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Introduction



1070 AD



Face to face with my foe, the blade buried itself deep within my abdomen.  It was not until the sword had been pulled from my stomach, feeling the hot warmth of my blood seep through my tunic that I realized everything had changed in the blink of an eye. As I staggered backwards in a stupor, my eyes connected with those of my adversary.  I glimpsed the thrill of victory flash across his face.  My quaking hand grabbed at the gaping wound, the sticky wetness spilling through my fingers and staining my skin crimson.



 My life on this earth was over.



I never concerned myself with thoughts about my mortality until I lay dying on a pyre on that bitterly cold spring night.  Angered at my inabilities and failures, I begged out to Freya or Hel; whichever would bring mercy and relieve me of my agony.  Careless, now I would die a hero’s death; little consolation to my recklessness and arrogance. I thought myself invincible.  Now in silent retrospect, on this pyre I was forced to bare my soul; expose my sins.  I would die with the blood of others on my hands and soul.



With every labored breath that escaped from between my lips, I felt death approach like a dark shadow, taking my life away inch by inch.  I knew the end was imminent; my fellow comrades had left to begin the journey home to give the news of my death to my sister and my brothers. Only a small group lingered until my final passing.  Upon my death, I would be burned and buried in a thrall to insure I would join the afterlife and not linger to haunt those who remained.  My family would likely mourn for me, however my death to protect their safety and the security of my village would be celebrated. Foolishly, I had thought myself to be safe.  My ability to see the future had been worthless.  One miscalculated move had put me here, my blood spilling into the earth beneath me.



At the age of 33, I had lived to be much older than others in my village.  Life was difficult, the winters long and brutal.  Even though my family was considered wealthy at the time, my father a Jarl in the settlement, life was never easy.  Constant battles and power struggles by neighboring tribes kept us on constant alert.



Bitter tears of defeat fell from my eyes and streaked down my temples, dampening my filthy, bloody hair.  I was losing more than my life tonight; I was leaving behind the love of my existence.  She was more than human, that much I knew.  She had been a part of my life as long as I could recall, my first memory of her as a young man of 16.  As of late, I had grown restless.  I no longer wanted to walk this earth without her at my side.  She had invaded my every waking thought, bewitching me with her presence.  Was this my penance for my impatience?  For my insolence?



My warm exhale blew out into plumes, spreading into the dark night.  The haze from my breath was testament to the bitter chill of the night.  Slipping in and out of consciousness, I did not have much time left.



It was time for me to let go of this life and everything I cherished.



“Steafedn.”



Her voice pulled me from the abyss and surrounded me like a lover’s embrace.  It took a moment for her face to come into focus, my vision clouded and blurry.  Brilliant eyes like emeralds stared back at me.  Even in my weakened state I could see the sadness and desolation that had taken residence there.  She reached for my hand, her skin warm against my cold, dying flesh.



"I cannot lose you."  My words sounded empty and weak.  I refused to beg for my life; even it was possible for her to grant me a second chance at living.  Attempting to reach for her, I found that I no longer had the strength to move.  She stared down at my failing, mortal body and tears rimmed her vibrant irises.



"Steafedn," she sobbed desperately.  Her free hand rose to stroke my dirty, blood soaked hair with trembling fingers.  "There is nothing I can do, my love.  Not now.  It is too late.  I failed you."



My breath rattled in my chest as I stared into her eyes.  She was flawlessly beautiful, ethereal with her pale skin and long hair that framed her face in wild, copper waves.  Her hand clutched mine tightly, her skin like the finest silk.



I inhaled in a deep breath, the frigid air filling my lungs.  It was a struggle to keep my eyes open and focus on her.  "There was nothing you could have done to prevent this end for me.  Shoulder no blame for my recklessness.  If this is to be our farewell…our final goodbye, I offer thanks to Freya that she granted me this final reward.  Know that I will love you for an eternity, min gudinna."



She lowered her lips against mine, offering me a gentle kiss of farewell.  She did not move and spoke to me softy.  "There will always be a part of me with you, though you may not remember.  I will be the wind in your hair, the whisper in your ear, the love you will bury deep in your soul. And one day when our fates align, we will be together again.  You will lose your way; however when the moment is right you will see me. You will find me, Steafedn."



Her cryptic words confused me.  Did she not comprehend what was happening?  I was dying a mortal death, yet she was speaking as if I would live.  She was speaking in circles, her words perplexing. "Isophina?"



“You will not understand now.  There is no time to explain.”  She sighed and glanced up at the moon that hung high in the night sky.  Her fingers drifted over my grime-covered face, her eyes tracing the contours of my skin as if committing it to memory.  “I wanted this to happen another way, yet I was given no choice.  This was the only way to save you, my love.  Please forgive me.”



She paused for a moment.  Her mouth pressed to mine with surprising force and her hands gripped both sides of my face.  Our eyes met and she lowered her chin to her chest.  Her voice was a whisper as she spoke again, “Remember me, Steafedn.  I ask for nothing more than that.”



She disappeared into the darkness, leaving me alone in my final moments.  My eyes closed and I cried out a final request, surprised at the hoarseness and desperation in my voice. "Let me die.  Release me from this suffering."



When I reopened my eyes, another woman sat at my side.  Statuesque with dark blond hair and blue eyes, she scrutinized me with great interest.



Her pale skin gleamed like alabaster in the moonlight and her eyes glittered like sapphires.  “We do not have much time.  I have been watching you for some time, lover.”



“I am dying…” My words faded as she placed a cold fingertip to my lips.



She smiled, her beautiful face appearing gentle as she stared into my eyes.  “You are going to be reborn.  You and I will have everything.”



My brow furrowed and a deep cough racked my body.  Pain coursed through me like lightning as I struggled to breathe.  “I do not understand.”



“You do not have to understand anything now.  I was given a gift by a daemon; a gift I will not lose.”



In a blur she sprang at me, her teeth burying themselves into my throat.  Seizing in agony, they were like knives, tearing my flesh. I watched as the night faded into nothing, pinpricks of light filling my vision.



She pulled away and cradled my head to her wrist.  Thick liquid filled my mouth as she crooned softly into my ear. "I will see you soon, my lover." 







Chapter One – Revenge is a Dish Best Served Cold



1245 AD



The lifelessness in her demeanor stilled me. I moved into her line of sight and tapped at her chin until she looked up at me with an impassive stare. No spark remained, only emptiness. In a human, it is an unnerving sight to witness.  It is the look of someone who has already given up on the act of living.



Even after over 175 years of tutelage with Solveig, seeing that blankness reflect in their eyes was disheartening.  Humans now served two purposes for me: to fuck and to feed.  Very few women captured my attention; they were simply a warm body to lose myself in for a few hours, to sate not only my carnal urges, but to also satisfy my hunger.  Blood and sex.  They were the only things that held meaning for me.



This woman would be no different.  She was one of the nameless, faceless human easily tallied as forgettable.  She was considered a dreg of society, a person that would not be missed.  She was the perfect choice for a vampire’s meal.



That was one of the first rules I was taught when I awoke to this life.  No longer human, I was a newborn immortal.  My ability had carried over, yet all I could see was the future of vampires.  Humans were unreadable voids to me.  Still, my gift came in handy.  Solveig had me watching the decisions of the Council that governed our kind.  She had committed crimes that would call for her death and lived as an outlaw, constantly on the run from justice.



"Take what you need from her, Steafedn.  You are thinking about them as humans again," Solveig scolded.  She had finished with her meal and had returned from disposing evidence of her kill.



Glancing back at my maker, my hold increased on the woman in front of me.  She made no effort to escape; she meekly waited for death.



I said nothing.  Resentment surged through me at Solveig’s cavalier words and the meek acceptance of this human.  I had not asked for this existence.  Truth be told, I should be buried and gone.  Instead, I was given immortality, becoming a never aging, never changing creature with more than a century of killing under my belt to survive.



And that was the crux of my problem.  To survive, I had to kill.  I recall taking no joy in killing during my human life.  Now…now it was a necessity.



My eyes snapped back to the woman, my fangs elongating behind my lips.  Before she could realize what I had done, they were embedded in her throat, taking ravenous pulls of her blood that would sustain me until I chose my next meal.



Drinking from her until she went limp in my arms, I dropped the woman to the ground.  Her glassy eyes stared vacantly into the distance.  There was truly no difference now than there was when she stood before me.  Her soul was already dead, her body only existed.  I simply took care of the latter.



In a matter of seconds I could extinguish a life...her sacrifice would extend my own for another three days, possibly four if I was lucky and remained uninjured.



"Do not question what you need to do to survive, Steafedn.  We all give and we all take.  She is no different than livestock the villagers slaughter for meat."  Solveig draped her arms around my waist, resting her chin against my chest.  "We must thrive.  We are the superior race.  We are faster, stronger and smarter than humans...and we always will be."



“That is what you believe.  I was given no choice in the matter.  If I do not manage my thirst, I could expose us.” I shoved my maker away in disgust, focusing my attention on the task of scanning the woods for a place to bury the woman slumped at my feet.



Hoisting the body over my shoulder, I took off and headed deep into the forest.  I ran until I found the perfect tree, pushing against the bark with one hand.  The tree groaned as the roots displaced, leaving a void behind.  Tossing her body into the small opening, I let it fall back into place.  Studying it critically, it would appear undisturbed to the human eye.  Only I knew of the secret buried under its depths.



I remained by the tree for some time, silently offering my thanks and apologies to the woman I had killed.  It was the least I could do for her sacrifice.



"You are my greatest creation.  You still cling to shreds of your humanity, unwilling to give over to your true nature.  I anticipate the day you realize that they are not your equal."



Solveig's voice resonated from behind me.  She had obviously followed closely behind.  She was growing increasingly more paranoid, petrified that I would abandon her.  It was a rare occasion she was not at my side.



For the first 50 years or so, we were lovers and we easily passed ourselves off as husband and wife as we traveled from country to country, settling into villages and assimilating into daily life.  Yet as my dependence on her waned, so did my desire for her.  Fucking her had fulfilled a need but did nothing to quench my desire.  There was emptiness inside of me that she could not begin to touch.  No one could, human or vampire.



It was ironic.  I had an eternity to live and I would spend it unfulfilled and alone.



My rejection had offended my maker and we now traveled as siblings instead.  We were similar in age when we had both been turned and few, if any would question our familial claims. 



Glancing at her over my shoulder, my voice was emotionless when I spoke.  "Why should I abandon the bit of empathy I hold?  It is the only part of my human self I have left. You took everything away from me when you made me into this unchanging creature.  My acceptance of my fate does not mean I choose to grow callous."



She stepped closer, her long blond hair floating around her narrow shoulders.  She placed a heavy hand on my shoulder, her hand tightening around the bone and muscle.  If I were human, the pain would have been excruciating.  "I gave you everything the night I saved you from death," she hissed through gritted teeth.  "You question me...and there is nothing I would not do for you.  Nothing!"



Chuckling dryly, I spun to face her.  I towered over her by nearly a foot; my large body a formidable threat to her even though she was my elder and sire.  "You are nothing more than a liar.  I ask you for one thing: my freedom.  I ask you to release me, and it is the one thing you refuse me."  I shoved her backwards until she was pressed against a tree.  I stared down at her, aware that my face held nothing but disdain for her. "Do not stand before me and claim you would do anything for me.  You would do anything to keep me chained to your side."



She flinched and raised her chin defiantly.  Her dark blue irises flashed with anger.  "You are all I have in this world.  You are my child.  I need you as much as you need me."



It was then that she averted her eyes at her lie.  She needed my talent; my ability of seeing her future.  It was a human ability that had survived my transformation, altering slightly to adjust to read the future of other vampires.  I was perfectly capable of leaving her behind me to pursue some sort of life without her.  She refused to let me go.



My eyebrow raised a fraction as I leaned in closer.  I could feel her cool breath wash over me as we stood face to face.   When I spoke, my voice was filled with contempt.  "It is you that needs me, Solveig.  Remember that."



Turning abruptly, I began to trudge through the heavy foliage once again.  I could hear the light footsteps of Solveig trailing close behind me.  She would try to appease me, make amends.  We were well past that point.  She clung to me out of habit and need, and her attempts to placate me would fall on deaf ears.  They would mean nothing, simply because they would be filled with deception.  Nothing more and nothing less.



"We should head towards Rome.  It is a country we have yet to explore."



My eyes narrowed as I scanned her future.  Solveig always had an ulterior motive to her plans or ideas.  I was surprised to find it strangely blank.



My steady gait did not stop as I considered her offer.  Our entire exchange had made me strangely irritable.  "You ask me my opinion as if I have a choice in the matter."



Solveig sped up and blurred to a stop in front of me.  Her beautiful face was filled with contrition as she stared up into my sullen face.  Her hand stroked the rough material of my tunic.  "Steafedn, you have grown bitter.  Angry.  When did things go wrong between us?  When did the hatred you feel for me overtake you?"



Glancing away from her, I looked into the sky above as if the answer to her questions could be found there.  There was nothing but the green canopy of trees and glimpses of the blue sky.  My hands combed through the hair that swept at my shoulders and I released a heavy sigh.  I made no attempt to meet her inquiring stare or to show any emotion to my maker.



"The hatred and anger that threatens to consume me began the day you attempted to convince me that humans are nothing more than cattle.  Your plans, your schemes…they grow old.  You think of no one except yourself.  Mark my words, it will be your downfall."



Pushing past her, I headed on through the forest.  By foot at top speed, it would take us a matter of days to enter Rome.  I spoke to as we ran, aware she would hear every word. "This is your plan then.  For us to venture to Rome, yes?"



In a rush, she darted through the tall grass so quickly her feet barely touched the ground.  "Yes."



I squinted up at the sun again.  "We should move. If we travel out of the sight of humans, we should be in Rome within two days."



I did not wait for her answer.  I simply began to run.



***



"See the human with the amber eyes?  He is the one we need, Steafedn.  His talent is perfect.  As a human he can mask himself.  He is unaware of it, I am sure.  If he chooses, you would forget you were in a room with him.  Can you imagine the strength of such a talent as an immortal?"



Solveig spoke in an excited murmur as she peeked over the tall stone wall.  We both observed the tall, ebony skinned man in long robes as he followed alongside the others dressed in similar attire.  It was clear he was a man of God, in Rome on pilgrimage of some sort.  He paid no attention to us, his head slightly bowed and his hands clasped in front of him.



"We need no other immortals, Solveig.  Leave him with his God."  I watched as he entered the rectory and closed the heavy wooden doors behind him.  Not once did he look up.  He was intent on his task and nothing else.



"His God has led me to him.  He would be a welcome addition to our family.  You could predict the Council's decisions and this man could mask our movements.  The Council and Board would be oblivious to us."  Solveig smiled widely, her gleaming white teeth shining in the afternoon sunlight.  Her delusion was growing with each passing day.  She had a justification for every horrid act she committed.   "Tonight, I will lure him out.  I will approach him under the guise for his spiritual guidance.  We must be ready to move."



Slamming my hand against the stone, I felt the rock crumble underneath my crushing blow.  "I will be no part in this plan.  You will change him, and you will take him away.  I want no part in this, Solveig."



She knew better than to argue with me.  Her cobalt eyes swept over my face, and I could see her quick nod.  “I will meet you back at the camp once I am finished.  We will need to remain out of sight for two days while he makes the change.  Be safe.”



She walked along the wall, absently dragging her fingertips across the ragged stones.  She never looked back on her trek, focused solely on her task.  She would watch him from a distance, and only approach him when she knew she could easily disappear with the man.



There was no reason to worry about Solveig.  She was an impressive fighter, strong despite her small stature.  She was the ultimate predator.  No one would expect death to appear in such a diminutive, fragile package.



My eyes stayed trained on her until she disappeared from sight.  I knew it would be nightfall before Solveig returned with the peculiar, amber eyed man she had fixated on.  If his talent was strong as a human in its dormant stage, it would only increase during his change to becoming immortal.



Already I was dreading dealing with the frailties of a newborn.  Driven by their urges, it would make life even more difficult.  How would they explain this man's presence?  We would be forced to stay out of sight for years, if not longer.



No good would come from lamenting over my sire's impulsive nature.  There was little I could do to stop her.  She refused to listen to reason.  She would risk death to see any plan come to fruition.



I had managed to stay on the outskirts of a neighboring village on my way back to the crumbling ruins of the home we had found deep within the woods.  It was the perfect hideaway for vampires.  We needed no fire to keep us warm and we could go days, if not weeks without sleep if needed.



I was halfway to our hideaway when I noticed the presence of a vampire following close behind me.  She was female, her intentions quite clear.  She was sent by the Council to find Solveig and assess my ability.  She had no idea I was aware she was tailing me; I quickly doubled back until I was behind her.  I had her pressed against a tree before she had a chance to react.



She was stunning with her long chestnut hair and dark eyes that flashed in indignation of being caught unaware.  She was barely five feet tall, clothed in a gown much too lavish to blend in with the local townsfolk.



“You were following me.  Why?"  I demanded in Italian, gripping her shoulders tightly.  Her mouth turned up in a sneer as she struggled against my unyielding hold.



"This is how you treat a woman?  Did your sire teach you nothing?" Her raspy voice glided over the heavily accented words, her flashing eyes glancing between my hands and my face.  



Grunting softly, I released her and she smoothed her gown with her long, slender fingers.



"It is no business of yours."  I sat on an overturned tree, squinting up at her.  "What is it you want from me, Sofia?"



She glanced around before crossing her arms under her chest, looking at me in disbelief.  "I see your ability is strong and was not exaggerated.  You are one to get straight to the point.”  She paused and lowered her voice.  “It is your maker we want.  We want Solveig."



I feigned shock and averted my gaze to study the long grass.  "Who is 'we'?  Why do you think I would turn over my sire to an unknown group of immortals?"



The woman drew closer, crouching down until our faces were level.  "Steafedn, I was sent by the Council to attempt to work out a deal or an agreement with you.  You could come with me.  You would be safe."



My eyes shot back up to meet her impenetrable stare.  "If you know anything about me, I am loyal to my maker.  There is nothing I can do to assist you.  You have chosen the wrong man."



She laughed loudly, her dark head falling back as her husky voice echoed through the trees.  "Even though you already know my name, we have gone about this wrong. We will begin again.  I am Sofia and I am willing to give you things...any wish you desire."



The simple way she took seemingly innocent words and made them sound enticing struck a chord inside of me.  I leaned forward slightly and fell on one knee before her.  "What is it you think I desire, Sofia?"



A coy grin spread across her exotic face.  Even though her skin was pale, a bit of her olive complexion still remained.  "First and foremost, I could offer you companionship.  You are quite beautiful, after all."



"What else can you offer me?  Companionship is easy to come by."  I stroked the side of her cheek with the back of my fingers.  Her lips parted and she let out a sigh of approval.



"I can obtain freedom for you, Steafedn.  You would be sireless, free to your own devices."  Sofia nuzzled into my hand as a cat would, her long brown locks tangling in my fingers.



Ah, freedom.  She mentioned the one thing I could not resist; the one thing I longed for and had been denied for so very long.



Sofia sensed my wavering loyalty and struck like a cobra, swift and deadly.  Her fingers had crept beneath my tunic, slowly heading down to grasp at my trousers. Arousal spread through me at her aggressive nature and closeness.  She wrapped her free arm around my shoulders, drawing herself flush with my body, her lips whispering against my cheek as she spoke.  "We will start with companionship.  Then...we will work out a plan."



Any remaining fight left in me dissolved.  My meeting with this strange woman was the beginning of the end for Solveig.



***



As expected, Solveig returned near dawn with the large man following behind her.  His steps were uneven as he stumbled through the darkness.  He was in a trance-like state, deep in her thrall.   Even though he was unaware, his living moments were numbered.  He would be given no choice in the matter.



Nor was I at the time of my change.  We would have that in common.



Solveig's prideful smile slowly faded away as she entered the crumbling ruins.  Her eyes narrowed into accusing slits as her head bobbed from side to side, her nose high in the air.



"Who was here?  It was another immortal."  Solveig scurried past me, looking behind every wall and dark corner.  She spun and her accusing eyes met mine. "You bring another back and bed her in our home?"



I did not move from the floor, my legs stretched carelessly out in front of me.  Slowly and methodically, I sharpened the sword in my hands.  It was one of three I managed to salvage at the time of my death.  Along with a few trinkets, they were the only relics that remained from my human life.  The necklace hidden away in my pack had been my mother’s and had been with me when I went to battle on my last mortal day.



The blade slid across the whetstone and I did not look up from my work. "Our home?!?  This is a merely a rickety hut.  Look around us, Solveig.  It is in ruins.  You have other matters to attend to."  Glancing up at the rotting thatched roof, I jutted my chin towards the man who stood swaying side to side in the entranceway.  "What I do or whom I do is none of your concern."



Solveig knelt beside me and her fingers slipped underneath my chin.  When our eyes met, her face was contorted in anger.  "I gave you this life and I can take it away.  You would do good to remember your place."



Grabbing her hand with my own, I grasped it tightly until I heard the bones grind together under my strength.  "Your fate lies in my hands, Solveig.  Never threaten me again.   You may be my maker, however I am finished existing only as your slave.  Do we understand one another?



Dropping her hand, I picked up my sword and resumed began cleaning the blade.  She cradled her injury against her chest and stumbled backwards.



"How could you?  You have spoken with the Council?  You have betrayed me, Steafedn?  Betrayed me with the immortal I smell on your skin, whose stench lingers in the very air around us."  Her voice screeched as she paced nervously.  "What have you done to me?  To us?"



Shaking my head at her selfishness, I did not grant her a reply.  I simply continued on with my task as I let my thoughts wander.  Sofia had offered me a precious gift; one I had yearned for nearly two centuries.  It was the whisper of hope and the promise of freedom.  Her words alone had given me the faith that all was not lost.  It would take time to put things into place, yet time was something I had an abundance of.



Letting out a shriek of frustration, she rushed for the ebony skinned man in the middle of the remains of the room.  Once she reached him, she viciously pushed him to his knees at her feet and spoke once she was aware she had my attention once again.



"This is why I chose to turn this man.  You will find a way to leave me, Steafedn.  His blood is on your conscience.  You forced me to do this.  You."



In a blur, she turned and buried her fangs into his jugular, draining the man until his heart barely beat in his chest.  She ripped open her wrist with her razor sharp teeth, letting her blood drip into his gaping mouth.



As she caught me staring, an evil grin broke over her face.  "His death and immortality is because of your selfishness and greed.  Your actions caused all of this.  If you would just love me…"



Rising to my feet, I placed my sword in its sheath.  "You are my sire.  I loved you once.  Do you not remember?  I only ask for freedom, yet you refuse.”  I stood before my maker and stared down into her face.  While still stunning, her madness was marring her beauty.  Lowering my voice, I continued.  “I did nothing to cause his death.  You had already planned to change this man. Do not put the blame on me and burden me with misplaced guilt.  We are finished here."



Ducking, I exited the shambles of the house and strode a few yards away from the carnage she'd created.  As I stared into the horizon at the lightening sky, the stark reality twisted in my gut like a dagger.  My sire was slowly losing her sanity and there was nothing I could do to stop her demise.  I could only protect myself by distancing myself from her misdeeds.



It was only a matter of time before the world of denial Solveig lived in crumbled around her, destroying anyone that assisted her.  Sofia promised me she would aid me in breaking free, to vouch for my character in exchange for my assistance.  I could only assume there would be a price to pay for the freedom I would be given.







***



For two days, I had not returned to our encampment.  Choosing to spend my time alone and on the hunt, it was only my curiosity about the clergyman Solveig had turned that lured me back.  He would be waking soon.  Even though his future was a blank to me, I had my suspicions that he would not be happy with his change to immortality.



It was nearly dusk when our den came into view.  I could hear Solveig's voice pleading with someone.  A callous part of myself hoped it was with the man she turned. A newly changed vampire was irrational and impossible to reason with.  They were volatile creatures, stronger than their sire in many cases.



This man's ability was stronger than before, not only leaving him but those around him unreadable as well.  Entering a situation blind was never ideal; and was a situation I was unaccustomed to.



I crept through the small house, listening to the angry exchange between them.  Solveig was in rare form; using all her feminine wiles to attempt to calm him.  As I watched from the shadows, I was amused to see it was a futile measure.  This man had no interest in her.



Leaning against the wall, I simply observed them until I felt his angry amber eyes boring into me.  Unafraid, I returned his furious stare with a bemused smile.  Solveig had her hands full with her new child.



"Who is this?  Another vampire?  I saw you both at the rectory.  You had plans to do this to me?"  His heavy voice was laced with scorn.  "I am a man of God.  You expect me to kill those I am supposed to save?"



Stepping closer, I was easily a head taller than the lanky man.  He was strikingly handsome with his ebony skin and tawny, deep set eyes.  Immortality had been kind to him, giving his dark skin a glowing luminosity it had not had before.



"I had no part in this, I assure you.  You can thank our sire for your addition to our family."  I sighed deeply.  "I can only offer my humble apologies to you."



The man's expression softened slightly.  "What is your name, brother?"



"Steafedn Hlífsteinn."  I answered him simply.  I took a slow, steady step closer to him.  "I will help you with your adjustments to this life.  There is little more I can do..."  My voice tapered off as I waited for him to supply his name.



"Amir.  Amir Negasso.  Unless you plan to kill me, there is little you can do for me."



He was smart.  His ability made him both dangerous and an asset.  That was why Solveig had chosen him.



"He will not kill you.  I forbid it," Solveig screeched as she pushed between us.  She clasped Amir's robes tightly in her hand, glaring out a warning to me with narrowed eyes.



The air grew thick with uneasiness, the tension so thick it could be cut with the blade of a sword.  We all stood motionless until Amir broke the silence, his words clear and sounding more like a pledge as he faced our maker.



"I will serve no one but my Lord.  You may force me to do your will, yet I will never belong to you.  My heart, my soul belongs to my God."



Outwardly, I showed no emotion or reaction to his blatant disrespect.  I made no movement, nor did my expression alter. Yet inwardly, the realization that I had gained an ally did not escape me.



“Your God brought me to you.  It was his plan for you,” Solveig murmured soothingly.  Foolishly, she was going to attempt to use her feeble reasoning with Amir.



Amir watched her with his golden eyes.  A brief smile broke over his lips.  “My God may have sent you my way, that much is true.  However if he did, it was to see you burn in hell.”



He glanced in my direction and nodded sharply before he swept away in his long robes.



As I watched his retreating back, it was apparent he would never yield to Solveig.



***



1305, Dijon, France



Over the years, we moved from country to country.  Solveig refused to release either of us from her control.  Her cruelty to humans grew as Amir struggled not to succumb to his vampire nature.  In the end, he always failed.  And he would repent and pray for hours to a God he felt had abandoned him during his darkest hours.



After all, he had turned his life over to God and religion and what he had become was a contradiction to everything he believed.  I had no such issue, yet I found myself adapting my behavior as we hunted together.  He struggled tooth and nail to hold on to his humanity, which in turn awakened the part of myself I thought I had lost.



As time passed, I grew to love Amir as a brother.  He was keenly intelligent, and there were times I could almost see his mind working behind his peculiar amber eyes.  He was stoic and had never openly complained about his immortality.  After his first day of standing as a vampire, he had never voiced a protest.  Yet it was easy to see the toll it had on the strong man.



It was on one of our excursions to 'hunt' that we veered off deep in the forest.  His future was still remarkably unreadable to me and I found it to be a relief to be in his presence.  He dampened my senses, gave me a bit of peace from the barrage of images I struggled to shut out.



We had walked in silence for miles until he gestured to a fallen tree.



"Let us sit.  We must talk." Amir's voice was deep and lightly accented.  I met his gaze and nodded, following him to sit at his side on the rough bark.



We sat in silence for some time.  It was almost as if Amir was gathering his thoughts or his courage to approach this conversation he was intent on having with me.  I simply sat at his side, staring into the dense green forest surrounding us.  Occasionally, the silence would be broken by the crunch of leaves or the chatter of birds.  Amir did not move or react.  He simply sat motionless, his amber eyes taking in the scenery.



"It has been nearly 60 years since my change, brother.  Solveig is growing dangerous.  You know this," Amir began quietly.  His words drew my eyes to his profile at my side.  He also stared ahead, refusing to meet my inquisitive stare.  "You have a connection that will be helpful to us."



Nudging my toe on a rock, I looked away from Amir and stared back into the tree line.  "What connection would that be, Amir?"



The power of Amir's smile could be felt.  A smugness rolled off of the man, filling the space between us with his undisguised delight.  "Do not be coy, Steafedn.  It is the woman you disappear to meet.  She is on the Council, am I correct?"



Dread cascaded over me, seeping into my very skin.  Shrugging, I grunted softly.  It was neither an admission nor a denial.



Amir waved his hands in front of him as a sign of acceptance.  "You do not have to admit to anything.  But know this.  There will be a time I will lift my power and reveal the atrocities Solveig is participating in and planning.  You will see her misdeeds and I trust you will inform your companion.  The Council has been actively waiting for the moment to punish our maker and that time will come soon.  All I ask is that you do not shield her.  You have served your time with her.  It is time to be free."



There was that word again.  It was if every immortal knew of my deepest desire: to be free of Solveig.  My options were slim; she would never willingly release either of us.  There was only one way for Amir and myself to taste true freedom.



Solveig would have to meet her final death.



Amir's voice cut into my thoughts, pulling me from my realization.  "Shall we carry on?  Solveig will be searching if we do not return soon."



Jutting my chin in agreement, I stood and we resumed our trek.  Amir walked like a man with a 100-pound weight lifted off of his shoulders, and I now walked like a man shackled with my conscience.



***



Sofia and I managed to keep in communication with one another, relentlessly designing a grand strategy.  We were playing a dangerous game; Solveig was growing more and more unstable as the years passed.  She did not like that I grew more independent and began disappearing for weeks on end for relief.



It was during one of my rendezvous with Sofia that my mind was flooded with destruction, blood and death.  Amir had let me see Solveig and all of the horror she had unleashed.



The time was upon us.  After 230 years of servitude, it could all be over in one single decision from the governing board of immortals.



As I pulled away from Sofia and hurriedly dressed, I muttered one statement that would send the Council in motion and make my maker's demise inevitable.  "It is time.  Gather your Council.  It should be easy to follow my scent.  If something happens, we are fifteen miles to the east."



I did not bother with a goodbye as I left her.  It was time to head back to Solveig and Amir.



As I ran, my thoughts were focused on my sire.  Her remaining bit of sanity was hanging on by a sliver when we had settled in a village outside of Dijon.  Her demeanor had worsened as I had chosen to detach myself further from her influence.  Now, much of my time was spent with Sofia.  I did not love her; however she made the days and endless nights less tedious.  She was immortal and unbreakable and there was no restraint with her.



There was no love either. I was still empty, as if there was a piece of myself missing.  Perhaps this was my fate.  A meaningless life.



As I traveled the familiar trail, I recalled my conversation with Amir in the woods.  Suddenly, all of the pieces slipped into place.  He had warned me he would do this.  He had known this was coming, perhaps privy to Solveig’s plans.



Suddenly taken aback, I was unsure if I should be proud of my brother or frightened at his cunning ability.



I traveled a bit further when I found the first dead body.  It was a young girl, no more than thirteen.  Her dark brown hair only enhanced the pallor of her dead flesh and the emptiness of her brown eyes that stared into nothingness. Her throat was mangled, ripped violently open.  Loose, bloody skin fell apart, exposing muscle and tissue.



This was not the work of Amir.  He was drawn to those near death or, as I taught him, the unfavorable types that would not be missed.



Nor was this a victim of Solveig.  She barely made a mark when she fed and she did not waste blood.



The closer my steps brought me to the village, the more bodies I found to be littering the path.  Many were tossed in piles, similar to broken dolls that had been discarded after their usefulness had run out.



Stepping over a pile of corpses, I came across the first group of newborn vampires huddled over the large frame of a man.  The fledglings were no match for me, and I made short work of disposing of them.  As I ripped their heads from their bodies, they disintegrated into dust at my feet.



"What are you doing?  My creations…" Solveig sobbed, falling to her knees in the bloody ash, her hands clenching angrily.  She glared up at me, her face twisted in fury.  As I stared into her eyes, all I could see was madness.  There was no sanity remaining in her.  Solveig was gone, insanity completely consuming her.



I made no offering to console her.  In fact, I retreated a few steps and observed the carnage she had created.  Every surface was coated with blood, the coppery smell strong in the air.  Pools of it were congealing, almost appearing black in the setting sun.



My silence angered her.  She staggered to her feet and shoved me backwards in her fit of rage.  Stumbling, I watched her with wary eyes.  My muscles tightened, preparing to attack if necessary.



"We are superior to humans and it is our time to reign over them.  We can rule the world, Steafedn.  With Amir's talent and your strength, we can obliterate the Board and Council," Solveig blurted out.  She began to pace in a circle, pulling at her dark blond hair in either nervousness or madness.



“How many other villages have you desecrated with your grandiose schemes?”  I questioned.  She did not answer me; she continued mumbling to herself as she wandered around the decaying bodies.  My question was irrelevant.  I could see the carnage and the plans she still wanted to execute if given the opportunity.



A man’s voice answered me instead.  “That is what we would like to know, Steafedn.  At last we meet, Solveig.  It has been a long time coming.” 







Chapter Two-Betrayal And Rebirth



The deep voice caused both Solveig and me to turn in surprise.  Amir’s presence had prevented me from sensing the two men that flanked Sofia.  She stared at me coolly as they stepped past me to surround my maker, effectively stopping any attempt at escape on her part.



Solveig looked at me desperately, as if there were some way I could assist her.  There was nothing I could do for her.  Essentially, I had sent her to her death by my association with Sofia.  It would be yet another guilt I would carry with me for an eternity.  I was an immortal who had killed his maker.



A traitor.



She struggled with the two men that restrained her, pulling helplessly at their iron-like grip.  As crazed as a feral animal, she thrashed against them with her fangs bared.  Her jaw sawed back and forth as she struggled with them.



“I have done nothing!  Release me!”  Solveig shrieked .  Her dark blond hair whipped around her as they began to drag her away.  She looked over her shoulder at me with wide, frightened eyes. “Steafedn!  You must stop them!”



There was a part of me that wanted to intervene and save her life, if only due to the fact this woman had been my maker and once my lover.  Yet I did nothing but stand by as they hauled her away through the rubble of the hut we had shared.



Only two thoughts were running through my mind, and neither of them comforted me.  I was a collaborator to her impending execution.  My alliance with Sofia had set it into motion.



Sofia remained at my side, her hand heavy on my shoulder.  Her touch offered me little consolation. "Who were those men?"   



 "Ah, Silvio and Reginald.  They are two of the Council members.  Reginald is the brawn of the two.  He will enjoy making her suffer.  It is his greatest talent.  Silvio is the brains.  He can pick through your mind to decipher the truth."



My eyebrow rose at her explanation.  A telepath and a vampire with a fondness for pain.  Perfect choices for the Council I surmised, but were they any better than my maker?  Were any of us?



