk. You must believe me!”

“I see no reason why I should, Mr. O’Keith. This room is the same today as it was yesterday, or any other day for that matter. Now kindly collect your Tarot cards, and leave my store!”

“Come on, Gerry, let’s get out of here,” Cassie said, taking hold of Gerry’s arm as she tried to soothe him. “This obviously isn’t the same room, so let’s go.”

“Yeah, ok,” Gerry mumbled, still looking around the room in confusion. Cassie led him out of the back room and into the store. “Where are my cards?” he said, suddenly coming back to life. He and Cassie looked over at the shop counter, to see Sandy Cuttler with the Tarot deck in her hands, looking at the cards in wild-eyed amazement. 

“Sandy, give these people their cards back, please,” Janice Cuttler called out from behind Gerry and Cassie. The younger woman looked up from the images, her blue eyes flashing with sudden reluctance.

“But, mom...”

“No ‘but’s’, Sandy! Has everyone gone nuts around here today? Give them their cards back.” As she spoke, Cassie gently lifted the deck out of Sandy’s grasp, collected the cards the young woman had dropped onto the counter, then wrapped up the whole deck in its covers and put it back in the silver box. Picking up the plastic bag they had carried the box into the store with, she hugged the box to her chest and, making sure Gerry was following her, she quickly left the store.

~*  *  *  *~

Gerry sat down heavily on a big black stone at the side of the Broadway, and slowly shook his head in confusion. Cassie sat down next to him, and put the silver box back into the shopping bag. 

“I don’t understand what the fuck is going on here, Cassie,” Gerry said slowly. “How could that room have effing disappeared over night like that? And where’s that old witch who took my two hundred bucks?”

“I have no idea, Gerry,” Cassie replied. “I am as confused as you are. But whatever it is, it has to do with that Tarot deck, hon. There’s something very spooky about that silver box and its contents. And where is that woman?”

“Beats me! I am at a loss.” He rubbed his face between his hands, and looked along the street, watching people going in and out if the stores, and the cars, vans and trucks driving back and forth in front of him. The afternoon sun shone directly into his face, making him squint, and his eyes water. Cassie leant her back gently against his arm, trying not to hurt his wounds while still offering him some comfort. “So, any ideas of what we should do next?” he asked her.

Cassie shrugged, then looked down the street. Suddenly, Gerry felt her body tense, and she sat up.

“Well, I’ll be...” she said. “Maybe we should ask her.” She pointed along the street where, in the distance, the figure of an elderly woman, dressed in a long black skirt, and shrouded with a black shawl, was slowly walking away from them.

“Fuck me!” Gerry said, standing up. “It’s her!” He started after the dwindling figure, calling out as he did so. “Hey, wait up!” A few people in the Broadway turned to look at who was shouting, but the old woman apparently didn’t hear him, and turned a corner, disappearing from view.

“Quick, let’s go,” he said to Cassie, as he scrambled for the bike. Cassie ran up and pulled their helmets out of the cargo box, dumping the bag with the cards in into it, as Gerry straddled the Harley and pulled it back off its stand. A few seconds later, the hog roared in anger, and Cassie deftly climbed up behind him, then hung on for dear life as he rocketed the bike after their prey.

It only took a few moments for them to reach the corner of the street down which the old woman had disappeared, but, when they got there, there was no sign of her. Shit! Gerry thought, as he slowly pulled the bike over to a nearby parking lot, and scanned the road ahead.

“She can’t have gone that far, Gerry,” Cassie said. “Let’s just drive down and see if we can spot her.” Gerry put the bike into gear, and they moved slowly along the lane, Cassie scanning the houses and side streets as they went. Seeing nothing, after a few hundred yards, Gerry turned the bike off onto one of the side streets, and they continued their search. At the end of that street, they flipped down to the next street and started riding up in the opposite direction. Just when it looked as if they were going to be shit out of luck, Cassie spotted an old, small, beaten up RV trailer, hidden away amidst some trees at the far end of a cleared lot that was being used for town parking. She tapped Gerry on the shoulder, and pointed the trailer out to him. He swung the bike around, and they headed into the lot and across to the trailer.

As they approached, a couple of rather large, scruffy-looking men appeared from behind the trailer and started walking slowly towards the approaching Harley, but, just then, the old woman appeared at the door of the trailer. Gerry couldn’t hear what she was saying, but, whatever it was, it stopped the two goons in their tracks, and they shuffled slowly away from the bike. The old woman looked over at Gerry and Cassie as they approached, and waved at them in greeting, a smile on her age-worn face. Gerry gave the bike a last spurt of juice, bringing them quickly up to the side of the caravan. Killing the engine, he let Cassie jump off, before pulling the bike up onto its stand again, and getting off himself.

“I wondered when I’d see you two again,” the old woman said, a liveliness in her voice that belied her age, as Cassie and Gerry walked over to her. “Come on in,” she said, turning back towards the trailer, leading them to the doorway. Cassie looked at Gerry in concern, and he rolled his eyes and shrugged his shoulders, but followed the old woman anyway.

Inside the trailer was dark, as all of the windows were covered by old, brown curtains, some of them threadbare, and all of them frayed at the edges. The living space of the caravan was crowded with packages, boxes, and odd pieces of furniture, while, under the front window, a long sofa doubled as a bed, covered in a brown, suede-like cloth and a few crumpled blankets. The other end of the space, past a small sink, a stove, and what appeared to be a lavatory, was cluttered with all kinds of stuff – paints, bowls, pans, dishes, pots, cutlery, rolls of cloth, stacks of papers and books – a real hoarders paradise!

“Have a seat, have a seat,” the old lady said, gesturing to the sofa under the window. Cassie and Gerry looked around the packed space in wonder, taking care not to bump into anything, just in case it happened to be valuable, then slowly sat down as bidden.

“This is, er, quite the place you have here,” Gerry said, still gawking around the trailer. Then, looking at the old woman, he said, “Will my bike be ok out there, with those two ‘friends’ of yours?” The old woman laughed.

“Don’t you worry about Rott and Dobb, my dear. Their bark is, usually, worse than their bite! They just like to look out for me. After all, I am getting on, you know, not that you’d notice, eh?” She cackled loudly, bringing a smile to Cassie’s face.

“Rott and Dobb?” Gerry repeated.

“Yes,” the old woman said, conspiratorially. “Rottweiler and Doberman! That’s my nicknames for the two of ‘em – but don’t tell ‘em that!” She winked at the couple, then sat down on an old, rickety chair across from the stove and smiled back at them.

“So, Gerry,” she said, “how are you getting on with the Tarot of the Acolyte? Is it not as beautiful as I said it would be?” 

“Tarot of the Acolyte?” Gerry repeated. “Is that what it is called? That’s good to know.”

“Ah, yes,” the old woman said, wistfully. “The Tarot of the Acolyte. There’s some very interesting characters in there, eh, Gerry?” She winked at him, and he suddenly had the impression that she knew everything that had happened between him and the Queen of Storms.

“The reason we hunted you down,” he started to say.

“Was to get this,” she said, lifting up an old notebook, bound in black leather, the pages of which looked yellowed with age. On the front of the book, engraved into the leather, was the same design as that on the backs of the cards, complete with eye! “I hadn’t realised at the time, that this was not in the tin with the cards. Here,” she said, handing the book to Gerry, “it belongs to you now.” He took the book from her, feeling the heaviness of its weight, and the warmth of the leather. It seemed to him that, like the cards, the book exuded some kind of energy, or essence, that seeped into his body, stimulating him, awakening thoughts and passions within, and, suddenly, he was hard again, the head of his cock straining against his jeans.

“Tha-thank you,” he stuttered, hoping that neither of them could see his arousal. Quickly, he passed the book over to Cassie, who took it in her arms and held it up to her chest. As she did so, a sudden ray of sunlight broke through a gap in the curtains, and lit up her face, causing the old woman to gasp.

“My, my!” she said, gazing at Cassie. “You are so beautiful, Cassiopeia, so beautiful.”

“Cassiopeia?” Cassie said. “That’s not my name. It’s Cassandra.”

“Ah, it might be Cassandra for them as calls you by it, but, in your heart, and in your dreams, you’re Cassiopeia, the most beautiful queen in the world!” Before Cassie could respond, the old woman held up a finger, then got up and stepped quickly to the back of the trailer. From a shelf at the very back, she picked up a stack of large cards, then came back and sat down on her chair, resting the pile on her lap. Flipping slowly through the cards, which Gerry and Cassie could now see were painting and drawings of Tarot cards, she stopped when she came to the card she wanted, lifting it up and holding it in both hands in front of her face. Then, with a long, sighing, “Ahh...”, she handed the card to Cassie.

“See?” she said. “That’s you, right?”

Cassie looked at the image on the card, and was taken aback by what she saw. The painting was a depiction of The Star card, from the Major Arcana, and Cassie’s eyes widened as she looked at the central figure, shown in graphic detail, because she would have sworn to anyone that cared to listen to her, that she was looking at a photograph of herself, standing, naked, in the middle of the card, facing outward for everyone to see. Her head was thrown back, and her eyes were closed, and her face was bathed in a silver-and golden mixture of light, shining down on her from the giant, glowing star just above her. The light also glittered on the tops of her breasts, accentuating the dark hardness of her aroused nipples, and shimmered in the valleys surrounding the muscles of her abdomen, even highlighting the edges of the small, trim, black triangle of pubic hair covering her mons that pointed down to the shadows of her glistening labia, through which, a tiny spot of hot pink flesh was just visible.

The figure on the card held a golden ewer in each hand of her outstretched arms, both ewers tilted to allow the water they were holding to flow out: that in the figure’s right hand poured as a wide, glittering shower onto the greensward of the lakeside that her raised right leg was also standing on, while that in her left hand poured as a single, solid stream into the lake that the figure’s left leg was standing in, creating a single set of concentric ripples that reflected the light from the star. The greensward spread out to the edge of the card, and was covered with myriads of small flowers, leading to a forest edge, where trees, luscious with foliage, loomed in the darkness, while the dark lake filled the other side of the lower part of the card, moody and serene. Above the figure’s head, in the inky darkness of a clear night sky, seven small stars shone brightly, the middle five of which formed the lopsided W of the constellation Cassiopeia.

Cassie looked at the painting, taking in its magnificent details, the beautiful richness of its colours, and the seeming reality of its textures. On instinct, she turned that card over, revealing a white back, on which was written in smudged pencil, the word Cassiopeia, and, underneath that, in quotation marks, her name, “Cassie.”

Handing the card to Gerry, she looked at the old woman and asked, “Did you paint that?”

“Me?” said the old woman, in surprise. “Ha-ha! I wish I could paint like that! No, no, not me. That picture’s much older than me, my dear.”

“It looks almost new,” Gerry said, looking at the woman in disbelief. “I thought The Star card was always depicted as a white woman, and Cassiopeia, too, for that matter.” He scanned the image again, taking in the details of Cassie’s picture. Suddenly he swallowed, and realised that what he was seeing was almost identical to the view of Cassie he had had the previous evening, and the memory brought a lump of desire into his throat.

“Not always a white woman,” the old woman said, “but, in any case, Cassiopeia was Queen of Ethiopia, and did you ever see a white Ethiopian?”

“I guess not,” Gerry said thoughtfully. “It certainly is a beautiful picture. How much do you want for it?”

“Oh, nothing,” the old woman replied. “It belongs to Cassie now.” She smiled at Cassie as she spoke, and Cassie blushed in gratitude.

“Thank you,” she said, “although I’d be happier if you took something for it.”

“No, no! No, no!” the old woman protested. “I never paid anything for it, as it came down to me from the past, so you take it and make it part of your future, my dear.”

“That’s very kind of you,” Cassie said.

“That’s alright, dear. Now you take him away with you,” she said, nodding at Gerry, “because he has some serious studying to do.” She winked at Cassie, who giggled.

“Come on, hon,” Cassie said, “let’s get back to the cottage, so you can do your homework!”

“Homework?” Gerry echoed. “Very funny!” The two of them stood up, and bade their goodbyes to the old woman. As they stepped out of the trailer door, Gerry turned to look back at the old woman still sitting on the chair. “You never did tell us your name, did you?”

“You never did ask, did you?” she replied, a glint in her eye. “Nation, people generally call me. It’s short for Carnation.”

“Carnation,” Gerry said slowly, thoughtfully. “And just how did you pull off that trick in the bookstore yesterday?”

“Trick? There was no trick. You saw what you wanted to see.”

~*  *  *  *~

Later that afternoon, back at the cottage, Cassie was enjoying a refreshing swim, while Gerry, quarantined from the lake until his puncture wounds healed, sat in a Muskoka chair on the dock and watched her through dark, mirrored aviator sunglasses. Resting on the arm of the chair, just next to his hand, was the book of the Tarot of the Acolyte, but, for some reason, he didn’t want to open the book in the bright light of the blazing afternoon sunshine.

Covering the eye on the front of the book with his hand, Gerry let the hot, humid air sink into his body, easing the aches from his wounds and the tetanus shot. Gradually, a heavy stupor washed over him, pulling on the lack of sleep from the night before, and dragging him into a fitful doze. The sounds of bees humming by, and the distant tinkle of Cassie’s splashing, added to the calm tranquility.

“Sure, and don’t he look pretty when he’s sleeping?” The lilting voice of the Queen of Storms whispered in his ear, bringing him awake with a jolt! He sat up and looked around, but everything was as it had been, with no sign of the Queen, nor of any impending storm. However, the sudden painful strain in his groin told him he was hard once again. Adjusting himself to relieve the pressure, he squirmed a little in the chair, then stood up and, picking up the book, he headed back into the relative coolness of the cottage great room.

From the coffee table in front of the large sofa in the corner of the room, he picked up the bag containing the silver box that held the Tarot of the Acolyte, and then headed for the dining area of the room. Pulling back one of the chairs at the dining table, he sat down heavily, putting the box and the book down on the table. Opening the box, he carefully lifted the wrapped deck of cards out, and undid the Celtic knot holding the wrappings secure. It occurred to him that the knot-work seemed familiar to him from somewhere else, but he couldn’t place it just then. Once the cards were unwrapped, he flipped them over and spread them out, faces up, on the table. Carefully he picked through the upturned images until he located the Queen of Storms, which he took out of the pile and placed next to the notebook. Then he collected the rest of the deck together and piled them in a neat stack on top of the wrappings beside the box.

Picking up the Queen of Storms card, he was again struck by the power of her eldritch beauty, which seemed to ooze from the card, tingling the tips of his fingers as he carefully held her up, and making his mouth water in imaginary anticipation as his eyes dropped down to scan the fullness of her pale-skinned breasts, with their hard, raised nipples, teasing him, tempting him to touch her there...and there...and there...”

“Are you ok, Gerry?”

“What?” he replied with a start, twisting round on the seat. Cassie was standing behind him, her naked body glistening with droplets of lake water, her hands each holding an end of the towel that was draped across her shoulders. “Mm,” he said, looking up and down her body, “you look delicious! I didn’t hear you come in, but now that you’re here...” He took a playful lunge at her legs, which she deftly avoided.

“Steady on there, cowboy!” she joked, laughing. “You’re not fit enough to fuck yet, remember? We wouldn’t want to open up any of those wounds – just yet!” She smiled lasciviously at him.

“Yet, is it?” he retorted. “You heartbreaker, you!”

“Hey, I’m not the one who runs through the forest in the middle of the night,” she smirked, leaning forward, “naked!” Gerry lunged at her again, but she ran, laughing, into the bedroom, to dry off and get dressed.

Gerry laughed as she ran away, then turned his attention back to the notebook. Picking it up, he inspected the hand-tooled cover, with its fantastic design. Other than the outlandish imagery, there was no wording on the book, giving no indication of what it was about. Carefully, he checked the binding and the spine, seeing what kind it was, and gauging just how far he could open the book without damaging it. He was pleased to see the book was long-sewn, in the English style, so pages wouldn’t come loose if he laid the book open flat. Laying the book on the table, he carefully lifted the front cover, to find, hand-written in black ink,

Tarot of the Acolyte

* * * *

The Lore

“The Lore, eh?” he said, smirking, even though a shiver of nervous anticipation trembled down his spine. The pages of the book looked aged and fragile, but, when he lifted the first page, he found the paper still soft and supple. The script that filled the pages of the notebook was strong and flowing, using the old English style of long-S’s and diphthongs, making it somewhat difficult for him to read at first. Impatiently, he flipped past the first few pages of introduction, until he saw that the subsequent pages were titled with the names of the cards: Acolyte, Shaman, High Priestess... Picking up the book, he riffled through a large number of pages, slowing down when he got to the section of the Suit of Storms, and, finally, he came to the page entitled Queen of Storms.

Laying the book on the table again, he slowly read through the description of the card, but it only told him what he could already see on the card itself. But then, after the description, in a section sub-titled The Lore of the Card, he read:

Here we see the beautiful Irish Celtic witch-queen Sín, whose name means “Storm”. Although she claimed to be “of the children of Adam and Eve”, the Irish believed her to be one of the god-like Sidhe, faery dwellers from the Otherworld. Sín claimed many supernatural and magical powers, and had a collection of names that reflected her origin. She is most well-known for perpetrating the Threefold Death of Muirchertach mac Erca, 6th High King of Tara, whom she had beguiled into an adoration of her so strong that, at her request, he had cast out from his castle of Cletech the true queen – the mother of his children – and his children, and set Sín up at his right hand in her place.

“Sin!” he said thoughtfully, closing the book. “Her name is Sin. Ha! I have you now!” He picked up the card and looked into her deep blue eyes. “So, Sin, my dear; when are you planning on visiting me again? Maybe I will have a surprise for you!” He smiled at her face, then put the card down again. Then, just out of sheer cussedness, he gently ran the tip of his finger across her raised nipples, feeling a surreptitious thrill as he did so.

“Were you talking to someone?” Cassie asked, coming back from the bedroom, dressed in the skimpiest of shorts and a tiny, bright yellow halter neck that accentuated the smooth darkness of her skin.

“Nah,” Gerry mumbled in reply, packing up the cards into two even stacks, and then putting them and the book into the silver box, which was now filled perfectly. “Just researching a little, but I’m done – for now!” He turned to look at her as she approached. “Wow!” he said appreciatively. “You look effing delicious, babe! Good enough to eat!”

4

––––––––

Gerry stood on the veranda of the cottage and watched as dark clouds gradually obscured the stars overhead, filling the surrounding forest with an inky darkness – a darkness he found both alarming and thrilling. The weather had been oppressively hot over the last few days, heavy and humid – the perfect generator for thunderstorms. The very thought of a night storm made his heart race and his manhood twitch in anticipation. Would the Queen of Storms come back for more of his ‘essences?’ 

But what if she doesn’t come back? he thought, a sudden panic shivering through him. What if that was my one and only encounter? He felt his knees tremble a little at the thought of losing her. But then – who or what am I really losing? A succubus in the night?

A sudden wave of guilt washed over him as he thought of Cassie, lying on the sofa in the cottage great room, reading her book. She loved him and cared about him deeply, and all he could think about was seducing – or, more correctly, allowing himself to be seduced by – Sin, the Queen of Storms – some mythical figure from, of all things, a Tarot deck. I mean – does she really exist, or is she just some kind of illusion? But, if she was an illusion, how could he explain those two small holes in his prick?

“Sin,” he said out loud. “How apt a name is that?”

“And why would that be, Gerry?” The voice of the Queen of Storms, with its melodic, Irish lilt, whispered right into his ear, causing him to jump and spin around. As he did so, a huge, black raven that had been sitting on the railing of the veranda, although he had not seen it land there, let out a loud, raucous “Cahaw!” and took flight into the deepening darkness. Other than that, there wasn’t a living thing in sight, let alone the enchanting figure of the Queen of Storms.

“Are you talking to yourself again?” Cassie’s mellow Bermudan accent gently teased him as she came out of the cottage and headed in his direction. She was naked from the waist up, and her firm, round breasts swayed temptingly at him as she walked, attracting his eyes away from the smirk that played on her lips.

“Mmm,” he said appreciatively as she approached, “you look soooooo delicious, babe!”

“Do I now?” she replied, smiling as his arms enfolded her, crushing her hardened nipples into the firmness of his muscular chest. He nuzzled her softly behind the ear, sniffing in the aroma of her hair, then kissing her neck, his manhood already hard and raging to get free of his shorts, pushing itself against the warm, yielding flesh of her mons.

“My, my,” she said, “who’s a horny boy?” Gerry felt her body tremble as he gently bit into her shoulder at the base of her neck.

“That would be me,” he said, moving them apart so he could ensnare her mouth with his, while his right hand captured her left breast, his fingers taking control over the hardness of her nipple. Their tongues fought a brief winner-takes-all battle, which he proceeded to win and win again, as he felt her hand drop to stroke and squeeze his throbbing cock through the rough material of his cargo shorts. The dark clouds around the cottage thickened and rumbled gently, but the pair were too engaged in their growing passions to notice.

“CAHAW!” Right next to the oblivious couple, the loud, ragged call of a raven split the night air, shocking them apart!

“What the fuck?” Gerry called out, whirling around to lash out at the bird, which fluttered effortlessly out of his reach. Cassie laughed behind him, and grasped his arm as he teetered after the bird.

“It’s just a raven, hon,” she giggled. “Leave it be, and come and pay more attention to this black bird.” The sultriness in her voice brought his mind back to the subject at hand, driving the thoughts of the raven out of his head.

“Black bird, is it?” he replied, then, lunging playfully at her, he grabbed her around the hips as the wrap she was wearing fell away, leaving her dressed in only the briefest of bikini bottoms. Then he hoisted her effortlessly over his shoulder, where she laughed and screamed in mock anger, and playfully beat on his back with her fists, as he carried her away to the bedroom.

~*  *  *  *~

A few hours later, the cottage was fully cloaked in the rabid darkness of a summer thunder storm, wind howling through the minute gaps in its old, wooden walls and shutters, its loose window panes rattling gently as the thunder rumbled through. But the old cottage had been built from strong timber beams that barely registered the seismic effects of the thunderclaps as they blasted by.

Inside the cottage was a different tale. Gerry sat in a corner of the large sofa, away from any of the shuttered windows, holding a terrified Cassie in his arms, her face buried into his chest so she couldn’t see the flashes of lightning that still managed to peek through into the room. Each rumble of thunder close by brought another moan of terror from her lips, and made her body shake in fear. To Gerry, the situation was oxymoronic, because he loved the power and beauty of thunderstorms, and loved to watch them, even though he was well aware of the dangers they brought. This storm was no different to many others he had enjoyed there, from being a kid when his parents had originally bought the cottage, through the quarter-century or so of summers they had spent there, both as a family and, later, him and his friends alone, after his parents had decided to move to Victoria on the west coast of Canada, and sold the cottage to him.

Another loud thunder blast close by elicited a shriek from Cassie, and her grip on him tightened even more, if that were possible, her finger nails clawing into the muscles of his back.

“It’s ok, babe,” he said soothingly, rubbing the knotted muscles of her neck and shoulders. “It’s not gonna hurt you.” To himself he wondered if this was one of the Queen’s storms, and if she was prowling around outside, trying to figure a way to get him out of the cottage, or if it was just an ordinary thunderstorm, with no supernatural power governing it. Then he remembered back to their first encounter, and how the powerful storm that had driven him from the cottage had not disturbed Cassie in the slightest as she lay sleeping in their bedroom.

Nope! he thought. This one must be a real storm, and not one of hers at all!

As if to deny his thought, a blinding flash of lightning, coupled with an instantaneous blast of deafening thunder, crashed against the front door of the cottage, shattering the lock and sending the door swinging wildly to slam into the wall behind it. Cassie let out a scream almost as deafening as the thunder clap, and scurried away from the sofa and into the relative safety of the kitchen, while Gerry leapt to his feet and headed to the door.

Grabbing hold of the swinging slab of wood, he hove it closed against the force of the wind streaming through the doorway, eventually managing to hold it shut long enough to slide home the bolts at the top and bottom of the door. Then he leant against it as it rattled behind him, wiping rain from his eyes and face.

“Fuck me!” he said, gasping for breath. “No friggin’ need for that, eh?” He looked across the room at Cassie, who was coming slowly out of the kitchen, her face streaked with tears of fear. “It’s ok, babe,” he said, “all safe again now.” Suddenly, Cassie started to laugh, and pointed to the countrified dining table away to Gerry’s left. His eyes followed her finger, to discover the raven, perched as proudly as an eagle, on the back of one of the chairs. It looked around the room, firstly at Cassie, then at Gerry, and then let out an ear-splitting “Cahaw!”

“Aren’t you supposed to say ‘Nevermore’?” Gerry quipped, somewhat annoyed by the bird’s presence. “And who invited you in here anyway?” Cassie was so amused by the sudden turn of events, she didn’t even flinch as another round of thunder and lightning rolled around the cottage.

“So, what are you going to call him?” she asked, looking at Gerry and nodding sideways at the raven.

“Call him?” Gerry chuckled. “For a start, I don’t think we’re keeping ‘him’ – if he is a ‘he’ – but, until we decide what we’re doing with him, let’s call him Edgar.” They both burst out laughing, as the comic sight of the raven relieved the tension the storm had brought. The bird itself watched them with its black, bead-like eyes, as if in utter disgust and contempt at their unseemly wit.

A short while later, the thunderstorm abated enough for Cassie to feel safe enough to go to bed, and Gerry led her through to their boudoir, closing the door carefully behind them – making sure the raven was settled comfortably and safely in the great room.

~*  *  *  *~

Lying on his back, Gerry stared up at the exposed rafters of the cottage bedroom, listening to the gentle snores of Cassie as she lay on her side, facing him. The atmosphere of the small room was filled with the enticing aromas of their lovemaking, and Gerry inhaled them deeply, his naked manhood twitching as the scents stimulated his mind, bringing back the visions of their passion.

Getting out of bed, he slipped his feet into his open sandals, and ambled to the bedroom door. Carefully he let himself into the great room, making sure he didn’t let the errant raven get into the bedroom. With all of the shutters being closed, the room was almost pitch black, and Gerry carefully made his way across the large, open space, heading directly for the front door, as he had many times in the past. Unerringly, his outstretched hand found the door exactly where he had expected it to be, and he quickly undid the bolts and opened the door wide to the back wall, where a hook secured it to stop it from closing.

Outside, the night sky was clear and translucent, littered with a myriad of bright, twinkling stars, and the air was cool and fresh after the rain, although the humidity still lingered, coating his naked skin in a sheen of clammy perspiration. Carefully he made his way around the cottage to the shutters that covered the French doors of their bedroom. Lifting the heavy beam of wood out of its cradles, he knelt down to gently lay it against the foot of the wall of the building. As he let go of the timber, he heard the veranda creak behind him, and he quickly stood up and spun around, ready to confront whoever was approaching him.

The cloaked figure of the Queen of Storms stood less than three feet away from him, her pale skin seeming to glow in the shadow, her piercing blue eyes blazing at him through the darkness. She was taller than he remembered, but then, he had been suspended in a web of branches and thorns the last time they had met. Now they stood face to face, her long, dark hair hanging over her naked shoulders, accentuating their paleness. Gerry stared at her, entranced by the beauty of her eyes, the redness of her lips, the over-powering charisma of her smile; and he swallowed hard, feeling the tightness of desire in his throat.

“You are looking a lot better than when we last talked,” she said sardonically, her eyes scanning his naked body. “And you seem to be healing very well, which makes me very happy, Gerry.”

“Does it?” he asked, non-plussed by her statement. “Why would that make you happy? Why would you even care?”

“Oh, but I do, Gerry. I care about all of the people who care about me. You do care about me, Gerry, I can tell by the way your pulse quickens, your skin warms up, and your bod hardens.”

“My what?” he asked. In response, she stepped closer to him, then slowly dragged a long, red fingernail along the hardening length of his cock, sending shards of electrical energy radiating into his core. “I’m sor-rry...” he stammered in sudden embarrassment.

“Oh, please, Gerry, don’t be. It would be more of an insult if you were not so aroused. After all, I am supposed to have some control over these things, especially since our last rendezvous was so – meaningful.” She smiled sweetly at him, and he felt his chest tighten with passion and need. “I’m also happy to see that you have, well – mm – dressed appropriately for our meeting this evening, Gerry. That’s so thoughtful of you.” She smiled coyly at him, while he tried, somewhat superficially, to cover himself up.

“I have some questions, if you don’t mind,” he said, looking away from her face to break her spell.

“I would be surprised if you did not,” she responded. “There is much that could be explained.

“So,” he said, feeling suddenly emboldened, “no thunderstorm tonight? Why the silent entry?” She laughed merrily at his question.

“Ah, Gerry! Aren’t there times when you like to make a quiet entrance? Sometimes, that’s more fun than flying in on a bolt of lightning, don’t you think?” She continued to smile at him, while he continued to stare at her, absorbing every detail of her appearance.

“OK, I guess,” he replied. “What, and, more importantly, who are you?”

“Hmm,” she said. “That, I suspect, you know already. I am, of course, aware that you possess the Tarot of the Acolyte, otherwise you would not have been able to summon me.”

“Me summon you?” he asked incredulously. “How could I have summoned you? I only saw you when you were running through the storm!”

“Well, that is not strictly true, now, is it, sir? You knew me when you looked at the card; you felt our kinship, our mutual desire. It was that that brought me here, to your realm, from the depths of mine. As for who I am, I know you know that, too.”

“You are S...” Before he could say her name, she put a finger to his lips.

“Be careful what you say,” she warned. “There are consequences involved when you speak a person’s name. If you do not understand them, do not say the words.” The warmth from her finger radiated into his lips, and, as her hand moved to cup the side of his face, he instinctively kissed her palm, feeling the wanton lust exploding within him. In response, she pulled his head toward her, and their mouths met in a fury he had not been expecting, their lips melding, their tongues grappling as they explored each other’s heat. He brought his hand up to caress her neck, feeling the soft, dewy warmth of her skin for the first time, the ends of his fingers slipping into the coolness of her raven dark hair. On and on they kissed, his lips swelling with the force of her passion against his, their breaths mingling as his mind reeled in uncontrollable desire.

Then she pushed him away, her eyes glowing with an eldritch pale blue fire, as he staggered at the sudden loss of her warmth, the hardness of his manhood almost screaming out to be touched, to be kissed, hell, even to be bitten, by her! His hand felt impoverished at the loss of her skin, and he stepped back towards her, intending to regain his hold, but she lifted up her arm, and he stopped dead in his tracks, unable to move, even if he’d wanted to.

“Well, now, sir,” she said, “that was a feisty move.” She licked her lips, slowly, sensually, teasing him. “Was that good for you?”

“You know it was,” he replied. “So, why did you stop?”

“Who knows?” she replied. “Maybe I wanted to see the fire in your eyes when I pushed you away, to see if you were prepared to fight for me.” She stepped closer to him again, filling the gap between them with the freshness of her scent. “Or maybe because I wanted to see if you were truly ready to surrender to me.” She looked into his eyes. “Do you understand what that would mean, Gerry O’Keith? Do you know the consequences of becoming my acolyte?”

“Acolyte?” he said, confusion filling his mind. “Your acolyte?”

“Indeed, sir,” she replied. “To become my acolyte; to be a part of my life, you must surrender yourself – heart and soul and body – to my will and command.”

“And what do I get in return? What’s in it for me?” He looked at her defiantly, challenging her. In response, her left hand came up to the Celtic knot that tied the top of her bodice closed, drawing his attention to the cleavage of her breasts like a moth to the flame. Now he remembered where he had seen the knot-work that held the card wrapping secure – it was the same as that at her chest. Slowly, tantalisingly, she pulled at the cord, and Gerry watched, hypnotized, as the knot unravelled, loosening the tight linen encasing her breasts. He swallowed hard, the lump in his throat almost unbearable, as was the blood pumping to the hardness in his groin, while she carefully pulled the laces out of their holes, revealing more and more of the pale, soft skin beneath. Entranced, he watched, helpless, as she pulled the bodice away from her left breast, and lifted out the firm, white mound for him to gaze upon, squeezing the deep redness of her hardened nipple between her fingers, pulling it towards him, while her mouth quivered at her own self-stimulation. 

She watched him watching her, seeing his mouth water at her self-ministrations. “Do you like that, Gerry?” she asked, her voice low and husky with arousal, and she smiled as he nodded his affirmation back to her. “How much would you like to do that to me, Gerry?”

“How much?” he asked. “I don’t know if I could put a price on it.” He stepped slowly towards her, his eyes tracing the movements of her fingers. Suddenly she dropped her hand, leaving her nipple exposed to his gaze.

“Would you like to try it, sir?’ she asked, smiling coyly at him. He answered by closing the gap between them, then bringing his right hand up to gently caress the curve of her breast, feeling again the warm, dewy smoothness of her skin under his fingers, before seizing the errant nipple between his thumb and index finger, and squeezing it. She laid her brow against his left shoulder, and moaned gently as he pulled and tweaked the nub of crinkled flesh, making it harden and grow, and he could feel her body trembling as he increased the stimulation. Then his lips met hers again, their mouths hungry for each other’s, and his hand kneaded the now hot, firm flesh of her breast.

A few moments later, he dropped his mouth to cover the heat of her hardened nipple, sucking it and nipping it between his teeth, pushing her against the wall of the cottage. She writhed and bucked as he sucked her hard, tasting the intoxicating essence of her body as it oozed from her pores. As he worked, she grappled the rampant hardness of his cock, slowly stroking it with the tips of her finger nails, raking across the tight sack holding his balls, and up his shaft, then twirling the pads of her fingers around his head, stimulating him relentlessly, sending unbearably sensitive sensations deep into his body, making his thighs tremble as his tension quickly built. The heat from her fingertips had the head of his manhood burning with need, and every stroke her muscular hand inflicted upon him brought him closer to orgasm.

Again, she pushed him away, and he felt his testes harden like stones in deprived fury.

“What the fuck!” he cried out, and was rewarded with a stinging slap across his face.

“Such language in the presence of a lady, sir!” the Queen of Storms said angrily.

“Please,” he gasped, the tension at the base of his prick almost too painful to bear.

“Please, what?” she replied, looking into his eyes.

“Please, finish me off! Take what you want, what you need. What I freely give.”

“Free, is it, Gerry?” she asked, regaining her hold on his throbbing cock. “Are you sure, sir? I only ask because, last time, it was the price you were willing to pay for my assistance. So, is it free, or does it come at some hidden cost.” She continued to pump his erection with long, smooth strokes as she spoke, each ministration bringing him closer and closer to release, the heat from her hand searing his sensitized skin.

“No, no charge,” he mumbled as his legs started to shake with pre-orgasmic stress. As soon as he spoke, she stooped down to her knee, and he let out a huge moan as she sucked the swollen head of his rampant prick into the raging inferno that was her hot, wet mouth! His knees trembled and his buttocks clenched as her tongue rasped over the sensitive base of his glans. Instinctively, his hand dropped to the back of her head, attempting to control the depth and speed of his thrusts into her mouth, but her hand suddenly covered his scrotum, seizing hold of his balls, and the nails of her fingers dug into the thickened skin until he took his hand away.

A few moments later, and he felt the sensation of super-sensitive release at the base of his cock that signalled orgasm was on its way and, almost simultaneously, the sharp pain of the fangs of the Queen of Storms piercing his flesh, reopening the two holes she had made on their previous encounter. For some reason, this time she seemed to bite him longer and harder – punishing him, maybe, for his audacity in holding her head. Whatever the reason, as soon as she withdrew her teeth from his cock, he felt the flow of hot blood gushing out into her mouth, and the heat, combined with the friction from her tongue, sent his balls into overdrive, and his semen rocketing into her throat. She “Mmm’d” as his fluids flowed into her, swallowing and sucking again and again, her hand continuing to pump along his hardness, filling her mouth over and over.

Then, as quickly as she had started, she stopped, and withdrew his wet, tingling prick from her mouth. The night air felt cold on his abused glans, and he shivered reflexively as Sín slowly rose to her feet in front of him. This time there was no mistaking the flush that blossomed on the pale skin of her cheeks, and the deep, blood red of her lips, swollen from sucking his hardness. Her eyes burned with an unmitigated passion, and all Gerry wanted to do was grab hold of her and kiss those lips until she melted into him.

“Well, Mr. O’Keith,” she said huskily, “I do have to tell you that you taste divine.” She smiled at him, and he could feel his heart pounding against his ribs. “But,” she continued, a frown appearing on her brow, “you really should wear more clothing, sir. We wouldn’t want you to catch a chill.” She smiled at him again, then, with a coy wave of her hand, she turned to walk away.

“Wait!” Gerry called out, coming suddenly back to life. “You may be finished with me, but I am not finished with you.” She stopped and turned to look at him, anger marring the beauty of her face.

“And what would you have me do, sir?” she asked.

“I want something back, something else,” he said, realising that he had not really thought about what he did actually want from her. “I want more than just a blow job on the veranda,” he continued. “I want you, here with me, making love.”

“Something more, is it, sir? Making love? Aren’t you forgetting something?” She opened the unlocked shutter of the bedroom door, and looked in at Cassie lying asleep on the bed. “Don’t you have other commitments you need to honour, Gerry?” She nodded in Cassie’s direction. “Besides,” she continued, “you have not the power to command me. I am beyond your comprehension, and beyond your control. So,” she paused, and stepped towards him, “was there something you wanted, sir?”

“Yes, there was,” he said, stepping up to her and staring into her eyes. “Sin,” he said, “I command you to...”

Before he could continue, he felt in incredible blow to the left side of his jaw, and he flew, sprawling, across the veranda, and crashed in a crumpled heap against the railing, howling in pain and shock.

“Sin, is it?” Her face was distorted into a furious rage, and her eyes blazed with visceral power. “How dare you? HOW DARE YOU? How could you associate me with those weak-willed Papists, following like sheep in the wake of that miserable demon, Padraigh? You really have no idea, do you, sir?” The last word was delivered with scorn and derision. Slowly she stepped towards him as he lay prone on the deck, then kicked his leg to get his attention. Gerry scuttled to get himself partially sitting against the railing, the back of his hand rubbing the side of his face, as she knelt down in front of him and, with one long, sharp, pointed fingernail under his chin, lifted his head up until he was staring into her eyes.

“If you really wish to see me again, Gerry O’Keith; if you really wish to serve me well, the way a man should serve his woman, then you know what you have to do.” She nodded in the direction of the bedroom, and the sleeping Cassie. “One more thing, Gerry.” She paused to make sure he was listening. “You were lucky tonight, as you couldn’t even pronounce my name correctly. But, be warned, calling out my name is a very, very dangerous thing to do. My name brings with it the power of the storm – unpredictable, uncontrollable, and unforgiving.”

With that, she stood up and turned her back on her willing victim. As she walked past the door to the bedroom, there was a brilliant flash of lightning and a deafening thunder clap. By the time Gerry could see again, the Queen of Storms was gone, and Cassie was running through the door, looking for him.
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The next morning, Gerry stood in the small bathroom of his summer cottage, regarding his reflection in the bamboo-framed mirror above the basin. Although there was no visible mark to see, the left side of his jaw was swollen and sensitive to the touch, where the fist of the Queen of Storms had sent him sprawling on the ground. He’d made some feeble excuse to Cassie, about how he’d fallen over when the lightning bolt struck so closely while he was trying to open the shutters. She hadn’t noticed the drops of blood still seeping from the head of his cock, and he’d managed to clean himself up before a new bout of storms had sent Cassie shrieking into his arms again, where she’d spent most of that night.

He shaved gingerly, and then took a long, hot shower, washing away the remnants of the night before. The head of his cock was still tender, too, and he washed it carefully, trying not to reopen the punctures left by Sín’s hungry fangs. He didn’t know how he was going to keep them hidden from Cassie for any length of time, especially if she gave him head any time soon, and had no idea of how he was going to explain them to her.

Then his mind went back to what Sín had said that previous evening, and his thoughts darkened at her suggestion that, somehow, he had to get Cassie out of the picture if he was ever going to see the Queen of Storms again, let alone develop some kind of a relationship with her. And even if he did, what kind of relationship would that, could that, be? How could he possibly develop a relationship with some phantom from an ancient past that he couldn’t even explain, let alone believe in?

“Just doesn’t make fucking sense!” he mumbled to himself. Anger, and not a little shame, seethed through him. How could he let her best him like that – all for the want of a blow job? Turning off the hot water, he rinsed himself in the icy cold flow, shivering and shaking as he did so, then he turned off the water and pulled the towel off the door and started drying himself vigorously, rubbing his skin hard as if trying to slough off a stubborn, unclean feeling that persisted despite the shower. Eventually, he gave up trying, and stepped out of the shower onto the floor towel, wiped his feet, then walked into the bedroom. The smell of bacon frying wafted through from the great room, making his stomach rumble and his mouth water. Pulling on a pair of cargo shorts, he quickly made his way in the direction of the alluring smell, to find Cassie, wearing only a tiny pair of bright yellow bikini briefs and a big kitchen apron, standing in front of the stove, with bacon sizzling away in one frying pan, and four eggs-over-easy just about ready in another.

“Mmm, look at that,” he said appreciatively, coming up behind her and wrapping his arms around her, pushing his hands underneath the apron so he could touch her naked, velvety skin. “And the girl can cook, too! Yummy!” He squeezed her passionately, pulling her ass against his hardening cock.

“Hey, you!” she said, laughing. “No hanky-panky before breakfast!” She waved the spatula at him in mock anger, fending him off.

“Aw,” he laughed. “What do you mean, not before breakfast?” he said, pouting playfully.

“I mean,” she said, “if you start messing about, we will never get anything done!” She kissed him and he playfully slapped her ass. Then he got the cutlery together, and some butter and jam from the gas fridge, and went about setting the table for breakfast. A few minutes later, Cassie brought over a large plate piled full of crispy fried bacon and put it in the centre of the table, then brought over two dinner plates with their eggs on them.

“Holy smokes!” Gerry said, eyeing the platter hungrily. “That’s a lot of bacon!”

“Yeah, well, I don’t know if I trust that gas fridge of yours, Gerry, so I cooked it all up.” She then brought over yet another large plate, this one full of toasted slices of bread, while Gerry retrieved two mugs from the cupboard, and brought over the pot of coffee from the stove. Then the two of them sat down to eat. Gerry carefully lifted a few slices of bacon from the platter and put them down onto his plate, and was just about to eat one when there was a loud “Cahaw!”, and, with a rustle of flapping wings, Edgar swooped down from the rafters above them and landed on the floor not too far from the table, and cast his beady eyes at the couple.

“I was wondering where you had got to,” Gerry said. “Thought you might have buggered off after that storm last night.” Suddenly, he threw a piece of bacon at the bird, which it caught deftly in its beak and then threw down onto the floor, breaking it into smaller, more manageable pieces.

“Hey, Gerry, don’t do that,” Cassie said, alarmed. “Do ravens even eat bacon?” She looked at the bird doubtfully, but Edgar ignored her and started pecking at the bits of meat on the floor, finally selecting one and throwing his head back to eat it.

“Ravens, like crows, are scavengers, babe, and will eat just about anything,” Gerry replied, laughing. “Even if it’s edible or not, in most cases!”

“Well, anyway, don’t encourage him, or else we will be lumbered with him, and he’ll be, you know, pooping everywhere!”

“Don’t worry, babe,” Gerry replied, almost choking on the mouthful of bacon he had. “He doesn’t seem to have pooped anywhere in here yet, and we’ll be kicking him out when we leave, so he can’t help himself to anything, or crap all over, while we’re out. How does that sound?” He smiled at Cassie, who looked far from convinced.

“We’ll see, Gerry, we’ll see! Those birds ain’t as dumb as they like to make us think they are! Know what I’m saying?”

“Oh, I know what you’re saying, babe,” Gerry replied, still laughing.

~*  *  *  *~

Later that day, Gerry found himself wandering through the aisles of the Home Depot store in Orangeville, looking for a new lock to replace the one the storm had shattered. Fortunately, the old doorframe had proven pretty solid, and it was only the lock itself that had been shattered by the thunderbolt.

“A few new screws, and maybe a new keyhole, and we should be as right as rain,” he mumbled to himself, picking out the heaviest, strongest door lock he could find. “And, just for good measure,” he said, picking up two dead bolts.

As he was paying for the hardware, the mobile phone in his jacket pocket started playing Je T’aime by Birkin and Gainsbourg and, with a sheepish smile at the girl ringing up his purchases, he pressed the answer button on the phone and put it to his ear.

“Hi, babe, what’s up?”

“Hey, Gerry, you should see this.” Cassie’s usually relaxed Bermudan drawl was surprisingly tense. “I think I’ve found your demon!”

“Yeah? Where the hell are you?”

“I’m in the library, hon, and there’s quite a lot of information on the internet here about a lot of the figures in that deck of cards.”

“Give me five minutes, babe, and I’ll be there. Love you!” Hanging up the phone, he paid for his collection of locks and headed out of the store.

~*  *  *  *~

At the far end of the reference section was an area with about a dozen computer terminals, where Gerry found Cassie sitting, reading web pages, surfing the net. Pulling up a chair, he rolled next to her.

“Hey, babe,” he said, kissing her on the cheek. “What you got?”

“Look at this, Gerry,” she replied, flipping back through a few web pages. Turning her screen so Gerry could see it, she moved aside to let him get closer to the computer. The article was about a legendary Irish king called Muirchertach mac Erca, and how he had met his untimely end at the hands of a beautiful Sidhe witch called Sín. That much Gerry already knew from the Book of the Lore, but it was the details the followed that really struck home.

One day, while the great lord of Cletech was seated on his hunting mound, a beautiful maiden comes to him, saying she had been seeking for him. She fills the king with such desire, that he declares he would give the whole of Ireland for one night of passion with her. She agrees under three conditions: that he never speak her name; that the mother of his children never be in her sight; and that all of the holy men leave the house whenever she enters it.

The king agrees, and, so that he avoids saying her name, he asks her what it is. She replies, “Storm [Irish Sín ("Sheen")], Sigh, Sough, Rough Wind, Winter-night, Cry, Wail, Groan.”

“So, her name is pronounced ‘Sheen’, eh?” Gerry mused. “Well, we already figured she was ‘Storm’. Now we know how to say it!” He chuckled grimly.

“There’s more,” Cassie said. “You should read how she finally killed off the king, and why. And look at this...” She flipped over to another screen, which showed a painting of the Irish High King and his paramour. The woman sitting by his side was the same woman depicted on the Queen of Storms Tarot card – Sín.

“Wow!” Gerry said. “That’s her. Bugger me!”

“She killed the Irish High King, Gerry. If that deck is full of characters like that, I am not sure it’s the kind of thing we should be hanging onto.” Gerry turned to look at her, seeing the look of concern on her face.

“Aw, don’t worry, babe. These are ancient myths and legends. We can’t even know what really happened back then, if anything. Just fairy stories from long, long ago.” Even as he said it, he felt his cock twitch in protest. “And, anyway, most of the characters in that deck are the same as a lot of other decks – harmless representations of interesting people and symbols.”

“What?” Cassie said. “You have seen other decks where the suits are called Storms, Strangers and Stones? At least Staves is relatively normal, but those other three. And a lot of the cards in that deck have scenes that are, well...”

“Naughty, eh?” Gerry chuckled gently. “Full of nudes and people doing unspeakable things, eh? Believe me, I’ve seen more sexually graphic decks than that one, babe!” He put his arm around her and squeezed her gently, then turned back to the computer screen. Flipping back to the previous website, he continued to read...

Seeing the Queen and her children expelled, and the beautiful maiden sitting at Muirchertach's right hand, St Cairnech puts a curse on the King’s house and reign. In her defence, Sín says that she believes in God and is a child of Adam and Eve; yet she can perform works of wonder, such as turning the Boyne water into wine or making pigs from ferns.

“Ha! No wonder she had such a hate on for St. Patrick and Catholics!”

“What? Who had a hate on for St. Patrick?” Cassie asked, taken aback by the comment.

“Oh, err, Sín did. I must have read it in the book.”

“You sure, Gerry? I don’t remember reading that.”

“I must have heard or read it somewhere, then. Maybe Nation said it; I don’t remember offhand.”

When the King speaks of the storm (Sín) raging outside, the enraged Sidhe demands to know why he has spoken her secret name, and warns him that he is now doomed. She sets his castle on fire, and conjures up demons disguised as Tuathal Máelgarb warriors – the King’s deadly enemies - to attack his home. In his attempt to escape, the King climbs into a cask of wine and drowns, while his body burns. This event is known as the Threefold Death of Muirchertach mac Erca.

“She didn’t screw about with him, did she?” Gerry said, rubbing his chin and chuckling.

“I can’t believe you’re taking this so lightly, Gerry,” Cassie said, exasperated. “You know, back home in the islands, we have a much healthier respect for our ancient legends and traditions!”

“You mean your old world superstitions, babe? You realise, that’s all they are – superstitions. Nothing to get all hot under the collar about!”

“How about hot under the belt, Gerry?”

“What?” he asked, turning to look at Cassie. “Hot under the belt, eh?”

“I didn’t speak, Gerry! Are you hearing things?”

“I don’t think so, sexy, but I am willing to hear anything you want to say to me,” he said playfully. 

The sound of music came from Cassie’s purse, interrupting Gerry’s innuendo. Cassie fumbled in her bag, then pulled out her mobile phone and looked at its screen. “It’s a Bermuda number,” she said, a look of concern crossing her face. “This can’t be good news.” She pressed the answer button and put the phone to her ear. Gerry sat and listened to the one sided conversation, holding Cassie’s free hand in a show of support. From what he heard, he gathered that Cassie’s mom had had a fall, and was now in hospital. She was apparently unconscious, but no one could tell how bad she really was.

After a few minutes, Cassie hung up, her eyes filled with tears. “It’s my mom, Gerry. I...”

“It’s alright, babe, I heard. Come here.” He pulled her close and hugged her. “Guess we’d better get you a flight out to Bermuda, eh?”

“You don’t mind, hon?” she asked, looking gratefully at him.

“Don’t be silly, babe! How could I possibly mind about you looking after your family? After all, they’re gonna be my family soon. Come on, there’s a travel agent just across the road, next to the book store. Let’s get you on the next flight out, and then we’ll hit the cottage and get you packed.”
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Crickets chirruped hypnotically in the early evening gloom, enjoying the warmth of the late summer humidity, as Gerry sat in a Muskoka chair on the dock, watching the sun sinking slowly across the lake. Despite the beauty of the sunset and the friendliness of the red-rimmed sky, promising yet another glorious day to come, his heart was troubled and heavy, missing Cassie. The strange thing for Gerry O’Keith was that he couldn’t remember ever feeling lonely like this. It had never been in his nature to be alone; he’d always had lots of friends, and lots of girls, to share his time with, but now...

Listless and tired from the boredom of being by himself, he got up out of the chair and wandered aimlessly back into the cottage. For a moment or two he thought about calling Cassie, but he wasn’t sure if she was inflight to Bermuda. Hell, he thought, she’s only been gone a day, dude! Get a grip!

Walking through the great room, he spotted the silver box that contained the Tarot of the Acolyte, on the small coffee table beside the sofa, and the sight of it immediately brought the Queen of Storms to his mind. Despite the temptation of her eldritch beauty, he was glad he’d chosen to forgo building whatever kind of relationship with the Sidhe witch-queen that she’d had in mind. He wasn’t prepared to give up Cassie and tie himself to something he couldn’t even explain, let alone believe in. He much preferred the reality of the passionate and powerful partnership he and Cassie had developed into. Don’t need no faerie fucking with that! he thought. Still, any thought of Sín made him shudder, and he quickly put her out of his mind, not wishing to tempt fate and bring her there by accident, just by thinking of her. As if to emphasize his decision, he seized the silver box of cards and, wrapping it up in a blanket, he took it through to the bedroom and stuffed it away in an armoire.

“Outta sight, outta mind!” he said, closing the bedroom door behind him.

~*  *  *  *~

Back out on the dock, in the gathering dusk, he encountered a disgruntled raven – he couldn’t tell if it was Edgar or not – sitting on the back of the Muskoka chair.

“You can take a hike, too,” he said, waving his hands at the bird until, with an annoyed “Cahaw!”, it took flight and disappeared into the shadow of the trees. Gerry sat down heavily in the chair, as if reclaiming his rightful throne back from the feathered pretender, and looked out into darkness settling over the lake. Low in the clear, western sky, the bright blue blaze of Venus flickered in the heat haze, taking his mind back to Cassie, and increasing his longing for her to return. As if he hadn’t seen or touched her for months, his mind filled with visions of their rampant, passionate love-making, his eyes closing to let him concentrate on making the illusions as real as possible, and, in response to the stimulating mental activity, his deprived manhood twitched and inflated within his shorts, tightening them around his hips.

Suddenly, the mobile phone in his pocket started to buzz, and he pulled it out and peered at the screen to see who was calling. With a smile, he pressed the answer button and, in his sexiest voice, said, “Hi, babe! You always did have good timing. I was just thinking naughty things about you.” In reply, he heard Cassie’s sweet laugh.

“Were you, indeed, you horny old goat, you?” Her merriment pinged at his heart strings, and tightened his throat. “So you’re doing ok out there, then, without me?”

“No, I am not,” he replied. “This place is empty without you, babe, and will be until you get back. I miss you, Cassie.”

“I miss you, too, Gerry, and I will do my best to get back there as quickly as possible. My flight is just about ready to board, hon, but we’ve been delayed because of bad thunderstorms in the area.”

“Oh,” Gerry responded, suddenly concerned that the storms might not be of natural origin. She couldn’t be that powerful, could she? But to Cassie on the other end of the phone, he said, “I am sure you will have nothing to worry about, babe. Planes fly through that kind o’ shit all the time.”

“I know, Gerry, but you know me! One rumble and I’ll be hiding under the seats!” Gerry suddenly had a vision of a screaming Cassie crouched under the seat in front of her, while Sín, riding a broomstick outside of the plane, knocked on the window, trying to get her attention, and he laughed. “Hey, no need to laugh at me,” Cassie said. “That’s not fair! You try growing up in a place where a hurricane can blow your house away, and see how you worry when there are storms about.”

“Sorry, babe,” Gerry said, guiltily trying to regain his composure. “I wasn’t laughing at you, honestly.”

“Yes, you were, fibber! Anyway, you be good and look after yourself, OK, hon?”

“Yeah, I will, babe.”

“And just think of all the fun we’re gonna have when I get back there. So get some rest, ‘cos you’re gonna need it, big boy.”

“You, too, babe,” he replied, trying to put as much passion into his voice as possible. “Oh, and don’t forget, Dick misses you, too!” He chuckled, and heard her giggle through the phone.

“Does he now, mm? Well, I miss him, too! Love you!”

“Love you, babe,” he replied, and pressed the end call button. Sighing, he lay back in the chair, and closed his eyes, trying, without too much difficulty, to regain the visions of a few minutes earlier.

~*  *  *  *~

Splat!

A huge drop of rain hit Gerry on the brow, then ran down the side of his nose and into his eye, waking him up instantly. He was still sitting in the chair on the dock, only now he was engulfed in total darkness. He had no idea how long he had been sitting there asleep, but the stars were now hidden by a heavy layer of thick cloud, making the blackness of the lakeside almost impenetrable. There was a cool breeze rustling the leaves of the trees, making him feel clammy as the humidity rolled through on the edge of the incoming cold front.

Shit! Thunderstorms coming in! 

As if in answer to his thought, another drop of rain hit him square in the face. Without thinking any more about it, he sprang up out of the chair and raced back to the cottage, and started shuttering the windows and doors as quickly as possible. When they were all safely covered, he ran into the cottage and closed the front door behind him, slammed home the two bolts, and turned the key in the new lock, then stood, panting, his outstretched arms leaning against the door, glad to have the storms, and all they represented, locked outside.

“Well, well, well! Who would have thought it? Big, burly Gerry O’Keith, afraid of a little thunderstorm!” He froze as the lilting voice of the Queen of Storms echoed around the great room. His knees almost buckled, but he forced himself erect and spun around to see where she was, but the preternatural darkness in the room was almost impenetrable. Holding his hand out before him, he carefully navigated across the room to one of the gas lamps on the wall and, striking one of the giant matches each of them had underneath, he lit the globe up, filling the room with the dull, warm, golden glow.

Turning round to scan the room, he quickly located Sín, reclining comfortably in the corner of the sectional sofa, her feet bare, her long legs resting on the cushions. He eyed her nervously, like a fly caught in the web of a malicious spider, wondering how it was going to avoid being eaten. She, in turn, watched him, a smirk playing on her full, red lips, accentuating the paleness of her skin and the blueness of her eyes.

“You seem surprised to see me, Gerry,” she said, her voice warm and forbearing. 

“I was hoping I wouldn’t be seeing you again,” Gerry answered, being direct.

“Aw, you do surprise me,” Sín responded, sounding upset. “And I had thought we were getting along so well, too. And look,” she cast an arm around the room, “no Cassie. You did as I asked, and now...”

“Cassie being gone had nothing to do with me or you,” he replied. “She had a family emergency she had to attend to.”

“Did she now?” Sín said, sitting up. “Nevertheless...”

“Nevertheless nothing,” Gerry butted in. “I made my decision, and...”

“And decided I am not worthy of your company, sir? Is that it?” The Queen of Storms looked sadly at him, as if at some errant child with whom its mother was disappointed. “Very well,” she said, standing up, “as you wish. But this evening could have been so special. I could have taught you so much about that little deck of cards you bought, Gerry. I could have shown you the true power contained within the Tarot of the Acolyte.” She walked slowly over to the door, and picked up her soft leather slippers.

“What do you mean, the ‘true power’ within the cards?” Gerry asked, intrigued despite his misgivings. “They’re just cards, after all.”

“Just cards,” Sín repeated scornfully, turning to face him. “Then what am I, Gerry O’Keith? Am I a card?”

“Hardly,” he replied, “although what you really are I am at a loss to explain.”

“Precisely, sir,” she said, stepping closer to him. “And yet, you have touched me, kissed me, tasted me. Am I less than flesh and blood?” The memory of their last encounter filled Gerry’s mind, bringing back the softness of her skin, the heat of her mouth.

“I don’t know what you are,” he said. “I don’t even know what you represent. I mean – you must be hundreds of years old, if you’re the same woman that is mentioned in those old tales I read, and yet...” His voice trailed off.

“Do I seem as if I am hundreds of years old, Gerry? Look at me,” she said, twirling around on her long, lissome legs. “Do I look hundreds of years old? Did I taste like a dried up old crone to you, sir?” She stood in front of him.

“No,” he said quietly. “You look young and beautiful and strong and...” his voice tapered off, unwilling to complete his thoughts.

“And irresistible?” she said, looking into his eyes.

“Yes,” Gerry O’Keith said. “You are irresistible.” He looked away, breaking the spell of her gaze. “So,” he continued, “what did you mean about the true power of the cards? What is the secret of the Tarot of the Acolyte?”

“Ah, what indeed?” She stepped a little closer to him, scanning his face. “Tarot is a representation of the sojourn through the trials and challenges of life, and the secret of success is based on the combination of the tools you use to navigate the pathway.”

“O.k.,” he said, not quite convinced. “And what might those ‘tools’ be, eh?” She laughed at his scepticism, her eyes twinkling at the challenge.

“The tools I speak of are three in number,” she said. “‘Head’ would be the first, sir, meaning the knowledge stored and wisdom learned, and the ability to bring these into use at the appropriate time. Second would be ‘Heart’, meaning all of the feelings and emotions the body knows and experiences, and which allow us to temper our deeds to succeed at the cause in hand.” She paused, watching him as he tried to assimilate her meaning.

“And third?” he asked, looking into her eyes.

“Third, sir,” she said, “is what you might term ‘Hand’, and which means the physical skills and strength needed to...”

“Succeed at the cause in hand,” he said, interrupting her. “So, Head and Heart and Hand. How nicely alliterative.”

“Yes, sir,” she replied, ignoring his sarcasm. “The Threefold Path, or the True Way, or, as the Roma would have it, the Tatcho Drom.”

“Ah ha,” he said. “It seems so simple, but I bet there’s a catch in there somewhere, right? And where do you fit in to this Threefold Path, my little Queen of Storms?”

“Alas, you have chosen not to learn that part of the mystery, Gerry O’Keith. Our time together is over, and you must find another guide through this part of the journey, if that is possible.”

“Wait,” he said, suddenly alarmed at the prospect of her leaving. “You cannot go! I won’t allow it!” She laughed in his face and, as she did so, a rumble of thunder echoed in the distance.

“You, my friend, have no power over me! I come and go as I please, not Gerry O’Keith!” She turned away from him and walked towards the door, throwing her cloak around her shoulders as she went.

“Oh, don’t I, Sín?” he said. She froze as he pronounced her name, a hiss of anger escaping through her lips.

“I warned you, O’Keith, about the power of a name! Did you not believe me?” she said without turning around.

“Oh, I believe you, Sín,” he said, and watched as her back straightened and her shoulders shook, but whether in fury, or some other emotion, he could not tell.

“Be very careful, sir,” the Queen of Storms said through clenched teeth. “You know not what you are dealing with.” The thought crossed his mind, just then, that maybe she was right – he didn’t know what he was dealing with, but, then, he’d come too far to stop now.

“True, Sín, true!” Not knowing what to expect, he braced himself for some furious assault, but, instead, his fear changed to wonder as she slowly turned around to face him, a smile of what appeared to be pure happiness spreading across her face. He watched as she demurely curtsied before him, then looked longingly into his eyes.

“What is it that my master desires of me?” she asked timidly, almost adoringly. The change in her demeanour had him not a little puzzled, and he cautiously put out his hand and gently stroked her cheek with the back of his finger. Again, he felt the dewy smoothness of her skin, its gentle warmth radiating into his hand. And what is it you want of her, Gerry? he thought, and still he could not answer. Perhaps, just one night, to shrieve my soul of its desire for her? To learn what I can, and then send her on her way? Just one night!

He stepped a little closer to her, scanning her eyes for any sign of anger or betrayal, but all he saw was desire, echoed in the way her lips quivered as he neared her. Fuck me! he thought. Is that all it took to tame the Queen of Storms? He couldn’t believe it was seemingly so easy, and neither could his prick as it hardened in his shorts!

“What is it your master desires of you?” he repeated, looking her up and down. “So submissive, eh, my little Queen of Storms? Aren’t submissives supposed to be naked?”

“Submissive, master?” she queried. “I am not familiar with the term.”

“Remove your clothes, Sín,” he said, not expecting for an instant that she would comply with his command, but, to his surprise, and with a willing smile on her face, she slowly started to remove her clothing. Piece by piece, she undid the cords and knots that held her garb in place, and dropped them onto the floor, until she stood before him, totally naked. Gerry stood there in silence, his throat tightening and his hardness throbbing at the vision before him. While her skin was as pale as alabaster, her body was exquisitely formed – tall and lithe and muscular, with a long, slender neck leading down to strong, rounded shoulders; a full, broad chest sporting her firm, high breasts with their dark red nipples, hardening as he watched them; a tapered abdomen, showing off the chiselled muscles of her stomach wall, widening at her hips; and a small, tidy triangle of hair that invitingly pointed the way down to the warm wetness of her vulva. She smiled as she observed the effect her nakedness had on him, while he continued to stare at her, taking in every detail of her exquisite perfection, a hunger to devour her, emotionally and physically, growing more insistent with every passing second.

“Do you see something you like, master?” she asked ingenuously, a smirk playing on her lips. “You suddenly seem a little...distracted.”

“Like?” he said, inhaling deeply. “Mm, I’m not sure ‘like’ is the word I would use to describe what I am feeling. I am not really sure what I am feeling, to be honest.”

“And why is that, sir?” she asked coyly. “Is there something about my appearance that displeases my master? Please tell me, so I can correct any deficiencies.”

Without warning, he put his arm out and grabbed her by the back of her head, then pulled her to him and kissed her hard on the mouth. She responded immediately, her lips parting to give his rampant tongue access to hers, the heat of her lips melding with his. On and on they kissed, their bodies closing the space between them until they were wrapped together, his hands caressing the dewy smoothness of her silken skin, squeezing the exquisite firmness of her bottom, pushing her vulva against the straining mound of inflamed man-flesh still entrapped within his shorts. His nose inhaled the growing sweet scents of her arousal, filling his lungs with their passionate message, and his mind exploded with visions of wild, storm-wracked forests and tall-grassed meadows freshened with warm summer rains, through which he and Sín ran, naked, making love.

Breaking their embrace, he swept his arm around her legs and lifted her off her feet, then carried her through to the bedroom at the back of the cottage. Throwing her down roughly on the unmade bed, he literally tore off the clothes he was wearing, then clambered up beside her, his mouth retaking possession of hers, as his hands sought the firmness of her waiting breasts. Mercilessly he squeezed and tugged at her nipples, feeling them heat up and harden as she writhed beneath his touch. Nibbling her lip, he broke their kiss, his mouth gently caressing the skin of her neck, as he worked his way down to gorge himself on her breasts – alternating with mouth and hand between them, tasting again the subtle flavour of her skin’s secretions, feeling her body squirm and gyrate, as her essences filled his mind with a powerful, insistent longing.

Outside the cottage, some way in the distance, the rumble of thunder made its way towards them, but Gerry was too engrossed in his passions to pay any attention to the sudden change in the weather. Sín moaned beneath him, her body pulsating and trembling with pleasure, as her master, slowly, oh, so slowly, ate his way lovingly down to the heart of her sex. He’d paused at her navel, to dip his tongue in there, and nipped and licked at her sinuous abs, and now he was poised, with her yoni in vision, to sample and savour the full sweetness within. She watched him through eyes almost closed with arousal, as he took in the beautiful sight of her wanting, waiting cunt.

He took hold of her thighs just behind her knees, and lifted and pushed them up and apart, exposing and expanding the delightful flower within. Her pale outer labia spread gently open, showing the dusky pink inner lips of her yoni, glistening now with the juices of arousal, warmly inviting his tongue to a taste. At their apex, the hard, reddened nub of her clitoris seemed to glow with the enticing heat of her fire, luring the watering mouth of her master down to eat. Gerry watched, entranced, as a small drop of fluid escaped from her cunt and ran down and over the pretty pink pucker of her anus, the lump in his throat making it almost impossible for him to swallow.

Slowly he lowered his head down to inhale a lungful of Sín’s sweet aromas, then his tongue delved between her succulent lips, stroking across the dark entrance of her cunt and running over her sensitive, juice-laden skin, soaking up her delicious, tangy secretions. Carefully he sucked one of her labia into his mouth, then tugged it with his teeth, causing her to gasp and shudder as ripples of ecstasy ran through her. Then he covered her hot, red clitoris with his lips and sucked it hard, releasing a deep growl from the depths of her lungs.

“Is that good for you, dear?” he asked, looking up between her thighs at her rolling head.

“Oh, yes, master,” she moaned again, as Gerry continued to suck and nip her clit, her juices running over his chin, too copious now for his mouth to consume. Gently he tickled the wet sphincter of her anus with the tip of his finger, then, dropping his tongue to delve deep into her sex, he simultaneously slid his finger deep into her ass, causing her to buck on the bed, mashing her vulva into his face, as she shrieked his name. Outside, lightning flashed and thunder rolled, as the Queen of Storms hit an orgasmic peak, but Gerry was so engrossed in his sexual prowess, he barely registered the storm at all. As the thunder rumbled away, and Sín lay trembling on the bed, he sat back on his haunches and let her legs stretch out. Licking her juices from around his mouth, he looked at the emotions crossing her face, her eyes closed as she enjoyed her afterglow. He took in the darkening pinkness of her hardened nipples, and the contours of her abs as they rippled with aftershocks, each of which was accompanied by a rumble of thunder somewhere in the distance.

“Are you enjoying the view, master?” Sín’s voice, husky with arousal, drew his attention from her body to her face. Her blue eyes twinkled, and her lips smiled at him, drawing him closer. Sitting up, she put out her arm and stroked his face, bringing him to her so she could kiss him, savouring the flavour of her sex on his lips. Gerry climbed up and across the bed, laying her down again, and then lying beside her, their arms enclosing each other. As they kissed, her hand drifted down to his manhood, swollen and hard and seeking attention. Gently she coddled his balls, squeezing them, milking them, feeding their contents into his body, where he could feel the insistence of oncoming orgasm building. Pushing him onto his back, she straddled him carefully, positioning herself just above his throbbing, waiting cock.

“Is this what my master wants?” she asked, seeking in his eyes for one final confirmation. He returned her gaze with commanding candour.

“Yes, Sín, my mistress, this is what I want,” he replied. She smiled in response, then, holding his wrists down on the bed, she positioned her hot, dripping sex over the head of his expectant hardness, and, eyes closed and mouth open in quivering passion, slowly, so slowly, inch by rigid inch, so long it seemed to him that his manhood must have grown, she lowered herself onto him, engulfing his pulsating need in the furnace that was the cunt of the Sidhe witch-queen.

Gerry cried out in surprise as the heat from her insides seared along his sensitised skin. While he remembered the passionate warmth of her mouth, this was a new, higher level of heat altogether, and he squirmed underneath her as she filled herself with his hardness, the tightness if her yoni gripping him strongly. She growled with satisfaction as his balls hit her ass, and lingered a moment, gyrating her clit against his body. Then, just as slowly, she pulled herself up his shaft, and the air of the room seemed frigid as it wrapped itself around the wetness of his freshly exposed skin.

Leaning forward, she kissed him again, and descended once more along his tingling prick, their mouths clamped together like voracious animals, feral with hunger and need for each other. Quickly she worked herself into a rhythm, rising and falling, her thigh muscles flexing with strength and vitality with each consumption of his cock. Gerry could feel his hardness burning and swelling with each passing minute, pumping as hard as he could into her furnace. When their mouths came apart from the effort of fucking, he gasped in huge lungful’s of sweet sex-scented air, but Sín dropped her head down the side his face, and rode on his manhood as if she were riding a thunderous horse, moaning deeply, and muttering sensually in a language he did not know. Thunder now rolled almost constantly around the cottage, as if they were in the centre of a deepening maelstrom, but all Gerry could pay heed to was the passion rippling through his pre-orgasmic flesh. His mind was a blur of her flavours and touches, his groin a conflagration of her consuming fire. So engrossed was he in his rapidly approaching sexual explosion, he didn’t notice the smooth, subtle change in her grip on his wrists, didn’t notice the strange tendrils of willow vines that slowly stretched out from that quaint rustic headboard to gently wrap themselves surreptitiously around his extended forearms – once, twice, thrice – and then looped through themselves, making their eldritch knots. With eyes closed and mouth open, his body bucked against the plunges of the Queen of Storms, grinding against her in ragged arousal, while she raised her head now, to watch her willing victim as he stumbled on to orgasm.

Suddenly, she rose up, majestic, unbridled, screaming his name, as orgasm ripped through her. With her head thrown back, she yelled out in Gaelic, a sharp cry of triumph, and, as she did so, the lightning responded. A brilliant blue bolt hit the roof of the cottage directly above them, blasting a hole through, and showering the couple with glittering sparks. Opening his eyes and seeing the cinder-ringed hole, Gerry screamed loudly, trying to warn her, but Sín only laughed at him, and slid off his cock and coiled over his legs, holding them down as her mouth found his hardness and sucked on its head.

Panicking like a cornered wild animal, Gerry tried to buck and kick her off, but then found that he couldn’t move his arms. He looked at the knots of the vines around his wrists, and suddenly felt a sick, hollow feeling, as fear seeped into his brain.

“You fucking witch!” he yelled at the fiend as she fellated him, but she responded by sinking her teeth again and again into the head of his rapidly shrinking prick. “Sín, please don’t do this,” he pleaded, and, for a moment, perhaps, maybe she relented, lifting her head to smile at his face.

“Not afraid of a little thunderstorm, are you?” she quipped, then returned her attention to sucking his cock.

“Fuck you, you demon,” he screamed at her. “Sín! Sín! Sín!” he cried out in quick succession, trying to regain control of the Sidhe, but she threw back her head, blood drooling from the corners of her mouth, and yelled out in Gaelic – and the lightning yelled back! With ear-splitting thunder, a bolt blasted the cottage, striking the old wooden beam directly above the bed. Like a deer caught in some monstrous headlights, Gerry O’Keith watched in fascinated terror as, almost in slow motion, the beam shook, crackled, splintered and, snapping apart, fell down like some hideous, malformed flame-engulfed javelin, and pierced him through the solar plexus, pinning him to the bed.

Suddenly, it seemed to Gerry as if everything went quiet. If he’d been expecting pain, he was surprised to find there was none. His head fell back on the bed, and he watch in fascination as flames spread along the rafters, catching on the piles of dry dust and cobwebs, licking the old, seasoned wood with a hungry fury. His face felt cold then, and he realised that rain was pouring through the hole in the roof directly above his head and, just for an instant, he felt a flash of hope that all might not be lost.

“Ah, Gerry, Gerry, Gerry! Are you feeling shriven yet, master?” As she spoke his name for the third time, he felt something loosen in his brain – almost like a popping feeling. He couldn’t move his head, but he turned his eyes to look at her standing by the side of the bed, blood still trickling from the corner of her lips. She smiled at him, and spoke. “Blathach and blood, Gerry,” she said. “My two favourite flavours, remember?”

If he could have seen, he would have noticed the flush of colour that enriched her silken skin – no longer ashen white, but a warmer, rosier tone. He would have seen the look of curiosity on her face as she watched his body jerk and twist on the bed. He would also have seen a hand of flame flicker around her breast, making her tremble and sigh in arousal as its fingers tweaked her nipple. Then she shrugged the fire-demon away, and slowly headed for the flame-ringed doorway. Pausing, she turned to take one final, wistful look at her hapless victim, a wry smile playing across her engorged, blood-red lips.

“Nach bhfuil tú an fear an Muirchertach raibh!” she said quietly. “Sure, you're no the man the Muirchertach was! There was a ram who knew how to tup a ewe.”

Then, she was gone, and the conflagration started by the lightning strikes built rapidly into an inferno, consuming most of the old, wooden cottage, while bitter, cold and heavy rain, poured through the hole in the roof above Gerry O’Keith’s chilling corpse, his eyes staring blankly out into the darkness.

7
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Cassie Bettancouer stood, eyes filled with tears, staring at the smoking ruins of the cottage she had left only three days earlier. Around her, fire fighters, police officers and paramedics scurried about, hosing down smouldering hotspots, investigating possible causes, trying to figure out what had happened. Other than keeping her away from the unsafe building, the small army of rescuers paid her little attention. She’d flown out to Bermuda, only to find out that her mother was already out of hospital and safe and well back at home, so Cassie had left the island to get back to Gerry and help him shut the cottage down for summer before heading back to work. But, instead of the happy surprise she’d been planning to spring on him, she’d come back to find the burnt out ruin and the teams at work on it.

“Miss Bettancouer.” The voice of a young female police officer brought her out of her reverie.

“Yes.”

“They are going to be bringing him out now.”

“Will I be able to see him?”

“I don’t know, miss, but you can ask the ME when he comes out, if you want.”

A few moments later, a group of four men carefully shepherded a gurney out through the precarious remnant of the front door and on to veranda that the rain had protected from the fire. Carefully Cassie made her way through the yellow tape and across the grass to the steps leading up to the doorway.

“Can I see him, please?” she asked the oldest of the group.

“I am not sure that’s a good idea, miss,” he replied. “I am afraid he’s been pretty badly burnt.”

“I don’t care,” Cassie responded defiantly. “I want to see him.” The man grimaced, as if uncertain what to do.

“Very well, miss, but you had better brace yourself.” He put out his hand to help Cassie up the steps, then turned and nodded at one of the assistants. The man stepped aside and carefully pulled back the blue tarpaulin covering the gurney. Cassie gasped at the sight before her, and her head swam with sudden faintness, but, somehow, she managed to hold herself together. Closing her eyes, she took a deep breath, then looked down at the gurney.

The first thing she noticed was Gerry’s face – the vacant, open eyes; the paleness of his skin and lips; the look of abject terror in the twisted grimace of his mouth. Then she looked at his arms, still raised over his head, and almost untouched by the fire until just below the wrist. Everything past that point was a charred, gnarled mass of burnt flesh and bone, the sight of which made her shudder and sob. Finally, she looked down to see the rough, raw stump of wood that stuck out of the gaping hole in the middle of his chest, sprinkled with sawdust from where the fire fighters had sawn off the protruding beam. The blue tarpaulin covered the rest of his body below that point and, when she tried to lift it off, the ME stopped her with a gentle hand.

“Nothing very pleasant below that point, miss,” he said. “Just a lot of burnt flesh and bone, really. Almost totally consumed by the fire, he was.” Cassie shuddered, feeling her gorge rise at his words, while the empty pit in her chest heaved, making it difficult for her to inhale.

“Come on, miss,” the quite voice of the policewoman standing next to her soothed. “Let’s get you away from here for now, until they have made the area safe.” Cassie turned, almost in a daze, as the policewoman gently took her elbow to lead her away.

Suddenly, through the tears that were starting to stream down her face, Cassie noticed the sunlight twinkling on something buried in a pile of ash and burnt timbers that had been dumped on the ground beside the cottage. Stepping off the veranda, she knelt by the pile and, with a few ginger sweeps of her hand, uncovered the engraved silver box that contained the Tarot of the Acolyte. Picking it up, she let the wind blow away the few remnants of ash that stubbornly clung to the box, and then hugged it to her chest, feeling some comfort from the warmth that seemed to radiate from it. Standing up, she let the young policewoman lead her away from the cottage to the cluster of cars that were waiting on the narrow pathway.

As they drove away from the cottage, from overhead there came a loud “Cahaw!”, and a large, black raven took flight from the branches of a nearby tree, and followed the police car along the winding path.

Tales from the Tarot of the Acolyte will continue with Temptation: The Devil
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KING OF VENGEANCE

A mysterious legend exists from the days of an old...A war, raging above us in the universe for the last thousand years. Tales were spun about a ruthless God-like king who sat on an eternal throne, protecting his kingdom from other clans. He carelessly cast lives away with a cold indifference and his legend grew, as he became the fear of many and the hope of a few. 

An entire world filled with lustful pleasures and miserable pain came before him, with its many joys and reluctant sorrows but he could never feel anything. His power increased, while his coldness grew. He scorned love, laughed at death and watched as many lived, loved and died just for the pleasure of experiencing it. It never moved him, for he was the King of Beasts, the most feared and ungodly monarch of all the realms. 

The power of his birthright brought an immortal existence for him which lasted for a millennia; though in reality, he’d not even lived a single day. He became weary of the throne and removed his crown to step into our world and find a way to feel alive. He found his heart and the beat of it started when the greatest power known to any world overwhelmed it. The bitterness faded while his cold eyes took in a new wonder, a new phenomenon—love. 

He reveled in a new life where he lived, loved and was king no more.

The sins committed by him and the pain that fell on others by virtue of his cold actions, rippled through echoing against the fabric of time to bounce back endlessly. 

Vengeance is cold and its deliverance divinely fated; the beasts of vengeance will have their day. 

“Love can be a velvet gift with a steel gauntlet in it.”

CHAPTER ONE

“These ruthless cleaved spirits were crafted to be merciless and carry vengeance within stone hearts of marbled wrath.” —The King of Beasts, 16th Century

*

Los Angeles Metro Freeway, One-0-One Interchange...2013

The car swerved down the rainy streets at a hundred miles an hour. Pouring rain slanted hard and ran over the dark road while the rapidly moving wipers on the windshield could barely keep up with the deluge. Benny gripped the wheel and gazed into his rearview mirror. Dammit, still there. He’d already pushed his foot all the way down on the petal. He’s a God Damn bloodhound! Maybe I can lose him on the off ramp. 

Benny leaned forward and tried to see the blurry road. Fuck, did I miss the ten already? The old Buick shuddered with a slam and tilted forward as his head slammed onto the steering wheel. “Fucking cop!” he gasped while his body trembled with panic. He’s ramming my bumper! What kind of God Damn engine did he have in that car?

Benny knew he’d better think of something and quick. With Payne on his bumper and his ass, he was gonna go down for this one. He already had two strikes and a third would mean life. His car suddenly swerved erratically while he heard a loud pop. A blowout? He gripped the steering wheel with all his might and tried to control the Buick while it spun sideways and back. He knew exactly when it left the ground as it rose from the flooding road and flew through the wet whirling air.

A loud crunching of metal sounded and it went on forever, as glass rained in shards all around him. His world turned upside down and exploded with a reverberating roar. Time whirled by in a dream-like vortex and he opened his eyes. Smoke pinched his nostrils as he was lying in the twisted metal, and the rain smattered his bloody face. 

A pair of steely eyes gazed at him through the shattered car window.

Benny laughed when he saw the familiar, stern face. “So, you didn't get me, cop!” His mouth literally bled the words out. “I ain't going in, you big dumb ass!” He winced with pain while his laughter grew. The gas fumes wafted under his bleeding nose and he knew it would only be a moment before the car went up in smoke and flames. 

An evil sounding chuckle rippled from all around him while the metal of his car twisted sideways with crunching glass spitting everywhere. Benny gasped and found himself standing on the slick pavement of the road.

The man, who held him in a steel-like grip, stood on long legs in a staunch, unrelenting stance, at well over six and a half feet of hard brawn—a truly unrelenting, brick laden physique. Damp russet hair crowned his head as his flinty dark eyes stared at Benny from a ruggedly handsome face, which currently wore an amused expression.

Benny blinked rapidly as he shook in the man’s one-handed grip. Victor Payne. A fearful shudder rolled through him while he peered up at the tall cop. 

A malicious glint blazed from his eyes while he glared at Benny. “So, you thought you were gonna die, eh?” His cold smile widened at him.

Benny swallowed. “I think my ribs are broke and my arm—” He winced as his body rose higher in the wet, smoke coated air.

“And to think, I wanted that particular pleasure,” Victor growled low.

Benny anxiously looked around as he hung aloft. “You ain't gonna finish me off, are ya?” He heard the cold laugh again while his body swung around and was unceremoniously deposited into a backseat. The car door slammed shut as he slumped down onto the cool inviting leather.

“And don't bleed on my seats, or I‘ll fucking bleed the rest of you out!” Payne warned from the front seat.

He heard his old Buick explode behind them and lay his head back on the leather seat. Son of a bitch, how in hell did he get me out of my car? He closed his eyes with a relieved shaky sigh. Well, at least I’ll get a cushy stay at the county hospital.

Benny floated in and out of lulling consciousness, not knowing how long he’d been out. The double doors of the police station slammed against the building with a boom and his eyes popped open as Payne planted him at the desk. He huffed and puffed, his chin bleeding all over the counter.

“Get him booked,” Payne barked at the Sergeant. “Three open warrants, evading arrest and flight from an officer,” he paused. “And tack on a public nuisance charge while you are at it.” He scowled at Benny.

The police clerk blinked at him. “But, he's bleeding all over the fucking floor!”

The broad shouldered Lieutenant smiled. “Ain't my problem.” He let go of Benny's collar and Benny’s body folded like a crumpled wad of paper as he slid to the floor.

“God Damn it, Payne!” The clerk shouted at his receding back and ran around the desk to lift the man from the floor.

~* * * * *~

Victor Payne shut the door of his office and plopped down onto the leather couch. “All in a day's work and way too much fucking fun!” He reached into his pocket for his little cigars, took out his Zippo and lit one. Leaning back, he propped his boots up. “Ahh, nice,” he blew the words out with the flavorful smoke. A satisfied grin slipped over his lips. The door slammed open and he didn’t even react while he continued to enjoy his cigarillo.

“God Damn it, Payne!” The captain’s voice boomed down at him. 

He swiveled his gaze up to see her standing over him, her green eyes blazing.

“What?” he asked in an amused tone.

“You can't keep bringing ’em in, all busted up!” Laura Anders slammed the door closed behind her. 

“Now, Cap, I got a good excuse this time.”

“No excuses!” She stomped her foot.

“He wrecked his car.”

She glared at him and sighed. “And, instead of the county hospital, you deposited an injured perp at the front desk?”

Victor stood from the couch. “I'm not a baby sitter, Captain. I find ’em and this station processes them.” He strolled over to his desk with ease and didn’t feel worried about the anger she exhibited just now. He knew Captain Anders had a definite weak spot for him. He’d worked for her for three years now, and she’d been heard to say, in her twenty years on the force, she’d never seen a more productive cop.

“You only get away with it because you make ten collars a month!”

“Yeah, and I’m running out of perps.” He grinned at her while he gritted the cigar in his teeth and sat in his chair.

She stepped up to the desk. “Well, I got a real challenge for you.”

He raised his head.

Laura’s attitude shifted completely as she smiled and sat on the edge of his messy desk. “It's pretty gory.” In a frowning distaste, she moved an old Chinese food container further away from her. “It may be an actual serial.”

“Yeah?” 

“It's not in our district, but they can't seem to crack it.”

“Where?” His eyes narrowed.

“Now, Vic, you aren't going to like it.”

He tilted his head at her. “Not Santa Barbara?”

“No.” She laughed.

Victor released a breath of relief.

“It's even better than that.”

“No, don't tell me.”

“Malibu.” Laura nodded.

Victor winced and stood from his chair. “No fucking way! A real cop wouldn’t want a post Malibu, it’s a craptastic, dull town...”

She raised a brow at him. “Now, don't go and get all irregular on me.” 

“It better be juicy or I won't go.” He sat in his chair again.

“Four victims so far, all men about thirty to fifty years old, real filthy with wealth type tycoons and most of ’em...?” 

Victor listened with interest.

“Most of them were terrible women abusers.”

“So, you think the perp is a woman?” 

“No proof, but...” She folded her arms over her navy blue shirt and gave him a sly smile.

“Tell me.” He sighed heavily.

Laura leaned in closer. “Slashed throats. All neatly slit, down through the sternum.” Her brows drew up with the macabre description. “Sometimes...” She guardedly gazed around. “...They’re in pieces.” 

“Pieces, like hacked?” His interest peaked at the description.

“Nope.” She shook her head. “Forensics is mystified and they can’t seem to identify the marks.

“What about DNA?” He tugged a profound hit of smoke from his cigar.

“The strangest part, believe it or not, all unidentifiable or of unknown strands.” She hopped down from the desk and gave him an expectant look.

Victor stared at her for a long moment. “Yeah, I’ll take it.” He snubbed the cigar out into the ashtray.

“I thought you would be thrilled?” She wrinkled her brow at him.

“Well, fuck yeah! I’m thrilled to pieces.” He raised a dark brow with the metaphor.

The captain laughed, walked to the door, and turned back. “Oh, but there’s just one catch.”

He stilled.

“You gotta work with the Malibu guy who's on it already.”

Victor bolted from his chair. “No fucking way!”

“It's non-negotiable.” A taunting smile played on her lips.

“You know I don't like partners, Laura!” 

“Yeah, but it’s not in my station.” She shrugged her shoulders.

“All right, but the dickhead better not get in my way!”

Laura tilted her head with humor. “Oh, Vic, they’re so polite down in Malibu country, you know?” she teased. “I’m sure this so-called dickhead will accommodate The Hurt Legend.”

He frowned at her.

“Yeah, and I sure wish I could be there to see it!” She let out a boisterous laugh and closed the door behind her.

Victor sat back down. What the fuck? It sounds like a Chimera-style killing. He took his cigars out again. “And I really hate the fucking beach!”

~* * * *~

Gardner Mansion, Malibu Parkway

The church bell sound rang as the door chimes tolled through the mansion.

Philip stepped down the stairs with an exhilarated feeling. Francesca! She’ll be an exquisite addition to my collection. Now, where should I take her? He rolled his eyes. Just up to my room, I guess. There’s really no need to wine and dine this chick, she's so hot for me. He strolled to the door and opened it.

Not demure or tepid in any way, Francesca stood brazenly attired in a long black, slinky-like dress.

His appreciating gaze roamed over her. Her gleaming dark hair came down in long, silky curls to frame her heart shaped face. The dress accentuated her lovely curves and her hardened nipples peeked at him through the thin glittery material. “Now that’s a dress!” And nothing underneath. Mmm, yes, my kind of dress, all right. He gave her a charming smile as he took her hand. “Come in, you lovely thing,” he purred at her.

Francesca stepped in and gazed around. “I hope we’re alone, Philip.”

“Oh yes, I sent all the servants home and the champagne is chilling upstairs as we speak.” He winked.

She nodded her head, her expression full of distraction while she continued to search around. “Are you sure?”

“Yes.”

“Well, you know I’m married and I just can't afford...” She smiled nervously. 

“Yes, love. We are very much alone.” He tugged her into his arms.

She released a soft feminine sigh and leaned close to kiss him.

Philip eagerly wrapped his arms around her and pressed his lips to her waiting mouth. 

After a long moment, Francesca broke the kiss and raised a meaningful brow at him, her deep blue eyes twinkling.

He grinned and scooped her up. “I do like a woman who gets right down to it!” With a devilish laugh, Philip carried her up the stairs.

~* * * *~

Malibu Police Station

Payne stepped into the station and winced as he gazed around. Fancy. He grimaced. Just what a police station needs...lots of art with a water fountain out front like a fucking museum or something! He shook his head with revolted humor and sauntered over to the desk.

The clerk raised his uninterested gaze and gasped. “Lieutenant Victor Payne?” An awestruck expression passed across his young face.

“Yeah?” Victor took a step back.

The kid stuck his hand out. “Can I just shake your hand, Payne?” he asked with a nervous flutter of excitement in his voice.

He peered down at the kid’s hand and raised a dubious brow.

The rookie grabbed his hand and pumped it with force. “The real live Payne.” He chuckled with glee. “The Hurt Locker King himself!” He shook his head with amazement. “Fifty busts this year already and thirty hospital stays for various low-lifes!”

“Uh...yeah.” Victor removed his hand from the kid’s eager grasp.

“The Chief has been waiting.” The young clerk leaned closer while speaking in a hushed tone. “All morning, he expected you like...three hours ago?” He motioned his head to the long glass wall.

Victor stepped up to knock on the glass door. It swung open and he found himself gazing into the bluest eyes he’d ever seen. He blinked and took a deliberate step back to take a long, slow gander over the rest of Miss Blue Eyes. 

Her soft dark hair was neatly tucked back with clips. Her mouth consisted of a full pouty pair of lips, touched with a slight rosy tinge. 

He dropped his interested gaze further down to see she wore a white blouse, which encased full breasts, the sleeves rolled up to her elbows. A shapely, tapered waist accented her neat dark slacks, which he surely envied as they hugged some appealingly curvy hips.

“Are you done?” Her soft voice vibrated at him with cold sarcasm.

“Nope, I'm still taking you in.” An amused smile spread across his lips.

Her cheeks flamed with color. “You’re gonna be taking in a fist if you—”

“Valentine!” A gruff voice from inside the office cut her threat short. “Just leave it and come back in about five, okay?”

“Yes, sir.” She glared at Victor and primly stepped back to let him pass.

Victor winked at her while moving past her. “Maybe I can look at you some more, later on?”

She slammed the door in his face.

Victor chuckled and motioned his head towards the door. “Secretary?” 

The chief shook his head. “No, Lieutenant. Come in and have a sit.”

He sat in the chair in front of the desk.

“Mmm, you’re late.” The Chief studied him.

“I’m graveyard shift, you know? When all the ghouls are out cruising for blood in their full glory.”

The older man snickered. “Yeah, I guess you would know, being the Hurt Legend and all.”

“I do enjoy my job.”

The man tilted his head back and laughed. “Yeah, I’ll just bet.”

“So, what do you have here in this wonderful wholesome beach community?”

The chief's laughter halted. “We got one of the worst ghouls I’ve ever heard of.”

Victor sat forward with avid interest. “My favorite kind.”

“Yep, I figured as much.” He took a file out, plopping it in front of him. “Have at it. We’ve gotten nowhere.”

He pulled the file close and studied the first page. Detective M.R. Valentine. His puzzled gaze rose.

“The secretary.” The chief grinned as he nodded his head. 

“A woman partner?” Victor gaped at him.

“Yes, Payne, they do have them on the force now.” The chief let out a stray chuckle.

He shook his head. “No way!”

“Yes way.” A voice fell over his shoulders.

He looked over to the door.

Miss Blue eyes glared at him. “It’s the twenty first century, but I guess an old dinosaur like you wouldn’t—”

“Valentine!” The chief shouted and motioned his head for her to sit.

She glared at Victor and sat.

“Now, this has been kept from the public, as the Mayor doesn’t want the bad publicity and this case has become top priority.” The chief announced.

They both sat silent in front of him.

“We’ve brought you here, Payne, because we need a fresh take on it.”

Victor heard Valentine make a scoffing noise under her breath.

He turned to look at her. “You got something to say, sweet lips?”

Valentine stood from the chair. “Oh, I’m gonna whip your archaic ass!” Her sapphire eyes glittered while she balled her hands into fists.

He stood and towered over her. “I don't fight babes...even the delicious kind.” 

She released a heavy breath and leaned close. “Well, you’re about to learn how.”

“Stop,” the Chief shouted. “The both of you...sit!” 

The quarrelsome pair turned their gazes to his and they both slowly sat back down.

“You two better try to get along, because you have a time limit to solve this.”

“A time limit?” Valentine sat forward.

He nodded his grey head. “The Malibu press knows about it and they are antsy to print.”

Victor chuckled.

Valentine swung her depreciative gaze over to him.

“I’ll have the suspect in two days or less.” He shrugged.

Again, Valentine released an insolent huff of disgust.

The chief eyed her with an amused twinkle in his eyes. “That’s about all we have, maybe three days, and then it goes to the FBI.”

They both gasped as though they’d been punched in their arrogant egos.

“No fucking way, am I gonna let the feds take this over,” Payne vowed.

Valentine snickered.

He swung his steely glare over to her.

“You’re so full of yourself,” she retorted.

At the scathing remark, Victor drew a brow up while he looked over her curves. I’m very full, and would love to share and just fill you all the way up. He grinned at her. “My record is public knowledge.”

The Chief cleared his throat. “You both need to try and work as a team and get this killer.”

Payne stood from the chair, the file in his hand. “Okay.” He stepped to the door.

The Chief raised his brows at the seemingly reluctant Valentine.

She released an irritated breath and followed him to the door.

“Oh, and you’d better get to the latest, it just came in. Ask Julian at the desk,” the chief added as they stood in the doorway.

Victor went through the door, turned and bowed at her with aplomb.

His new and unwilling partner squared her shoulders and swept past him.

Victor’s smile dropped as she marched away.

“Hey, Payne?” The old cop called to him. “Valentine was top of her class, holds a fantastic record of perps caught, is a perfect shot and she’s belted in three arts.” He gave him a wink. “Way overqualified for a secretary.”

“All right, I’ll try, okay?” 

“Just remember not everyone is how they appear to be.”

Victor stilled and stared back at the wise captain. “Yeah, that’s so true.” He turned away, shutting the door.

~* * * *~

The new unenthusiastic partners rode in the car in an absolute strained silence. 

Victor drove at high speeds, wildly switching lanes in and out of traffic, the magnetic red and blue light flashing glaringly from the roof of his Mustang.

Valentine’s scornful gaze remained forward and she refused to grip the dash or show any apprehension of his haphazard driving.

“Do you like fast cars?” He peeked sideways at her. 

“About as much as fast guys,” she grunted and folded her arms over her dark jacket.

“Yeah, I bet you go for the square box type,” Payne jeered. “In guys and cars.”

She bit her lip to keep from replying.

Victor smiled and maneuvered the muscle car up the asphalt drive. At the end of the overly long driveway, a colossal mansion sat in ostentatious splendor, neatly obscured by enormous trees. “The shitty rich and vaguely bored.” He grimaced. “Asphalt and pretentious wealth in front with a private beach party at the back.”

Valentine refused to banter with him. If I ignore him, I may avoid being charged with murder. His swaggering walk and self-righteous smile just made her want to reach into her shoulder holster, take out her forty-five and blow a shiny new hole into his fat head. She smiled at the gratifying image while she got out of the car. 

They went around the caution tape and came into the vast foyer.

Victor halted to stare around.

Valentine bumped into him. His body felt like a steel drum as she bounced back in her tracks. “What the...?”

He stood stock-still.

She came around him and peered up at him.

He shook his head, stepped around her and went up the stairs.

“Where the hell are you going?” she called to his back.

“To the murder scene.” He kept moving along the stairs. “Duh!” 

Valentine glowered at his tall form moving up the wide stairs and she muttered several choice expletives under her breath as she followed him. Halting just inside of the bedroom door, she drew in a gasping breath at the sight of all the crimson splattered everywhere. She’d already been to three of these, but it still sickened her.

Victor stood to the side of the bed. “Some nasty lovemaking, all right.” He dropped his explorative gaze to the floor.

Valentine followed his gaze to the spot he studied.

A broken champagne glass peeked out from beneath the bed. “Mmm, maybe we’ll get some blood from the killer,” Victor mused aloud.

“No, not once has she left—”

“She?” He glanced over at her.

“It's nearly certain, with the bedroom scene, flowers, candles and the champagne?” 

“Nothing is nearly certain, Valentine. Things either are or they’re not. And they could be gay?” He smirked. “It’s been known to happen in the civilized world.”

“Nope, all of the victims were definitely heterosexual and that’s for certain.” She placed her hands on her hips.

He strolled around the room with a wandering style and stood over the body.

A young uniformed officer stepped up next to him. “Philip Gardner, software mogul and all around ladies man.” He clicked his tongue with a depreciating tick.

“Apparently, his lovemaking lacked abhorrently this time.” Victor snickered.

Valentine drew in a horrified breath. “What a hideous thing to say!”

He ignored her and went back over to the bed. “Any blood here?” he queried the young cop.

“A couple of spots, maybe?” The uniformed rookie shrugged his navy blue shoulders.

Payne nodded. “Mmm.” He stepped back over to the victim.

Classically good-looking, with wavy dark hair, the dead man wore a new unnatural orifice on his body as he sported a neatly ripped esophagus, which indiscriminately spewed blood everywhere. “There’s other blood here.” His focused gaze swiveled to hers. “The killer's blood.” 

“How do you know?”

“She.” He raised a brow at her. “Cut herself on the glass.”

Valentine was truly puzzled by this bizarre conclusion. “How do you know that?”

Victor ignored her yet again and meandered into the bathroom, took a napkin from his pocket and opened the medicine cabinet.

Grudgingly curious, she followed behind him.

“Yep, a whole candy shop of a pharmacy!” He shut it, moving to the shower.

She tilted her head and watched him. He’s so odd, but he looked at absolutely everything.

“There will be more traces in here,” he called back to the young uniformed officer, “Hey kid, have them do a wash test.”

Valentine gaped at him. “How do you know all that?”

He shook his head and went past her. “She carefully showered the blood off.”

Valentine turned to the shower and peeked in.

“Are you coming?” 

She sighed with irritation at his bellowing tone and turned to leave as a glittering from next to the toilet caught her attention. She took a napkin from her pocket and grabbed the item up. An earring? She gulped. A star- shaped sapphire earring? Her head jerked high and she casually dropped the sparkling trinket into her pocket.

“Coming?” he asked from the bathroom doorway.

Valentine jumped at his call and turned to see his swiftly receding back moving away again. She hurried to the grisly bedroom and stared around.

The uniformed officer looked busy taking pictures.

“Where did he go?” she asked.

“He left.” He aimed his camera down and snapped another image.

“God Dammit!” She released an aggravated breath.

Payne sat in the car, his eyes narrowing when he saw her come out of the door.

Valentine opened the heavy door and got in. “That's all, Sherlock? No other sleuthing?” Her question held a sarcastic note.

“I got all I needed, Miss Watson.” His eyes met hers. “And you?”

“I suppose.” 

“I’ve been waiting here for a while,” he smirked. “So...you what? Were doing your makeup in that posh bathroom?”

Valentine tilted her chin. “Take a good look at my face.” 

“I have been.” 

“Not a drop of any paint.” She faced forward.

He chuckled and started the engine. “Yeah, some chicks do have that type of beauty.” He drove down the long driveway.

Stunned by the near compliment an exuberant smile emerged on her lips. Chicks? Her smile immediately evaporated. The man is a definite pig. “So, where are we going?” 

Victor swung the car over, switching lanes. “To a club.”

“A club?”

“The one where Philip, the stud, met the sexy slasher.” He showed her a cold grin.

“How did you—?”

“Valentine, you need to pay attention, you know?” 

“Is that a swipe?” 

“Just an observation.”

She released an annoyed breath as he made a swerving turn and raced down a side street. He hastily slid the car into a tight parking spot. “There was a matchbook on the bedside table.”

“Yeah?” She peered over to see the marquee-like sign on the building. The Door.

“Coming?” He opened the car door.

“Uh—yeah.” 

“You’re not paying attention again, Sweet Valentine,” he taunted while getting out and shutting the car door.

Valentine stood from the vehicle, scowling at him over the cars roof. “Sweet Valentine?”

Victor released a small chuckle. “Well, I don't know your other two names.” He headed toward the club entrance.

Exasperated, she shut the door with a solid furious slam.

He flipped around. “Hey!”

Her head swung up.

“This is a fine muscle car and she doesn’t like rough treatment.” He frowned at her. “You don’t treat a Boss that way!”

“She?” Valentine puzzled aloud. “A Boss?”

“Yes, a Boss Mustang.” He shook his head at her. “Just be more considerate, okay?” 

“Oh, the man who insults everybody is gonna teach me some manners?” she challenged to his receding back.

Victor went in through the club entrance.

The Door, God Dammit, why here? Valentine realized she'd racked up more problems than just an annoying new partner. She hesitated for a few tense seconds, and then followed him in.

It looked dark inside and being the afternoon, it appeared to be empty. Now, where did the big jerk go? She looked around and heard a girl-like giggle.

The big jerk gazed indulgently up at a pole with avid interest.

A nearly naked blonde girl hung onto the brass pole, her long shapely leg raised high.

Valentine stepped closer.

“So, you’re practicing your art, eh?” A twinkle danced in his dark eyes while he took in the dancers form.

Valentine rolled her eyes.

The pole girl glanced over to Valentine and she visibly paled.

Victor turned to gaze at Valentine, and then looked back up to the dancer. “This is Tiffany Blaze.” He wore a smug smile.

Valentine took a step back.

Tiffany swallowed heavily and swung her eyes away.

He lifted a brow. “So, Tiffany, did you know Mr. Gardner?”

She slid lower along the brass pole and leaned down to get her robe.

Victor followed her movements closely and smiled while he studied her taut little derriere.

“I don't know. Maybe?” The dancer tugged her robe on. “They don't always give names here, you know?” Her gaze locked with Valentine’s.

Payne's brow wrinkled at the pointed gaze. “Here’s a picture.” He handed it up to her.

Tiffany grabbed it and studied it. “Nope.” She handed the picture back while her hand shook, avoiding Valentine’s intense stare completely. “I gotta run.” She backed away, gracefully stepping off the small stage.

He glanced over at Valentine.

She watched the edgy blonde disappear through a side door.

“Have you ever been here before?” he asked.

“No, I haven’t.”

“Yeah, this place wouldn’t be caught dead in your cute, little black book, I suppose. We’ll have to come back when it's in full swing.” He gave her a wicked smile. “I would just hate to miss her act, you know? I can really get into this fine arts and entertainment bit.” He strolled toward the back of the club, going out through the back exit.

Valentine curled her lip in repugnance at his crude sense of humor and stood staring at the empty stage. She released a tense breath and rushed over to the exit to catch up with him. The back door led to an alley and she spotted him at the far end.

He stood very still below a fire escape as he stared upward.

Curious, she stepped in next to him and raised her gaze. “What are we looking at?” 

As a reply, he grunted, shrugged his shoulders and wandered out to the street. Victor halted as though he were searching for something.

Baffled, by this new bizarre behavior, she walked over to stand next to him again. “What is it, Payne?”

“Just cop's intuition.” 

“About...?”

“Just a gut feeling, Sweet Valentine.” He moved to the car.

She glared at him as she marched over to the car. “You have to stop with the cutesy nickname!”

Unlocking the car door, he reached in to pop the lock to hers. “I will, as soon as I get a real name from you.”

“A real name?” 

“Yeah, you know a first name or a real nickname?” He shrugged his shoulders. “But until then...?”

“What is it with this name game?” She opened her door and got in. “And it’s Detective Valentine, Lieutenant Payne!”

The amused Lieutenant started the Mustang and tore out into the road, whipping the car up to a stoplight as it jerked with a huge lurch.

“What the hell is your God Damn hurry?” The dismayed female detective gripped the dashboard for all it was worth.

Victor ignored her and kept driving while he ripped through side streets and up alleys, the car spinning sideways and back. He grinned and kept his gaze on the street. “I'm hungry and I tend to turn into a beast if I don’t satisfy a craving.” He swerved the car up through another street and came to screeching halt. “Yep, she stops on the dime!” His booming voice rose with pride.

Valentine pried her white knuckles from the dashboard and puffed at a stray strand of hair that had fallen over her flushed face.