Sofia circled around me until she faced me.  Her dark eyes betrayed the nonchalance she was trying desperately to project.  They were filled with concern as she stared into mine.



"Steafedn, do not punish yourself or question your actions.  She obliterated two villages of humans, leaving newborns behind to possibly expose our kind.  You did a great service today.  It will not be forgotten."



Closing my eyes, my throat tightened as I struggled to swallow.  My voice sounded strained when I spoke.  "I only wanted to be free.  Take me to her.  It is the only thing I request of you."



I heard the heavy footfall of my brother approaching. "My brother, we will see Solveig a final time.  She will take us there."



My eyes flickered open and I saw Sofia nod in agreement.  "Come.  You will not like what you see, however you can say your farewell to her."



Sofia began to walk away when I reached out to grab her arm.  I pulled her back to me.  "There is no other way?  Only death?"



Sofia smiled in sympathy.  "You already know the answer.  There are no second chances for her, Steafedn.  Not for her offenses."



Letting out a deep breath of resolve, I knew that Sofia spoke the truth.  When I accepted her arrangement, I knew what the end result would be.  Yet I still chose it because there was no other way out—for Amir or myself.  Solveig had pressed her luck for too many years.  She had committed atrocities and broken rules.  Now she would pay the ultimate price with her life by meeting the final death.



Sill my stomach churned with guilt.  "Take us to her."



"Follow me."  Sofia nodded and the three of us ran into the cool evening air.  The night surrounded me; its darkness mirrored the blackness that had wrapped itself around my soul, tainting it with guilt and regret.



We had traveled for nearly an hour when finally we reached a castle hidden far from the neighboring towns.  Torches lit the cobblestone path under our feet as we approached two guards that stood watch at the heavy wooden doors.  They inclined their heads in recognition of Sofia but eyed Amir and myself with suspicion.



"They are with me, Antonio.  They are here to see Reginald and Silvio."



We were given entrance and the quietness of the night air was broken by my maker's tortured screams.  My hands clenched into tight fists as I listened to her cries of pain.  It was only Amir's presence at my side that kept me level-headed as every bellow for mercy tore at my very soul.



What had I done?



"Please escort us to see her a final time.  If not for me, do it for my brother," Amir spoke softly.  He clapped my shoulder one time and shoved me forward slightly as Sofia gestured for us to follow her through the doors.



We trailed behind her up a stone staircase and into a dark passageway lined with heavy iron doors.  Behind one of those doors, my maker was living her last moments before her final death.  A gamut of emotions ran through me: happiness, guilt, sadness, and, yes, relief.



Sofia turned as she stopped in front of a door.  Her dark eyes darted between Amir and myself. "What you will see…it will not be pleasant.  If you make any attempt to save her, it will mean your death as well."



Her warning brought me back to the reality of the situation I had put Solveig into.  There was no way out for her…or for me.  Nodding in agreement, my shoulders slumped.  "Let us in."



Sofia gave me a final wary look and pushed the heavy door open.  The metallic odor of blood was heavy in the stagnant air of the room.  My eyes darted around the dimly lit space until my eyes found her.  My maker was chained to a table, both of her arms torn from her body.  Every inch of exposed skin was covered with deep cuts, her pale skin covered in blood that dripped to the stone floor below her.  They were slowly bleeding her dry, inflicting wound after wound until she had no more blood left to bleed.



Her cobalt eyes were crazed as they met mine.  "Are you going to stand there and watch me perish?  Is that what you wanted?  Then you should be happy, Steafedn.  Yes, you have achieved freedom from my command yet now…now you are as much of a prisoner as I am now."



Ignoring the others, I stepped closer to her side. Averting my traitorous eyes, I stared at the floor instead.  "This was not what I wanted, Solveig.  There is always a price to pay when you willingly break the rules of our kind."



I was amazed at how easily I shifted the blame from myself onto her; at how effortlessly I was able to bury my guilt away at her bitter words.  My actions may have set this into motion, but her misdeeds had caused her death.



She let out a maniacal laugh that echoed in the sparse room.  "I should have known you would bring my final death upon me.  What I agreed to that night brought my death, even though it took over two centuries.  You are no better than the Council with your protestations of right and wrong.  We are vampires, Steafedn.  We should have no rules to follow."  She laughed weakly, and I could feel the intensity of her hate-filled gaze upon my skin. "I thought you were my greatest creation but instead…instead you were my harbinger of death.  Even angels are capable of concocting wicked schemes."



I tried a final time to speak to her, to make amends.  "Solveig..."



"There is nothing more for us to say," she whispered through gritted teeth.  Her fangs had been ripped from her gums, her teeth stained with her own blood.  She was finished with life, with me. "If we do, it will only be lies from both of us. You are not sorry and I…I will not offer you absolution.  I can only wish that my final words will haunt you for centuries to come, and that is payment enough to me. There will be a day you know the truth about your own change.  Then…then you will see things differently...and your anger will be my final revenge."



Solveig's eyes closed and tears lined her dirty, blood-caked face.  When she finally spoke again, her face turned up towards the ceiling and acceptance had settled over her.  "Finish me.  I want no more of this."



The bigger of the two men stepped forward with a torch in his hand.  As he threw it at her prone body, I watched as it quickly consumed her.  The orange and white flames grew hotter and brighter as they licked over her immortal flesh.  Thick smoke began to fill the room. Its putrid smell became almost too much to bear.



As I watched my maker burn, I risked the chance and peered at Amir.  His ebony face was filled with joy, a smirk pulling at the corners of his lips.  He made no effort to hide his satisfaction at seeing her die.  I both detested and envied him at that moment.  He did not care who witnessed his happiness at her death.



Feeling the weight of my stare, his topaz eyes met mine.  Neither of us spoke; only his smile increased in size.  He was taking too much joy in suffering and pain for a man of God.  I expected to see mercy, sadness and acceptance…yet all I saw was his delight.



The last of the fire was waning and Solveig’s body was nothing more than charred cinder.  Sofia's hand on my chest brought me back to reality.  Staring blankly down at her, I offered her no smile or words.  I had expected to feel liberation; instead I simply felt nothing.



"Let us find you both rooms to rest.  We will talk tomorrow."



Tomorrow.  It would be the day I would find out the true price of my betrayal.



***



I had not slept.  I spent the night pacing the stone floors of my room, watching the night sky fade to shades of gray until finally bright blue filled the window and sun streamed through the glass.  I may as well have been the one awaiting death.  Solveig’s words haunted me, ringing through my head and reverberating through my very soul.  They were as clear as if she was beside of me.  "If we do, it will only be lies from both of us. You are not sorry and I…I will not offer you absolution.  I can only wish that my final words will haunt you for centuries to come, and that is payment enough to me. There will be a day you know the truth about your own change.  Then…then you will see things differently...and your anger will be my final revenge."



There was no other truth to my change.  Solveig wanted to leave me with self-doubt and she was accomplishing her task.  My guts felt as if they were being torn apart.  As I waited, the realization did not escape me that I was awaiting my sentence.  I could not focus on the outcome; no party involved would make a conscious decision.  Minds changed, as did my fate.



The silence of the castle was deafening.  As I stared into the distance, guilt seemed to almost crush me apart.  Logically, I knew there would be a price to pay for my freedom from Solveig.  For every gain, there was a sacrifice to be made.



To make matters worse, not only was every fiber of my being on alert, my throat burned in hunger. It had been nearly four days since I had fed.  I could not wait much longer.



A sharp knock on the door brought me from my thoughts.  I did not turn from the windows, I only offered a brusque "Enter" to Sofia.  She had made the decision to collect me for my meeting with the Council, however Amir's presence at the meeting had blurred my foresight.  As much as I loved my brother, I could not remain at his side.  As soon as possible, I would break away from him and go my separate way.



"Your presence is required."  Sofia crossed the room to stand at my side.  A glance at her from the corner of my eye revealed her dark beauty as she stood in the dappled sunlight from the window.  Her long, chestnut hair hung to her waist and the light brought out streaks of red I had never noticed before.



"Fine.  I have no choice in the matter," I muttered and folded my arms across my chest.  "Lead the way."



She patted my arm softly, offering me a wan smile.  It did not escape my notice that it failed to reach her brown eyes.  In that moment, whatever we had shared was over between us.  All of the time we had spent together had been used to obtain information for the Council, and I had fallen for her half-truths because she had told me what I had wanted to hear.  I had no interest in resuming an association with someone that would so readily use me as a bargaining chip.



"Steafedn, you saved our kind from being discovered.  The Board and Council are grateful to you.  You will not be punished.  It was as I said last night.  You will be rewarded for your sacrifice."



My sacrifice?  I was not the one that lay chained to a metal table with missing limbs, being cut with weapons until there was little blood to stay alive, only then to be burned alive.  What reward could I possibly deserve?



My brows furrowed as I turned and stared down at her.  "Sofia, I deserve no rewards.  I betrayed my maker for my freedom."



She shook her head and tugged on my hand.  "Come.  After they speak with you, you are free to go."



She led me from the room and down yet another murky hallway that smelled of mildew and had the sharp metallic smell of blood that seemed to saturate the very walls.  She tossed me a grim smile over her shoulder before pushing open the heavy wooden door.



The curtains parted and I watched as a group of five vampires filed into the room.  Sofia left my side to join them as they stood in a row, facing me.  The curtains opened once again and Amir was led out by the vampire we had met last night upon entry to the castle.  They were all dressed similarly in crimson cloaks and the similarity between their attire and what Amir had worn as a human did not escape me.  I wondered if Amir was noticing it as well.



With those thoughts heavy on my mind, I met my brother's eyes.  Amir was solemn, and it was not until I heard laughter ring out that I looked back at the Council assembled in front of me.



One vampire broke away and approached me.  He walked gracefully, almost as if he appeared to be floating over the uneven stone.  He was smiling almost maniacally, clasping his hands in front of his chest in delight.



I was struck by his appearance.  He was the first immortal I had encountered that was not preternaturally attractive.  However, his immortal change had left him with oddly perfect features that were unattainable by nature alone. It left me to wonder if he had always appeared this way or if I was seeing the effects of aging on the ageless.  Would I appear like this in another 1,000 years?



His ashen face was twisted in a gruesome smile as he looked me over from head to toe.  "We finally meet the immortal that made the ultimate sacrifice for our survival.  Steafedn Hlífsteinn, I am to presume?"  His brown eyes flickered towards my brother.  "And this is your sire's other child.  Your brother, am I correct?  How…familial your group is.  It is most peculiar."



“Yes.  He is my brother for all intents and purposes.  We share the same blood.”  My shoulders rose and I stood nearly two heads taller than everyone in the room. When needed, I could appear quite intimidating and I was using it to my benefit. “I am at a disadvantage.  You are?”



His long raven hair gleamed as he tapped his finger against his chin.  He leaned towards me slightly. “I am Silvio Armeni.  You are quite forward for one facing the Council – the very same Council that holds your life in our hands.”



Swallowing, I forced my lips into a stiff smile.  “Perhaps you are correct.  However, if I am to face execution I only ask to know those who will be carrying out my sentence.”



Silvio’s grin only broadened, turning to the immortals that stood behind him.  He clapped his hands together with great glee. “Sofia, you did well when you chose this man.  He is not only charming…he is also striking and intelligent.  Magnificent!” 



My eyebrow twitched and my eyes shifted to each of the vampires, stopping when my gaze fell on Sofia.  She refused to return my stare and instead chose to scrutinize the ground.  The guilt that had been plaguing me now morphed into trepidation and resentment.  I would be tied to this Council now.  I had earned my freedom from Solveig, yet I would still be doing the bidding of another.  Amir stiffened beside of me and it was apparent that he had figured out my punishment as well.



“What am I to do for you?  Was handing you my maker not enough?”  My voice was strained as it strangled its way through my clenched teeth.



Silvio turned and gestured to the much larger vampire that Sofia had mentioned was Reginald.  He was slightly shorter than me; yet his shoulders were broader and his neck was muscular and thick.  His brown hair curled around his menacing face, his sharp brown eyes narrowing as he approached.  “You are innocent of the crimes of your maker.  We have determined she acted unaided.  You have been chosen by the Board and Council to carry out punishment to rogue immortals.  Your ability will assist you in this position, which is why the Council also rules that you and your brother,” Reginald paused and sneered in Amir’s direction. “Must be separated.  He possesses an ability that hinders all of us.”



Drawing in a deep breath, I pushed down my elation at this part of the punishment.  I had already planned on severing my ties with Amir.  My joy was short lived; I was not pleased that I was appointed into a position I had never requested.  “And if I refuse this appointment?”



Silvio stepped closer and ran his finger across my chest suggestively.  His voice dropped until even I had to struggle to hear him.  “There is no refusal, young one.  The Council, Steafedn, has chosen you.  It is a great honor.”



Repulsed by his very presence, I battled to not pull away from his offending touch.  Looking between Reginald and Silvio, an arrogant smirk pulled at my lips. “How long am I to do this for you?  To be nothing more than an executioner?”



Reginald snorted and folded his arms across his chest.  “How quickly you forget your true nature.  You are a murderer, Steafedn.  And you will serve us until you meet your final death or you are removed by the Board and Council.”



Silvio reluctantly focused on Amir.  He stood in front of my brother and his face hardened to stone.  “You are to leave this place.  You are only alive now because of your gift.  Part of your sentence will be to have no contact with Steafedn Hlífsteinn for the span of six hundred years.  If you attempt communication with him, you will meet your final death.”  He flicked his fingers dismissively at Amir.  “Leave before we change our minds.”



I faced my brother for a final time, sorrow and relief battling for dominance inside of me.  He despised this life; detested what Solveig had turned him into.  Would Amir go against the Council and attempt to make contact with me to force me to kill him?  Or did he hold on to any remaining self-preservation?  His future, as always, was unreadable.



“In six hundred years, my brother.”  Amir nodded once to me and was escorted from the room before either of us could say another word..



A knowing look passed between Silvio and Reginald.  Centuries together had given them the ability to easily communicate with no words.  Moments passed and they simply waited.



And waited.



After some time, the familiar visions and futures began swirling in my mind with renewed vigor.  I was easily able to predict the Council’s decision and how their plans would be carried out.  Without Amir’s interference, I would be at their summons.



“You will know when you are needed.  Your job is to carry out our wishes and you are not to offer any mercy.  Is this understood?”



My shoulders slumped as the realization washed over me.  I was no freer now than I was before.  No longer beholden to my maker, I was tied to the Council until I met my final death.  Solveig had been correct last night prior to her death.  “Yes, I understand.”



Silvio clapped again excitedly and raised a dark eyebrow at me.  “Come now. We must celebrate.  Surely you hunger, Steafedn.”



I had no choice but to follow along. If I resisted now, my only option would be to die alongside my maker.



A rush of resilience filled me with the thought of giving in to this governing board.  I had never backed down and I was not about to start at this juncture.



Life seemed bleak…until I saw the light in 1812.  It was a vision that would alter my very existence forever.



***



1862, Amsterdam



Nearly 500 years had passed.  Alone, I traveled and watched nations rise and leaders fall.  I had seen death and destruction.  Adapting with the changing times, I marveled at the inventions of technology and along the way, I accumulated great wealth.  I had only been in Amsterdam for three years when I met Lukas Meijer.  He was the proprietor of a small bookseller near my home.  We had struck up a strange friendship over numerous discussions of philosophy and world events when I frequented his storefront.  I did not make it a habit to search out and befriend humans, yet this eccentric man had managed to pique my interest.  Perhaps it was his sharp wit.  Or possibly the fact he sensed I was something more than human and accepted me for my differences.  Regardless, I came to enjoy my discussions and time spent with this strange man that also did not seem to fit the mold.



He was nearly a decade older than me in human years and for a mortal being, he was strikingly handsome, almost aristocratic in nature.  His angular face held an intelligence I had not encountered in centuries.  His pale blue eyes were quietly watchful, observing and cataloging.  He also had an acidic tongue and was quite open with his opinions.



He had told me his family had been wealthy and had spared no expense when it came to his education.  They had died when he was a young man and had no siblings.  As open as he was to me, it became clear why he had decided to tell me.  It was clear that Lukas knew I was not human and longed for the same, yet would never ask.



Nothing could have prepared me for this moment as I sat by Lukas' bedside, a battle warring within me.  He was hovering near death; his lungs filling with fluid and his breaths coming in rasping pants.



My head bowed as I inhaled deeply.  When I looked up, I brushed my much shorter hair back from my eyes, and placed my hand on his shoulder. "Lukas, you are dying."



His eyes fluttered closed and his clammy hand grabbed at mine.  "Yes, I am not long for this earth Stefan.  It is time you told me the truth.  You do not have to hide anymore."



His words hit me powerfully.  I made no effort to look away or move.  I simply began to talk.



Years of memories spilled from my lips.  I told him of my homeland, the few things I remembered from my human life.  The recollections were difficult for me to discuss because I remembered so little.  Every detail about my maker, down to my hand in her demise and my witnessing of her murder was told.  I explained my position on the Council, my penalty for Solveig’s misdeeds…they were words I had never spoken aloud to another mortal—or immortal for that matter.



After I finished, I was amazed at his response.  He did not shy away when I told him of what I was or the things in my past.  He simply listened and watched me with his impenetrable stare.  His eyes were soft and filled with empathy as he chose his response.



"I am honored that you told me.  However, I feel as if you are not telling me everything there is to tell.  You are holding something back, Stefan."  Lukas coughed weakly and he gave my hand a squeeze.  "There is something you are looking for or you would have ended this existence years ago."



Leaning back slightly in the chair, I smiled at my dying friend.  He was correct, of course.  There were times I contemplated revealing myself to humans and ending my life.  I had been alone for many years, sent on missions of torture and destruction.  Whenever my spirits flagged, there was something buried deep inside that kept me going.  I delved further into my mind, the vision of the woman that was to be my fate and my destiny easily came to the forefront of my thoughts.  It had been that way since I had envisioned her 50 years ago.  She was impossibly beautiful; with long copper hair that hung in wild waves down her back.  Her vibrant green eyes were large over her prominent, high cheekbones.  She was luminous, absolute perfection.  All other women paled in comparison to her beauty.



My silence had garnered a knowing smile from my dying friend.  “I see I am correct.”



His words pulled me from my vision and I refocused my attentions on him.  Lukas’s time was limited; each moment he inched closer to death.  "We have time to discuss many things, Lukas.  You need to decide if you want me to let you die a normal human death or if you want to choose immortality.  You will never age, frozen in time as you are today.  You will be healthy again."  I leaned forward again and rested my weight on my thighs.  "However, there is a downside.”



  “As opposed to death?  What could be worse?” He was growing weaker and his body shook with each rumbling breath he drew.



My hands tented together under my chin.  “You will thirst for blood.  You will kill for it, in fact.  Your first years as an immortal will be tenuous."



Lukas's thin lips turned up into a smile.  His face was wracked with pain, making him appear much older than he was.  "How could I pass on an opportunity for immortality?  You offer me the opportunity to never look older, to see life change before my eyes?  I would be a fool to not agree.  I have no family left, it is only me."



Nodding, I watched as his trembling hand covered mine.  He inhaled another raspy breath and blinked his red-rimmed eyes.  "You will be my family now.  There can be no secrets between family so you must promise me you will divulge the secret you are keeping."



Chuckling, a smile pulled at my lips.  His scent was changing, fading as death fought to overtake him.  Not wanting to waste another moment, I moved from the chair to sit beside him on the bed.  "I promise to tell you everything you wish to know, my friend.  But the time has come for me to change you before it is too late."



"I have only two questions for you, Stefan.  How long until the change is complete, and will I be as handsome as you?"  Lukas questioned weakly.  He was struggling to stay conscious…death was truly knocking on his door.



Even in death, my friend still made advances on me.  He would never change.



"Two days.  Possibly three."  I turned his head to the side and exposed his jugular, his pulse pounding beneath his pale skin.  "And it is highly unlikely you will be as handsome as myself.  I will drink from you now…when you are near death, I will give you my blood."



Without waiting for his response, my fangs dropped and I blurred to sink them into his feverish flesh as gently as possible.  His hot blood filled my mouth, the taste tainted with his illness.  I drank from him until I felt his heart beat decrease and I withdrew, pausing only long enough to tear at my wrist and place it to his mouth.  As my blood dripped between his lips, I watched as my friend died before my eyes.



Now it was a matter of waiting to see if he would arise as a vampire.







Chapter Three-Lost And Found



2011 - Chicago, Illinois



I stood in yet another empty apartment, fighting my irritation and anger.  By the appearance of the small dwelling she had recently abandoned it; her scent still lingered, hanging in the stagnant air, taunting me.  Moving soundlessly from room to room, I was drawn to the spot where her aroma was the strongest.  This room had been where she slept.  The air here was heavy with her heady perfume, the rich fragrance of her blood almost too difficult to tolerate.



Closing my eyes, I braced my arms in the doorway.  I had expected to find her here, anxious for my long quest to find her to come to a glorious end.  She was a piece of myself that I wished I did not need…but I knew I would not be complete without her. 



After all, 200 years was a long time to search for your fated.  As I stood motionless in the apartment, the tiniest frisson of relief uncoiled in my stomach.  If I had found her today, I would have burst in unannounced.  How would have she reacted to my brutish display?  Perhaps this was yet another lesson, a learning experience.  I had already loved this woman for two centuries.  In my mind, I was committed to this creature in body and soul.



It was second nature to recall my vision, and I could picture her as clearly as if she was standing before me. Willowy and lithe, her eyes eyes tormented me, wavering between a mossy green and bright emerald.  And her mouth...her pouty lips drove me to the point of distraction.



I was becoming sloppy, careless in my haste to find her.  I had traveled across the United States as she traveled city to city, never settling.  She was restless, always moving.



If I did not know better, I would have thought her to be an immortal herself, a nomad hiding and running.



Those thoughts left me with more questions than answers.



"She's not here, Stefan.  We'll keep looking."



A hand on my shoulder interrupted my internal musing and my child's voice was reassuring.  When I turned to face him, I could see the uncertainty settling in, marring his face.  He was losing faith in my vision…as my own resolve was faltering, crumbling against the crushing blow of not finding her after yet another extensive and fruitless search.



Running my fingers through my hair, I fell back against the drywall and slid down the wall, resting my forearms against my bent knees.



"She is out there…her scent is still fresh here.  Start calling airlines, checking manifests.  She is not traveling with much," I muttered as my eyes darted around the sparsely furnished apartment.  Bookshelves were barren, closet doors stood open with empty hangers lining the rods.  My head banged back into the wall and I drew in unnecessary deep breaths, filling my nose and lungs with her intoxicating scent.  She smelled of jasmine and the cloying smell of honey, rich and mouthwatering.



His heavy sigh was filled with reluctance.  "Stefan...I have to say this.  Even if I call in every favor, this could lead to nowhere.  Again."



His petulant words earned him a steely gaze laced with disappointment.  Lukas had been with me for over 150 years, loyal and steadfast.  He had searched and shared in my suffering at near misses and close encounters.  This was the closest we had come to finding her…and we had still missed her by hours, perhaps a day at the most.  It was now that I needed his assistance the most.



My shoulders tensed.  I had not moved from the floor, nor did I meet his stare.  "Do as I ask, Lukas.  I request so little from you."



Lukas squatted down in front of me, his expression a mask of worry.  "Stefan.  I'll make the calls.  Maybe we should consider other options..."



"Other options? What would you presume I do, Lukas?  Forget about her? I am not asking you to stay.  I released you 125 years ago.  It is your choice to remain with me."  I glanced up and held his gaze.  "When I turned you, I swore I would never keep you at my side against your will.  If you do not want to continue this search with me, I understand.  But do not question me if you choose to carry on."



He sighed heavily and stood up slowly, his hands on his hips in his small act of defiance.  "I don’t doubt you or your vision.  We’ve been together for 150 years and I began this search with you and I’ll spend the next 150 years looking if that’s what it takes. Let me make a few calls.” He ruffled my hair as he fiddled with his phone. “We'll find her, Stefan.



Lukas left me as he began an animated conversation.  If I concentrated, I could hear the tinny chatter of the other person on the phone.  However, I was simply too tired and discouraged to focus.  The last 10 years had been a monotonous blur of coming close to finding her, only to be called away on Council business at the last moment or such as this case; missing her by only a matter or hours.



I heard Lukas finish the call and he was a streak as he hurried into the room.  Staring up at him expectantly, I waited for him to speak.  He was deciding on how to share the information he had obtained, his mind wavering and preventing me from seeing his future.



 A large grin was plastered on his face.  "I called in a favor.  Remember that flight attendant I picked up three years ago in Monterrey?  He was a hot piece, but sadly lacking in the—”



Wearily raising my hand, I halted his story before he began to spill the sordid details.  "Lukas, I remember vividly every sexual adventure you enjoy sharing with me in explicit detail.  Can you spare me the storytelling and move along, please?"



He rolled his eyes and tapped his foot impatiently.  "I'd think you’d show me a little appreciation.  I did get the information."  Lukas waived a piece of paper in his fingers.  "Such as her flight information."



Moving in a blur from my seat on the floor, I snatched the paper from his hand and scanned the paper eagerly.  His perfect script was scrawled across a Chinese Takeout menu.



O'Hare Flight 8511 to Singapore, departing at 6:45pm.



"Singapore?"  I mused.  Glancing up from the paper, I was already turning on my heel to stop her.  As I hurried towards the car, my thoughts wandered.  She was leaving the country?  This was new...even for her.



“Stefan!” Lukas’ voice rang out from behind me.  Increasing my speed, I was opening the door when he finally reached the car. “Stefan!  How are you going to do this?  You can’t just pull her off the flight.  What will you tell her? Are you going to use some line like, ‘Hey girl, I had a vision of you 200 years ago.  Oh and by the way, I’m a vampire?”



“Get in, Lukas.”  I slid behind the wheel and gunned the engine.  As I pulled into traffic, I glanced at the dashboard clock.  5:55 p.m.  We were at least thirty minutes from the airport.  If I drove fast, possibly twenty.



Lukas was surprisingly quiet during the ride.  He was sulking, weighing his role in detaining her.  He was torn.  He wanted me to be happy, yet worried about the consequences of a mortal finding out our true nature.



Giving Lukas a quick look, I gripped the steering wheel tightly.  “It will be fine, Lukas.  If she was in my vision, she will accept me for what I am.  It may take time and many explanations, yet I am positive she will understand.”



He pursed his lips as he considered my words.  “You seem so sure.”



My eyes never left the road ahead as I weaved in and out of traffic.  “I am sure of two things in this life.  This woman…she is my other half.  And I can assure you, she will accept what and who I am.”



“And if she doesn’t?” Lukas questioned.  He was never one to give up any conversation without exploring every possible scenario.  Normally, I welcomed his questions and challenges.  Not tonight.



“She will.”



“But…” 



“You will not spoil this for me.  For nearly 200 years I have waited for this moment.  You will not ruin this with your negativity.”  I ran a hand through my hair and swallowed.  “When we arrive at the airport, you are to stay in the car.  Understood?”



Lukas’ scowl only increased.  His already pursed lips squeezed tighter, hollowing out his cheeks.  “Fine.  You don’t want my input anyway.”



“It is not that I do not want your input, Lukas.  I value your opinion and have for many years.  This is my destiny,” I pleaded for his understanding.  “I must find her.  She is human, not immortal.  She is susceptible to illness…”



Lukas tensed beside of me.  He himself had almost died if not for my intervention.  “Say no more.”



Sliding to a stop in the unloading zone, I let the engine idle and turned to Lukas.  His striking face was nervous as he watched me prepare to leave him.



“I will be back.  If all goes well, she will be with me,” I murmured softly.  Apprehension filled me at the realization that I would possibly find her in this busy airport.  Truth be told, I was concerned about her reaction to me.  I had years to prepare…she would be completely unaware.



Lukas placed his hand on my arm.  “Good luck.  Bring her home, Stefan.”



Simply nodding, I did my best to walk at human speed as I exited the car and headed into the airport.  My eyes scanned the departure and arrival board.  It took me mere seconds to find her gate and flight information.



Pushing through the crowds with more force than intended, I ignored the stares and angry utterances from the throng of humans.  They meant nothing to me.  They were a hindrance, nothing more.



By the time I approached her gate, the flight was boarding.  A flash of dark reddish blond hair filled my vision and her distinctive scent saturated the air.  Her bright, colorful peasant blouse and faded blue jeans disappeared into the gate.  I attempted to push through the line, only to be stopped by an attendant.



A balding, miserable man halted my stride with a push against my chest.  "Ticket?”



Craning my neck for another look, my attention was not on the man.  "I only need to speak to a woman that just boarded.  If you will just allow me on for a moment…”



“No ticket, no access.”  The man droned.  He reached around me to collect another ticket.  “If you want to board, you need to purchase a ticket.”



Frustration festered into rage.  This peon of a man was preventing me from the only thing that mattered.  He knew as well as myself that there was no feasible way to purchase an international ticket at the last moment and be able to catch the flight.



Deciding to try another ploy, I attempted to play on his emotions.  “I beg you.  The love of my existence just boarded this flight.  If you will just give me a moment to say goodbye…” My voice tapered off as I noticed the attention my outburst was drawing.  If not for the queue, I would have simply put the man under my thrall and simply ordered him to let me on the plane.  With this many humans, that option was sadly out of the question.



“Look, buddy.  Buy a ticket and you can express your deep love for the entire flight to Singapore.  Either leave or I’ll call security.  I’m sure you don’t wanna spend two hours being detained by TSA.”



If I were human, my face would have been flushed in anger from his impudence.  Nor did he know I had hunted humans like him for hundreds of years.  If I wished, he could be dead in less than five seconds.



Humans.  Filled with swagger and lacking common sense.



“Fine.”  I turned and hurried back through the terminal.  When I reached the exit and walked through the door, I saw Lukas’s look of shock as he took in the fact that I was alone.  His look quickly changed to anger as he likely felt my own simmering beneath the surface.



Yanking the car door open, I slid behind the steering wheel and slammed the door behind me.  I sat unmoving, simply staring out the windshield.



“They told me I was too late.  By the time I would have purchased a ticket, the plane would have departed.”  My voice sounded flat, emotionless.  Once again, she had managed to elude me.  I had suffered many losses over my long life, both as a human and an immortal.  Never one to back down from a challenge, I faced them head-on.



My resolve, which had been firm for nearly 200 years, had begun to weaken, fragment.



I was furious with myself.  If I had driven faster, arrived at her apartment sooner…perhaps I could have avoided this crushing grief that had settled over my shoulders.



“I know what you’re doing.”



Lukas.  I had not mentally prepared myself for his cutting words.



My eyes narrowed to slits and I shot him a scathing look that would have caused anyone other than my child to look for refuge from my wrath.  Lukas was fearless, a trait both honorable and infuriating.  “And what exactly am I doing, Lukas?”



He released an exaggerated sigh. “You’re blaming yourself instead of looking at this logically.  You can’t control everything, Stefan.  She’s a human.  She’s been nothing but unpredictable and she’s good at hiding in plain sight.  It just makes me wonder exactly what she’s hiding from,” Lukas wondered aloud.  He tapped his cheek thoughtfully.  “What if someone is after her?  What do you know about her?”



My head fell back to the car seat.  “We have been through this many times. You know her history as well as I do.   She was adopted as an infant and both of her adoptive parents were killed in an automobile accident four years ago.  She graduated with a degree in journalism and is currently employed as an author.” 



“Maybe her birth parents are looking for her?  She could have siblings, cousins…” Lukas rattled off a list, his voice barely audible.  He folded his hands on his lap and stared at me across the center console.  The only way to describe the look on his face was to say it was one of compassion.  “We’ll start over again, Stefan.  And it’s only suggestions…but let’s face it, she’s running from something.”



Or someone.  Turning the key, the engine of the car purred softly.  My head dropped against my chest for a moment before I inhaled and slipped the car into gear.



“Stefan? Don’t you fucking dare do this now.  It’s a small setback, so get your fine ass out of this funk and let’s find her.”  Lukas hadn’t looked away and even though his words were strong, his concern reflected in his blue eyes.



“Fine.  We will find her,” I agreed.  



I did not want his pity.  I only wanted her.



***



2012 Bali, Indonesia



My fingers twitched against the sheets as I fought the urge to not touch her silky flesh when she straddled my legs.  Her full breasts grazed seductively against my chest, her warmth intoxicating.  At any time, I could have easily broken away from her and taken control.  Yet I remained still and at her mercy, my jaw clenching as her soft lips brushed against the corner of my mouth.



“Please.  I want to do this,” she begged, gently squeezing my hands and slowly nibbling her blunt teeth against the soft skin of my neck.



Equal parts ingénue and seductress, her innocence would be my downfall. My low growl of approval seemed to spur her on…her mouth blazing a seductive trail down my throat and across my collarbones.  She reluctantly released my hands and placed them beside of my legs, her green irises pleading for me to remain still.  I submitted, watching every move she made with my own.  I was not comfortable with being out of control.  



Yet I let her have her way with me.  She was my master in every way.



When she moved to stand between my legs, I groaned at the loss of her naked flesh.  I did not have long to miss her; she leaned over to place her lips against my ear.  Her slender fingers caressed my thighs, her nails raking over my skin as she whispered softly, “Lean back.”



Moving my hands at her brazen command, I braced them behind me to support my weight.  Her heavily-lidded eyes lingered over every inch of my body.  She was pleased with herself, a smug smile gracing her beautiful face.  Her teeth caught her lower lip, her breath hitching as her excitement grew with each passing moment.



She pressed my legs apart and sank to her knees at my feet, looking up at me through her thick fringe of dark eyelashes.  She swirled her tongue over my hip and her moist lips skated across my stomach.  Involuntarily, my muscles tightened at her touch.  It was almost too much to bear…until I felt her gently kissing the head of my cock.



“Josephine,” I groaned.  Seeing her in front of me like this, in control yet concerned with pleasing me, was almost too much to endure.



I wanted to watch her, enjoy every moment of the overwhelming pleasure she would bring me…but once her hot mouth encased the head of my cock, my head fell back against my shoulders and my fingers dug into the covers behind me.  My chest was heaving with panting breaths until finally, I stopped breathing as she licked her lips and she sank her mouth down over the entire length of me, her tiny hands still gripping my thighs.



My hips involuntarily thrust up at the exquisite heat and indulgence of her hot mouth as her lips moved over me, pulling me deeper with each plunge.  Her speed increased and I could feel the vibration of her moan as I twitched against her lips.  Though this was my own version of Valhalla, I wanted more than this…I wanted to bury myself to the hilt inside of her.



“Enough!”  My growl was guttural and came through gritted teeth.  “Vackra, I do not want to come this way.”



She released me with a light pop, and I moaned as the cool air of the room hit my cock.  Pushing lightly against my chest, she forced me back against the bed with a gentle shove.  Slowly and with the grace of a cat, she edged slowly up the length of my body. Her breasts dragged over my stomach until every inch of our skin was touching.  Her emerald eyes were gleaming, darkened with desire.  And her voice…her voice was throaty and sultry as she spoke to me. “Do you want to be inside of me when you come?”