He rolled the window down and reached into his jacket pocket. He lifted a small cigar, snapped his gold Zippo open, and lit it.

“What are we doing here?” She looked around to see he’d parked in a back alley.

“I told you already.” He puffed on his cigar.

Valentine spotted an odd-looking man walking up to the driver's side. “We’ve got company.” She drew her hand to her inside holster.

“It's just Tookey,” Payne scoffed. “So, just keep your itchy fire power in your sweet pants, okay?”

Gasping at the rude insult, she opened her mouth to tell him just where he could stick his vulgarity as the Asian man stepped closer to the car, lifted a brown sack and grinned. Valentine shut her mouth and watched him.

Payne reached into his pocket and took out a twenty.

Tookey grimaced. “No Yen, Vic.” He bowed toward the car door. “After you save my girl?” The old man shook his grey head at him.

“How is Yoo?” Victor grabbed the brown sack.

“She well and cranky like always.” The old man gave him a huge toothless smile.

Payne nodded at him and patted his hand.

Tookey backed away with aplomb, bowed formally, and made his way back down the alley.

Valentine observed the entire odd exchange in a mystified silence. “A fan of yours, I presume?”

Setting the bag on the seat, he started the car, tearing his way out of the alley. “Sure, I’m a local hero, didn’t you know?” Victor sped the car along another side street, the muscle car's tail end lurching as he drove around a pile of unknown garbage. Finally slowing the powerful beast of a car, he traveled over a hill and the vehicle dipped along a dirt road, which seemed to appear out of nowhere.

A dirt road in LA? Valentine looked all around.

Victor halted the car in front of a small house.

Dust wafted in through the window and hit her in the nostrils she drew her head back and sneezed loudly.

“Yeah, good old-fashioned dirt.” He grabbed the bag from the seat and shut the door.

She sniffled and sneezed again, remaining in the seat while she reached down into her jacket for a tissue.

Appearing at her window, he leaned in. “Here you go.” He handed her a tissue.

She jumped, as she never heard him approach.

“You really need to start paying attention!” He climbed the steps to the house. “Coming?” he called back. 

Valentine knew she currently suffered from extreme aggravation and it grew more intense by the moment. This new partner could possibly make her blow her cool completely. With his dangerously fast driving, along with the stupid one-liners, thinking he was a swaggering TV cop or something! And the disrespect of using cutesy female nicknames? She opened the car door and shut it, gazing up at the house. I’m getting more than fed up. She halted and studied the house, struck by its outdated character. It looked—quaint, odd? She shook her head. Like an old granny’s house?

“Get your sweet little Valentine ass in here!” he bellowed from the open doorway.

Valentine experienced true rage, while she stormed her way up the steps. Things are gonna change in this little partnership. I’m not going to take this shit! She halted at the unexpected sight and her jaw dropped.

The front room overflowed with antiques. An old grandfather clock stood by the front entry and oil paintings adorned every mauve painted wall. An oversized red leather couch sat in front of a vintage looking fireplace. 

Valentine blinked her stunned eyes as she stared. Persian rugs, old Tiffany lamps and little figurines lined many knick-knack shelves.

“Are you done?” he quipped from the doorway of the kitchen.

“How on earth?”

“I’m a collector.” He folded his arms over his wide chest.

“And I’m amazed.” Her startled attention focused on a Monet painting. “Is...?”

“Yep, authentic as all of the rest here. You just never know about someone, I guess.” His dark brow arched with his quiet statement and he went into the kitchen.

She followed, and then stopped in her tracks while hit by another startling revelation. 

The kitchen gleamed at her with a striking image, all black appliances and brass fixtures within red brick walls. An impressive bar ran through the middle of the room and comfy high-back leather stools lined the unique wood hewn counter, its length adorned with a brass bar. A bright, vast bay window let in the Californian sunlight as it overflowed with herb plants and flowers.

Victor sat at the long elegant bar. “Pull up a stool and get ready for a slice of oriental heaven.” He took various items from the brown bag “

Hesitant, she carefully sat and gawked around at the marvelously inventive kitchen. “Chinese food?”

“Not just any Chinese food.” He dished out noodles and various sides. 

The aroma from it was magnificent, and she did feel hungry.

“Eat up!” He handed her the chopsticks.

Taking the sticks from him, she shook her head a slight smile on her lips.

With a smooth skill, he used the chops and began to eat.

She dipped the sticks and twirled the noodles into her mouth. “Mmm,” she moaned at the flavor.

“See?” He nodded as he took another bite.

They ate in a comfortable contented silence for several minutes.

“Wine?” he offered.

She nodded while she tasted the best chicken she’d ever known.

He poured some dark liquid into a long stemmed crystal glass.

Valentine took a sip. “Nice flavor.” She swallowed with appreciation and sat the glass on the counter.

“Yeah, people can surprise you.” He drank his wine down.

“Mmm?” She chewed her food and swallowed. “What?”

“You never thought a brute like me would have some taste and a little class.”

Valentine broke out into a wide grin. Yeah, you got that right, Mister Brute! She remained mute though while she set her sticks down and took another sip of wine.

“And I never thought a prissy clean cop like you would be a liar, a thief and a God Dammed fraud.” His eyes narrowed at her.

She spluttered and spit out her wine. “What?” 

Victor dotted her chin with a napkin. “And a messy slob, as well.” 

“What the fuck are you talking about?” She pushed his hand away.

“Come on and just tell me.”

She shook her head at him with puzzlement.

He leaned in close. “I can personally guarantee you won't like my interrogation methods.”

Valentine gasped. “Are you are threatening me, Lieutenant?”

“Threatening, Detective?” He tilted his head at her. “Now, that’s a strong accusation.” He reached out, grasped her shirtfront with one hand, and lifted her entirely away from the stool. “It can’t really be simply threatening, if I make good on it.” He raised her up high with one hand.

“What the fuck?” She gaped down at him.

Victor winked up at her. “Yes, you just never know.” He laughed and it echoed around the kitchen like a thousand hissing snakes. His eyes glowed at her with a gold sheen while his skin marbled and gleamed under the low light. He rose in stature and grew before her bewildered gaze, his glowing angry gaze now meeting with hers. “Get ready for Payne, 101!”

CHAPTER TWO

Valentine drew in a stunned breath while she hung in the air. “What the fuck are you?”

“I've wondered the same about you,” he growled at her.

In defense, she reached for her holster and found her gun missing.

Victor raised the weapon while crushing it like a wad of paper in his hand. “It wouldn’t have helped anyway.” He dropped the twisted forty-five to the floor.

Flinching when she heard it hit the floor, she tried to loosen his steel-like grip.

“I want for us to do this nice.” He yanked her to his chest. “So, you need to just tell me.”

Valentine jerked her fist back and slammed him in the stomach. She met with iron-ridged abs and winced with an agonizing gasp. She shook her hand as it throbbed with a smarting.

“Now that wasn’t very nice.” His echoing voice hummed through her.

Squirming wildly in his grip, she attempted to swing her body back to get a good swift kick in as he raised them entirely away from the floor. Valentine froze and gaped down while the floor receded.

“Just answer,” he urged.

“I have no idea what you’re talking about.” Her alarmed gaze remained riveted to the floor below.

“In your pocket!” He grasped her hand. “Bring it out.”

Valentine dug into her pocket for the balled up napkin. She raised it and the earring fell out.

Victor opened his palm, caught it and closed his fist. “Do you just have a weak spot for jewelry or what?” He looked into her eyes. “Funny...you don’t wear any though.”

Valentine turned her head away, a determined pout on her lips.

“I can see nice isn’t going to cut it,” he whispered to her ear and her whole body trembled in his grasp

Victor stilled and seemed to breathe in her scent. He swung her away and gazed into her deep blue eyes. “If only you were...” He floated them down to the floor.

She lowered her face. “It’s not what it looks like.”

“Yeah, I’ve heard that line before.” 

Her gaze rose to his.

He appeared normal again.

“So, you’re a super hero or something?”

“Something, might be a better description.” He laughed with a scoffing. “A Superhero!”

“Well, you’re obviously not human.”

“If I were completely beast, you would be...” He stood closer and leaned in, his lips next to hers. “Fucked.”

Valentine shivered, but held still. 

Victor grabbed her again. “And, I mean thoroughly fucked.” His warm lips touched hers and he kissed her.

A tremor of heat bolted through her. She immediately loved the taste of his lips, drawn to the exhilarating warmth from those steel-like arms embracing her. He could really kiss! Valentine surprised herself as she looped her arms around his neck and kissed him back.

Abruptly, he let go and stepped away.

Stunned, she stumbled back, her fingers rising to her tender lips.

“But thankfully, I’m human enough to resist the temptation.” He turned to the bar.

Valentine experienced relief and disappointment at the same time as she touched her lips and still experienced the heat from his body. She aimlessly drifted in a haze of something she couldn’t identify.

“So, we seem to have a small dilemma here.” He stared at her.

“Uh?” Valentine shook her head to clear away the odd fogged effect. She turned away to hide the startling fact that her hands literally shook as she sat on the leather stool. “I don't know where to start.”

Victor watched her closely as he calmly sat next to her, reached for the wine bottle and poured it into her glass. “Oh, I don't know?” He filled his glass. “The truth would be my first choice.”

A flash of sudden anger grazed her as she realized she looked extremely guilty of suspicious activities, and her brazen behavior when he kissed her nudged at her like stinging needle pricks. “Oh, yeah?” She took a bitter sip of her wine. “So, how come you live a complete lie then?”

“What?”

“You heard me. All those collars and the legend?” She downed her wine in an effort to bolster her courage. “All in a regular cop's world?” She batted her lashes at him. “With an unfair advantage of having super powers or something.”

His eyes blazed at her. “Oh, I see. That’s certainly a pointed accusation, isn’t it? Lying and possibly cheating my fellow officers by having an advantage over the common, lowly criminal?” Victor clicked his tongue with depreciation. “Coming from a supposed cop who takes evidence, hides information about the killer and isn’t who she says she is?” He batted his eyelashes back at her and downed his own drink.

Valentine stood from the stool. “I’m going home now.”

He grabbed her wrist. “Nope.”

“You let go, you...” Her eyes met his.

“Go ahead and finish the description.” His eyes glowed at her.

She swallowed. “Just let go of me.”

Victor leaned in close. “You and I are now real buddies.” 

“What does that mean?” 

“We’ll be living together for a few days, at least.” He let go of her.

“What?” 

“Do you honestly think I’ll just turn my back while you’re fucking with this entire case?” He shook his head.

“I am not!”

Victor casually poured more wine. “Tampering with evidence, threatening a witness, assuming a false identity?” He let out a cold laugh. “You probably aren’t even a real cop.”

“Not a...” The accusations astounded her. “Well, I’m sure the Los Angeles police force would be mighty interested in a freak cop!”

“So, go and tell them!” 

She swallowed her retort.

“Yeah, that's what I fucking thought. You would go straight to Psyche!” He stepped off the stool. “Ooh, my partner is a gargoyle, everybody!” He pitched his voice high while he dramatically waved his hands around like a scared girl.

Valentine gaped at him. “A gargoyle?” 

“Yeah, what the hell did you think I was?” He sat back down.

“I don't know...I never—”

“So, back to the old dilemma.” 

Her gaze remained blank.

Victor snapped his fingers in her face. “Hello?”

Bewildered, Valentine didn’t know what to think or do. The man is a gargoyle?

“So you know the truth about me and now?” he prompted.

“I really can't explain it.”

“Well, you’d better give it a try. Take a seat.” He raised the glass. “And start talking.”

“I just reacted when I saw it.” 

He patted the stool.

Valentine released a resigned breath and got up onto the stool.

Grinning, he handed her a shot glass.

Still slow to thought and actions, she peered down at it.

“Whisky.” 

Tipping it back, she downed the scalding tangy liquid.

“The old truth modulator!” He tapped another shot into her glass.

“The truth is, I don't know why. The earring seemed so familiar, and the club?” She recklessly downed the whiskey again and slammed the glass on the bar.

“Just gut responses?”

“Yes, and that’s the truth. “She met his gaze.

“Oh no, missy, we’re not even close.” He dispensed yet another shot for her.

Valentine tilted the tumbler up with a lopsided smile. “At least I feel better now.” She knocked it back and shivered as the hot drink went down.

“So, what about this Tiffany stripper?” He looked intense again.

“Never saw her before.”

“She knew you,” he challenged.

“I know.” 

Payne lifted the nearly empty bottle and streamed an additional shot of the dark, heady truth serum into her glass.

“It‘s happened before,” she whispered.

He poured the last shot for himself and tipped it back.

“There seems to be someone out there who looks exactly like me.”

Victor swallowed the whiskey with a grimace. “A doppelganger?” 

“A what?”

“A person unknown, who’s your perfect double,” he explained with a shrug.

“I think I’m gonna need counseling after this case is done. Gargoyles, dopple-thingys and what's next?” Her anxious gaze swung around the room. “You don’t happen to have any leprechauns hidden in the closet, do you?” 

“You'd be surprised.” He winked at her and gave her a friendly nudge with his shoulder. “So, do you think the earring is hers?”

She wrinkled her brow. “Hers?”

“You know the double?” 

“Nope, I have the exact same pair,” she answered.

“You do?” 

“And, I have both earrings at my apartment.” She nodded.

He sat silent for a long moment.

“I can prove it to you!” She hiccupped.

His gaze swung over at the hiccup sound.

Valentine gave him a brilliant smile and raised her fingers to his face. “You know you’re a really nice guy underneath the big jerk face, pig act.” Her giggle rippled in the room.

Victor blinked rapidly at her description. “Well, I don't know which part of that was more insulting?”

Laughter bubbled from her. “Yeah, chauvinistic against women with a heavy-handed, law breaking way of being a cop. Insulting everyone and swaggering around with a puffed up ego!” She laughed so hard she nearly fell off the stool.

“Nah, it was the part about be being a nice guy that really smarted. “He raised a comical brow at her.

Valentine laughed even harder and she did, in fact, slide all the way off the stool.

He caught her and hauled her up.

Her eyes met his and her laughter halted.

Victor gazed into her eyes.

“And you’re a great kisser.” 

“Yeah?” He studied her lips.

She nodded her head. “What else are you good at?” She leaned in and kissed him.

The tall detective pulled her close, kissing her hard and just like before, the kiss elicited a feeling like she’d never experienced with anyone else. A tingle ran from her lips along her neck and down through her body with a pronounced adrenaline rush. She’d never received such a seductive power from a kiss before.

Victor set her away and looked into her eyes. “Killing.”

She tilted her head back. “What?”

“You asked what else.” He looked angry.

“But if you and I—?” 

“It would kill you.” His eyes glowed at her.

“Kill me?” A hiccup slipped out. “If you screwed me? Talk about an enormous ego!” Her laughter grew. “Nobody’s that good in bed!”

The humored cop swung her up into his arms and moved out of the kitchen. “Yeah, yeah that's what I meant, all right.” 

Valentine cuddled her face to his neck. “Mmm, and you smell so wonderful.”

“Yeah, I think you do too.” He dropped her onto the brass bed.

The air left her lungs as she bounced across the soft mattress and gazed up at him. “So?” she urged.

“What?” 

She lifted her fingers to her lips and touched the tender spots from where he’d kissed her. “You said—if you were a full beast?”

Victor leaned down closer.

Anticipation spurred through her.

“You’re drunk.” He yanked the blanket over her.

At his cold tone, she flinched with a sting of rejection. “Yeah, I must be loaded to have thought you were good looking and attractive!”

“Good night, Sweet Valentine!” He headed for the door.

“And fuck that Sweet Valentine shit, you creep!” she retorted to his back.

Victor chuckled and shut the door.

“He turned me down?” She let out a silly giggle. “Chicken shit.” She sighed heavily while the room spun above her. “The ecstasy would kill me, eh?” Valentine remembered the glorious tingle from his kiss and shut her eyes. Yeah, maybe it would at that.

~* * * *~

Valentine opened her eyes and stared up at the unfamiliar ceiling while bright sunlight streamed into the room. Where the hell am I? She sat upright and grabbed her sore head. “Oh!” She winced with the horrific throbbing and heard a chortle as she swerved her stunned gaze over. Payne?

He tilted his dark head at her and raised a cup. “Coffee?”

She grabbed the cup gingerly and peered down. She wore a huge pajama shirt and stared over at him.

Victor lifted his brows and shrugged.

“What happened last night?” she asked.

“Fuzzy about it, are we?”

“We were in the kitchen and you,” she halted. “Turned into a...” Her mouth dried up with the image.

“Turned into a what?” 

“I remember taking whiskey shots and...” She swallowed heavily.

“And, then you said how great I smelled, what a great kisser I was and I gave you my pajamas.” He gave her a playful wink.

Valentine gasped with panic and the coffee sloshed.

“Be careful there, it's,” he paused with emphasis. “Pretty fucking hot.” 

“You are not saying—I,” she gulped. “That we...?”

Victor stood from the bed. “Oh no, now we’re having the morning after regret?” He sighed heavily.

The leading remark caused another horrified gasp as Valentine’s head pounded with a miserable drum beat effect. “I wouldn’t sleep with a brutish self-serving egomaniac like you!”

A solemn expression appeared on his face. “Well, now that’s not a very nice thing to say. I am truly hurt.” 

“Ooh!” she seethed. “You got me drunk and then—”

“My, my we are the pitiful victim!”

She gazed dazedly into her coffee cup. “I don't do one night stands.”

“No, but your trick handstands were very entertaining,” he teased

Her head flew up. “You are so making this up!” 

“Yeah?” He sat on the bed. “So, then how come I know about the little rose, eh?”

She sucked her breath in at the implication. “You low down bastard!” 

“Aww, don't be like that, dear.” He gave out a sad sigh.

Valentine dropped her shocked gaze back to her coffee cup while her chest huffed and puffed with rage.

“Drink your coffee while it’s hot, sweet lips.” 

Her glinting gaze shot up, she grasped the cup and threw it into his face. 

Victor jerked his head back and glared at her.

She froze while she watched him wipe his face with the sheet.

He stood from the bed and grabbed her clothes from the chair. “Put your clothes on, hussy!”

Her mouth dropped open at the insult. Her clothes hit her full in the face and she yanked the blouse down.

“Unless...you need help dressing too?” Innuendo purred in his tone.

Valentine trembled with fury and self-loathing.

“Come on, snap it up. We gotta lead!” he called as he went to the door.

A horrified shame washed over her as she watched the door close. Oh man, I slept with that insufferable son of a bitch? She shook her head and scooted to the edge to tug her slacks on. I’ll never get over the humiliation from this. She yanked the pajama top off and peered down at the little red rose on her breast. And I’ll never get through paying for the head-shrinking bill either. 

“Are you coming?” His rumbling voice bellowed from the hall.

Valentine’s hands shook as she buttoned her blouse with shaky fingers. What a fucking lowlife, getting me sauced and... She froze and remembered falling asleep, alone. Of all the lowdown things to pull!

She stood and tucked her shirt into her slacks. Well, two can play at who’s the hussy game! “Keep your pants on, maggot!” she yelled out while she hunted for her shoes and heard his wicked chuckle from the hallway. She released an aggravated sigh while hastily tugging the shoe onto her foot as she rolled her eyes with revulsion.

~* * * *~

After another adventure in wildly dangerous stunt driving through the crowded streets of LA, Victor maneuvered the Boss up to a small Cul-de-sac and came to a screeching halt at the curb.

Valentine didn’t utter a word the entire trip. I won’t give him the satisfaction! But, before this case is through? He’ll want me bad and I will turn and say, ‘Oh? Well, we did it already, so what's the point?’ She quietly smirked at the imagined scene and stared up at the building. Gracen apartments. 

“You’re not paying attention again, Sweet—” 

“Use that name again and you will be minus a set!” she seethed.

“My, my, up on the wrong side of the shot glass this morning!” He got out of the car.

Valentine fought the urge to scream. Okay, just stick to the case for now and he can just go fuck him...

“Hello?” Victor called back to her from the sidewalk.

She got out of the car and rushed to catch him at the stairs.

“It’s five flights, Sweet V.” He kept climbing.

Sweet V didn’t reply, as she envisioned herself dumping him head first from the top of these very stairs.

After a long climb, Victor stopped in front of one of the doors. He reached into his jacket for his holstered gun.

Instinctively, she reached inside her jacket for her weapon. I don't have mine.

He pulled the forty-five from his coat pocket. “You dropped it,” he whispered low and knocked on the door. 

Her brow furrowed at him as she took the gun. How in earth did he get my gun?

They both stepped to the side and held their weapons ready.

“Yes?” A soft voice came from the other side of the door.

“Miss Green?” he called out.

A long silence stretched out from the other side.

Valentine recognized the dancer’s voice as they both waited

“Go away!” the woman pleaded from inside the apartment.

Afraid not, but we can get a warrant if you want?” Payne winked at Valentine.

After another long hush, the door opened a crack the chain lock in place. “I don't know anything!” she whispered out through the space.

Victor’s body appeared to go rigid. “Who hurt you?”

“What?” she gasped.

He hit the door with his shoulder, the chain snapped and he moved inside.

Valentine came in behind him.

He held the hysterical girl and gently patted her back.

“I told her—I didn't talk!” Tiffany’s tear filled gaze rose to see Valentine. She leapt away from him and sprinted through the hall. 

“She’s cut up and terrified,” Victor explained.

They heard a splintering crash and rushed down the hall. The door stood flung open, the room empty. 

Payne moved to the open window and peered down. “Now, why did she go and do that?” 

Valentine stepped closer and sighed at the sight of the dancer's broken body lying on the parking lot pavement. “She thought I was...”

“That you were...who?” 

She turned away and pulled out her cell.

“Who?” he repeated.

Valentine called the location in and listened for a moment. “Yeah right, okay.” She flipped the phone closed.

He watched her face and waited. “You'd better be telling me what the hell is up.”

“I can't prove it and I don't know if I want to.” She looked around the room for any clues.

“We got dead, sliced and diced corpses piling up around us, Valentine!”

She flinched. “I know that!”

Victor studied her face.

“Take me home,” she ordered.

“Now, wait just a damn minute!”

“I’ll show you, okay?” She made her way to the door. “Are you coming?” she called in a gruff imitation of his voice as she looked over at him from the doorway. 

Victor shook his head and followed her out.

~* * * *~

Valentine swung her apartment door open and reached for the wall switch.

Victor grabbed her hand and tugged her back. “Shhh.” He mouthed and stepped into the darkened apartment.

Baffled, she stood back. He never took out his gun! She heard a startling crash, pulled her gun out and went in. She could hear all kinds of loud booming bumps and the clamoring sound of breaking glass, as she stepped carefully through the front hall.

The light switch popped on and Victor stood next to the wall by the kitchen, his face bloody.

She gasped and swung her suspicious gaze around.

“Gone,” he whispered with a wince. “You’d better tell me everything and now.” 

Valentine took a defensive step back. 

“Now, Valentine!” He was in her face before she even blinked.

“I have surveillance videos—” she halted while she gawked around at her trashed apartment. “Fuck. What the hell happened here?” 

“What videos?”

Valentine dropped her gaze, her desk sat lopsided on its side. “My—”

He grabbed her up. “We’re not gonna dance anymore, Marla!”

Her eyes swung up as she stared at his blood-smeared face. “So, now you know my name?”

Victor ignored the question. “What tapes and how in the fuck do you know another—?” He winced and raised his hands to the scratches on his face.

“Why the hell didn't you use your gun?” she asked.

“It wouldn't have helped.” 

“You’re hurt.” She raised her hand toward his injured face.

“Yeah, it’s happened once or twice in the last hundred...” Victor released a loud aggravated breath. “Never mind. What videos?”

Without giving an answer, she went to the kitchen and grabbed a washcloth. She turned on the faucet as he stood just behind her. Turning, she bumped into him. “Stop hugging my ass, will ya?” She lifted the dampened rag to his face.

He grabbed her wrists. “Answers.”

“Okay, okay! Early in the case, I went to the three scenes and got security camera videos—one from the club, one from a hotel lobby and one from a residence.”

“Yeah, and?” he urged.

“I’m on all of them.” 

“What do you mean?”

Valentine shook his hands off and lifted the cloth to the mean looking scratches. “They were all well before the murders.”

“Ouch!” he whined at her ministrations.

“The Hurt Legend is a big baby!” she snickered.

“I’m just not used to pain.” 

She met his eyes. “Yeah, but you sure dish it out enough, don't you?” she taunted. “Aww, these will heal,” she paused as they healed instantly. “Quickly?” 

With an irritated huff, he jerked his face away from her hands. “It wouldn’t have taken five fucking minutes for healing, if it been a human who attacked me.”

“Human?” She drew in a breath.

Victor turned to look around. “So, where did you keep these tapes?”

“So, the part about the gargoyle–thing was–” she stuttered at the realization. She reeled with shock from her memory of last night—it wasn’t just a drunken hallucination. So, he did crush her gun before and he'd morphed to a towering giant in front of her!

He ignored her and searched through a pile of papers scattered on the floor. “Where, Valentine?”

At his booming question, she shook her head. “Um, in the desk.” She walked over to the fallen piece of furniture where she kept everything important to her work. “In the locked drawer.” Ripped in three pieces, the splintered drawer lay empty.

“So, where are the earrings?” He sighed from behind her.

She spun around. “You think I’m...?”

“I don't know what to think!”

“They’re in my room in the jewelry box on my nightstand,” she informed him in a dull tone.

He turned away and went down the hall.

Valentine spanned the room, revolted by the haphazard and careless destruction of her personal belongings. “I need to call this in.” She took out her cell.

“You’d better not,” he warned from the hall entrance.

She looked over at him.

He lifted an earring. “There’s only one.” He reached into his jacket and raised the glittery star shaped trinkets together.

“So, what are you saying?” 

Victor walked over and steered her to the door. “We need to go.”

“But, my apartment!” 

“Leave it.” He pushed her out and walked ahead along the steps.

She followed in a distracted haze

“We have two days to find her.” He opened the car door.

Her eyes met his over the car roof. “Her?”

“I don't suspect you, but others will. You’re being neatly framed, my Sweet Valentine.” He got in the car.

“What the hell?” She opened the door and got in.

With his usual wild, erratic driving, he swerved the Boss out onto the street. “We’re going to pull surveillance tonight, so guess what we need?” 

Valentine swiveled her startled gaze over to see his wicked smile and she grabbed onto the dash as her stomach jolted with nervous flip-flops.

The Mustang ripped through the streets and he gave her a sly grin. “It’s a real emergency when a beast is hungry, you know?” He reached through the window with one hand and plunked the magnetic light onto the roof.

~* * * *~

The Door Club, Santa Monica

They sat in the red Mustang and ate the delicious Asian ambrosia as Payne called it. Finally, Valentine set her container down with a gratified sigh.

He handed her a soda. “No wine or whiskey tonight, my Sweet—”

She snatched the can from his grasp with a snarl.

“Yeah, I guess I can't call you that anymore.” He chuckled at her hostile expression.

Valentine snapped opened the coke. “Like you ever should’ve in the first fucking place. So how did you find out?”

He sipped at his soda. “I am a detective, my dear,” he answered with mocking sarcasm. “Marla Rose Valentine and it does explain the cute little tattoo.” 

“Taking advantage while I was drunk!” she huffed.

“I wanted to take full advantage, but...” he paused with a shrug and his gaze moved to the street. “Marla Rose, twenty seven years old, no husband, and no boyfriend. An orphan adopted by Truman Valentine the wealthy king of architecture—”

“Hey! What did you do, run an FBI report on me?” She gulped with insulted astonishment. “You checked me, like a perp?”

“Now, just be fair about this...you took evidence, Tiffany knew you and you did act as if you were hiding something.” He gazed over at her. “A good cop would do what?”

“Yeah, I guess,” she replied with a defeated tone and looked over at the sidewalk. “Okay, then you need be fair.”

“Huh?”

“Tell me about the Payne legend.” 

“Not much to tell.”

She snickered and tipped her soda up. “Yeah right, fifty perps a year, newspaper headlines and...the gargoyle Twilight Zone shit.”

Victor shrugged. “Came to the force five years ago, one Victor Malias Payne, and did it part time while I ran the family empire until...”

“Until?” Her curious gaze swiveled over.

He shook his head. “It got my blood going, you know? And for fairness sake? I won't tell you my real age!” he smirked. “I have a brother who's a homicide cop and well, I was bored to tears while my brothers flew around and experienced real life.” He stopped talking and studied the street for a long moment. “Wait a minute.” He stared at the club entrance. “There,” he growled low.

Valentine leaned forward and followed his gaze. 

An extremely striking man stood at the entrance. Tall with broad shoulders, wavy shoulder length blonde hair wearing a well-tailored, expensive Italian suit. 

“Who am I looking at, beside a sweet piece of male eye candy?”

He raised a brow at the remark. “Giovanni.” 

“Yeah and who is he?” 

He didn’t answer.

They both watched the man until he got through the line at the door and went in.

“What’s he doing here?” He glared as he wondered aloud.

“Payne?” 

Victor remained mute.

“What? Syndicate stuff, the Mob?”

He released an irritated breath. “A syndicate, but not one you can find on a computer.”

“Well, who is he?”

His attention focused to the end of the street.

Valentine followed his intense gaze.

“What the fuck?” he sneered. “Stay here.”

Valentine’s curious gaze searched the street as he got out and walked to the corner. 

Victor glared at the tall stranger. “Why are you here?”

With careful stealth, Valentine got out of the car and snuck up to the alley to get a better look. 

The stranger stood in the shadowed part of the street. As he stepped out into the light and came into view, Valentine saw that his face was an exact duplicate to Payne’s.

“I could ask the same.” 

Victor stepped closer. “Tell me.”

“Now, Malias, just chill, okay?” Identical eyes glowed back at Victor. “I wondered where you’ve been.”

“It’s Victor and you’re trailing me?” 

“Not you.” The man growled low. “Gio.”

“Yeah, I just saw the black-hearted bastard.”

The stranger tilted his head. “Who’s your cute little shadow?” A Payne-like smile appeared on his face.

Victor swung around and a twin pair of dark eyes rested on her face.

At the double vision, with their identical stares, Valentine gasped.

“Busy, are we?” Victor’s twin laughed.

Victor smiled at the teasing. “Now, Jack, you know I don't take human females anymore.”

“How did you find one?” Jack stepped a little closer toward Valentine. “There’s only a few left in the entire world, my brother.” He shook his head with humor. “You’re a better tracker than I, dammit!” He patted Victor on the back.

“Her?” Victor scoffed at the preposterous assumption. “No, she's...” His voice fell away and he stared at her. “My partner.” 

Jack laughed. “You’re slipping.” His skin marbled as he raised his head and closed his eyes. “I could sense it from here.”

Victor’s body grew tense and rigid while he gazed at Valentine. “I did too, but I thought it was the other one, not her.”

“Connie will be thrilled when she hears this.” Jack grinned. “King Malias finally hooking up with a mate!”

Stunned, Victor didn’t join in the joke. He stared intently at her and his eyes narrowed.

Valentine stared back and swallowed heavily. She turned around to slink back to the car. 

Jack shook his head and his smile faded from his face. “Giovanni has been busy with Merger acquisitions.” He shifted back to the original subject. “And he has a loose specter on his hands.” 

“Gio always means mayhem.” Victor slowly drew his gaze back over. “Loose? Yeah, I think I may have encountered that babe with claws, just recently.” He reached up to his cheek where the scratches had been. “Apparently, she’s been slashing her way through Malibu.”

Jack grinned at him. “A Malibu Barbie with scissor nails, eh?” He mused. “Wicked. So, you’re on this?”

Victor nodded.

“Well, Connie will be relieved. She really didn’t want me on this one.” Jack followed his brother’s gaze to the Mustang sitting in the shadows.

“How is our little Cupcake Psychic?” Victor asked in an amused tone.

Jack's eyes glowed. “Waiting impatiently for me and I’ll bet she has her radar on me as we speak.”

“I will just bet.” Victor sighed. “Well, I hate to rush you, but I got this.” He stepped back.

Jack put his hand out. “I’ll just bet you do.” His dark eyes remained glued to the muscle car. “Some advice?”

“What?” His twin asked with a baffled tone as he shook his brother’s hand. “I can get this, Jack. I’ve stood against a thousand years of war and battles—”

“I don't mean the so-called case!” Jack laughed. “War? Love can be that, but when you lose at it?” He sighed with a sorrowful sound. “You’ve only had human feelings for a small time, you know?”

“Yeah, and so?”

“I’ve learned emotions of the heart can really get out of your control. And with a female?” Jack smirked. “If you beast your way through it, you may lose.”

Victor stilled with perplexity while he listened.

“You may need a fuck of a lot of do-overs.” Jack grinned at him.

“Do-overs?” He puzzled at the odd expression.

“Just ask Damon and me.” Jack nudged his shoulder. “Tread carefully on this field for you may not be able to undo previous mistakes. Just try to be gentle, my King.” His eyes twinkled.

Victor stared blankly back at him. “I didn’t understand a fucking thing you just said.”

Jack threw his head back, laughed heartily, and swiped at his eyes with amusement. “I guess everybody has to learn for themselves. Even immortals can grow from experience, I suppose.” His expression altered to a deadly fierceness. “Just get this beast, Malias.” He rose into the darkness above the street and disappeared.

Victor looked over at the Boss, where the mystery of Marla Rose Valentine sat waiting for him this very moment. She’s been literally under my nose. He glared with aggravation. An actual female Chimera has been right next to me the whole time? He walked over and got in.

At his furious expression, Valentine slumped down in the seat. 

He glanced over to the club entrance.

She sat up higher in the seat to follow his intense gaze and her mouth fell open.

There stood the good-looking man from before, holding a woman's hand. The woman seemed to shimmer in her sparkling silver dress. Her long, dark hair was piled up with loose tendrils cascading along her cheeks, while the infamous sapphire star earrings sparkled from her ears.

Valentine blinked and drew in a shocked breath. 

“Killer Ken and Slasher Barbie.” He motioned his head toward them. “From hell...not Mattel.” He smirked at the premise.

“That psychotic bitch is wearing my earrings!” she exclaimed.

“Yes, I noticed and they’re very becoming.”

Valentine gasped. “Is that all you have to say about this?”

“For the moment, we just need to watch them and find out just what the fuck—?”

The striking pair rose from the street and disappeared into the darkness above.

Valentine batted her eyes several times. “What fuck just happened?” 

Victor shook his head. “And...Giovanni gets the prize!” he announced with a game show host impression.

“What?” she whispered.

He started the car. “No collar and no case, perp gone.” He shook his head. “Game over.”

Valentine sat with a very stunned, pale face. “But—”

He tore out into the street, effectively washing out her sentence with the veering swerve of the Mustang.

“What do you mean, gone?” She grabbed the dash.

He slipped the car into the far lane. “Into the cosmos, my Sweet Valentine.” He grinned. “Up into the night...poof!”

She held on for dear life as he flipped the Mustang onto a back street. “We gotta tail ’em, we—”

“To where, Valentine?” He shifted gears and tore through an alley while trash flew up wildly in the car’s wake. “You got a chimera tracking device in that cute little pocket of yours?” he scoffed. “They could be in Asia as we speak.”

“So, we just let them get away?” A particularly rough bump in the road dislodged her grasp on the dash. “With multiple homicides under their belts?” Valentine’s voice escalated and fluttered while her head joggled around.

“Yep, and it's hard for me too, you know?” He turned onto the dirt road to his quaint little house. “The Hurt Legend a hundred to one; loss, now.”

“They murdered people!” Distress rang clearly in her voice. “And they just walk away?”

Victor maneuvered the car up the dusty drive. “No, they didn't just walk away.” He shut the engine off. “They flew away!” He laughed at her flabbergasted expression.

“So, what now?” 

“You.” He shrugged.

“Me?”

He nodded and got out of the car.

Valentine looked utterly baffled.

“Hello?” he called from her window.

Her face paled at his lightening speed as he opened the door and lifted her out. He set her down on the steps above him. “Take me home,” she whispered.

Wearing a knowing grin, he shook his head at her.

“The case is over, or so you said?” She bit her lip nervously.

“There’s more than one case.” He took her arm and turned her to the house. “I want for us to do this nice, okay?” He propelled her to the door and pushed her inside.

––––––––

CHAPTER THREE

“Do what nice?” Valentine stumbled in through the door. “What’s left to do?”

Victor shut the door behind him. 

“I already told you everything.” She steadied herself.

He tugged her to his broad chest. “You left out a small detail.”

“What?”

Victor studied her lips. “I need to clear up this question of just who you really are and the sense I got when I tasted you before seemed familiar,” he growled low. “And I want to taste you again to be sure.” 

For once, she gave no retort as she stared at his yummy lips. Oh, my God, this man is so...She gulped heavily.

“Are you afraid?” he whispered close to her lips.

“Of what?”

“I guess that means no.” He lowered his lips to hers and took her mouth.

A pulsing electric shock ran through her when her tongue met his. 

Victor tugged at her lower lip with a strong draw of his possessive mouth as he literally tasted her with a fevered delving and Valentine never had a man kiss her as though he were thirsty. He explored her tongue with his and his hot mouth made her legs go weak, like she would melt down to the floor. The thrilling exhilaration from the deep plundering kiss jolted her to the core. He continued the sensual oral sampling and she grew breathless as her heart pounded in her ears. They kissed for a long, intense couple of minutes.

Victor removed his mouth and looked into her dazed eyes. “You lied to me.”

The room spun around her from the amazing kissing storm. “I did not,” she wheezed. 

“Could it be that you don't know?” He tilted his head at her.

“You’re speaking Chinese, Payne.” 

He let go of her. “Oh man, I don't...” He wandered into the main room and stood by the couch.

Valentine followed. “What the hell is up?”

“Tell me about your childhood.”

“My childhood?” 

He nodded.

She let out a mocking laugh. “Let me get this straight. You think I lied to you and now you want me to tell you my life story?” She placed her hands on her hips. “You’d better tell me what this is all about.”

Victor moved away with a sigh. “Have you ever been sick?”

“What is this, an interview?”

He flipped around and truly looked lost. “How about a drink?”

“What?” Valentine didn’t know Payne very well, but she’d already learned that he wasn’t the type to suffer from indecision or confusion. 

He went into the elegant kitchen. “I know I could sure use a stiff one, right about now.”

“You’re acting so strange.” Valentine watched him move around in the kitchen. “But then again, your normal behavior is exceptionally strange.”

“No whiskey left; I thought you could try some cognac.” He acted as though he never heard the ridiculing remark as he set the glasses on the counter.

Valentine watched him closely and sat on a leather stool.

He handed her a snifter and sat next to her. “So?”

“Mmm.” She took a sip. “What?”

“All your life, have you ever been ill?”

“Of course.”

“Okay, from what?” He tipped the snifter back and finished it with one gulp.

“This is so stupid.” She rolled her eyes.

With a gentle touch, he placed his hand over hers. “Just humor me.”

She grinned at him. “I have been doing that ever since the day I met you.” Valentine swallowed her drink and looked over at the bay window. “Okay, well there was the time I...” she paused. “No, that was my stepbrother, he almost died.”

“Any other times?”

“Um—yeah when the whole house had strep—” she halted.

“See? You’ve never suffered a sick day in your life.” He grasped her hand.

“No, that’s not true.”

“Any scars, cuts or bruises, which stayed for longer than a few minutes?”

Valentine laughed and took another sip. “What? You don't want a damaged partner?” Her bemused gaze rose to his.

He wasn't smiling.

“Wait a fucking minute, what are you getting at?”

Victor leaned close. “I thought it was your double I sensed.”

She slowly shook her head.

“It was you,” he breathed out.

Valentine hopped from the stool. “You’re saying you think I’m...?” she faltered with astonishment. “Come on, Payne, no way!”

“Yes and I can prove it.”

“Prove?” 

“I just don't want to hurt you.” He stepped close.

“Now, I am getting scared.” 

“You’re not human,” he sighed.

“I am so! I don't have any powers and I don't change.”

“Have you ever been traumatized?”

“Yeah, and it's happening right now!” She squared her shoulders defensively. “Are you threatening me again?”

Victor stilled. “Yeah, I am as a matter of fact.” He grabbed her up. “Have you ever made love with anyone?”

“Well, yeah?” 

“Was it spectacular?” He tugged her closer.

“I, I...” She trembled.

“Did it move you, sweep you away?”

“Let go of me,” she whispered.

“Nope,” he retorted.

“What are you going to do?”

“Everyone has to grow, you know?” 

Valentine tried to pull away. “You are acting even more bizarre than usual, and I don't like this!”

Victor held her with no effort. “I have another question then. Have you ever gotten so angry that you blacked out?”

She stopped struggling.

“Oh, so you have?”

Mute, she lowered her face.

“And you woke up later and only remembered a little of it?”

“Yeah.” She shivered.

Victor scooped her up into his arms.

“Payne?”

Without a word, he carried her to his room.

Aware now that he headed for the bed, she held her breath.

He lay her down and sat next to her.

She laid quietly for a tense moment and finally looked over at him. “When I was fifteen, a friend of mine was—raped and killed.”

His expression remained impassive as he listened.

“They put the murderer on trial and he got off.”

Victor sighed.

“I was so angry about it, I decided to follow him.” She shook her head with a sad smile. “I think I knew then, I was gonna be a cop. I caught him in an alley with a twelve-year-old girl and he’d already—already finished with her.” Valentine remembered the rage. “I don't know what happened.” Tears dropped along her cheeks. “Somehow, he was in pieces and blood was everywhere.”

“You turned?”

“What?” She sniffled.

“You turned; you became a beast.”

“No!” She swiped at her tears. “I don't remember what happened!”

He drew closer. “You tore him to bits and pieces, that’s what happened.”

“I don't know?” 

“Were there any other times?”

Valentine dropped her head. “Yes.”

“So, do you see?” He lifted her chin.

In fact, Valentine did not see. What he proposed was the most bizarre thing she’d ever heard. 

Tugging her up, he stood her onto the floor. “Well, you will now and it’s about time.”

“That sounds like another threat.” She wiped a tear away and a swift breeze blew across her skin. Valentine peered down to see he’d torn her blouse completely away from her body. She peered at her lace bra and her startled gaze rose slowly up.

His eyes sparked at her with gold glints. “I will say again, I’ve wanted to taste you since we met.” 

“Are you asking?” A teasing smile tugged at her lips.

“Yes.” His eyes burned at her and he lifted her to his hips.

Valentine felt an excited rush of anticipation as she met with his smooth chest. Without any hesitation, she raised herself higher, wrapping her legs around his waist.

Lowering his face to her neck, he placed his warm mouth on her skin and smoothed his lips over her neck. The sensation of his scorching mouth on her neck brought a heightened excitement, even more stimulating than when he kissed her before.

Victor withdrew his mouth. “When I say taste, I mean a whole different type of devouring.”

His growling words rumbled through her and her shivering increased.

He swiftly removed her bra, but Valentine didn’t even notice as he lowered his mouth to a rosy nipple and latched on.

At the sensation of his hot mouth on her breast, she drew her breath in while he switched to the other breast and suckled on her. Then, he traced another burning path along her neck, his lips caressing her skin.

With a moan, she dropped her head back and her body went utterly weak. Victor’s mouth roamed along her skin with a thorough tasting and she quivered with the glorious goose bumps it brought.

Abruptly, he set her down on the bed and jerked her slacks from her. Valentine sat amazed, as she didn’t even feel it. Without effort, he'd casually removed her clothes as though they were just weak bits of flimsy material. His eyes locked with hers as he stood and removed his clothes.

Her wistful-eyed gaze rose over his hard stomach and smooth chest as she released a fluttery breath. Wow, all hard and...built.

He lay her back, lowered those magnificent lips, and kissed her.

Valentine experienced more adrenaline rushes and her body tightened with an unaccustomed need as his warm, silken skin slid along hers. She raised her hands and wove them through his dark hair, tugging his head closer.

Slipping his fingers into her lace panties, he began stroking her. He caressed her clit with a splendidly sensuous rhythm. 

Hot moisture seeped from her with his sliding fingers as her breathing sped up. Her body jerked and quivered with his sensual movements.

Kissing her, he reached under, lifted her ass with his hands and ripped her panties away.

Valentine knew now what a wildfire truly felt like as her skin burned while he slid his hard, smooth body along hers. 

“This will be the hard part.” With one hand, he took her wrists and pinned them to the bed above her head. “Do you want me, Marla Rose?” 

Valentine knew she wanted this more than anything—ever. Panting hard, a powerful need surged through her as she nodded her head. 

“Open up for me.”

Spreading her thighs wide, the sensual act of offering herself to him caused a sweeping weakness to tremor through her legs.

His warm hands smoothed over her stomach, past her hips and he plunged a finger inside of her. Her body gave a small jerk at the intrusion as he slid another finger inside her and pumped them in and out. “Mmm, hard?” she gasped with pleasure. “It’s glorious.”

He glided another in and now three pumped her pussy with an increasing force.

The sensation shook her as she squirmed and a peculiar heat bathed over her skin. She grew wetter and wetter around his plunging fingers and gazed up at him. 

His eyes glowed at her.

“You’re...” Her voice sounded like a buzzing in her ears.

Victor lowered his hips. “We are...” He thrust his hard cock into her.

“Oh!” Her body jerked as he slid in.

His body grew tense and he held himself very still.

Valentine gasped for air as the deep filling of his swelling cock spread a pulsation along her body, the throb becoming a living rhythm. She strained violently against the hold of his hands.

His face changed to the marbled one she remembered from last night as he plunged into her. “I can't stop now, Marla,” he breathed into her mouth. “I will have you,” he growled low.

A marvelous needful ache spread along her body, her hips thrusting back to him as though they possessed a will of their own.

Grasping her legs, Victor forcefully tugged them higher toward his pelvis; as he bent her knees, her hips tilted and her pussy opened fully to him. His pumping went deeper as he grabbed her ass, using the hold of her bare cheeks to guide her and heighten his deep penetration with each powerful thrust he gave her. His delving momentum caused her to flow with even more moisture, allowing an even deeper access for his plunging cock. 

A peculiar tug came from her chest, pulling from within her. A desperate inner struggle, as though she were two people who were fighting each other for survival. One, who burned alive with euphoric heights of pure addictive delight, a part unknown to her before, an uninhibited being who yearned to keep this reckless, wanton feeling at all costs. 

The other part of her, the sensible Valentine, fought against the surreal situation and the inner battle grew weaker, as her rational persona helplessly floated away. The wild and untamed part remained and took her over as a howl came from her throat and their bodies rose from the bed. Valentine knew exactly when self-control left her being—the sensation was both frightening and thrilling at the same time.

A feral lust seeped into her and the room spun around her as though she were under some kind of hallucinogenic, her body taking on a life of its own as she slammed herself up against his marbled cock to get more. Her moisture slickened pussy slid along his pulsing shaft with a deliciously sinful sensation.

She scratched his shoulders with the sweeping climax quaking through her whole body. She could feel his body tense with his low growl purring in her ear. It elicited a feral feeling from deep within her and she held him in a tight grip, her legs wrapped around his waist as her body heaved with ripples of fantastic ecstasy.

Their glowing gazes locked with an intense meeting of both mind and body.

Valentine looked into his gold eyes while she experienced an insurmountable wave of a powerful, conquering orgasm, which crashed through her with a brilliant rapture. Images appeared in her mind, as if she were drawn into the window of his eyes. Visions of an azure sky overflowing with puffy white clouds passed by her face at a rapid speed. Their silky texture caressed her skin and she took a deep breath of the pure oxygen from their swirling mists. It was hauntingly familiar to her, like a memory filled with sensations so real she could even feel the sunlight’s warmth on her face.

Her body gave out a brutal shuddering tremor and Victor held her tightly while she clung to him, her nails sinking into his marbled skin. He winced and moved his lips to her ear. “Shhh, it's okay...shhh.” 

They floated back down; she lay her head back and her body continued to coil and spasm with unbelievable pleasure. She shut her eyes. “What is it?” Her legs quivered while an overwhelming gratification rolled over her. 

Victor lowered his lips to her ear. “Your first time.” 

She shivered when deep his voice grazed her ear. “Mmm,” she moaned low as the room went black.

~* * * *~

“Hello?” 

Valentine awoke and Victor’s face loomed above her. “Huh?”

Smiling warmly at her, he leaned down to kiss her.

She gasped.

Motionless, he stared at her face.

Valentine bolted upright and peered down with astonishment at her bare body while gasping loudly again. “What have you done?”

“Done?”

She swung her startled gaze all around the room.

“Oh, you mean do?” He nodded. “Yes, we did.”

Her horrified gaze swung back to him. “You loathsome pig!” 

“Wait a minute.” His eyes narrowed at her.

Valentine yanked the sheet up over her breasts. “How could you do this?”

“It was fairly easy.” He winked at her.

“Ooh!” 

His expression grew puzzled. “You mean you really don't remember?”

“Remember what?” she asked with a squeak in her voice.

“Last night?” 

“Last...?” Shock silenced her voice box and she reeled as though she’d been knocked on the head with something heavy.

“Yes, now I seem to remember something about turning,” he muttered.

“Turning?”

“To beast, my dear.” He looked distracted. “They will forget most of it, until they become...” He shook his head. “It’s been a long time since I‘ve turned someone and I forgot about the forgetting.” 

“I have no idea what the fuck you’re talking about!” She scooted back from him.

“Oh man, the morning after regret!” His amusement grew. “But for real this time!”

“No, we didn't.” She shook her head at him

Victor nodded his head rapidly at her. “Oh, yes, we so did!” 

“You’re lying just like before!” Panic rose in her chest with a tight squeezing as her heart pounded in her ears.

“Yeah, maybe? But you’d better think about taking a shower, Miss One Night Stand.” He shrugged.

“Here?”

“No, not here, on the bed.” He joked. “And you’re already dressed for it.”

“You filthy rapist!” 

Victor stared at her flushed face. “What?”

“I was a...” 

He tilted his head.

“Waiting for the right—”she continued to stutter.

“Oh, I see. Well, you couldn’t be waiting for a man, in any case.” His dark eyes twinkled at her. “I am the right beast for it, though.”

“You took it.” She acted as though she hadn’t heard him.

“I took nothing. You gave and willingly, I might add.” 

Shaking her head in denial, she tugged the sheet higher to her breasts.

Victor grabbed her arms. “You gave, Miss Valentine!”

“To you?” she asked. “To a man who...”

“What?'' 

Valentine bit at her lower lip.

“Go ahead, Marla Rose. What?” 

“Who thinks women are nothing.” Her eyes met his. “And treats them like throwaways.”

“How do you know what I think and how I treat women?”

“The Payne legend,” she reminded him. “The womanizer, you know? The hound of the LA precinct!” 

Victor studied her face for a moment and let go of her. He abruptly fell to the bed while laughing hysterically.

“This isn’t funny, Lieutenant!” she shouted over his booming laughter.

“Yeah, I guess not,” he agreed with a breathless amusement as his laughter slowed and he sighed with a humorous titter.

“So, what now?” 

Sitting upright, he grinned at her. “Your second time.” He ripped the sheet from her grip.

“Second?” she gasped with the lightening speed of the sheet yanking.

Victor swiftly scooped her from the bed. “But first on the list is bathing!” 

“You’re not thinking that we’re going to...?” Valentine drew in a shocked breath.

“You know, it seems that you have a couple of issues here,” he spoke casually while he carried her into the bathroom. “Completing sentences and,” he paused and set her down into a bathtub full of scented bubbles. “The other is that you’re just way too dirty.”

The warm scented water enveloped her lower body. “That’s really funny, yes. Ha, fucking ha.” She peered up at him.

Victor shrugged his robe away from his tall form.

“What do you think you’re—?” She stared at him as her mouth popped open.

“Yes, I see you will definitely need help with your speech patterns.” He climbed in behind her.

“You are not going to sit there!” 

“Oh, you prefer I sit facing you?” 

Valentine attempted to get up.

Grabbing her hips, he tugged her back down. “This will be done nice, okay?”

Releasing a frustrated huff, she sat rigidly stiff. “If you wanna call forcing someone to be with you nice? That’s your fucking problem!”

Victor removed his hands from her hips.

Now, maybe he’s getting the idea. She expelled a relieved breath.

Victor chuckled and grabbed a breast with each hand. 

“Oh!” Valentine jumped with a start. 

Massaging and caressing them, he released a heavy sigh. 

“What are you doing?” 

Lightly pinching and tweaking her nipples with his strong fingers, he leaned closer to her wet body. “I’m gonna teach you grammar, bathing and...” He reached down between her legs and used his middle finger to flick her clit back and forth. “Manners.” His warm breath blew in her ear as he worked his fingers over her hardened nipple and her sensitive nub.

“Manners?” A throbbing pulsed where his fingers stroked her and an odd heat spread along her skin from the warmth of his chest smoothing against her back.

“Mmm, hmm,” he moaned to her ear while he kept a solid rhythm of fondling and tweaking.

“You need to...” she gulped out as her body coiled with pulsing pleasure. “You need...” A weak sensation fell over her and she dropped her head back onto his shoulder.

“Yes, we’ll work on the speech problem later,” he promised to her ear.

Her panting breaths grew as a vigorous need rushed through her.

“Mmm, yes, you do need some lessons and possibly a spanking.”

“How can you do this?”

“I don’t know,” he smirked. “It‘s just so dammed easy!” He shoved his fingers into her.

“Oh.” She gasped loudly as they slid in easily.

Victor plunged them in and out relentlessly, as she grew slicker with moisture. He caressed her nipples by passing his open palm over them and lowered his hot mouth to her neck.

Valentine suppressed the urge to scream aloud and tried to control her breathing. Why don't I fight him? Her eyes closed while sensuous delight flooded her senses. Why would I? 

He removed his hands.

Overwhelmed by the heady feeling, she fell forward into the bubbles.

“Oh, no, little Rose, you need a good, hard pumping before I clean you up.” He lifted her hips and shoved her down on his waiting erection.

Her torso stood straight up and her eyes popped wide open.

Victor held her steadfast with a tight grip on her hips. “Hold still,” he growled. “If not, there will be pain,” he warned.

She winced as his cock swelled while propelled high inside her. She could feel it grow hard and rigid as if it were a shaft of marble. Her eyes watered with the intense filling sensation. 

Gently, he raised her up, and then slid her slowly back down over his throbbing erection.

“Unh,” she let out a helpless moan as the feel of it caressed her pussy. What a glorious feeling. She swallowed heavily. Such a sensuous caressing; I never knew it could be like this.

He repeated the grinding motions while driving her hips up and down on his cock for several powerful strokes.

Valentine let out a shuddering whimper.

“Did you say something?”

She shook her head, speech becoming impossible as she trembled from the inner stroking. 

“You want me to stop?” He raised her hips.

As though she were stricken mute, she panted harder and shook her head.

Victor shoved her down on him again.

“Ahh,” the unexpected acclamation came from her throat.

He raised her again. “Is that a yes?” he purred seductively to her ear.

She shivered uncontrollably.

“Tell me what you want,” he urged.

“I can't,” she gasped out.

Victor lifted her completely from his cock. The wonderful satisfying fullness left her, and she urgently struggled to lower herself back down.

“No, you don't want it and I don't want to force you,” he taunted.

“Please!” she pleaded. 

“Please what?” 

“I need it.” 

“Just tell me and you can have anything you want.” He raised his warm fingers to her nipples again, squeezing them with skillful twists. 

She grew breathless. “Fill me.” 

“Fill you?” 

She nodded her head rapidly.

“You want me to fill you?” He grasped her hips again.

“Yes,” she shouted with frustration. “Yes, please!” 

Victor shoved her forcefully down onto him while raising his own hips for a deeper penetration. He kept a penetrating rhythm using her hips with a directing precision to plunge her up and down over his hard erection.

“Mmm,” she breathed out with a helpless murmur. Her body grew tense while her pussy pulsed with the building friction. The pounding sent helpless tremors through her as she peaked with a tightening coiling spasm.

“Are you coming with me?” he whispered to her ear. Thrusting deeply into her, the water sloshed over the sides of the tub to the floor.

“Yes...yes,” she gasped. “Ohh, please!” The heat of his cum flowed into her and she tensed up as she joined him with the massive swell of a soaring orgasm. She helplessly came on his cock, the sensation like a warm seeping as her body shuddered with an ecstatic wave of gratifying bliss. She expelled a long breath with the release and slumped forward.

“Now, say thank you.” 

“Thank you.” Bubbles puffed up with her heavy breathing while her arms remained draped over the sides of the bathtub.

“Yes, a good lesson with the bonus of good manners; a please and a thank you.” He sighed while he gazed at her limp body drooping over the side of the tub. “The bathing part now.” He sat her upright and smoothed a soft soapy sponge over her breasts.

Valentine slumped weakly against him.

“Tired, are we?” An amused titter vibrated from his chest

“I never knew—” She swallowed heavily. “It could feel like...”

“Yeah, I see we’re gonna have to have more lessons,” he teased.

Valentine turned in the tub, took his face in her hands and kissed him with a surge of exhilaration.

Victor gazed into her eyes and allowed her to kiss him the way she wanted.

She pulled her face away and lowered her head.

“What was that for?” he asked.

“I guess it’s a thank you.” She raised her eyes to his. “For teaching me, um—manners?”

He grinned at the etiquette premise and lifted her chin. “Do you accept it now?” 

Valentine nodded her head.

“No more talk of me forcing and taking advantage?”

She looped her arms around his neck. “Oh no, there may be more talk like that, but you’ll be the accuser.” 

“Are you threatening me, Miss Valentine?” He raised a challenging brow at her.

She shook her head and unabashedly lifted her bubble-covered breasts to his face. “It can't be a threat if I act on it.”

He licked his lips as he cupped his hands underneath her breasts and lifted them. “Mmm,” he growled low. “More tasting.” He lowered his mouth to them.

Valentine shivered with delight and dropped her head back.

~* * * *~

A clunk sounded in her ear and Valentine turned her head on the pillow. A fantastic aroma of coffee wafted close as she wrinkled her nose and heard a chuckle.

She awoke and looked into the dark depths of Victor’s eyes while he lowered his lips to hers. “Good morning, Marla Rose.” He affectionately smacked her lips with his and placed a tray on the bed next to her. 

Juice, coffee, eggs, and toast sat in an inviting arrangement topped off with a little red vase, which held a single white rose. 

Startled, she gazed at the tray and back up to his face. 

“Breakfast in bed!” He grinned at her, reaching back and plopping a pillow behind her.

“How sweet.” 

“Well?” He motioned to the tray. 

Valentine reached for the cup and sipped at the dark brew. “Mmm, yes.”

Quietly, Victor folded his hands into his lap.

She took a bite of toast and dipped it into the eggs. “This is wonderful!” She chewed and swallowed. “You cook?”

“Oh yeah, it's a hobby.” He stared at her. “I’m really good with heat.” 

At the seductive purr in his voice, a spur of warmth flushed her face as she took another bite and swallowed it down with juice.

A smile nudged at his lips while he sat and remained unusually silent. He sighed and swung his distracted gaze over to the closet.

Valentine studied his seemingly out of character tranquility as she reached for the coffee mug. “Um—is everything okay?

“I want you here with me.” 

“Well, I am here.” 

“I mean all the time.”

Valentine dropped the mug to the tray. “You mean live together?”

He nodded. “For...” His eyes rose to her shocked face. “Always.”

“I don't know.” 

“You need to be protected.”

“I’m a cop, Payne,” she scoffed. “I don't need—”

“You’re one of only a handful of female chimeras on the Earth.”

“What?” 

“There will be others...,” he paused. “Beasts who will try and take you.”

“You’re the only beast who has taken me!” She smiled wickedly at him.

Victor didn’t smile back.

“You’re really serious about this?” 

He grasped her hand. “I was a full beast once and I wasn’t very nice.” 

“Well, you’re not nice all the time now!” She laughed.

“You don't understand.”

“You’re right, I don't.” She dipped her toast again.

He released an anxious breath. “Before I became a cop, I was involved with something.”

Valentine gasped. “You’re married?”

“No!”

She released a relieved breath and took a bite of the toast.

“There are worse things, Valentine.” 

Setting the tray aside, she giggled. “Well, were you any ruder than you are now?” 

He smiled at the swipe. “I will just tell you, so that later you won't...”

“Won’t what?” 

“I wasn't human at all, I was—a king.”

“A king, like as in royalty?” 

“I have been for a thousand years.”

“What?” She let out a disbelieving laugh.

His expression remained serious.

“You mean you’re a thousand years old?” 

He nodded.

“Oh, Payne, now come on!” 

His serious dark eyes glowed at her. “And not just any king. I was a cold and a true killer. I just want you to know what is was like and how I became...”

“Became?” 

“Human-like.” He gave her a warm smile.

“I don't follow.”

“About three hundred years ago or more, I sent my brother Lycian to another kingdom to get a queen for me,” he sighed.

Valentine studied his face as she listened.

“He went there, followed the court rules and petitioned for the nuptials. Queen Bellanna was an immortal, though not a full beast. She possessed a special gift, purported to be from the Goddess Isis. Bella could tell where human wars would be or where massive death would occur. We gargoyles, by nature, need the kill, and were murdering each other into extinction. She could find opportunities and disasters where we could...” His eyes met hers. “Kill.”

She swallowed at the ominous sounding word.

“She wanted to be with him instead and it wasn't an option, so she refused and he turned her by force.”

Valentine raised hands to cover her mouth.

“By my orders.” His eyes met hers.

“You ordered him to take her by force?”

“To save my clan, my kingdom,” he explained. “He took her and forced her to beast and when he did, he fell in love with her.” Victor remembered the magnificent Bella. “He took on human feelings and she hated him after,” he sighed. “She detested him so much, my resemblance to him prevented the royal marriage.” He lowered his head. 

Valentine felt a wave of sorrow at the sight of his bowed head.

“So, he married her, determined to make her happy again. I watched the suffering misery of it all for two hundred years, while he tried to make it up to her and correct it.” He gazed over at Valentine. “He believed love could conquer the problem and finally one day, she nearly killed him when she spectered. I sent her away.” He released a scornful laugh. “As a beast, I thought it preposterous to believe love could survive all that, but while I watched his dedication, it turned me to human too.”

“Is that the man I saw with you last night?”

Victor nodded.

“Did they end up together?”

“Yes, it took more than three hundred years, but yes.” He leaned forward. “When I say I sent her away, I had her memory wiped of my brother and their life together.”

Valentine shook her head with puzzlement.

“We beasts have a relationship with a group called the Mesmers and they have the ability to wipe a chimera’s memory and even replace them with new memories.”

“So, you gave her freedom back to her.” 

“Yes.”

“Well, you had no choice and you say they made it through. It's all in the past now.”

“I have a very long past, Marla.”

“I don't see how it could matter now.” She shrugged.

He tilted his head at her. “There’s also a blank spot in all of this.”

Her curious gaze met his.

“You,” he announced. “You must know you’re not twenty seven and you’re not Marla Rose Valentine, don't you?”

“No, I don't know.” 

“So, you also more than likely have a shady past.” He grinned at her. “Maybe even as long as mine, although I doubt that really. Your memory was wiped and there must be a reason why you wiped.”

Mute, she gazed down at her hands.

He stepped over and tugged her to his broad chest. 

“That’s scary, Payne.”

“We’ll see about that later, but for now? You have more lessons ahead of you.”

“Oh, yeah? You mean there's more?” she joked.

“Yes, there are table manners, ceiling etiquette and...”

Valentine froze while an exhilarating anticipation rushed through her.

“I’m going to teach you how to fly.” He winked at her shocked expression and lifted her to his hips.

CHAPTER FOUR

Newhall, outer-Los Angeles

The sun rose behind the hills, heavenly colors blending to cascade across the sky, with pastel streaks painting orange and yellow glimmers over the city. They sat together and watched it rise. 

“Oh, it's beautiful,” Valentine whispered, her eyes reflecting the pastel light.

Victor wasn’t looking at the sunrise, he only looked at her.

She turned her gaze to his. “Payne?”

He smiled at her while gold glints shone from his eyes. “I’ve seen it literally a million tedious times. It's the first one that ever moved me.” He held her tighter in his arms while she sat in his lap.

At the intense expression on his face, she lowered her head.

“I never would have guessed you could be shy,” he teased.

“I never was before, believe me!” 

Victor stood up with her in his arms. “Yes, I guess you just never know about someone, but the glory of the investigation can be a most enjoyable journey.” He took her into the living room while wearing a huge grin on his face.

The phone rang.

He halted and they gazed at each other. “The real world calls.” He set her down and answered the call. “Payne here.” 

Valentine stood stock-still and watched him. She knew this call would come; they never solved the case officially and were supposed to make a report yesterday.

He listened for a long moment and his gaze narrowed. “Yeah, thanks, Laura.” He set the phone down.

“What?”

“They have an APB out.”

“A suspect?” She grabbed his arm.

He nodded.

“Well?” 

Victor released a heavy sigh and stared at her.

She shook her head while she backed away. “No!” She drew in an anxious breath. “They think it's me?”

“They have video from security cameras at Phillip Gardner's mansion.”

“What can we do?” 

“You’re not getting booked and processed. That’s the one thing we won't be doing!” he growled low.

“They think I murdered all those men?” Her eyes filled up with tears.

He grabbed her arm and pulled her back to the patio.

“Where are we going?” 

Victor scooped her into his arms. “To my world.” They lifted from the ground and shot up into the morning air.

~* * * *~

Lycian Keep, Lithuania

Victor set her down on the ground at the entrance.

Valentine leaned her head back while she stared at an enormous, stately castle with dark spires, which seemed to climb for stories. “This is...?” She swallowed with awe. “...Yours?”

“Yep.” 

“It must have like, what? Fifty bedrooms?” 

“Seventy five, I think.” 

Valentine gazed around with wide eyes. “Where are we?”

“Lithuania.” 

“Lithuania, the country?” she asked with a gasp.

He nodded.

“But how did we get here so quickly?”

“I always fly first class.” A teasing twinkle sparked from his eyes.

A sudden massive amount of people appeared from all around, like from smoke. Men all dressed in black were everywhere and there were so many of them.

Valentine gazed over to the entry and jumped with a startled gasp. A long line of people, men and women all stood lining the ostentatious entrance. “Where did all these people come from?”

Victor turned her toward the entrance. “Well, I haven't been here for a while and they’re...the greeting committee?” He moved her toward the line of solemn faces.

Gigantic golden statues stood on either side of the majestic castle doors. They appeared to be cast in gold paint. Their faces twisted with evil snarls and ghoulish horns jutted from their large heads as wicked, razor-sharp teeth gleamed in the sunlight. 

Gargoyles! She shivered as she stared at their life-like glowing eyes. The artist must have used some kind of jewels, as their eyes glinted with a surreal sparkling. 

Victor tightened his hold on her shoulders. “I’m in charge here and no one will hurt you, okay?”

“It's the statues,” she explained in a hushed tone.

“What?” Victor glanced over at them.

“They–”she stuttered as she stared. “They’re so real looking and their eyes are like-following me.” 

Victor studied them and turned to look at her terrified expression. He tilted his head back and laughed loudly.

Valentine gaped at his laughter.

All of the lined servants collectively gasped and fell to the ground.

Valentine dropped her stunned gaze to the nearly fifty servants, lying along the marbled walk, their faces meeting with the cold, hard surface.

All of the men who were clad in black, a hundred count at least, were all kneeling with their heads bowed.

“Who are all of these people?” she asked.

Victor seemed oblivious to the subservient event as he shook his head at her and swiped at a hilarious tear. “A kingdom, Sweet V; just a kingdom.” He took her hand and led her along the walk still littered with people on the ground.

“You mean they live here all the time and just wait for you?”

“I released them all, years ago.”

Valentine gaped at the kneeling men; all of them were hunks of male prime with proud looking features and well built physiques. “What’s with the black army?” 

“That’s exactly what they are, sweet girl. The King’s Guarding Army.” He pulled her in through the wide double doors. “They just won't leave. They‘ve been here for hundreds of years and I suppose they don’t know of anywhere else to go.”

Her steps slowed to a halt while her stunned gaze swung over the vast foyer. “It's like Windsor or something!”

“Oh no, Windsor is full of humans and all complete fucking stiffs, by the way!” He laughed and made his way to the hall. “Are you coming with me?” he called back to her.

Valentine trembled at the familiar seductive words and stepped through the long hall, where she stopped and stared around. “I think I'm lost!” she called out. An odd scraping noise rumbled from behind her and she flipped around. Smoky glassed double doors, which she hadn't noticed before, swung open by themselves.

Astonished to speechlessness, Valentine peeked in; the entire room appeared to be made of smooth, smoky glass. She carefully stepped inside to see colossal glass walls and a gigantic ceiling stretching high above her. Dumbfounded, she stood frozen. She’d never seen a room like this before. Room? She mused in silent bewilderment. It’s the size of a fucking museum all by itself!

A life-sized oil painting hung on each massive wall. Classics, like Rembrandt, Picasso and Waterhouse paintings. 

One of the works sparked with a cerulean blue light and she moved toward it as though it beckoned her. Painted with deep blues and jet-black strokes, it depicted a blue velvet ottoman with a woman lying on it, fully nude as her jet-black hair with raven hues gleamed from around her bare shoulders.

My God, she’s stunning. Valentine gawked with admiration. The woman's eyes glowed with an azure blue, and around her neck she wore a sapphire diamond necklace, perfectly matching her striking eyes. Standing above her—the tinted image of Payne. She gulped heavily at the painted revelation and swung her astounded stare over at Victor.

He stood leaning back against an enormous mahogany desk. “Not me.” He shook his head at her.

Valentine turned her attention again to the alluring, eerie painting.

“Lycian and Bella,” he whispered while suddenly standing next to her as though he just appeared at her elbow. “They’re now known as Jack and Constance.”

At the near sound of his voice, she leapt to the side.

Victor grinned. “Oh, sorry, that’s rude I guess, to just pop up like that.”

Valentine blinked rapidly at him. “Well, the rudeness I’m used to, but not...” She shook her head and peered up at the marvelous painting. “She’s so...” She released a breath. “I can’t even describe it.”

“Viciously beautiful?” He gazed up at it too. “Yes, she was.”

“Was?” 

“This painting is three hundred years old. She’s still stunning, but not a full specter anymore,” he sighed.

“Specter?” Her raised voice echoed through the chamber while the walls seemed to shutter and the sound of it made her jump.

He grabbed her shoulders. “It's okay, it is just...acoustics.” He steered her to the desk. “It’s a special type of glass, which picks up on the sound of different creatures and it reacts.”

Valentine felt overwhelmed by all of these bizarre events and she didn’t even register his explanation about the strange wall rattling. “What does specter mean?”

“A full beast, with a cold heart and ravenous hunger.” 

“Were you a...?”

Victor crossed his arms over his broad chest. “More beastly than any on the Earth.” He winked at her. “Extremely deadly.” 

Valentine stood still, feeling lost while attempting to understand it all.

“I had to be vicious. The clans all warred fiercely and if we don’t fight, we die. It’s still that way in some respects. There’s been a truce in place and with the exception of a few incidents? We’ve not fought any real battles for hundreds of years.” He shrugged. “It was the Mesmers who finally brought us peace. All the bloodletting and taking humans for sport is gone now, except for the Mergers.”

At the way he spoke about this other world she never knew existed, a peculiar alarm pinged at her, but she couldn’t figure out why. After all, this world of beasts had nothing to do with her and her life. She shook the odd sensation away. “The what?” 

His eyes glowed. “Mergers—they’re killers of the lowest sort, their bloodline tainted,” he paused as he shook his head. “An enemy clan, now run by Giovanni.”

“The man at the club?” 

He nodded and went over to the desk. “But not a man, Rose—a Chimera and black-hearted as they come.”

“He was with her.” 

“Yes, he was,” he agreed. “And we need to find out who she is.”

“She’s a murderer and a fiend!”

“It's not surprising, if she is chattel to his clan, they are the most bloodthirsty.” He pulled a drawer out from the oversized desk, reached in and pressed a button.

“What are you doing?”

The walls rattled and she spun around. They shifted sideways and the smoky glass shimmered while it changed colors. Startled, she stepped back to the desk.

“Don't worry,” he assured her. “There’s nothing here to harm. I’m just letting in a little light to the mystery. It’s the best way to find out.”

The walls smoothed out again and one shimmering panel opened.

A woman appeared there.

Valentine's mouth dropped open.

The visitor from the open wall panel stepped down and floated over to the desk.

Valentine swallowed heavily and stared at her. The gliding woman had the brightest light blue eyes she‘d ever seen.

Her mesmerizing gaze remained fixed on Valentine. “Malias, why is she here?” Her melodic voice held a British lilt.

He stepped close. “She’s, um...”

Her startled gaze swung over to him. “Oh my,” she gasped loudly. “Oh no, Malias how could you take a...?”

“A what?” His eyes narrowed at her.

Her expression looked intense as she reached over, grasped Valentine’s hand and closed her eyes. After a few seconds, she let go. “Oh, I see.” She moved back with an alarmed expression.

Victor stared at her while glints of light sparked from his eyes. “You’d better tell me, Penelope.”

She visibly shivered. “Well, this will surely change things, all right.”

He looked confused.

She extended her hand to Valentine. “Malias may have shown human, but it seems he’ll never learn proper manners, my dear.”

Valentine stared at her hand and slowly reached out to grasp it. “Manners?” she gulped, remembering the lessons he gave her on manners as heat swept along her cheeks.

“I take exception to that remark, Pen.” He laughed with humor while he fondly gazed at Valentine and crossed his arms over his chest.

The woman shook Valentine’s hand. “I’m Penelope Rayne and you are Serena Nicolette Ballatori.”

Valentine blinked at her. “Um...no I’m—”

“Are you out of your fucking skull?” He glared at Penelope.

“Now, Malias, you’re aware that we Mesmers know absolutely everything,” she sighed. “I assume it’s the very reason you sent for me.”

With a shocked expression, he stepped to a chair and dropped into it.

Pen’s face paled. “Oh, you didn’t know she was Merger?” She reached a gentle hand out toward him. “Of course you didn't, or you would not have—”

Victor bolted from the chair. “Stay the fuck back!” He grew in size and marbled while his eyes sparked with gold light. “Don't Mesmer me, Penelope.” His warning echoed out and the walls rattled violently with the tone.

Valentine gasped and stared as he grew in size and his skin changed tones. The room rattled from all around, as even the heavy desk tapped along the smooth floor with the shaking.

Penelope reached out, snatched Valentine by the arm and drew her back.

“Payne?” Valentine called to him.

He swung his cold eyes over to her. 

“You’re staying with me for awhile, my dear.” Penelope moved her back.

“No!” he growled and the room lit up with a blinding light.

Pen floated them swiftly over toward the glass walls, pushing Valentine through the opening and it closed behind them.

Valentine could hear the horrifying howls through the glass wall and she heard the crackling crashing sound of glass breaking. A horrendous rumbling roared from behind it as though an earthquake had struck. A moment of darkness loomed from around them while the woman gripped her hand. A blinding bright light hit her gaze as Penelope pulled her through into a sun-filled room.

“Alexander?” Penelope called with an alarmed tone.

An older man with salt and pepper hair sat at an oak and brass desk. He appeared to be reading something he held in his hands, as his kindly gaze rose to them. “What in blazes?” He abruptly stood from his leather chair.

“We have an incident on our hands, Alexander,” Penelope announced.

Valentine stared at the older man and looked back over to Penelope. “Can anyone tell me what the hell is going on? He changed and he...” Tears broke through her voice.

Alexander stared. “You mean Malias took a Merger?”

“No, Alexander, he really didn't know.”

Alexander sighed with blissful relief and calmly placed his palms on the desk. “Good, and the Mergers must never know—” he halted and stared at Valentine. “Oh no, tell me, he didn’t.” He shook his head with emphatic denial. “They didn't!”

Penelope continued to hold Valentine’s hand and slowly nodded her auburn crowned head. “Yes, apparently, it’s all been done and washed under the bridge already.”

Alexander Rayne held onto the edge of his desk, his deep green eyes rounded as he plopped back down to his chair. “War.” He blinked rapidly while he gazed all around as though he were lost. “A five hundred year old truce.” He stared up at Valentine. “Gone.”

Valentine listened with total incomprehension as she stood absolutely still. Tears streamed along her cheeks. “Someone please tell me, please?” Her eyes rolled up and she collapsed to the floor.

~* * * *~

Lycian Keep, King’s Library

“No!” Victor shouted as he systematically tore the room apart, throwing furniture against the monstrous glass walls. His beastly howls echoed through the castle while he shattered every wall and window in the library. The three hundred pound mahogany desk tilted askew, split in half as hate and rage boiled inside him. “She’s a blood-Merger?” 

He fought for control; control he’d held in check for the last hundred years. He closed his glowing eyes, calmed himself and let his arms drop down. “I can’t be with her.” Lost and disorientated, he turned toward his desk. “If I stay with her?” He clenched his hands into fists. “So many will die.” He remembered himself as King Malias, criticizing his brother Jack about loyalty and sacrifice for the clan when Jack left over Bella. 

Victor stood like a statue as he released a long, slow breath and his eyes grew dark again, his skin turning to flesh. “I love her?” he whispered aloud. The sudden realization seemed to crawl up from underneath his skin like a living thing and it grew to a miserable pain clawing at his chest. He reached up to feel his heart pound. “Oh man, a heartbeat?” He turned all around, his eyes stopping at the door. 

“You have finally crossed the human divide.” Alexander announced from the doorway and gazed around at the utter destruction. “I would sit, but apparently all the chairs are now kindling?” 

Victor shook his head as he ignored the chair barb. “I became human long ago.”

Alexander stepped closer. “No, you showed human and maybe even took on human emotions, but this is the point where you’ve actually become human.”

“What can be done?” Victor asked.

Alexander looked away. “Mesmer wipe.” He pursed his lips.

“No!” Payne shouted. “She’s mine!”

“She’s a Merger and by blood.” Alexander folded his hands in front of him. “By all that’s holy Malias, you must know she’s Giovanni's sister!”

Victor’s hateful gaze glowed brightly at the old Mesmer and he emitted a low growl.

“Careful now, careful.” Alexander raised his hands with supplication.

He blinked and released a calming breath.

Alexander took a cautious step closer. “I’m sorry, Malias, I really am.”

“So, you’ll retrieve her memories?”

Alexander stared at the gargoyle king. “We don't know why she was wiped yet, or if it was her choice or not.”

Victor looked around at his ruined library. “To live a thousand years as one of the most feared beasts walking the Earth, eternally free from emotion and miserable injury and I’ve always been lucky to have escaped the human pain trap for all this time.” He grew in size as the shattered walls rattled and crackled.

Alexander looked terrified and stepped back.

“Then to turn and find yourself caught in the soft, alluring baited trap of the heart. Humanness wins in the end.” He shook his head with the irony and returned to human form. “Some joke, eh?” He glanced over at the silent man. “It's deserved justice, I suppose.”

Alexander gazed back while wearing a sympathetic expression. “So, what will you do?”

“In a thousand years I’ve never had a wipe, Alexander. I always felt it was cowardice, even when my brother chose it.” He remembered the misery his brother suffered when he thought he’d lost Constance. “Now, I can see why he would wish to leave it and wipe it all away.”

Alexander sighed while he listened.

“I’ve been king for a millennium. I’ve seen the entire world change over many, many times and I still bear the burdens of immortality and I never before wanted to lose all the history of our clan.” He released a sorrowful sigh. “First, I wish to wait and see what happens with her and make sure she’s...”

Alexander tilted his head at him.

“Happy?” The word dropped from his lips like a pall.

“You cannot see her, though. Not at all, Malias.”

“I know. Just come back when it's done.”

“In the meantime, what will you do?” Alexander patted him on the back.

Victor gazed around at the example of the destruction of an entire existence. “Find my wild brothers and let them know the king is abdicating.” He smirked with self-depreciation. “And I’ll need to come up with a new life. I wonder if Jack has some interesting careers to suggest?” He gazed up to see that Alexander was gone already.

“Call to order!” Malias, the king of beasts, called out through the castle and it echoed like a thousand snakes reverberating through every room. 

Running footsteps pelted through the halls. 

A new existence for everyone. He thought of all those who’d relied on the Lycian way of life. A careful set of instructions would have to be given to all of them for their survival.

“Love ends a thousand years of the most powerful dynasty in all of history?” He mused aloud as he remembered Alexander's words from long ago, words he’d scorned at the time. “Love is a powerful force.” I believed it was a stupid and weak statement at the time. 

He lowered his head while he heard them all gather into the library. And it can defeat all other intentions. Alexander’s words resounded from his vast memory. “And, so it has,” Victor whispered and turned to face the men and women of the clan, as they waited for his orders.

~* * * *~

Rayne Estate, San Francisco

Valentine laid in the bed and puzzled at the strange, unfamiliar ceiling. She sat straight up and gazed around. 

The woman she met in the library before sat by the bed. “Better?” she asked.

“Where am I?” She blinked.

“At the Rayne Estate in San Francisco.” 

“And where is he?” Valentine released a breath.

Penelope gazed steadily back at her. “You can't see him anymore.”

“The fuck I can't!” 

The woman sighed. “If you persist and try to see him again? We will all die and it will be a blood bath.”

“What the hell are you talking about?” 

Penelope stood up. “These two clans are the last of an ancient past and they warred for at least five hundred years.” She folded her hands in front of her. “To near extinction.”

“So?”

“There’s been peace for hundreds of years now and a lot of humans have lived out their lives without fear, since the truce.” Penelope sat down on the bed. “A lot of Mesmers and Gargoyles too.”

“I don't understand.”

“You’re a Blood Merger and Payne is of the Lycian Clan. They’ve been killing and hating each other for a thousand years or more!”

Valentine stilled. “We’re enemies?” She remembered Payne's cold eyes staring at her back at the library.

She nodded.

“I can't see him, ever?” Valentine gasped.

Pen shook her head and tightened her grip. “Never.” 

Valentine yanked her hand away. “No!” She got up from the bed. “To hell with them!”

“It cannot happen, Serena. It would mean death for Payne. Your family would slaughter him,” Penelope sighed heavily.

Valentine stared at her. “But he’s immortal and nothing can kill him!”

“A chimera can receive death from only one source...another chimera.” 

“I can't be without...” Tears spilled out of her eyes. “I just found him, we just became...” She dropped to the bed and wept.

Penelope patted her on the back. “There, there my dear. I am so sorry.” 

The weeping sound grew loud in the room.

~* * * *~

“We can't do it.” Penelope stood in Alexander’s study. “It was a Merger Black and self-done, no less!”

Alexander sat very still at his desk. “She wiped herself?”

Pen nodded. “Some of the Mergers have the ability, but it's painful and like a great big void takes over.”

“Did you find out why?”

Pen lowered her head. “Some of it and she can never go back to that clan. With this kind of wipe, she wouldn’t remember them in any case.”

Alex released a heavy sigh. “He’s waiting for this and he won't Mesmer until he knows she’s settled.”

Pen shook her head. “It's a first, I’ll admit. Usually, we can find the memory and replace it, but in this case, it’s just not there anymore. What do we do? If we try and wipe her, it may not take for long.”

“And if we don't wipe her, he’ll remain in...” His voice trailed away.

“In what, Alexander?”

“Absolute misery.” His eyes met hers. “He loves her.”

“The Gargoyle King?” Her eyes rounded at him. “In love?” Penelope sat in the chair with a stunned gasp. “And it just had to be a Merger. Fate is so cruel sometimes.” She gazed down at her folded hands. “What if we put them somewhere?”

“No, you know that won’t work.” He shook his head.

“It's all so unfair,” she sighed.

“Death for all would be unfair, Pen.” 

“Maybe they think she’s dead already?” 

“No, I spoke with Malias and he says she has a twin who knew she was alive.” He nodded his gray head.

“Yes; Sabrina.” Penelope stared at his worried face.

“I remember the Giovanni twins now. It’s been a long time since we met with Mergers.”

“We need help with this, Alexander.”

“We don't need him.” He glared at her.

“He could—”

He stood up. “No, Penelope!”

“I just don't know what to do.” She studied her hands again.

“We go ahead and try to give her a new life.” 

“She needs to be a law officer of some kind,” she offered.

Alexander looked distracted. “Payne was one too, so we cannot allow him to be one or at least, not in the same country.”

“So, when?”

“When I come back.”

~* * * *~

Valentine stepped away from the study door. She hadn’t understood a lot of what she just heard, but she’d understood that they planned to wipe her memory. Her eyes filled with tears. Payne loves me? Her hands shook. I won't be shipped back to those evil gargoyles. She heard movement close to the door and moved away. I’d better find a way out of here. She moved quietly down the hall.

~* * * *~

“What do you mean, she’s gone?” Victor shouted.

“She left.” Alexander released a breath.

“So, what did Penelope find?” 

The old Mesmer gazed at him. “Apparently, she received a trauma so horrific she wiped herself.”

“What?” Victor stared at him with surprise.

He nodded. “Merger Black and it is rare, but it’s also hard to reverse.”

“So, she cannot be placed.” Dark, cold eyes gazed at him.

“We just don't know, but it's a moot point now.” He shrugged.

“She can't go back to LA.” Victor shook his head as he thought of where she could’ve gone.

Alexander sighed. “I could see what developed from Pen's last session with her?”

“Yes, and I will see about tracking her.” Victor rippled with the thought of seeing her again.

Alexander stood up. “No, you cannot go near her!”

His gold eyes swung over. “I can do what is needed.”

Alexander sighed with worry. “They could kill you.”

“They could have at any time, you know?” He gave a cold smile. “Besides, she won't be anywhere near them.”

~* * * *~

Valentine House, Grass Valley, California

The house seemed eerily quiet, as the sun came streaming in through the high arched windows and gleamed light onto the bare wood floors. The main room looked starkly empty, no furniture, and no sign anyone lived here at all.

Victor gazed around and he did feel her; his sense of her picked up as soon as he landed in the city. He floated from the floor and over the spiral staircase. He’d found out by researching everything about her life that Truman Valentine built it for Marla Rose several years ago. He noted the unusual, but classy designs of the oval windows and the enormous skylight above the foyer. Her father sure outdid himself with this house. 

He landed in front of the first door in the hall and turned the knob. Locked? This is where she is. He stepped back and kicked it open.

“Freeze!” A voice called out. 

He scanned the darkened room to spot Valentine crouched down next to the window. A glint of steel caught his eyes. “Are you gonna shoot me?” 

“Payne?” she gasped.

“I see you’re paying attention today,” he teased. 

Valentine was already up on him and wrapped her legs around his waist. She held his face in her hands, showering him with hot fevered kisses across his cheeks, forehead and neck. “Oh, I thought...” She lowered her lips, forced his mouth open, and kissed him with all her might.

Victor rippled with beast as he fought the urge to rip her clothes from her shapely form and take her right here. He embraced her lovely body and kissed her back. He loved the sweet flavor of her mouth. Her soft lips pushed against his and he grew hard with an immediate erection. Their tongues met with an eager force and their hard breathing echoed out into the empty room. He set her away from him to study her flushed face.

She smiled. “I'd hoped you would come for me.”

At the brilliant smile, an odd tugging pulled at his chest.

“I had to leave. They were going to take my memories.” She swallowed heavily.

“I know.” He tilted his head at her

“You knew?”

Victor nodded and set her down. “It’s the only option.” 

Her face paled. “You mean, you want me...?” She stepped back. “To forget you?” 

“You have to.”

“So, you do regret it!” 

Victor moved back from her. “I can't force a war with the deadliest clan in existence, Valentine.”

“So, I disgust you now?” Her eyes narrowed at him. “You only came to drag me back to those mind fucking Mesmers!”

“No, I—”

“The high and mighty Gargoyle King! A feared killer, the ruthless ruler thinks he’s too good for trash like me?” She angrily crossed her arms over her chest. “I’m nothing but a Merger to you now, a black hearted ghoul—not good enough for—”

“You really believe what you’re saying?” He crossed his arms over his broad chest.

“It's what I see.” A child-like pout appeared on her lips.

“Then the situation has you blinded.”

“I guess now I can pick and choose a mate.” She glared at him and turned away.

His eyes narrowed at her back.

“You say I’m one of only a few in the world, right?” She turned around to face him.

He nodded while glints appeared in his eyes.

“I can pick and choose who I will be with now and I don’t need a wipe. I can just move on to a new life, right?” Her blue eyes darkened with rage. “To a new beast, who would be more than happy to have me!”

Victor glared at her paling face.

“You initiated me to this world, to making love as a beast. I will be taken care of by one of them, so you can leave now, Payne,” she seethed at him as her whole body visibly shook. “I don’t need a bodyguard anymore.” Her livid gaze met his. “You owe me nothing and I wouldn't want us to be seen together, you know?”

A strained silence stretched out in the darkened room.

“Well?” She turned her back on him again. “Get out, oh glorious King!” 

A low growl, which sounded like a barely leashed lion, rumbled at her and Valentine found herself against the wall, her cheek meeting with the wood.

“No one else shall have you,” he growled low, “But me!” He ripped her pants from her.

“Let go of me!”

Victor breathed into her ear and squeezed her ass with both hands. He swiftly ripped her underwear from her.

Valentine gasped.

“You’re mine.” He pulled her up and shoved his cock into her with an angry thrust.

“Unh...” she moaned loudly as her body jerked from the sudden intrusion.

He thrust into her repeatedly, lust driving him as he drew in her scent and kissed her neck while he raised her hips up and down on him, grinding her onto his marbled cock to deepen the thrusts.

“Yes!” she cried out, as her weeping grew loud in the room.

He slowed his thrusts and stilled. 

“Payne?” 

“I forced you. I hurt you and I never wanted...” 

She turned to him. “I wanted it,” she declared in a breathless voice. “In any way that you give it!”

He gazed into her glowing eyes and grasped her face. “But if you were human, it would’ve killed you.”

Valentine pressed her body up against his and drew close to his lips. “But, I'm not human, and deep inside you must know I’m for you.”

“I’m all stone and have been forever.” He moved her back to the wall and raised her knees, opening her thighs. “Since I met you, my heart is soft; it’s the rest of me that’s hard,” he breathed the words to her lips while he moved his hips closer.

She swallowed heavily, her body trembling in his grasp. “I’m yours, all yours.” Valentine looked into his eyes and panted hard now, his hardness pressing her inner thigh. “Please, Victor?”

He raised a curious brow at her plea and tilted her hips from the wall.

“I learned my manners.” She let out a nervous laugh.

Victor plunged deep into her, lowered his face to her rosy hardened nipple and suckled on her.

She threw her head back. “Oh, thank you!” She released a satisfied cooing sigh.

“But, I’m not done with you yet.” His smile matched hers.

Valentine grasped his head and eased it back to her breast. “Please continue, my lord.”

He teased her nipple with his teeth and began to thrust into her with a slow, easy rhythm as she dripped with moisture, her silky pussy sliding on his cock. 

Literally pinned to the wall, Valentine's whole body shuddered. “Oh,” she moaned.

They floated slowly up to the ceiling, and he kept up with the sensuous rhythm. He pressed her back to the ceiling. “Join me in the heights.” He gazed at her breasts as they hung down. “Ceiling etiquette.” He latched onto a nipple while moving her around on him as he suckled both her nipples.

“Oh, I...” She panted. “We’ll fall.” She peered down at the floor below them.

“I’ll catch you.” Victor continued to move on her and in her.

Her body gave a spasm as she gasped with a glorious shuddering and closed her eyes.

“Look at me; I want to see you as you climax,” he whispered to her lips.

She tensed all over as her legs quivered and she opened her eyes to see his glowing at her. Her body jerked with erratic jolts as he held her tight while she writhed around and she started to close her eyes again.

“No, keep them open,” he growled.

Her eyes became lost in his while her body shuddered with a powerful orgasm.

Victor reveled in the rapture passing across her face as she moaned and whimpered. A rush of powerful exhilaration ran through his hard, marbled body as he gazed at her passion-flushed face. He gave her a satisfied smile while he thrust up hard into her, his hot cum jetting into her.

“Ahh,” she helplessly screamed out.

He growled low and it rumbled through the room. “Yes, come with me.” His heat flowed into her while he turned them over and floated them to the floor.

Valentine clung to him, her nails digging into his arms, her skin marbling and gleaming. Tears rolled down her cheeks. “I love you so much and I just can't lose you.” She sniffled. “I’m sorry for saying those things, my king.”

Swiping her tears away, he smiled. “I must be getting somewhere with you, all right.”

Valentine stared at him with a puzzled expression.

“I got a please, a thank you and now a humble apology.” He chuckled. “But I really should tell you, I am no longer a King. I officially abdicated.”

She gasped with surprise.

“So, that makes me just a lowly...?” He tilted his head at her. “Cop?”

“You’re still My King.” She tugged his face closer and kissed him.

––––––––

CHAPTER FIVE

Monte Carlo, Fandango Hotel

Victor swung the door open.

“Why here?” Valentine stepped inside and gazed around at the elegant furnishings of the posh hotel room.

He shrugged. “It's about as far as you can get from LA and all of the other obvious locations.”

Valentine tilted her head at him. “Come on, you don’t look like the Monte Carlo High Roller type, Payne.”

“I’ve been here many times.” He winked at her. “And I roll with the best of them. But in this case, it’s also a place where I may find...”

“What?” 

“Loose ends I need to tie up.”

“That always means more knots to me,” she retorted as she looked around at the luxurious furnishings. 

“Yeah, just tie up those knots and then have a lot of fun...untying them.”

Valentine gazed back at him and her body grew warm with a heated flush at the expression he wore.

“I also wondered how you would look in a bikini.” His eyes held a wicked glint.

With a shy smile, she glanced away. “You’ve already seen me in less.”

He came up close behind her and leaned down to her ear. “Yes, you’re right, no need for a bikini, but there are knots to untie here.”

As his warm breath blew onto her cheek, she held her breath and her whole body tingled.

“I think I’ll just hold you prisoner in this room.” He reached out and tugged her dress up, over her head.

Valentine blinked her eyes and stood wearing only undergarments. 

Victor reached around, squeezing her breasts, the lace of her black bra scrunching up with his fingers. “Just send for room service and keep you tied up in knots. No bikini and no clothes at all.”

“What about the gaming tables?” 

Smoothly unfastening her bra, he peered over her shoulder to watch as her creamy breasts popped out, her nipples stiffening in the cool air. Victor released a throaty sigh as he lightly twirled his fingers around her mauve rosettes. “We’re already a long shot, Sweet Valentine.” His warm lips rained blazing kisses along her cheek. “We’re rolling the dice every day.”

At the feel of his fingers tweaking her nipples, she gulped and shook all over while his warm hands took her breasts in a full grasp. She leaned back at the delicious sensation sliding over her skin.

Emitting a low growl, he lowered his hand to her lace underwear and grabbed the thin material, tugging it tightly while cinching it up to her clit. He stroked the lace underwear forward and back, with a slow excruciating rhythm over her now throbbing labia. With his other hand, he lightly pinched a nipple and lowered his hot mouth to taste the skin along her neck.

Valentine stretched her body out in anticipation and could feel her moisture seep along the panties as she grow wetter with the lacey vice. “Unh,” she drew in a deep shuddering breath, her hardened nipples tingling with needy little pricks.

Silent, Victor explored her neck with his mouth while his hands kept up with the seesawing of the lace. He pulled her up with his hold, her feet leaving the floor. 

They floated across the lavish room and he turned her body to face a full-length mirror, which covered an entire wall of the suite.

Valentine trembled as she waited for his eyes to show in the mirror.

Lowering his fingers, he moved the lace over and his glowing eyes rose to gaze into hers. 

Shivering, she could feel the wet lace pulling away, as he ripped the thin material from her thigh. He moved his fingers down and caressed her with light seductive swirls.

Valentine held her breath, as she grew wetter and trembled in his arms, her eyes locked with his in the mirror.

Gradually raising her body while they floated, he spread her thighs wide open to the mirror. His eyes smoldered at her reflection while he dipped his warm fingers into her. He held her by grasping her breast, his thumb rubbing her rosy rigid nipple. “I want you to see me untie each sweet little knot.”

At the startling proactive image, she gasped and could see his fingers plunging into her.

He smiled wickedly at her as she squirmed while pumping his wet fingers in and out of her open pussy.

“Unh, uh,” she panted breathlessly. “Please, you’re going to make me...” She could feel how wet she'd become, as his fingers slid in and out of her.

He plunged them faster and pulled her higher. “Make you what?” 

Her throat closed up and she couldn’t answer.

“Say it, Rose.” His fingers rested inside of her as he passed his warm palm over a tingling nipple.

Valentine’s body jerked as the glorious finger propulsion halted and she shook her head while she gazed at his reflection in the mirror.

“Tell me,” he purred to her ear.

A living need for anything and everything he might wish do to her became like a tender aching inside of her. “Make me...” She licked her lips as she stared at his hand resting on her clit in the mirror. “Make me come.” 

Victor lifted her higher and tilted her hips back. “I’m going to watch you come.” He shoved his hard cock into her, the seductive threat rumbling through her.

“Ahh...” She actually could see him go up and deep into her pulsing slick pussy. “Oh, no.” She shuddered violently.

“Yes, that is what you will do.” He thrust into her. “You will come for me and your body will curl with need. I will fill you and satisfy that need. And we’ll watch together, “he promised with another deep push of his cock. 

She could see her body convulse with his powerful thrusting, while utterly helpless to compose herself. 

“Come for me, little Rose. Just let that sweet cream slide over me,” he urged as his solid, throbbing cock thrust inside her again.

Her body shuddered with the words and she began to climax. “Oh, Oh!” she shouted with astonished delight, as her body convulsed and quaked uncontrollably. Valentine gasped and quivered brutally as she came and she could not look away. 

The glimmering nude image of her own body helplessly caught in a glorious web of ecstasy was the most sensual sight she’d ever witnessed, as he plunged into her again and again. 

His long, sexy body moved with every thrust, his dark eyes glowing to gold and back. His muscled arms rippled as they propelled her hips with the magnificent sliding motion of his marbled and fleshed cock, as more and more of her juices slid along its length. His powerful legs surged with strength as he used them to push his pelvis higher. “You see?” he purred to her cheek.

Valentine swallowed the capitulating cry that pushed at her throat as she stared into the mirror and saw his hard thrusting cock slick with her cum, go up inside her and slide back from her open pussy. 

“That’s your sweet cream sliding over me, cream which belongs right where it is.” The intense burn from his eyes held her suspended in a vortex of ultimate pleasure as she shuddered with the long climax. Valentine panted and her leg muscles quivered from the power of it, her torso stretching splendidly with a sensuous tensing along her stomach. 

“Yes...come with me.”

The vibration of his deep voice rumbled along her skin as she peaked with a full encompassing orgasm, the heat of his cum joining her climax. Valentine could now see his cum sliding in and out with his bulging cock. “Unh,” she moaned as she struggled to catch her breath. 

His gold eyes locked with hers in the mirror’s reflection for the entire climax, while the rapturous, shuddering spasm took her and she drew in a euphoric breath. 

“Beautiful,” he whispered to her cheek.

She glanced down, realizing they’d been floating three feet above the carpeted floor.

“I’ll catch you if you fall,” he assured to her ear.

Tiny tremors jolted along her spent body and she released a soft, gratifying sigh. “And, I hope I never land!” 

Victor chuckled and swung her up in his arms. “I think you’re finally paying attention!” He raised a wicked brow as his feet touched the floor.

Valentine giggled breathlessly at the familiar swipe and they both laughed while he carried her to the bed.

~* * * *~

Fandango Casino, Monte Carlo

The Roulette wheel spun and the little ball plopped into the slot. “Black thirteen!” The dealer called over the cheers and groans.

The lively red-haired woman jumped up and down. “I won, I won!”

A tall, good-looking man stood at her elbow and smiled while he rolled his dark eyes.

She raised her arms, her diamond bracelets glittering under the lights. “Look, Damon. Look at all my winnings!”

“Time to go eat, Little Miss High Roller.” Damon gently took her elbow.

She drew a long red curl from her face. “Aww...” A pout appeared on her full lips. 

“Come on, Alex. You know you’ll be here all night, if someone doesn’t sway you from it.”

Alex gathered her chips and laughed. “Yes, you’re so right and you could be the one who just might sway me!”

He took a step back. “Might?” A comical insulted expression passed over his handsome face.

“I will collect my winnings and meet you there.” Her big green eyes grew soft while she gazed at him.

“Promise?” He drew a brow up.

Alex smiled and leaned close. “Yes, just the look in your eyes sways me.” She kissed his lips. “I’ll be there soon.”

He shook his head with humor and turned away.

~* * * *~

Watching the animated pair who stood at the Roulette wheel, Sabrina took a sip of her daiquiri. Her intense blue eyes narrowed at the striking couple. She studied the tall dark-haired man with a brooding intensity as the woman wearing the glittery bracelets kissed him. 

Twisting a jet-black curl in her fingers while sipping at her drink, her unyielding gaze followed him while he made his way through the gaming room and Sabrina Giovanni sighed. It will be risky to go for one who’s attached, but he’s just about the yummiest piece of man I’ve ever seen.

Sabrina stepped from the bar stool and smiled as she watched him stride through the Faro deck. And simply too delicious to let go of. The woman can be dealt with if need be. She squared her shoulders and carefully followed behind him.

Damon entered the dining room and stared around at the opulence and very French décor. He stood and waited for the maître de as something bumped his shoulder.

“Oh, pardonne-moi!” Sabrina stumbled right up against his chest. 

Damon reached out to steady her. “That’s all right.”

She grasped his forearms and gave a gentle squeeze. Oh and even close up, he’s delish and solid all the way through. “Oh, you are American, no?” She batted her baby blues at him.

“Yes.” Damon nodded politely. “Well, have a good evening.” He turned away with the maître de.

Sabrina watched that fabulous body walk away from her and she pouted. He didn’t even look me over! She huffed disgustedly and moved toward the elegant bar, gazing around to see where she could get an observing seat. I’ll get his attention even if it takes all night.

~* * * *~

Damon gazed around at the lace tablecloths, red plush carpeting, and the gilded carved mirrors, which lined the walls. A candescent light gleamed from tapered candles encased in brass holders centering every table. Such extravagant living here in Monte Carlo, with all the amenities and a perpetual playtime, which went on twenty-four seven. 

Yes, playtime existed as an addiction all the time, for the woman he was addicted to and Damon sighed again. He’d already waited for maybe twenty minutes now for his little playgirl. I knew Alex would start up again, if I left her there. He rolled his eyes and glanced over at the waiter. “Two for the steak dauphin and a bottle of Chablis.” He handed the menu to the smiling man. “And, hold my table.” Damon got up and made his way back to the gaming room, spotting her at the cages.

He leaned in close from behind her. “Problem?”

Alex drew her shoulders up and visibly shivered from his breath on her cheek. “Oh, yes, I have all this money and nowhere to spend it!” She giggled while holding up a bulging roll of bills.

“I have a place you could stash it until you decide.” He gave her a warm smile.

She flushed and lowered her head. “It’s a lot of money, you know?”

“Really?” he asked. “Enough to buy a different life?” 

“Any kind you like.” 

“I have our dinner all set, but now I’m hungry for another dish.” He raised a meaningful brow.

“Oh, yeah?”

“We can have the dinner sent up to our room.” Damon extended his elbow to her.

“Well, once again, you’ve swayed me, you beastly devil.” Alex looped her arm in his and they headed to the elevator. 

~* * * *~

The quiet pair stood tensely together on the upper balcony above the gaming room, completely hidden from sight as they watched the affectionate couple take the elevator to the hotel floors. Their intense gazes followed the lone woman’s movement as she furtively trailed them. 

“She is stalking men again,” Valentine whispered low and gazed over at him. “How did you know she would be here?”

Payne shrugged his shoulders. “I didn't.” He chuckled. “I mean, I’d honestly like to take credit, you know?” He glanced over at her and winked. “It would make me look good, if I brought in my hundredth bust.” His smile faded as he shook his head. “She sure doesn’t have any beast sense, though.” 

“She shouldn’t be here or anywhere.” Valentine’s eyes narrowed as she watched her twin standing by the elevators. “Except dead in hell.” 

“My, my we are beast-like, today.” He peered over at her.

“She’s gonna kill the poor man and you’re not even concerned?”

He shrugged. “I’m afraid Malibu Barbie is not on that particular beach anymore.” He smiled with amusement and studied the gaming room scene again.

“What do you mean?”

Victor yanked her back when he saw Sabrina's intense gaze swivel up at the balcony. He waited silently until she exited the gaming room. “Are you coming?” He made his way toward the stairs.

Valentine froze at the familiar seductive expression and heard his low chuckle as he moved away. She released an exasperated breath and followed him.

~* * * *~

Room, 211 and 212, Fandango Hotel

Dimly lit, the corridor remained empty while Sabrina peeked out of her door to the room across the hall. He has to come out sometime. Unexpectedly, the door she watched so closely opened and she spotted the red-haired witch. Where is she going? 