I swallowed hard and I felt my Adam’s apple bob in my throat.  The creature had a way about her that made me feel like a lovesick fool, completely at her mercy.  All I could manage was a nod and a strangled reply. “Yes.”



“Do you want to make me come too?” She asked teasingly, nuzzling her nose against my cheek.  She had no idea the effect her ministrations had on me.  My patience was frayed…I was struggling to hold back, fighting my desire to throw her to the bed and have her.



And then I would take her again…and again.  I would fuck her until we were spent.



“Josephine....”



“Answer me.  Do you want to touch me?”  She brushed her lips against mine as she continued her provocative flirtation.  She was playing with fire…  



My body trembled and my mouth parted, my tongue flickering out to lick across my lower lip.  As I watched her seduce me, her face and body gave her away.  She had enough of trying to control me.  She was prepared to lose herself in me…body, mind, soul.



“More than I can tell you.  I want to bury my cock in you.  I want you to beg for me to stop,” I muttered softly in my native tongue.  My eyes never left hers as I spoke to her.  I meant every word I said to her, even the words she did not understand.



I longed to kiss her, but instead I chose to open my mind to her.  I revealed to her in explicit detail every wicked thing I wanted to do to her beautiful body.  Vivid pictures of me fucking her, plunging inside of her until she cried my name and begged for more filled both of our minds.



 “Don't just show me what you want to do to me with your mind.  Do it. ” Her finely arched eyebrow rose in challenge even though her voice wavered.



My hands blurred to grip each side of her face, capturing her mouth in a kiss that was as raw as the emotions this woman unleashed in me.  I wanted to punish her for making me feel this confusing rush of emotions…for making me love her.



Without a coherent thought, I flipped her to her back on the bed, my body looming over her.  My arms trembled as I fought to hold back.



In a strange change of events, her lips sought mine again.  Her fingers tangled in my hair as our lips reconnected, wet and filled with need.  She needed my reassurance…she needed to know I loved her.



A sharp slap to the side of my head brought me from my daydream.  Lukas stood over me, his hands fisted on his hips as he pursed his lips in annoyance.



“Are you going to lay out here all night or do you want to hear my news?”  Lukas asked.  He was agitated and was almost vibrating in his excitement.



I was angered at being disturbed from my mental escape.  This time, it had almost seemed real….as if I could have reached out and touched her.  “If this is yet another of your wild goose chases, I do not think I can take it.”



A year had passed since I saw her board a plane for Singapore.  I had scoured the country, searching tirelessly for her.  Once again, she had managed to disappear into oblivion.  Stealthy and sly, she was an expert at becoming anonymous.  I began to wonder if Lukas’ assumptions were correct.  Was she hiding from something?  Instinct told me that there was a reason she kept running.  Perhaps it was unintentional and she was simply as restless and I had become.  Her disappearance concerned me; not a day passed that I did not worry about her safety.  Deep down, I barely allowed myself to acknowledge my greatest fear: she was blissfully happy in the arms of another man.  My stomach churned as I imagined her in the throes of passion with someone other than me.



We had been in Bali for approximately three weeks when the dreams began again.  Cautiously optimistic, I observed how the intensity of the dreams seemed to increase each time she was in close proximity to me.  If her influence was this strong now, I could not imagine the power she would have once I found her.



“Maybe I shouldn’t waste my time then.”  Lukas huffed and sat down on the edge of the lounge chair.  He feigned a sudden interest in his fingernails and refused to meet my burning stare.



Leaning forward, my voice lowered an octave. “If you value your life, you will tell me.  I will then decide if it is worth my effort and consideration.”



He cocked his head to the side and gave me an impish grin.  “I don’t know…”



I struggled to remain calm.  Drawing in a few deep breaths, I did my best to not snap when I addressed him again.  “Lukas.  As your maker…”



“You don’t have to pull the maker crap.  I’m joking, Stefan.  Remember what that is? Christ on a cracker.”  He drew his legs up and faced me on the chair.  “Remember the realtor I told you about?  The one that sold us this house?”



I could see this was not going to be a simple explanation.  Lukas was going to draw this out, making me wait purposelessly.



Patience, Stefan.  Taking a deep breath, my muscles tensed regardless of the measures I took to relax. “Yes.  And this matters to me for what reason exactly?”



Lukas crossed his arms and smiled widely, showing off his gleaming white teeth.  “Today I was in town and happened to run into the realtor.  Her name is Anna.  Anyway, we starting chatting and we ended up in her office.  While I was there, she received a phone call from…”



“Enough!  Cut to the chase,” I snapped.  Lukas jumped at the brusque tone and the irritability in my words.  I ran my fingers through my hair and sighed.  “Please, can you just explain without turning this into an epic novel?”



“Anna received a phone call from a friend of hers while we were chatting.  They were arranging a GNO.  It seems they are trying to fix up a perpetually single friend that refuses to date,” Lukas gushed, the speed of his speech increasing as he spoke.  “Want to know who the friend is?”



My eyebrows furrowed as I listened to him talk.  He spoke in circles, giving me too much information on certain things that were worthless to me and vague on what was necessary.  “A GNO?”



Lukas rolled his blue eyes towards the ceiling. ”Girl’s Night Out, grandpa.  You really need to get with the lingo.  Women get together for date nights.  But that’s not the point.  They’re meeting in about two hours.”



I chose to ignore his insult and gestured with my fingers for him to continue.  “Who is she, Lukas?”



If possible, Lukas’ smile increased in size.  “Anna, Georgia and their single friend, Josie.”



Speechless, I fell back into my chair.  It could not be her.  This was much too easy.  “Josie?”  The shortened version of her name felt strange on my tongue.  “As in my Josephine?”



Could it be this simple?  Had Lukas found her without even trying?  My mind raced as I attempted to process what he had told me.  I realized quickly it was not the time to ponder the probability of this being the woman I had narrowly missed too many times to count. 



I stood up, pacing the length of the pool aimlessly.  “Where are they going?”



Lukas watched me pace and sat back in the chair I had vacated.  “Some dive called Echo Beach Club.  They have a live band…”



I could care less about a live band or if she was visiting a circus for that matter.  Lukas was still talking as I hurried up the steps into the house, stopping only long enough to grab my keys from the table.



“Stefan!  You can’t just go into this half-cocked.  You need a plan…at least some idea on how to approach this woman.  You can’t just waltz in and proclaim your undying love for a mortal.  Let me come and we’ll figure it out,” Lukas wheedled with a whine to his voice.  He had followed close behind me and now reminded me of a small child begging for a new toy.



Sadly, I shook my head and placed my hand on his shoulder.  “I have to do this alone.  We stand out, Lukas.  It would be overwhelming for her to encounter two immortal creatures.  Not to mention your realtor friend might be suspicious if you just happened to show up at the very place they were planning their…their GN…”



“O,” Lukas supplied sullenly.  His normally jovial face appeared as if I had struck him.  “You’re going to deny me this?  For all of these years, I’ve helped you.  Stefan…”



“Lukas, I want nothing more than for you to join me.  You have to understand.  It is too risky.”  My fingers combed through my thick hair again.  “If this is my Josephine, I assure you, you will have every opportunity to meet her.”



“And you’ll call me.  Or at least text me.”  Lukas bounced on the balls of his feet.  “You have to at least give me that.”



Shaking my head, I shoved my wallet and cell phone in my pocket.  “See?  I assure you.  If it is her, you will be the first to find out.”



I did not want to waste another moment.  I hurried through the house until Lukas’ voice stopped me again.  “Don’t do anything rash.”



“I am nearly a thousand years old.  I assure you, I have never been rash.”  I rolled the keys around my finger and clutched them in my fist.  “Are we finished?”



Lukas approached me and for one of the few times in the 150 years together, he was somber.  “You aren’t rational when it comes to her.  You’re in love with her, Stefan.  Or at least the image you have of her.  You don’t know how she’s going to react…it might take work to win her over.  Just go slow with her.  Maybe romance her a bit.  I’ve read that human women love that.”



Now I was receiving love advice from my gay child?  This situation was rapidly growing more surreal as our conversation continued.  “I have never had to ‘romance’ a woman, Lukas.  I doubt I will need to start now.”



“I’m sure that’s true.  But this isn’t any woman.  This is the woman you envisioned 200 years ago.  Not to mention that the last ten years of our lives have been spent tracking her.  You can’t blow this, Stefan.  She’s different.  You know it and I know it.  Just admit I’m right already.”



With his biting words resting heavy in my mind, I blurred from the room into the garage.  As I shut the door to the car, I gripped the steering wheel and prayed to any god that was listening that this was my woman from my vision and my search was over.







Chapter Four-Just Rewards



Pulling into the small parking lot of the restaurant, I parked a short distance from the entrance.  I sat behind the wheel, hiding behind the privacy of the tinted windows for a moment and drew in an unnecessary breath.  During the relatively short drive here, my mind was a whirlwind of both optimism and uneasiness.  Would this be the time that I found her, the enchantress that had graced my thoughts and dreams for two centuries?  Or was I setting myself up to fail yet again, only to be a step behind the woman that continued to elude me?



No.  Now was not the time for second thoughts and worry.  I was astounded at the strength of my anxiety.  This was the opportunity I had been waiting for, yet I sat in my vehicle questioning myself.  I had never backed away from a challenge, and I was not going to begin tonight.  Gathering the remains of my frazzled nerves, I slid out of the car and quietly closed the door behind me.  Each footstep brought me closer to the door, and if I had a beating heart, it would have been racing with a foreign emotion.



It was hope.



Pushing through the entrance, I was assaulted with scents and sensations.  The unappealing odor of human food, heavy perfume, cleaning products and the scent of blood overwhelmed me and threatened to distract me from my task.  Holding my breath, it was easier to focus and my eyes quickly scanned the restaurant.  I needed to find a spot where I would have the best vantage point, yet would be easy for me to watch for her and her friends as they arrived.  Quickly evaluating my options, I came to the conclusion that the bar area would be a favorable place to observe the various humans that would come and go as the night progressed.  I chose a small table in the corner where I had an unobstructed view of the small restaurant, yet could remain relatively hidden from the scrutiny and attention of the other bar patrons.



Folding my large frame into one of the chairs, I rested my arms on the wooden table and placed an order for a beer when the waitress approached.  She lingered longer than necessary, her interest in me seemingly more than just platonic.  I barely gave her a second look.  She had nothing I wanted.  Even her blood, spiked with excitement, did not entice me.



With nothing more to do, I simply sat back and waited for her as I had for the last 200 years.  I had grown accustomed to the routine.  If the gods were willing, tonight would be different.  And if not, I would wait another 200 years if it brought her to me.



The time slowly passed, yet only my fingers betrayed my growing irritation as they absently picked at the label on the bottle of beer I had ordered in my charade to appear human.  I had all but given up hope when my attention was drawn to two women entering the bar, approaching a table and greeting another small woman with embraces.  The first woman was tall with long brown hair, dressed in a bright pink dress that screamed out for attention.  She was brassy and loud, her mannerisms flighty and exaggerated.  Feeling my lip curl in disgust, I let my eyes drift to the second woman and it was as if time stopped for me.  Seeing her standing there made everything in the room vanish around me: the inane chatter, the unpleasant smell of human food, the aroma of blood.  Nothing else mattered except this woman.



It was Josephine.  My fated, standing before me in the flesh and blood.  If it were necessary for me to breathe, I would say my breath was bated.  If I had a beating heart, I would say it skipped a beat.  If I were a human, I would have experienced both of those things.  But I am a vampire, and my body betrayed none of the turmoil I was experiencing in my head.  I simply waited and watched her from across the room.



She was even more stunning than my vision.  She was a bit shorter than the other women, small-boned and willowy.  Her dark, reddish-blond hair was a tumble of glossy waves over her bare, tanned shoulders.  Her small, oval face had high cheekbones and finely arched brows.  I knew without seeing them that her eyes would be a deep, luminous green.



Dressed in a sleeveless black dress that hugged the curves of her full breasts and shapely hips, it only accentuated her long and lean legs.



My primal instincts threatened to take over as my predatory gaze memorized every inch of her body.  I wanted to take her, possess every part of her.  Gripping the table, every part of me wanted to walk to her and sweep her away to keep her for myself, regardless if she was willing or not.  My jaw grew taut and I let out a ragged breath as the wood of the table cracked under the pressure of my hands.  No, I could not risk scaring her away after waiting centuries to find her.  I had to rely on my patience and wait, like a lion watching its prey.  The promise of what she would be to me would make my suffering tolerable.



And like any predator, I took my time observing her with her friends.  I gathered every morsel of information she unknowingly offered me.  It was apparent she seemed uncomfortable as she went through the motions of eating and making small talk with her companions.  It was only after a few glasses of wine that she began to relax, her occasional laughter drifting over the din of the restaurant.  The gentle sound of her voice was like a soothing balm to my restless soul.  Wound like a tightened spring, I had lost count of the times that I had to resist the yearning to go to her, regardless of the consequences.  The instinctual urge to have her to myself was all consuming.



A DJ began playing loud music in the bar, causing the humans to slowly fill the small dance floor.  My eyes were only focused on her as she waved off her friends' attempts to pull her on the dance floor with them.  She denied them with a laugh, pointing to the door that led to the patio.  I calculated the risks of approaching her now or taking the chance and waiting for her on the beach below the restaurant.



The beach seemed like the better bet.  We would be alone.



Tossing money on the table, I walked at an almost inhuman speed to the door and blurred down the stairs to the beach.  I moved a safe distance from the steps and prayed silently to Odin that I had made the correct choice.



Only a few moments had passed when I heard her soft footsteps on the stairs, stopping as she moved gracefully onto the sand.  She was still for a moment, a small smile gracing her lips.  She stood there in the moonlight, looking every inch the innocent, yet seductive goddess from my visions.  Seeing her so close made every logical thought fly from my head as I took her in.  My control deserted me until all I was left with was my most primitive desires.  I wanted to go to her, yes.  Desire and longing had taken over and my instincts urged me to fuck and feed.  Lust hammered my senses as she took a small step towards the ocean, her skirt swirling around her shapely thighs when she stopped suddenly and hugged her arms around herself.  The scent of her arousal hit me mere seconds later, inflaming my heightened senses even further.  My cock twitched uncomfortably when the object of all my desires released a loud, throaty laugh.   I could feel a growl starting deep in my chest, and I fought my impulse to push her into the sand and fuck her until I could not think anymore.



Drawing a deep breath, I knew my time to approach her was now.  Now I would speak to the woman that had haunted me for nearly 200 years, tormenting my dreams with unfulfilled pleasure.  Later…later I would have her.



Hesitantly, I began my approach, freezing in place when yet another peal of laughter erupted from her.  It was impossible for me to walk away from her now.  She was like a siren, calling me to her.  I resumed my advance, my feet silent and cautious on the compact sand.



I was only feet away from her when I finally spoke.  “May I ask what is so funny?”



She startled, her heart rate increasing as she spun to face me.  She was ethereally beautiful, her reddish-blond hair even darker and gleaming in the moonlight, framing her delicate face.  The eyes that had haunted me thousands of times in my mind were dark green and large, shadowed with a fringe of thick eyelashes.  Her cheeks were flushed pink over her prominent cheekbones and her full, pouty lips were parted in surprise.



A mixture of relief and euphoria flooded over me, threatening to bring me to my knees in front of her.  After countless centuries alone, I had found her.  My solitary goal now was to convince her to remain by my side.



“N-nothing,” she stuttered, her breathing uneven as she spoke.  “It's sort of an inside joke about my friends inside.”



“Ah.  A joke.”  I moved to stand close enough to her so that our arms touched, electricity sparking between us.  The animalistic urge to take her roared loudly inside of me, begging for reprieve.  It had been a long time since I had even considered a sexual relationship, instead focused on finding her.  I swallowed roughly and struggled to maintain my faltering self-control.



She had felt the surge as well.  I observed her fingers brushing absently against her arm and was only briefly taken aback when I heard her thoughts float through my mind, wondering if she was crazy or if she'd had too much to drink when she felt the energy pass between us.  She thought it would make more sense if she were crazy.



Hearing her mental voice in my mind made my prophecy complete.  I knew her voice would 'call to me', yet I had no comprehension as to what that meant until this moment.  She would not be pleased to know that I had access to her thoughts.  This development could be added to my list of unpleasant things that I would eventually have to explain to her.



Turning my head to look down at her, I was entertained as she continued her inner musings.  Her eyes were critically examining my face, her thoughts filled with confusion.  She was comparing me to a memory she was recalling.  Brief images floated through her mind…images that mirrored my own dreams.  She thought my face was handsome, noting the almost iridescent quality of my skin in the moonlight.  Her heart was still thumping wildly as she openly admired me, her thoughts varying from thinking she was out of her league with me, trying to place why I looked so familiar until her mind veered off and she wondered why she could not read me.



Read me? It was imperative that I divert her attention for the moment.  She was surprisingly more perceptive than most humans.  It was much too early to be forced to play my hand and reveal what I was too soon.



“I should introduce myself.  I am Stefan Lifsten.  And you are?” I inclined my head, extending my hand to her in greeting.  Nervously she placed her tiny hand in mine and the silky warmth heated the coolness of my skin, another spark passing between us.  Her mind wandered off to consider that it might not be a good sign that her panties wanted to disappear into the night from something as simple as a touch.



She was absolutely intriguing.



“I'm Josephine Anderson.  Everyone calls me Josie but you can call me whatever you want...” Her soft voice faltered, having almost a musical quality to it.  She was irritated with herself for babbling, cursing herself for her ‘verbal diarrhea’ and wondering if she could do anything to make herself seem more of an idiot.



“Josephine, it is my pleasure to meet you.”  I lowered my mouth to her hand, brushing it lightly with my lips.  My eyes rolled back as I was bombarded with the allure of her blood pulsing through her veins, the soft warmth of her fragrant skin, and the sweet bouquet of her arousal flooding my nose.  It took every bit of restraint I possessed to pull my lips from her skin to observe her again.  She took a deep breath and glanced in the direction of the bar, her mind focused on trying to calm herself before she blurted out something else embarrassing.



Concentrating on keeping my composure, I wrestled with the longing to explain that nothing would separate me from her again.  I would kill for her; procure any object she desired, no matter the cost or the method required to obtain it.



For 200 years, my life had not been my own.  Every agonizingly lonely, monotonous moment I had spent without her suddenly seemed unimportant.  This beautiful, strange human woman held the fate of my existence in her hands.



I would die a thousand deaths for her.







Chapter Five-Revelations And Expectations



“Would you like go inside and dance with me, Josephine?” I asked.  I offered her one of my most charming smiles.  Usually when I made such a gesture like this, it was to impose my will on a human.  For the first time, the act was honest and heartfelt.



She was stunned into silence by my query.  Her lips opened and closed as she simply stared at me with confusion.  Her thoughts beckoned for me and I could not resist the urge to read her mind.  Foremost, she was amazed that I wanted to dance with her; concerned that her body would spontaneously combust.  Again, I found her way of thinking completely captivating.   Probing further, on a subconscious level she had recognized me as the man from her dreams.  She was both baffled and aroused.



Finally, she seemed to pull herself out of her thoughts.   Josephine nodded nervously and cringed.  “Sure.” 



"Shall we go?" I questioned softly.  Stepping closer, I could feel the heat radiating from her skin.  I placed my hand on the small of her back, letting my fingers drift greedily over the curve of her ass and gently nudged her towards the steps that led back into the bar.  She carefully navigated the stairs, her hips swaying irresistibly as she ascended.  My eyes watched her, taking in every hypnotic movement of her body.  The music grew louder as we approached the patio and I stepped around her to open the door.  My eyes easily adjusted to the change, yet I observed her blinking several times as we reentered the darkened bar area.



She was even more gorgeous in the shadowy neon light of the bar.  Her skin seemed to shimmer, her copper hair lustrous and shining brightly.  Truthfully, I could have stared at her for hours, scrutinizing every detail about her.  She was graceful, her eyes darting around the room.  It wasn’t until she caught her bottom lip between her teeth that I realized she had become very nervous.



"Let me get you a drink before I take you up on the dance you promised me," I said and waggled my eyebrows.  Steering her towards the bar, I pulled out a stool for her, patting it and shooting her another grin.  "What would you like?"



She hesitated for a moment and her irises darkened to a deep mossy green.  A faint blush stained her cheeks and the smallest of smiles pulled at her lips.  "A glass of red wine sounds great."



As I stepped away and motioned for the bartender, I was drawn to her thoughts.  She was watching me intently, the weight of her eyes raking over me, burning in their intensity.   She was comparing me to the man she had deemed her “fantasy man”, comparing my attributes to him.  Slipping the bartender a sizeable stack of rupiahs for her wine, I fought my smug satisfaction that was creeping over me and slowly turned, sauntering back towards her.  I placed the glass of wine in front of her and sat down on the adjoining stool, stretching my legs until they brushed against hers.  She blushed again and grabbed her wine glass with shaky fingers, swallowing a large drink.



Josephine sat her glass down on the polished wood and glanced at me with narrowed eyes as she glanced down at the empty space in front of me on the bar.  "Thanks.  You're not drinking anything?"



I snickered and leaned closer to her.  My eyes swept over her face and I gave her a rueful smile. "No, I am fine for now."



Her long, elegant fingernails tapped out a nervous rhythm against the bar top and I was overcome with the urge to soothe her.  I reached across and covered her hand with mine, weaving our fingers together.  I was still watching her when our eyes met with a strength that if I had been human, my heart would have been pounding and my breathing would have stopped.  Gazing at her beautiful face, I smiled and extended my free hand to push an errant curl away from her forehead, my fingers brushing down the side of her cheek in a gentle caress that left my skin tingling from the energy that flowed between us.



For two centuries, I had longed for this connection.  I had dreamt of it; prayed to the gods that I would be fortunate enough to find it.



And now she was sitting at my side.



“Josie!” 



A brash, heavily-accented southern voice rang through the bar.  Josephine’s fingers tightened around mine and she broke away from my stare.  Her shoulders stiffened apprehensively as two women made their approach through the crowd, their eyes both widening in surprise as they took in my presence at her side.



The woman in the hot pink dress crossed her arms and her eyes narrowed until they were slits as she verbally scolded Josephine.  “We were just getting ready to look for you.  I can see you've been busy.”



The other much smaller female moved to her side with a drink in her hand, her eyes shamelessly sweeping over me with apparent appreciation.  She gave an exaggerated nod to Josephine, winking in what must be her approval.  She leaned towards her and attempted to whisper, however her rather loud voice carried so that it was clearly audible over the music.  “Good catch, Josie.”



Gauging both of their reactions, I was pleased to discover that Josephine with a male was a completely unexpected development.  Josephine was embarrassed by their behavior, and her eyes darted to mine apologetically.  She was concerned their combined presence and ogling had ruined the moment.



I could care less about either of these human females; they were dull in comparison to her.  Their blatant stares and comments meant nothing to me.   Smiling sympathetically, I raised an eyebrow slightly, jutting my chin towards the two women to remind her that we were no longer alone.



Josephine jerked and tucked her hair nervously behind one ear.  “Uh, yeah.  Georgia and Anna, this is Stefan…Stefan Lifsten.  Stefan, these are my friends Georgia and Anna.”



“It is my pleasure to meet you both.”  I stood and gallantly inclined my head in greeting.  I had still not removed my hand from hers; her warm palm was pressed tightly against my own.  The female named Georgia peered at our joined hands, her head swiveling to look at Anna with suspicion.  Anna shrugged and busied herself with her drink.



I liked her friend Anna better already.  She had enough intelligence and common sense to not ask questions.  On the other hand, the other human…Georgia was difficult to like.  I had been alive long enough to read her like a book.  No question would be off limits and this human would lack any sort of boundaries.



As if she had read my mind, Georgia's head spun back around and refocused her attention on Josephine, a strained smile plastered on her face.  She made a production of dramatically glancing at her watch and staring at her pointedly. “Are you ready to go Josie? It's getting late.”



Unconsciously, my grip tightened on her.  This was an unacceptable turn of events.  There was no way Josephine was going to slip from my grasp so soon.  I cleared my throat loudly, drawing Georgia's attention to me.  “If it is acceptable to Josephine, I would like to spend some time alone with her.  I will make sure she gets home safely."



Georgia’s blue eyes moved to me, and the look she delivered was filled with annoyance.  It was apparent she was accustomed to running the show when it came to Josephine.  I would wager that she attempted to play the overbearing Mother Hen to her.  Her exaggerated glower and attempt to intimidate me was entertaining.  Instead of saying a word, I simply smiled widely and cocked an eyebrow.  My answering gaze was one of challenge.  She had not an inkling of who or what she was dealing with.



Yes, this woman was going to be an issue.  My ability to read humans may have diminished, but it did not take a mind reader to see that Georgia was going to be a thorn in my side – and a potential threat to our relationship.



It didn't take long for her to recover.  “Josephine?!?” Georgia questioned, her tone laced with sarcasm.  She shook her head and rolled her eyes, cocking her hip angrily.  “Josie, it's up to you.  I can hang out...”



“Georgia Turner,” Anna interrupted her, slapping her on the arm in annoyance.  “Enough.  Leave them alone.”



The two women exchanged a look.  It was similar to the interactions Lukas and I shared throughout our time together.  It was look conspirators exchanged when they were willing to shelve the battle temporarily.  Once they had Josephine alone, they would both bombard her with questions and their unneeded concerns.



This was why I chose to keep humans at an arm’s length.  They were unpredictable and petty, filled with grandiose schemes laced with their immaturity.



I was prepared to intervene when she waved Georgia and Anna off, interrupting them both before they had the chance to say another word.  “No, it's fine.  Stefan can get me home or I can call a cab.”



A cab?!?  I was prepared to wisk this woman away to parts unknown.  She would not leave my sight if I had my way.



“Are you sure?” Georgia questioned doubtfully, shooting me yet another murderous glare.  If a look were capable of delivering my final death, I would be a pile of ash at her feet.



Josephine let out a loud snort at Georgia’s words.  I could make out enough of her thoughts to ascertain that she considered Georgia to be a hypocrite.  The exact reason...I could not determine.  However, I had encountered hundreds of women like Georgia in my lifetime.  Eager and willing to any male that bestowed any attention their way, they became insecure and manipulative once they realized they had competition.  A century ago, I would have drained a woman like Georgia without a second thought.  She would have been a fulfilling meal and I would have justified my actions with the knowledge I had ridded the world of such a shallow creature.  Things were very different now…and the mere thought of her vile blood coursing thorough my veins was enough to sicken me.



Possessively, I shifted closer to Josephine.  My chest pressed into her back, her soft curves molding against me.  “Georgia, she will be fine with me.  You are welcome to come check on her tomorrow,” I said smoothly, inserting more force in my words than I had intended.  This infuriating woman had no idea how easily I could snap her neck if I chose to do so.  She would be dead before anyone could register what had happened and I would be minus this exasperating human.



Georgia appraised us both, her lips set in a thin line.  She was clearly unhappy with the events of the night and was happy to let us know.  “Fine.  I'll call you tomorrow.”  She jabbed her finger into the side of my chest, her tone filled with hostility and bravado.  “Touch a hair on her head without her permission and you’ll have me to deal with.  Got it, pretty boy?”



My eyes drifted from her finger into her insipid blue eyes.  It was only Josephine that kept me centered.  Inwardly, I seethed at the sheer gall of this human.  Unlike most humans, she was completely unaware that I was a threat.  Perhaps her devotion to Josephine was the reason.



Or perhaps she was a blathering idiot.  Nevertheless, it was obvious she cared for Josephine…by my calculations it would likely be her only redeeming quality.  Covering my irritation with a wide grin that went no further than my lips, I channeled my frustration into appearing amused by Georgia's grandiose threats.  If this woman ever crossed Josephine, she would be dead without a second thought or any remorse.  “Point taken.  Good evening, Anna.  And to you as well, Georgia Turner.”



Giving Josephine a final glance, Georgia let Anna lead her off.  They gathered up their purses and disappeared into the crowd.  It was only then I looked down at the woman standing beside of me.  Once again, she appeared to be lost and out of her element.  For someone so beautiful, she seemed to be uncomfortable in her own skin when it came to social situations.



“Josephine, you owe me a dance, yes?”



Without waiting for her answer, I tugged her smoothly off the stool and onto the dance floor just as a slow song began to flood the room.  Smiling at my good luck, I wrapped my arms around her and pulled her against me.  The top of her head barely touched the edge of my shoulder as we moved slowly together, her slender body pressed tightly against me.  She wound her arms around my shoulders, her fingertips ghosting across the muscles of my back.  As I held her, I could not shake this odd familiarity of this moment.  Her touch, her skin…the comfortable calm that surrounded me…



Adrift in the sheer pleasure of having her in my arms, I found it increasingly difficult to stay focused as the heat of her body enveloped me in a contentment I had never known.  One of my hands gently traced lazy patterns along her spine while the other splayed around her waist.  Her soft sigh of approval and the soft nuzzle of her nose against my chest stunned me.  It was not until I heard her sharp intake of breath that I realized she had buried her face against my shirt and was breathing in my scent.



This woman was truly my match.  She was unlike any human I had ever encountered.



She shifted closer until every inch of our bodies was flush.  I had been in a state of arousal since I first saw her, and our time on the dance floor had only increased my need of her.  Once she discovered my evident excitement, her resounding moan of desire shook me to my very core.  The longer I held her, a wealth of emotions coursed through me, many of them unfamiliar to me.  Relief, satisfaction, love, lust and worry all battled for control.  I stared down at her and she was gazing up at me through her eyelashes.  Her thoughts were hazy; yet it was clear she felt relief at being in my embrace.  My touch made everything silent for her, just as her presence seemed to close off my other senses.  It was an equally disturbing and comforting development.



The song faded out and I reluctantly pulled away, letting the back of my fingers caress the satin skin of her cheek.  I lost myself in the beauty of her face and passion that had robbed me of coherent thought.  My voice came out as a soft murmur when I finally regained the ability to speak. “I think it is time I took you home, yes?”



Her face fell and she nodded, abruptly turning to walk towards her table and reached out to retrieve her purse.  She clutched the bag in her hands until her knuckles turned white.  It was then I realized she had misunderstood my intention.  “Oh, right. I'm sure you have other things to do and it's getting late. If it's too...” 



She spun to face me, her words fading out as she collided with the solid wall of my chest.  Her arms twitched as looked up at me, her emerald eyes stormy.  I could not let her think I was ready to walk away from the one thing that had given my life purpose for the last two centuries.



Smiling, I leaned down slightly and pressed my lips against the shell of her ear.  “I was hoping you would invite me to your house so we could talk uninterrupted."



Rising back up to my full height, I watched the battle play out behind her green eyes.  First wary, they softened as she studied my face.  Her reply came out in a rush.  “Come on, Romeo.  Let's go to my house.”



“Romeo?!?” I echoed.  I had been called many things in my long life, but never Romeo.  I ran my fingers through my hair and my free hand slipped into the front pocket of my faded jeans.



“I like it, so let's just go with it,” she countered playfully, grabbing my hand and pulling me out of the restaurant behind her.



I did nothing to stop her; I simply followed behind her, willing to go wherever she led me.  If needed, I would follow this woman to the ends of the earth and into the depths of hell.



Extracting my hand from hers, I sidled next to her and once again pressed my hand against the small of her back to steer her towards my car.  Retrieving the key fob, I unlocked it and opened the door, offering her my most seductive smile.  Seemingly unaffected, she glanced away from me long enough to slowly lower herself into the leather seat.  Her slow descent gave me the opportunity to admire the length of her long legs, observing how the hem of her skirt fell back on her flawless thigh.  I imagined that leg wrapped abound me, her hot skin against mine as we moved as one…



She cleared her throat and raised an eyebrow at me.  She had caught me staring and I could not stop the tiny smile that tugged at my lips.  She had made no effort to pull down her skirt; she simply was letting me know she was watching me.  As I closed the door and walked quickly around the car, I paused with my fingers on the handle, drawing in a ragged breath.  I had fought the temptation of her blood; denied my own needs for this moment.  It was not the time for me to push her or to force myself on her.  Yanking open the door, I slid into the driver’s seat and started the engine in one smooth motion.



“Where are we going, Josephine?” I asked softly.  She jumped and nervously twisted her hands in her lap, blinking for a moment.



Was she having second thoughts?  Her mind was chaos as she contemplated what might transpire next.  “Go right out of the parking lot, my house is about three miles down the road on the left.  28124,” she replied quietly.  She watched me intently as I backed out of the lot and pulled onto the main road.



We had driven in silence for a moment when she spoke again.  Her voice was husky and throaty, one of the sexiest sounds I had heard in many years.  “Your car is beautiful.  It's much nicer than my jeep.”



"It is an Audi TT.  I spare no expense when it comes to vehicles.” I shrugged.  With an unlimited income, I spared little expense on very few things.  Over the years, I had invested thousands of dollars in my search for her.  It was money well spent as the object of my quest was now sitting at my side.



Relishing my good luck, I hummed as I drove and tapped my fingers against the steering wheel.  Even though I was happy, I was still uneasy.  I had found her; however the battle was not over.  I had the task of explaining my true nature and the visions that had set my course to find her.



Occasionally, I would find myself glancing over at her across the console.  In addition to the conversation we were eventually going to have, I was unprepared for the changes she was triggering deep within me.  I had never concerned myself about how a human felt.  They had simply served a purpose.  Now…now everything was different.  I was lost in thought when I felt her warm fingers lacing between mine.  Her touch comforted me and I released a deep sigh of relief at the delicious pleasure of such a simple, sweet gesture.



Even more amazing, the energy between us soared in the small confines of the automobile.  There was so much I did not understand.  I had never bonded myself to another, yet we shared a connection that even I could not deny.



We had only traveled a short distance when I approached her villa.  As I turned into her drive, I took in her home.  It was small and modern, neither modest nor extravagant.  A large porch adorned the front of the house.  The driveway was long and gravel covered, and I drove slowly and came to a stop next to a jeep.  I smoothly exited the car, closing the door behind me and hurried around the car to open her door.  She stared up at me in disbelief as I stood with my hand extended to her.  She was observing me intently, her mind making calculations and observations most humans paid little attention to.  She had noticed the difference in my skin on the beach, the coolness of my flesh…now she was attempting to figure out how I moved so quickly.



She was more than human.  That had to be the logical answer.  My conclusion opened up a plethora of other questions.  If she was not human, what was she?



It was when she finally placed her hand in mine and I helped her from the car that I snapped back to attention.  With a quick jerk of her chin, she gestured for me to follow her as she led me up the steps to her villa.  She only pulled her hand away long enough to unlock and open the door.  She walked in and turned to look back at me, placing a hand on her hip as I stood waiting in the open doorway.  I refused to enter until I obtained her permission. 



It came a second later.  “Come in.  Can I get you something to drink?  Water, tea?”  As she switched on a lamp, I took advantage of her invitation and sat on her couch, stretching my legs out in front of me.



“Nothing.  Thank you, Josephine.”  I smiled slowly and my lips parted to display my blunt human teeth.  I extended my arms across the back of the couch and watched as she kicked off her shoes and chuckled under her breath.  It was the perfect opportunity to dip into her mind.



Transfixed, she stood silently for a moment with her arms crossed under her chest.  Her eyes closed and I felt her mind reach out, struggling to make a connection with mine.  We had shared no blood so for the time being, my mind was blissfully still closed to her.  She was astonished that she was only greeted with blackness, a gentle hum, and the quietness of her surroundings.



Her preoccupation with attempting to “read” me, and her relief of the quietness reminded me of my own ability.  Could she be afflicted with the same ability as me?  Was she also a psychic?



And then I was slapped with the first worrisome thought of the night.  She wondered what I was.  She knew I was different than other humans.



She would be correct.  Now I wondered how long it would take her to figure out exactly what I was.



When she opened her eyes, they immediately found mine.  I pushed my mind out to her, attempting to push my will upon her.  I had no intention of acting on it…I simply wanted to see if she would respond.  The only reaction I received was one of bewilderment.  It obviously had no effect on her.



It was an interesting development.



I rubbed my chin and frowned.  My use of forcing my will upon her did not work, yet most of her thoughts were crystal clear to me.  She was a perplexing puzzle that I could not wait to solve.



With that thought still fresh in my mind, I slowly rose to my feet and crossed the room to stand in front of her.  Unable to resist her for long, my hands lightly traveled up and down the length of her arms.  She shivered and her nervousness was clear.   “Are you okay, Josephine?”



It was a rhetorical question.  A play of varying emotions flashed across her face and she was anything but ‘okay’.  In the matter of hours, I had turned her safe little existence upside down.  She was struggling to understand why she felt a connection with me, so strong it made her want to forget every rule she had set for herself.



"Yes, I'm just...” Josephine began hesitantly as her emerald eyes burned up into my own.  She seemed at a loss for words, searching for the right sentiment.



“Overwhelmed?" I answered for her.  Her eyes registered her shock at my observation and I traced a finger across her collarbones.  She shuddered and swallowed, and I had to admit I enjoyed the reaction my touch had on her. "I can see it in your eyes.  There is no such thing as coincidence, Josephine.  We were supposed to meet tonight.”



“We were supposed to meet?” she repeated quietly.  Her gaze never faltered, her body frozen in place.



 “I suppose some would call it fate.” I was unable to stop touching her, obsessed with learning the feel of her skin under my fingers.  My hand wove into the hair at the nape of her neck, my thumb resting over her racing pulse point.  “You are not what I expected.  You are more.”



“More?” Josephine whispered, her tone filled with disbelief.  Her hand seemed to move in slow motion as she reached up to trace the outline of my lips with the tips of her fingers.  I wanted…no, I craved her touch and this unassuming action barely scratched the surface.  We both needed to reassure ourselves that this moment was real.  Her hands were soft against my mouth, and my lip curved upwards into a grin at her curious exploration.



Josephine’s lustful thoughts bombarded me all at once.  She had decided that all I needed to do was kiss her and her flagging self-control would snap in relief from the pressure.



Who was I to deny her? Without another word, my head lowered and my lips collided with hers. I wrenched her tightly against me, molding us together.  My hands roved over every inch of her exposed skin until my hands twisted in her hair.  It was at that moment she seemed to melt in my arms and her own hands became busy working their way underneath the back of my shirt, exploring the cool hardness of my body.  As our kiss deepened, my tongue begged for entrance into her mouth and she parted her lips to me, allowing me to explore.



Time ceased to exist and I was lost in sensation…lost in the sweet taste of her on my tongue and each of us battling for control in the uncontrollable passion building between us.



No longer maintaining the guise of being a gentleman, I wanted to see every bit of her naked skin.  I tugged on the tie to her dress, moaning into her mouth as it slowly opened.  Bit by bit the fabric fell away, exposing her ample, high breasts, flat stomach and long legs.  My eyes wandered slowly and deliberately over her nearly naked body.



I had seen many women naked and in various states of undress.  Nothing could compare to this perfection.  Nothing.



“Beautiful,” I murmured thickly, reclaiming her lips in a brief kiss.  “Where is your bedroom?”



Her response was a breathy, harsh rush of words.  "Down the hallway.”



I swept her into my arms and her long, lean legs instinctively wrapped around my waist.  My hands cupped her ass as I quickly carried her into her bedroom, softly placing her in the middle of the bed.  I stood motionless above her as my eyes covetously claimed her body.  She was mine.  As long as I lived, no other mortal or immortal would experience the splendor of her body.



“Stefan, take off your clothes.  Please,” she whispered eagerly.  “I want…”



I leered at her for a moment and raised an eyebrow in response to her brazen request.  I had her exactly where I wanted her: she was nearly naked on her bed and writhing in need for me.



Yes, this was all for me.  It would be my reward for my perseverance and persistence.



 “As you wish.”  My voice was deep as I tugged my shirt over my head swiftly and let it drop carelessly from my fingers.  I unbuttoned my jeans and my fingers moved slowly as they lowered the zipper tine by tine…enjoying every moment of her eager anticipation.  Not wanting to draw out the torture for too long, I pushed them over my hips and let the denim fall around my feet.  I stood unashamedly naked for her approval, watching as the bright jade darkened to a deep emerald green, her pupils dilating in response.  Her eyes shamelessly moved over my chest, widening as they finally came to rest on my cock.



It was then I grinned and quipped playfully, “Do you like what you see, Josephine?”







Chapter Six- Reality Check



She did not answer me.  Instead, she crawled across the bed and rose up on her knees to rest her shaking hands against my chest.  Her eyes were sparkling as she pressed her palms against me, her nails dragging around my nipples and further down to trace over the muscles of my stomach.  Her fingers began the same journey upwards, only this time her mouth and tongue alternately licked and kissed across my flesh, leaving a blazing trail behind every touch.  Her eyes met mine again and she descended again, her teeth nipping playfully along my jaw.  She stopped and her nose grazed the length of my neck, laving my earlobe and running the tip of her tongue over the shell of my ear.



Her touch was so incredibly gentle.  I had not felt this much tenderness in nearly a millennia.  I needed more, craved to feel it again.



She was playing with fire and I could take no more.  I longed to lose myself in all of the pleasures her body had to offer.  I had waited so long for this…



My hands snaked into her hair and drew her lips back to mine.  Our mouths met once again and she playfully bit on my bottom lip before I aggressively took control.  My tongue darted into her mouth, curling around hers.  It was an all-consuming kiss, fueled by pure, raw want and her unbridled passion.  I could have spent hours simply kissing her until I felt her hands grasp my cock, stroking me from base to tip with a flick of her wrist.  Now simply a kiss would not be enough.  I wanted more.



Her bold touch unhinged me and my uncontrollable need forced my lips from hers.  Without thinking, I pushed her to the bed, her hair spilling around her wildly.  I only regretted my forcefulness for a moment until I saw her face… her eyes blazed darkly; they were wild and feral as they watched me inch my way onto the bed.  It was my turn to play…and it was my mouth and hands that explored the planes of her flat stomach and caress the curve of her full breasts.  I lowered against her at the same time my mouth covered one of her nipples.  The heat of her body warmed me instantly and her taste was like honey, cloying and addictive. 



Driven by pure instinct, my mouth continued its sensual assault until her nipple pebbled under my tongue.  My ministrations did not stop.  My human teeth nibbled across her shoulder and against her throat until our lips met again in a deep, wet kiss that was as tender as it was desperate.



Josephine pulled away and her lips were swollen and moist, her cheeks flushed.  Her entire body was trembling below me.  “Stefan…please.”



Her simple words made everything slow down.  Yes, I was eager to take her, yet I wanted to savor her, cherish every moment the first time we made love.  I had never truly seduced a woman.  There had never been a reason.  My conquests were either with other vampires who simply fucked to fuck, or the coupling with humans had been simply to satisfy my need and hunger.  This experience was new and profound.  I discovered I wanted to please her, to enjoy every bit of indulgence I could bestow on her.



  My fingers drifted over the front of her panties, feeling the wetness that had soaked the thin satin.  As I teased her, she bucked against my hand impatiently.  Her head arched back against the bed, exposing the entire column of her elegant neck.  It took every bit of willpower I possessed not to sink my fangs there, to drink the sweet elixir of her blood…to taste her in every way.



“So impatient.”  I continued to brush my mouth over her throat and neck, inhaling the perfumed scent of her skin.  She tasted strongly of blood here, her paper-thin skin barely concealing the pulse point that throbbed underneath my tongue.  It was that moment her warm hand wrapped around me again, squeezing my entire shaft sensuously.  The combination of the heat and her soft grip shattered the last of my crumbling control.



Overcome with my pure need of her, a low growl reverberated in my chest.  My hand was trembling as it grasped her face, holding it reverently.  Our eyes met and my thumb gently stroked across her cheekbone before I kissed her with more force than I had before.  I pulled her tongue deeper into my mouth as my other hand inched down her stomach to roughly grip her hip.  My fingers snaked around the side of her panties and I impatiently ripped the fabric away with a quick snap of my wrist, my hands stroking the outside of her wet pussy.  She was completely aroused, breathing in pants and gasps.  Her legs shuddered each time my fingers caressed her swollen clit.



For the first time in my life, I relished each soft moan and moment of her ardent desire.  I lifted my lips from hers to kiss my way back down to her breasts, rolling my tongue around each nipple until they hardened into tight peaks.



“You have no idea how desirable you are.  Or how long I have waited to see you like this,” I whispered.  It was the truth.  I had spent countless nights imagining this moment, but nothing could have prepared me for the emotion building within me.  She was an intoxicating mixture of innocence and seductress…and even though my control was shattered, I was not ready to surrender just yet.  The pads of my fingers resumed their path down her luscious body at a remarkably slow pace until they met her hipbones.  My hands grasped the inside of her thighs, pressing them open as wide as possible.



My tongue darted out when I saw her wet sex completely open and ready for me.  Her thighs were slick with her mouthwatering juices, her pussy swollen and begging for me.



In my long life, I had never been so aroused.  My cock throbbed, aching to bury myself in her depths…but first, first I had to taste her.



“Fucking beautiful,” I mumbled, placing an open-mouthed kiss against her clit, letting my tongue simply taste her.  There was nothing I could compare the flavor of her to; she was sweet and spicy, more delectable than her blood ever would be.  It was if I was starving for her taste; my lips moved to kiss the inside of each thigh all the way to the crease on the side of her folds, tracing my tongue along her wetness.  Finally, I took one long lick from her entrance to return to her clit, twirling my tongue hungrily around it.



“Josephine,” I murmured against her tenderly.  Her eyes flickered to focus on me and they were nearly black, hooded with desire.  She arched against me, moaning from the combination of my eyes watching her and my mouth and fingers pleasuring her.  Her hands frantically grasped at the covers and her head thrashed against the pillows.



She was wild and uncontrollable, uttering incoherent words as I took her with my mouth.  She writhed against me, her hips bucking against my face as my tongue delved deep within her.  I was merciless with her, using my thumbs to hold her folds open and to tease her clit.  She was close to reaching orgasm and I backed off, replacing my tongue with two of my fingers, slowly sliding them into the tight sheath that hugged me like a second skin.



“I do not know if I can stop,” I moaned against her, my fingers rhythmically curling up against her slick walls.  She was fantastically tight and wet…and ready for more.



“Don't stop,” she replied desperately.  “Ever.  Please….please.”



Her words floored me, causing a moment of hesitation.  I had loved this creature for 200 years, and it was her heartfelt, broken words that tore into my very soul.



I was no longer driven by desire alone.  For me, this was a culmination of everything I had anticipated and my movements became sensual as I pressed my body against her, slipping one of my hands between us to guide my hard cock into her at an almost agonizingly slow pace, giving not only her time to adjust to my size, but also allowing me a moment to gather myself from the ecstasy of the moment.



When I was fully sheathed inside of her, I stilled above her.  My body yearned for release simply by being enveloped in such tight, blazing heat.  I pressed a kiss to her lips before I withdrew and plunged back in, my thrusts shallow and slow.



It was sensory overload.  Her engulfing warmth, her slick, tight pussy gripping and tugging me deeper…if I met my final death at this moment, I would have no regrets.  I was finally complete.



“Stefan, I need you to fuck me… I can't…I need you…I need this,” Josephine implored hoarsely and clutched at my arms, her nails digging into my flesh.  Her growing desire fueled my own and I could no longer be gentle.



I snapped and forgot everything except the woman in my arms.  My movements became precise and systematic.  I shackled her wrists in my hands.  I withdrew my cock completely, only to slam back inside of her as I growled with desperation.  I repeated the motion until she boldly begged me for more.  When I refused, she dragged her legs back and slightly tilted her hips, drawing me closer and giving her the friction she needed.



We were wild, lost in this moment and one another.  Grabbing her ankle and throwing it over my shoulder, I groaned at the new sensation of fully burying myself inside of her wet sex.



“You will be the death of me,” I muttered as I maintained my slow, powerful strokes inside of her.  Her walls fluttered around me and I could feel myself slowly coming apart at the seams, one thread at a time.



“Stefan...I need to come,” she cried.  The voice coming out of her mouth was raw, brazen, and demanding.  It only increased the fire that was burning through me like wildfire, threatening to consume me completely.



Releasing her wrists, her hands shot up to fist in my hair, dragging my face down to reclaim my lips with her own, her tongue pushing forcefully inside of my mouth.  She had no idea what her wanton need brought out in me, and I responded by driving faster inside of her.  Her skin was covered with a slick sheen of sweat, her body flushed from exertion.  She responded eagerly with breathless pleas and her raspy voice chanting my name.  It was when her back rose off the bed and she began to rhythmically clench around my cock that waves of ecstasy flowed through me.



“Come for me, Josephine,” I murmured against her lips.  My hand slipped between us to circle her clit, watching in pleasure as her eyes lost focus and she tumbled over the edge.  Her nails dug into the skin on my back, leaving long, painful scratches in their wake.



I was no better.  My cock pulsed and my release was violent, a guttural cry escaping from my lips. “Fuck it.  I am coming!”  My head fell back against my shoulders as my orgasm overtook me.



For the briefest of moments, time did not exist.  Nothing mattered…only this Valhalla I had found in this woman’s embrace. 



My arms trembled as I caged myself above her.  I raised my head slowly and lowered my lips to press fleeting, soft kisses on her waiting mouth.  Again, I found myself speaking in my native tongue.  “That was unbelievable. You are a goddess.”



Rolling to her side, she rested her head lightly against my shoulder.  My body curved protectively around her, our combined breathing ragged.  She raised her head slightly to stare into my eyes, her fingers absently stroking through my hair.  The smile on my lips was one of contentment, every muscle in my body relaxed and euphoric.



“You need to tell me what you said.  My brain doesn't have Google Translate,” she managed to murmur weakly.  She shifted to my side, placing her head on my chest, curling up against me.



I felt her rising panic before she visibly reacted.  She had figured out my secret.



She struggled to sit up, her lower lip between her teeth.  She edged away from me as her mind shot off in a million directions.  She was moments away from reaching her breaking point.



“Josephine,” I spoke her name calmly.  My hand wrapped gently around her arm, keeping her from fleeing.  If she would only give me the opportunity to explain…I could make her understand.



“What are you?” She sputtered, her heart racing even faster.  She placed a timid, shaking hand over my chest again.  She was hoping that she had made a mistake and she would feel the steady strum of my heart underneath her fingers.



Her sharp gasp was all the response I needed.  There was no heartbeat for her to feel; only my silent chest was there to greet her.  Her tear-filled eyes searched mine and I felt my shoulders slump in defeat.  This was not the way I wanted her to find out what I truly was.



“Josephine, I did not want you to find out this way.”  I looked away for a moment, focusing on the wall as I gathered my bearings.  My face was stone and my shoulders were tense when I finally looked back at her. “I am a vampire.”



I simply waited for her to respond.  A multitude of expressions flickered across her beautiful face.  Denial, anger, betrayal and sadness darkened her delicate features. She yanked her arm away from me and jumped up from the bed.  She frantically paced the room, grabbing a silk robe from the chaise lounge chair.  She pulled it on and tied the belt tightly around her waist.  Now that she was dressed, she seemed much more in control and ready to confront me with her questions.



“Josephine, please let me explain,” I pled, pulling myself up into a sitting position.  In hundreds of years, I had begged for very few things.  This woman made me lose my sense of reason; I had to make her understand.  I could not lose her now.



“You're a vampire.  And you chose me for dinner? Is this what you do, Stefan? Pick up unsuspecting women, seduce them and then...bite them?  Or kill them?” Josephine asked bitterly.  Her green eyes glittered with unshed tears.



Her irate words struck me like a blow to the chest.  She thought she was just one of many women I used?  In this moment, she thought of herself as disposable.  I should have never lost control with her...I never should have taken her to bed.  I should have explained things to her…and instead, she was left confused and angry by my omission.



“Is that what you think? That I chose you for dinner? Josephine, I have been waiting for you for many years.  And here you are,” I reassured her, reaching for her arm to halt her rapid pacing.  “Please.  All I ask is that you listen to me for a moment.  I beg you.”



Sighing heavily, her face was conflicted as she considered my plea.  Her eyes closed and it was clear she was struggling to control her temper.  I could only sit by and wait for her to decide my fate.  Afraid to make any sudden movement, I sat as still as a statue and simply waited.



“You can explain in a minute, but first I have questions.  How old are you?” Josephine asked awkwardly. The silence between us grew tight with tension, a cold knot coiling deep in my stomach as I prepared to comply with her questioning.



“How old am I now or how old was I when I became a vampire?”  Now I was the one that suddenly had the urge to leave, to make her forget she had met me.  What had I done?  I was so fixated on finding and claiming her; I did not stop to think of the repercussions to her…or to myself.



 “Humor me.  Both,” she blurted out, easing down nervously on the edge of the bed and tucking her legs beneath her.  I could see her closing herself off from me.  She looked tiny and delicate.  I wanted nothing more than to wrap her in my arms, to reassure her and make her understand.



Instead, I rose and stalked to the opposite side of the room.  The only solace was the weight of her eyes on me and I could feel the power of her longing as she watched me.   Bracing my arms against the window frame, I told her the condensed version of my story.



“My human life ended in the year 1070.  I was 33 years old when I became a vampire.  I was dying a human death after being wounded in battle.  I remember little during that time.  I was suffering and in agony.”  I glanced at her over my shoulder.  Pushing off the window frame, I avoided her penetrating stare.  Instead, I focused on the floor as I waited for her to continue.



She was silent for a moment before she began firing off questions. “Mirrors?”



“Myth.”



“Sunlight?” She tried again, her voice stronger.



I sighed irritably.  “Another myth.  It is bothersome to our eyes more than anything. Sunglasses help.”



“Garlic?”



“Unpleasant to smell.  No worse than any other human food.  Do you have more vampire legends for me to dispel?”



“One more.  Do you sleep in a...” she hesitated, her eyes rolling skyward.  She shook her head and buried her face in her hands.



“A coffin?  No.  I sleep when I want to sleep.  Daytime.  Nighttime.”  I finished her question and dropped beside of her, my hand rubbing up and down her arm.  I was surprised to find that she settled against my shoulder.  Feeling confident at her small gesture of acceptance, I rested my head against hers.  “I truly did not want you to find out this way.  There really is not an easy way to break this to someone, Josephine.”



“If you're a vampire, why didn't you bite me?  And why tell me anything?”  She cringed after she asked that question.



“You left me little choice.”  I laughed softly, the vibration echoing deep in my chest.  She truly had no internal filter.  Her questions about biting made my gums itch and my fangs dropped softly.  “Josephine, look at me.”



She raised her head from my shoulder and gulped when she saw the proof she could not deny.  My fangs.  Her fingers unconsciously lifted and started to reach out to touch them.  She must have realized what she was doing and nervously dropped her hand into her lap, clasping them together.



I smiled and retracted them.  “As strong as my urge is to bite, making love to you was more important.  The way I tasted you earlier was better than simply biting you.”  I wiggled my eyebrows suggestively, which caused a stunning pink blush to spread across her cheeks.



“Is biting me something you want to do?” she asked curiously.  I realized immediately that she was aroused at thinking of my bite.  Her heady aroma filled the small space and for the second time that night, I found myself holding my breath.



“Ah, Josephine.  Biting you is something I would enjoy.  You would enjoy it as well.  But I will only do it with your consent.” I paused and my hand smoothed her wild curls behind her ear.  “To answer your other question, I told you because I have been looking and waiting for you for over 200 years and you are more perceptive than I had assumed you would be.  You noticed I had no heartbeat.”



Her eyes widened to round circles and her lightly tanned skin blanched.  “I need a minute.  Maybe ten,” she stuttered, scurrying from the bedroom and into the bathroom, closing the door swiftly behind her.



Minutes dragged by.  I pulled on my discarded jeans and forced myself to listen to every sob and muffled cry she uttered because my appearance had caused them.  There were times I wanted to break down the door to console her, to attempt to make amends.  Then there were my weaker moments, the times I wanted to flee so she did not have to experience so much pain because of me.  Her misery was like a million daggers in my chest, and I deserved each one of them for my lies of omission.



I had lost track of time, only marking the moments by the silence that now filled her villa.  I stood silently at her window, staring into the dark Bali night.  Finally, I heard the door to the bathroom open and the soft pad of her feet on the floor.  She had returned but her mind was closed from me.  She stood in the doorway nervously, refusing to come any closer.



“You and I have much to discuss.  It is late and you are tired.  Can we resume this tomorrow?” I questioned.  My eyes never left the window, refusing to look at her.  Her pain was my own; I felt it as clearly as if she had inflicted it on me instead.



“I want you, Stefan.  I don't care what you are.  I just want you,” she said, her voice no louder than a whisper. "You, Stefan.  Only you.  It makes no sense…but I feel something with you that I can’t explain.  And I can’t let it go."



My eyes quickly darted to hers in disbelief.   Even though her eyes were red and swollen from her tears, she was still gorgeous and by some strange twist of fate, she still wanted me.



 As if she was on a mission to prove her ardor, she boldly untied her robe and let it fall into a silky pool.  She took small, tentative steps towards me, her emerald gaze never wavering.  She stood mere inches from me, her hands dragging over my arms.  In spite of myself, I closed my eyes to the addictive sensation of her touch, dropping my head back and groaning loudly in approval.



Grasping my biceps, she propelled me backwards until my calves bumped the edge of the bed.  Her gentle push sent me sprawling back against the mattress.  Moving faster than most humans, she had straddled my hips and her fingers were tracing down the muscles of my chest, tickling my nipples.  She propped herself on her arms, letting her lips lightly sweep down the curve of my jaw.  Her mouth was as soft as rose petals against my flesh.  I was momentarily stunned, unsure how I had survived a day without her.  And if that was not enough, she tempted me with the provocative sensation of her soft breasts against my skin.



“I desire you more than anything, Josephine.  You must believe me,” I murmured.  My hands ghosted across her lower back to encircle her in my arms.  We were so close together that our faces were inches apart and I could feel her warm, fragrant breath against my lips.



“Stefan, I want to believe you.  I want to believe you've spent 200 years looking for me.  Anyone that I've let get close to me has left me or lied to me.  And all of this is almost too much to believe.  But I’m willing to try.”



“Then I will have to prove otherwise.  I will make it my mission to explain everything to you,” I promised her, gently stroking her back.  I was unsure if my words or touch assured her, but either way she relaxed against me.  We stayed like this for some time.  Every second I was with her was bliss…and I was willing to do anything to put her troubled mind at ease.



I pulled away from her only to lift her in my arms, tucking her gently into her bed. Unzipping my jeans, I kicked them away to rejoin her.  She turned to face me and my hand cupped her cheek, my fingers tracing over the side of her face as I leaned in to press a light kiss on her lips.  She was eager, instantly responding to me.  She attempted to deepen the kiss, hooking her leg over my thigh to gain the upper hand.  It took all of the strength remaining within me to stop her.  My hand gripped her leg and I ended the kiss, shaking my head unhappily.



“As much as I want you Josephine, we will not make love again until we talk.” I had learned my lesson and bypassed her mouth to kiss her forehead instead. “Tomorrow.”



“Fine.  Tomorrow,” she reluctantly agreed and let out an almost comical sigh of disappointment.  Her head fell to my chest and her fingers splayed over my ribs.



Pulling her closer to me, I relished the heat and silkiness of her body.  Despite our size differences, her graceful curves seemed to fit and mold to the hard lines of my much larger frame.



As she drifted off to sleep, my own mind was still reeling in the events of the night and sleep was eluding me.  Seconds, minutes…hours passed and I found myself studying the woman in my arms.  She really was quite beautiful.  As I watched her sleep, my fingers gently stroked the warm, delicate skin of her neck and shoulder.  Her thick hair was a rich copper, highlighted with streaks of blonde that complimented her lightly tanned skin.  Her face was as stunning, with gorgeous cheekbones and delicate brows, but it was her lips that drew my attention.  Luscious, rose pink lips had parted in sleep slightly, begging for me to kiss them.  Even though I had only hours ago, I wanted to devour them. I wanted to feel them against my own, and if I played my cards correctly, they would be mine forever.



What had happened to me? I had changed from the uncaring, aloof man from a day ago.  Her touch, her very presence had altered me already.  She brought out the instinctual urge to protect and love; further proof she was my mate.



My mate…the reality of my internal musings and feelings were foreign to me.  I felt as if I no longer knew myself.  I had never wanted the affection of a human or immortal more than I did from this creature.  My soul screamed out for her; insisting that I change her. I was petrified to lose her after my long quest.  Fighting my greedy nature to take what I wanted, I vowed to myself that I would never change her against her will.  I was not Solveig, nor would I ever be like my maker.



Shaking my jumbled thoughts, my attention drifted downward, taking in her body. Perfection.  Tucked against me, her body was a siren's call to my weary soul.  Her breasts were magnificent; high, firm and round.  Her waist dipped in before flaring out in the most wonderful way into hips that had driven me to distraction tonight.  And finally, her long, bare shapely legs were tangled with mine.  As sure as I lived a thousand years…I knew this body.



Just as I knew her very soul.



Yet it was her scent; her very scent that was stripping away layers of my rigid self-control.  She was delicious.  She smelled strongly of the sun and salt air, mixed with a heady dose of arousal.  She smelled of me and of sex.  My lips curled into a smug smirk as my nose burrowed into her skin.  She had willingly accepted me into her bed.  Much more perceptive than I had anticipated, she had easily discovered my secret.  Instead of rejecting me, she had ultimately accepted me for what I am with only a brief moment of disbelief.  One could never fathom my surprise when she offered herself to me again.



Through the disbelief that clouded my rational thinking, I had a brief moment of clarity and had stopped her seduction.  Little did she know, I was only preventing myself from a mistake I would regret for the rest of my immortal life.  If she chose to come over…



My smirk transformed into a full-fledged grin as I thought of the possibilities of Josephine as an immortal.  She would be glorious in immortality, her beauty alone enough to wield power that could send men to their knees at her feet.  My years on this earth knew that buried deep within her was a power she had yet to discover.  I had so many things to tell her and many things to ask…but where to begin?



"Josephine, all of this time…not a day passed that I never faltered in my belief I would find you," I whispered, placing a kiss to her forehead as she slept.  She barely stirred at my light caress.  "All that I am is because of you.  You made me a better man simply knowing you would be waiting for me."



Reaching over, I brushed her hair back from the curve of her cheek with my index finger, admiring the high arch of her cheekbone.  "One day, I will tell you everything…the way I lost who I was...how the very image of you in my vision made me strive to remember what I had buried away.  You brought me back."



It was simpler to speak to her while she lay sleeping, confessing my secrets and failings.  There would be no questions to field and no explanations would be required.  There was no judgment awaiting me, no disappointment to bear.  I had no worries of losing her because of my admittance.  It was only the promise of her that had saved me from the darkness that had threatened to consume me.  I had sold my soul to free myself from my maker, only to have hundreds of deaths rest on my very soul.



She would be my light, the first glimmer of a chance at happiness.  I would shelter her from my dark side.  I could only pray to the gods that once she witnessed what I was capable of, she would still love me.



Rolling to my back, my throat burned as the steady beat of her heart pumped her aromatic blood through her veins. Her quiet breathing hitched once or twice as she reached out for me.  It was not until her hands met my cool skin that she relaxed back into sleep, her soft sigh fanning across my chest as she snuggled closer to me.



Her reaction sent my mind reeling.  Perhaps subconsciously, she recognized me as her mate.  She had had dreams of me…no visions, yet we were drawn together by something more profound.  When I was with her, the tattered ribbons of my soul were repaired by every touch of her skin against my own.  With a single kiss, I felt alive once again.



Alive.  If there was a way, I would become human to live out a normal life with her.  She would feel how my heart pounded in my chest when she drew closer.  I could witness her stomach swollen with our child… my child.



No good would come out of thinking like this.  It was an impossible dream.



Pressing a kiss to her forehead, I cradled her in my arms.  I closed my eyes and for the first time in nearly a millennia, I felt whole.







Chapter Seven-Love And Other Complications



Late the next morning, I reluctantly left her under the guise of running errands.  Her annoying friend (who apparently was also happened to be her neighbor) had made her appearance to check on Josephine and I did not want to spend any more time than necessary with Georgia Turner.  She was going to be bothersome and if I were to trust my intuition, she would prove to be nothing but an interference.



My beach house was not too far from her villa.  I came here only out of necessity…stopping long enough to collect what essential items I needed and then I would return to her.  And I would stay until she sent me away.



No sooner had I pulled into the garage that Lukas appeared at my door.  He was livid; his handsome face contorted in anger as he stared through the glass at me.



It was then it hit me.  I had forgotten to text him.



Feigning ignorance, I simply opened the door and closed it behind me, strolling through the garage into the kitchen.  I tossed my keys on the counter and headed through the large living room to the steps that led to my bedroom.



“What the fuck, Stefan?  You turn off your phone and stroll in here smelling like sex and reeking of humans.  You have nothing to say to me?”



I glanced down at my child.  He was furious, his hands fisted on his hips and his icy blue eyes shot daggers at me.  “Good morning, Lukas.”



His answer was a loud scream of frustration.  Swallowing the laughter that was building, I took two steps at a time and hurried into my room.  I pulled a large duffel bag from my closet and began filling it with clothing.  I barely glanced up when Lukas stomped into the room.



He watched me pack suspiciously. “Where are you going?”



My answer was short and sweet.  “Out.”



Lukas yanked the bag from the bed and tossed it to the floor.  He sat in its place, his arms folded like a sullen child.  “No shit, Sherlock.  It was Josephine, wasn’t it?  You found her and fucked her?  Just like that?”



“It is never polite to kiss and tell, Lukas.  Perhaps you should remember that when you torture me with your tales of seduction.”  I skirted his question and raised an eyebrow at him.  I reached down and picked up the bag, adding two more shirts before zipping it closed.  Crossing the room to my desk, I unplugged my phone charger and grabbed my laptop.  “Your tantrums are unbecoming.  You are much to old to act so petulant.”



“Oh my god…this is precious.”  Lukas clasped his hands over his heart.  With an evil gleam in his eye, he let out a loud cackling laugh.  “You did find her and now you’re going to do what exactly, Stefan?  Follow her around like a lost puppy?  This isn’t like you.  You should just turn her and bring her with us.  It’s inevitable and what you are doing is foolish.”



My amusement was rapidly shifting towards anger.  There were times that I wished I had cut out his tongue before I turned him.  After a century and a half together, I knew my child well enough to see what he was doing.  He was attempting to goad me into taking the course of action he wanted.  “You know nothing, Lukas.  I would remind you that no one is asking your opinion on this matter.”



“I’m allowed to have an opinion, Stefan.  And I knew this would happen.  I knew you’d find her and you’d act like a infatuated fool.  You’re acting like the sun rises from her pussy, Stefan.”



I rarely showed Lukas any anger or used my influence as his maker to control him.  He was pushing every button and he needed to remember his place.  “ENOUGH!  I am sorry you feel slighted, Lukas.  There were other pressing matters at hand and there was not time for me to call you up only to gossip.”



Lukas turned his nose up and tapped his foot irritably.  “That’s no excuse.  Surely she slept.  You could have called me while she was sleeping.”



Pinching the bridge of my nose, I inhaled deeply and counted to ten before I spoke.  “She knows what I am.”



His jaw dropped and his eyes went wide.  His incessant toe tapping stopped and both of his hands dropped to the bed.  “What did you say?”



“She knows what I am…what we are,” I repeated.  Slinging the strap of the duffel bag over my shoulder, I grabbed my laptop and turned to face him.  “I had to quickly diffuse the situation.”



Lukas said nothing, a rarity to witness.  “And she still accepted you?”



Nodding, I shifted my weight from foot to foot.  I was eager to get back to Josephine.  “Yes, she did.”



Lukas stood and crossed the room to stand in front of me.  He was serious, his pale eyes lacking their normal twinkle.  “She’s not a threat to us or you’d be telling me to pack.  We’d be fleeing the country.”  He rubbed his chin thoughtfully.  “This is going to complicate everything.”



Gracing him with a smile, I patted his shoulder as I passed him on my way out.  “You always say life is boring as an immortal.  We will talk soon.”



“If I would have known this is what you’d be like after you got laid, I would have tried harder to find her,” Lukas called after me, offering his final retort.  He always had to have the last word.



My only reply was my resounding laughter that echoed throughout the house.



***



Six days later



The previous days could not be described as anything other than pure paradise.  It was as if the first 1,000 years of my life were simply spent in preparation to be with Josephine.



I am not going to say everything had been smooth sailing.  Far from it.  She was much more headstrong than any other female I had encountered, set in her ways very much like myself.  She was also frightened to express that she loved me, even though it was apparent in the way she kissed me and the way she held me in her arms.  I was a patient being; I had spent nearly two centuries years waiting on her.  I could wait another 200 years to hear her utter those three words if she were only to remain by my side.



My desire for her grew stronger not only because of the blood we exchanged, but also due to the time we spent together.  Logically, I knew we could not lock ourselves away from the world and simply make love.



It did not mean a man could not dream.



This amazing woman had taken the idea of my immortality in stride.  We had not had the discussion about her own change, even though it was always at the forefront of my own thoughts.  The mere idea of her fragile mortality, her delicate human body susceptible to a mortal death was a constant worry.  Her mortal death would likely kill me…and if it did not, I would likely seek out my own end.



Our mutual friends had chosen to leave us to our own devices, and we had taken advantage of every moment.  It was the rainy season in Canguu, and we found ourselves holed up in Josephine’s villa.  It was a comfortable existence and for the first time since my human life, a sense of normalcy settled over me.  I was free to love this beautiful woman that had accepted me at a time I was struggling to accept myself.



It had only been a few days ago when Josephine discovered she could read my thoughts.  I had deduced it was the beginnings of our bond forming and mutual blood sharing, but it was both comforting and frightening to know she had managed to obtain an all-access pass into my mind, to know my every thought.  I discovered I could keep parts of my mind hidden from her if I concentrated.  I slowly built walls around the darker part of myself, the part that I did not want her to see until much later…until we were so intertwined that neither of us could be apart from the other without physical pain.