Dressed in an evening gown, the glittery green sequins sparkling under the low lights, the woman gently closed the door behind her. She glanced back and forth and cautiously tiptoed down the corridor and got into the hotel elevator.

Sneaking out on your man, eh? Sabrina grinned. Well, babe, if you leave ’em, you lose ’em. She crossed the hall, peered around and tried the latch. Locked? She shrugged while glancing down the hallway as she raised an index finger and watched a silver nail lengthen from the tip. With a pleased smirk on her lively face, she stuck it into the lock and turned until she heard the telltale click. She pushed the door open a crack. The room looked dark, but her eyes immediately adjusted. 

His long, lean form lie stretched out on the silk-sheeted bed, completely nude except for the silky material lying over his stomach. 

Ooh, he’s so yummy. She felt her body ripple to beast. I wonder if I could control my beast and get some of that? She lifted her hands to watch her nails stretching out from her fingertips while they grew razor sharp. Sabrina smirked and silently floated from the floor to hover over the bed.

~* * * *~

Damon opened his eyes to see a woman hovering above him. He blinked at the surreal image, and she disappeared with a rapid swooshing sound. The lights came on, he heard her howls, and then they grew muffled. He bolted upright to see a tall figure holding a velvet bundle.

“Bad dreams, baby brother?” The king of gargoyles grinned at him and swung the squirming bundle around. 

“You got her!” An excited voice came from the doorway.

Befuddled, Damon swung his wide eyes over to the voice.

“Sorry, Damon, I didn’t mean to interrupt your honeymoon.” His brother chuckled.

“What the fuck is going on, Malias?” Damon asked while he gawked at the hovering woman’s duplicate as she moved from the doorway into the room.

“What the hell?” Another voice shouted from the hallway.

Their gazes all swiveled over to see the red-haired woman standing in the doorway.

“Alex! Come and join the party.” Victor smiled at her.

“Malias?” Her startled gaze pivoted over to Damon.

“Don’t ask me!” Damon helplessly waved his hands in the air.

Alex looked over to the young woman who stood quietly next to the door. “Why is Serena here?” Her question vibrated with a fearful shock.

Damon swung his bewildered gaze back and forth. “Does anyone mind telling me what is happening here?” He rose from the bed and stood completely nude before the small crowd of gawking faces.

Alex gaped at him. “Damon!”

He gazed steadily back.

“You’re...” She frowned. “Not dressed for company.”

He placed his hands on his lean hips. “I wasn't expecting company and I don't give a flying fuck!”

Victor laughed.

“Don't you have an explanation to give?” Damon glared at his brother.

He gave no answer as he adjusted the velvet wrapped body and tossed her over his wide shoulder.

Valentine stepped forward. “She intended to kill you!”

Damon gazed over at the striking brunette. “Yeah? Well...” His voice fell away as he stared. “Oh, man I remember you!”

Valentine took a step back. “No, I’m not—”

“You are,” Alex spoke from next to her.

“Yes, okay. So, she‘s a Ballatori!” Victor sighed.

Alex visibly paled. “A Merger and she’s with you?” 

He shifted the squirming bundle. “Yes.” 

“No shit, Malias?” Damon stepped back. “You know what this means, don’t you?”

“War,” Alex whispered.

“So, why are you here?” Damon gazed back and forth.

“We were tracking a specter.” Victor walked toward the door.

“The twin sister?” Damon asked as he raised his arms with frustrated perplexity.

“A killer and she framed Valentine,” Victor called back over his shoulder.

“And, who is Valentine?” Damon let out an aggravated sigh.

“I am,” Valentine answered.

He pivoted his puzzled gaze over.

“She wiped herself.” Alex stared at her.

Valentine looked startled. “How do you know that?”

Alexandra Rayne lowered her head. “I helped you do it.” 

“You?” Valentine gasped. 

“Yes, back when I was a Mesmer.”

Damon yanked the sheet from the bed and wrapped it around his bare waist as he looked around. “What the hell? Where did my brother go?”

“To our room, no doubt.” Valentine glared at the doorway. “He’s always doing that!”

Alex and Damon exchanged glances.

“Doing what?” Damon asked a smile peeking at his lips.

“Running around with no fucking cares apparently,” she answered.

Damon let out a chuckle.

Valentine’s fuming gaze swung over to him.

“He does whatever the fuck he wants, didn't you know?” Damon studied her flushed face. “Do you know the king well?”

“He isn’t a king...anymore.” 

He blinked at her. “What?” 

Alex drew closer to Valentine, grabbed her arm, and closed her eyes.

Valentine took a step back.

Letting go, Alex shook her head. “Oh, fuck,” she breathed out.

“What?” Damon asked. 

“We gotta talk to my father and quick!” Alex paled some more.

Damon studied her troubled expression. “Oh man, you are so not saying they're...?” He stared at Valentine. “The Mergers will slaughter him!” He sighed heavily. “Do you love him?”

At the pointed question, Valentine swallowed and her eyes calmed.

“Yes, she does,” Alex answered for her.

Valentine glared at her. “Oh, you’re one of those.”

“Something like that.” She nodded her head.

Damon chuckled at her use of his favorite expression.

Valentine stared at Victor’s amused brother. “Are all you Lycian beasts the same, or what?” 

Damon staunchly tugged the sheet over his smooth body. “Yes, we’re all wicked and unashamed.” He stubbornly raised his chin. “It’s a family trait, I suppose.” 

Alex stared at her man as her expression softened and she shook her head with a smile.

Valentine moved to the doorway.

“Wait!” Alex called. “You really love him, this I know. But if you really do? You need to...” Her warning faltered when she saw the misery on the other woman's face. She shook her head. “Forget it. I know how you feel.”

“This is a whole different game, Alex,” Damon warned.

“I know what has to be done.” Valentine lowered her head. “I just needed to catch this killer and clear my name.”

Alex released a sad sigh and looked over at Damon’s troubled expression. “So? We crossed the line and broke the rules!”

“We didn’t tempt the fates like this, causing massive deaths and a beastly war.” Damon sighed and placed his arm around Alex’s shoulder.

Tears glimmered in her eyes. “Love is a powerful force,” Alex repeated her father's words. “And it can defeat all other intentions.” 

Valentine stared at the stunning Mesmer woman. “Not this time—I don’t think it can.”

Alex sighed. “There may be a way, we can fix it.” 

“No wiping, ever!” Valentine shook her head and strode angrily through the doorway. 

~* * * *~

Victor stood in front of the high arched window gazing out over the water as the waves rolled onto the shore.

Valentine opened the door and quietly shut it behind her. Her gaze dropped to the bundle on the bed. “So, what now?”

He remained silent.

“I can't believe she’s really...” Valentine stepped closer to the bundle.

“Your blood?”

“Yes!” She continued to glare at the velvet-covered roll, which held her vicious twin. “So sadistic, a cold blooded killer.”

“We were all that way at one time.” Victor turned toward her. “Even you. You do realize I must have her wiped first, and then take her in, don’t you?” He shook his head. “But, she won't even make it to trial before she turns or the Mergers snatch her back.”

Valentine drew in a breath. “You’re going to take her to the Rayne Estate?”

He nodded.

“I can't go there.” Valentine shook her head. “Maybe the Alex woman could help?” 

“She can’t Mesmer anymore.” 

Valentine puzzled at the statement. “Yes, she said that she—”

Victor grabbed her hands. “Her and Damon...,” he paused. “A Mesmer and a beast are not supposed to be together like they are. She lost most of her ability when they got together.”

“Okay, I’ll meet you in back LA, then.” She nervously avoided his intense gaze.

“You can’t be alone, if Gio finds you; they may wipe you too, or worse.”

“What, then?” 

“You stay with me.” He stared at her. “Always.”

“I can't go to the Mesmers.” She backed away from him.

He grabbed her arms. “They wouldn’t force a wipe, not if I’m against it.”

“And are you really against it?” Her voice cracked.

“I promise you will be with me, and we’ll see this through together.” Victor pulled her to his chest.

“What are we going to do?” She lowered her head.

“We will find a way.”

Valentine lay her head on his shoulder. “Okay.”

Victor gently patted her on the back.

~* * * *~

Rayne Estate, San Francisco, California

“It's not that simple.” Alexander released a sorrowful sigh.

“You just do it!” Victor glared at him.

“Merger wipes are...” Alexander halted and sat down behind his desk.

Penelope lowered her head.

Victor stared at her. “You were willing to wipe her sister!”

“Yes, and you know we said it may not take,” Penelope defended.

“It has to be done; she has spectered and killed.” Victor’s eyes glinted. “We also need her to clear Valentine of these murders.”

Penelope stilled and gazed meaningfully at Alexander.

Alexander glowered at her and rose from the chair. “All right,” he seethed. “But, you know we can’t trust him!”

“Who?” Victor asked.

“Grigori.” He sat back down with a defeated sigh.

“Starets?” Victor raised his head. “Rasputin himself?”

Penelope nodded at him. “He’s the only one who could do it for sure.”

“He has a bad history, Pen.” Victor’s eyes glowed at her.

“I never said he didn't.” Her sparkling blue gaze met his. “We all have bad histories, my king.”

“Yes, indeed we do.” He let out a scornful laugh and turned to Alexander. “You mean you will actually call on the Black Monk for this?”

“If I must,” he answered. “This is monumental enough, as it does involve both clans.”

“And, you say he’s the only way for us to do this?”

They both remained silent.

Troubled, Victor turned to the window. “What about...?”

“He’ll know about Valentine the moment he steps into this room,” Penelope whispered while she wrung her hands.

“Will he care?” Victor asked as he stared out at the Golden Gate Bridge.

“No one knows about his alliances,” Alexander laughed bitterly. “Whoever holds the power is who he sides with.”

“I haven’t seen him since he faked his own death, early in the nineteenth century.” Victor turned back to face them. “We’ll have to chance it.”

Alexander stood from his desk. “What do you have to compel him?”

Victor wrinkled his brows at the odd question. “Compel?”

“Payment?” Alexander prompted. “And you’d better decide quickly, since we’ve thought about him, he’s liable to show himself.”

Victor shrugged.

“He doesn’t care about money,” Penelope offered.

“No, but he will want payment.” Alexander glared at her.

She lowered her eyes.

“Well, in the past, I would’ve given him a passel of beautiful and willing women.” Victor gave them a wicked grin.

Penelope Rayne looked aghast at his suggestion

He shook his head with humor. “In the past Pen, the past.” He turned his attention back out to the lawns of the Rayne Estate. “My castle.” 

Alexander gasped.

“I don't need a fucking castle.”

“But, your kingdom?” Penelope raised her hands to her mouth.

“I abdicated several days ago.” 

“You gave up all of that?” Her eyes widened at him.

“A thousand year dynasty.” Alexander gaped at him. “For her?”

“Oh, my.” Penelope’s eyes shone with tears.

Victor laughed at their flabbergasted expressions. “I’m too human now to be the one to protect it and I also must ask for the Mesmer’s to help relocate all of my constituents.”

“It will take every member of the council to do it!” Penelope's face paled.

He nodded.

“It will make ripples in the Chimera world.” Alexander wore a distracted expression. “The possible effects of this altering event will change everything.”

“There will be only one kingdom left.” The ex-kings smile appeared cold.

Alexander tilted his head at his fateful words. “You truly are the King, Malias.” His expression reflected awe.

Penelope shook her head. “Very clever, I must admit.” Her eyes were still round in her face. “Remove the conflict and remove—”

“The power struggle?” A melodic voice called from the doorway.

Penelope flipped around and her face went white.

A tall, thinly built man hovered above the floor in the open doorway of the study. “It’s been a long time, my king.” His greeting echoed out like a sonic wave of sound, which wrapped around everything in the room as he bowed formally toward the king. 

Victor grimaced at the stately bow. “Just a plain beast, no need to scrape and bend for me; I am but a small part of the clan of human beings now.”

Grigori raised his hands. “You will always be the King of Beasts to me.”

“Whatever.” Victor gave an unconcerned shrug.

The suave Mesmer turned to gaze at Alexander. “I sensed the ripple days back and waited for your call.”

“Yes, I know.” Alexander’s eyes narrowed at him.

Penelope wrung her hands nervously.

Grigori’s cold gaze swung over to her. “Dear Pen of the magic, the shifter of minds and the conductor of the cosmic station.” He bowed toward her.

She paled and lowered her head.

“So, where is she?” He gazed around.

They stared blankly back at him.

He smiled and the room even grew colder with it. “The specter?” His thin dark brow rose at their silence.

Penelope cleared her throat. “I will show you.”

He tilted his head at the king. “So, love conquered the beast?”

Victor stared back with an impassive expression. “No conquering, just changing.” His eyes glowed brightly and his skin marbled.

The revered monk bowed again. “So be it.” He turned away and followed Penelope out.

Alexander pounded his fist onto his desk.

Victor stared, as he’d never seen the gentle Mesmer angry before. “He can’t take my kingdom, Alexander.” He shrugged. “It’s gone already.”

“No, but there are many souls he can take.” The older man released a heavy breath. “Nicholi was my friend, you know?”

“It was a long time ago,” Victor replied.

“He took an entire kingdom and wiped it out!”

“Bad history, that.” Victor gazed over at the painting of the Russian Czar, which hung on the study wall. The famous royal family of Russia and the last of a great line of monarchs. He suddenly remembered when he actually met the last of that line, the lovely ill-fated Anastasia.

“The Russians will never forget it.” Alexander followed his gaze. “And, neither will I.”

“The Mesmer King.” Victor laughed. “Yes, I remember Rasputin's fake funeral. They all stared at me, when I just couldn’t stop laughing about the joke being played on the entire world. All of history believing he was dead.” His laughter halted while his eyes glowed at the empty doorway. “If he so much as turns one wrong step? They’ll be having his real one, this time.” 

~* * * *~

The Ballatori twin’s screams ripped through the halls. A door in the upper hall flew open as she rushed along the balustrade, mindless and panicked, her face glistening with sweat while she tripped and tumbled down the stairs.

Victor stepped into the foyer with Alexander behind him, to watch the woman as she plummeted along the winding stairs and landed at the bottom with a sickening thump. His emotionless gaze swung up to the balustrade.

Penelope appeared there, her face pale, her hands covering her mouth, as Grigori stood behind her.

Alexander rushed over to the still woman at the base of the stairs.

Bubbly laughter echoed out through the house.

Victor peered up to see a smiling Sabrina, standing next to Grigori. He drew in a sharp breath and pushed Alexander aside, pulling Valentine into his lap. “Marla?” 

Valentine didn’t respond.

Penelope appeared next to him and reached out to touch Valentine’s face.

“Don’t touch her, any of you!” The ominous growled warning bounced off the walls.

Alexander grimaced and his stunned gaze rose to the banister at the top of the stairway.

Grigori shrugged. “I’ve never seen it happen before.” His cold eyes narrowed down at them.

Penelope grew breathless with panic. “He was wiping Sabrina and the next thing we know...”

Victor cradled her dark head to his chest.

“They’re twins.” Alexander sighed with disgust. “We should’ve thought of that, but I always believed it to be pure Merger myth.”

“The link was done a long time back, when they were children.” Grigori appeared next to them. “When I started to wipe one, the other became wiped instead.”

“Yes, we’ve always been double the trouble, I’m afraid. That was the reason she wiped herself the last time.” She rose and floated above them. “Blood is thicker than Mesmer magic!” Sabrina snickered from above them. “My brother will be happy to have her back, though.”

Victor raised his glowing eyes. “Do tell him to come to me and try to get her, please.” His snake-like voice rippled out with rage. 

She stared at him and her eyes lit up with realization. “Oh, you’re the King of...?” Sabrina stilled and her eyes grew blank as she hung almost lifeless in midair.

Penelope’s wide-eyed gaze swung over to Grigori.

Rasputin held up a single finger pointed at Sabrina. “I always finish a wipe.” His cold eyes did not blink.

Victor dropped his worried gaze to Valentine’s pale face.

“Some cannot escape their sins, can they, my king?” Grigori lowered his finger and Sabrina crumpled to the floor. 

He smiled coldly at the Mesmer Monk. “No, we all eventually pay.” His icy smile faded. “And, the price can be heavy.” He scooped Valentine into his arms and quietly floated over the stairs to the hall above.

~* * * *~

Victor sat by her bedside for days and Valentine never moved or batted an eyelash.

“She’s completely wiped, I believe,” Alexander spoke from the doorway.

“So it happened anyway, despite her attempts to avoid...” Victor’s conclusion faded away.

“We can give her a new life now, before she wakes up and see's you.” Alexander released an uneasy breath. “We can set up another life where—”

He stood from the bedside chair. “No, not another life; she didn’t want that.”

“Okay, well you can say...goodbye now.” Alexander turned away and shut the door.

“I’ll make sure they give you the life you had, Valentine.” Victor tilted his head at her. “It will just be minus one rude beast, which you won’t even miss.” He kneeled down, and met her lips with a sigh. “I failed to catch you.” His lips lingered next to hers. He didn’t want to leave her just yet, and he closed his eyes to breathe in her scent, while he hesitated for another long moment. Victor tasted her lips for one last time and closed his eyes at the heady feeling the flavor of her skin always brought to him. His hands curled to fists at his sides. “I should’ve been paying attention.” Unshed tears glittered in his eyes as he rose and turned away.

––––––––

CHAPTER SIX 

Malibu, California

The red Mustang leapt off the freeway ramp, skipping over four lanes of traffic, its lights flashing while it slid neatly in behind the beamer.

The rookie sat in the passenger seat of the tilting muscle car his nails digging into the dash while he shook from head to toe.

“Got ’em!” The Mustang’s driver shouted over the noise of the engine with a triumphant smile and maneuvered the powerful vehicle through the lanes, racing along the California One-0-One at a hundred twenty miles an hour.

A hefty car, the stolen beamer ahead of them couldn’t get around traffic. It steered around a slow moving truck and spun out to the grass byway.

The excited driver grinned while slamming on the brakes, the Mustang skidding sideways to a dead stop. “Steal cars in my hood, eh loser?” 

Officer Bobby Kane had the miserable misfortune to be sitting in the passenger seat, while his head flew toward the dash and snapped back with a sickening jolt. He shifted his white knuckled grip as he turned to gape at his partner’s face. Fright streaked through his lean body and his teeth chattered with it.

His new partner got out of the drivers door and leaned in through the open window. “Coming?” she called over the noise of traffic.

Bobby jumped at her voice. This woman is a complete whack job! He disengaged his frozen fingers from the dash and watched his new partner ease up to the stolen car, her gun extended. 

“Put your fucking hands on the dash!” she ordered.

The Beamer driver complied.

She took a careful step closer. “You?” 

The dark-haired driver jerked his head back. “Not you, Valentine!” 

Valentine released a disgusted breath. “How many God Damn cars do you need, Benny?”

He shrugged. “I can’t help it if Malibu has all the beamers!” He gave her a crooked grin.

Bobby watched from the front seat of the Mustang while she jerked the car thief from the stolen car and violently slammed him to the hood. A huge grin beamed from her lovely face as she viciously snapped his cuffs on while reading the perp his rights. The young cop shook his head with astonishment. She’s like a demented overzealous TV cop or something. 

Valentine opened the car door and shoved him onto the leather seat. “And you topped it off with reckless driving, you piece of shit!” 

Bobby’s mouth dropped wide open as he gawked at her rough treatment of the suspect. 

She slammed the car door closed and grinned at her latest assigned partner. “Well, you missed your first bust, Bobby boy!”

He blinked back at her, his mouth still open.

“You may not catch any criminals.” Her eyes twinkled at him. “But the fly’s sure better watch the fuck out!” Her delighted laughter cascaded over his head.

Bobby snapped his jaw shut and watched her go around the front of the car. I can’t take another ride to hell with this Medusa! 

Valentine opened the heavy door and got in.

His uncontrollable shaking started again, as he stuttered, I’m gonna stay–with the stolen car until...” 

“Well, call it in first, Bobby Boy.” Her intense blue gaze swung over.

He reached for the radio.

Valentine started the Mustang and revved the powerful engine as she raised a brow at him.

Bobby gasped as he dropped the mic and reached for the door handle.

“Stay with the beamer then.” A wicked smile appeared on her gorgeous face.

He jumped out and stumbled back.

The red car spun out, drove across the median and hopped over to the fast lane to join the heavy flow of LA traffic.

That vicious babe cop is clean out of her mind! Bobby released a shaky breath. 

~* * * *~

Valentine smirked while she tore through traffic and glanced into her rearview mirror at the suspect in the back seat. “Fifth partner in three months!” 

Benny’s startled eyes studied the car’s interior. Smooth white leather, all plush and the softest texture he’d ever seen. Well, maybe not ever; I’ve seen it once before. “Uh—where did you get this badass car?” If you fucking bleed all over my seats? I will bleed you out! Benny heard Payne’s cold voice in his head and he shivered.

Valentine’s eyes swiveled to the rearview mirror and she didn’t answer right away. Switching lanes, she sighed. “A gift.” 

Benny nodded his head with appreciation. “Some fucking gift!” he exclaimed and gazed around again at the leather interior. “This car looks so familiar.” 

“It might just be familiar to a lifetime criminal like you, Benny.” Valentine chuckled. “A cop gave it to me.”

Benny gaped at her. “No shit?” He laughed. “Why would—?”

“I don’t know, it was anonymous.”

Benny whistled loudly. “Man, you must’ve given some gloriously good head to get a car like this!” He sniggered. “It’s a Boss Mustang, you know? But, it’s a guy's car, not a fucking chick’s ride.”

She glared into the rearview at him and slammed on the brakes.

Benny helplessly plunged forward, his face smacking hard against the front seat. “Oof!” The breath left his lungs.

Valentine smiled with satisfaction as she drove down the side street and slowed the car down to pull neatly into her spot in front of the police station.

“What the fuck is the matter with you?” Benny yelled and tried to shake away the little dots of light dancing in front of his eyes.

“I thought I saw a salon,” she mimicked a squeaky valley girl voice while she batted her eyelashes at him. “And I might wanna get my nails done, you know?”

“You could’ve busted my face!” He shook his head with disgust. 

“Yeah, if that were true?” Her gaze turned stony. “It would be busted already.” Her voice fell low as she got out of the heavy car.

Benny attempted to shake away the dancing blips in front of his eyes. “You cops are all the same; why just last year that God Damn Hurt Legend broke my—”

“Come on, Benny, and let’s get your pretty little picture taken, shall we?” Her tone rang out sickly sweet while she yanked him from the car. “Besides, you might get a gift just like I did.”

“Uh?” he asked as he sniffled through his broken nose and stumbled on the walk.

“Yep, in the joint they gift cons with sweet asses like yours all the time!” She gave him a blue-eyed wink.

Astounded, Benny gawked at her as she led him through the double doors.

~* * * *~

Valentine kicked her shoes off and plopped down on the couch in her apartment. Today really got her blood going and it was about fucking time Malibu had some action. And no partner again! She remembered Bobby Boy’s face and her laughter grew at the stunned expression he wore while he stood in the byway, watching her drive away. Her laughter slowed when she remembered the cussing she got later from the Chief. “You have to stop scaring partners away!” 

Ever since her big bust last year with the Slasher, she really didn’t have to worry; she’d become a favorite of the Mayor and the city council. Funny thing that case; the suspect—an exact twin to her—and Valentine even became a suspect because of the resemblance. The entire spectacle of it went by in a crazy blur. She got up from the couch, stretched her body and removed her shoulder gun holster. 

She remembered standing with the cuffed suspect at the clerk’s desk while gazing around at all the startled faces in the squad room. All those male cops rushed forward as pandemonium broke loose when they realized she’d single handedly collared the Malibu Slasher, her exact double. Bewildered, Valentine stood wide-eyed while they patted her on the back and took the female perp to be booked. Excitedly, the officers congratulated her, and later they even held a celebration party for her at their favorite bar.

Smiling with the memory, she headed for the shower while she thought of the fantastical circus full of reporters, national interviews and her face in all the papers. The chief said she’d made the bust just in time, before the FBI took over the famous case. 

Afterward, she became a star and the attention made her feel a constant queasiness. The excitement and adrenaline from all of it did goad at her, as if something was missing, like a needed stimulation or some unknown thrill. She shook her head while forced to admit that she’d become pretty reckless lately. 

Valentine laughed. Reckless, yeah, that was the chief’s exact word to her in his office today. She removed her blouse and gazed at her reflection in the mirror. Her lace bra looked a little askew and she yanked it from her chest. A flash of pure adrenaline shot through her as she stared at her nude reflection and she stilled. She swallowed with trepidation and stepped back. Now, this other bizarre thing kept reoccurring. She would get these heated sensual sensations she’d never experienced before, along with these overwhelming erotic dreams. She rolled her eyes. I’d better get a handle or it’s Psyche Eval for me! 

Valentine stepped into the shower stall and raised her face to the warm water. It's just my biological clock ticking. With the superb hot dreams she’d been having? It may be a biological bomb about to explode. She smirked under the water spray.

~* * * *~

“Oh,” Valentine gasped and her body shuddered with delight while his fingers slid into her.

He relentlessly pumped them in and out, massaging her nipples with his other hand as he lowered his searing mouth to the tender skin along her neck.

Fighting the urge to scream, her body burned with a building fire while she tried to control her breathing. Why don’t I fight him? Pure decadent pleasure flooded her senses as her body pulsed with desire. Why would I? Instinctively, she moved around on his stroking fingers.

Raising her up, he plunged her onto his glorious hard cock. Valentine moaned aloud with helpless pleasure as he entered her and she could see herself in the mirror’s reflection. 

He thrust harder.

“Ahh,” she moaned while her body tensed. She heard him growl low and she trembled with the sound.

“Come for me,” he whispered to her ear and tilted her hips to the mirror.

Valentine could see his swollen cock slick with her juices slide up and into her. She gasped as her body convulsed.

“Just let your sweet cream flow over me.” His eyes glowed at her from the reflecting mirror.

“Oh!” Valentine shouted as she bolted straight up in her bed while sweat beaded on her forehead. Breathing hard, she couldn’t catch her breath, raising a shaky hand to her chest while her heart pounded like a jackhammer. What the fuck was that? She gazed around at the darkened room and yanked the sheet away. I’m wet! Feeling down between her thighs, she throbbed, her skin tender like she’d climaxed in her sleep. I’ve haven’t messed around since high school and even then, it was sickening. Now, I’m having wet dreams?

She lay her head back down. What would he look like, this guy of my dreams? I can’t seem to make out his face in the dreams and the glowing eyes must be some kind of bizarre special effects thing I saw in a movie or something. Would his eyes be green? She shook her head. Blue? She sighed again. No, they would be dark eyes, almost obsidian-hued and he would have a wicked smile, which would make my heart flip over. 

Valentine smiled in the darkness. Well, since it’s up to me to create him? He would have a wicked sense of humor to go with that smile, a take-no-shit attitude, and a hard, lean body with warm hands that would...Gasping, she sat upright again. Dark hair and tall as all get out? His striking image appeared clearly in her mind. 

She jumped out of bed, rushed to the living room and halted at her desk. She stood for a long moment as if she were lost, and then slowly moved around it to the chair. Her breathing sped up as alarm pinged at her. What am I looking for? 

Valentine peered down at all the scattered papers haphazardly covering the messy desk. The answer is here, but what is it? Her heart lurched in her chest and she rifled through the mess. The newspaper, that’s where I’ve seen him! It would be way down at the bottom of the pile. Lifting the entire newspaper stack, she plopped the heavy heap down and turned on the desk light. Let me see, February? She rolled her eyes in thought. No, it was way before the bust. Oh, man, a whole year ago! 

Searching frantically through each newspaper, Valentine tossed each one to the floor. No, no! Damn! I only have six months worth. Her shoulders slumped. The fucking housekeeper should leave my stuff alone! Where would he be? She let out a fluttery giggle. In my dreams, apparently. Dropping to the desk chair, she released a disappointed breath. 

Leaning her head back, she studied the ceiling. Wait! I have police files and archives at the station. She bit at her lower lip. I’ll find that photo. She remembered it clearly now. A cop at the courthouse and he stood in front of reporters. Goosebumps rose along her arms as she remembered how he looked. Tall, broad shouldered, with amused dark eyes and a sinful smile. What does it mean to me, though?

~* * * *~

Malibu Police Station

Valentine locked the driver-side door of the Mustang and stood motionless in the parking area of the Malibu Precinct, distracted by the question she’d asked herself repeatedly for months now. Why in hell did I accept this gift? Her puzzled gaze centered on the gleaming, cherry red muscle car. 

The Boss, eh? She remembered Benny’s title for it. The extremely masculine vehicle wasn’t even her style or idea of a car she would buy, and accepting it as an anonymous gift...unethical really. She studied the powerful machine and answered herself. I just knew I wanted it when I saw it and I didn’t even hesitate. 

Sleek, yet powerful. Simply a muscled machine, while delivering an unbelievable kick of adrenaline whenever you outdistanced every car on the road. Valentine blinked rapidly the usual pull to get back in nudging at her as her pulse rate increased. 

The outer shell of the car was seductive, yet commanding, while glaring at you with a mean, unrelenting challenge as it provoked the wild part of you. It would tempt you to hop in, seducing you to flow with the changing of gears, while beguiling you with a belief you could catch anything that moved.

While on the inside, it beckoned with its plush comfortable interior, welcoming you and molding itself around your personality, while it made you feel safe. More than just a car, it existed as an entire experience, sucking you into some impetuous, long, hard ride, as if you were chasing something elusive and alluring, your blood surging through your veins. 

As you lowered your foot on the accelerator, a tempestuous triumph buries itself with a sensual shove deep inside as you grip the wheel, while the meaningless world flew by in a blur. You literally breathed in the pure horsepower, imbibing and reveling in its forbidden gratification of blinding, perpetual speed. 

Then, at an instinctively defined moment, you slam down on the hefty brake pedal while coming to a rushing halt. Reeling with euphoria, you step out, releasing an exhilarating breath, feeling superbly satisfied and magnificently complete. 

And you’d fight the enticing urge to get in and live it all again.

Realization slammed her with a solid jolt. The car gave her the same feeling as the elusive lover in her dreams. She drew in a sharp, stunned breath. Oh, man—is this his car? Valentine shivered with some unidentifiable sensation as she took an alarmed step back from the magnificent beast of a car. Magnificent beast? She swallowed heavily at the implausible idea. Did he die and his ghost haunts me, through this car?

At the preposterous lunacy of such an impossible scenario, Valentine laughed aloud and smothered her mouth with her trembling hands. Breathing heavily, she slyly gazed around for possible witnesses to her obvious nervous breakdown. It’s all so wild and I’d better get myself together. She pushed the feelings away. I just hate personal mysteries—they make me want to scream. 

Squaring her shoulders, she headed for the station doors. Just like that, the psycho-killer-Barbie she’d busted disappeared from the system after the trial. They were supposed to move her and then? She just disappeared, with no trace at all. Valentine’s eyes narrowed. I really do hate when things are unsolved, events left hanging and someday, I will find her. She stopped at the fountain. I say the same about him, too. She shook her head with an aggravated breath. Him? She gritted her teeth. I’m so sick of this. I wonder if I should talk to the chief about it? Valentine strode in through the doors. No, I’d better not. It would mean psych for sure and the chief already threatened that if I didn’t calm down.

Bobby gawked at her from the clerk’s station.

“Desk job, Bobby Boy?” she asked.

He gulped solidly and nodded his head at her, raising a slip of paper. 

Valentine grabbed it. “Oh, the chief, eh?” Her gaze rose to see his lowered head as he typed one finger at a time on the computer while pointedly avoiding any conversation with her.

I guess he really doesn’t like me much. Well, he can get in line for that occupation with at least six other ex-partners. She grinned and headed to the chief’s office.

~* * * *~

Sidney, Australia, Lower East Queensland.

On surveillance for two days with nothing to do but wait, Payne’s bored gaze rose to see a woman walking along the sidewalk. Only it wasn’t walking really, merely a sashay of splendorous, mesmerizing motion, and his dark eyes narrowed. Hello! He watched the sweet sway of her hips as her long black hair fell softly over one shoulder. 

Her face wasn’t visible as she continued down the walk and disappeared through a building entrance. But who really fucking cared? His chuckle vibrated inside the car’s interior. I wonder if she has blue eyes? He grinned. Most guys didn’t care about that stuff. But me? I would want a pair of deep blue intense eyes gazing into mine with a desperate need in them, which only I could satisfy. 

He shook his head with exasperation. It’s a moot point anyway, since there were none left I could enjoy. Nope...all human and frail, with no pleasure for old Payne in this world. Still, a beast can fantasize, right? He let out a heavy sigh. A woman just like her, one with curves to her build who stood proudly on long, lovely legs with shapely hips you could grab and use to your advantage. 

Payne closed his eyes and could see her in his mind and feel her body next to him. Her soft giving, against my hard taking. He would raise those well-rounded hips up and shove her down onto his waiting cock, watching as her torso stretched straight up, and her eyes would pop wide open with a startled pleasure. He would hold her tightly and begin a slow sliding into her, delving into her sweet, silky depths with a keen precision. And he would revel in repeating the relentless strokes as she whimpered with fevered delight. 

He let out a growl as he pictured her, eagerly grinding herself down and over his throbbing erection while she let out a moan of helpless pleasure. This is where he would pound harder and plunge deeper into her silky, wet pussy. Her supple body stretching out with a shuddering climax, her soft panting breaths grazing his ear. So fucking hot. Payne’s breathing sped up as her orgasm squeezed his pulsing cock with her tightening pussy as she came.

Payne sat up straight in the seat of the car. Fuck! Rock hard and throbbing with unspent lust, he knew his skin marbled. The hot babe would float in when he was bored and entertain him with her sexy giving. A lot of fucking good it does me! Shit, I should've erased the entire female gender from my memory! He tilted his head. The lovely brunette just seems so real and I can almost taste her. But no face. He laughed aloud. Well, who in the hell needed one? 

Attempting to shake off the heat of the repeated fantasy, which would come along when least expected, Payne calmed himself and forced his attention to the slime he was chasing now. The bastard had to make a move soon. I hate fucking Australia, already! I’ve become so fucking bored that I have to make up women to entertain me. What’s next, dirty mags and a fistful? 

Disgusted with himself, he reached into his pocket for his little cigar, placed it to his lips and froze. There! His dark eyes narrowed when he spotted the infamous coke dealer getting into a taxicab. This son of a bitch isn’t going make any more drug deals in stale old Aussie town! 

Dropping the cigar from his lips, he started the car and veered it over to the street. He gritted his teeth while a small foreign car honked loudly. God Damn back-assward country, with all these little Euro hybrid pieces of shit they stupidly call cars while driving on the wrong side of the fucking road! He swerved over to the far lane, his eyes locked on the taxi.

The taxi sped through the streets of lower Sydney and turned sharply into an alley.

So, you spotted your tail eh, Govey? Payne grinned. Okay, I’ll drop back and wait until you think it’s clear. He carefully backed his car into a fireside alley. A beast has some good qualities, you know? Tracking seemed to be second nature, even when tracking humans. I could lose the taxi, but would still find it in the end, he mused, while the hefty red muscle car purred magnificently as he waited. 

With the purring sound only a Mustang’s engine could make, he realized it could somehow soothe his beast in some bizarre way. Payne shook his head. The Cobra and I just had to have it shipped all the way from New York. He reached down on the leather seat to feel for the little cigar. They sure as fuck never saw a car like this one at Sydney Central. He smirked as he remembered the look on their pasty white faces at the Queensland station, when he first drove the car up to the front of the building. And they’d never seen anything like me, neither. 

Payne’s smile dropped as he placed the cigarillo to his lips and flipped his Zippo open. There wasn’t even enough crime to go around on this whole stinking Australian continent for a cop like me. He lit the cigarillo with the blue flame from his favorite Zippo; a present from his twin, also a detective. Yeah, it runs in our blood—the spirited chase, the bloodthirsty hunt, and if a case goes really well...the kill. 

His interest lit up as the glow of his cigar brightened when he spotted taxi number thirty-five. He slowly edged the Mustang forward and followed. So, Mister Slimeball is going to China Town? Great, straight to my favorite part of town! Payne gritted the cigarillo with his teeth and continued with the beloved hunt.

~* * * *~

Sydney Central, Australia

Payne dragged the cuffed man in and pushed him to the desk.

The old clerk raised his startled gaze to the pair.

The tall detective tossed a bulging plastic bag filled with powder onto the counter. “Book ’em, Possession with Intent.” He let go of the suspect.

“This fucking Yankee derro cut me, mate!” The suspect glared at the clerk as blood from his nose dripped down over his lips.

The old bleary-eyed Sergeant of the desk stared at the impressive American cop.

“I don’t know what the hell that means, but Mister Drug Peddler here, had a car accident and somehow busted what he calls his fucking nose on the dash.” Payne grinned as he shrugged his wide shoulders.

The clerk shook his head with disapproval but a spark of admiration twinkled in his eyes. “The Captain wants a word, Lieutenant Payne.”

The brash Lieutenant nodded and sauntered down the hall. He raised his fist to knock as the door opened and a woman stood there.

He gazed at her with a start of surprise as he looked over her stiffly starched dark suit.

An older woman glared back with a sour slant to her lips, her hateful expression matching her flinty eyes as she made a derisive sound under her breath and moved past him. 

Payne shook his head with humor and looked to the desk.

The Captain nodded for him to come in.

“Who’s the cheerful wretch?” Payne joked as he sat in the chair.

The older cop lifted a grey brow at him.

Payne innocently pursed his lips and gazed away.

“You know, Payne, you’re a real pearler.” The Aussie born cop smiled.

“Is that a compliment?” 

“Yeah, you got a bust record that makes our local cop heroes look like a piece of piss.”

Payne blinked at him.

He chuckled at the man’s bemused expression. “Now some say, you’re a raw prawn, but I can tell by the shine in your eye that you be genuine.”

“I didn’t understand a fucking word of that, Cap.”

The older man threw his head back and laughed.

The American Lieutenant sat and waited for what this was really all about.

“We have a bloody bag running around the Bush ranches.”

“A bloody...?” Payne peered at him with total perplexity. “A bag of what?” 

The Captain shook his head with humor. “It’s a ghoul.”

The tall American grew still in his chair.

“A well-known local who’s a big bickie and owns half of the outback was slaughtered two days ago.” The Captain lifted a meaningful brow at him.

Payne sat forward with interest. “Okay, now you’re speaking my English.” 

“Well, we don’t have many Homicide experts.” His boss shrugged. “The scraggy you just saw came from the American Consulate.”

Payne listened intently.

“Yeah, it does involve Americans. She can’t butt in just yet and she's pissed, but we can't tell if they will butt in and send someone anyway.” The Captain sighed. “You’re our guy for it. But, you ain't gonna ken to where this is at.”

“Victoria?” 

The Aussie Captain shook his head. “In the Bush.”

“Well, how bad can it be?” He shrugged.

“You are a city dweller, racing around in that bugger car of yourn's.” The Captain smirked.

A smile edged at Payne’s lips.

“And the Never-Never can only be navigated with Jeeps. There’s a lot of rough sun and no posts.”

“The Never-Never, ’eh? I like challenges.” He smiled wickedly.

“Well, you’ll think this is a real beaut then.” 

“Okay, so what’s the deal?” Payne experienced a small rush of adrenaline.

The old cop handed him a file. “A killer on the loose and we don't want none thinking it’s an Aborigine, cause it would cause a real Blue here at the city level and at the main level.”

Payne studied the file.

“We got your guide ready; you be on a walkabout in the morn!” the Captain announced with enthusiastic optimism.

“I don’t do walking, Cap.” Payne scowled at him.

The Captain sniggered. “Nah, not real walkin’. You’ll be in a Jeep, Lieutenant. Just meet him here at dawn tomorrow.” 

“Dawn?”

“That’s how they work, early up and buggered out till sunset.” He grinned at the baffled Payne.

“The guy speaks English, right?”

“He is Ab, but he’s a real bonzer of a guide!” The Captain nodded.

“And that is a good thing, right?” 

“Yeah, Payne, he’s the best bushy guide in the whole territory.” 

The handsome Lieutenant rose from the chair.

“And be careful, there’s some wild, vicious hyenas out there, you know? Not everyone is what they appear to be,” the older cop warned.

Stilling at the ironic statement, Payne stared at the astute Aussie cop. “Yeah, that’s so true.” He grinned as he left the office.

~* * * *~

Australian Outback, Wirrajerry

The sun rose while the Jeep navigated along a road, which in reality wasn’t a road at all. It was a rambling trail meandering through gulley-sized potholed ruts.

Payne held onto the roll bar with a bored numbness, which would’ve put him to sleep if the dammed road wasn’t so bumpy. It all looks the same and they say it goes on forever. He focused on what he’d read in the criminal report. 

There’d actually been two killings, but the first was an Aborigine and the news of an indigenous death traveled slowly. The killer tore their throats open, the weapon undetermined and the crime scene contaminated by everyone and their neighbor. Payne rolled his eyes and took in the vast wasteland. What fucking neighbors?

“Wirrajerry!” The guide announced.

He swung his distracted gaze over. “What?”

“The murders?” The dark skinned driver nodded as his eyes stayed on the so-called road. “It happen in Wirrajerry.”

“If you say so.” Payne’s bored gaze remained on the terrain.

“My name is Binja.” The guide offered.

“Payne,” he sighed with disinterest.

“Oh yes, and you give much of that!”

“Oh, yeah?” The tall detective raised a brow at him.

“You are deadly.” Binja nodded emphatically. “Give much pain.”

“How do you know?” 

“You are all cold on the outside, but...?” The guide laughed nervously.

Payne sat forward, full of curiosity while he intently studied the driver.

“You not been human long,” Binja answered while appearing edgy.

“What the fuck does that mean?” Payne stared hard at him.

“We Indigenous are crazy, you know?” He let out a jittery laugh. “It mean, you’re not, uh...” His voice fell away as he gripped the steering wheel.

Payne leaned back in his seat with a chuckle, pulling his hat down over his eyes.

Binja released an annoyed breath. “Another dastardly one in the back country,” he muttered low under his breath.

“American, you mean?” Payne asked.

The driver gasped and swung his startled gaze over. “Huh?” 

Payne raised his hat brim. “What other Americans have you met lately?” 

“A pretty one, she be a real ripper. She married to the big man.”

“Which man?”

“The dead one.” The driver swallowed heavily.

“And his wife is the ripper?” He grinned at the guide.

“No, it means um—hot you know, fine to be looking at? She like you, though.” His eyes became beady.

Payne stared at his dark face and threw his head back with a boisterous laugh. “You mean she’s American?” He patted the guide gently on the shoulder with humor. 

“She that, too.” Binja nodded with emphasis.

The long legged cop propped his boot up on the dash while lowering his hat again. “Wake me when we get to the Whirly Jerry place.” An amused chuckle vibrated from his chest.

~* * * *~

Stephens Triple K Ranch, Wirrajerry

“We here!” Binja announced.

Payne leaned forward, tipping his hat back. “It looks the same with maybe more green to it.” He gazed all around. “There’s nothing here.” 

“We on Wirra’ land though.” Binja shrugged.

“So, how far?” 

“See the station post?” Binja’s dark head motioned out ahead.

“You mean the big place with three windmills?”

Binja's dark eyes widened. “No, I mean the fence post up...” His gaze shifted sideways. “You see far! It be at least ten more miles away.”

“Yeah, we Americans can do that.” Payne gave him a sly-eyed wink.

Binja looked nervous again. “Um—so what you gonna do?” 

Payne grasped the roll bar as a bouncing bump slammed the jostling Jeep and his long body shifted in the seat. “Look around, question.”

“You question the Rip Snorter Babe?” Binja swallowed with an anxious gulp.

“Oh yeah, I sure as hell wouldn’t want to miss one of those.” Payne smiled wickedly as he leaned back and lowered his hat over his eyes again. 

After another hour of Jeep jostling and a few labored unsuccessful winks of shuteye, Payne abruptly sat upright.

The ranch sat among miles of nothing, the well-tended fences penning in colossal horse herds and endless heads of cattle. A three-story mansion possessing at least twenty bedrooms sat in the middle of an enormous stretch of outback land with a dozen outer buildings spread out around it. It took them twenty minutes just to come up the long paved driveway.

A grey headed Aborigine stood on the porch and grinned at Binja. “They say you bring the coppers.” 

“Bumpy!” Binja hopped from the Jeep and grabbed the older man in a bear hug.

“There now, Binja, calm it,” the old man admonished him with humor in his voice. His gaze swung to Payne, his old eyes rounding. “He’s a...” The old man gulped.

“Yes, he American!” Binja held a warning in his tone.

The old servant blinked rapidly. “I don't think she’ll like this.” 

Binja let out a tense laugh and nervously patted the other man on the back.

Payne climbed the stairs moving to the top step. 

Bumpy raised his stunned eyes at the cop's height. “Oh,” he tittered. “You turn and you very big, powerful, right?”

Payne halted his steps. “What?” 

Binja laughed a little too loudly and moved Bumpy out of Payne’s line of vision.

“Where is the Mistress of the house?” Payne wasn’t pleased by the previously unknown phenomena where Aborigines possessed the skill to know a beast.

Bumpy stared at the deadly expression which appeared on the large man’s face and he swallowed heavily. “In the parlor.” 

“This way.” Binja swept his arm up and over the steps.

The enormous foyer gleamed spotless with a smooth polished floor and very few adornments on the walls, just a few various animal heads with piercing horns. The afternoon sunlight glinted off a huge chandelier from a wide skylight above the entry.

Bumpy led the way and they came to the open double doors.

A woman stood at the window with her back to them. Long blonde hair fell down past her tight rounding derriere, the long shining corn silk like strands gracefully sweeping the back of the red silk dress she wore.

“Miss Stephen?” Bumpy called to her from the doorway.

“Yes?” she answered without turning around.

Binja noticeably shivered.

Payne noted the guide’s reaction. If I were human? I would shiver too, at the beastly sense in this room.

Bumpy bowed toward her. “You have a visit—”

“Yes, the police, right?” She turned around, her deep blue eyes riveted to Payne’s face.

Payne felt an instant and weird taste in his mouth as he stared back. Her features were striking as she stared at him with a steady unflinching gaze. And that luscious body? Mmm. He stood stock-still for a full moment. A stunning ripper, all right.

Mrs. Stephen smiled at him and her brow rose at his appreciative expression.

And yes, the stunning smile would outfit the entire delicious package. Payne smiled back.

Binja gazed back and forth at them, his eyes rounding.

She stepped forward. “Do come in, officer.”

“You can call me Victor.” He gave a polite nod and stepped closer.

“Okay, and you may call me Sabrina.” 

He blinked at the name, but said nothing.

Sabrina nodded her head at Bumpy. “Could you get us some refreshments?” 

He nodded and grasped Binja’s arm, tugging him out.

“You’re here for the murder,” she sighed.

“Well, I’m not here for the abundant bushy fresh air.” 

“Oh, and you’re funny too.” She laughed and went over to the lavish leather sofa.

He followed and sat a few spaces from her. “I need to know a few things.”

“You get right to it, don’t you?” 

“Better to interrogate you now than later.” He grinned.

Sabrina looked tense and she stood from the couch. “I was gone when it happened. I was in the city.”

Payne watched her closely, especially the way the sun shone through her red flimsy dress. A spark of something nudged at him, but he couldn’t seem to identify it. She’s a chimera, which is quite a shock, as they were rare in the word, but there’s something else familiar about her. He stood. “Were there any strangers around at that time?”

“No.”

He nodded and gazed around. “Is there any reason that someone would want him dead?”

“No! He was wonderful, always kind to the indigenous and his fellow ranchers.” Her eyes filled with tears. “He had no enemies!”

The door opened and Bumpy rolled the tray in.

“Let’s have some tea and then we can continue.” She let out a sad sigh and turned toward the servant.

Bumpy set up their tea, crackers and cheese without a glance up at them. Bowing his old frame toward the mistress, he turned and went back out.

She poured a cup for him. “Sugar?”

“No, hot and black.”

“That’s for coffee, Victor.” She giggled.

A flutter tickled the skin along his neck at the sound of his name on her lips.

She swung the cup around and he took it.

Sabrina stirred the tea in her cup. “He was out at the back five hundred, when...” Her voice fell away. “Checking on cattle.” She raised the cup to her full lips and gazed into his eyes.

An odd pull tugged at his chest while gazing into her intense blue eyes.

“Victor?” 

Payne shook his head and downed the scalding hot tea without even feeling the burn. “Well, you do have a room for me here, right? I never saw a Holiday Inn on that,” he paused and rolled his eyes. “Road?” 

“Oh, I love a sense of humor!” She laughed. “Yes, the Queensbury Chief already phoned me.”

He raised a brow at her.

She nodded. “No one else has arrived yet, like reporters and such, but we are out a ways.”

“A ways...?” he scoffed sarcastically. “Yeah, just a little. Well, I do have to check on something else.” He held out his hand. “I‘ll be back later tonight.”

“Yes, you’re very welcome to stay.” Sabrina took his hand.

Payne waited for a spark or jolt from this female’s touch, as all else about her riveted his senses, but he felt cold instead. He tilted his head at her. “Do you have a...?”

“Have?” Her curious gaze met his.

“Never mind.” He let go of her hand and turned away, shutting the door behind him.

~* * * *~

Wirra’ Settlement, Australian Territory

Binja didn’t look happy as he drove over the rough road. “The settlement is not a place for a gubbah.” He peered over at Payne. “Especially an American one.”

“I have to see about the other murder too, Benjy. And did you just call me a goober?” he teased with dry humor.

“No, a gubbah. It means white Government people.” The guide glared at him. “And, I don’t like this.”

“I’ll keep your protest under advisement.” Payne smirked.

Binja drove along the bumpy track with a frown on his face.

“What do you know about Mrs. Stephen?”

Binja gulped. “She be a gammon and that ain't no humbug!”

“In English please, Benjy?”

The guide looked afraid. “She not what she appear, you know what I mean?”

“Yes, I know what you mean.” An ironic smile prodded at Payne’s mouth.

“Mister Stephen, he a nice gubbah, he liked us and not a word akin to anyone.” Binja’s expression grew even angrier. “She will get everything, you know?”

“So, you got this whole case solved eh, Sherlock?” Payne raised a mocking brow at him. “I guess I should’ve stayed home,” he teased.

Binja's head jerked up, his face ashen.

Payne threw his head back with a laugh.

Binja pouted. “Well, you ask 'bout her.” He turned the Jeep onto a little side road. “Now, Payne...?”

He glanced over. “Yeah?” 

“These people not like me and Bumpy.”

“Oh, really? So, they’re really hateful, eh?” He winked at the overly serious driver.

Binja shook his head. “You strange funny for a...” His words halted.

“An American?” Payne grinned at him.

“Yeah.” Binja looked nervous again.

“There are different kinds of,” Payne paused for emphasis, “Americans, you know?”

Binja shifted his gaze away and halted the Jeep. “Okay, we here.” 

Payne looked around at the empty road. “Now Benjy, there isn’t anything—”

A gunshot rang out from behind a stand of eucalyptus trees.

“They got no guns here!” Binja’s face went ashen.

Payne un-holstered his weapon and hopped from the Jeep. “Well, that wasn’t a fucking firecracker, Benjy boy!” He carefully moved to the trees and peeked in through the foliage. A cluster of adobe-style houses lined the area and he spotted movement in a darkened doorway.

He moved swiftly across the dirt byway and stood next to the doorway, holding his gun high he moved carefully forward. A weird whirring sound pinged in his ears while his eyes adjusted to the dark. He saw the steel glint of a weapon gleam in the low light from the far wall.

“Freeze!” A voice shouted.

“No, you freeze!” he shouted back.

A long silence permeated the room and his beast sight adjusted to the dim interior just as the perp turned and ran down the hallway.

He cautiously followed.

“Drop it,” the command came from behind him.

“No, you fucking drop it!” At his retort, he could hear a foot stomp.

“I’m with the Federal Marshall’s office and you are under—”

Payne spun around and relieved the perp of his weapon, immediately disarming him.

Payne lifted the squirming culprit high. He didn’t want to use too much strength, as he needed to question him. “Hold still, you fucking crazy—” The lights came on and he glanced over to see Binja and a few other men, their wide eyes staring back at them. 

He peered down to see whom he held and at the same time, he caught a wonderful scent. It overwhelmed his senses for a stunned moment. An elbow thrust into his gut as a foot stomped onto his boot—the glancing blows having no effect, of course.

“Let me go, you big, fucking gorilla!” she screeched at him with a pained whine in her voice. “What do you have under your jacket anyway, fucking concrete?”