Yes, it was quite a manipulative move on my behalf.  Vampires are not known to play fair, especially when it comes to their mate.



However, the ability to communicate telepathically could come in handy in certain situations where we could not verbally communicate.  It was also a complete turn on to hear her mental voice in my head when we made love.



Such as the shower only days ago…it was shortly after she had been able to “hear” my thoughts after meditating.  I found it to be quite unnecessary and tedious to empty your mind of thoughts, yet like the lovesick fool Lukas had accused me of being, I yielded to her request.  I found it to be more arousing than relaxing and she had headed off to the shower, advising me to find my “center”.



There was only one center I wanted to find, and it was not in me.  I could think of better things to do instead.



Waiting until I heard the shower running, I stripped out of my boxer briefs and watched her for a moment through the frosted glass of the shower stall.  She was in silhouette, her willowy curves moving under the spray of water.  The thought of soap suds running down her naked body instantly made me hard, and before I could stop myself, I found myself opening the shower door and joining her.  I had made it just in time; she was reaching for the shampoo when I stepped in behind her, ducking underneath the water beside of her.



I had reached for her soap, lathering it in my hands and running my soapy hands down my body, stopping long enough to stroke my cock.  I knew the effect I was having on her.  Her mind was completely open and she was staring at me with hooded eyes.  She said nothing, only continued to watch me wash myself until my eyes met hers and I offered her a mischievous grin. 



 That had brought her back to reality and she had fumbled with the shampoo bottle.  I had been more than happy to assist her, taking the bottle from her hands and carefully washing her hair.  She relaxed against me…and it was then that I pounced.  I turned her around and reached for the soap again.  This time when I lathered my hands, I was looking at her wet skin critically.



“You are dirty, Josephine.  Let me clean you,” I had crooned in her ear.  I enjoyed every moment that my soapy hands ran over her body, my fingers washing her generous breasts, and down the feminine curves of her flat abdomen.  She was aroused, but it was not until I slipped my hand between her legs and knelt before her that she realized that this was not just a shower to get clean.  And I wasted no time, my fingers teasing her clit and my hand separating her moist folds.



Ready and willing, she braced her arms on the shower wall and I placed her legs over my shoulders, easily lifting her up the shower wall until she was spread wide open for me.  I proceeded to bury my face in her wet center, flicking my tongue lightly over the sweet juices that coated her pussy.



She had remarked how it was almost too much to bear…even as her hips unconsciously bucked against my face for more.



And I had stopped and looked up at her, my lips shining with her juices that coated my lips…and I asked her if she wanted me to stop. 



Needless to say, that was the furthest thing from her mind.



 Much like before, she came alive at my touch.  When I buried my tongue within her depths, she thrashed against me.  Wanting to see more of that reaction, I began to gently tease her clit with my fingers until she cried out in ecstasy.



Nothing made me happier than to see her in the throes of passion like this… and finally, I curled my fingers deep inside of her until she fluttered rhythmically around them and her hot arousal ran down my hand.



She was boneless and pliant when I grabbed her waist, pulling her against me as we slipped under the shower spray.



Tasting her so intimately made me long for her blood.  Cupping her breast in my hand, I laved her nipple with my tongue.  Once it rose to a peak, I gently sank my fangs into her soft flesh.  Her thick, rich blood filled my mouth and I felt my growl rattle deep within my chest.



Fucking her brought out the primal side of myself, the side that was insistent on claiming her. I had no control over myself as I lifted her and buried myself to the hilt, my hips rocking her against the stone shower wall.



My mental voice had taken over, asking the questions I could not verbalize. “Do you like it when I fuck you like this, Josephine?”




I refused to let her answer.  When she opened her mouth to speak, my lips covered hers hungrily, effectively silencing her. 



“Answer me with your mind, vackra.  I want to know if you like how I fuck your tight little pussy.  Tell me.”  I continued to slide deep inside of her as I mentally spoke to her. Her hips rolled to meet each thrust and I could tell from her thoughts that she enjoyed my mental dirty talk.



It was then her teeth sank into the skin over my collarbone.  It was my undoing; my cock buried deep inside of her, her hot mouth on my skin, drinking my blood.  Two hundred years of fantasies were granted in a single, paralyzing moment.



My head fell back and my bellowing roar filled the room as I tumbled over the edge. We had been in the shower for so long, the water was barely warm when I carried her from the stall and placed her on the edge of the vanity, softly drying her with a towel.



She was staring at me with such complete devotion that I moved to stand between her legs.  I lowered my head to graze my nose against the satin of her cheek.  I showered adoring kisses over her face until I finally reached her mouth.  My hands cradled each side of her face, reverently kissing her lips.



“Josephine, I am eternally yours.” The thought slipped out before I could bury it away.  I had expected her to shy away, but instead she wrapped her arms around my neck tightly, pressing her damp skin against me.  I not only felt her hot tears on my shoulders, I could smell the salt.



She was not crying because she was sad.  Her tears came because she was angry that she was unable to express how she felt. 



I did not need her words now.  I could read it in her thoughts…and that was enough for me.  “You will say it when you are ready, Josephine.  I love you, vackra.”



“Stefan?”



How long had I been lost in my memory?  When I looked away from my laptop, her green eyes were watching me curiously.



“What exactly were you thinking about?” she asked innocently.  Her devilish smile was anything but naïve.  She knew exactly where my mind had been.



“You, me and the shower,” I answered softly.  I attempted to refocus back on answering e-mails from my attorney and business associates, but my mind was now preoccupied with ways to get her naked and back in that very shower.



She let out a deep, wistful sigh. “That was a good day.”



Calling the day good was an understatement.  I smiled and leaned to kiss her forehead.  “It was.  Now finish what you are working on.”  



It was late and Josephine was tucked onto the couch next to me with one of her journals, scribbling away as I daydreamed under the guise of working.  She was exquisite…her hair was almost dry, loose and untouched around her. She was clad in only her silk robe, engrossed and intent on whatever she was writing.  Every now and again, she would pause to look out the window and then refocus, putting the pen back to paper.



Instead of finishing up my work, I was caught in the snare of her beauty when I found her jade eyes upon my face.  I was lost to her, a fool for her love.  She had managed to force herself into every facet of my mind.  Something as simple as her smile turned me inside out and it was only getting worse… or better depending on how one looked at it.



"Stefan?"



Her voice was smooth and slightly smoky.  The timbre alone sent chills down my spine. "Josephine?"



She bit her lip.  Then a sinful little grin spread across her lips, turning her expression quite feline in nature.  When she looked at me like that, the oddest feeling of familiarity rushed over me.  Those eyes, that look…I had seen it before.



"Now I can't concentrate…" she started, trying to act coy but failing miserably.  She ran the tip of the pen over her plump lower lip.



"Ah.  And why would that be?" I was mesmerized at the elegant flip of her wrist as she dragged the pen down her chin and tapped it gently.



"It’s you.  Your memory was so strong…and now I can't write. You're too much of a distraction," she admitted, a slight flush tinting her cheeks.  The pen cap began tracing a torturous path across her lip again.



As much as I enjoyed seeing her act so brazen, I loved to see her skin redden more.  It meant that we would both be unclothed soon.  "A distraction?" I questioned as I closed the laptop lid and moved from my side of the couch to sit at her feet. "Should I leave?"



"No!"  Josephine tossed the journal and pen aside and sat up, toying with the stands of my hair.  Her emerald eyes gleamed as her hands dropped lower to my shoulders. "When you're here, all I can think about is you.  And I'm...I'm not used to...to feeling like this."



She struggled with her emotions.  She was skittish, frightened.  Had someone damaged this part of her?  



"If it is any help, I have never felt this either, vackra." I longed to close the small distance between us, to crush her mouth with mine.  Instead, I gave her space and slowly began to unbutton my shirt.  It was enough of a distraction for us both.



"Never?  I find that hard to believe," she whispered.  She was perfectly in sync with me.  Already, she was sitting up onto her knees as she watched my fingers move with expectation.



"Why would you find it difficult to believe?"  I questioned, my eyebrow inclining sharply as I took my shirt off and let it drop from my fingers.  I was losing my urge to speak.  My body surged with its need to take her.



"You've seen so much," she explained as she untied the sash around her robe.  "And how can I compare to that?  Or to anyone else?"



And there it was.  She had voiced one of her biggest fears just as the robe opened slightly…just enough to see a sliver of her luscious flesh.  She was pure temptation; the space between her breasts, her flat stomach, and her blessedly exposed pussy waited for me.  It was all mine for the taking.



I shifted closer to her and parted her robe more, giving me full access to her plump breasts.  Cupping them with my hands, the heaviness of them was delightful.  My cool skin caused goosebumps to rise on her flesh, her nipples pebbling slightly.



"Would you like to know what I think?" I whispered before I dipped my head down and kissed her left nipple. "You think more than what is necessary." I switched sides, laving her right nipple with my tongue and bringing my head level to hers.  My eyes scanned her worried face.  I wanted to erase the uneasiness away from her mind.  "And there is no need to worry about trivial things.  There is no other woman that matters.  They are nothing to me….and you….you are everything I never knew I wanted.”



Releasing her breasts, I pushed the robe over her shoulders and kissed her waiting lips before the silk fell at her knees.



I reached down to touch her naked slit and ran my finger along the slippery wetness. She groaned softly and her head rolled to the side, her long throat exposed to me.  As I admired her silky skin, I let my thumb find her clit and rubbed gently, relishing the arousal that coated my hand.  Her breasts rose and fell with every deep shuddering breath she took. I could hear the exhale of air pushing through her parted lips and it was spellbinding.



Her hands moved across my bare chest, taking their time when they crossed my nipples.  She dragged her fingers down my chest and stomach until she found the button on my jeans.  She slipped the brass through the hole and slowly pulled down the zipper.



I gathered both of her hands in mine, stopping her advances.  There would be no removal of my pants.  If I did, all of my feeble control would be lost.  "Not until you fall apart for me."



"Mmm," she said breathily.  She leaned closer for a second and her tongue licked up my neck, stopping only to place a kiss at the corner of my mouth.  I was amazed at how quickly she turned from ingénue to seductress.  She knew exactly how to please me like no other woman before.



If I had my way, there would be no woman after her.  She was my fated, my mate.



She closed her eyes as she let my fingers explore her.  While one hand was happily thumbing and rubbing at her clit, the other slipped inside of her and was engulfed by her raging heat.  Her breathing became more erratic the faster my fingers plunged inside of her.  She moaned and thrashed as both of my relentless hands worked her over.  As she grew more inflamed, my cock pressed up against the tines of my zipper and I hissed out in pain… yet it was worth it to see her lost in bliss like this.



Josephine steadied herself on my shoulders, the pads of her fingertips digging into my skin.  I could feel her beginning to shake and quiver, the queue that her orgasm would be coming soon. Her walls grew tighter around me, her wetness soaking my hand.  Soon enough, her breathing hitched as her walls sucked my fingers further into her depths.



She tossed her head wildly and let out a long moan before releasing onto my waiting fingers.  She dropped her forehead onto my shoulder as I slowly withdrew my slick fingers.  Unable to resist, I licked them clean.  Her taste was unlike anything else, intoxicating and tantalizing.



She shuddered equally at the loss of my touch and at the brashness of my actions.  That unguarded reaction unhinged me.  She had inadvertently shown me more than she had intended.  She may be unable to admit it, but she loved me.



Those thoughts were quickly pushed to the side as my aching cock was screaming to be set free.  Just when I thought I would crumble before I had even buried myself inside of her, a pair of small nimble hands were carefully pulling down my jeans, until the fabric was around my knees. I growled deeply when she reached down the front of my pants and wrapped her fingers timidly around my cock.  It throbbed in the warmth of her hand and the electricity of her touch. 



This woman would be the death of me, one way or the other.



Josephine looked up at me through her thick fringe of eyelashes.  With a quirk of her lips, she released me and the boxers were tugged down as well.  I groaned when the much cooler air finally hit me and her hands encircled me again; rubbing my length and her wet, pink tongue snaking across her swollen lips in anticipation.



She quickly rid me of my remaining clothing and bounded back on my lap.  It was then that I took a look at the woman before me waiting to be fucked.  She was naked and straddling me, her wet pussy hovering above my shaft.  Her beautiful, wavy copper hair tickled her shoulders and traced the tops of her exquisite breasts.



She was a goddess reincarnated.  That had to explain my infatuation with her…it was more than fate and destiny.



A surge of possessiveness stabbed at my long-dead heart.  She was female sensuality personified, and she was mine.  She smiled as she read my inner thoughts and slowly, teasingly she lowered herself over me, swallowing me whole inch by agonizing inch.  The sweet torture had only just begun, and I responded by savagely grabbing her ass and pulling her to me, capturing her lips and kissing her deeply.  My tongue explored her mouth until hers twisted lazily with mine.  When she let out a lustful moan, my hips rose and until they met hers.



She began to move over me, grinding and plunging herself over me repeatedly.  Her back arched erotically and her hair spilled down her back.  Her movements were gracefully sensual and I decided it would not matter how many times I had her.   Each time would be bliss.  It had taken me nearly 1,000 years to find it…to find this, but I was finally here and was unwilling to leave.



Her wet warm walls begged me to push further, and I did not deny her.  My hands moved her at an inhuman speed over me and she cried out, clawing at my shoulders.



I was not finished with her yet. "Touch yourself, Josephine," I snarled.  It was a struggle to not lose myself completely every time we made love.  I wanted to own her, to make her mine for an eternity.  One day…I would turn her.  We could be like this forever, spending centuries simply exploring one another.



Her ebony eyes met mine, and there was no hesitation as her finger dropped between the valley of her breasts.  Feeling every bit the voyeur, her stimulating display ended when her hands fell below her stomach and two fingers toyed with her clit.  Her lips parted slightly as her they picked up speed.  She constricted tightly around me and drove me to the edge of insanity.  "Ah, that is beautiful.  Now come for me.  Come all over my cock, my goddess."



“Stefan!”  It was that moment she fell into the abyss, her lithe body convulsing in my arms.  Holding her tightly, I sank to the floor with her beneath me, never breaking stride.  Her long legs wrapped around my waist, her heels digging into my ass in her frantic need to pull me deeper.



My hands pressed into the floor on either side of her head as I continued my rapid thrusts.  Her supple body moved with me, her gentle moans raspy and wanton.  She was well on her way to another climax when her husky voice reached out to me.  "Come inside me, Stefan," she begged.  Her nails dragged down my back, adding to the overwhelming pleasure of the moment.  “Come with me.”



I was more than happy to oblige.  I was ready to indulge her request when I whispered softly against her lips in answer.  "You are everything, Josephine."



A single tear trickled down her cheek as I drove into her a final time, releasing into her waiting body and finally granting her wish.



Collapsing in completion, I was still reeling from the power of my orgasm and the joy of still being buried inside of her.  I rolled us to our sides, refusing to relinquish my hold on her. 



And as she lay in my arms, she was glorious.  Her beautiful body was glistening from exertion.  Her jade eyes were hazy and heavy-lidded, her full lips curved into a satisfied smile.  As I admired her happiness, I was overcome with so much love that my chest tightened.  As I held her, I realized she alone wielded a power over me like no one else.  Not even my maker had this much control.



I was her prisoner now.



***



The vibrating sound of my phone pulled me from sleep.  The text alert was not one I had wanted to hear.



Glancing at the bedside clock, it was nearly 4 a.m.  Disentangling myself from her arms, I groggily rubbed my hand over my face and read the text message.



Your services are needed in California.  There is a ticket waiting for you at the Cathay Pacific Airways terminal.  Your flight leaves in two hours and more information will be provided in your attaché.



Fuck!  The last thing I needed was to attend to Council business.  Things were progressing nicely with Josephine…and now I was forced to fly off to take care of what the Council deemed a problem.



My phone buzzed again.  It was tempting to crush it in my hand and pretend I had never received the messages.  It would be a mistake and would bring more attention our way.



Do not be late, Stefan.  This requires immediate attention and cannot wait.  Sofia



Of course it would be Sofia that would be in charge of sending me on my journey.  She used every opportunity to rekindle our nonexistent relationship.



There was no choice in the matter.  I was tied to the Council, forced to do their bidding.  It was the price I had to pay for betraying my maker.



I looked down at Josephine’s sleeping form.  Her stunning features were relaxed in sleep, her breathing slow and soft.  I wanted nothing more than to burrow under the covers with her, to forget my obligations.



Instead, I forced myself away from her.  Dressing quickly, I grabbed the duffel bag from the chaise lounge and hurriedly wrote her a note explaining my absence and placed it on the pillow I used.  My final goodbye was a kiss to her forehead.  



I could not look back.  If I did, I would never leave.



As I closed the bedroom door, I did not notice the gust of air that rushed through the room.  My mind was already focused on what I needed to do.



***



3 days later



The flight back to Indonesia was never-ending torture.  My body ached to return to her, my tired mind on autopilot.  It was amazing that missing something as simple as her touch had kept me from sleeping.  It had been days since I had rested, instead focused on handing out my punishment to Derek and coping with the agonizing separation from her.



Was she feeling the same pain?  My phone had been damaged soon after my arrival in California and I had been unable to reach her.  In my fury, I had inflicted unnecessary pain on him for nearly 36 hours.  He took the brunt of my frustration at my forced separation.  



When I left him broken and bleeding, I had informed Sofia it was her responsibility to fix him.  I had served my purpose and it was time for me to leave.



I had seen the suspicion in her dark eyes.  Her mind flashed with varying scenarios of how she would handle the information she had obtained simply by observing my rage and eagerness to flee.



She would be trouble.



Glancing at my watch for the hundredth time, I sighed bitterly.  Still nearly two hours from Denpasar International Airport, I rearranged my large frame uncomfortably in my much too small airplane seat and silently fumed as I attempted to block the droning conversations of the other humans on the flight.  Some might consider enhanced hearing a perk, but in confined spaces such as an airplane, it became difficult to relax.



 Glancing down at my hands, I noticed the dark blood that was still embedded under my fingernails.  I flexed my fingers and turned them from side to side.  This was the side of myself that Josephine could not see…she only knew the love I was capable of.  She had no idea of the blackness that lurked deep inside of me, or how easily I could call on it when needed.



She would run from me in fear.  She would think I was a monster.



And there was a part of me that was a monster that I kept carefully controlled.  This dark side of me…it had kept me alive for a millennia.  It would keep her alive as well.  Not only would I kill for her; I would die for her.



My head fell back against the headrest of the airplane seat and I felt the oddest sense of glee building inside of me as I thought back to my time with Derek.  I had worked out all of my anger, my endless aggression on him.



My only order was to keep him alive…and he was, if only just barely.



He had broken the cardinal rule.  He had chosen to open a private vampire only bar that kept human women as blood slaves.  He had kept them in a constant state of hypnosis that likely left them brain damaged.  His greed could have exposed us all.



I had been called on to punish him, but my patience with Derek was already fragile at best.  A member of the Council himself, he thought himself to be above the rules and laws of our kind.  I was here to teach him a lesson he would not soon forget.



The look on his guileful face when he saw me standing in the doorway of his office was priceless.  He knew if I made an appearance that I was not stopping by for a social call.



He was correct.  When I showed up unannounced, nothing good would come from my visit.



I did not give him time to prepare for my assault.  Pushing him down onto the couch with a violent shove, I pulled up a chair and sat down heavily in front of him, the metal groaning under my weight.  I leaned forward and rested my forearms on my thighs and I simply watched him squirm.



My icy stare met his terrified gray eyes, and I made no attempt to hide the smile that nearly split my face in two.  "Derek Collier.  It has not been that long since our last time together.  Shall we cut to the chase and get this over with?  You have been a bad boy once again.  Either you cannot behave or you simply crave my company.  I am torn as to which it is."  



Sneering, he rubbed his palms together anxiously as his mind changed frantically worked overtime.  His future flickered before my eyes, fluctuating with each lie he was prepared to tell.  It did not matter the story he concocted.  The outcome would be the same.  "I've done…"



"Save your breath, Derek.  You forget I can see everything you plan to do…every lie you plan to tell."  I interrupted him and cracked my knuckles, raising an eyebrow in challenge.  "You can take your punishment like a man, or you can grovel like the filth you are."



"Stefan, these women were willing," he insisted pitifully.  Did he think I was an idiot?  Even a human could see none of these women were willing.  "They were compensated…"



"Compensated?  Their minds are damaged beyond repair.  They will have to be taken care of.  You have ruined them," I retorted angrily.  My mind flashed to imagine Josephine in a place like this.  Thinking of her damaged and held captive made my anger spiral out of control.  "Your hand, please."



He looked at me as if I had lost my mind.  "My hand?  I do not understand."



The monster surfaced and the enforcer took over, burying any compassion I held on to.  "Let me explain, and I will use small words so there will be no confusion.  I will start with your hands first."  I lowered my voice to a soft growl.  "I am going to break every finger, Derek.  And then I will move to your wrists…and then your arms.  When I am finished there, I will begin on your legs, breaking each one along with your kneecaps.  By the time I reach your ankles, you will be begging for me to stop."



Derek had swallowed hard, his Adam’s apple bobbing anxiously.  His already pale skin became almost gray.  "Surely there is another way.  I can pay you…"



Derek thought he could pay me to not punish him?  How amusing that he assumed I could be so easily bought.  I chuckled, a deep mocking laugh that filled the room with my morbid delight at his mounting fear.  "Of course there is.  I can kill you and be finished with you once and for all."



Derek cringed and attempted to move farther away from me.  He had nowhere to run and when he saw Sofia blocking the doorway with her arms crossed, the dire situation he had put himself in finally registered.



"Which will it be, Derek?"



He extended his hand to me.  His gray eyes closed and he braced himself for the pain I was more than willing to inflict.  "I choose to live.  Do your worst."



I had needed no further prodding.



It was likely his screams could be heard for a minimum of a city block.  Hour after hour, I methodically fractured every bone in his body, piece by piece.  He would heal of course, but without a steady influx of blood, even the healing would be excruciating.



Once he was completely defenseless and shattered, I pounded my fists into his face, inflicting blow after agonizing blow.  His skin split open…and I kept up his punishment until he was nothing more than a bloody pulp.  I felt no shame when I heard his cheekbones shatter and felt the bridge of his nose snap under my fist.



I had channeled my frustration at being tied to the Council into my punishments.  My life was no more my own now than when I was with Solveig.  Instead of being tied to her, I was at this group of immortals’ beck and call.  I had sold my soul to a lesser evil.  How would I explain this part of my life to a human?  What words could explain the atrocities I inflicted on others?



My train of thinking drained my anger and I had my fill.  Wiping my bloodied hands on my jeans, I received a nod of approval from Sofia.  



“You are finished, Stefan.”



Nodding, I simply stepped over the crumpled man I had tortured without a second look.  I offered him no apology.  He had broken the rules and this was his penance.



“Fine.  My job is complete?” I questioned sharply.  Stalking past Sofia, I had intended on making a quick exit.



Sofia had other things in mind.  She hurried after me and grabbed my arm.  “Stefan?”



I turned on my heel to face her.  It had been nearly ten years since she had called me in on a punishment and she looked no different than she had seven centuries before.  She was classically beautiful with her pale olive skin and dark chocolate eyes.  Her chestnut hair hung in loose waves and her bright scarlet lips were curved in a hesitant smile.



“I have other matters to attend to, Sofia.  I took care of the problem.”  My eyes flickered to the doorway where Derek lay.  “I have a flight to catch.”



She sidled up to me with catlike grace.  At one time, she had entranced me.  Now…now she simply stood in my way.  She observed me critically, turning her head from side to side. “You look different.  What has happened to you?”



My face held no expression as I stared down at her.  “It is physically impossible for me to look different.  And nothing has happened.  I simply have other matters that require my attention.  I do have a life outside of this job.”



She nodded and stretched her arm up to stoke my face with her perfectly manicured fingers.  “I see.  Are you sure you can’t be swayed?”



Grabbing her offending hand, I squeezed it tightly and graced her with her a cruel smile.  “Do not touch me again.  You lost that right the moment you betrayed me to the Council and made me into this.”



I dropped her hand and stalked away from her.  Her softly accented voice floated after me.  “You’ll have to forgive me, Stefan.  700 years is a long time to hold on to so much hatred.”



I came to an abrupt halt at her dismissive words.  My jaw tightened in anger and my lips twisted in a snarl.  “If I choose to, I will despise you for an eternity.  I will never forgive you, Sofia.  Remember this when you choose to call me in on one of your missions.  If your plan was to seduce me, you once again failed.”



With that parting barb, I left the bar and headed into the night.  My mind was already focused on the long flight ahead…and the reward that would be waiting for me.  Unfortunately, my reunion with Josephine would be spoiled when I was forced to explain my absence.  I would find a way to make her understand.  I had no other choice…



If I was honest, perhaps this mission had been a sign.  I was dragging Josephine into a world she was not prepared for.  My life was dangerous, filled with creatures that would sooner kill first and ask questions later.  Would it be better for her if I simply stayed away?



The mere thought of severing ties with her made me cringe in pain.  I had to return to her.  I had no choice.



“Sir, can I get you a blanket or a pillow?"



The flight attendant's voice broke through my thoughts, pulling me back to the present.  He was nervous as he stood over me.  Like most humans, he recognized that I was a threat and attempted to avoid contact.  It did not stop their stares, however it kept them at bay.



I shook my head and attempted a smile.  "I am fine.  How long until we land?"



He squinted at his watch and shifted uncomfortably.  "Less than an hour, sir."



"Thank you.  That will be all, yes?"



He nodded and hurried to the back of the plane.  I could hear the frantic beating of his heart.



One hour.  In one hour I would be reunited with Josephine.



There was no way I could stay away from her.  She was the one thing I needed most in this life…and I was too selfish to let her go, even if it was for her own safety. 



No, she belonged with me.







Chapter Eight-Where Do We Go From Here?



By the time I cleared customs and had picked up my car from storage, nearly two hours had passed.  I had no intention of heading to my beach house…my home was with her now.



As I turned into her driveway, her villa was dark.  Her jeep was parked in the driveway, but there was no sign of Josephine anywhere.  Letting the engine idle, I sped from the car and headed up the steps to her front door.  Cocking my head to the side, I listened intently for any noise.  Only the sounds of insects and chatter from Georgia’s nearby house filled the night air.



Her scent was still fairly strong.  Perhaps she was out with Anna.



Pushing down my building panic, I crept around the side of her villa.  I removed a screen and jiggled a window open, silently climbing inside.



The air was stale and stuffy.  Her bed was left unmade, her closet door open and in disarray.  Hangers stuck from the rack haphazardly, as if the clothes had been yanked from them in a rush.



Walking slowly down the hallway, I peeked into the bathroom.  Her toiletries were gone, but otherwise this room was untouched.



I continued my exploration of her home, looking for any clues as to her disappearance.  The kitchen was spotless, but when I entered the living room I could smell her here the strongest, mixed with my own scent.  She had spent time recently in this room.  The aroma was so powerful my throat burned.



Moving the pillows aside, I found the source.  It was one of my discarded t-shirts, wrinkled and stuffed between the cushions.  As I brought it to my nose, I could smell Josephine’s heady scent on the fabric.



I could also smell her tears.



Sinking to the couch, I buried my head in my hands.  I was trying to make sense of what had happened.  A strange emotion coursed through my veins like ice-cold water.  Fear.



Something had gone terribly wrong.  She had resorted to her old methods.  She had fled when it was too much for her to bear.



Lukas was waiting for me outside and I quickly put the room back in order, arranging the cushions back on the couch.  I left the same way I entered, through the window that I had left ajar.  Replacing the screen, I rounded the corner and came face to face with my child.  He had parked behind me, his arms folded across his chest as he watched my silent approach.



“Breaking and entering?  I thought you gave that up years ago?”



Normally I would snap at him, yet I was so relieved to see him I hurried to his side.  “What has happened?  She is gone?”



He snorted and perched on the hood of his car.  His lips pursed as his eyes swept over me.  “Where in the fuck have you been?”



“I was called away on Council business.”  I cracked my neck from side to side.  “Why are you here?”



“I could sense you were close and I could feel your distress.  You are my maker, Stefan,” Lukas reminded me.  He slid from the hood and glanced at Josephine’s villa.  “She thinks you left her, you know?  Did you hear me?  Josephine thinks that you abandoned her.  She’s a mess.”



The gravel crunched under my feet as I stepped closer to my child.  “Explain.”



He sighed heavily and studied his nails.  “She woke up and you were gone.  Your bag was missing and you weren’t answering your phone.  Where is your phone, by the way?”



“It was damaged during my meeting.  Continue.”  I made a rolling motion with my fingers for him to continue.  Not only was he was wasting valuable time; he was blocking his mind from me.



“Josie called up Anna a few days ago.  She’s at her house and is apparently in quite the funk.  Why didn’t you tell her you were leaving for your obligation?  Maybe instead of fucking you should be explaining things to her.  She’ll be one of us and she needs to understand.”



My hands yanked at my hair.  “I left her a note.  And it has not come up in conversation, Lukas.  How does one explain that I am a glorified bouncer appointed to either maim or kill rogue vampires?”



Lukas was silent.  He grimaced and nodded.  “You do have a point.”  



“Enough of this.  Where is Anna’s house?” I demanded gruffly.  I was close to the breaking point, fear and anger eating away at my calm, outward demeanor.  Few would notice, but not only did Lukas see it, he could feel it.  I had to find her…to explain.



He motioned for me to follow.  “C’mon, you pussy whipped fool.  Follow me.”



Lukas headed to his car and drove down the driveway.  I trailed close behind as we headed towards Anna’s home.  I barely registered anything except his taillights and attempting to figure out how I was going to fix this rift between us.  



Lukas pulled to a stop and his car door opened.  He blurred towards my car and I rolled the window down so we could talk.  



He pointed at a large villa and propped his arms on the opened window of my car.  “This is Anna’s house.  I don’t think she’s going to be receptive to you either.”



“Why would that be, Lukas?”  I asked.  Not only was I curious, I was also growing angry.  This was obviously a misunderstanding of some sort, and everyone had reached their own judgment without my version of events.



“Anna and Georgia are very protective of her.  Josie is all alone…” Lukas began.



I cut him off sharply.  “I know all of this, Lukas.  Get to the point.”



He huffed and continued.  “She is alone.  She has no family to support her.  And we know she lives like a nomad.  This is the first place Josie attempted to connect with others.  Anna sees her as a sister…and she sees you as the man that demolished her sister’s heart.”



All the strength left my body at the impact of his words.  I had hurt her unintentionally.  If I could change things, have the chance to do it all again, I would have told her where I was going instead of relying on a note to do the job.



“Fix this, Stefan.  Do whatever you have to do to make this right again or…” his voice tapered off and he rubbed the back of his hand over his eyes.



My brow furrowed.   In our time together, I had never seen Lukas so affected by anyone or anything, let alone humans.  “Or what?”



“This won’t end well.  For you, for me…for Josie.”  He blurted out and rose to stand.  “I’m going home.  This is all on you, lover boy.”



Lukas hurried to his car and pulled away from the curb.  For some time I simply sat in the car and watched Anna’s house, watching as lights turned off and on and occasionally I could make out the silhouette of a woman moving throughout the house.



I could wait no longer.  I was out of the car and had made it to the edge of the porch when Anna met me, wrapped in a bathrobe.  Her brown hair was a riot of ringlets, her sharp eyes assessing my every movement.  She pinned me in place with her severe stare.



“You’ve returned, I see.  You disappear for days and leave us to pick up the pieces of the shit you left behind,” Anna spat angrily, looking me up and down with disdain.



I had a newfound respect for Anna Wilson.  She was loyal to Josephine, a worthy friend.  But I was not here to make friends with her.  I was only here for one reason.



I was here for Josephine.



"Is she here?" I wasted no time on pleasantries.  She was somewhere inside the house and I did not want to waste time chatting with Anna, no matter how amusing and devoted I found her to be.



Anna crossed her arms and twisted her lips to the side.  "It's late Stefan.  Maybe try this tomorrow."



"Tomorrow?" I growled. My temper flared as Anna's words resounded through my head.  Tomorrow?  I had waited long enough.  "No.  I just spent 20 hours on an airplane.  I need to speak to her now."



Anna shifted uneasily.  One of her hands raked through her hair and she took a step closer to me and lowered her voice.  "Look Stefan, I hate to be the one to tell you, but I don't think Josie wants to talk to you.  Or see you."



My eyes narrowed as I listened to Anna speak.   I wanted to hear Josephine tell me this, if it was even true.  If she would only let me explain…



I stood taller, towering over the much smaller woman. "Let me pass."



She backed up as I attempted to shove past her, bracing her arms against both sides of the door.  "What part of coming back tomorrow are you not getting?  I just told you she doesn't want to see you.  You left her and now you're back to grovel?"



I was fascinated with her spunk and bravery.  Few humans would have stood up to me.  "There has been some sort of misunderstanding.  Let me through, Anna.  I will not ask again and I do not want to hurt you."



Her heart thudded in a mixture of anger and fear.  Her cheeks were flushed a bright red.  She was frightened, finally recognizing me as the dangerous predator I was.



Anna rubbed her forehead with the heel of her hand.  She expelled out a loud puff of breath.  "Go on. You're taking the heat for this.  I'm not dealing with her wrath."



She stepped aside and I rushed past her into the house.  I became focused on tracking Josephine, her sweet smell calling to me her like no other woman’s ever had.  I burst through a bedroom door, my eyes frantically searching for her in the blackness of the room.  She was sitting in the middle of a bed, clutching a blanket to her chest, her breathing erratic.



She was a beautiful disaster.  Her tangle of pale copper waves were a halo around her luminous face; her green eyes haunted and empty as they stared back at me.



"Josephine." I crossed the room to the bed, falling to my knees at the side.  My time away from her had not cleared my head in my desire to possess her.  If anything, it was worse than before.  I was hooked, as desperate as an addict.  My arm stretched across the bed in search of her hands.  I was desperate to touch her.  “Josephine…”



I had expected her acceptance.  Instead, she twisted her hands tighter into the blanket, her face an unfeeling mask.



 Suddenly, I felt her anger barrel though her with the speed of a freight train.  “You left me.  You fucking left me,” she seethed, her lovely face twisting into a grimace.  “I told you everything and you left me!  No note, no calls.  Nothing!  You. Left. Me.”



“Josephine…” I was crestfallen, running a hand through my messy hair.  Hopeful my persistence would pay off; I reached my hand out to her again. 



“Fucking leave, Stefan.  I don't want to see you again,” she muttered, slowly inching further away from me on the bed, pulling her legs to her chest as if she was barricading herself from me.



“You do not understand.  I left—”



“Oh, I understand completely, Stefan.  You left me and now you're back like everything is going to be like it was before?  It will never be the same again.”  She sniffed, shaking her head in disbelief.  “Leave before I have Anna call the police.”



With those words, she turned over in the bed with her back to me.  She did not want to even look at me.  It was killing me to be so close to her and not feel the reassuring touch of her skin.  And her anger was palpable; I could feel it radiating from her, pummeling me like a million invisible fists.



“I love you.  Josephine, please...” I had to try again, and my voice cracked into a broken sob.



“Save it for someone that cares,” she spat at me over her shoulder, her voice filled with a poisonous venom I had never heard from her before.  “Just fucking leave.”



Defeated, I rose and obeyed her request.  I looked back a final time, hoping against the odds that she would at least let me explain.



But she was impassive, her body still angled away from me.  She no longer cared.



I barely recalled leaving the house.  I was in a haze of agony and despair, stunned and defeated.



I had lost her again.



***



The next day was a nightmare that I could not wake up from.  When I had arrived home the previous night, Lukas sat waiting on the couch with his hands in his lap.  When he took in the state of my mood, he wordlessly nodded and wisely said nothing as I passed through the house to my room.



It was one of the few moments I wished for a Council call.  I could take out every bit of my pent-up aggression on someone worthy of pain and suffering.  And maybe, just maybe, I would not hurt so much.



It was difficult to not rehash the events over and over, searching for a way to fix what had broken between us.  She had turned me away, rejecting me without explanation.  Even if she had let me explain, I had nothing to offer her but the truth.



And the truth could destroy her love for me.



She had not found my note.  She had not even bothered to ask where I had been. She was bitter, her hatred and anger filling the space between us.  When she stared at me, there was no love there.  Instead, her eyes screamed out to me, speaking everything she could not.  They had begged for answers to the questions buried within their fathomless depths.  Where were you when everything fell apart?  Why were you waiting?  Why did you leave me?



She said nothing and simply turned away and hid within herself.  She left all of her questions unspoken.



It was at that moment I realized what it was to have your heart broken.



Mentally and emotionally exhausted, I collapsed to my bed fully clothed and fell into a restless sleep.  Even in my dreams, she haunted me.  Her face, her voice…even the memory of her touch was crystal clear as I slept.



I was roused from sleep when Lukas knocked on my door.  He did not wait for an invitation; he simply flounced in and plopped down on the bed at my side.



He tossed a shiny new phone on the pillow by my head.  I looked at him groggily, the question showing in my eyes.



He shrugged and wrinkled his nose.  “You needed a new one.  And you need a bath.  Quit wallowing and get her back.”



“Lukas…this is none of your concern.”



“Oh really?  For nearly 200 years and for my entire existence as a vampire you’ve focused on little besides Josie.  And now you’re going to just give up and wallow in your self-pity?  Bitch, please.  There will be a day that you'll find out that maybe she doesn’t hate you.  You brought this on yourself, Stefan.  You should have told her where you were going instead of leaving her a note…a note that somehow was misplaced.  Sometimes I feel like you're on a mission to destroy yourself.  And I'll ever understand why."  He shook his head and walked to the door.  As he left the room, my mood grew darker, bleaker.  He was correct, of course.



I had caused this mess by not communicating with her.  Our time together had been brief, and it would take more than an apology to win back her affection.  I would give her time, even though it killed me inside.  I would allow her to come to me…to give her the space to realize she loved and needed me.



***



It was after sunset when I emerged from my room, clutching my new cell phone.  The house was unusually quiet.  Lukas had given me my space since his heated outburst earlier in the day.  As much as I hated to admit it, he had given me only truthful advice, and I could not fault him for his honesty.  It was one of the reasons I chose to turn him all those years ago.



 Powering on the phone, I fell to the sofa and stretched my legs across the coffee table.  The tiny white apple appeared on the black screen until finally, a generic wallpaper greeted me.  I was ready to toss it aside when the phone chimed, alerting me to unheard voice mails.



They were all from either Josephine or Lukas, each one increasing in urgency.  I cringed when I heard the growing tension in her voice.



I was ready to delete them all when I heard the time and date stamp on the final message.  She had left it only two hours earlier.



“Stefan.  It's Josie.  Please call me.  I'm sorry.  Please...call...” her tear-filled words choked into the phone. “Oh god.  I…I just found your note.  I...I didn't know.  I'm so stupid.  So very fucking stupid.”



My lifeless heart leapt.  She had found the note.  



Finally.




***
I would be lying if I said I was not apprehensive about our reunion.  I had hurt her, and she had said things that had wounded my pride.  However, was I unwilling to let a misunderstanding ruin how I felt about her.  This woman had been the first—and would be the only—to ever make me know what it was to feel love.



No one ever claimed that being in love was easy.



It was late when I came upon her house, my headlights illuminating the long gravel drive as I made the turn.  I drove slowly, with hope and anticipation burning through me.



I switched off the engine and unfolded myself from the seat.  Even though I wanted to run to her, I had to wait for her to come to me.  If this was to be worked out, she had to be the one that would make the first move.  I had tried it my way and had failed miserably.  I leaned against the side of my car and waited, staring off into the darkness.



I heard the creak of the door as she flung it open.  She stood motionless in the doorway, the light from her villa illuminating her from behind.  She looked like an angel in the soft glow that surrounded her.



I shoved my hands into my pockets and held her penetrating gaze.  It hurt to see her like this, so unsure of herself.  Just when I thought she would never move, she launched herself through the doorway and ran barefoot across the gravel, her long hair flying out behind her.  She collapsed against me, wrapping her arms around me and fisting her hands in the back of my t-shirt.  Her face burrowed into my chest and she released a gut-wrenching sob.  Without thinking, my arms automatically surrounded her, our bodies reconnecting and molding together as if we had never been apart.



“Josephine…” I whispered brokenly.  “Ah, Josephine.”



 “I'm sorry, Stefan.  I didn't know.  I didn't find your note.  I…” her voice was muffled as she spoke against my chest. 



“Shhh.  No more talking right now.  We would not want Georgia to come over, would we?” I whispered mischievously in her ear.



She laughed weakly, remembering when she was the one telling me not to talk.  It seemed like a lifetime ago to me.



Perhaps it was another lifetime.  Perhaps we could start again, on equal ground.



“I'm sorry.  I should have let you explain,” she admitted, looking up into my eyes. She took a deep breath.  “I love you.  I don't want another minute to pass without telling you.”



“As I love you, vackra.  It is a misunderstanding.  This is the part where I forgive you and we move on.  I think I read that is what one does in a situation like this.  It was good advice from a cheesy romance novel, yes?”



She pulled her head away from mine to look at me with disbelief.  Her mind was open to me again, and she was amazed that I was willing to forget all the horrible things she had said to me and act as if nothing had happened.  She wondered why it was so easy for me to love and absolve her…and if the power of forgiveness was one of my superpowers.



Gazing into her eyes, a wry smile pulled at the corner of my lips.  In one fluid motion, I cradled her face in my hands and covered her lips with mine.  And in that moment, it was like the first time I kissed her.  The world could have ended around us and it would not have mattered.  A low moan slipped past her lips, a husky helpless sound that unleashed a throbbing desire inside of me as we embraced. 



I grudgingly pulled away, pressing my forehead against hers lightly.  My voice was soft when I began to speak. “There is much we need to discuss, Josephine.  And if I do not stop now, there will be no talking.”



“When did you become the serious, level headed one, Romeo?”



Her sharp mental retort amused me.  Long buried laughter resounded in my chest as I swept her into my arms and carried her into the villa.  I sat down on the couch and held her in my arms, unwilling to release her.  She made no attempt to move, simply nestling closer and resting her head upon my shoulder.



“It is not a super power, Josephine.  I love you and I want no one else but you.  For me, it is simple. There is nothing to forgive; it was a misunderstanding.  I should have told you that I was being forced to go instead of leaving you a note.  I could have called you to explain.”  I exhaled a slow breath, my eyes narrowing dangerously as I thought of Derek and the Council.  “Fucking vampire bullshit.”



“I could have listened to you that night at Anna's house.  I didn’t even let you explain.  I was so angry and hurt, Stefan. My greatest fear came true when I woke up alone and had no idea what happened to you.  I thought you left me...” Josephine said, her voice lowering an octave.  The memories of our time apart flashed through her mind.  Her feeling of abandonment was still fresh and was painful for her to think about.  I could feel her anguish as if it were my own.



My hand smoothed up and down her arm softly.  It was time I told her the truth about who I was.  I had not decided how much I was going to disclose.  “I had to leave, Josephine.  I had no choice in the matter.  It is part of my obligation.”



She lifted her head from my shoulder and her brow was furrowed.  “Your obligation?”



 “Let me explain to you what happened the morning I left.  You were sleeping and I received a text message from the Board.  One of the Council members was acting carelessly and his behavior was threatening to expose our existence.  That is what you would call a 'no-no' for us,” I explained.  I paused as I gathered my thoughts and chose to vaguely describe my position.  “As an Enforcer, I had to convince Derek it was in his best interest to not continue his actions.  We finally reached an agreement.”



“An Enforcer?” Josephine questioned.  Her internal musings were on the mark.  She wondered if I simply pulled an offender’s arms off if they did not agree to my way of thinking.  Even stranger, she found herself becoming aroused thinking of me in various states of undress as I performed my duties.



“It does not usually get that severe.  It requires persuasion and at times a nudge in the right direction.  It helps to be able to see their true intentions.” I smirked and tapped the side of my temple dryly.  “This is my life, Josephine.  Until the night I found you, it was extremely dark. You must understand that at any time I might have to leave again.  When the Administrative Board places you in a position, you do not get to choose.  It is considered to be an honor by most and you serve until you are removed or you meet your final death.”



She settled closer against me, pressing her lips against my neck in a gentle kiss.  She ran her nose over my skin and inhaled deeply. “I take it you don't like what you do.”



“No. I do not.” A strained smile broke over my face that didn't reach my eyes.  “I briefly considered not coming back to you while I was away.  I am selfish and could not stay away from you.  You are my fated, Josephine.  Your soul pulled me back to you like a moth to a flame.”



Her green eyes went wide and her eyebrows rose in surprise.  She sat up straight and anger flashed across her face.  Both of her hands gripped my face as her eyes searched mine, green to blue.  “Hold on for a second.  You considered not coming back?”



I sighed and my shoulders sagged when she questioned me.  My admission made me feel weak and unworthy of her affection.  “I love you more than I can possibly explain to you.  If I could spare you any pain, I would gladly do it to see you happy.  I considered the possibility that you might be happier without me in your life.  Yet here I am.”



“I'm happy with you.  When you were gone, I felt like part of myself was missing.” Her eyes glittered tenderly.  She smoothed her thumbs over my cheekbones and down the side of my face. “No more doing what you think is best for me, Stefan.  My feelings should at least be considered.  If we're going to do this, we have to communicate.  And that means me too.”



I nodded in agreement, but my mind was still riddled with uncertainty.  My mind focused on the night when she angrily told me to leave, her voice bitter and spiteful.  Her words were on a constant loop in my thoughts. 'Save it for someone who cares.  Just fucking leave.'



Her face blanched and she made an attempt to move. Wrapping my arm tightly around her waist, I held her and forced her to stay. 



“I know now that is not true, Josephine.  Do not do this to yourself.  Not when there are so many things I would rather do to you right now,” I murmured seductively, giving her a sexy smile that I knew would send her pulse racing.  My fingertip traced lightly along her bottom lip. “I missed this, vackra. Jag har saknat att vara med dig, din jävla.”



“Your Swedish is sexy, Stefan.  Translation please,” she whispered.  I could feel the damp heat from her panties through the denim of my jeans.  Obviously our time apart had not lessened her desire of me.



I chuckled and my fingers splayed across the nape of her neck, bringing our faces inches apart.  My lips moved against hers as I spoke to her. “I simply said I missed being with you, fucking you.  When I call you vackra, it means beautiful.  And you are the most beautiful creature I have ever seen in my long life.”



She whimpered when my mouth covered hers fiercely, with a need like never before.  My tongue probed deep, exploring the recesses of her mouth.  We shared long feverish kisses, with teasing tongues and nibbling teeth.  Neither of us could get enough…we were both desperate; our days apart had only made our desire stronger.



“I thought I had lost you, Josephine.  Seeing you that night...” My mind trailed off in dangerous directions as I raised my mouth from hers, looking deeply into her eyes.  I could never bear to see that sort of anger and pain in those emerald depths.



But now…now all I could see was love in her eyes.  The tenderness residing there humbled me. I had known all along she had loved me…it took this bizarre set of events for her to fully realize it.



“But you didn't, Stefan.  I'm here and you're here.  Now shut up and kiss me.”



I did not argue.  My lips moved to explore her silky neck, my tongue tracing down her throat to plant kiss after kiss against the crook of her neck.  Her scent, jasmine and honey, filled my nose.  I could feel her pulse racing against my lips; taste the blood underneath her skin.  Her entire body trembled and she pulled away from me, scooting farther back on my legs, her graceful fingers making short work of unbuttoning my jeans and pulling the zipper down.  Grunting, she tugged on the denim impatiently.



“These have to go, Romeo.”



A notch of my control slipped.  Pure desire washed over me like liquid flames, threatening to consume me completely.  My eyes narrowed dangerously as I lifted my hips for her.  She slid from my lap and tugged them down over my legs.  When she pushed my thighs apart and kneeled between my legs, I ripped the t-shirt from my body.  Her eyes lazily traced over every inch of my naked body, her eyes growing darker with each passing second.



Her pink tongue snaked out to lick her lips and her eyes never left mine as she lowered her mouth to lazily circle down my stomach. They tightened from her soft, yet demanding touch and when her hands grasped my cock, my eyes rolled back and my fangs extended.  She was a goddess at my feet, willing to pleasure me.  I wanted nothing more than to feel her mouth slide over my shaft, her warm tongue wrapping around every inch of me.



She made no effort to move; she paused for a moment to slowly rub her thumb over the liquid that had escaped from the head.  She ran a fingernail on the sensitive skin underneath my cock.  Her eyes were unashamed and glowing as they bore into me with an intensity I had never seen from her before.



“I'm not stopping this time.  I want to feel you inside of my mouth, Stefan.  I want to taste you.”



“Fuck, Josephine.  Jag vill känna din mun på min kuk.”  I could not speak even if I wanted to.  I released a guttural groan and nodded. “Put your dirty little mouth on my cock.”



She let out a hiss and her mouth sank over me.  The enveloping heat was glorious and all conscious thought left me from the sheer gratification of feeling every plunge of her mouth.  She hollowed her cheeks, the suction of her mouth unreal.  The head of my cock hit the back of her throat and she pulled her head back slowly, using her teeth to lightly scrape along the top of my hard shaft, which unleashed an entirely new set of sensations.  My hand buried into the tangle of her hair and I let out a tortured moan as she teased me, twirling her hot tongue over the head, moaning softly as she laved it sensually. I was holding back, wanting nothing more than to explode in her mouth.



“I want to come in your hot mouth, vackra.  Fuck!”



Driven by my urgent request, she began moving her lips faster over my cock in a steady rhythm.  I could no longer restrain myself; my hips bucked up to go deeper inside of her mouth.



“Josephine…please.”  The plea sounded strange as they left my lips.  She had brought me to my knees, completely at her mercy.



And she knew she had me exactly where she wanted me.



Her fingers lightly stroked my balls, squeezing them gently in her hand.  She hummed softly, her lips vibrating around me as she continued to suck and lick me, her head bobbing lightly.  And finally…finally she tightened her lips around me and let out a deep groan.  That sensation was my undoing and I shook violently, my cock twitching repeatedly until I spilled down her throat in my powerful release.



Every muscle in my body was tense as I rode out the throes of my orgasm.  Her fingernails dug into my thighs as she swallowed all I had to offer greedily, letting her tongue lazily swirl against me as I slumped against the couch.



It took me a moment to recover, and when I regained my senses, I only wanted to feel her.  My throat was thick with emotion as my hands reached for her, lifting her from the floor. She straddled my hips and leaned forward to press feather-light, wet kisses against my neck.  Pleased with herself, she sat back and her fingers traced the outline of my lips with her finger.  Her lips were swollen and her cheeks flushed, but she had never looked more stunning than she did in that moment.  Her fingertips pushed my lips apart, exposing my fangs to her.  She lightly followed the curve of each fang, her breathing hitching as she admired them.



Despite the fact that I had just come, the arousing site of her innocently stroking my fangs caused me to harden underneath her again.  My hands traced lazy patterns down her spine and she shivered in response.



Neither of us could deny the truth any longer.  Our days apart proved that we had both only existed prior to meeting each other. We were the missing pieces to each of our broken souls.



“I missed you, Stefan.  All of you,” she whispered softly.  Tears filled her green eyes, threatening to spill down her cheeks.  I knew how much this admission was costing her.  She was exposing her fragile emotions to me…so soon after I had hurt her.  I promised myself at that moment, I would guard them and never, ever cause her that sort of pain again.  I would rather meet a thousand deaths than to see her cry.



“As I missed you.  Enough talking.”  Both of my hands buried themselves in her tank top.  Bunching it into my hands, I tore it straight down the middle, shoving the fabric over her shoulders.  It was my chance to please her and my fingertips roamed intimately over the fullness of her breasts, watching in wonder as her nipples tightened into firm peaks.  It was as if I was truly seeing her body for the first time, and I could not get enough of her as they traveled over the expanse of her satiny skin.



“You are fucking perfection, Josephine.”



She was wet.  I could feel the moist heat soaking through her panties, flooding against my cock.  My eyes drifted to her hips that were stretched across me.  Eager to feel more, I repeated the process with her shorts and panties, shoving the torn material away without another thought.



Once we were skin to skin, a crackle of energy passed between us, hot and raw…and completely carnal in nature.  We would be making love, but it would not be gentle.  Another time…I would gently take her, lavish her with love.  But now...now we needed to reconnect.



“Stefan, fuck me.  Please.”  She had given up on talking, relying only on mental speak. 



“Ah, vackra.  I told you that you never have to beg for me to fuck you.  It would be my pleasure.” With heavy lidded eyes, my hand slipped between us, my fingers gliding over her slick folds.  “Still so wet for me.”



Her back arched and her head tilted back, the tip of her hair tickling my thighs when my fingers rubbed through her wetness.  I had to fight to not simply fuck her into oblivion when a wanton moan escaped from her lips as I brushed against her swollen clit.  Her soft, smoky voice was like an aphrodisiac…it made me forget reason.



“So you do want me to fuck you?”  I mused.  I wanted no answer and I simply lifted her up by her hips and impaled her on my cock, letting out a deep growl as she surrounded me completely and our hips fused together.  She was so very, very tight and once again, the sensation almost made me come.  “I want you to fuck me instead.”



Josephine gripped my shoulders for support, tilted her hips and plunged over me again and again, her inner walls gripping me so tightly it was delectably painful.  She was relentless and my hands possessively cupped her ass as she continued her blissful assault on my willing body.  Her mouth crashed against mine and our tongues met to twist together frantically.



“It's never enough, Stefan.  I can't get enough of you.” Her inner voice sounded desperate as she ruthlessly moved against me, her lithe body writhing languidly.



One of my hands moved up her back to lace in the silk of her hair, pulling her face back so our lips almost touched.  My other hand gripped her ass harder, opening her wider as she thrust against me.



“Never,” I agreed; my lips were tender as they brushed against hers. “Never enough of you.”



Our bodies moved in exquisite harmony. She matched my urgency with her own lusty, unsated movements.  Her hands left my shoulders and tangled in my hair, resting her forehead against mine.  It was then she contacted around me, her pussy clenching my cock like a glove.  She trembled out a powerful release and cried out my name hoarsely.



Only moving my head slightly, my mouth lowered to her neck and my fangs pierced her tender skin.  Her delicious blood flooded my mouth and I fell apart.  It was my turn to shatter, shuddering against her as my hips slowed their rapid pace and my hands loosened their hold on her.



My fangs retracted from her neck and I laved the tiny punctures, healing her.  I met her tender stare and my voice was soft and filled with honesty as I spoke. “You are my everything.  Without you, I am nothing.”



“Stefan...” Our lips met again lazily, our kiss filled with love and affection.  I sighed happily and wrapped her in my arms, her nearness almost devastating me.  There was a tangible bond between us, overwhelming and almost electric in nature.



“You are mine, as I am yours,” I whispered, dropping a kiss to the top of her rumpled hair.  “I love you.”



“I love you too,” she mumbled against my chest, pressing her lips in a kiss over my silent heart.



If I could, I would revive the long-dead organ if only for her to feel it beat for her.



Her thoughts floated through my mind.  “Please don't leave me like that again.  My heart can't take it.”



Foolish woman. I had barely existed until she stumbled into my life. I exhaled and smiled tiredly.  “I cannot be without you, Josephine.  You are my reason to exist.” 



We held on to each other, unwilling to let the other go.  She was afraid I would disappear into the night and I feared she would have second thoughts and order me to leave.  If she were to be with me, her life would be anything but simple.  It was dark and dangerous…no place for a fragile human.  We were quite the pair, both needy and desperate for reassurance.



“I won’t have second thoughts, Stefan.  Not about you or us.  I know it’s not going to be easy.”



Smart girl.  She had read my inner thoughts.  The bond between us was increasing, growing stronger.  I would have to remember that it was becoming as easy for her to rummage through my brain as it was for me.



“Can I stay with you tonight?”  I asked, changing the subject instead of confronting her.  When I felt her quick nod, we reluctantly separated.  I pulled on my jeans to collect my bag from my car, leaving her to pick up the remnants of ripped clothing strewn across her living room.



She was pulling my discarded t-shirt over her head when I reentered the living room.  I stood in the doorway and watched her wiggle into the oversize shirt.  Her hair was sexy and messy, tumbling over her shoulders in disarray.



“It looks much better on you than me,” I noted with amusement as my eyes roamed over her figure. “Of course, I would prefer if you chose to wear nothing at all.”



“I'm sure you would.”  She rolled her eyes and shook her ass at me playfully. “Are you forgetting that I have a nosy neighbor that has a key to my house?  A neighbor that loves to barge in without knocking?”  Josephine asked, her eyebrows rising slightly.



How could I forget?  The infuriating woman was always popping up at the most inopportune times.  “Ah, your friend Georgia.  It would be hard to forget her, Josephine.  She has a way of getting under one’s skin. You should consider calling a locksmith,” I replied, shrugging indifferently.  If it were up to me, she could easily be disposed of without a second thought.



But that was not how I operated anymore.  Georgia’s disappearance would devastate Josephine, which in turn would affect me.  This was the downfall of being involved with a mortal.



“She means well.  She just tends to get carried away,” she assured me.  Her brow wrinkled as her mind began worrying about the ongoing issues between Georgia and myself.  Her eyes narrowed nervously as she thought about futures and her ability.  Her mind was too muddled to read.



Leaning casually against the doorframe and dropping the duffel bag at my feet, I smiled crookedly at her.  "She is your friend.  I do not have to like or dislike her, Josephine.  Let us stop talking and go to bed.  You have on too many clothes.”



Feigning seriousness, she grabbed me by one of my belt loops, pulling me tightly against her.  I could feel her nipples through the thin fabric of my shirt she so proudly wore.  “Come on, let's go to bed.  No more funny business tonight.  I'm tired and it's getting late.”



“I can assure you that none of my plans for you involve humor,” I retorted with a trace of laughter in my voice.



“I'm worried about your memory problems.  First you forget about my inquisitive friend and now you're forgetting about my delicate human body?”  She huffed impishly and smiled wickedly.  “You are old.  Is this something I should be concerned about?”



Ah, she thought she was cute.  She turned on her heel to walk slowly down the hallway, swaying her hips seductively. She glanced over her shoulder, pursing her lips and giving me a sultry look.  She finished by blowing me a kiss.



Her earlier melancholy mood was gone and I let out a deep laugh, blurring quickly to swat her on the ass.  She jumped in surprise and turned to face me with wide eyes, smacking my chest lightly with her hand.



“It's a good thing I have a soft spot for vampires that are tall, blond, and old.”  She stood on tiptoe to playfully kiss the cleft in my chin.  “You're a cradle robber, Romeo.”



“Ah Josephine, you are in rare form.  Obviously I have not fucked you enough tonight.”



Scooping her up with one arm, I threw her over my shoulder.  It would be late morning before we left her bed if I had my way.







Chapter Nine- Everything Changes



“Are you going to join me, Josephine? Or are you planning to eye fuck me from your deck chair all evening?”



It had been late morning when we left her villa.  I was bringing her to stay with me for the next few days.  If we had to, I would gladly leave this spacious home behind to live with her in her much smaller house.  I simply wanted to be with her.



The day had been filled with conversation about the things she needed to understand.  I explained my relationship with Lukas and had told her a bit about Solveig.  I did not go into detail, simply because I did not want to relive something I tried so desperately to bury.  Not a day passed that I did not feel a bit of remorse for my actions.



The biggest revelation of the day was when she had asked me if I wanted to turn her.  It was the first time she had brought up the subject of becoming a vampire, and it had left me speechless.  My mind replayed our conversation as we walked along the beach, the salty water swirling around our ankles.  The sun had washed over her, accentuating the soft lines of her body and her skin shimmered in the brilliant light.



She had been mesmerizing, like a sea nymph, almost magical in her radiance.



 “Stefan, do you want to turn me?”



“What do you want me to say, Josephine?” My voice was deceptively calm and my body had tensed as we continued walking.  This was not a conversation I looked forward to having.  Mainly it was because I dreaded the answer I would receive.



She swallowed and her tone was level when she spoke. “The truth would be nice.”



“Then I will answer you honestly.  I want an eternity with you, Josephine.  For two centuries I waited to find you.  It took me so long to find you and I do not want to let you go.” My voice cracked with emotion.  “Vackra, it is your decision.  I will never force you to change for me.  You will tell me when and what you decide, yes?”



She nodded slowly and grasped my hand tightly.  She squinted up at me, her face softening as she smiled softly.  “I know that I want to be with you, Stefan.  I just can't make that kind of decision right now.  My brain is on overload right now.”



“You have time to decide.  I am happy just being here with you, Josephine.  I love you.  The rest is minor details.” I waved her off with a dismissive flick of my wrist.  “We need to turn around and head back.”



Josephine’s movements pulled me back to the present.  At some point during my recollection, she had stood up and crossed the patio to sit on the edge of the pool beside of me, sliding into the water in one swift move.  When she surfaced I was next to her instantly, wrapping her in the embrace of my arms.



My fingers worked quickly to unclasp her bikini top, throwing the wet material on the patio with a noisy splatting sound.  “Once again you have on too many clothes.  This seems to be an ongoing issue, vackra.”



She paled and her hands went to quickly cover her breasts.  “Stefan!  What about Lukas?”



“He is gone for the night.  You also have the wrong equipment for Lukas' taste.”



I disappeared below the surface of the water.  Without the necessity of breathing, I moved slowly, my hands moving down her stomach to tug at the bottom of her bikini bottoms, pulling it down her flawless legs.  My body slid against hers as I came up to the surface again, twirling the bottoms around my index finger smugly and tossing it to join the rest of her suit beside of the pool.



“Now, vackra.  Where were we?” I lowered my voice until it was smooth as silk, seductive and deep.  My arms wrapped around her again, pressing my wet body to hers.  “Ah yes, I think we were right here.”



My lips moved softly down her silky cheek, my tongue flicking out to lick the outline of her tempting lips.  She wrapped her arms around my shoulders, her mouth parting slightly to encourage me to continue.  Spearing my fingers through her long, wet hair, I dragged her head back slightly to expose her neck to my mouth.  Inhaling deeply, I welcomed the burn that her scent caused.  As if she sensed my need, her warm skin grew hotter and my mouth stopped to hover lightly against hers, one corner of my lip curled up in a smirk.



Her eyes snapped open and they glowed a deep jade.  Her mental voice was laced with frustration. “Why are you stopping?”



“You are always so impatient.  I am trying to seduce you.”



“I think we're past the point that you need to seduce me, Romeo,” she whispered.  Her sweet breath tickled across my lips, sending darts of desire racing through my veins.



“I will always think of new ways to seduce you, Josephine, as I will always think of new ways and places to fuck you.” 



“Stefan....” she groaned, her raspy voice breaking.  “I didn't want to be seduced.”



Her fingers danced across the nape of my neck and shoulders.  Everywhere she touched me left behind a trail of fire.  “Patience, vackra.  I have plans for you.”



“What if I have plans for you instead?” She shot back quickly, raising an arched eyebrow at me.  



Even though we were submerged in the cool water of the pool, it did little to dampen the inferno of desire that coursed through me.  And as I held her, I felt the wonder of her in every pore, every nerve.  I could feel her presence in my very blood – the same blood that flowed through her veins.  It taunted me from within her, drawing me to her and clouding my common sense.



“Then I would tell you to show me your plans, vackra,” It was easy to see when my mental thoughts registered in her mind.  She smiled slyly and her mind closed to me, shutting me off from her innermost thoughts.



With a low moan, she melted against me and her mouth opened under mine, spurring me to kiss her longer, harder.  And even though her thoughts were silent, her body told me everything I needed to know. She just wanted more…and she was tired of waiting.  She was already hot and wet for me; every flick of my tongue in her mouth seemed to incite her further.  Finally managing to wrap her arms around me, she tugged me closer, gasping in pleasure as the solid, muscled wall of my chest came into contact with the hard, throbbing points of her nipples.  Wrapping one leg around my thigh and tilting her pelvis, we both shuddered as her pussy skimmed my shaft.  I suddenly felt as if I were holding on to a live wire, every fiber of my body tingling from the contact.



With a ferocious moan against my mouth, her fingers combed through my thick wet hair and she angled her hips to lower herself onto my cock.  My breath caught as I stretched and filled her until I was entirely sheathed inside of her.



It was complete and utter sensory overload: the buoyancy of the water, her warm flesh, her tight, wet pussy…my hips rocked against her on their own volition and my hands palmed her firm ass for more friction.



Playtime was over.



I slowly turned us in the water and walked us out of the pool, our bodies still joined intimately.  Water fell from our naked bodies in sheets to the deck below my feet.



Raising my mouth from hers, I gently eased her down on one of the cushioned lounge chairs.  My eyes swept over her naked flesh, taking in her stunning body.  Every single part of her was made for me; from her firm, taut breasts, to her tiny waist that tapered to her toned abdomen…ending in her long legs that stretched across the cushion, glinting in the setting sun.



Licking my lips, I reveled in her loveliness.  Her body was like a drug to me, lulling me into the sweetest oblivion.  The beast inside wanted out…and wanted to own her completely.



Swallowing tightly, my fingers traced lightly down the length of her legs to grab her ankles, spreading them wide.  I hooked her knees over my forearms and loomed over her, lowering myself so my hands were braced on both sides of her head like concrete pillars.  The savage part of me wanted to pound her into the chair, yet I kept my movements slow and deliberate as I slipped deeply inside of her slick pussy, our wet bodies gliding effortlessly against each other.



Yet in this moment of bliss, anger surged through me.  I could make love to her a million times, fuck her savagely…yet it only made my desire for her increase.  What would it take to quench my need?  Was this my penance for loving her?



“Why can I not get enough of you?” My mental voice was ragged and demanding.  My teeth gritted in a mixture of agony and ecstasy. “No matter how many times I have you, I only want more.”



I did not wait for a reply; I simply unleashed the monster that yearned to be set free.  The chair creaked in disapproval as I pounded into her.  Soft, ragged moans slipped from her as she welcomed each thrust.  In utter amazement, her head arched back against the chair and one of her hands slid between her thighs to slowly rub her swollen clit.  Her cries and moans increased, filling the humid air with the sounds of her satisfaction.



It was only when she felt the heat of my stare that our eyes locked, and my lips parted slightly in response to the sensual desire that shadowed her eyes.  “Stefan....” 



I snarled and began to move my hips faster in response to hearing my name fall from her lips.  In my long life, hearing her throaty voice call for me wrecked me, destroyed my sense of reason.  I reached between us to capture the hand that was slipping over her clit and placed her wet fingers inside of my mouth, wanting to taste the sweet juices that coated her hand.  My fangs scraped against her skin as I pulled them slowly from my mouth with a violent groan.



“Delicious, vackra.  You are fucking magnificent.”



I sat back on my heels and her trembling legs slipped down the length of my arms to rest on top of my thighs.  Gripping her hips, I pulled her roughly against me as our bodies met with an explosion of raw passion.



“Don't stop...don't you dare stop...” She begged for release, slowly coming unraveled beneath me.  I was as far gone as she was.  She had ruined me with her love, shattered me with her perfection.



“I have no plans to stop.  This is right,” I begrudgingly admitted, pulled her upright until her breasts smashed against my chest and her legs encircled my waist.  It was then she offered herself to me totally, her head falling to the side, exposing her neck to my eager lips.  Her pulse point throbbed, her skin throbbing from the rush of blood in her veins.



“Fuck, Stefan. I want to come!  I can't stop...”



Her words faded away and everything lost focus.  The last thing I can recall with any real clarity is my head blurring to her neck and my fangs descending into her flesh. The rest was a blur; with only flashes of cognizance.  Her pussy clenching around me as I drank from her, her body shaking uncontrollably in my arms as I battled not to drain her completely.



It was that thought…the image of her dead in my arms that pulled me back to reality.  Still delirious from the ambrosia of her blood, I withdrew my fangs from her neck and leered at her. “We are not finished yet, Josephine.”



In one smooth movement, I turned her back to me and slipped into her from behind.  She was even tighter in this position.  She moaned shamelessly, turning her head to place wet kisses against my throat as I continued to ravage her supple body.



“Stefan...” she murmured as my hands roughly caressed her breasts. “Why do you always feel this good?”



Fuck!  Why was it this beautiful, maddening woman knew how to push every button? She made me forget reason, made me struggle for self-control.  Her words provoked me, triggering something deep and primal unlike anything I had even known.  With a final plunge, I coaxed another orgasm from her and ignited my own.  She trembled around my cock, screaming and writhing wildly.  She was almost uncontrollable to restrain.  Her complete abandon made my answering roar of completion that much more satisfying.



I fell back into the chair in exhaustion, embracing her trembling body gingerly.  Her heart still hammered in her chest as she collapsed against me.  The curtain in her mind lifted and her thoughts came flooding out in a rush.



Her tender feelings of love and devotion nearly shattered me.  It was what I had craved to hear for two centuries.  She thought she could no longer live without me, that her home was with me now.  Somehow, I had made this creature mine.



Little did she know I had felt the same since the moment I saw her in my vision.  I had loved her from that very second without reservation. “You are my home, vackra.  You own my heart and soul.”



As I toyed with a strand of her hair, I thought back to the moment I lost clarity.  She had seen a glimpse of the darkness I kept tucked away, hidden below the surface of my calm demeanor.  That fear diminished the elation I felt…she would always remember that pivotal moment where I lost control…the moment I could have killed her just to completely possess her.  The thought nearly crushed me.



“I love you, Josephine,” I murmured.  My eyes closed and I lowered my forehead to rest against hers.  She lightly stroked the side of my face and the pads of her fingertips traced the curve of my lips in understanding.



“I love you.”  She snuggled closer to me; our bodies fitting together perfectly like two pieces of a puzzle.  “Stefan, look at me and tell me what’s wrong.”