A woman? Payne smiled and lowered his face to her hair. Yes, all woman, and very fresh with a scent of...

“I said let me go!” The tip of sharp metal pricked at his neck.

“Are you gonna carve me up with a little nail file?” he taunted to her ear.

Her body trembled and she pushed the knife closer. “If I have to.” 

Blood dripped along his neck and he let her go.

She spun around, her rounding blue eyes glaring at him. “Why you Mother...” Her voice fell away as her face went white.

“We’ll leave our mothers out of this, if you don’t mind,” he quipped. “So, who the hell are you?”

“You–You’re–?” she stuttered as she jumped back.

Payne recognized her. “You?”

“Uh, oh!” Binja gasped loudly from the doorway. “It’s another ripper gammon!” 

The small crowd of Aborigines gathered in the sparsely furnished room collectively gaped at her face.

CHAPTER SEVEN

“She be the evil woman’s sister!” Binja shouted.

Valentine swung her befuddled gaze around. “What?”

“Your sister, she...” The terrified guide gulped.

“I don’t have a sister.”

“The resemblance is uncanny.” Payne raised his brows.

Binja nodded.” It be magic from the Dreamers.”

Payne stepped closer and took up a dark silky curl, pinching it with his fingers. “No, Benjy, she looks like a dream, but she is definitely real. Only her hair is—”

She yanked her hair from his grasp, her eyes glittering at him. “You’re saying my twin is here?”

“Just who the hell are you?” Payne skipped over her question.

She sighed and flipped her badge out. “Special unit attached to the American Consulate.”

“So?” He glanced down at the badge with disinterest. “Not impressive. I own one of those myself.”

“I’m here to—”

“Investigate the Stephens murder?” 

Her eyes narrowed at him. “You haven’t told me who you are.” Bending down, she tucked the little knife back into her boot.

Payne stilled while he enjoyed the nice little bend of her waist as her tight little behind peeked up at him. “Mmm,” he growled.

She stood up. “What was that?” 

He kept his expression blank and whipped his badge out.

With interest, she peered down at the glinting Silver Star. “You work for the Australians?” 

“Now you need to tell me who the fuck you were shooting at.”

“There was a huge snake and—”

“No!” Binja stepped closer. “You not kill snakes here, they holy!”

Appearing unconcerned, she looked around as though she was searching for something. “I think I missed him, anyway.”

Payne held her gun out with a Cheshire-like grin on his face.

With an irritated huff, she snatched it from his grasp.

He chuckled.

“Where’s this double?” She stepped over to Binja, her icy blue eyes narrowing at him.

The guide stepped back with a fearful gulp.

“Hey, you don’t have the right to bully my driver!” Payne exclaimed.

“I have diplomatic license to question anyone I choose.”

“This is my case.” His dark glare glinted back at her.

“I outrank you.” She raised her chin.

Payne threw his head back, and laughed.

The female Marshall gawked at his laughter.

“You're pulling rank in the fucking outback?” He wiped a hilarious tear away.

“I’m leaving.” She turned away.

He grabbed her arm. “Not until we know.”

Her eyes darkened and she gazed down at his hand on her arm. “Let me go, or...” 

“Or?” His cold smile showed.

Her flinty gaze slowly rose to his. “You’ll be minus a set.” 

“So, we’ll get to dance again, eh?” he taunted. “I’m kinda glad, because I really enjoyed that.” 

She yanked her arm away and looked around. “Gimmie?”

At the provocative word, Payne tilted his head.

“Yes, Miss Valentine?” A tall native man stepped forward.

“We go now.” Valentine swept past him.

Payne’s eyes narrowed at her back. “Valentine?” 

At his voice, she halted and swallowed heavily.

“Not the Malibu Queen of cops, Valentine?”

She visibly trembled, but didn’t turn to look at him.

Payne moved closer to stand behind her. “The one who busted Malibu Slasher Barbie?” He leaned in close to her cheek.

Valentine flinched and sidestepped the hot breath grazing her cheek.

“We got ourselves a real live celebrity here, Benjy!” he snickered. “The national Babe Cop who single handedly collared the bloodiest killer on the West Coast!”

“Yeah, and you Mister super cop of the Hurt Legend?” She tilted her head at him. “Apparently, has let this killer get away.”

“What killer?”

“This twin? The one who looks like me?”

“Yeah, what about her?”

“Is Miss Malibu, herself!” 

“Well now, miss Federal Marshall, with this striking resemblance you obviously share with her, how do we know you’re not this Barbie Slasher?” He crossed his arms over his broad chest.

She gasped at the accusation. “If you had any brains, she would be on her way to booking right now!” 

At her words, Payne experienced a flicker something. Anger? He grinned. No that isn’t quite it. His delighted gaze dropped down from her face to take in the dark suit. He took his time and roamed his explicit visual inspection up along her shapely legs, to her curvy hips molded into those slacks. Hips, which were just the right size for sensual motion. His lurid journey traveled higher to her slim waist. He’d already checked out her lovely, firm ass and his eyes rose to her full breasts. Mmm, can’t tell with the jacket and all, but the rest of her was perfect. 

She stomped her foot. “What the hell are you doing?”

His leisurely, vicarious scrutiny ended at her flaming face where he met with her glaring, intense blue eyes. Unqualified striking feminine perfection. Too perfect in fact—she fit the ideal image of my sexual fantasy woman. His previous enjoyment suddenly fell like a blistering cannon ball inside him. “Just comparing certain traits.” He assumed an innocent air.

“I am so out of here!” She threw her hands up with loathing and flipped around.

Payne instantly appeared in front of her. 

Startled, Valentine blinked rapidly at him.

“We’re in this together and we will stay that way.” He glowered at her.

She stepped back. “Oh, no way!”

“Oh, yes way!” He nodded.

“Fine.” Valentine crossed her arms over her chest. “So, what do you have?”

“You first.” He stifled his shock at her one-eighty.

“Forget it, I can’t work with a...”

“With a what?” He mimicked her and crossed his arms over his chest.

Valentine huffed in response and attempted to step around him.

Payne reached for her arm.

“Don’t you touch me!” she warned.

He sighed and passed his fingers through his dark hair. “Okay, the victim was murdered out on the range and the wife,” he paused while he studied Sabrina Stephen’s identical face. “Was in the city at the time it occurred.”

“An alibi?”

“Haven’t checked it yet.” He shrugged.

“So, you just took her honorable word for it?”

His eyes narrowed at her. “No time. Came here just after her statement.”

Valentine pointedly avoided looking at him as she gazed around.

“Your turn,” he prompted.

“Okay, a tribesman was upset and wanted to speak to Mister Stephen. And before he could?” Her eyes met his. “He was dissected.” 

“Dissected?” He repeated back.

“Torn to literal bits.”

“Charming,” he quipped.

“So what’s your plan?” 

“Speak to the natives.” 

“Already did that.” Her smile appeared sweetly smug.

“Benjy?” Payne called out.

“Yeah?” The driver stepped forward, his eyes still wide.

“You and the other guide get her gear and we’ll all use our Jeep.” He swept past a shocked looking Valentine.

“Hey!” 

He turned to her. “We do this nice, okay?” 

Her face suddenly paled, but she closed her mouth and nodded.

“Nice.” He gave her a furtive grin. “Right?”

“Sure, it seems to be your fucking party.” Valentine strode ahead of him and out the door.

Amused all over again, he watched her sweet, tight ass sashay through the open door. “Yeah, a real Payne party and oh, what fun he’s gonna have,” he smirked and followed her out.

~* * * *~

TRIPLE K, Wirrajerry

The big house was brightly lit as they went in through the front door, their guns drawn and held high. Animated voices boomed through from the main room, as the pair moved closer. 

The melodic sound of glasses tinkling chimed throughout the house. 

Valentine glanced over at Payne.

He winked at her and they both leapt out as they raised their guns.

A woman dressed in an evening gown gawked at the gun toting pair and screamed while dropping her wine glass to the floor with a crash.

A room full of people gaped at them.

Valentine stared while she held her gun steady, passing it over the room. She glanced sideways at Payne.

He stood with his arms at his sides and no gun.

“Where is your piece?” Valentine whispered from the side of her mouth.

“In my pocket?” he mimicked her stage whisper.

“What is the meaning of this?” A woman in a blue glittery dress stepped forward, her grey hair bright under the light of the chandeliers.

Valentine shoved her gun back into her holster with an exasperated sigh.

“Where is Mrs. Stephen?” Payne asked.

The older woman squared her shoulders. “I am Mrs. Stephen.” Her British accent twanged at him. “And you two have rudely interrupted our party.”

He gazed all around. “Oh, I beg pardon and I do apologize up front for leaving my tux at home, but you are not Mrs. Stephen.”

“I have been Mrs. Stephen for almost forty years, young man!”

Payne shook his head. “No, I mean the younger Mrs. Stephen.”

She stared daggers at him with a look of distain on her face.

“Here!” Sabrina stepped out from the others.

Valentine drew in a breath.

Sabrina wore a silver evening gown with star-shaped diamond earrings sparkling from her ears.

Payne swung his gaze back to Valentine. “See? Just throw you into a sparkling get-up like that?” He chuckled. “And we’d have double Rip-Snorter Babes.”

Valentine paused at his bizarre descriptions and decidedly ignored him as she moved forward. “You’re under arrest.” She jerked her cuffs from her inside jacket pocket.

“Mmm, hiding things in there are we?” Payne stepped closer and peered down at her jacket.

The older woman stared at Valentine. “On what charges?”

“Now just whatcha think they would be, Duchess?” Payne tilted his head at her.

“I see no warrant and no evidence. By what authority do you—?”

Valentine swung her Federal badge up to the older woman’s startled face as her steely gaze shifted back to Sabrina. “The American Consulate and Queensbury Central Authority.” She took a determined step closer to Sabrina and snapped the cuffs open. “You have the right to remain silent.”

The elder Mrs. Stephen stepped in front of Sabrina. “She was with me in Sydney the entire day and the following day, when my son was murdered!” Her flinty green eyes sparked at Valentine.

“And, you’re willing to—”

“I already gave the statement at the consulate and the central law enforcement.” The elder Mrs. Stephen glowered at her. “This is an outrage and a total miscarriage of justice!”

“I’m afraid there is a warrant out, however.” Payne stepped closer.

The older woman glanced over at the tall, good-looking cop. “May I see it?” 

“Gimmie!” Valentine called out.

Payne flinched at the shout with a mischievous urge to answer the request. Every time she does that? I just wanna give her all I’ve got. He rolled his eyes with humor, his hands demurely looped behind his back.

“Yes, miss V?” The guide stepped forward.

“Please bring my satchel from the car.”

He nodded and swiftly ran out through the front hall.

The angry female Federal Marshall gazed around. “Do you all know who this woman really is?”

The small crowd stood with their collective mouths open for the entire exchange as Valentine’s resemblance to Sabrina caused a quiet hush to fall over the room. 

“No, they don't.” Sabrina smiled at her.

The elder Stephen woman stared at her daughter-in-law. “You do not have to put up with this, my dear!”

Payne chuckled.

Valentine swung her stunned gaze over. “And what is so amusing?”

“It’s all just so strangely entertaining.” He shrugged.

At his answer, she rolled her eyes with apparent repugnance.

“Um—Miss V?” Gimmie called to her.

Valentine turned around to face the entry.

“No satchel.” 

“What?” she gasped.

“I search everywhere and it not there!” Gimmie defended. “I put it in the Jeep, honest!”

The elder Stephens woman stepped close. “You may leave now.”

Valentine looked over to Payne.

He shrugged at her.

She stomped her foot and glared at Sabrina. “Your day will come, Barbie.” 

Sabrina stared back, an impassive expression on her matching face.

“Let’s go.” Payne grabbed her arm.

Valentine yanked her arm from his grasp and stomped out to the foyer.

He was right behind her. “Did you know you’re really sexy when you’re mad?” 

She flipped around. “What?” 

“Just an observation.”

Valentine stepped close to the smiling detective. “Two victims here, and not to mention the four in LA and she’s free! And you’re cracking jokes?”

Payne focused on her very close, full lips. “So fucking ripper.” 

“Ooh!” She opened the door and glared at him.

He stood quietly and stared back.

“Well?” she asked through gritted teeth. “Are you coming?” She marched through the doorway.

At the strangely familiar expression, Payne flinched with the odd feeling of déjà vu. “Um, yeah, I guess.” He followed her out.

Binja and Gimmie sat in the Jeep. 

“Let’s go now!” Binja called out.

“To where?” Payne asked.

“To the Bungalows.” He gave them a bright smile. “You outcasts like us now.” He nodded his head with authority.

Payne blinked his eyes at the news. “Yeah?” He glanced over at Valentine while wearing a pleased grin. “Well now, I’m certainly used to that!” He hopped into the Jeep.

The gorgeous, but very enraged Marshall hesitated on the steps.

“There are no Hiltons in the outback, Valentine.”

She exhaled with an aggravated huff and climbed into the front seat.

“No warrant? No Malibu Barbie!” Payne sniggered. “Poor Ken would just cry, you know?”

“Yeah, yak it up there, Mister Hurt Legend!” She faced her flashing eyes forward.

Another chortle of hilarity came from the back seat, as she sat stiffly and fumed as the Jeep took off down the long driveway.

~* * * *~

Aborigine Bungalows, Wirrajerry

Shadows from the smoky fires danced along the high trees as the flames rose from the main fire ring of the camp. The evening air of the outback wafted along in the quiet, filled with aromas not found anywhere else in the world. The flowing breeze swept through, laden with the scent of eucalyptus. The thick smoke from the unusual wood swirled high as it glowed hot in all the fire rings.

Valentine sat on one of the benches, a plate of tribal food on the table in front of her while she stared at the high flames, rising to a darkened night sky.

Payne sat down next to her, plopping his plate on the table and released an annoyed sigh. “So, when are you gonna stop pouting?”

She didn’t look at him.

“So, when Barbie Scissor Hands flew through Malibu, you just gave up, mmm?” He lifted a challenging brow.

Her eyes narrowed and she turned to glare at him.

“There!” He grinned. “At least you’re looking at me.”

Valentine frowned and remained silent.

Payne took a wooden fork from the table. “Tell me how you busted her.” He dipped his fork in and scooped up the possible potato dish.

“I don’t know,” she answered in a flat tone.

He swallowed the tangy bite. “What?”

“I honestly don’t remember.” 

Puzzled, he distractedly took a swig of their highly praised alcohol and swallowed with a wincing choke at the flavor and the heat. Whoa, no wonder these Indians brag on it. He wiped the moist sting from his eyes. “What do you mean you don’t remember?”

“I was standing at the booking desk with her in cuffs.”

“Yeah?” He stared at her profile.

“And—that’s all.” She lowered her face.

Mystified by the short story, he wrinkled his brow.

Valentine took her fork and gazed down at the food. “And then, I was an instant star. I couldn’t catch flies hovering over a pile of shit, Payne.” 

“You’re messing with me, right?” He let out a disbelieving titter.

With a shrug, she dipped her fork into the suspiciously possible vegetable dish. “Nope.” She lifted it to her mouth and took a bite. She grimaced and swallowed hard. “What the fuck?” She grabbed the wooden cup.

Payne lifted his hand to warn her about the fiery grog.

She tilted the mug back and downed the entire drink.

He gaped at her.

She sucked her breath in with a loud wheeze as she coughed and spluttered while the heat burned up her esophagus.

Laughing, he pounded her on the back.

With the powerful pounding, her body slammed up against the table.

Payne forgot about his strength.

Valentine rasped with a heaving of her lungs. “Are you trying to kill me?” 

“You were the one who...” He peered at her face.

Her eyes flashed with specks of gold light.

He sucked in his breath.

Still struggling for breath, she didn’t seem to notice his stare. “Hello!” She let out another harsh cough. “That shit packs a helluva punch!”

Payne stared at her. 

Valentine gave him a beaming smile as her irises went large and vertical.

“What the hell?” he gasped.

“What?” Her skin marbled to a light peach color.

Stunned, he grabbed her arms. “You’re a...?” The shock kept him from speaking. A true and rare feat to accomplish, but Payne was flabbergasted into speechless by this unexpected revelation.

“Your eyes are glowing!” Valentine hiccupped. “They’re not dark anymore.” 

Payne tugged her close to his chest and peered around.

“Hey!” She pushed against him.

He shushed her and looked around at the empty camp as he quietly raised them in the air.

Valentine gaped down at the receding ground. “Oh man.” Her face went white.

“Did you know?” He held her tightly to his chest.

She didn’t answer, as her attention remained riveted to the treetops, which were now well below their feet.

“Valentine!”

Her astounded gaze swiveled to his face. “Huh?”

Payne spotted a giant sturdy branch and set her down.

Clinging to him, she froze. The ground sat at least thirty feet down and she opened her mouth.

He placed his hand over her mouth. “Shush.”

Valentine stared at him with wide eyes.

Gazing intently at her face, Payne slowly removed his hand.

“What are you?” she whispered with fear.

“Well, there's my answer.” He tilted his head at her.

Valentine wore an astonished expression as she reached her fingers out and touched his marbled face.

“A female chimera?” He laughed. “And a cop, no less!”

“A female what?” 

He shook his head, an ironic grin on his lips.

“So, do you fly a lot?” she asked with a slur in her words.

“First class.” He chuckled at the sound of her childlike tone and blinked.

Valentine stared as his dark eyes showed with the blink and threw her hands over her mouth.

“What?” 

“You’re the one from my dreams!” Her face paled. “But, I never knew you before.”

“Your dreams?”

“Oh yeah.” She giggled with a nod of her head. “Hot dreams!” 

“I am good with heat.” He gave her a charming wink.

“Yeah, you really cook!” She attempted to smother another giggle. 

“So, what happens in these dreams?”

Her silly laugh halted. “Um...”

“Tell me.” 

“Oh wow, I’m drunk!” She hiccupped.

“Apparently.” 

“Well, you’re...” Her face flamed.

He patted her hand reassuringly.

“Making love to me, like really intense.” She swallowed.

“And?” 

“Oh, what a feeling! Your hands are all over me, your fingers inside of me.” She smirked with a nervous amusement.

Payne listened with growing amazement, as he could picture her bare beneath him and his cock went instantly hard. He envisioned an image of grabbing her hips and shoving her down hard, reveling in the feeling of her wet sliding on him. Her soft moans of pleasure driving him to beast and he would thrust deep into her sweet, warm pussy while she helplessly shuddered in his arms. He released a shaky breath. “Your body feels so smooth, like satin under my hands. You glide like silk on me, so hot and wet.” He drew his lips closer.

Valentine closed her eyes. “You like to taste...” She touched her fingers to her lips.

He grasped her trembling fingers and touched his mouth to hers. “Your lips, your skin...your nipples.” Payne grabbed her and kissed her hard while wrapping his arms around her. Delving into her sweet-tasting mouth, his tongue met with hers and after a breathless moment, he broke the kiss and lowered his mouth to her neck.

“Yes, like that,” she breathed out as she leaned her body back.

Payne slipped his fingers into her blouse and caressed her nipples. Lowering his mouth, he latched onto a hardened peak and her head rolled back while she released a throaty moan. Moving his other hand down, he unsnapped her pants and smoothed his warm fingers over her stomach.

“Hands so warm,” she gasped.

“Skin so hot,” he repeated back, slipping his fingers into her lace panties and dipping them into her slick pussy.

Her eyes popped open. “Yes, oh...just like that.”

Payne slid them in deeper and her body jumped. He grabbed her shoulders with both hands. “No falling,” he warned. A strong wave of sorrow rolled through him with the words. What the hell? He stilled as the unaccustomed tender feelings rolled over him.

Valentine stared into his eyes as a lone tear rolled down her pale cheek. “Payne?” Her body shook and her eyes dosed. She slumped forward onto his shoulder, emitting a soft snore.

He gently wrapped his arms around her, as the need to protect her from some unknown danger hit him full force. Protect her from what? I’ve never felt anything before and now I have all of this rage and—he stared out through the moonlit trees—misery? He quietly floated them down and carried her to the bungalow.

~* * * *~

Valentine blinked at the harsh sunlight as it hit the ceiling with a blinding splash. What happened? She turned her head and her eyes rounded. A man slept next to her. She peered around to see her clothes lying over a chair and she bolted upright. “Oh.” She grabbed her head. “Oh, God!” Her own words creating intense pain as the treble from her own voice vibrated with a pounding in her head.

She heard him sigh and swallowed with a nervous gulp. 

Payne slowly opened his eyes.

Those dark eyes! She gasped aloud.

He sat up. “What the fuck?” 

“My exact thoughts.” She rubbed her swollen eyes.

His head swiveled to her as he stared blankly and then blinked. “Oh, yeah.” 

“Oh yeah, what?” She winced while grabbing her head again.

“I guess we really did have a Payne party!” He leaned back on his hands and grinned.

“Oh no, no!” she denied and lowered her head with a groan.

“Well, I’m truly insulted!” he teased in a dramatic affronted tone.

She groaned miserably again. “I really fucked up this time.”

He frowned. “Now wait just a dammed minute!”

“You’re a despicable, lowly piece of—”

“Oh, fuck no.” He grimaced. “You’re so not gonna pull that shit on me!”

Valentine winced at his loud voice. “You slipped me something! Fucking contemptible...” 

With her description, Payne raised a brow.

“Men like you should be locked up,” she sneered with pain in her voice.

“You were all over me, Princess!”

Raising her head, her mouth dropped open.

“You were stripping for me, you little minx.” He winked at her. “You’re definitely in the wrong line of work, you know?”

“Oh!” she yelled. “You liar!” She leapt from the bed. “Of all the incredibly outrageous, ego-driven, pig-faced liars!”

His heated stare dropped to her bare feet and rose slowly over all that lovely bare skin.

Valentine gasped and peered down at her nude self. 

Payne threw his head back and laughed.

She screamed with panic and snatched the sheet from the edge of the bed, yanking it to her naked body.

“It was just so easy to pluck that little rose.” His eyes were pinned to the little flower inked above her breast, his laughter almost hysterical.

Valentine peered down at the little tattoo and jerked her head up, pulling the sheet over the glaring red rosebud. A bizarre feeling rushed through her alongside the shame, as if this all happened before and she shook it away as her aggravation grew.

Payne’s laughter slowed. “At a Payne Party, one always has way too much fun.” He swiped at a tear of hilarity. “Ahh, yes.” He sighed with a leftover titter. “However, it's not important right now.” 

“Not important?” She took a stunned step back.

He stood from the bed.

Valentine gaped openly as she gawked at his hard, lean body.

“Yes, I’m afraid the other discovery trumps even this sordid little—affair.” 

“Discovery?” 

“You don't remember?” He peered at her face.

“Not a single thing.” She bit nervously at her lower lip while she could swear she sensed heat coming from his magnificent body.

“We found out,” he hesitated. “That we’re—”

“We’re not shit, Payne!” Valentine trembled with some unidentifiable vibration from the gentle tone in his voice. Her hands shook as she turned and grabbed her clothes. “I will forget about this travesty, if it takes all the determination I’ve got!” 

Remaining silent for a long moment, he studied her flushed face. “Yeah, all right.” 

“What does that mean?”

“Nothing, it was just a one night stand, in any case.” He raised his brows. “And, I gather you do this frequently.”

At the casual insult, Valentine’s jaw dropped.

“So yeah, we can forget it and proceed with—”

“Oh!” She gripped her clothes in a white knuckled hold.

“Yep, I suppose I can chalk you up as just another fun Payne party favor.” He shrugged his bare shoulders with a wicked smile.

The crude ludicrous affront astounded her, as a sweeping rage dropped from her constricted chest and landed with a burning sensation in the pit of her queasy stomach. Enraged, Valentine swiped the small lamp from the bedside table and hurled it at him.

“So, we need to get our guides and—” Payne spun around and caught the flying lamp in midair.

She gasped.

“Now that wasn’t very nice.” His eyes glinted at her.

Bewildered, she stared at the lamp he held with one hand. “How did you...?”

“You’d better get dressed, Sweet Valentine.” He gave her a cold smile.

“What did you just call me?” 

He stared back at her pale face. “I...”

Valentine trembled as she experienced a horrendous headache. “Oh.” The room spun around her.

“Okay, steady now. We’re just upset and that's all,” he released a sigh and set the lamp down.

The image of the Boss’ red steel chassis floated in her mind and she could even envision Payne as he grinned at her from the steering wheel and switched gears. “You gave it to me?” she blurted the question out.

Payne turned away and snatched his shirt from the chair. “I don't have any diseases, Valentine.”

“The car, Payne!”

“What car?”

“The red Mustang?” She tilted her head at him. “The Boss—they said it was a cop who gave it to me.”

“Don't know what you’re talking about.” He peered downward as he buttoned his shirt.

Valentine shook her head. It was ridiculous, why would he have even done that? It makes no sense. She lowered the sheet and fumbled with her pants. “You’d better not breathe a word of this to anyone or so help me.”

He zipped his pants and stood watching her.

She tugged her bra on and put her hands into the straps.

Payne drew in an appreciative breath. “Tasty.” He stared at her bare breasts

Valentine swung her gaze over to see his heated stare. “You mother fu—”

“Oh, don't get all bashful on me now, Sweet—”

“I think I want you dead!” she shouted.

“Well, many have tried, babe,” Payne snickered.

“Apparently, they didn’t try hard enough.” 

“We need to see what Benjy has found out.” He ignored her fuming glare and sat on the bed to tug on his boots.” And you’re so not presentable, Detective,” he taunted as he stood and reached into his pocket for his cigars. “We got sleuthing to do, super cop.” He made his way to the door without a glance her way as he placed a cigarillo to his lips. “Are you coming?” He purred back at her while he opened the door and went out with a slam.

Rage and aggravation stormed inside of her like a boiling inner turmoil as she almost bit though her lower lip. She glared at the closed door while she stood absolutely still. Something odd is happening here. This feeling is so familiar. Valentine yanked her bra on with jerky vengeful tugs. It’s only familiar because I’ve wanted to kill him the moment I met him, and I may get the lethal injection if I hang around this guy for much longer. He thinks he is so fucking clever and irresistible! Her movements halted as she remembered his smooth, hard, powerful body. 

She took a deep cleansing breath and released it slowly. Disgusting, filthy liar! She hauled her pants on with irritated sharp jerks of the material.

~* * * *~

Binja beamed at the irritated looking cop who strode toward him with a determined purpose.

“You like dinner, Payne?” He tilted his dark head at him.

Payne stopped and angrily yanked his Zippo out to light his smoke. “What fucking dinner?” He growled with impatience.

Binja blinked his eyes at the surly tone. “The dream juice?”

Payne lit his cigar and lowered his lighter. “You mean the foul tasting grog?” He snapped the lighter shut, his eyes narrowing at the native.

Binja swallowed heavily. “Me figure it not right that you not know that she was a...” His voice trailed away at Payne's stunned expression.

Payne reeled with a feeling of astonishment and he laughed. “Yeah, well it fucking worked!” 

Binja nodded. “So, she knows too, now?”

Payne's laughter evaporated as smoke blew from his nose and mouth. “No, but thanks for watching my back.” He patted the guide's shoulder with fondness.

Binja skidded two feet forward with the pat. He righted himself and stared back at him with wide eyes.

“Apparently, she drank too much of it,” he quipped and gritted his cigarillo with his teeth.

The native gasped, “Oh, my.”

“What?” Payne stepped closer.

“It got an herb that...” he gulped.

Payne grabbed his arms. “That what?” He lifted the startled guide from the ground.

“No, it not hurt her!” Binja's eyes rounded while his feet left the ground.

“So, what then?” Payne lowered him down a fraction.

“Well, if she drink too much?” he paused. “In a little while?” He met Payne’s glowing eyes. “She go way wild!”

“Wild?” Payne dropped him.

He nodded. “You'd better watch out, ‘cause she's gonna—”

“Payne!” Valentine shouted from the steps of the bungalow.

“We talk later, Benjy boy!” His eyes narrowed at the frightened guide.

“So, what are you doing now?” Her sly voice ridiculed. “Beating up on the locals?”

“No! I wouldn't hurt a hair on Binja's sweet head.” He patted Binja gently on his dark crown as he shot a warning glance to the nervous Aborigine.

Valentine stepped closer. “So, where are we going?”

“I was just about to ask.” He threw his gaze back to Binja.

The nervous Binja blinked at them. “Huh?”

Payne smiled at the bewildered man. “Lead on, Cochise!” He sauntered towards the Jeep.

“Gimmie!” Valentine shouted.

Payne slowed his steps. Yeah, so help me, I’m gonna give you something, all right! His eyes glowed while he imagined all the delicious gifts he would give and take from her lovely, curvy body.

Binja jumped back at the glow in his boss's eyes. “Oh my, there gonna be rumble in the jungle soon!” He muttered and hurried to the Jeep.

Payne waited for Valentine and grinned when he heard Binja’s whispered worrying.

“I here, Miss V!” Gimmie shouted from behind her.

Valentine turned to him with a kind smile. “You’re doing okay?”

He nodded his head. “But, your satchel?”

“I don't blame you, Gimmie.” 

“My job and...”

Valentine fondly patted his arm. “Let's go and catch a killer today!” Her eyes were overly bright as she sashayed past Payne.

He watched and enjoyed the sway of those heavenly hips gliding past. “Mmm.” 

She flipped around. “I heard that!” Her eyes flashed at him.

From all the way over there? He shook his head with humor. Hmm, wild? I'd better watch her closely and such an easy fucking task it will be too. Payne’s attention remained focused on her shapely form while she got into the Jeep.

~* * * *~

They rode for a long time, as Binja drove the Jeep over terrain which wasn’t even a road anymore. The lurching vehicle rose over a hill.

Payne titled his head back and spotted movement high in the air, his eyes narrowing. Chimera.

Valentines face paled while viewing the same thing. “What the hell is that?”

Payne rose from his seat and shot up, disappearing from her sight.

She blinked rapidly.

Binja turned to the passenger seat to see Payne disappear. His dark eyes widened and he slammed on the brakes.

The Jeep skidded sideways and Valentine didn’t have a hold as her body pitched forward, slamming into the seat. “Ooh!”

Gimmie reached for her. “Binja!” he shouted with alarm.

The befuddled driver swiveled his ashen face to him.

She raised her head. “Don't stop, Binja!”

Binja turned to grab the wheel.

Payne appeared in the seat.

Binja jumped so hard his knees hit the steering wheel.

“Up over the next rise, Benjy.” Payne glared straight ahead.

The startled driver gulped and put the Jeep into gear.

“What the fuck was that, Payne?” Valentine rubbed her palm across the red lump on her forehead.

He remained silent as the Jeep went over the rise.

Her eyes narrowed at the road ahead. “And, what is that?”

Payne leapt to the ground before the Jeep even stopped. “The third victim.” He looked around. “Or what’s left of him.”

“Who it be, Payne?” Binja shook visibly.

The tall detective walked mutely ahead.

They all got out, followed, and could easily see the bloody mess all over the grass. 

“Barbie.” Valentine halted. 

Payne turned to her. “Afraid not.”

“What?”

“Male.” He plucked a cigar from his pocket.

“How do you—?”

“I saw him.” He lit the cigar and gritted it with his teeth.

“And?” 

“Beast.” His smoked answer puffed toward her face.

She looked puzzled. “I thought you said it was a man?”

He released more smoke. “Yeah, that's what I said.”

Gimmie knelt at the edge of the bloody mass. “It be Mister Packy!”

Binja stood back with shock. “Oh, no!”

Payne glanced over at him.

“Mister Stephen's cattle boss,” he gulped.

Valentine’s attention remained centered on Payne. “So, you think she has an accomplice or something?”

“Or, something,” he grunted while gazing over the horizon.

“You’re so not saying she’s innocent!”

He crossed his arms over his chest. “Maybe.” His keen gaze traveled over the bloody ground.

“No fucking way! This is her MO, her signature.”

Payne shrugged and turned toward the Jeep. “Well, now it's someone else's signature.” 

“Where the hell are you going?” She gaped at him.

“God Dammit, Valentine, don't you ever pay attention?” he called back.

“To what?” Her gaze swung over to the stricken faces of the guides. “What?” She raised her hands in the air.

“A Beast, Miss V.” Binja shook his head.

“What the fuck does that mean?” She blinked her puzzled blue eyes at him.

He followed to where Payne stood and stepped in next to the waiting detective.

Payne watched Valentine closely as she stood with her guide.

Gimmie stared at the ground.

“Gimme?” She stared at the grief stricken guide.

He raised his saddened gaze. “Ghouls, Miss V.” His body shook with the words.

“What the hell is everybody talking about?” 

Gimme sighed heavily. “You think a man done all dat?” He nodded toward the bloody field and made his way to the Jeep.

Her gaze swiveled back to the horrific scene. “A chainsaw maybe?” She stared down at the severed hand lying on the ground a few feet away.

“Valentine!” Payne shouted. “Are you coming with me?”

Her head swung around at the peculiarly familiar phrase and her eyes glowed while she instantly marbled and escalated from the ground. “Victor?” Her voice echoed eerily out at them.

Payne’s dark eyes rose to where she floated. “Oh, shit.”

Binja gasped as he leaned his head back to see the female marshal floating above them.

Gimmie screamed like a woman and stretched flat out on the Jeep seat with his hands over his head.

“Binja?” Payne sighed, his glowing eyes riveted to the hovering woman.

The guide seemed to hold his breath while staring, as she levitated higher from the ground. “Yeah?”

“Wild, you say?” His focus remained on the suspended Valentine.

The poor frightened guide nodded violently. “I sorry, Payne, I didn’t mean to—”

“We’ll meet you at the bungalows when we’re done.” Payne ascended from the ground.

Binja’s wide eyes rose to the floating pair of beasts. “Done?”

“Yeah, done with this fucking wipe.” 

Binja swallowed again and shook his head. “God Damn Americans!”

Gimmie cried like a loud, helpless baby from the back seat. 

Payne grabbed her and the pair disappeared into the sky.

CHAPTER EIGHT

Valentine struggled violently in his arms. 

Payne held her tightly, but her strength was increasing. He swiftly spanned the landscape. I have to find a place with no humans. He released a breath. Dammit, I don’t even have any velvet ties to hold her with! He rolled his eyes. This will not be pleasant. He spotted a cabin in a small isolated valley. He flew down and listened while spanning the entire area. 

With his distraction, she tried to scratch him. “Whoa there, little beast.” He seized her hands.

“Let me go, you filthy pig!” she growled at him her eyes full of glowing light.

“I see there’s still a Valentine in there, somewhere,” he smirked and moved her through the door.

She spat at him and grew stronger.

A range shack for cattle drives he surmised, while he gazed around and spotted a lamp. He held her with one hand, took out his Zippo, flipped it open, and lit the oil lamp.

Valentine continued to struggle with him and seemed to still when the light hit her eyes.

He let her go.

Her breathing grew rapid while she gazed around. “What is happening?” Her eyes shifted from gold to blue and back again.

“You turned.” 

Her glowing gaze swung over to him. “What?”

“Do you feel like killing?”

She took a deep breath and nodded.

“We need to prevent that.”

“I don't need anything from you!” 

“Oh, but you will get it anyway.” He removed his shirt.

“What are you blabbering about?”

“I don’t blabber, Valentine. I’m going to calm you.” He removed the rest of his clothes, throwing the gun holster on the chair while he grew in size. “And, I believe I’m going to thoroughly enjoy it.”

Her shocked gaze rose slowly up while he marbled and expanded to an incredible height. Her eyes changed again to blue. “Payne?” 

He grabbed her up and looked into her eyes. “Are you okay now?” 

Her eyes became gold as she swiftly scratched his cheeks with both hands, her steel-like nails drawing blood from his skin.

“Sly, aren't we?” he glared at her.

She marbled completely again.

He flipped her around and held her hands down, floating them over to a wooden table in the middle of the low-lit cabin. Payne moved her up against the table. “I won't fall for that again.” Valentine squirmed and fought as he held her hands on the table. With his free hand, he reached down, ripping her slacks from her body. “I haven’t calmed a female in a very long time.”

She attempted to bite his arm and laughed. “A beast virgin?” 

“One of us is,” he sneered and lowered his hand, grasping her entire labia with his fingers.

Her body tensed and grew rigid.

“Yes, there you are,” he purred to her ear and gave her a gentle tug, caressing her with his warm fingers.

“I will kill you,” she growled.

Payne remained silent as he let go of her clit and ripped her blouse open. Grasping her breast, he thumbed her hardened nipple. “Tsk-tsk, there’ll be no killing today.” His beast voice echoed out and the glass in the small cabin window rattled.

She stilled at the echoing voice. “I remember who you are now,” she seethed at him. “The great King Malias. We’ve never been formally introduced, have we?” Her laugh sounded evil. “I’m Serena Giovanni and I’ve seen your grisly work, first hand.”

Payne stilled. 

“You kill Mergers for sport.”

He blinked and turned to flesh.

Serena took full advantage of his hesitation and flipped around. “Are you going to kill me too?” Her eyes glowed at him.

He tilted his head at her.

“You don't remember all of your sins do you, oh king of beasts?” She laughed.

Payne continued to stare at her.

“How many?” she asked.

He shook his head.

“How many, Malias?” she taunted. “How many women have you taken and killed with your animal lust?”

“You don’t know what you’re saying, you’re crazy with—”

Serena flew at him, scratching wildly at his chest and face.

Payne grabbed her and faced her back to the table. “There's one I missed, apparently,” he growled and pulled her shoulder holster from her, tossing it to the chair next to his gun. He swiftly tore the rest of her clothes away and planted her nude body firmly back up against the table. “I believe there's something strange going on here and I intend to find out how it is we seem to know each other.”

Serena growled and seemed to ignore his gentle explanation as she fought him while her nails scored the wood of the table. She went to full beast and howled loudly, her breasts pressed against the wood while she panted and fought. “Get it over with then—just rape me like you’ve done to countless others!” 

Rage swept through him, a pure blinding pulse of simmering fury. He closed his eyes and released a breath to control his lust while he fought the urge to take her by force. Yes, how many? Memories flooded his mind from the days of old, when women would sacrifice their lives just to be his. His beast blood surged through his veins, ages of existence rippling through him of a time when he simply took what was before him. 

Serena held herself rigidly in his steel like grasp.

Payne drew a deep breath and released it while lowering his fingers to her clit again, stroking her with slow, soothing circles.

After a long moment, she let out a low throaty moan.

He kissed the skin along her neck and tweaked a nipple, his hot breath in her ear. She lifted her hips up against him as he plunged his fingers into her, sliding them in and out.

Serena slid herself on his fingers with need, her juices flowing out with his thrusts, moaning low with unbridled delight.

The throaty sound vibrated through him while he fought his beast. The ancient call of her female chimera voice brought up a powerful beastly urge in him. Take her for yourself. No need for her to have pleasure. Just take her—it is your right.

Serena panted hard and thrashed around while he held her body in his hands.

He raised her body up and lay her on her back.

Her skin rippled from beast to flesh and back. “Give me,” she faltered breathlessly. “Give me...” 

Payne gazed down at her silky skin, his gold eyes traveling from her creamy stomach to her heaving breasts, her rosy nipples erect while her long, dark hair lie spread out on the table. “I’ve waited for this.” He spread her thighs open and growled low. “Mmm.” He lowered his face between her legs and circled her clit with his tongue.

Her head rose up and her eyes rounded.

He dipped his tongue into her pussy and his fingers reached up to caress her clit.

“Ahh!” Her body jumped as moisture seeped from her. “No, I can’t stand it,” she pleaded.

Payne smiled on her skin, continuing his tongue-lashing, and reached up with his free hand to pinch her nipple with repeated caressing and tweaking. He continued to work on her body with his tongue and fingers using a relentless and skilled precision.

“Unh,” she helplessly panted while swallowing heavy gulps of air. “Take...”

At the sweet, throaty, desperate sound in her voice, he paused. “Take what is mine?”

Her eyes glowed at him with need. “Yes!” 

He growled low and altered to marbled beast as he pulled her close to him, bent her knees, and thrust high into her.

Sabrina screamed with the marbled thrust and the glass cover on the oil lamp shattered.

He thrust into her repeatedly, hard and deep, his mind full of the world in which he‘d ruled an existence full of lust and blood, war and battles. A mate after a thousand years of waiting—your mate.

Panting and howling while thrusting back with wild abandon, Sabrina’s body tensed with a rigid, sensuous heaving. Her skin rippled with color as she went into a full orgasm.

Grasping her legs, he slowly spread them wide open while he gazed into her glowing eyes and pulled his hips back. He reveled in her helpless ecstasy while he marbled solidly and with a spear-like thrust, he plunged deep into her while he came. 

Rising from the table, their bodies swiveled around as he held her hips with a fierce grip. Tugging her knees forward, he secured them to embrace his hips while his heat flowed into her and they floated aloft in the darkened room.

The room lit up with a bright, fierce light and the walls rumbled as he grew to full spectered beast. An unearthly sound rumbled through the room with a great deafening violence, the glass of the windows crackling with the waves of it. The king of old was there in him—the power he ruled with vibrated through the room like a living thing.

The flame from the oil lamp rose with a hiss, the glass well exploding with the heat. The table shimmed with a loud tapping across the bare wood floor. 

She gazed into his blazing eyes, her body shuddering with his flowing heat. The power infused orgasm was shooting through her as he held her aloft, those glowing eyes gazing back at her.

“You were meant to be my queen—the only female in a thousand years to bear my spectering and survive. A Merger, of all things strange in the world, is now Queen of the Lycians!” He threw his head back with cruel laughter and the room grew instantly cold with the sound.

Serena gasped at the fierce expression he wore while the unearthly chill rolled over her and her breath blew out in frosted puffs. Her head fell back and she wept, her body quivering uncontrollably. “Oh...” she moaned breathlessly.

Payne held her firmly and floated them back down.

“Victor?” Valentine’s blue eyes gazed at him. 

Silent, he lay her gently down to the table.

She wept loudly and he grabbed her up, holding her close while she cried into his shoulder.

“That was really you?” 

“Yes, the old me... From a long time ago. It was your beast who brought him back.” He sighed.

“Why did you take me like that?”

“It’s what we do when a female turns—we mate and if we don't, you will kill anything crossing your path.” He sighed loudly.

“Kill?” Valentine went limp in his arms. 

Payne turned to flesh. “Marla Rose.” His mind came alive with the full memory of her. She came back to me despite all of it. He caressed her lovely, pale face. “And, I won't let you go again.” He floated them over and lay her spent body on the narrow bed, tugging an old blanket over her. 

He sat down next to the bed while she slept peacefully. She would be out for hours. His gaze softened. We part, to live separate lives, and then we find each other all over again, because we’re made for each other. And we will stay together, he vowed.

Looking around at the sparse cabin, he stared at the small space. What in the hell will I give her to wear? I ripped her clothes to shreds. He rolled his eyes with wicked humor. Well, I am a beast after all. Payne stilled as he realized with her appearance into his life again, he was experiencing something he’d never known before. Happiness? Yes, I’ve heard about it, but never believed it was real. 

The jubilant feeling almost scared him and he forced it aside as he stood up to search through the small room. 

A rattling came from the door and it swung open. A female Aborigine stepped through the open doorway and gaped at the tall man who wore no clothes.

Payne studied her native style dress. Mmm, just about the right size. He gave her his most charming, wicked grin.

~* * * *~

Valentine awoke, as they were aloft in the speeding air. She gasped and held onto his shoulders with an apprehensive grip. 

“Sleep well?” he asked.

“Your face, Payne. It's all scratched up!”

“Aww, it's nothing, you should see my back,” he joked with a smile.

“What the hell is going on?” 

He stared down at her. “Don’t tell me that you don’t...” 

Startled by his reaction, she studied his face.

“You don't remember me?” 

Valentine smiled. “Of course I do, my king.” 

Payne let out a relieved breath. “Good, because if I have to do more convincing, I think I’ll go crazy!”

“I was just wondering why we’re in the air, is all.” She peered down at her clothing. “And why am I wearing a weird dress?”

Payne laughed with relief.

“But, I do need to know how this all came to be.” Valentine reached her fingers out to touch the clouds passing by them.

“What do you mean?”

“I remember being at the Rayne Estate.” She bit her lip.

“And?” he prompted.

“Now we’re here.” She shook her head. “Wherever here is?”

He grew silent and his body grew rigid.

Valentine peered at his face. “And who scratched you up like that?”

“You, sweet V.” He shook his head with a sigh.

“What?” 

“You’re definitely missing some time, sweetheart.”

“How much time?” 

Payne avoided her intense gaze as he stared ahead. “A year?”

“What?” 

“It’ll come back,” he assured her.

“So, what did we do together for a whole year?” 

“Now, Valentine—”

“Just tell me!”

“We weren’t together...the entire time.” He let out an exasperated sigh.

“What do you mean?”

“Oh! We’re here!” He dropped down and set her on the ground.

“Where are we, Payne?” She gazed around.

He stared at the bungalows. “Australia?”

“And, why are we in Australia?” 

“Do you remember Barbie?”

She nodded. “Yes, we captured her.”

Payne shook his head.

Valentine drew in a sharp breath. “Where is she?” 

“Here in the Outback.” He watched the lively Aborigine guides as they came up the path. 

“Payne!” Binja called as he grinned and rushed over.

“And who are these guys?” 

“Our guides, Valentine. The one with the huge smile is Binja and the other one is your guide. His name is...,” he paused with a nudging smile. “Gimmie.”

Binja and Gimmie took careful steps closer while they stared at her.

She blinked at their astonished expressions.

“Her hair!” Binja squeaked.

“Oh, the Dreamers touched her!” Gimmie’s dark eyes rolled while he slumped in a faint against Binja.

Valentine raised her hands to her hair. “What?” Her gaze swung to Payne.

He stepped back.

“What’s wrong with my hair?”

Binja whistled. “Oh, Mister Payne, you bad man, you.” He shook his head. “You change her, you sexy Jungle beast!” 

“What the hell is he talking about, Payne?” 

“Mirror in the bungalow.” Binja pointed at the huts.

Valentine glared at Payne and strode toward the huts.

Binja shook his head at the tall cop. “What you do, big man?”

“Um—well?” He put his tongue to his inside cheek.

Valentine screamed from the hut.

Payne jerked his head up.

“Oh my, you in big trouble, Jungle Beast.” Binja batted his eyes at his boss.

~* * * *~

Valentine stared at her reflection as two half-inch white streaks were painted on both sides of her head and ran the entire length of her dark hair. “How?” 

“You became my mate,” Payne answered from the doorway.

“So, to mark the occasion you died my hair?” 

He sighed and crossed the room. “Apparently, I spectered to full beast while we were—” 

“I’m really beginning to get mad here!” She placed her hands on her hips.

“I know it's hard to understand.”

“Hard to understand?” she shouted at him. “I look like Mortica Adams for fuck’s sake!”

He smiled wickedly at her.

“And don't you dare do it!” She pointed her finger at him. “One crack, Mister, and you will regret it!” She peered at her reflection again. “Or maybe, I should say the bride of Frankenstein?”

At the comical comparison, he chuckled. “Something like that, I suppose.”

“Yeah, and I should rip the nasty bolts from your beastly neck!” She glared at him.

“You nearly ripped my skin from me in any case!” He raised his brows. “You were one wild—”

“No sly, witty remarks, I said!” Valentine glared at his mirrored image.

“I was only going to say that you were one wild, beautiful beast.”

“I will just...,” she faltered. “Dye it back, I suppose.”

“It won't work.” 

“And, why not?”

He sighed. “You’re a full chimera now and the power which ran through you did this. It’s sort of like a supernatural jolt of electricity and dye won't penetrate that.”

“You lost me at chimera, Payne.”

He lowered his head. “I can’t fill you in on all of it, but it will all come back, okay?”

“And, that’s another thing.”

“What?” 

She released a troubled breath. “You promised I wouldn’t get wiped.”

“I know.” 

“Then why did it happen?” Valentine turned around to face him.

“When they went to wipe Sabrina, you were instantly wiped.”

“And then?”

He looked away. “I just...”

“Allowed it?” 

“I really had no—”

“Ooh!” she screeched. “You gave us up!”

He stepped closer.

“Don't!” Her hands rose to halt him.

“You were wiped and it was a Merger thing...at least that’s what the Mesmers said.”

“You gave us up!” 

“Maybe.” 

“So, you just what?” She was breathing fast with rage. “Dropped me off in the middle of the street and flew on your beastly merry way?”

“No!”

“I was a fool to think that you,” she halted. “A beast king could maybe—have the same feelings as...” Tears filled her eyes. “Get out!”

“It was the worst thing I’ve ever felt,” he whispered.

Valentine turned her back as though he hadn’t spoken. “You just walked away and left me with a blank mind!”

“I did not.”

“Well, you sure as hell didn't stick around, did you?” she accused, as the room grew quiet.

“Just change your clothes. We need to get after this killer.” Payne’s voice sounded flat and cold.

Valentine spun around. “She’s killing again?” 

“That‘s why we’re here, Valentine.”

“Fine, we catch her and then...”

Payne gazed into her eyes.

“You can go back to being the king!” 

“I gave all that up.”

“Well, whatever!” She shrugged her shoulders.

He strode to the door and halted. “I was wiped, too.” 

She shivered at his words, but gave no reply.

Payne shut the door.

Stomping her foot with a surge of aggravation, Valentine looked around. She spotted a suitcase in the closet and jerked the bag out, slamming it to the bed. Halting, she peered at the odd dress she wore and peeked down through the collar. No bra or underwear. A glimpse of him ripping them from her body floated through her mind, and she could see his angry eyes glowing at her. He raped me? She shook her head. No, he wouldn’t do that. 

Valentine grew even more bewildered as she realized these were indeed her clothes in the case. Looking around the room, she searched for her holstered gun, spotting it on the bureau by the door. A loud humming sound pelted from above the shack while she pulled the dress off and glanced into the mirror. Purplish bruises glared back from her hips and thighs.

An eerie image lit up in her mind, of the room glowing with a bizarre light flashing blindly while the sound of glass shattering rang from all around. She shivered and sat down to pull her pants on. What the hell happened? Her hands shook while she tugged on her boots. She stood, adjusted her gun and opened the door.

A helicopter landed in the clearing and her eyes narrowed as she spotted a lone woman stepping to the edge of the copter door. 

Payne reached up and lifted her down. 

Sabrina! Valentine trembled with rage and saw her twin cling to him. Oh! An ugly jolt of jealousy bolted through her.

The pair moved away from the copter and made their way to the Bungalow. The animated Binja moved behind them, his eyes wide as he followed.

Valentine yanked her gun from the holster. “I’ve been looking for you.” 

Sabrina didn’t blink. “And, I you.”

She held her gun steady.

“Oh no, a Rip Snorter Babe fight!” Binja gasped.

Payne glanced over at him. “There will be no fight today, Binja. Put the gun away, Valentine.” 

Her gaze swung to him.

“She’s not the killer here,” he warned. “Plus, all you’ll do is make pretty little holes in her clothes.”

“Oh, so now she’s innocent?” 

“I didn't kill those men,” Sabrina spoke softly. “I was thrill seeking, I admit. But—”

“Well, for someone so fucking innocent? Dead, dismembered bodies sure as hell follow you around!” Valentine exclaimed.

“A beast follows me.” She stared back with cold blue eyes. “He kills anyone who gets near me.” Her voice broke, “I really loved my husband and I thought that—in Australia, we would be safe!” Tears rolled down her face.

Payne stepped close to her. “Who?”

Sabrina hesitated, as her eyes grew wide. “A Lycian.”

“Impossible!” Payne shouted.

Valentine stepped forward and tucked her gun back into the holster. “So, you’re saying he killed all those men in California?” 

“I don't care what you believe. I came to warn Payne.” Sabrina released a heavy breath.

“About what?” he asked.

She turned to him. “He’ll try to kill you.”

“Why?” Valentine glared at her blonde twin.

“He thinks Payne is my mate.” Sabrina lowered her eyes.

Valentine gasped and swung her shocked gaze to him.

He raised his hands. “Oh, fuck no! Don't look at me like that!” His eyes narrowed at her.

“He never touched me, but it won't matter,” Sabrina sighed.

Payne grabbed her arms. “Who?”

“Your brother.” 

“That's impossible.”

She shook her head. “He has his own clan, he wants me for a queen, the power he would have—”

“I thought it looked like him flying from that bloody field.” Payne released her arms and stepped back. “But he’s dead.”

“Who are you talking about?” Valentine drew close.

“It was long ago.” He shook his head.

“Everything was long ago, Payne!” 