I obediently raised my head, my eyes boring into hers. “I am angry at myself, Josephine.  I lost control and I could have injured you.  All I could think of was fucking you and your…”



“Blood.”  She finished for me.  Her arms came to rest on the small of my back, her hand brushing against my ass. “I'm not going to lie, Stefan.  For a moment I was scared, but I knew even when I'd lost you for a moment that you wouldn't hurt me.  You're a vampire and you're going to be focused on blood.  I don't think I helped things out by offering my neck to you either...”



Her neck…I froze as her words sank in.  I had been savage and had not healed her.  In a flash I sat up, grabbing her head and turning it to the left to find the marks from my fangs.  There was not as much as a scratch marring her skin.



This made no sense.  I had not healed her bite.  My hand fell away and I stared at her in a stupor.  It was impossible.



 “Stefan.  What's wrong?  You need to start talking.”



I did not fully register the worry in her voice.  I sat motionless, the air between us growing heavy as my mind continued to race. 



"Stefan, please talk to me."  She pled with me mentally.  Her tension was rising the longer I did not reply.  



My fingers reached up again to stroke the skin on her neck.  My jaw clenched and my eyes slightly narrowed as my mind ran over the possibilities.  There truly were only three options.



“There are no bite marks, Josephine.  They are gone.”  My voice was thick with anxiety.  Every muscle in my body was coiled as tight as a spring.



“What do you mean they're gone?  You bit me.  Believe me, I felt it in a good way,” she said, my hand absently rubbing her neck.  Her face paled when she felt nothing but smooth skin under her fingers.  “Where did they go?  Bite marks just don't disappear, right?”



I hesitated before I answered.  Bite marks only disappear if you are healed with a vampires saliva, if you are turned…was it possible…was it our forming bond?  “No.  Bites do not just disappear.  I do not have an explanation, only an opinion.”



She nodded and blinked nervously.  "What's your opinion?"



“I am going to make the assumption that you healed from the blood you have taken from me. You have bitten me twice and taken my blood.  It possesses healing properties, Josephine.  It could be as simple as that.”



I buried the twinge of guilt at my small omission about the issue of our bond.  She could easily read my thoughts and feel my emotions.  She was feeling the effects of the bond without understanding.  I observed her as she glanced over her body, obviously too occupied with taking inventory of her body to focus on me.  I was glad for that fact…how do you explain something as sacred as a blood bond to a human.  And if I did explain it to her as a mortal, she would misunderstand its true depth.  With her independence and skittish nature, she would feel enslaved to it, unable to understand the benefits.  No, this must wait until another time.



She continued her search and I knew she would not find a single mark.  All of them had disappeared.  Every single one was gone.



 “They're all gone, Stefan.  Is this bad?”



“That I do not know.  I have only shared my blood with one other human and he is now a vampire,” I answered thoughtfully. “I can call one of my friends on the Council.  He may have answers for us.”



“I'm not turning into a vampire am I?” She questioned softly.  Her hands folded nervously in her lap, and her green eyes were wide with concern.



I forced a smile across my face and lowered my lips to first lightly kiss her forehead, the tip of her nose and then brushed my lips against hers.  “No.  You do not have fangs and you do not want blood.  We just require answers.  Perhaps contacting my friend would be a good thing.  If nothing else it will put both of our minds at ease, yes?”



She nodded and her shoulders relaxed in obvious relief.



“Let us go inside.  I have a bathtub I want to explore with you.”  I winked and offered her my hand.  I hoped the time in the bath would give me time to truly consider the implications of her vampire-fast healing ability.



***



We had bathed and I was no closer to an answer now than before.  She was much more relaxed, but was standing naked at the foot of my bed, eyeing the bed with uneasiness.  Her teeth caught her bottom lip and she shifted from foot to foot.



“What is wrong?  Why are you looking at the bed as if it will bite you?” I questioned as my eyes moved between her and the bed.  I wanted to be sympathetic her worry, but her overreactions to normal situations were quite endearing and rather amusing.



“Stefan, I'm not used to all of this.  I've never slept over at a man's house before.  This is one of those situations where I'm struggling to catch up,” Josephine said, lowering her gaze to look at the floor, her cheeks flushing crimson.



I forgot how innocent she was sometimes.  It was easy to overlook the fact when sexually she was a complete match to me, skilled and clever.  I pulled the dark brown duvet and crisp white sheet down and rolled across the bed, crossing my legs at the ankles.  I rubbed the bed provocatively with my hand and raised an eyebrow in invitation.



“Josephine, just get into bed.  I promise not to bite.  Unless you ask nicely,” I snapped my teeth at her, my fangs peeking out over my bottom lip.



Rolling her eyes towards the ceiling in annoyance, she gingerly sat down on the edge.  Excited to finally have her in my bed, I moved fluidly to gather her in my arms and curled myself around her before she could resist.  I flipped the bedside lamp off and snuggled against her, my head dropping to place kisses on the top of her shoulders.



“Was that so difficult, vackra?” 



“I'm sorry I'm like this, Stefan,” she apologized, her body relaxing against me. Unable to resist her, my nose ran alongside the elegant curve of her neck, scattering kisses in its wake.



“Never apologize for how you feel.  I have had plenty of time to adjust to our relationship.  You have had only weeks,” I murmured.  Resting my chin on her shoulder, I sighed and hugged her tightly. “You cannot imagine what it was like knowing I would find you someday, only to be faced with centuries of being alone. Your face preoccupied my thoughts when I was awake and haunted me when I slept.  The last 10 years were spent looking for you everywhere.  It was frustrating and I was beginning to lose my patience.”



I wanted to show her the vision that had haunted me for centuries.  It was easy to recall and I projected it to her.  In the vision, she appeared much like she did that night on the beach.  She was preternaturally beautiful, her reddish blond hair falling in waves over her bare shoulders, framing her delicate oval face.  Her luminous eyes were green and large, shadowed with a fringe of thick eyelashes.



Her gasp of surprise made me smile sadly at how she underestimated her beauty. “Now you know how exquisitely beautiful you are to me, Josephine.  Du är en gudinna.  You are a goddess.”



She twisted her head slightly to kiss my lips softly. “I only had to wait a few years to find you.  I can't imagine having to wait 200 years to meet you.  When I saw you that night on the beach, I can't describe what I felt inside.  It was...powerful, like we had an instant connection and I knew that I loved you…even that first night.  My body understood you were the one, Stefan.  My head was just harder to convince.”



“I love you, vackra.”  I kissed her temple lovingly.  “Now sleep.”



“I love you.  So very much,” she mumbled.  Already her eyes were growing heavy as she struggled to stay awake.



I waited until her eyes fluttered closed and her breath evened out in sleep. “Stay with me, Josephine.  Forever.”



***
Requiring little sleep, I had risen early and left her sleeping peacefully in my bed.  I was concerned about the minute changes I was noticing in Josephine.  She moved faster, was growing stronger…and her wounds were now healing at almost vampiric like speed.  I wanted to know if it was the result of the bond or something more.  I had fired off an e-mail to a contact on the Council, asking vague questions in regards to immortals mating with humans and the bonding process.  I had closed my laptop lid when I heard her heart race increase.  She was awake…and by her scent, obviously aroused.  Her fragrance flooded the entire house, calling me to her.



I stalked up the steps and stood in the doorway, watching as she clutched my pillow tightly in her arms.  Without thinking, I stripped out of my jeans and t-shirt.  Crawling into the bed behind her, my naked body pressed against her back.  Her skin was pliant and warm, and my fingers skimmed across her skin to palm her full, firm breasts in my large hands as I nestled my nose into the crook of her neck and simply breathed her in, enjoying the bouquet of her flesh.



She jolted fully awake and her hand reached back to comb through my thick hair.  Her happiness and lust flooded through me.  In less than a second, my mind switched from loving thoughts to extreme excitement.



“I could sense you were awake.  Your thoughts were titillating and I could smell your arousal.”



Instinctively, she scooted back and let her head drop back to rest against my shoulder, her ass pressing into the hardness of my cock.  My hand grasped her thigh and pulled it back slightly to drape over my hip.  Closing my eyes, I simply let my fingers run up the outside of her leg, brushing across her hipbones to descend and explore the slickness of her wet slit.  It was even sexier to only touch and not see, imagining the soft silk of her skin in my mind, recalling every inch by memory.



My mouth descended to place long, gentle kisses on her neck.  I had decided I could kiss every inch of her skin and never tire of it.  Ready for more than my gentle teasing, she boldly arched against me again; a series of small sighs spilling from her lips.



“Vackra, I cannot resist you. The feel of your skin....” 



Before I finished my thought, I had sunk inside her depths and a growl of pleasure rumbled in my throat.  I withdrew almost completely and then thrust my hips to bury myself back inside of her again.  I began to move again in slower, fuller strokes as I rocked my hips against her languidly.



“You are so hot and tight, Josephine.  I love to fuck you...”



She cried out and allowed me to move her in a gentle rhythm.  Our cadence was slow, taking the time to explore her body as one hand continued to tease her nipples, the other rubbing small circles over her clit.  I was tender and meticulous, wanting to completely satisfy her as we moved together.  She made no attempt to rush me…it seemed neither of us wanted the intimacy of the moment to end.



“Stefan...” she moaned softly.  Her body writhed against the firm caress of my hands.  When she began to clench around me, I wanted to hurry, to meet our release together.



My speed increased and her flushed, slick flesh slid across mine.



“Ah, vackra.  The way you feel makes me want to eat you alive.”



I knew the effect my dirty talk had on her body.  When I spoke to her in this manner, her ardor increased and she seemed to lose all control.  Her hands tugged roughly on my hair and her hips rolled faster.  



 “Don't stop, Stefan...” she released yet another moan.  The bedroom was filled with the sensual sounds of our bodies meeting, her breathless cries…and her thudding heartbeat.



“I will never stop fucking you.” 



As if to assure her, my fingers moved in fast loops over her clit.  I picked up speed, delving faster into her and when she cried out in pleasure, I found myself joining her, our voices blending together in a symphony of sensual moans. How had I survived this long without her?  If I lost her now, I would simply go mad. 



“I want to feel you bite me when I come, Stefan.  Please…”



She simply had no self-preservation…and I no longer had the strength to resist her.  My tongue flickered over her neck and my teeth pierced her flesh.  A broken cry fell from her as she fluttered rhythmically around me, shuddering in bliss.  And I was lost once again, my hips jutting erratically as I spilled into her, my mouth sucking gently against her throat. Taking a final deep swallow, I retracted my fangs and lazily licked over the punctures.



I released her leg from my hip and she rolled to face me.  Her blissful smile illuminated her face and she covered my lips with her hot mouth.  This kiss was different; it was filled with so much love that my long-dead heart ached and tears burned in my eyes.  When her tongue swept across my lower lip, my mouth parted and our tongues intertwined together softly, reflecting the closeness of the moment we had shared.



Her hands ran along the length of my back, caressing every muscle with her gentle, loving touch.  And I could not resist her either. My hands splayed across her firm ass, pressing her tightly against me.  I could not get close enough to her.  If I could, I would never let her go.



Her soft lips left mine, and her forehead settled against my collarbone.  She sighed into my skin, her warm, fragrant breath washing over me.



Neither of us said a word.  The ocean and the steady sound of her breath lulled me into a state of bliss that seemed so familiar to me.  It was if I had lived this moment before with this beautiful woman in my arms.  But that was impossible…  



My fingers gently stroked the curve of her thigh and broke the silence that surrounded us.  “I spoke with my contact with the Council via e-mail this morning.  He will let me know what he discovers.”  



“Stefan, he can be trusted, right?”  She asked uneasily.  



I understood her concern.  The last thing either of us needed was the Council to intervene, asking questions neither of us wanted answered.  They would demand her immediate change.  They would deem her knowledge of our existence a threat. 



“Of course.  I have known him for 300 years, Josephine.”



She studied my face for the briefest of moments before she nodded and smiled weakly.  “It just makes me nervous, Stefan.  I trust you, I just don't trust him.”



Little did I know how true her words would turn out to be.







Chapter Ten-Friend Or Foe



“Stefan!  I need you to get down here.  Now.”



Her frantic plea pulled me from my slumber and her panic became my own.  The moment my eyes opened, I felt another vampire’s presence in my home.  His plans flickered through my mind as I grabbed my jeans and slipped them on, blurring down the steps at top speed.  I was halfway down the steps when a deep, mocking laugh came from the man stretched out on my coach. “Boyfriend,” he snorted, his lips pursing slightly. “I suppose you're right.  I know everything about you, Josephine.  You are more beautiful than Stefan said you'd be.”



Pure rage at his tone and betrayal made me see everything though a pulsing red filter.  My fingers tensed and released… and I wanted to rip him limb from limb.  “Adolfo.”



Josephine’s sigh of relief calmed me and I wrapped a possessive arm around her waist, holding her tightly.



“Josephine, since he is not polite enough to introduce himself to you, allow me to do the honors.  This is my friend Adolfo Amaya.   He is on the Council, the one I contacted about our concerns,” I advised sharply. 



My tone alerted Josephine that I was deeply disturbed.  She glanced up to look at me and her face sank as she recognized the look of resolve on my face.  Just like my own visits to rogue vampires, I knew this was not a social visit.  Adolfo was an expert tracker.  He had been sent here to retrieve us to appear before the Council.



I could only offer her a regretful smile and prayed to the gods she would forgive me once again.



“Nice to meet you,” she whispered, sidling closer to me.  She sent a mental thought to me, and the tone was cutting.  “Now would be a great time to tell me what the hell is going on, Stefan.”



The expression on my face did not change, but I supplied her with information she requested. “He is here on Council business.  We are going to need to go with him.  Josephine, I need you to remain calm so he doesn't know we're communicating.”



She remained silent, keeping with our cover.  Her thoughts were anything but calm.  She was furious that we were at his mercy.  She had no understanding of vampire hierarchy.  She had never needed to…but now, now she was in for a crash course.



 “Stefan, you know why I'm here so let's cut the pleasantries.  I need you both to pack and come with me.  There's a private plane waiting for us,” Adolfo said in his heavily accented voice, clasping his hands across his lap.  His dark eyes roamed around the room before fixing his stare back at me.  He was testing me to see if I would resist him.



I wanted nothing more than to resist the Council.  I wanted to kill every one of them for what they had forced me to do for hundreds of years.  But it was Adolfo’s betrayal that angered me the most.  I released my grip on her and paced the room, blurring from side to side.



I felt her eyes watching me as she sat on the edge of a chair.  I thought through the various responses I could choose.  I could simply choose not to go with him.  The outcome of that choice ended in both of our deaths.  I could leave her here and go alone.  This selection led in my death.  The only viable choice that had the desired outcome was us both voluntarily leaving with Adolfo.



I did not meet her stare as I mentally spoke to her, issuing her a carefully worded warning.  “Vackra, we have no choice in the matter.  We cannot refuse.  We have to go with him.  There is no other viable choice.”



I stopped pacing to stand at her side and my hand caressed the strands of her hair.  I had expected her to pull away in anger, yet instead when her eyes met mine, they were filled only with trust.



I addressed Adolfo without bothering to look at him, my eyes still focused on hers as I spoke.



“How long until we leave, Adolfo?”



Adolfo stood and walked to the far wall of windows.  He pulled back the arm of his suit jacket, glancing at his watch.  “We need to leave here within the hour.  I'll be your escort until the Council convenes.”



“Fine,” I answered.  Grabbing her elbow, I led her up the steps into the bedroom.  I closed the door behind us, and the muscles in my face finally relaxed.



As she started to open her mouth to speak, I placed my index finger over my own lips and shook my head.  I tapped my temple, reminding her to use our ability to talk telepathically.  She closed her eyes and sighed, more aggravated that I was right than the fact Adolfo was waiting for us downstairs.



“Can you see what's going to happen? You know I can't see our futures, Stefan.”



Centuries of demands from the Council made it easy for me to react.  I pulled out suitcases, zipping back and forth from the bed to the closet and placing jeans, shirts and shoes in the bag.



“They are curious about you.  It is not typical of a vampire to choose to be in a romantic
relationship with a human and they want to evaluate the strength of it.  Of course, they knew of you from my own mind as we discussed and I'm assuming Adolfo's questions piqued their interest.  Start packing, vackra.”



Pointing to the closet, I motioned for her to start moving.  She huffed and stood, moving to the closet slowly.  Her hands were clenched so tight her knuckles were white.



“How long are we going to be there?  And what the hell do they want to know, Stefan?”



I closed my eyes and focused on each of the Council members’ futures.  If we played our cards correctly, we would be free of them within a day or two. “Two days at the most, Josephine.  They want to assess your ability and make sure you are not a threat.  If it puts your mind at ease, I see us returning back to Bali.  There are things that are variables.  However, I see us returning together.”



“Variables?  What kind of variables?”



I shrugged my shoulders as I tugged a t-shirt over my head.  “That I do not know.  Our gifts are not exact sciences.”



She had had enough.  She threw up her hands in exasperation and angrily pulled clothes from the closet and added it to the suitcase.  She disappeared into the bathroom, returning with her black cosmetic bag.  She stomped back into the closet and selected clothing, dressing quickly and dragging a brush through her hair to attempt to smooth the wild waves.  It was when she walked to the edge of the bed to stand beside of me that I noticed her hands trembling as she reached for the zipper of the suitcase to close it.



I blamed myself for this.  How could I do this to her?  I hated myself for dragging her into this life, but the thought of being without her was a reality I could not bear to even consider.



“You look beautiful.” My compliment was honest, but sounded weak and did not begin to make up for this stress on her.  I opened my arms to her, hoping she would fall into my embrace.  She did not disappoint.  She crashed into me, her nails digging into my back as she held me close.  Leaning down, I lowered my head to brush my lips against hers gently and for a moment, she relaxed into my embrace.  Her mind was focused on my assurance that we would be returning together. 



“Remember that I love you and I promise to keep you safe.  For now, you need to follow my lead.  If I tell you to answer in a certain way, it is imperative you do so.”



Squaring her shoulders, she pulled away. Her mouth was set in a grim line. “I'm so going to kick your ass when we get home, Stefan.  This is the vampire bullshit you were referring to I assume?”



Despite myself and this situation, I chuckled aloud, breaking the silence of the room.  I nodded and picked the suitcase off the bed with one hand.  Hesitantly, I offered her my free hand, waiting for her to join me.  She reluctantly put her tiny hand in mine and squeezed it affectionately.



“Are you ready for this, vackra?”



Releasing a resigned sigh, her shoulders drooped slightly.  Of course she was not ready to face a Council of vampires.  Only weeks ago, she thought we were no more than myths.



“I'm as ready as I'll ever be.  Let's go so we can come home.”



***
The drive to Denpasar International Airport was silent and filled with tension.  She clung to my arm during most of the car ride and Adolfo made no attempt to make any conversation as we drove along.  I wanted to pay attention to her thoughts, however, I found myself lost in my own.  I stared straight ahead, sitting rigidly in the seat.  One of my hands rested on her jean-clad thigh and the other absently tapped on the seat.



There was something not right about this meeting.  I was expecting demands of her change, yet when I saw us in front of the Council, they did not ask for it.  What was I missing?  I repeatedly scanned every vision, looking for the missing piece that would explain it to me.



“Stefan? Will you talk to me?”



 I did not acknowledge her mental questions.  My sunglass-covered eyes were fixed on the back of Adolfo's head.  I imagined my fist pummeling through the back of his skull, ending his miserable existence.



She tried again. “Stefan.”



I answered back with the same questioning tone. “Josephine.”



“You need to talk to me.  I have no idea what's going on.  Your vision has black spots and blurs.  What does that mean?”



 Automatically tensing at her mental intrusion into my thoughts, I reacted harshly.  “You need to stay out of my mind, vackra.”



“Really, Stefan? Hello, pot and kettle.  Have you met?  You're inside my mind constantly.  Explain the 'variables', please.”



She was feeling spunky and my eyebrow arched at her humorous mockery.  “There are things that I cannot see.  If a person involved changes their mind, it changes the vision.  You know this, Josephine.”



She released another frustrated sigh.  She had thoughts of sticking her tongue out at Adolfo each time he stared at her in the rearview mirror, which was quite often. 



“Vackra, you need to behave.”



“And you really need to stay out of my mind, Romeo.  What is Adolfo's talent besides being a gigantic asshole?”



I cleared my throat to hide my barking laugh. “His talent is useful in finding vampires.  He is particularly adept at locating vampires that do not want to be found.”



For over 900 years, I had been a vampire that did not want to be found.  I had traveled the world and been able to fade into obscurity even though I was called in to work for the Council and Board.  Prior to finding her, I would perform my required duty and fade into obscurity and would resume my search for her.



And now she worried I was having second thoughts about her, of what trouble she was causing me?  She was incredible, the oddest human I had ever had the pleasure of encountering.



 “Josephine, I have no regrets being with you.  I love you eternally.  This is one of those minor details that we deal with and move on from.  Do not worry.”



Our conversation came to an abrupt halt as we pulled to stop outside of a private airport hangar.  I finally turned to look at her, a tentative smile on my face.  Her beautiful face was lined with worry, her green eyes brooding.  I intertwined our fingers, opened the car door and pulled her out behind me.  We walked quickly to the unmarked jet, climbing the steps to enter the plane.  Quickly scanning the interior for any other vampire, I relaxed when I realized we were alone except for the pilot and co-pilot.



“What about our luggage?” Josephine asked.  It was odd to hear her sexy, throaty voice after nearly two hours of non-verbal communication.  I led her to the two seats in the back of the plane, my thumb rubbing against the top of her hand.  My mouth spread into a thin-lipped smile as I removed my sunglasses and placed them on my lap carelessly.



“Adolfo can take care of it. It is the least he can do.”  My voice was severe and cold as I spoke of the vampire that had not yet entered the small plane.



Her mind was sharp, and she was considering the tone of my voice for a moment. She knew I could see the futures of vampires, so she was curious as to why I had not foreseen Adolfo betraying me?  She was wondering if this one of the black spots in my vision or something more?



Ah, she was already beginning to think like me.  Clever woman.



“Possibly.  It is something I am unaccustomed to encountering.  There is another party involved that I cannot see or that continues to change their mind, vackra.”



Adolfo entered the plane, removing his own sunglasses and walking slowly down the aisle to sit in the seat across from us.  His arrogance from earlier in the morning was gone.  He seemed almost regretful as he began to speak to us, his eyes downcast.



“Stefan, I understand why you're angry with me.  I didn't mean for this to happen when I was doing my research.  One of the members of the Administrative Board found out and demanded you both appear.  I had no choice in the matter,” he said, his heavily accented voice breaking off in apology.  “I'd rather not fly twenty plus hours to come here, then another twenty hours back to serve as your escort.”



“It is irrelevant at this point.  I specifically asked you to be discreet, Adolfo.  How is a member of the Administrative Board finding out about your inquiries being discreet?”  I seethed, feeling the anger that flashed across my face.  My hand gripped the armrest of the chair so tightly I could feel the metal bend under the pressure of my grasp.



“I have known you for three centuries, Stefan.  The last thing I wanted to do is jeopardize our friendship,” Adolfo replied, adjusting his suit jacket nervously and flashing me an apologetic smile.



“Consider it jeopardized, Adolfo. We will have plenty of time for you to atone for your mistake.  Our friendship has met its end.” I sneered, refusing to meet his imploring stare.  Our terse conversation was interrupted by the pilot's voice coming through the overhead speakers, advising us that we were cleared for take-off and to expect a brief stop in Tokyo to refuel.



Josephine released my hand for a moment to buckle her seat belt.  She quickly laced her fingers back through mine, holding on to me like I was her lifeline.  She offered me a shaky smile and sent me a heartfelt mental thought. “I love you.”



For the first time today, I smiled and meant it.  ”As I love you.  Hearing you say those words makes all of this worthwhile.” 



***
Twenty hours later, we had landed in New York City.  We were in transport to appear before the Council at a five-story Carriage house in the Upper East Side of Manhattan.  It was the official meeting place for the Board and Council of vampires.  I had been here many times on business or to give testimony, and my dread increased as we approached the opposing brick building



The heavy wooden garage doors opened and the sedan pulled inside of the building.  The garage doors closed ominously behind us and I felt Josephine’s suffocating dread as if it were my own.



As soon as the car came to a stop, Adolfo and Lenora were out of the car in a blur.  Lenora opened the door on my side of the car and I began to slide out, hesitating when I saw the look of panic that had settled on Josephine’s beautiful face.   My fingers traced down the side of her face and my thumb stroked her cheekbone reverently.  “Josephine, I will not let anything happen to you.  I promise you.”



Her emerald irises darted to mine and she nodded slowly.



“Let us talk to them.  We have nothing to hide.”




Offering her my hand, we slid across the seat to step out of the car in the garage.  With each step we took further inside the building, I reminded myself that we were one step closer to finishing our business and could leave without any further hassle.



Josephine’s hand tightened around mine as we followed Lenora and Adolfo to an awaiting elevator.  They motioned us to enter and we filed in, Lenora reaching across to press a button on the panel.  The doors closed and the elevator jerked and groaned as it began to ascend to a higher floor.  After a moment, the doors slowly opened and we were led into the informal conference room.  Furnished with leather sofas, glass tables, and elegant chairs, no one would ever expect this home was inhabited by vampires.  I watched as Josephine’s eyes traveled over the room, taking in her surroundings.  Perhaps if we were here for other purposes, I would enjoy this restored home.  My time here had never been pleasant and I found the artwork that lined the brick walls of the house and the large floral arrangements to be over the top and pretentious.



All of the Council members were in attendance.  Nigel, Derek and Sofia stood at the windows, their heads turning in perfect synchronization as we entered the room.  Lenora and Adolfo went to join them, leaving Josephine and I to stand on the other side of the room with five sets of critical eyes taking in our every move.



Sofia had separated herself from the others and approached us.  Watching my former lover cautiously, my mind sought out her plans.  She had not consciously planned to cause any problems for us and she was more curious about Josephine than anything else.  Her dark eyes swept over her, and then moved to me.  She motioned with her hand for us to sit down on the sofa closest to us.  Smiling curtly, she turned and walked back to slowly lower herself on the couch facing us.  The other vampires took their seats, still silently observing our interactions.  I steered us towards the couch, and pulled us down into the soft leather.   I was still holding her hand possessively.  



“Josephine, I am Sofia Mancini.  You have already met Adolfo and Lenora,” she addressed her softly with her thick Italian accent.  She inclined her head towards the two other vampires. “This is Derek Collier and Nigel Ryan.  We are all on the Council and are very interested in meeting you.  Let us sit and talk, shall we?  It is wonderful to finally meet the woman that has captured Stefan’s attention.”



At the mention of Derek's name, my body stiffened slightly. He had fully healed from my recent visit with him, looking no worse for the wear.  His gray eyes were sullen and his lips curled up in a sneer as he stared at Josephine hungrily.  He snickered when he observed our joined hands, releasing a bored sigh and crossing his arms under his chest.



 “Hello?”  Josephine’s greeting came out sounding more like a question, her heart racing wildly.  The Council of vampires continued to visually observe her as if she was an anomaly, their faces a mixture of curiosity, aggravation, and envy.



“Stefan, this is the woman from your visions?  The one you have been searching for?” Sofia questioned me, leaning towards me in interest.  This was a game for her, enjoying my uncomfortable situation.  Her lips turned up in a tight smile as she shifted her attention back to Josephine, her dark eyes were hard and filled with dislike as she scrutinized her.  



“Yes,” I answered her, turning slightly to look down at Josephine.  My beautiful lover sat beside of me, scared out of her mind…yet she never wavered.  She was as brave as she was beautiful.  Our eyes met for a moment, blue to emerald green and a small smile played on my lips. “This is my fated.”



“Josephine, how do you feel about Stefan?  You know what we are and you are not afraid?” Nigel spoke up.  His heavy hand rubbed his chin as he watched her reaction.



She hesitated, squeezing my hand for reassurance.



My thumb stroked over the side of her hand. “Tell him the truth, vackra.”



Sitting up straighter than before, her chin jutted out in defiance.  “I know that you're vampires.  I'm in love with him…even considering to have him change me so we can always be together.  As for being afraid, I've been more scared in the last 24 hours than I've ever been since I've met him.”



“We apologize for our abrupt invitation.  It was necessary to meet you.” Nigel leaned forward with his forearms against his thighs. “We need to assess if you are a risk and your abilities.”



“Me a risk to you? I love him,” she snapped, looking around the room at each vampire. “I have no intention of telling anyone anything about your existence.” 



I tightened my grip on her hand and my mental voice attempted to break through her burst of anger. “Josephine.  I know you are angry.  Do not let them provoke you.”



She sighed and I felt her anger dissipate.  She was smart enough to comprehend what they were doing by intentionally baiting her.  I needed her to stay calm and answer their questions so we could leave.



“And why should we believe you?” Derek asked coldly.  His voice had a southern drawl that reminded me of Josephine’s annoying friend Georgia, and I did not miss the note of sarcasm in his voice.  “You are just a human after all.”



“You don't have to believe me.  Here's the thing, Derek.  I have no one to tell.  My adoptive parents died four years ago and I have no living family.  Prior to meeting Stefan, I lived a solitary life.  I have my own issues, let alone causing problems for you.”  



I was proud of how she was able to diffuse or divert any of their intrusive questions.  She was effectively shutting them down, one by one.



Derek eyed her for a moment, his gray eyes flat as stone.  He glanced in my direction and his eyes turned harder, a sinister smile breaking across his face. “Stefan, you know the risks of choosing to play with your food.”



Derek's words caused a deep growl to resonate in my chest, my jaw clenching and every muscle in by body preparing for attack.  It was Josephine’s voice that soothed me and brought me back from the edge. “Stefan, remember what you just told me.  He's trying to piss you off.  Let's get this over with so we can leave



“I do not consider loving someone ‘playing with my food,’ Derek.  In case anyone in attendance has forgotten Derek's indiscretion, let me remind everyone why it was necessary for me to have a discussion with him a week ago,” I retorted, my voice devoid of any inflection as my eyes bored into him.  Derek shifted uncomfortably under the weight of my severe stare. “You threatened to expose our kind when humans started going missing after being seen in your presence.  You had opened a covert business and kept human women there as blood slaves.   Your ignorance and arrogance could have exposed our existence.  Yet you sit before me and have the audacity to warn me of 'playing with my food’?  You are nothing more than an incompetent asshole!”



The room was silent for a moment and my words hung in the air.  Derek rose and walked to the windows, turning his back to the assembled group. 



“She's a psychic like you, yet she also has a talent for reading emotions.  Is she able to read you?  Or any vampires?”  Lenora questioned, flipping her pale blond hair over her shoulder.  She turned her head to the side slightly, as if evaluating Josephine’s talent.



“No, I can't read Stefan's future or emotions.  Or any vampire,” she jumped in to answer before I could offer her an answer. The four vampires exchanged looks amongst each other.



“I have one more question.  Stefan, you contacted Adolfo with concerns about changes in Josephine's body and the power of her abilities.  Is this still something you are concerned about?” Nigel inquired.  He was honestly interested in knowing more about Josephine and wanted nothing more.



I nodded, running my free hand through my hair. “Yes, it is still a concern.  Her punctures heal within minutes of me biting her.  I deduced that it may be a side-effect of our blood exchanges.”



A hushed silence fell over the room.  Disbelieving and curious looks were exchanged between the vampires.



“You willingly offered your blood to her and she accepted?  Most vampires would never willingly exchange blood with a human, unless if you were choosing to turn them,” Sofia murmured in a mild, fascinated tone.  She glanced between Josephine and myself and then turned to look at Nigel pointedly.



“I did.  It sort of happened in the heat of the moment,” Josephine muttered hastily, averting her eyes to observe the pattern on the rug.



“Stefan, Josephine.  Please leave us for a few minutes so we can discuss the matter.  We'll send for you when we're ready.” Nigel waved his hand in dismissal.



I inclined my head and stood, leading us out of the large room.  We walked down the hallway and entered a much smaller sitting chamber.



“Come.  We need to sit and wait.” I crossed the room and sat down on the couch, opening my arms for her to join me. I despised the fact that she had to justify her intentions before this group of vampires.



As she curled against me, her head tucked into the crook of my neck.  “I needed this.”



“It is going to be fine, Josephine.  Please do not worry,” I whispered against her hair.  I placed feather-light kisses where my lips had been.



“I know.  I just feel like this isn't over, Stefan,” she whispered, leaning her head back to look into my eyes.



I smiled down at her briefly before lowering my lips to hers.  My kiss was gentle, slow, and consuming.  She responded eagerly despite the situation we were in, her mouth hungry against mine.  Before things could get out of hand I reluctantly lifted my lips from hers, chuckling lightly.



 “Let us take care of this business here and we can leave. We can stay here in New York for a day or two.  Just the two of us



She smiled and nodded, dropping her head back on my shoulder.  She was exhausted; her human body not handling the stress of a long flight and the stress of dealing with vampires.  I was immortal myself and understood her plight.



A knock on the door caused her to jerk in my arms and Sofia peeked her dark head in.  “Please come back in.”



Josephine rose first and we followed as Sofia led us back into the main room.  My eyes swept over the Council as I waited for them to announce their decision that would drag Josephine into their clutches.



Nigel spoke; his voice level and filled with authority.  “We see no risk as to you being together.  However, Josephine, we would like to ask for your assistance from time to time.  You have the gift of seeing the futures of humans, which we cannot.  Occasionally, we are faced with the problem of worrying about being exposed by humans.  Your gift would be helpful on how to handle the human aspect of the issue.”



“I'll help.  I just want to go home,” she readily agreed, and inwardly I groaned at her willingness to help.  She was eager to leave and was willing to concur to almost anything if it earned her freedom.  She did not understand she was making a deal with the devil by her bargain to help.



 “You both can go.  Stefan, we'll be in touch,” Nigel said, rising to signal the end of the meeting.



“I need to find a bathroom, Stefan.”



I nodded. We headed down a hallway to a spacious bathroom.  She disappeared behind the door and I stood across the hall waiting for her.  Sofia breezed past me in a cloud of perfume.



“Enjoy your human now.  Once she truly sees what you are, she will leave you.  Trust me.”



I was ready to reply when I heard the lock turn on the door and Josephine reappeared, her face freshly washed and her wild waves slightly damp.  Her green eyes were lined with dark circles, but she smiled bravely and approached me expectantly.



 “Are you ready to leave?” I asked, letting the back of my fingers smooth down the side of her face tenderly.  She seemed so small and frail, the size of my hand seeming to swallow her face up completely.



“Yes.  Get me the hell out of here,” she growled.  We started down the hallway towards the elevator when a door swung open, blocking our path.



A vampire I had never met stepped into the hall, his dark red hair shining under the bright overhead lights.  His clear green eyes were large and almond shaped; his body compact and small boned.  My eyes darted between Josephine and this vampire.  Surely she noticed the resemblance.  The eyes alone were a dead giveaway.



My arm wrapped protectively around her waist, holding her close to me.  Instinct told me his arrival had been carefully planned and did not bode well for either of us. 



“Josephine, I have been waiting for this moment for 28 years.  You are everything I expected and more.” His quiet voice was filled with depth and authority.  He was well dressed in a dark suit and shirt. “And Stefan Lifsten, you have found your mate.  Wonderful!”