“Lucas, Damon’s twin, was trying to take my throne in the seventeenth century. I sent Lycian, and he killed him. He had no choice.” His eyes glowed. “Luke must have powerful help to have hidden all this from me.” His voice echoed out with a strange vibrating sound. He closed his eyes and became still.

Valentine stepped close to him. 

The grass next to his feet burst into flames.

Sabrina grabbed her and yanked her back. “We’d better give him room!”

His whole body glowed brightly.

Valentine’s mouth fell open. 

The wind whipped up strong as though a great whirlwind had come.

“Oh, my!” Binja shouted, as he lie flat on the ground, putting his hands over his head as blades of grass flew from the field and sticks flew around above him.

“There are only two in the whole universe who have this power,” Sabrina whispered close to her ear while they watched him grow. “One is our brother, Gio, and the other is the King of Beasts.”

At the surreal image, Valentine’s body shook with shock.

The light from him grew to blinding as Payne shimmered and disappeared.

He’s gone? Valentine gasped.

Sabrina sighed heavily and looked over at Valentine to see the glimmering white streaks in her dark hair. Her face paled. “You became his queen?” Her hands dropped away. “He spectered and you survived? You don't even know what you can do now, do you?”

“What?” Valentine slowly turned to stare at her.

“You’re connected to him forever now.” Sabrina grinned.

Valentine’s eyes filled with tears.

“You can follow him, you know?” Sabrina took her arm.

“What?” 

Sabrina shook her head at her befuddled twin. “Serena, for once in your existence, you’re gonna listen to your big sister.”

“Okay,” Valentine gulped. “How do I do it?”

“Oh, is he gonna love his new queen!” Her twin gave her a mischievous grin.

~* * * *~

Paris, France

Violent tremors vibrated through her as Valentine shook while spinning endlessly in swift circles, and then everything stopped. She opened her eyes and gazed around the room. Her legs buckled from underneath of her as the room spun around her and she crumpled like a dead weight, looking upward from the floor.

“Wow!” A woman spoke from above her. “Where did you come from?”

Valentine peered up from the floor. Constance? 

“Well, crap—I thought only Malias could do that.” Constance gave her a wink. “Although, he appears in a slightly more graceful way.” 

“Where is he?” Valentine gasped out.

“In the other room with Jack, and boy, is he pissed!” She smiled. “He’s one beast no one wants to piss off, you know?”

Valentine sat upright and the room tilted.

“Whoa, there!” Constance warned. “I would help, but I don't think I should touch you.” She studied the striking ivory streaks. “Your hair? How beautiful,” she gasped with awe.

“I don't care what you felt!” Payne’s voice shouted from the hall. “You endangered the entire clan by letting him live!”

The women looked up to see them appear in the hall.

“Now we’ll have to...” Payne halted and stared at Valentine.

“He was wiped, Malias,” an identical voice responded. “He’s our blood brother and he couldn’t have—” Jack ran into him. 

“How did you get here?” Payne glared at her.

Valentine raised a white strip of her hair. “Apparently, this queen business gives me more than just weird streaks in my hair.” She gave him a nervous smile. “And now you will never escape me again.”

Constance giggled from behind her. “Can you teach me that trick?” Her eyes twinkled at Jack.

Jack swung his surprised gaze over to her and shook his head.

Payne's hands became fists at his sides. “How?”

Valentine swallowed hard at his angry expression.

Jack stepped forward and tilted his head curiously at her.

Constance laughed at her husband’s expression. “Malias has a girl, Jack!” 

His eyes narrowed at Valentine. “Yes and not just any girl,” Jack growled.

Valentine squared her shoulders with a defensive flinch.

“Yes, okay!” Payne shouted. “She’s a Merger, all right?''

Jack turned to stare at his brother. “What the fuck are you doing?”

“There’s nothing to be done about it now.” 

His astonished brother shook his head. “Just because you’re a king, Malias, it doesn’t give you the right to—”

“I abdicated and dispersed the kingdom.” 

Jack studied his twin’s face for a tense moment. “Well, it's about fucking time!”

“Yeah, I knew you would say that.” Payne shook his head with humor.

Constance stared at Valentine. “A Ballatori?” She reached a hand out toward her.

“Don't, Connie!” Jack jumped forward and grabbed her hands.

“I don't have a disease, you know?” Valentine placed her hands onto her shapely hips.

Jack smiled warmly at her.

It was so much like Payne's. Valentine shivered.

“Constance is a sensitive and she would know all of you and your entire history in five seconds, if she touched you.” Jack shrugged.

Valentine stared at the stunning Constance. “Then, she would know more than I do.”

“We’ll have to face him, Jack,” Payne’s gaze never moved from her face.

“I’m done with all the Clan bullshit.” His brother sighed. “Everyone should be responsible for themselves. I will step in, only if you and Damon are in danger. Otherwise—no.” Jack shook his head.

Payne nodded and grabbed Valentine's arm.

Her gaze dropped to his hand as he squeezed hard. “We’re leaving.” He moved her toward the patio and stopped to nod at Constance. “Bella.”

“Be gentle, oh Beast King.” She smiled wide.

He visibly winced at her words while holding Valentine in a tight grip, maneuvering her to the balcony. His expression remained cold and impassive as he embraced Valentine and shot up into the sky.

~* * * *~

Jack and Constance watched them disappear. He released a troubled sigh and heard his wife giggle.

“The Gargoyle King...in love?” she noted with awe in her voice. “He always scorned it and disbelieved—always so jaded.” 

Jack thought of all the years he’d hoped Malias would leave all the stupid clan war and kingdom crap behind.

Constance touched his arm. “He seems so different, more like...” She moved her body closer to his. “You.”

“Oh no, we have the same looks and that’s where the similarities end, Connie.”

She rubbed her cheek onto his shoulder. “When I first met him, he was fierce and I remember when he spectered in front of me. I mean, I was never so frightened in all my life! The mirrors cracked and all the metal in the room glowed,” she paused. “And I remember thinking how different he was than your beast.”

“He developed it to a more fearsome creature, as that was what he needed to be. Ruthless and cold—he kept the clan alive for a thousand years with that feral power.” He gazed at the setting sun in the Paris skyline. “The most feared beast to ever walk the earth.”

“Ruthless, cleaved spirits crafted to carry vengeance, while bearing stone hearts of marbled wrath.” Constance stood stock-still. 

Jack set her away from his shoulder. “Where did you hear that?”

She shrugged. “He told it to me one day, when I was at Lycian Keep, training for the jungle.” She winked. “So, I could find my mercenary husband, remember?”

“I never thought I would see this day come. Malias...human?” He shook his head. “And a Merger for his Queen?”

“What does all this mean, Jack?” 

“The war of the ages, my love,” he paused as the consequences hit him. “Immortal blood raining from the skies, while our entire race gets wiped out.” Jack put his arm around her.

Constance swallowed heavily and silently stared out at the streaked sky of Paris.

Jack squeezed his wife’s shoulder and experienced an unaccustomed sympathy for his powerful twin. “Unless, Luke brings it first.”

––––––––

CHAPTER NINE

Somewhere over the Mediterranean Sea

Payne said nothing during the entire rushing flight as he held her close to him.

All Valentine could see was a blurring as everything went by them. Oh man, he’s really mad. Well, he did it with his so-called spectering; if he’d controlled it, I wouldn’t have the power to follow him! Her thoughts went to the memories Sabrina's grip brought. Her brows wrinkled with puzzlement. I was running all over LA in his red Mustang? He gave me his most prized possession. 

Her eyes grew moist with tears. He also gave me the biggest collar of history. She remembered standing with Sabrina in cuffs at the Malibu police desk. But none of that was what I really want—I wanted him. She peered down, and by the changing landscape, she could see that they were back in Australia.

Payne set down in front of the bungalows and instead of releasing her, he swung her around and kicked the door open. He stepped in, shutting it with his boot, unceremoniously tossing her onto the bed.

“Hey!” Valentine bounced helplessly all the way across the springy mattress. 

He crossed his arms over his chest. “Just what in the hell was that?”

“Sabrina.”

“Sabrina?” he repeated.

“She told me about the legend of your spectering, how no one ever survived it and...” Tears welled up in her eyes. “That we’re connected forever now.”

Payne grabbed her up and drew her high above him his expression looked enraged. 

Valentine never seen him angry like this before and she held her breath.

He placed his face to her stomach and slid her body down gradually over his face, halting at her chest; he took in a deep, drawing breath as if to pull in her scent as his glowing gaze rose slowly to hers.

Tears rolled from her eyes.

He lowered her down. “I’ve never seen you cry before.”

Sniffling, she turned her face away.

“Tell me.”

“I’m afraid.” She bit at her lower lip with the admittance.

“You...afraid?” He looked mystified.

She nodded.

“You know no fear, Valentine.”

“I’m afraid to lose you. That you don't care enough.”

“I’ll never leave you again.” His eyes glowed at her while he lowered his mouth to hers and kissed her.

The familiar heat flamed in her body immediately and she grew wet just from the feel of his warm penetrating mouth on hers. Valentine remembered how powerful their kisses were. The world would drop away like an abyss around them and she would float through a sensual place where only he existed; his touch and his voice bringing her to a sensuous existence, she could only enter into through him. She wrapped her arms around his neck, pressing her body tightly and desperately to his.

He kissed her breathlessly for a long time, delving into her mouth with a fierce needing exploration. Payne used a plunder-like penetration, trapping every bit of her tongue while sucking on it and caressing it with his. More than a kiss, it was a melding of their innermost passions unleashed with a bruising of her lips as though he were thirsty for her very essence. He broke the intense oral plundering and looked into her eyes.

“I discovered...” Her breathless pant came in a rush with her words. “That I love you.”

Payne tugged her to his chest and grabbed her ass with his hands, forcing her body closer to his. He lowered his hands to her pants and unsnapped the buttons, sliding them down over her hips. “Say it again,” he growled low as he unzipped his own jeans.

In anticipation of having him inside of her, she seeped with more moisture. “I love you, Payne.”

His expression remained intense as he lifted her and braced her hips with his hands, thrusting his cock high into her.

Valentine sucked her breath in and shuddered at the exquisite feeling of his cock filling her completely.

He tilted her away and pulled from her.

Her body quaked with a severe tremor of need to feel another glorious thrust. “I love you, Malias.” Her voice shook.

At her declaration, he guided her down hard onto his throbbing cock again and held her there while grinding deep into her.

“Unh,” she moaned while he throbbed inside of her. “Oh!” She threw her head back with the penetrating grinding, and simply reveled in the sensuous impalement for a long shuddering moment. Rising up, her lips met with his satisfied smile. “I love you, my king,” she whispered breathlessly into his mouth.

Smothering her mouth with his, he kept her body locked to his and imprisoned her lips while moving her back to the bed. He laid her down, stripped away her blouse along with her bra, and pulled out of her.

Her body jerked at the separation as she moaned low and stretched her lithe body out on the bed, her hands caressing a path to her own breasts. “The only time I feel whole is when you possess me.” She seductively smoothed her hands along her body. “I will give you anything you want.” She opened her legs wide to his gaze as she placed an inviting hand on each thigh, spreading them even wider. “Anything you need.”

His eyes glowed down at her and his skin marbled. “Are you sure?”

“I am just for you.” 

Payne grasped her legs and spread them open, pulling her to the edge of the bed. He paused while looking over her heaving body and gazing into her eyes.

“Do I have to beg?” 

“You don't beg.” He tilted his head at her.

“I would—to have you,” she panted.

He drew his pelvis closer to her hips.

“Please, Victor?” 

He gave her a Payne-like wicked grin, plunging up and forward into her.

“Mmm.” Releasing a light growl, she locked her hands behind his neck. 

With powerful force, he thrust into her repeatedly and grabbed her ass cheeks to deepen the penetration.

Valentine marbled and gripped his hips with her thighs as they rose from the bed.

His eyes widened as they floated higher.

She giggled and flipped him over. “I learned from the best.”

He did appear surprised and his eyes danced up at her with amusement.

“You will give your queen everything she needs,” she growled low.

The startled beast king blinked up at her. “I am your humble servant.” A twinkle appeared in his eyes.

“Mmm, so wonderfully built.” She slid her slick pussy up and down repeatedly in a sensuous rhythm on his hard pulsing cock. “Built just for me.”

Payne watched her sweet greediness as she satisfied herself.

She lowered her torso and lifted her breasts. “Taste!” she commanded and placed a nipple to his lips.

Obediently, he latched on and sucked on a rosy tip.

Moaning loudly again, she continued her gratifying grinding pleasure.

He nibbled on her nipple. “Slow, or you will make me...” He winced.

Valentine met his lips with hers. “What? Make you come?” she taunted with a wicked purr while she placed the other nipple to his mouth. “Yes, that’s what you’ll do, my sweet king; you’ll give me all of that glorious, hot cum.” 

He dutifully suckled on her nipple.

She grinded herself on him with a slow, delving rhythm. “Mmm.” Valentine was without inhibition, while her muscles rippled with ecstasy.

Payne’s body grew rigid and he tensed beneath her. 

“Yes, my king, come inside of me,” she whispered with ecstatic pleasure as she felt his hot cum bolt up inside of her. An orgasm swept through her with a surge of gratifying bliss. Her head fell back, her long black hair streaming out behind her like a living, rippling wave of streaked silk, while her skin marbled to a light pink. 

The walls shook and the windows shattered as though waves of some sonic boom rolled through the room. 

As if she rode on an electric pulse of pure rapturous feeling, she let out an exhilarated scream as the room literally lit up and crackled with electricity, their floating, entwined bodies spiraling in the air. 

The room spun around her and she became utterly lost from herself. Incandescent colors streamed in front of her vision, as a roar boomed in her ears, while everything slowed with a surreal hush. She ceased to feel all of it as a human would, and instead, she became the feeling. Her logical mind floated away as Valentine lost her human consciousness and became all beast.

~* * * *~

Payne reveled in her feminine dominance while he watched her move on him. No woman on Earth had ever taken the King of Beasts and no being had ever spoken to his inner beast. His woman. He watched in absolute wonder as her body rippled with a striking pink rose color, her marbled skin gleaming at him. With the sensual command her chimera beast wielded, a call he’d never known in all this time, touched deep inside his wrathful heart. 

At the same time, he fought an inner battle to keep his beast at bay, aware of the ruthless power which he’d encouraged all those years. Payne lost the battle and lost control as she took him to wild, sensual heights, sucking him into a sexual rapture he’d never experienced in a thousand years of existence.

His whole body rippled to hard gleaming marble, his hips jerking back of their own violation. Gripping her hips while her body shuddered with ecstasy in his grasp, he thrust up deeper into her. His body was not his own—the feral being took over and he helplessly pierced her with a powerful thrust. He climaxed while spearing her with his marbling cock. 

Her body rose ramrod stiff as though hit by a mortal wound and her skin rippled to a coral red. She dropped forward, releasing a breathless gasp and fell from his body.

He caught her as she hung upside down in midair.

Her eyes remained closed while her long streaked hair touched the floor.

Payne instantly fleshed as he grabbed her and gently lowered her to the bed. Fear stabbed at his chest. He’d never known dread before, while his heart pounded relentlessly in his ears. He placed his ear to her chest and heard nothing, as she lay motionless on the bed. He felt for a breath from her lifeless lips. 

Her skin became an ivory white and the white streaks disappeared from her raven hair. 

I killed her? He shook his head. “No,” he whispered low as he embraced her limp body and drew her to his chest. 

Grief was not a feeling known to the most feared being to ever tread the Earth. A torturous misery filled a heart which used to be stone and escalated into a dreadful wrath, while his body shook with tremendous rage. “No!” he howled.

Victor Payne ceased to be, as he went to full raging spectered beast. An occurrence, which hadn’t happened in three hundred years while his eyes glowed to a blinding bright. A horrendous wave of devastating cosmic power spiraled out from him and bounced like a booming destructive roll, lashing over anything near.

Everything in the room began to fly around, as clothing and her bags drew up into a wind-whipped, swirling vortex. The rugs ripped from the quaking floors and chairs splintered apart, the wooden pieces flying sideways while the door yanked away from its hinges. The nails of the wood from the walls glowed with heat and rattled from the wood to join the whirlwind like funnel of power. Glass shattered and smoke puffed out from the spiraling pieces of flaming wood. 

A creaking metallic echo sounded out while the entire bungalow hurled up and away from its foundation. The entire spinning, heaving mass plumed out and dropped back to the ground with an enormous booming sound of splintered wood and useless debris as dust and smoke billowed out through the entire camp. 

The King of the Lycians returned to power and his return had indeed shaken the Earth. They both shimmered while floating for a brief moment above the ruined pile of rubble as their surreal marbled images faded, and then disappeared.

~* * * *~

Rayne Estate, San Francisco U.S.A.

Penelope closed the door and gazed over at him.

Payne stood rigid and still in the hall.

“She’s all right, Malias,” Pen whispered.

“Yes, Alexander said she would...” His voice fell away and his eyes grew cold.

“She’s in stasis, but physically, she’s all right,” Penelope assured him.

He remained silent and looked as if he stared right through her.

“You can visit with her,” she urged.

“No.” He stepped back.

Her eyes fluttered at him. “But, she’ll be fine; you—”

“I want you to call him.” 

“Grigori?” she gasped.

He nodded and his stature grew before her eyes. “We’ll send her home, where she belongs.”

Penelope drew in a breath and raised her stunned gaze to peer at the most formidable being she’d ever known.

“We shall all be responsible for ourselves,” he growled and it echoed like a hiss along the hallway.

Pen sighed and shook her head. “But you loved—”

“I do not LOVE.” The walls rattled with his words.

She gulped and stepped back.

The king of beasts turned and moved down the hallway.

Tears fell along her pale cheeks. “It doesn’t work that way, my king.” She sighed and entered the bedroom where Serena lie peacefully. I need to talk with Alexander. Her thoughts were troubled as she went over the events of the last few days.

Malias showed up in their living room with Serena in his arms. He kept repeating that he’d killed her.

Later on, he’d told Alexander he would give her up, if only she would live.

Alexander tried to console him, but he wouldn’t allow anyone near him.

Penelope took Valentine’s pale hand in hers. If she were returned to the Mergers, it would solve the upcoming war. But, Malias also told them of Luke. How he intended to track him down before he did any more damage.

Poor Malias, so cursed, with such burdens. And now? His human ways were gone. She sensed it when he stripped them away from his presence and a chill emanated from him. She had to admit, it would now be a merciful thing to have Serena’s memory of him completely wiped. Penelope fought her tears. Because it was all that was left of Victor Payne. She sighed heavily. Just a memory. She turned away to seek Alexander out.

~* * * *~

The Villa Ballatori, New York 

“Serena!” A voice called out from the stairs. “We’ll be late!” 

Serena Ballatori gazed at her reflection the mirror. I do look good, I hope. Reaching to her dark hair to tuck in a stray curl, she paused. For a moment, she thought she saw a white streak in it. Something is different about my hair, but what? She titled her head at her reflection. It's long and dark just like always. 

Her brow furled as she wondered about her homecoming yet again. It's all so confusing. They said I was away for a long time, and they were all glad to have me back. She shook her head. But where did I go? I don't remember anything from before I arrived home. She turned from the mirror. And no one ever answers my questions.

I guess I'm just nervous about this upcoming show. The Ballatori Line was debuting, and she'd worked on it for six months. It’s too bad Sabrina would miss it. Gio informed her about her twin living in the UK. Serena sighed. Why won't they let me go and see her? I wanted to fly there and Gio said it wasn’t a good idea. I hope she’s okay. She shrugged at her reflection. Sabrina would’ve loved this whole Fashion show gig and we could’ve dressed alike and played head games with everyone, just like the old days. Man, I really miss her. She went out to the hall and shut the door behind her.

~* * * *~

Rasputin watched the king of the Mergers closely as he stood silent and troubled in front of the high window.

Giovanni Ballatori shrugged his wide shoulders. “I think of Troy and Helena and the gift, you know? The Trojan horse?” His eyes glowed as he looked down at the driveway to watch Serena climb into the limo. “Something’s amiss—I feel it in my gargoyle bones.”

“Malias has been back with his Clan for the entire year and he promises to take care of the Lucas problem,” Grigori spoke from behind him.

“I know of what all he’s done and it enforces the truce, but he’s known for his ruthlessness not his kindness. With him finding Serena and returning her to the fold? It just makes no sense!” The tall, Italian king drew his wide shoulders up while his green eyes sparked.

Grigori folded his hands in front of him. “Times have changed, My Lord, and kings change with them.”

Gio let out a scornful laugh. “And, I don't know why you think the twins should remain separated, Grigori.”

The powerful Mesmer sighed. “They’re connected and it would not be wise, since Lucas has set his sights on one, he’ll know about the other if we allow it.”

Giovanni nodded. “Yes, you’re right, as always.” He watched the limo pull away from the drive. “I just feel...” His deep voice fell away.

Serena flashed that stunning smile of hers and waved at him through the open window of the limo. 

“And where was she for five years, Grigori? Who was she?” He raised a light brow while he gazed down at his lovely sister.

Rasputin sighed. “I told you all I know; I found her mind was mostly blank when the Raynes’ called me and we should be grateful there wasn’t more damage.”

“Yeah, again, you’re right.” He laughed bitterly. “You don't...,” Gio faltered. “How do the Americans say it? You don't look a gift horse in the mouth?”

Grigori laughed and the room grew cold with it. “Yes, my lord, I think it goes something like that.” He stared at the Merger king's back. “You know all the Mesmers only wish for peace. And, so far? That has been the way of it. “He pursed his lips and kept his thoughts blank.

The Merger leader stilled at his words. “Yes, but that’s never been the Lycian way of it.”

Remaining silent, the Mesmer monk drew his cold, dark eyes over to the painting on the wall. The twin Giovanni girls smiled down at him from the old painting, their sapphire star earrings twinkling from the wall. Keeping them apart will only last so long.

Giovanni turned to him. “Yes, it helps, but won’t for much longer. Hopefully, Malias will catch up with his bastard brother soon, and we can have Sabrina back with her sister.”

Rasputin sighed at his clumsy mistake of thought and turned his mind to blank again. He’d known better than to do that; he smiled and gave the king a knowing nod.

~* * * *~

Lycian Keep, Lithuania

“Get out!” The voice echoed throughout the dark castle as the stone walls shook.

The frightened maid scurried down the hallway.

Damon watched her terrified rush as she ran by him. He sighed and opened the double doors, his startled gaze swinging around the huge library. A cold and forlorn sense chilled the room. He could feel it immediately and it wasn't just the broken walls and bare, glass-like floors. A coldness penetrated even through his beastly skin as he drew a breath in and hesitated. I promised Jack and Constance I would try, but... He shook his dark head. Malias has changed so much that I don’t feel encouraged.

“Encouraged?” Malias asked from the desk. “Is that an ideal or a feeling, baby brother?” 

“Yes, my kingly brother—we’re worried and have no hope now.”

“Hope?” The king laughed and the frost from it permeated the entire bare room.

Damon stepped closer and smiled as if Malias were a misbehaving child. “And why are we scaring the servants?” He tilted his head at him. “Poor human things, they do have feelings, you know?”

Malias sighed and his beast like hand drew up to his chest. “Oh? I am so sorry to tread on feelings!” He grunted with disgust.

Damon looked around. “And I do love what you’ve done as far as decorating,” he teased. “Is it modern Beirut with a touch of the Gaza Strip for flair or something similar?” His amused gaze took in the many cracks in the glass walls and the broken fireplace. “Looks like the demo crew had a fucking wrecking ball in here!” 

“What do you need, baby brother?” Malias scowled at him.

“And no sense of humor, either!” He shook his head. “I do miss the swaggering wise-cracking cop more and more, everyday.”

His big brother remained silent and impassive.

“We,” he faltered, “Your family?”

Malias showed no reaction.

“We wish to know what we can do.”

The king raised a dark brow at him.

“To help,” Damon croaked out the uncomfortable word.

“With Luke?” 

Damon shook his head. He’d been troubled about his twin brother, Lucas, and his recent actions, but he believed everyone had their own destiny to deal with. “No, Malias, not with Luke.” He looked him in the eye. “You.”

The king stood from the chair. “Can you change a fixed fate, Mesmer boy?”

Damon drew his head back in puzzlement.

“Can you take away all of my sins, baby brother?” His snake like voice echoed out.

Startled, Damon stared, as he hadn’t seen this beast part of his brother in several centuries. He lowered his head. “I think you’ve paid enough.” He thought of Valentine and remembered the way his brother looked at her in Monte Carlo.

“Stop that!” Malias’ beast-like voice grew in the room.

“What?”

Those dark, cold eyes narrowed at him. “You had an image in your mind.” 

Damon stepped closer. “Of what, big brother?” 

“Just don’t.” Malias looked enraged.

“I admit...we, your brothers, didn’t exactly show support for you and her, but—”

The room began to rumble.

Damon did not blink. “We were wrong!” he shouted over the clattering noise, his body moving from side to side, as the floor rippled under his feet.

Malias laughed with a cold, cruel scorn and the glass in the room shimmied. “No, you were dead right.”

At the vengeful power his brother wielded, Damon swallowed heavily and took another step toward the desk. “You’ve watched over us and the kingdom for...” He scoffed and looked around. “Fucking ever!” 

His brooding brother remained quiet.

“And, after a thousand years of this shit?” He sighed with revulsion. “You should be able to have...” He smiled. “Love and life. We do have that right, you know, to the pursuit of happiness?”

The King did chuckle. “You fucking crack me up, Damon.” He shook his head and appeared to be the old Payne for a second. “We don’t live by human rights crap!” His laughter halted abruptly. “But, it's not you who gets to decide though, is it?”

Damon, who did have Mesmer abilities, experienced what his brother held in check, as an overwhelming rage and cold bitterness hit him like a palatable wave of nauseous misery.

“I’m fated to be what I am!” Malias shouted.

He stepped back as the fireplace lit up behind Malias. “Yes, you believe you’re cursed for all the sins you committed while king. I know this; but you’ve paid enough already!”

“No, I have new sins, baby brother, and they‘ll never be wiped away.” He swiveled his chair back to the fireplace.

Damon waited for a long, tense moment.

“Now go and tell your brother, Lycian, I’ve found your twin,” Malias spoke low from the chair.

“What?” 

“Yes, and I will be there to take care of it.” 

“No more clan bloodshed, Malias!”

The king swiveled his chair back around. “He’s the one killing and raging war in our name, brother!” 

“Yes, I know.” Damon thought of Luke. “Just abdicate again and leave it to the monsters!”

“We’re not human, Damon.” His eyes glowed brightly. “We are the monsters.”

“Yes, I know very well we’re not human. But, I also know our lives aren’t worth fucking spit without our mates!” This time he shook the walls with his angry voice. He flipped around, leaving the cold king to his lonely reign of wrath.

~* * * *~

The Metropolitan Triplex, Manhattan, New York

“The show was fabulous, Serena, so edgy and cool!” the assistant gushed.

An unenthusiastic Serena shrugged. “Yeah, it was all right, I guess.”

“You guess?” the woman exclaimed. “I’ve been your assistant for almost a year now and I’ve never seen such awesomely cool work!”

Serena sighed and sat down at the dressing table. “Yeah, cool.”

“Well, maybe it's because you wanted your sister here?” The girl placed her hand over her mouth. “I’m so sorry, we’re not supposed to—”

“What? Not supposed to mention her?” Serena grew angry. “Yeah and why the fuck not?”

Her assistant backed away. “You know what? I’m going to get you some of the bubbly they’re pouring like water out there, okay?” She shut the dressing room door behind her.

Serena sighed and glared into the mirror. Something just wasn’t right about all of this. “I fucking hate mysteries!” 

Sabrina’s mirrored reflection stepped close from behind her. “So, would you like to solve it?” Her identical blue eyes twinkled as she held her hand out to her twin. “Grigori paid me a visit.”

“What?”

Sabrina tilted her head at her confused sister. “You were good at solving mysteries once, Detective Valentine.” Her smile grew wider. “And, you don't even know what you can do!” Her bubbly laughter rang out as she touched her sister's shoulder.

~* * * *~

Ballatori Villa

“What!” Giovanni shook with rage while he stared at them.

Sabrina stepped forward. “You heard.”

Serena stepped in next to her. “No more.”

“So, the women Ballatori end the cold Chimera war all by themselves?” Giovanni laughed with skepticism.

“I’m in love with Malias of Lycian.” Serena's body shook.

His eyes rounded. “You’re—what?” He marbled to black.

“Yes, and I’m going to start dating Lucas,” Sabrina announced with a weaker conviction. She shrugged her shoulders at her sister. “You know, I mean, I can't just...?”

Giovanni grew before their eyes.

Their twin gazes rose with his increasing height.

“And that won't work, baby brother!” Sabrina glared up at him. “Sis?” She tilted her head at her twin.

Serena grew in size and faced him, her skin gleaming to a rose color and then a garnet red. The furniture in the room rose from the floor, while the high stained glass windows crackled behind him. 

His eyes rounded at her. “How did you...?” 

Serena laughed and changed instantly to human. “Apparently, I’m a queen now. And, guess whose queen I am? I’ll fight you from his side if you try to kill him.” Her threat made the walls rumble. “And guess what?” She floated closer. “I alone could defeat your entire army.”

He looked stricken and his human form appeared.

“So, our clans are now family and will be forever.” Serena nodded her head with finality.

Sabrina drew close.” And it means we’ll not be shedding family blood, right?”

Giovanni released an exasperated breath. “Fine! I am so sick of this clan shit, anyway. I want to live like...” He gazed around. “A real Italian bachelor-mogul, you know?”

Sabrina laughed. “Oh, Gio, my baby boy. We think you’re the best catch out there!”

“Yeah, and you may even get tired of that life and maybe try some human feelings for a change.” Serena gave him a blue-eyed wink.

The Ballatori family laughed loudly together.

~* * * *~

Grigori allowed the laughter to roll through him as he floated away from the door. I‘ve almost made up for it. The Mesmer grew distracted as he glided down the hall. Maybe I can do better than even this and see about wiping Lucas. No, it wouldn’t take it all away. He thought of King Malias, forever cold and hate-filled, because he believes he should pay eternally for his sins. I have known the same nightmare for a very long time now. 

He thought of the Russian family he’d loved and helped to destroy centuries ago, and he knew the loss of their souls would forever be a living misery inside of him. Rasputin sighed and moved down the hall. I could save a hundred families and never be free of it.

~* * * *~

Tipperary, Ireland

Eerie sounds echoed from all around and reminded some of the older generations of a time long ago when otherworldly creatures roamed the countryside. Everything looked normal at a casual glance, but there was something in the air as the peaceful green grass fluttered with a gentle breeze. 

Less than a hundred years ago, they did exist here, created by sorcery and raised from holy stone; these supernatural beings flew across the ancient Irish dells at night while imprisoned as stone guardians for the human churches by day. The legend told of how they were created to protect humans from evil, until one day, they became the evil.

Today, you could almost feel them and even imagine they truly existed, while the vibrations from something inhuman drifted through the sunlit meadow. A total silence fell over the Ireland grass as something fearsome drifted in; even the younger generations could feel it, as everyone scurried away from the sunny day. All the locals rushed their children indoors, closing the shutters, and bolting their doors.

A cobalt sky darkened as sudden clouds appeared and all the birds disappeared. A twisting vortex rolled down and landed with a violent wind in the middle of the glade. The whirling stopped, as the King of Gargoyles stepped down onto the cool Ireland green. The darkened pall receded from the glade while he looked around.

“So, it’s my big brother, the King of the Beasts!” A sarcastic voice rumbled from everywhere.

Malias stilled and his form grew.

“Don't get all battle heavy on me, big brother.” Lucas laughed. “I wouldn’t challenge you alone. I’m a Lycian, remember? So, I’m smarter than that!”

Malias shimmered and got ready for it to come, as he didn’t believe a word of it. All was quiet, as a cool rush of wind whipped against his body. He turned his gaze and there she was. He shimmered and changed to human, shock rippling the marble away.

Valentine glared at him and crossed her arms over her chest.

“What the fuck are you doing here?” He recovered and marbled again.

She shrugged. “Following you.” Her eyes glowed at him.

“So, my brother has his own violations, eh?” Luke’s amused laughter echoed all around.

“And you get your scrawny gargoyle carcass down here, Lucas!” Her Chimera voice wisped high into the air.

So fucking beautiful. He shook his head. And so very dangerous. “This is none of your business, Serena!” 

Another great wind came and Sabrina appeared next to her. She placed her hands on her hips and gazed at her sister's face. “They think just because they’re kings, they can get away with any God Dammed thing!” 

Malias stared at her.

Sabrina shrugged at him. “It seems I have some of her powers, since we’re twins and all.”

Lucas appeared next to his brother, while his astonished gaze locked onto Sabrina. “You actually came like you said!”

Malias glared at him.

He stepped forward, entirely forgetting his dangerous brother. “I wanted to—” 

“You’re raging war against my clan.” Sabrina fumed at him.

He shook his head. “I never meant—”

“So, what in the hell did you mean to do? Killing all those innocents and stalking me?”

“I want you.” He lowered his gaze.

“Well, buster, you have to court women even in this century, you dumb clod!” She laughed. “It’s called dating. Maybe you’ve heard of it?”

Lucas gaped at her. “But, what about Giovanni?”

Sabrina gazed over at her sister. “We took care of it.” She winked at Valentine. “Times have changed, boys. Time to put away the beastly battle gear!” 

“You mean I really have a chance?” Lucas blinked his eyes and smiled.

“Maybe...but I‘ll have to teach you some human first.” Sabrina swung her pleased gaze to Malias. “And some manners!” She laughed and rose from the ground.

Stunned, Lucas stared up as she floated above him.

“Well? Are you coming?” she called.

Malias threw his startled gaze up.

She gave him a playful wink, her Valentine-like smile dazzling.

Lucas drew in a breath. “Shit, yeah!” He floated from the grassy ground and grabbed her hand.

“That’s a boy!” She looked him over. “Mmm, let’s do shopping first. You would look so delicious in Armani.” They shot up and disappeared.

Malias dropped his gaze back down.

“You said you would never leave me again,” Valentine seethed at him. “Now I find it’s been a whole ‘nother year!”

“Apparently, I lied.” 

Valentine visibly trembled.

“So, Valentine saves the day...again!” His laughter rang with a cruel sting.

“Go ahead, yak it up!” 

He rose from the ground. “Go back to your clan, Merger girl. Where you belong.”

Valentine rose from the grassy earthen floor to face him. “I’m your queen, my dear beast, in case you’ve forgotten. So, just take a wild guess about where I belong?”

He fought the urge to flinch at her words. “Not if I—”

“Go ahead and run, you cowardly king. But remember, I will follow.” She shrugged. “And you’re the one who made it possible!” She laughed. “This time you’ll pay for that particular sin.”

“I don't want you anymore.” His tone rang icy through the glade. “And, I don't believe in retribution of the moral kind.”

She winced with a visible tremor at his cruel words.

He smiled maliciously at her while he grew to full beast size. “So, I got bored.” He shrugged as the miserable lie almost stuck in his throat. “It happens to beasts who live forever, didn't you know?”

Tears filled her glimmering blue eyes. “You deserve to be a cold and lonely king.” She shot up into the clear blue.

“Yes, I do, and the cold will last forever.” He sighed with sorrow, as he shimmered and disappeared.

CHAPTER TEN

Ventura, California

The red Mustang flew over Ventura Boulevard and came down hard on the shocks. The powerful vehicle haphazardly moved through traffic, zigzagging in and out of lanes and over the medians. As if in finale to its wild journey, it recklessly spun out in a parking lot, the rubber of its tires smoking.

Detective Valentine jumped from the car, removed her gun and moved to the entrance of the liquor store. She didn’t even hesitate as she tore through the open door.

Wearing a black ski mask, a big man held an unsteady shotgun aimed at the clerk's head. 

She raised her weapon and put one into his skull. 

The holdup man rounded his eyes in surprise as his body visibly stiffened and crumpled to the floor.

Terrified, the clerk slumped against the counter while expelling a shaky breath and his wide-eyed gaze rose to the gorgeous woman holding a gun.

Valentine walked over and stuck her boot beneath the dead man’s ribs, flipping him over. “Fucking scumbag!” She gazed around. “Just him?”

“Yeah.” The trembling clerk nodded and his body visibly shook. “Thank you!” 

“You just experienced your given right to remain silent,” she snickered while staring down at the corpse. Her gaze swung over to the horrified clerk. “I ask one thing.” She gave him a sweet smile.

“Oh, yes anything!” His teeth chattered from the shock.

“When they ask you later?” She sighed as she checked the clip in her gun. “I asked him to freeze and put his weapon down, and then I shot him, okay?” Valentine winked at him while tucking her forty-five back into her holster.

“Oh, absolutely! If you had yelled that? Why, he would have blown my fucking head off!” As though the shock hit him all over again, his legs gave away and he gripped the counter to hold himself steady.

Valentine leaned back against the counter. “You got any gum?” she asked as she looked out through the open door.

“Yeah, just take the whole box!” He nervously rifled through the case behind him.

“Nah, just one pack please.” She threw a dollar bill onto the counter and removed the wrapper from the stick of gum. “Gotta have something to do until the black and whites come.” Valentine viewed the flashing police lights flickering through the front window. 

She’d thought, when she transferred to one of the worst districts in LA, there would be some thrills. But no, it was still so boring. She yawned, glancing down at her expensive watch and a smile touched at her lips. A going away gift from her Chief at the Malibu Station. He’d said she did, in fact, need psyche for transferring to the Ventura District.

The Calvary has arrived and here goes another round of ridiculous bullshit. Lieutenant Detective Valentine popped her gum with a loud smack and rolled her eyes at the sight of the tall male uniformed officers who strolled up to the liquor store. She sighed at the thought of the long boring hours of filling out reports and answering idiotic questions, which would drag on forever.

~* * * *~

Valentine slumped down onto the sofa and propped her boots up on the coffee table. I just can't do this anymore; it’s been six months of busts and busting balls. At first, it felt so good, but now? I just need more than this. She gritted her teeth. No, don't think about him! She sat upright. Don't you dare go there, Valentine! He’s lower than pig-slopped dirt! She yanked her jacket from her shoulders. Fucking jerk-face, lying son of a... She threw her jacket down and sighed. I just want to forget! Stilling, she remembered the Rayne's and Grigori with their standing offer of a wipe. I can't take the dreams, I can't cry anymore. And another bust won't even do it!

She slumped back down onto the couch. That's just it—I finally remembered the last time Payne and I were together. We were having... She gulped. Could you call it sex? No, it was like being shot to the fucking moon! The hottest God Dammed thing on Earth and beyond, then I remember becoming aggressive. A flash of his eyes twinkling up at her while he sucked on her nipple rushed through her mind and heat spread across her face. His hands, his mouth and his rock hard...

Valentine balled her hands to fists as she stood up and let out a piercing scream. All her glass covered paintings on the wall shattered. Then one day, I was Serena the fashion designer? I would’ve gone on in a world where I didn’t belong, if it hadn’t been for my sister! Someone must know what happened. She thought of the Mesmers again. I should just get it over with and get wiped, before I kill an innocent, in my lowlife-killing spree, dedicated to Mister Scumbag Payne! 

Frustrated, she shook her head. All you have to do is close your eyes and concentrate and voila, you will be right there with him. I’m tempted to do it, just so I can kick his beastly ass! She’d repeatedly resisted the temptation over the last months because after their last meeting? She’d suffered from the humiliation for months; telling Giovanni how she was Malias’ queen and how she would stand by his side? All the while, he’d already dumped her like common street garbage. 

Releasing a huffing breath, she jerked her boot back and kicked the coffee table over, the remote and ashtray spilling to the floor. Her gaze narrowed at the floor. She bent down and picked up the little cigar from the ashtray mess. She raised the little cigarillo and sniffed it, as her pulse grew rapid. He’d been here? 

She stared around at the empty apartment and her stunned gaze dropped to the cigar again. It looks old, but he was here! A small thrill rippled inside her and it lasted for two whole seconds before she threw the cigar against the wall with all her might. Chicken shit, spying on me while I slept? Probably just wanted some sex, and then he would up and leave me again! 

Valentine’s entire body shook as fury built inside her. He lied about keeping me with him, to use me, because I'm one of the last female beasts who he could have sex with. Then, after he gets me to confess my love for him? He has my memory wiped and goes on his beastly way? Oh, no, I don’t have to take this shit! She spun around with her arms tucked in and began to whirl. 

The coffee table rose from the floor as all her paintings rattled and jerked from the walls. A small whirlwind rose to the ceiling, pulling everything not nailed down into it. I’m gonna have it out with him once and for all, and kicking his good looking ass may just be a way to get over him. Valentine closed her eyes and drew in a deep breath. And I can find him instantly, because it was just too easy to imagine his face and his wicked smile, damn him!

~* * * *~

Calcara’, Venezuela

A blazing heat hit her face as her eyes popped open. What the hell? By the searing inferno of moist, thick air which hit her, she even thought she landed in hell. 

Before her eyes, all jungle and a loud booming echoed from all around her. Men screamed in pain and bodies lay littered along the bloodied ground. 

Valentine looked around at all the carnage and spotted him. 

Payne stood glaring at her from next to a huge tree. He rushed toward her, grabbed her up and they both shot into the blistering sky. 

Valentine gasped, while his steel-like arms wrapped around her as she shut her eyes to the rush of wind, the temperature changing to a cool breeze. 

He stilled while they floated.

Too afraid to open her eyes, Valentine wondered what she would see in them, those moody dark eyes, which trapped her soul. Would she see cold, hateful disgust like the last time she gazed into them?

“What the fuck did you think you were doing?” Payne’s deep voice rumbled through her.

Valentine opened one eye and peeked at him.

“A fucking civilian just showing up in the middle of this shit?” he growled and flew sideways at high speed with her tucked under his arm.

She closed her eyes again and they abruptly stilled, her feet touching the ground. She found herself standing at the entrance to an airport. 

Payne gently pushed her back, but she still fell forward as the whole event scrambled her senses. He grunted with annoyance and set her upright. “You fucking journalists and weak-assed Red Cross do-gooders,” he growled low at her. “Getting your foolish bobbing heads shot off!”

She raised her wide blue gaze to lock eyes with him.

He stilled while he stared. “But you’re the cutest pest I’ve seen here yet.” His tone suddenly changed to a purr.

Stunned, Valentine blinked rapidly at him. He doesn’t know me? Her whole body shook, partly with rage and partly from misery. He wiped? She trembled all over.

Payne clicked his tongue while he gazed at the shock her body exhibited. “Yeah, I always get that reaction.” He grinned and tugged her close. “I just want a taste and I promise I won't hurt you, okay?” 

His warm voice sounded so soothing to her frayed nerves and she didn’t seem to have an answer to give. He smelled so dammed good and the heat from his lean, hard form just made her go wet between her thighs. Valentine tilted her head back, her expectant mouth ready and open.

There was a pause as he studied her face. He shrugged, leaned down and gently tasted her lips. He started to pull away, and then as if he changed his mind, he tugged her closer, pushing his tongue into her waiting mouth.

Valentine clung to him and shoved her shivering body up against him, kissing him for all she was worth, her breath stopping in her chest. Oh God, just let me not wake up this time!

The kiss went on for a long, breathless, spellbinding moment. Her insides quivered and her heart pounded in her ears, as the same glorious tumultuous sensations swept though her. The resentment and hate dropped away and she forgot everything. There was just this magnificent kiss.

Payne nibbled at her lower lip and released her mouth with a gratified sigh. He pulled away and gazed into her glimmering eyes. “Mmm, you taste as good as you look!” He gave her that teasing wink of his and stepped back. “Do me a favor will ya, Sweet Lips? Catch a plane to the states!” He shot up into the air.

Valentine stumbled back and raised her shaking fingers her tender lips. She gazed around at the empty space left in his wake. He actually wiped? The shocking realization hit her like pelting bricks. Her eyes narrowed. There’s no way he gets away clean! Forget your queen, did ya? Leave me to dry out from the addiction to you, which you gave to me? No fucking way! She rose into the Venezuelan sky. I guess I’ll take his advice and fly out to the states all right. Straight to the answers I need. 

~* * * *~

The Rayne Estate, San Francisco, California 

The Mesmer couple simply stared at her when she appeared.

Valentine placed her hands on her hips. “You Mesmers are always so antsy to wipe and replace memories, so now you’ll fill me in on why he did this!”

Alexander stood up. “Why are you here?”

“He wiped!” she shouted at them.

They blinked their eyes at her shout. 

“Well?”

Penelope cleared her throat. “It was for the best. He was changed—”

“Yes, I know; I saw him last year.” Remembering his hateful glare and his beast-like appearance, Valentine released an aggravated breath. “I need to know what happened.”

The couple gave her impassive expressions.

“Oh no, don't you do that.” She stepped closer. “You will tell me!” Her skin marbled to a rose color.

Penelope sighed. “It was too dominant of a memory and his power is so strong we couldn’t wipe him, when he asked. Honestly, if any of us even tried it? We could be killed simply from the backlash of his power.”

“What?” Valentine was the one to blink at them now.

“This was private, just between the two of you,” Alexander sighed.

“Oh, yeah? Well, then, I should be let in on it,” Valentine scoffed. “Don’t you think?”

“He arrived with you in his arms out of nowhere and he—” Penelope halted as her eyes filled with tears.

“When?” 

Alexander gazed into her eyes. “More than a year ago.”

“Who can help me?”

He lowered his eyes.

“Well?” she shouted. “What the fuck happened?”

“We didn’t do the wipe,” he explained.

“Then how?” Valentine stomped her foot.

Pen sighed heavily again.

Alexander took a careful step toward her. “I can let you see what occurred when he arrived, but he wouldn’t let anyone touch him.”

Valentine stepped close and he took her hand. She closed her eyes and felt a jolt when she heard Payne’s voice.

~* * * *~

San Francisco, a Year and a half earlier

“I killed her!” Payne shouted.

“Now, try to calm,” Alexander soothed. “She’s chimera and she’ll live.”

Payne shook his head. “I never should’ve let it go so far.” 

Alexander calmly looped his hands behind his back and listened.

“I’m not allowed this.” Payne gazed up at the ceiling. “Not allowed to love.”

“Malias, you cannot pay forever,” the old Mesmer sighed.

“What about the new dues to be paid?” He turned away. “I will forget her and leave her be, if she lives.”

“Making deals?” Alexander asked.

Payne didn’t answer the question. “I vow she’ll be free of this particular beast.”

~* * * *~

Valentine opened her eyes and stumbled back. “What was he talking about?”

They stared silently back at her.

“I wish I could remember, then I would know why he just up and left me.”

“I do know he went to visit both of his brothers.” Alexander smiled at her.

Valentine gasped as hope sprung in her constricted chest. “Do you think...?”

He shook his head. “We don’t know what occurred before he came here, nor after he left. He wanted you returned to your family.”

“I hope I can find them.” Valentine made her way to the door.

Alexander glanced at Pen. “I can bring someone in?”

She turned back. “Who?”

“My daughter, Alex.”

“Please?” Valentine pleaded.

“Manners?” A voice came from behind her.

She spun around.

The woman shimmered as though she were just an image. “Hello, again.” Alex smiled at her.

“Did you see Pay...” she faltered, “Malias?”

“He came and talked to Damon about leaving, so we would know about it.”

“Did he say why?” Valentine nervously wrung her hands.

Alex shook her head. “Malias?” She laughed and rolled her eyes. “Explain his actions to someone?”

Valentine lowered her head.

The glimmering Mesmer tilted her head at her. “You do love him.”

“Yes, and I hate him with all my soul.” Her eyes glowed.

“That sums it up perfectly!” The image of the smiling woman flickered. “He went to see his twin. I wish I could help more...” She disappeared.

“I can’t locate anyone but Payne.” She turned to face the quiet pair. “You say that you couldn’t wipe him?”

They silently nodded their heads.

“Well, who could?”

Alexander seemed to flinch.

“Well? Someone did it!” Valentine marbled with her frustration. “And I need to know who!”

“Go home and...” Pen sighed.

Valentine froze as something occurred to her. “Oh!” she gasped. “Yes, he helped to end the cold war, I know him! But will he help me?”

Alexander titled his head. “What do you mean?”

“Grigori!” she answered.

Alexander nodded. “Yes, but what you said about him?”

“He brought Sabrina to me and helped to convince Gio to accept...” Her voice cracked, “Payne and I. He brought peace to the clans.”

“And what did you have to pay him for this service?” He crossed his arms over his chest.

“Pay?” Her brow wrinkled with confusion at the word.

He drew his head back while his arms dropped down.

Penelope gazed over at him. “Alexander?” 

“I’ve met with many souls while the centuries passed and have known the worst and best of humankind, of beastkind.” Alexander shrugged his shoulders. “And still, I am surprised.” He laughed.

“Well, I know of one dastardly beast who is gonna get the surprise of his existence, when I finally catch up with him.” Valentine gave them a dazzling smile. “I thank you for all your help.” She went out through the doorway.

~* * * *~

Ballatori Villa, New York

Valentine searched everywhere and no one had seen the elusive Mesmer. She sat down at her brother's desk. I’ll just go and confront Payne. She lowered her head. But he doesn't even know me.

“It would not be wise, my dear.” Rasputin stood in front of the desk. 

“Please help me!” she pleaded.

“It would be near impossible to reconcile with him and especially if he had his memories of you.”

“Why, what did I do wrong?” She swiped away a tear.

“It was what he thinks he did.” Grigori shook his head.

She stood up. “You have to tell me!”

“Normally?” He rolled his eyes. “As if what I do was normal.” He shook his head at her. “I would never divulge such a thing.”

Her shoulders slumped.

“However.” His cold voice reached right into her head. You are his queen of choice.

The lord of Mesmers stood still, not even touching her and her mind opened, as a cold chill rolled over her body and she closed her eyes.

Valentine could see herself and Payne together in the bungalow and her body flushed at the images. But I remember this and nothing—her mind lit up and she saw herself.

Her body rose ramrod stiff as though hit by a mortal wound and her skin rippled to a coral red. She dropped forward, releasing a breathless gasp and fell from his body.

He caught her as she hung upside down in midair.

Her eyes remained closed while her long streaked hair touched the floor.

Payne instantly fleshed as he gently lowered her to the bed. He placed his ear to her chest, as she laid motionless on the bed. He felt for a breath from her lifeless lips. 

Her skin became an ivory white and the white streaks disappeared from her raven hair. Payne shook his head. “No,” he whispered low as he embraced her limp body and drew her to his chest. “No!” he howled as his face went ashen, his eyes glowing bright with rage. 

Everything in the room began to fly around as clothing and her bags drew up into a wind-whipped swirling vortex. The rugs ripped from the quaking floors and chairs splintered apart, the wooden pieces flying sideways while the door yanked from its hinges. The nails of the wood from the walls glowed with heat and rattled away from the wood to join the whirlwind-like funnel of power. Glass shattered and smoke puffed out from the spiraling pieces of flaming wood. 

Valentine gasped at the images while a jolt of shock shook her to the core. Finally, she knew why he did what he did. Everything stopped in her mind she crumpled to the floor and stared up at Grigori.

“He will never forgive himself,” the Mesmer’s voice sounded cold and final.

“I caused it!” She swallowed the misery with a swollen lump in her throat. He gave me up because he thought he’d hurt me! Her chest constricted with grief over how she’d treated him.

“For a proud chimera like him, when he has ruled as a king for a thousand years?” He shook his head. “He would feel he was responsible.” 

Valentine stood on her feet. “Oh.” Dizzy, she grabbed onto the desk. “What can I do?” 

“His intentions were for your best interests.” His smile appeared cold.

“Well, his best intentions were fucking wrong!” 

He stepped closer. “This may be the hardest case you’ve ever undertaken, Detective Valentine.”

“How can I do it?” 

“Well, if we send you in there, you have to be convincing in your persona. We’d be attempting to fool a powerful near God-like creature and he would pick up on any lies immediately.”

“You mean like when someone goes undercover?” 

He laughed with genuine humor at her naive comparison. “Yes, but to be convincing?” Grigori raised a dark pencil-thin brow, while his long thin finger touched to his head. “You need to go all the way under.”

“Wait a minute!” She stepped back. “You mean wiping!”

Grigori shrugged.

Valentine bit down on her lower lip. How many times have I been wiped now? When I’ve tried to avoid it at all costs? “Okay, we do it your way,” she sighed with resignation.

“There is no other.” He gave her a frosty stare. “You won’t lose everything; it’s not a wipe in the usual sense, in any case.”

Valentine shook her head. “Grigori, I left usual behind me, the day I met Payne.”

The Monk gave his cold smile. “First, we must visit Lycian.”

“You mean Jack?” 

“Yes.” He clicked his tongue with disapproval. “Jack Wagner.” He rolled his dark eyes. “What a silly name for such a fearsome beast-warrior.”

Valentine stared at him and a smile nudged at her lips. “Just how human are you, anyway?”

Rasputin wore an innocent expression. “Why, whoever said I wasn’t human?” He winked at her. “Shall we travel your way or mine?”

Valentine furrowed her brows. “Now, just what all is involved with your way?”

The Mesmer Monk stared at her puzzled expression and let out the first laugh he’d released in at least three hundred years. “Oh, my dear, have you ever ridden on cosmic magic carpet?” He reached out and touched her with one lone finger.

~*  * * *~

Paris, France

Valentine opened her eyes. They stood in a posh room as French music drifted in from the balcony. She gazed over at Rasputin and he grinned back at her.

“What the hell are you two doing in my salon?” Jack asked from the doorway.

Grigori shut his eyes and sighed.

Jack rippled to marble instantly as he closed his eyes. “No!” he stepped back as his glowing eyes popped open. “I don’t like mind fuckers!” He glared at Grigori and grew in size. “And you should know better than to stick yours into my business!”

A tremor pulsed through Valentine at the sound of his familiar Payne-like voice.

Constance looked over at her husband. “But, Jack, she...?”

Payne’s twin turned away.

“There will be no war, Lycian,” Grigori whispered.

He flipped around and was human again. “What?”

Valentine nodded. “Sabrina is with Luke and it turns out, that was what he really wanted.” She smiled with a tremble to her lips. “She and I convinced Giovanni that we’re all family now. He was relieved actually, as he wanted a life without clans.”

“Yeah?” Jack looked surprised. “Mergers as in-laws?”

She nodded. “Everyone is responsible for themselves.”

He sighed and pulled a hand through his dark hair. “I’ve waited a long time for this.” Jack studied her. “But—I won’t betray my brother.”

“Then, allow him to have...” Her eyes filled up with tears. “A chance finally, for a life of his own.”

Constance stepped close to him. “Remember our chance at that, Jack?”

His entire austere expression fell away. “Yes, the sexy lesbian gun toting tracker, tracking me down?” He rolled his eyes with humor.

Constance beamed at him as she nodded. “If I can be that tough, Sere—I mean, Valentine, can do it even better.”

“He’s a mercenary.” His smile disappeared as he turned to Valentine. “He hires out through an unscrupulous agent. And, he only picks the jobs where he can kill as many as possible while helping some unfortunate humans.” His Victor-like eyes gazed into hers. “So, what skills do you have?”

“Police and combat training, three black belts, arms training—”

“Okay, okay!” He laughed. “So, you are qualified.” He turned to look at the famous Mesmer. “When you do this, though?”

Grigori raised a brow.

“There’s a guy she’ll have to see first. I will instruct him of the situation.” Jack raised a brow as an amused expression appeared on his face. “An unscrupulous agent and you can find him...” He shot a meaningful look at Constance.

“Nando in Orlando!” She giggled.

“Yes, in Florida, USA. He’s the guy we need.” A humorous smile spread out on Jack’s lips.

~* * * *~

Orlando, Florida, Warehouse district

Nando twirled the end of his pencil-thin mustache and sighed as he propped his alligator boots up on his desk.

His well-built secretary sashayed her way through the door. 

He raised his appreciative gaze to take in her lengthy, tan legs.

She stopped at the desk and leaned over, her breasts barely held in by her thin blouse. “Mister R?” she breathed out.

Licking his lips, his gaze locked onto the pair of sweet delights which seemed to beckon him. “Mmm?”

“Your two o’clock is here,” she sighed with a throaty sound.

“Yeah, two.” He seemed frozen to his desk chair while his eyes feasted on her breasts. 

She giggled and her chest shook with a jiggle.

He blinked and his gaze rose. “Unh?”

“A client?” She grinned at his startled expression. “Is here to see you.”

“Mmm, yes, Tiffany, yes.” I need more pleasure, not more business. 

His smiling, busty secretary went out.

Nando watched her derriere as she exited, beautifully encased in a silk skirt. “I do love being home.”

The door opened.

Whoa, wait a hot minute here! He smiled at the stunning woman who stood in the doorway. Raven hair glinted from her head with a long silky ponytail. She wore a plain white men’s style Arrow button-up shirt, but filled it out like no man would be able to do. His enthusiastic perusal dropped further down, appreciating the way her dark slacks hugged her shapely hips. “And, what can I do for you, babe?” 

She didn’t smile back at him.

“Oh.” His delighted grin disappeared when he realized who she must be.

With a smooth, but cold ease, she sat down on the chair across from him. “I was referred to you.”

Nando tapped his fingers on the desk while he studied her. “Well, you are a chick and it might be a—”

“I’m more than just a chick. I’m also ex-navy seal, ex-cop with combat training.” She held him around the neck a small knife at his throat.

Nando gasped with shock, as she was already on him with a strangle hold. “And fucking fast, apparently!” He gurgled and smelled the delightful scent of her hair.

Letting go of him, she swiftly sat back down.

Yeah, these beasts were deadly for sure. He remembered Jack and all those bloody invisible jungle kills. “Okay, I got a crew ready right now.” He rubbed at his neck with a wince. “So, what name do you go by while hired out?”

She stared at him her expression impassive.

“You know? Like a nickname or a made up moniker?” He chuckled. “I’ve heard some doozies too! I was always Nando from Orlando.” He winked at her and leaned forward.

The new recruit opened her mouth to answer.

“No, no, let me guess!” He bit his lower lip and studied her face. “Razor?”

Her expression remained blank and she didn’t even blink.

“Switchblade?” He pointed at her with an excited glee.

“Valentine,” she answered in a steady tone.

“Well, they’ll ride you about that one.” He grinned with amusement.

“Fuck ’em, it's my name.” Her eyes narrowed.

Nando chuckled nervously. “And, fucking is another sensitive subject.” He laid emphasis on the word. “Um—guys?” He placed his hands in front of him. “Well, you know how they are.” His placating tone rang overly friendly.

Valentine’s expression remained emotionless, and then she gave him a bright smile.

The effect was as if the whole room just lit up with her dazzling smile and Nando reeled from the magnetic beauty who sat in front of him.

She leaned in closer as though she were going to whisper a secret. 

Nando was suddenly curious and he leaned over the desk to hear.

“I know they’re overly fond of their balls.” Valentine winked a cerulean blue eye at him. “And, they aren’t particularly fond of...” Her bright smile dropped. “Losing them.”

His grin faded as he cleared his throat and shook his head. “Great!” His voice rose up a little too high. “I’m so glad we cleared that up!” He placed his shaky hands on his lap as though he were subconsciously protecting himself.

“What I need is some...” she paused and gave him a sweet girl-like smile. “...Violent action.”

Nando stood up abruptly. “This job will have it.” He thought of a comparison for this gorgeous female beast. A stunning rose with exceptional beauty and sensual as all hell, but to get to inhale the magnificent scent of her? You would be dead and bloody from the thorns. He shivered a little. Then again? He thought of Jack's brother. He could be the only man or beast, gutsy enough to even try it.

Valentine stood up with him.

“Be there tomorrow, sun up and carry light bags, heavy on the ammo.” He handed her a slip of paper. “Do you...?” he hesitated while his curiosity ran rampant over what Jack said about these two beast-humans.

Valentine gave him a chilling stare.

Grinning, he took in the shapely hips and those sweet long legs. These beasts get all the real hot babe action, dammit! He shook his head at her. “Never fucking mind.” He chuckled and held out a silver object.

Pausing, she peered down at it.

“The boss won't let you on the plane, if you don't have it.” 

She grasped it in her hand and her brow wrinkled while she studied the silver crucifix.

“It’s your pass for this job. Well, have a nice...” He winked at her. “Killing spree?”

A slight smile peeked at her full lips and she went out the door.

Nando released an enormous breath as if he’d been holding it the entire time. “Whoa.” This whole thing just gave him the willies, and if she were human? He would never send her with such a group of killers. He sat back down. Two beasts in one crew and both of them without memory of each other? He winced at the possible implications. But I do love this twilight zone shit! Sure wish I could be there, when Payne got a load of her wearing that cross on her gorgeous chest! 

His fascinated smile fell away as he pictured the big guy’s reaction to a woman crew member. Payne seemed even fiercer than Jack, and he never thought that would be possible to do. On second thought, maybe I’m due for an immediate vacation. He nodded. Yeah, at least for the entire day tomorrow; I wonder what’s going on in Daytona? “Oh, Tiffany dear?” he called out with his sweetest tone.

The tall, leggy blonde opened the door.

He twirled his mustache. “I need you for some...” He kicked his boots back up onto the desk. “Dictation.” 

Tiffany shut the door, locked it behind her and smiled. “I’m really good at dictation, sweet Nando,” she purred at him.

Nando watched her gliding, hip-swaying walk as she came closer to the desk while truly appreciating the sweet scent of her perfume. Yeah, I got babes too, I guess. And they don't bite! He snickered. Unless—I really want them to! His fervent fascination grew as he watched Tiffany remove her flimsy silk blouse.

~* * * *~

Private Airstrip, Southern Florida at sunrise

Valentine stood by the hanger, her bag resting at her feet. Male voices boomed out from inside of it. She swung her bored gaze over to see the sun peeking on the horizon and she sighed. I hope this gets more exciting than... She spotted the tall broad-shouldered man as he strolled along with the group of men. She could immediately tell he would be the one in charge. He possessed a confidence that even showed in the way he walked and her sense of a menacing danger increased as he came closer.

Payne smiled at another man who was flapping his arms around.

“And then, he said, ‘Oh, watch me, flyboy!’” The animated storyteller grinned at the group of rough looking men as they walked beside him. “So, I took out the AK and clipped his fucking wings.” The shorter man shrugged with humor.

The group of men all laughed as they strolled along the smooth cement floors.

Payne raised his amused gaze and his laughter halted.

Valentine took in his hostile expression and sauntering walk, her eyes locking unflinchingly with his heated glare.

The men stopped talking and laughing as six semi-mercenary males stood and stared at her.

“We don't hire stewardess.” Payne shook his head.

“That’s good to know.” She squared her shoulders.

“Who are you?” He tilted his head at her. 

“Well, I’m not a fucking stewardess. I'm here to do a whole different job.” Her low tone matched his.

“Oh, and what job would that be, sweet cakes?”

She opened her mouth to respond.

“Hey guys, Nando sent a party favor on this mission.” He grinned while his dark eyes twinkled at her.

“You wanna see a party?” Her body grew ready and rigid as she took a fighting stance. “Let's have some fun, big boy!”

His smile dropped. “Get the hell outta here!” Payne motioned his head to the double doors. “And, I’ll have some voyeuristic fun as I watch you leave,” he smirked.

Valentine remained impassive, tossing him the crucifix as she turned and headed to the plane.

Payne caught the necklace; looking down at it, his steely-eyed gaze rose. “Oh, fuck no!”

“Oh, fuck yeah!” she called back as she tossed her duffle into the small plane.

“What the fuck is Nando doing?” Payne wondered aloud.

The men moved toward the plane, collectively avoiding his glare.

Tossing his duffle in, it hit the inside wall just above her head.

Valentine caught it in her hands, her icy stare steady while she set it down and looked away.

He hopped in. “Take off!” 

The plane ride was a tense, stony silence with intermittent whispers from the other men.

Rolling her eyes and chewing gum, she folded her arms over her chest as she glanced over.

His eyes glowed at her.

Valentine showed no reaction to his unusual gold-flecked gaze, as though it didn’t interest her.

Payne made his way over to where she stood. “So, what are your qualifications?”

“Ex-seal, ex-cop, three black belts with combat-kill training and...” She tilted her head at him. “I bake a little.” She shrugged nonchalantly.

“You forgot to mention the degree in smart ass!” Payne threw his head back and laughed.

She turned her bored gaze away.

“So, do you know what the mission is?”

“I assumed whoever is in charge would lay it out for me.”

“Yeah, you assume a fuck of a lot, lady!” 

“I do what the rest of you do.” She dropped her voice with a menacing tone. “I like the kill, the sport of the chase, and I especially like it when I can get a man to scream like a baby for mercy!”

There were murmurs from the men on either side.

“Well, boys? It seems we got ourselves a butchy Betty Fucking Crocker on the team now!” he snickered.

Valentine hid the flinch she felt at his ridicule as she crossed her arms over her chest. “So, are you gonna stand around yakking it up? Or are you gonna do your job?”

His laughter evaporated and he stared down at probably the hardest shelled woman he had ever laid eyes on. “Yeah, it’s a rescue.”

“And the targets?” 

“Columbians,” he sighed.

“Vicious and greedy, my favorite kind.” She smiled. “How many packages?”

“Seven.” 

“Perfect number.” She looked around. “One for each of us.”

“Yeah, so you can add, so fucking what?” His unimpressed tone lashed at her.

Valentine sat back down and popped her gum in her mouth with a loud smartass smack. “I do try, but I’m especially good at subtraction.”

Some of the guys chortled from the background.

Payne glared around at the sniggering.

The chuckles disappeared.

He opened his mouth for the next question.

“I got my own firepower.” One blue eye glanced up at him with disinterest.

He snapped his mouth closed.

“Anything else?”

“What do we call you?” The twinkle came back in his eyes. “Wait, just let me guess!”

Valentine scuffed her boot on the floor. “Your buddy, Nando, already played that game.” 

“Humor me.”

“Knock yourself silly!” She rolled her eyes.

“You would be a...”

Valentine released a breath and leaned back to steady herself for the coming barbs.

Payne stilled and his humorous expression fell away.

She waited for the jibes.

“Just tell us, for fucks sake!”

“Valentine.” 

“You're fucking kidding, right?”

“Nope.” She crossed her arms over her chest.

He looked around.

The men all attempted to hide their smirks as they collectively lowered their heads.

“Well, Sweet Valentine?” 

She glared at him.

“We’ll be dropping in a few hours, so just rest that sweet...,” he paused for emphasis. “Heart of yours.” He made his way to the front of the plane.

Valentine fought to avoid showing any visible reaction. Who the fuck does he think he is? She watched him disappear into the cockpit. She leaned back against the metal wall of the plane and closed her eyes. I’ll catch a few winks, I guess, and if he gets any ideas? I’ll be more than glad to rest his sweet, fat lip! Her mind raged with images of the excruciating injuries she could give him.

~* * * *~

Somewhere Over Panama

Valentine’s eyes popped open in the low light as a hand rose over her chest. She grabbed it, jumped over, and held it down with her weight. She smiled with contented approval when she heard the telltale snap of his arm breaking.

“Owww!” A male shout resonated through the plane, the injured man rolled on the floor, cradling his arm.

“What in the fuck?” Payne was there instantly. 

“People should keep their hands to themselves.” She smoothed her shirt down.

He looked down at one of his men. “I think you broke his fucking arm!”

“Life is tough, but it's even tougher if you‘re stupid.” Valentine shrugged her shoulders at him.

Payne raised a brow at her cool attitude. “What the fuck, Ganger?” He peered down at the man writhing in agony on the floor.

“I was just reaching for my bag!” he yelled out with pain in his voice.

“Yep, there’s his bag.” Payne raised his glinting gaze to her.

“What the fuck did he expect, when I was sleeping? He’s lucky I only broke his arm.”

“You’re gonna cost us plenty!” Payne accused.

She winced at his tone

“We’re now a man down!” 

“You only had that number before I jumped on!” she defended.

“Are you doing your math again, Valentine?”

“So? Now you have the same number.” 

“A fucking big kill and a fat payday,” he shouted. “Blown to shit!”

“I can beat any of you.”

Payne looked over at the fierce female crewmember. “What was that?”

“I can handle his spot.” She yanked her hat from the floor.

“You’d better not cost me anymore or I’ll toss your sweet ass out into the fucking jungle!” He turned away, moving toward the back of the plane. “Everybody, mount up!” 

All the men moved around and grabbed their chutes.

Valentine gazed around and spotted Ganger’s chute next to his bag.

Ganger limped toward the back, cussing about chicks with dicks while he winced and whined aloud.

He won't be needing his chute. Fucking grabby ass no account—

“Valentine!” Payne bellowed. 

“What?” she called back at him as she harnessed the chute. 

He stood next to her and leaned in close. “When I call you?” His warm breath grazed her neck. “You will come!”

A strange feeling ran through her as though his words hit some nerve and she flipped around. “Yes, sir!” Her clipped, martial response snapped at him.

“You need to get your,” he paused as he leaned in closer. “Firepower and get to the line.”

She rushed to the line of men, waiting at the open door of the plane. 

Payne moved close and stood just behind her. 

Valentine shivered and could feel his eyes on her. A man never caused her to shake or hold her breath before. They’d always earned two things from her: disinterest and disgust. Well, he has the disgust part completely nailed down. She released her breath and leapt out of the plane without the slightest hesitation.

CHAPTER ELEVEN 

Chaviva, Columbia

Payne absorbed a nose full of her scent when he’d leaned in on her and the sensation from it seemed to just crawl right under his skin. When this is done? He grinned. This tenacious chick is gonna pay for this shit. Detailed visions of her begging and panting underneath of him crowded his mind. Seducing would be nice, though she looked too determined for that, but he would subdue her one way or another. As if he knew exactly what she looked like underneath those butchy clothes, the sensual images in his mind became extremely vivid. 

Annoyed, he shook the sensations away. First, take care of business, and then take on the business of some real pleasure. He moved to the line, stood right behind her, and found himself peering down at her luscious curving behind. I wonder what her bare ass would feel like in my hands? He jerked his head up. Dammit, she’s fucking with my focus again! 

Payne viewed her jump. Clean and neat. Navy Seals, eh? He jumped next.

The stealth crew of mercenaries landed silently into a hot, dark, heavily foliaged landscape. The air itself sweltered, heavy and drenching with the steamy humidity of the jungle, while towering trees loomed like giant monsters and massive elephant-leaved plants grew a story high, casting eerie shadows along the ground. 

All the men wore night vision goggles, so they could navigate the jungle paths through the dark.

Payne smiled through the inferno-like gloom. I love this shit! Come down silent, move through the dark and kill all you want. His blood pumped so much better in his veins with the rush he got from of this soldier of fortune shit. He didn’t need goggles for any night sight. As he stood quietly and gazed around, his eyes narrowed when he spotted Valentine removing her chute pack. It remained unopened and she wore no goggles either. What the fuck? To fly, she had to be a—he heard the snap of a twig about fifty yards away and turned toward it, spotting a man. It was only Dice, one of his men.

~* * * *~

Valentine quietly stashed the unopened chute and stood still as a whistle sounded through the trees. The signal? She floated upward to rise above the tree line. The camp below was semi-dark, but there were a few lamps lit. She spotted the men from the crew as they took their positions around the perimeter. She floated closer, setting her boots soundlessly down to the earthen floor of the blackened jungle.

Something grabbed her with a steel-like grip and covered her mouth. She stilled, so she could figure a defense.

“What the fuck are you doing?”

Payne! Her breathing accelerated.

“So, a Fem-Chimera, eh? No wonder you show no fear,” he growled under his breath.

The rat a tat of small arms fire ricocheted from below them and terrified screams rent the air while the whole camp lit up with a blindingly bright flare of light.

Payne released her and disappeared in a rush of wind.

Valentine flew higher to investigate the scene and find out what caused the horrific noise from below. The main cabin in the center of camp went up in an enormous blast and the flames rose with a ghastly heat. The rolling waves from it smacked her with a bouncing rush of explosive air, tossing her body higher. 

The entire camp boomed with several horrendous explosions and men were running in every direction while screaming in agony. 

She righted herself and drifted down, her gun extended. She sucked in her breath when she spotted the men lying all around. The entire crew lie in burning pieces, the whole clearing littered with smoking, dismembered body parts.

A solid wall of steel slammed into her and her body crumpled from the force of it. Valentine squeezed her eyes shut with the blinding speed in which her body traveled. Then, everything came to an abrupt halt and she gazed up at a face.

Payne’s gold eyes glowed back at her.

With a heavy gulp, she swallowed her shock. Oh man, he’s—a beast? She heard him growl while he floated them down. An extremely pissed off beast! She trembled. Well, fuck him! Anger rose in her to cover her fear and she struggled to get loose. She turned her body around and aimed an elbow at his stomach while she jerked her knee back. Valentine slammed it up hard against his family jewels, her knee and elbow hitting solid concrete as she yelped out with pain.

His chuckle rippled in her ear while he gripped her tighter. He landed them to the ground and she simply waited for his next move.

Payne let her go.

“Finally, you God Damn gorilla!” she seethed at him while she rubbed her sore elbow.

“Who are you?” His eyes glowed brighter.

“You know my name.”

“You set us up!” he accused.

“What?” 

He let out a feral growl and grabbed her again. “My men are all dead!”

Valentine stilled for a second or two. “You think that I—?”

“We know nothing about you. We get here unsuspecting, and land right into a waiting death trap!”

“No, I had nothing to do with this!” 

“And, you’re not human!” he seethed the word at her.

“So, fucking what? Neither are you!”

“You’re gonna pay for this, you fucking spy!” he growled.

Astonishment and rage boiled inside her. “You dumb fucking...” She marbled and flew at him.

Payne caught her easily and yanked her closer to his broad chest, wrapping his steel-banded arms around her with a massive brutal squeezing.

With a harsh gasping, her breath rushed from her lungs as the sky spun around her and she fell limp.

~* * * *~

Montego Bay, Jamaica

Her eyes fluttered open. 

“’Bout time,” Payne’s voice came from somewhere below her. 

Valentine dropped her bewildered gaze down to see him sitting in a chair, puffing on a small cigar. She shook her head to clear the fog and peered up at her arms, which were strapped to a wall. “What the fuck is this?”

Payne pulled at his cigarillo, releasing silent puffs of spiraling smoke.

Valentine looked down to see her legs were spread-eagled with the same method. He really thinks he can hold someone like me? Her glare shot down to where he sat.

He tilted his head at her and grinned as the smoke swirled from his lips.

With a heave, she drew in a concentrated breath and her skin marbled.

Payne sat forward and gritted his teeth on his cigarillo.

Valentine stretched her body outward and tugged at the ropes.

With a pleased smile, he shook his head.

She extended her body away from the cold wall with all of her might. Surprise stunned her as her body snapped back with an awkward whoosh and a loud smack against the concrete. With a startled gasp, she peered over at the soft-looking bonds. Velvet? 

Payne tilted his head back and laughed while smacking his thigh. His hilarity grew and he nearly fell from the chair. “Oh, man!” He swiped at his amused tears. “That was priceless!”

“Yeah, ha, fucking ha, just yak it up there, loser!” Valentine glared.

He chuckled a little more and stood. “Well, we’ll see who loses.” His grin faded. “The velvet of gargoyles...did you think I just learned about Fem-Chimeras, today? I happen to like my face the way it is and I’m overly fond of keeping my neck in one piece as well.” 

Valentine looked away and tried to quell her rage.

Payne tugged at her pant leg. “We can do this nice, if you want?” 

“Nice?” she growled while her eyes glittered down at him.

“Yeah, I sorta thought you may take that attitude.” He sighed with mocking disappointment.

“Just untie me!” 

“Tsk-tsk.” He clicked his tongue with disapproval. Tugging on her pant leg again, his eyes narrowed at the material. “What is this anyway, gabardine?” He seemed deeply interested in them.

She sighed and rolled her eyes. “What’s with the sudden interest in?”

Payne gave a tight-fisted yank and the material drew away from her body.

Valentine gaped down at him.

“Yep, pretty flimsy for gabardine, all right.” He dropped them to the floor.

Her breathing accelerated as the air hit her thighs. “What the fuck are you doing?” 

“Interrogation, Valentine.” He raised a dark brow. “What? Never heard of it in the Seals?”

A flicker of trepidation fluttered in her chest.

He floated from the floor, his body almost brushing with hers as he peered downward. “Nice legs,” he whispered low.

Trepidation grew to a spark of panic. You better think quickly, Valentine! “Okay, ask.”

Seemingly interested in the study of her bare legs, he drew his distracted gaze slowly along her body and up to her face. “Mmm?” 

“You said we could do this nice, remember?” 

Payne gave her a crooked smile. “Yeah, I did.” He drew closer to her lips. “But, I’m afraid the offer has expired.”

His hot breath wafted on her mouth and she did shiver.

“Cold, are we?” He looked into her eyes.

“You don't know the half of it.” Her tone vibrated with a resentful growl.

“I do wonder now, why I had forgotten you.”

She blinked with puzzlement.

“In the jungle a week back or so.” He nodded.

“What are you talking about?”

“You showed up outta nowhere one hot, bloody day.” He moved his chest closer. “I picked you up for a sweet, delicious kiss and dropped you at the airport.”  

“Nope.” She shook her head.

“You were scoping us out.”

“I never saw you before this morning!” 

Payne gripped her shirt collar and ripped it away.

She gasped at the sudden vicious tearing.

“For such a tough girl, you sure wear some flimsy-ass clothing.” 

“Now just wait a minute.” She swallowed heavily as the cool air hit her body and a harsh realization hit her mind.

“Oh yes, I will wait.” He drew away and floated about a foot from her.

Valentine released a relieved breath.

“I’m gonna take my sweet, sinister time with you.” His intensely fervent gaze roamed over her. “Have you ever taken classes?”

She stilled at the odd question.

“No?” He chuckled. “I teach, you know?” He purred the words along her cheek. “I have a special doctorate.” 

“I don't—?”

“In pain.” He grinned. “I jokingly refer to my class as Payne 101.”

“Listen, Payne, I—” 

“Shhh.” He placed his fingers to her lips. “By the time we’re through?” He leaned in, removing his fingers while replacing them with his lips. “I will know you from the day you were created,” he pronounced the threatening words into her mouth.

“I am not a spy. I was—”

“I don't care.” He shrugged and glanced down at her body.

Her breasts were heaving with rapid breaths under the lace bra.

“I can’t remember when I last had a taste.” He gently reached in, lifting her breast from the bra.

Valentine slammed her head back. Oh, God! “Payne, you can't just accost someone like this!” 

Seemingly apathetic to her protests, he lowered his lips to her nipple and took the entire areola into his mouth. He suckled it and seemed to savor the entire experience as he continued to tug on it.

“Unh,” she breathed out as his blazing mouth encompassed her nipple. Speech became impossible as her whole body reacted. She shook with a tremor and attempted to get her focus on some kind of plan to get out of this.

Payne slowly let go of her tingling nipple with a teasing of his teeth.

Her body fluttered with an unnerving jitter. Steadying her body’s reaction, she tried to get control of the small pings of unwanted pleasure which assaulted her.

Mute now, he stared down at the other breast. “I need to find out.” He removed it with his warm fingers. “Does it taste exactly like the other one?” he wondered aloud, his heated gaze riveted to her breast while he held it gently in his hand.

“You can't do this!” 

He ignored her protestations and lowered his mouth.

No! Her body grew rigid again with a fearful, but licentious anticipation.

Payne delicately swirled his tongue around her nipple and smiled. “Luscious and rosy, just like a ripened peach.” He lowered his lips and took possession of it with his hot mouth.

Valentine jumped as all of her nerves leapt with a jolt of electric-like pulsing. Her breathing became rapid while his mouth sent sensuous signals to her body and her panties became wet. “No!” she shouted aloud this time.

He stilled, drew his mouth away, and floated higher to face her. “You will be saying yes.” He glanced downward again. 

Panting with full-blown dread now, she shook her head at him, her alarmed gaze following his. Her chest grew constricted with apprehension when she viewed his hand reaching for her underwear.

“Red?” He gazed intently at the red lacey garment and jerked it up tight to her clit.

Her body slammed back to the wall again when the lace rubbed at her wet labia.

“Fiery red,” he whispered. “And I’ll just bet you marble to that same color when you come.” 

“No. I mean...”She was breathless. “I never...”

“Never?” He licked his lips and released a throaty growl. 

Valentine swallowed heavily and shook her head.

Payne gave her a wicked grin while he lifted the lace a little higher.

She sucked in another shocked breath. 

Using it to massage her tender clit, he seesawed it back and forth.

“Just interrogate me, you fucker!” The lace got wetter, the effect making her throb all over.

“You’re getting very moist, Valentine.” His glowing eyes remained focused on the dampened red lace undies. “Wet and needy.”

Squirming with the surges of heat running along her body, she struggled aggressively with the tethers, the velvet snapping her body backward.

Payne grasped the lace material tighter in his grip and slid it across her tender vulva. “Velvet gets tighter with movement.” He sighed. “As does lace when it's wet.”

Valentine couldn’t stand it—she needed to get him to stop. Her mind wandered as her skin tingled with pings of fire while she gulped heaving breaths of air. Think, Valentine, think! “So, now you don't even care about your men?” she challenged with a false, breathless bravado.

The wet, titillating seesaw of her panties halted.

“You just wanna get your own thrills,” she sneered.

His eyes narrowed at her as he released the lacey vice and floated in front of her.

The sensual wet sliding stopped and Valentine strove to hide her immense relief as she slowed her breathing down. 

A vengeful glint appeared in his eyes, as he reached out, ripping the lacey bra away. The flimsy material of her wet panties yanked away from her tender skin before she even blinked.

Payne drew closer. “You know what?”

She remained mute as she stared at the steely glare in his eyes.

“Life’s tough, you know?” He showed a chillingly cruel grin.

At the familiar taunt, her nude body trembled.

He reached down next to her hips and pulled on a strange lever. Moving lower to her feet, he let out the slack on the velvet. 

Her legs opened while they rose higher. She gasped with terror as she realized her thighs were open wide and bare to his gaze.

“And, it's even tougher if you're stupid.” He chuckled with cold humor and gazed at her body.

Oh man, I’ve never suffered rape, never! Valentine closed her eyes. “Yeah, you’re pretty witty for a lowly rapist!” 

He remained silent.

Valentine refused to look at him and her breathing came in pants of unrelenting, wild panic now. I’ll be dammed if I’ll show him any fear! She could feel him grip her thighs and she winced. I’ll just go somewhere else in my mind. His hot breath blew over her open thighs and her eyes popped wide open.

Payne’s smoldering gaze rose to meet hers as he looked up at her from between her trembling thighs.

Oh, no, he’s not seriously going to do that! Valentine shook her head violently.

Nodding his head, he lowered his warm lips to her. His hot tongue met with her open pussy and again she snapped her head against the hard wall.

He mercilessly licked her back and forth and moved his fingers to her, opening her folds and exposing her to his warm insistent mouth.

“No, you have stop!”

Ignoring her, he plunged his fingers inside her pussy as he swiped her up and down with his warm moist tongue.

Her body tensed with a reverberating shock. This was not at all what she’d envisioned, and her body shook riotously as moisture flowed from her. There was supposed to be pain and violence, not this aching pleasure. Her body quivered with heat and powerful aches. Oh, not this!

Sucking on her clit with a heated drawing of his searing mouth, he growled low with a hungry sound in his throat. “Mmm.”

Her body responded uncontrollably, while shuddering with his throaty sound. “Ohh.” 

Payne stuck his tongue into her pussy, and then his fingers plunged in, pumping with an alternating, rhythmic, sensual torture.

“Unh,” she breathed out. “Please don’t do this!” Her body trembled even more and her resolve melted with the concentrated, sensuous plunging of his tongue. “I’ll tell you anything!” she shouted as her body jumped and convulsed. “Anything! Just please, stop?” 

Without mercy and without pause, he continued to dive into her wet, throbbing pussy with his fingers and his tongue, then tease her swollen nub with a pointed flicking from his tongue.

Valentine panted as her chest heaved; she could feel her own juices helplessly flow from her. The rapturous throbbing and aching grew to a torment of need as he orally plundered all of her resistance away. A glorious tightening ran through her body and her skin turned pink. “No,” she screamed. A profound quivering convulsed through her and warm moisture seeped from her with a satisfying, soothing release. “Ohh,” she whimpered with helpless ecstasy.

Payne rose up and wrapped his arms around her as she climaxed. 

Her gaze locked with his and she bit her lower lip while the pure blissful gratification pulsed through her.

“Yes, fiery red.” His eyes glowed as he gazed over her bare skin and grabbed her ass cheeks with his strong warm hands just as she peaked. He squeezed them, forcing her lower body to his.

It enforced the orgasm and she went completely rigid with the intensifying effect of his hard erection pressing against her tender clit.

“Come like you were made for me,” he whispered to her lips and smothered her mouth with his.

Valentine pushed her hungry tongue into his mouth and kissed him breathlessly, her body pressed up against his with a vulnerable desperation. A powerful, insatiable need pulled her toward him as her inner thigh muscles quivered. Her mind filled with images of him and her; he was thrusting into her and she met his thrusts with ecstatic bliss while a spinning vortex of splendid pleasure rippled through her. “Victor?” she whispered with a weak plea in her voice.

His eyes glowed at her and he removed his lips to gaze at her passion-flushed face.

Her breath came in pants, as her heart pounded fiercely in her chest. The room spun with vibrant colors swirling in front of her vision. With the overwhelming rapture, Valentine turned to full beast and all human logical thought receded from her mind.

~* * * *~

Valentine’s use of his first name reinforced Payne’s suspicions that she’d known all about him and his operations. What enthralled him however, was just watching her in the throes of what he’d wrought. It was pure voyeuristic fascination in and of itself. He grew hard as he gazed at her while she went through the pure agonizing ecstasy, which only true beasts experienced. God, I bet it would feel good to be inside of her while she did this.

Valentine did marble from a soft rose to a fiery red as her body shuddered with her orgasm. 

She’s magnificent! A female beast was out there all along and landed right into his lap! As for laps, his cock grew stiff and erect at her helpless moans and breathless sighs of pleasure. He looked over her luscious curving body, full hips and soft thighs. He could lose his sanity while pumping himself into her deliciously inviting, wet pussy. I want her willing with no force. I wonder if I make her do this several times, will her rebellion fall away? He smiled wickedly at the thought. Yes, just torment her with different sexual seductions and then maybe she’ll relent. 

An unfamiliar twinge of conscience crept up out of nowhere to nag at him. She’s just a female after all and a hot one as well. He shook the strange notion of guilt away. She showed no remorse about her actions! Payne rolled his eyes while he remembered her bravado and her cutting remarks in front of his men. My men had lives to live and now, they’re all gone. She really should count herself lucky not to be dead! 

Her body rose from the wall and rippled with changing colors. He could tell she'd momentarily ceased to be Valentine while lost in the world of beastly gratification. A feeling of pride assailed him. She’d said it herself—she never had one before me. An odd anticipation sparked inside of him. Yes, this may take a while and she’ll have more of what passion can bring.

Exhilaration flowed through his powerful body as he watched her climax end and he stilled while the adrenaline pulsed through him. Lustful and dastardly images of what he could get her to do and feel lit up in his mind. 

A woman never caused this sensation before, only killing. 

However, it has been centuries since he’d even been close to a female Chimera. At this satisfying conclusion, relief flooded through him. Because I will throw her away after we’re done, if only for the dignity of my men.

Valentine sighed with a gasping release of breath and turned to flesh as she slumped down, her eyes closing.

At the sight of her glistening limp body hanging on the wall, an odd wrenching yanked in his chest. He floated close and checked for her pulse. Strong and steady, which is a good thing, because it will pound even harder and faster before I’m through.

Payne let the velvet bonds out and caught her limp body into his arms. He stared down at her lovely pale face. Doubt overruled his previous determination. What will it take and how long will it be, before I feel sated and finished with a woman like her?

~* * * *~

Valentine attempted to swallow and tried to stretch her sore body out, but she couldn’t move. She opened her eyes to see Payne’s smiling face above her.

“Well, hello there!” He chuckled.

She peered down to view a stunning velvet cloak covering her body and it gleamed with a deep blue color. Attempting to sit up, her movements caused a tightening from the cloak. “What the...?”

“Yeah, it’s a beaut and it matches your eyes.” He shook his head. “It’s especially made to control a fem-chimera. It’s obvious you’ve never been around beasts at all before this.”

“When are you going to release me?” 

Payne pursed his lips as though he were considering the question. “When I am satisfied?”

“What the hell does that mean?”

He scooped her up. “I have breakfast all ready.” He swung her wrapped body from the bed. “And, after last night?” he teased. “You...must be starving!”

Valentine flinched from his warm breath grazing her ear. She jerked her head away and tipped forward.

“Oops!” He caught her just before her face hit the floor. “Now, just remember if you move too fast or make sudden, violent actions?” He scooted her over to the table. “The cloak draws tighter.” He pulled out a chair and sat her down.

The aroma of food smelled wonderful and she hadn’t eaten since yesterday. 

He sat in a chair next to hers.

“How am I supposed to—?” Payne drew a fork up as she was speaking and shoved the scrambled eggs into her mouth.

Her eyes widened while she shut her mouth and chewed. She swallowed and it did taste good, but she still felt irritated. “You must be kid—” He repeated the forkful.

She chewed again and swallowed. “Just wait a—” A bite full of toast filled her mouth. 

Her eyes narrowed and she spat it out. “What the fu—?” The rim of a glass met her mouth and juice dribbled down her chin. “Ugg...” She spluttered and the messy orange color ran along her neck.

“You will sit, eat and drink.” Delicately, Payne took a napkin, dotting her chin and neck. A pleased grin spread across his lips as he turned and raised another forkful. “It's simple, really.”

Valentine glared at him and held her lips closed.

“Take it,” he urged.

Rolling her eyes, she took the eggs in and chewed.

“That's better.” He smiled warmly at her.

With a rebellious exasperation, she sat up straighter in her chair and the velvet constrained her chest. “Oh.” She wheezed.

“Now what did I tell you?” He frowned. “You’re not paying attention, Sweet—” he faltered. “...Valentine.” Payne stared intently at her face.

As though she hadn’t heard him, she stood up abruptly. “I’m so sick of this!” She moved around inside of the cloak. “Nobody does this to me!”

“What a fucking stubborn, bullheaded woman, you are!” Payne watched her struggle. 

Her breathing grew shallow as the squeezing continued. “You can't just—” she rasped, her eyes rolling up as she fell forward.

Payne caught her. 

The velvet loosened as she stilled and her breathing returned. 

~* * * *~

Something tickled at her nose while warm water rose over her shoulders. She jerked forward with a gasp. “What?” 

“Just take it easy, it's only a harmless bubble bath,” he soothed.

Valentine gaped down at the warm bubbly water. “What are you doing now?”

“Bathing you.” Payne chuckled from behind her.

She raised a free hand up. “What? No chains?”

Payne rubbed shampoo into her hair. “There were never any chains, my dear.” 

“You're washing my hair?” 

“Yep.” He poured water over her head.

She spluttered and wiped at her eyes.

Next, he soaped her back.

“What’s going on here?”

“Do I have to go over all that again?” he quipped. 

Valentine stood from the water and the bubbles ran down her rigidly stiff body.

Silent, Payne gazed up at her soapy backside.

“So, you’re just gonna act like all of this is normal?” She clenched her hands into fists.

Releasing a sigh, he stood up. “I just thought—maybe?”

She turned in the tub to face him. “Maybe what?”

“There are very few of us in the world.” He raised a brow. “And fewer still, like you.” His appreciative gaze roamed over her soap-splashed skin.

“So, what is it? You want a get to know each other session?” 

“Yeah, I suppose.” He sat back down. “Have you ever met a male beast before?”

“No, I’ve never experienced that particular displeasure before you.” She glared down at him. “So, what about my supposed crimes?” 

“Well, I thought about it.” He reticently peeked up at her. “And, seeing how you’re a beast?” He shrugged. “It was a human-like trap and you would’ve done all the killing yourself.”

Valentine placed her hands onto her bare lathered hips. “So, you’ve finally reasoned it out, uh?” 

He nodded while a sheepish expression appeared on his handsome face.

“And, what? I’m supposed to forgive you?”

“Forgive me? For fucking what?” 

“For what?” She gasped with disbelief.

“You got all the pleasure, my dear,” he reminded her.

Valentine froze and remembered the oral plundering and her glorious orgasm. “But you tied me up and...” she faltered.

“Did I beat you? Did I hurt you?”

She sat back down into the water.

“Come on. Aren't you even curious about other beasts?” he asked.

“I never thought about it, not since I was young.” She drew her knees up and folded her arms on them. “I grew up with humans and found out in an unpleasant way one day, that I wasn’t one.”

“And what happened?” 

“I just grew cold inside,” she sighed.

“Yeah, like me.” 

She turned to him. “What?”

“Out for a wild kill-thrill, while merrily beasting your way to the next bloodbath.” He released a sigh. “And it took quite a few human females dying at my hands to make me realize...”

Curious now, Valentine glanced over at him.

“....I wouldn’t have those kinds of thrills.” He rolled his eyes with humor.

Valentine drew in a breath and remembered the way he’d taken her to the heights of mindless desire. “You do know how to, though.” 

“How to what?” 

“Give the thrills.” 

He stilled as he got her meaning and threw his head back with laughter.

She looked away.

Payne’s laughter ceased and he wrapped his arms around her. 

Valentine immediately tensed up.

“No, no,” he whispered to her ear.

She swallowed nervously. “What do you want?”

Lowering his mouth to her neck, he kissed her skin there. “Aren't you even curious to know?”

“To know what?” 

“How it would feel?”

She trembled and could actually feel his smile along the skin of her neck.

“To have a beast make love to you.” He turned her around and lowered his lips to hers.

A jolt of pure animal energy bolted through her body when his lips met hers. She slowly raised her hands and grasped his face, kissing him back. His exploration of her mouth was deliberate and slow as if he wanted to taste every facet of her tongue and lips. They kissed for so long that when he released her, she slumped helplessly down into the tub.

Her sudden plummet pulled him forward and he fell in on top of her. Payne spluttered bubbles and raised his soapy eyes, his face perfectly positioned between her legs.

Valentine held her breath.

“You said you never had a climax before.”

She nodded.

“Well, what was it like?”

At the images of his face between her thighs and the sensations his hot mouth brought, warmth flushed along her body.

He tugged her to his chest. “You were the same color all over. A rosy red, perfectly matching the hue of your delicious lips,” he purred at her. “The most beautiful thing I’ve ever witnessed.”

“It was forced on me, it was—” He smothered her mouth with his and the heat spread from her face down along her neck and blazed all the way across her body.

Payne set her away and looked into her eyes. “There are many beastly pleasures to be enjoyed.” He turned her body around in the tub. “And I intend to show them all to you.”

Her ability to swallow seemed to disappear as his warm chest met with her back.

Reaching around, he gently grasped a breast, thumbing her nipple. His other hand stroked her clit with his skillful fingers.

With the decadent sensations, her body went rigid. Why don't I fight him? The words echoed through her mind. Why would I? The eerie resonant echo became a memory of another time, another place. It was as if the question and answer initiated a mental click in her head, like a light switch illuminating her memory. Vividly, her mind came alive as bright images and familiar places sped through her memory like flash cards while he caressed and stroked her. Victor Malias Payne, king of the gargoyles! Her entire memory came back in an instant. 

Valentine released a slow, jittery breath and literally bit down on her lower lip to keep from telling him.

He slipped his fingers into her and she held her breath. He’s here with me, making love to me. And this time? I will not blow it. She trembled with determination and passion. If I can show him that he can’t hurt me, I can win him back. She raised her body and pumped her eager pussy onto his fingers with a delighted moan.

Payne stilled for a second or two and he swiftly pulled her up and replaced his fingers with his stiff, full cock.

She eagerly lowered herself down with a wondering sigh. Oh God, I missed this so much.

With a gentle sliding, he raised her hips and slowly forced her down.

Her body shuddered as a response to the familiar pressing of his solid thrusting. It feels so God Dammed good! Valentine coursed with need and adrenaline, nearly taking over the sexual propulsion with her sliding hips, as her panting grew loud in the room. Her pleasure seeking plunges caused the sudsy water to slap over the sides of the tub.

He marbled and stilled, while grasping her hips in a tight grip.

With his halting, she knew what was happening. He was restraining himself and Valentine grew determined to force him to full beast. She drew in a courage building breath and stood from the water, the slippery bubbles flowing slowly over her body as she turned to face him.

Payne marbled and fleshed as he gazed up at her.

With a slow, deliberate stretch of her lithe body, she smoothed her hands over her wet, shapely hips. “You don't have to be easy on me, you know?”

Wearing a shocked expression, he stared at the sinuous movements of her body while his eyes rose to her face.

“I won't break...not human, remember?” She reminded him in a low throaty purr.

Payne stood and grabbed her up. He raised them from the tub, floating over to the bed.

Valentine secretly smiled into his shoulder, then pushed away from him and turned to the bed.

He looked puzzled.

She got on her knees on the bed and crooked her finger at him to get him to move closer.

Payne blinked at her and stepped up to the bed.

Trembling with trepidation at what she was about to do, she drew her lips near his erected cock. Poking her tongue out, she circled the tip of him with it.

His eyes rounded at her while his body went ramrod straight.

At his reaction, an exciting thrill raced through her. Mmm, this could be fun to make him squirm for a change. Her pussy grew wet at the erotic feeling it gave her and she licked along his shaft and back to the tip.

Payne marbled completely as he clenched his fists at his sides.

There’s more than one way to lasso a beast. Valentine experienced a powerful, heady desire as she set out to assume control of the beast in him. She opened her mouth, taking him all the way in and squirmed with pure delight as she slid her lips over him. Oh, this is wonderful; another place for him to fill me. “Mmm,” she moaned from her throat, glancing up to see his reaction.

His eyes glowed at her while he stood like a marbling statue. 

Continuing to stroke him with her mouth, she moaned aloud with immense enjoyment.

Grasping her head and moving her off him, he held her face in his hands. “I could’ve speared you.” His long, hard body shook terribly from head to toe.

With a wicked smile, she turned around on all fours, raising her bare ass. “Spear me, then,” she challenged.

“You feel no fear?” He stared down at the vulnerable position, in which she’d positioned herself.

“I only feel the need to have you inside of me.” 

Payne reached for her, but hesitated.

“Haven't you ever wondered what it would be like to just have a woman who can take all of you?” She pushed her bare ass back further and rubbed her wet self across his erection. “Take every beautiful, throbbing inch of you and every thrust with no harm?”

He grabbed her hips and moved her closer to the edge, though he still seemed to hesitate.

Valentine shoved herself back; his erection was so complete, she easily found her target and took him in. “Give me all of you,” she growled with a hungry sound as she slid her slick pussy forward and back over his pulsing cock. “Unh,” she purred with quivering satisfaction.

Payne grasped her hips and thrust upward with a hard push.

“Ahh!” she screamed with excruciating pleasure.

He stilled.

“Give me more!” she pleaded.

Moving her hips forward and back, he pumped her full force, his powerful body trembling. He marbled and lost control, as he mindlessly slammed her soft body with potent lust-driven grinds.

Valentine gasped and squirmed while she gloried in it. The penetration went deep and her body vibrated fiercely in his grasp. The pounding filled her like nothing in this world. A climax took her and she felt her own hot cum release over his sliding shaft. “Oh, yes!” she shouted with breathless joy.

The bedposts rattled and the room began to rumble as he satisfied himself inside of her.

The sensation she found herself drowning in was like being on hell’s wings, floating toward heaven's gates. As she felt his cock marble inside of her, she drew her convulsing body higher. The position shifted a little as they floated from the bed.

His hands came around her, grasping each breast with his fingers.

“Ohh,” she moaned aloud.

Payne’s body tensed as he kept thrusting into her and he held still just as he started to climax. He growled and the walls shook again as he held her suspended.

Valentine felt the power from his body emanate through her as it rolled through the room like a wave of fantastic electricity, while a searing heat flamed along her skin. I know I can do this—I can handle what he’ll give. “Come inside me, my king.” Her body shuddered and heaved from the feeling of his swelling cock pulsing in her.

His spectering became full-blown, his marbling beyond his control. His hips thrust up of their own accord as he climaxed.

Valentine screamed and all the glass windows in the room shattered. She shuddered with heat and exquisite rapture, which only Payne had ever given to her. “Yes,” she gasped with a gratified sigh. As the streaming colors danced before her eyes, she lost consciousness and slumped forward.

~* * * *~

Payne was still climaxing as her body hung lifelessly in his arms. He floated them down as he shook with rage. He remembered it all, the instant he spectered and speared her. To find he’d hurt her just like before was like a knife through his heart. He released a forlorn sigh while he gently lay her down onto the bed.

Valentine lay still and unmoving. 

Dammit! His anger and fear mixed, while he lowered his ear to her chest. No sound and no movement came from her still form.

He drew an enraged breath in. She just had to have it this way—her and the infernal, evil beast inside of me! He marbled with rage as the furniture rose from the floors. 

Valentine drew in a massive gasping breath and sat upright.

Payne floated above her, a full raging beast.

Weak, she shook all over, but rose from the bed, floating close to him, her skin burning from the heat he exhibited from his body. “You see?” She shook fiercely with the sensations she was experiencing. “I’m all right!”

Fighting his beast, he gritted his teeth. “What if, one of these times, I—?” 

Valentine placed her fingers to his lips. “You’ve been around humans and you know what they risk.” She smiled. “You cannot live if you let fear rule you.”

He floated back down with her. “I simply cannot live with the fact that I may kill you.”

She sat on his lap. “I’m your queen, molded just for you.” She drew his lowered head to her chest. “Besides, you can’t escape me.” She smiled wickedly and raised a new white streak of hair. “Ever.”

“I don't deserve...” He released a discouraged breath.

Valentine grasped his face and tugged it to hers. “Oh, but you do deserve me!” She winked. “I’m your eternal punishment and I plan to mete it out often!”

Payne stared into her twinkling blue eyes. “Yes, you’re a punishment, all right.” He thought about the real punishment. His world without her, the death-like cold penetrating his entire existence, of how none of it made any sense and nothing mattered to him anymore. The stark emptiness forced him to a wipe and for a thousand years, he’d never believed anything could force that on him.

A surge of contentment he’d thought to never feel again flowed through his fleshed heart and he raised a teasing brow at her. “And, what you’ll receive for this latest transgression will make you weep,” he growled low.

Staring at him, she shivered at the sexy threat. “Oh, yeah? And, I’ve been so very bad!” Valentine threw her head back with a decadent laugh.

Stilling at the glorious sound, he gazed at her. My woman! He realized the truth of what she’d proven to him. But, she’s still the most stubborn, headstrong... His eyes glowed bright while he grabbed her up. “And the sexy attempt to suck me off has landed you into a whole new mess, Sweet Valentine.” He held her tightly, floating them from the bed and across the room.

Valentine realized they were heading to the interrogation wall and she gasped. “Now, wait just a minute, Payne!”

He glared at her while he pushed her to the wall, raising her arms as the velvet snapped onto her wrists. “Oh, I will wait.” The tethers automatically grasped her ankles. “I am gonna take my detailed time with you,” he growled low at her.

Her eyes shimmered with tears. “I’m so happy that you’re so furious with me!” Tears rolled along her cheeks. “I want to get a good grade, this time.”

The king of beasts stared at his queen with puzzlement. “Grade?” 

“Yes, I wanna get on the honor roll in Payne 101.” She gave him a blue-eyed wink.

He studied her lovely flushing face and threw his head back with a rumbling laugh.

Valentine stretched her body out with an inviting sigh while she licked her lips with needy anticipation.

His laughter halted as his heated gaze rolled over her luscious, yearning body. “You're gonna have to earn a solid A this time, Sweet Valentine, and there will be a lot of...” he paused and floated closer. “...Cramming, so you'd better pay attention.” Payne gave her his wicked smile and tugged her trembling body away from the wall to give her an entirely new beastly lesson.

Author's Note: I just had to give the “Boss” her due.
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Author Info

There are two other Beast Books in this series and all can be read as stand-alones. I’ve found that as an erotic author, I’m not satisfied with writing anything besides Erotic Paranormal Romances. And after discovering sex with a beast? Nothing compares. 

The Eyes of Constance is the first book. A Different Life the second and King of Vengeance, the third. All three are Stand Alones.

I wrote all three beasts books in a span of just three months! I called it 'An Erotic Epiphany'. And, they get even hotter and sexier as the stories evolve.

I believed in the uniqueness of these Beasts tales so much, that I have restructured them, had them edited all over again and re-released them for the public to discover.

If you were entertained and surprised by this unexpected tale and you wish to help other readers to discover the beasts, it would help an unknown author such as me, if you would leave a reader review at your favorite site. 

I have another highly Erotic Paranormal series out too:

THE NOWHERE SERIES along with three other hot, unique stories: The Beholder, Realm Of fire and Revealed (an 'Erotic-Extreme' novel)
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