Eying him with a calculating expression, I was curious as to the identity of the vampire that looked like Josephine and acted as if he knew her.  And why was he so happy that I had found her?  We were both speechless and could only stare at him in disbelief.



“Have we met before?” I asked.  Searching my memory, I could not place his face.



The man let out a laugh that resonated throughout the entire floor.  He stepped closer to Josephine, his green eyes sparkling as his piercing eyes searched her face.



“Stefan, you are always so pragmatic.  I am Kian Ahearne.  I am on the Administrative Board.”  He paused, a dry smile breaking across his face. “I am who you've been searching for, Josephine.  I am your biological father.”



Her knees buckled and I managed to catch her in my arms as her eyes rolled back into her head and her body crumpled.  Hovering above her, I watched her eyes go dim as I lost her to unconsciousness.
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Chapter Eleven- Secrets, Lies and Acceptance



I could only stand by helplessly as I watched Josephine collapse in my arms, her fragile mind overloaded with information.  She had not expected to unlock her mysterious past in a house filled with vampires.  I am nearly 1,000 years old and even I was amazed to discover that her father was one of the most formidable vampires in our world.



Lifting her prone body in my arms, I carried her to one of the sofas and placed her against the overstuffed leather.  Her pale copper hair fanned around her head like a halo, her long eyelashes casting a shadow over her prominent cheekbones.  Her skin was paler than usual, likely due to the stress of the day that never seemed to end. Unable to stop myself, I pressed my lips against hers.  They were warm and pliable, soft pink and irresistible to me.



“I need you to come back to me, vackra.  I just found you,” I whispered against her unresponsive lips.  I would sit by her for an eternity if that would bring her back to me.  In desperation, I had attempted to read her thoughts, eager to find any clue to bring her back.  I had been frustrated to find they were blocked by a blackness that shrouded her mind.



“It is clear you love my daughter,” Kian stated simply.  He sat down on the arm of the sofa and clasped his hands together in his lap.  My focus had been on Josephine and I had forgotten that we were not alone.  “If I had any doubts, they are gone after seeing you with her.  



“Yes.”



“I have watched you for centuries as you searched for her.  Many would have given up, yet you never faltered.  It is admirable,” he said.  His green eyes, so much like Josephine’s, traveled over his daughter’s face.  His eyes shifted to me, a wry smile on his lips.  “It is amazing the things one does for the one that they love.”



“She is my fated.  I had no choice,” I replied softly.  Reaching for her small hand, I enveloped it in my much larger grasp.  Expecting to feel her squeeze it in response, her fingers were limp against mine.  My eyes swept over her, silently musing that if not for the steady rise and fall of her chest and strum of her heartbeat, she looked like a vampire in rest.



“She is immortal, Stefan.  She is also partly human.  Eventually she would have stopped aging.  Your blood and influence have caused her change to accelerate.  She will forever be as she is now,” Kian said, reaching to stroke her hair.  “I could not ask for a better vampire to protect her, Stefan.”



“You said she is immortal.  She will not need to be turned?”  A mixture of relief and happiness coursed through me at his words.  If Josephine were immortal, I would not have to kill her to have an eternity with her.  It silenced the questions that lingered in my mind, explaining why I had the vision of her when other humans were a blank to me.



“Stefan, she is still partly human and could still die a human death.  At some point, you will have to change her.  I am sorry.”  Kian stood and rested his hand on my shoulder for a moment.  “You have been a faithful servant of the Board and Council for centuries.  You will do what you think is right.  When she wakes, I wish to speak with her.  That is not a request.”



Kian departed quietly, leaving me alone with her as she slept.  There was something cryptic about his words to me during our brief conversation.  His strange words ‘it is amazing what one does for the that they love’ kept running through my mind on constant repeat.  Hours blended together as I sat at her side, silently willing her back to me.  I spoke quietly to her, hopeful that the sound of my voice would be enough to break through the darkness of her mind.



“Stefan.”



Tensing at the curl of the thick accent of Sofia’s voice, I did not turn and acknowledge the female vampire’s entrance into the room.  She was an unwelcome annoyance.



“Sofia, now is not the time to provoke me.  Find someone else to bother,” I barked in response.  Yes, she had been a willing bedmate at one time.  I had not touched her since my vision of Josephine, yet she never tired of trying to convince me that she was still willing to pick up where we left off.



“Is that any way to greet me, Stefan?” Sofia purred.  I could feel her eyes sweeping over my body like eager fingers.  She disgusted me.



“Explain what you were anticipating, Sofia.  For me to fuck you as the love of my existence slept? Hardly,” I scoffed and glanced at her over my shoulder.  She was beautiful with her long dark hair and black eyes; however, her good looks meant nothing to me now.  My words incensed her and I could see her eyes darken with undisguised fury.



“Leave her and come with me.  We were so good together.  She is nothing but a mere human.  She cannot satisfy you as I can.  Don’t you remember, Stefan?”  Sofia’s voice was a seductive whisper as she crossed the room to stand behind me.  “You must remember what we had… what we can have again.”



I closed my eyes, attempting to drown out her senseless chatter.  The fact that she chose to approach me after my declaration in front of the Council infuriated me.  Unwittingly, my mind filtered through memories of myself with Sofia.  She was simply a willing body to fuck, nothing more.



“That was centuries ago, Sofia.  You were at best a meaningless fuck that I used to fulfill my needs,” I replied quietly.  My eyes reopened and I reached to brush Josephine’s hair back from her face, my fingertips tracing over the curve of her cheek and brushing against the swell of her full lips.  All those years of anonymous bodies and forgettable mouths—they were all insignificant in comparison to her.  She was now my salvation and my reason to exist.



“Look at you, Stefan.  She’s making you weak.”  Her voice was filled with disdain.  She stepped closer and ran her fingers across my shoulders.



Moving quicker than she anticipated, I gripped her hand and rose to my feet, twisting her arm behind her back and wrenched her against my chest.  My fangs dropped as I angrily yanked her arm, threatening to dislocate her shoulder.  She struggled weakly against me as she tried to free herself from my grasp.  Leaning to whisper in her ear, my voice came out like a snarl.  “You do not get to touch me anymore.  I would rather be seen as weak than to ever fuck you again, Sofia.”



I pushed her away and watched her stumble to her knees.  She turned to face me, her fangs bared as she looked up at me.



“I’ll tell your precious Josie that we fucked.  How do you think she’ll react to that, Stefan?”



Blurring to her side, I had her by her throat before she could react.  She clawed against me as I raised her off the ground with one arm, my hand tightening around her neck.  “You will do no such thing, Sofia.  One more word from you and I will end you.  Are we clear?”



She managed a weak nod.  I continued to increase my grip, enjoying her escalating fear.  It would only take one more squeeze to snap her neck and have my revenge for her treachery all those years ago.  My hand constricted and I felt the tendons in her throat strain under the increasing pressure.



“Stefan!”



Josephine’s whimper made me forget my anger and desire to punish Sofia.  Dropping her, my focus was on Josephine.  The rest of the world could wait.



She needed me.



"Stefan," she whimpered again, her voice sounding hoarse and weak as she called out for me.   The anger drained from me, replaced by relief that she was awake.  I immediately released my hold on Sofia's neck, unconcerned with her welfare.  Only Josephine mattered now.



I blurred to her side, crushing her to my chest in a tight embrace.  In turn, she wrapped her arms around my neck, burrowing her nose against my chest.  She was scenting me, marking me as hers and her mind was a jumble of confusion.  But underneath her disorientation, she felt only relief because I was with her.  Her thoughts compared me to safety and home.



"Josephine," I murmured, my breath fanning over her soft hair.  I pulled away slightly and my concerned eyes swept over her face.  The hands that had gripped Sofia's throat in anger moments ago were now gentle as they traveled down the side of her face.  Unable to resist her any longer, I lowered my lips to press them tenderly against hers in a chaste kiss.  Immediately, the familiar need for her rose inside of me.  She was mine and I needed to reclaim her, to reconnect. 



Her inner thoughts broke through the lust-filled mania that had made me lose my sense of reason.  "How long was I out? And why were you choking Sofia? Did I miss some kind of vampire throw down?"



My mouth curled into a smile against her lips, and I leaned back to brush an errant strand of hair away from her face.  My mental voice was sharp as it entered her thoughts.  "It is vampire bullshit.  Sofia overstepped her boundaries.  It is nothing you need to worry about."



She narrowed her eyes and a finely arched eyebrow rose.  She was not buying my story for a second.  She was insightful enough to know there was much more going on.



"I am happy you are awake.  You were asleep for nine hours," I said aloud, my eyes continuing their visual scrutiny of her body.  I expertly changed the subject to focus back on her. "How do you feel, vackra?"



It was a redundant question to ask of her.  I remembered my disorientation of waking up to my life as an immortal, my throat a parched inferno.  The circumstances were different, yet she had just discovered that she was a half-vampire.



"Weird and confused, almost like I’ve been asleep for too long.  I could really use a glass of water." She rubbed at her face with her hands again, as if that could clear the bewilderment away.



I attempted to stand and was stopped by her frantic hands grabbing my arms to stop me.  Staring at her with concern, I focused on her with a look of confusion, my brow furrowing as I read her mind.  She was petrified if I left the room, I would never return…and her emerald eyes traveled over my face as I leaned closer to her.  My jaw tightened as I felt her misguided fear.



I moved closer to her on the couch, burying my face in the silk of her hair.  My lips tickled her ear as I whispered to her, my tongue tracing the shell of her ear.  "I am not going anywhere, Josephine.  Let me get you a glass of water.  I will be back in less than a minute."



I blurred away and disappeared out of the room.  It only took me a moment to fill a glass with water and return with it, kneeling down beside her and handing the glass to her with a crooked smile, watching as she greedily drank the tepid water.



I realized we were not alone in the room.  Any happiness I felt was instantly dampened by Sofia’s presence.



"Is there a reason why you are still here, Sofia?" I questioned harshly without breaking my gaze away from Josephine.



She was lurking by the door, standing quietly against the wall.   She had always been easy to read once I knew how her oily mind worked.   She stared at us with thinly veiled contempt and jealousy seemed to exude from her, filling the room with her resentment.



"I was just making sure Josie had recovered," Sofia muttered.  She flipped her long brown hair over her shoulder and crossed her arms defensively.



"As you can see, Josephine is fine.  Leave us," I commanded stiffly.  “Unless you would like to continue where we left off.”



Sofia sniffed and turned on her heel, leaving the room in a blur and slamming the door behind her.



"We are alone for the moment.  I missed you, vackra."



I took the glass from her hands and placed it on the small table beside of the couch.  Deeply buried desire tore through me, inciting me to mark her.  My hands gingerly held her face in my hands and my lips covered hers much more roughly that I intended, my tongue spearing into her mouth to entangle with hers.  I no longer could control my own body; I was a slave to my own encompassing craving for her.  Her body instantly recognized my need and responded as I pressed her back into the cushions.



My hands were everywhere, one slipping underneath her blouse while the other cupped her ass, squeezing and kneading it tightly in my hand.  My thigh slipped between her endless legs, my fingers brushing across her nipples through the lacy fabric of her bra.



She must have regained some bit of propriety and pulled her mouth away from mine, half-heartedly pushing against the solid wall of my chest.  “We can't do this here.  Stefan...”



My lips recaptured hers before she could say another word and she gave into the desperation of my kiss.  My cock pressed against the tines of my jeans, urging me to fuck her.  Quickly, my fingers unbuttoned my jeans and I pulled the zipper down.  Our eyes locked as I took one of her hands and rubbed it against the front of the soft denim, letting her hand feel the rock hard cock that begged for release and strained against the zipper.  I simply stared at her, silently begging for her understanding.



“I need you.  Do not make me beg.”



The tortured cry that fell from her lips was all the answer I needed.  Working swiftly, I slipped my hands into her panties.  My fingers rubbed urgently across her wet folds, letting two of them slip inside of her slick heat.  Eager for her release, I began stroking and curling my fingers as she jutted her hips against my hand.



I was nowhere close to being finished.  My mouth was demanding and eager, my cock rubbing against her for friction as I deepened the kiss.  One of my hands threaded in her hair, holding her lips to mine while the other kept up the rapid rhythm inside of her, lost in the bliss of her tight pussy.  She had let go of her inhibitions and was now tugging on my zipper when my cell phone chirped loudly, effectively ending the frantic sensuality of the moment.



Soon, we would pick up where we left off.  I would have her in every way possible…her changing body was not as fragile and the things I could do to her…I would no longer be forced to be as gentle.



With a growl of frustration, I pulled away from her and fished my phone from my pocket.  My face tensed and my eyes narrowed as I read the message.



“What?”  Josephine asked, attempting to peek at the phone.   She noticed the immediate change in my body language and knew I was not happy with my instructions.



“It appears that your father is eager to talk to you.”



True to form, she snorted and folded her arms across her chest.  “My father?  He’ll never be my father.  He watched me struggle with my abilities for years and did nothing to help me.  I have nothing to say to him.  I just want to leave.”



“Josephine,” I had just begun to speak when my cell phone twittered again, signaling another incoming text alert.  I glanced at the screen, saying nothing and simply handing her my phone.



Kian: Please bring my daughter to the fourth floor.



“Vackra, if you wish to leave, you must talk to him.  He will not let us leave unless you meet with him,” I advised.  As much as I wanted to whisk her away, this would not happen until she met with Kian.  



She passed my phone back to me and frowned.  “So we’re unofficial captives until I give him what he wants? This is such medieval bullshit.  Let’s get this over with.”



“Josephine, this is the way this has to work.” I sounded frustrated, even to myself. “There is no other way.”



Scowling, she exhaled loudly.  “I get it.  It doesn’t mean I have to like it.”



“I know.” We adjusted our disheveled clothes and joined hands, heading towards the elevator.  I pressed the up arrow on the panel and we waited as the doors slowly opened.  We stepped inside and I reached across to press the button for the fourth floor, watching in silence as the doors closed and the elevator began its ascent.



The doors parted and we walked into a dark, wood paneled room that was a living and office space.  On one side, two large couches faced each other in the living room.  The walls were lined with impressive artwork, most of which were probably priceless, one-of-a-kind masterpieces.  The other end of the room was centered around a large mahogany desk with two chairs at each corner.  Her father sat behind the desk, silently observing us and rising to his feet to greet us.



“Stefan and Josephine.  Thank you for joining me.” Kian inclined his head in greeting.  He walked around the desk with outstretched hands as if to embrace her.  She shrank back, huddling against my side.  Kian dropped his hands and a wounded expression briefly darkened his face before a small, forced smile took its place.



“Stefan, thank you for bringing my daughter to see me before you left.  I would like to speak to her alone,” Kian said as he glanced between us both.  By his tone this was an order and not a request.



“Vackra, I have no choice.  I will be close by, I promise,” My mental voice had a nervous edge to it.



Straightening her back, she drew away from my side to face her father.  She stared at him for a moment with her probing green eyes that flickered over him before she spoke.  Her throaty voice was demanding.  “I would prefer for him to stay with me, Kian.”



He clasped his hands together in front of him before sitting down in one of the chairs that was in front of the massive desk.  “I would like to speak to you alone.  I understand your fear, Josephine.  I am your father and I assure you no harm will come to you.  Stefan, please leave us.”



I inclined my head to her father and leaned to press a kiss to the top of her head.  “I can hear you from the other floors.  If you need me, call for me.”



The last thing I wanted to do was leave her with her birth father, but I had no choice in the matter.  I went off in search of the only vampire on the Council I knew I could trust:  Nigel Ryan.



He was easy to find, hidden away in the study on the lower floor.  He had a stack of books in front of him that he was paging through, marking pages with scraps of paper.  He did not look up from his work.



“Stefan Lifsten.  It has been a while, my friend.”



Lowering my large frame into the chair opposite him, I watched as he flipped through old journals.  His mind was intent on finding something; he was simply unsure of what that something would be.



“Yes, it has been some time.  I come to you requesting a favor.”



“Of course.  What can I do to help?” His hazel eyes left his book and he nodded, grabbing a legal pad and began scrawling across the page.  He handed it to me with a pointed stare and my eyes scanned over his words.



This is not the place or time to talk.  The walls have ears.



He offered me his pen and I wrote back.  Name the time and place.  If you have information for my mate that will answer her questions…you know she will not obtain the truth from Kian.



Carrying on our double-sided conversation, I spoke aloud and handed him back his pad and pen.  “I am in need of a car for the next few days.  I would like to show Josephine a bit of New York.”



Nigel nodded and began to write again, easily keeping up our charade.  “That is no problem, Stefan.  Will you be staying long?”  He passed the paper back to me, and I read it twice before meeting his penetrating stare.  She will receive no truth from him.  I have come to suspect he may have had something to do with the disappearance of her mother.  There is a family member that would be beneficial for her to meet, one that has searched for her as well.



Swallowing, I grabbed the pen and scribbled out my reply.  “It depends on Josephine.  She may be anxious to return to Indonesia.”  My written note was very different.  You suspect her mother was killed by Kian?  And who is this relative?



“I’ll have the car ready for you in the next 20 minutes.  It was good to see you again, Stefan.  Do not be a stranger.”



I had gestured for the pad back when my cell phone buzzed.  Looking down at the message, I could see Kian was ready for me to rejoin them.  I would have to continue my discussion with Nigel later.



Skipping the elevator, I took the steps three at a time.  I was walking into the paneled study just as he was finishing his conversation with her.  “You have many things to consider, Josephine.  Do not worry yourself with the fine print.  Look at all you have gained.”  Kian’s eyes flickered to the doorway at me, and nodded.  “Come in, Stefan.  My daughter is ready to leave.  I assume you have accommodations?”



“Yes, Kian.  I have quite a few properties in the city.”  Refusing to elaborate, I blurred to her side, kneeling at her feet.   Her relief was obvious and was calmed by my presence, her fingers combing through my hair and caressing my stubbly cheek, finally rubbing her soft thumb across my lower lip.  Her touch also settled me, and I was anxious to flee this house and have her to myself again.



“Good.”  His eyes flickered from me to focus back on Josephine.  “We will talk soon.  It was a pleasure to speak with you, my dear.”



We were being dismissed.  She stood and reached for my hand, deliberately linking our fingers together.  We had only taken a few steps when she turned to face her father again.  He sat motionless, his eyes somberly watching us.



Before I go, I have one more question, Kian.  My mother.  Who is she?  And where is she?”  She questioned in a breathless rush.  Her question had my attention, doubly so due to Nigel’s revelation.  Kian was not expecting such an inquiry from her, and the shock clearly registered on his face before the smooth demeanor shifted back into place.



“Your mother is gone.  She left me 28 years ago,” Kian replied.  His eyes drifted to his hands in his lap before meeting hers again.  “She chose to leave us, Josephine.  She chose to abandon her child and the husband she swore she loved above all others.  I do not wish to speak of her.



She swallowed hard and glanced up at me.  I attempted to keep my face expressionless, refusing to emote and let Kian know I had obtained any information. My jaw clenched a single time before I could stop myself and my right eyebrow twitched.  I hoped that he was so preoccupied with her questioning that my reaction would go unnoticed.



“I deserve to know her name, Kian.  You owe me that much,” Josephine retorted quietly.  She was persistent in her quest for information, refusing to let Kian off the hook.



Kian did not react well to her interrogation.  His smooth demeanor cracked as his hands squeezed the arms of the chair and his lips became a thin line.  Anger lined his expressive face and his sparkling green eyes flashed with rage.  “I will not speak her name.  Do not ask me again.  We will talk soon.”



He had unwittingly confirmed Nigel’s story with his adamant refusal to even speak Josephine’s mother’s name.  I lightly squeezed her hand, giving her a non-verbal queue that it was time to leave.  She stared at her father for another few seconds before letting me tug her towards the elevator.  Stepping inside, we met Kian’s gaze for the last time as the doors closed.  His face was an unyielding mask as the door separated us.



“That was unwise, Josephine.  I understand that you are new to this world and the protocol that goes along with it.  Angering a Board member can have unpleasant ramifications.”  My mental voice brushed softly into her thoughts as the elevator began its descent.



“You sound like you’re reciting a passage from a rule book, Stefan.  I deserve to know who my mother is, Stefan.  He owes me that much, don’t you think?”



Of course she deserved to know her past.  I wanted to know every part of who she was, but provoking Kian was not the wisest plan of attack.  “What I think and what Kian thinks are very likely two different things, vackra.  He makes the rules and it is my job to enforce them.  He is not a human that can easily be manipulated and controlled, Josephine.  He has ordered the deaths of many of my kind without a second thought or a moment of remorse.” I turned slightly to face her and ran the back of my fingers across her cheekbone.  “You have questions that need answers.  We will find them.  Together.”



The elevator doors opened into the garage area, effectively ending our non-verbal conversation.  Walking side by side, we headed through the room to a large door.  I paused and pulled my sunglasses from my pocket and swiftly placed them on, covering my eyes from the bright sunshine.  Giving the door a push, we were met by brisk air, sunshine and traffic.  The air was filled with the smells of the city: car exhaust, asphalt and the aroma of different foods, spilling out from neighboring restaurants.  Yet stronger than any of the annoying smells was the scent of Josephine.  Her fragrant blood overpowered everything, arousing and fulfilling me like nothing else could.



“Stefan!  Josephine!”



We turned in unison to see Nigel approaching us.  He wasn’t as tall as me, but he was barrel chested and could easily take on any opponent.  He inclined his head as he stopped to stand in front of us.



“I have your car waiting for you with your luggage inside.  Is there anything else I can do to be of assistance?” Nigel directed his question to me, but I could sense he was planning on approaching Josephine with the news he had shared with me.  I needed to make sure she was tucked safely away in the car when he blurted out his long kept secret.



“That should do, Nigel.  Thank you,” I answered, extending my hand to him.  He accepted and it was if we had signed a secret pact with that single act.  His sunglasses-covered eyes turned on Josephine



“Josephine, it was a pleasure meeting you.  We will see each other again under better circumstances, I hope.”



She glanced up at me for confirmation, and I nodded in response.  Nigel led us to the silver Mercedes sedan and opened the door for her.  She sank into the leather seat and Nigel leaned down slightly as he reached to shut the door for her.  He paused for a moment as she buckled her seatbelt and waited until the engine was purring before he quietly spoke.  “I loved your mother.  She was nearly as beautiful as you, Josephine.”



“My mother?  You know who my mother is?”  Her voice came out like a strangled shriek as she grabbed at Nigel’s arm.



“Later.”  Nigel gently disentangled his arm away from her grasp and closed the door.  Josephine’s eyes were locked on his face as we pulled away from the carriage house.



“Stefan?  You have to go back.  I have to talk to him!”  She was frantic to go back to find out the information Nigel had about her mother.  I was happy Nigel had given me the opportunity to make a getaway before he dropped his bombshell on her.



“Soon, Josephine.  I promise that you will find out everything.  You must be patient.” I drove quickly through the heavy traffic, dodging and changing lanes frequently as I headed down West 28th Street towards Chelsea.  It had been nearly six months since I had last been here, and I had not realized how much I had missed the hustle and sounds of the city.



Making a sharp turn, I drove into the underground parking underneath the building, pulling into my assigned parking space.  I gracefully unfolded myself from the spacious sedan, stopping long enough to pull our bag from the trunk.  Whistling softly, I made my way around to her door, opening it gallantly for her.



I was anticipating her questions.  They began the moment she stepped from the car and looked around the dimly lit parking garage.  “Where are we?” 



Pressing the alarm button on the key fob, I was silent as I headed towards the elevator, stopping briefly to punch a code into the keypad by the elevator and the doors separated quietly.  I stepped inside and leaned provocatively against the back wall, simply jutting my head backwards for her to join me.  She let out a heavy sigh, making her displeasure at being kept in the dark apparent.  She joined me and I reached over to press ‘8’ on the panel and the doors closed, slowly rising with a small ding chiming as it passed each floor.  It rocked to a stop on the eighth floor, the doors opening to plush carpeting and beige walls.



“Shall we?”  I exited the elevator to the right and she trailed behind me as I ambled down the short hallway to 8B, pulling a key out of my pocket, unlocking the door and pushing it open.  Standing in the doorway, a smirk settled over my face.



“Are you going to come inside our home or would you like to meet our neighbor?”



She jolted in surprise at the casual mention of referring to this apartment as ‘ours’ versus ‘mine’.  Faltering for a second, she finally was able to get her feet to cooperate and she stepped inside, her wide eyes glancing around the living room.  “Our neighbor?  Whose apartment is this?”







Chapter Twelve- Light And Dark



Stepping inside the airy living room, she made small circles as she took in her surroundings.  The view from the apartment was quite impressive; it was one of the main reasons I had bought the building. The entire living room and kitchen was a wall of windows, offering a fantastic glimpse of the nearby Gallery district and the Highline.  The furniture was modern and sleek, the apartment decorated in neutral shades of cream and beige, accented with bright splashes of red and turquoise.  A giant fireplace with built in bookshelves lined one wall.



“This is my apartment, which is now yours as well.  It is something more for us to discuss later, yes?” I asked as I shut and locked the door.  I spun to face her with a devilish gleam in my eye.  “Would you like the grand tour now?”



Pursing her soft pink lips, she ran her fingers through her long hair.  “By all means.  Lead the way.”



Motioning for her to follow, I sauntered through the living room and kitchen, which led into a long, narrow hallway.  She was attempting to pay attention to the apartment, but I could feel her eyes raking over my shoulders and back, paying particular attention to my ass.



“Eye fucking me already, Josephine?”  I tossed a leer over my shoulder.  “This is the office.”  I pointed to a room on my right.  “Guest bathroom, laundry room.  And finally, this is our bedroom.”



Stalking into the spacious room, I dropped our suitcase on the dresser.  Josephine plopped down on the king size bed, bracing her arms behind her and watching as I crossed the room and flicked a switch on the wall.  Chocolate brown motorized curtains closed across the wall of windows, darkening the bedroom.  I zipped to her side and lounged on the bed beside of her, propping my head on one of my hands.  She relaxed her arms and lay back on the bed, staring up at my face.  I admired her beauty and strength; after all she had been through in the last 48 hours she still managed to take all of the changes in stride and with very little complaint.  Running my fingers over her hair, I stretched over to kiss her desirable lips before reluctantly lifting myself from the bed.



“You need to eat.  Shower and I will order food for you,” I said.  I stood in the doorway, staring at the stunning woman stretched across the bed.  It was one of those moments that floored me.  In my wildest dreams, I never thought she would be here with me.  “The bathroom is fully stocked.  Come and find me when you are finished.”



I left her to her own devices and headed back into the living room, quickly retrieving my laptop from my carry-on bag.  Josephine was exhausted, and it was likely she would not emerge from the bedroom for a few hours.  That gave me time to catch up on business.  Powering on my computer, I reached for my phone.  I waited until I heard the shower start and then I dialed the first of three numbers.



“Mr. Patterson.  I hope you have the paperwork in order.  I am back in New York and you need to bring it to my apartment.  Now.”



Offering no goodbye, I hung up and picked up another phone.  This one was untraceable and had no bells and whistles.  It simply was for the times when I did not want my calls traced.



Dialing again, I began speaking when the line was answered.  “Lukas, are you on a secure line?”  I paused and waited for his response.   “Good.  Pack your bags.  It is time to come back to New York.”



* * *
“Pad Thai with Shrimp or Pad Sew with Chicken?  I was unsure of which you would prefer so I ordered both.”



I did not look up from my laptop as I heard Josephine approach.  Still seated at the breakfast bar, I had made numerous phone calls and fielded two deliveries.  When she moved into the kitchen, I looked up and noticed she was wearing one of my dress shirts as a nightgown.  She looked delectable, her endless legs on display and her wild hair rumpled from sleep. 



“Pad Thai.”  She opened the takeout container and unwrapped the wooden chopsticks.  Walking around the island, she sat down beside of me on a matching stool.  “Thanks.”



“Anything for you, vackra.”  I swiveled in my seat to face her.  I had also showered and was still shirtless, only wearing black silk sleep pants.  Her eyes had a mind of their own as they traveled across my chest, following along the expanse of my arms.  She attempted to be discreet, but I caught her staring many times.  It was likely she caught me as well.  It seemed both of us had one-track minds.



“What are you working on, my sexy man of intrigue?” Josephine asked as she popped a shrimp into her mouth.  As she chewed, I watched her with amusement.  Even though I had access to her mind, I never knew what going to come out of her mouth.  I raised an eyebrow at her and closed the laptop.



“Business e-mails.”  I wanted to change the subject before she began to question me further.  “How are you feeling, Josephine?”



She stretched and turned her neck from side to side.  “Physically, I feel much better.  I’m clean, rested and not hungry thanks to you.”  She tipped the carton and picked at her Pad Thai with her chopsticks.  Sighing, she stuck them in the container and dropped her chin in her hand.  A myriad of emotions crossed her face.  “Mentally, I’m still trying to come to terms with feeling like my entire life has been a lie.  I find out that my birth parents abandoned me, I’m some weird vampire hybrid and my father is one of the most powerful vampires in existence.  The only bonus is that you’re still here and decided I’m worth the trouble.”



Her honest words equally frustrated and pulled at my silent heart.  How could she think I would be anywhere else except at her side?  “And you are here with me.  As far as what happened with your father, I can only sympathize with you.  If I am to be completely honest, I am happy you are some ‘weird, vampire hybrid’.  That means I get to keep you for an eternity.”



She pushed her Thai food back on the granite countertop, scooting closer and resting her head against my shoulder.  Her thoughts drifted and she wrapped her soft hands around my bicep.  Unable to resist such a tender moment, I rested my head over hers and she sighed with contentment at our connection.



When she spoke, her question floored me and left me scrambling for the correct answer.  “Do you have any idea what Nigel knows about my mother?”



I had had an extensive conversation with Nigel.  He wanted to speak with Josephine, but he had shared with me that she had a full-blooded brother that was much older than Josephine and had been searching for her for some time.  I was waiting for the right moment to tell her.  She had dealt with quite a few revelations, and I figured another day or two would not matter.



Some would consider my actions lying or dishonest.  I was simply telling her what she needed to know…to protect her the best I could.



“Nigel is an honest vampire.  He is undecided on what he wants to tell you about her.  I would believe in whatever he chooses to tell you.” My breath fanned over her scalp.  “If you have no reservations, I would like to stay in New York for a few days.  I have business matters to attend to and we can meet with Nigel.”



I was greeted with brief silence and hesitation.  “That’s fine with me.  Do you have Council business?”



Releasing a deep breath, I shook my head.  This was the part I was dreading.  “No.”



Her eyes narrowed and she picked up on my reluctance to elaborate. “Is this some sort of top secret business you can’t tell me about?  If we’re going to be together you need to tell me what’s going on.  No secrets.”



Licking my lips, my fingers tunneled through my hair.  “I know.  I only worry about how you will react to this information.”



She gave me an affectionate shove and rolled my eyes.  “Is it worse than finding out you were a vampire?  I think I took that information in stride.”



It was my turn to roll my eyes.  I leaned over to nip at her neck with my teeth.  “No, it is not worse than the night you discovered I was an immortal creature that longed for your blood.  It is about my business holdings and what that means for us.”



Her confusion was immediate.  I dipped into her mind and she wondered why my business dealings would have anything to do with her.



 “You are my mate, vackra.  Everything I have is yours now.”  I pushed the stool away and walked down the hallway and disappeared into my office.  Taking an unnecessary breath, I ran my fingers over the manila envelope my attorney had dropped off only hours ago.  Knowing Josephine, her reaction to this information would not be good.



Tapping my fingers on the desk, I grabbed the package and ambled back into the kitchen.  I placed the thick envelope in front of her and patted it with my hand.



“What’s this?”  She stared up at me suspiciously.  I knew she would fight me on this.



“Open it,” I commanded as I sat back down beside of her.  “Then we will talk.”



Shooting me a look of exasperation, she ran her finger under the seam and opened the wrapper, pulling out another shiny portfolio with LM Holdings Incorporated embossed across the front in bold script.  As she opened the folder, I watched as she flipped through the stack of papers.  Page after page listed my assets: the building in which I was currently residing and two other properties in SOHO and TriBeCa.  Business properties in the Financial District.  Assets in Los Angeles, Chicago, Paris, London, Milan, Indonesia and Stockholm.  She scanned the papers quickly, completely bypassing the bank statements.  Once she finally reached the end of the stack, she stared at the three credit cards with her name on them: a Black American Express, a Platinum Visa and a bank debit card.  She closed the file and folded her hands on top of it, her eyes burning like green fire.



“What the hell, Stefan?  I don’t need your money,” she snapped, slapping the cards down on the counter.  She jumped from her stool and wandered to the windows, taking in the sunset as it dropped behind the New York skyline.



Ah.  Here was the Josephine I loved.  Filled with pride, she was outraged at what I wanted to share with her. “I know you do not need my money.  You have already given me your love and commitment.  The least I can do is share what I have with you.  Is that not the way a relationship works?”



Angrily spinning around to face me, she must have recognized the honesty in my words and the innocence in my expression.  I could see the irritation and fight draining from her.  Had she truly given up so easily?



“Fine.  I don’t like it, but I’m not going to argue about this.  But I only agree if it works the same for you.  Whatever I have is yours as well.”  



“Josephine, if it makes you happy, then I will agree on one condition.”  I had moved from my stool to stand behind her at the windows, wrapping my arms around her shoulders and pulling her against me



She tensed in my arms.  “And what is your condition?”



Her heat soaked into my flesh, instantly warming me.  Her delicious scent filled my nose and suddenly I did not want to talk anymore.  “Live with me.”



“That’s all you want?  For me to live with you?” Josephine stammered.  I suppose she had expected more from me.  I usually had an agenda.  I had surprised myself with how little I wanted from her.  I only wanted her love and devotion.  The rest could wait.



“That would be a good beginning point.  There are many benefits to us living together, Josephine.”  Even though she looked stunning in my shirt, she had on too many clothes and my fingers worked open each button.  I made my voice sensual and smooth as I leaned in to whisper against her ear.  “We can do this.  Whenever we want… wherever we want.”



I shoved the shirt over her shoulders and tossed it on the couch, leaving her blissfully naked for my perusal.  My cool skin came into contact with her overheated flesh, sending a charge of energy between us.  I wound her long hair around one of my hands, pulling her head back to rest against my collarbone.  My lips lowered to her neck and I ran my tongue slowly up the length of her fragrant skin, simply tasting her.  I did stop until I licked over the shell of her ear.  She shivered and a low moan slipped from her dusky pink lips, a sultry, sexy sound that never failed to arouse me.  My hard cock pressed against the small of her back and I groaned when she unconsciously pushed back, rubbing against me.



“De saker du gör för mig och vacker,” I murmured softly in my native tongue.  I still had the presence of mind to translate for her.  “The things you do to me, beautiful one.”



I released her hair, spinning her around to face me and she craned her neck to meet my eyes.  I marveled at the pure magnificence of her.  Her green irises had darkened like the deepest emeralds and her pouty lips were slightly open, catching her lower lip in her teeth.  Her copper hair had fallen back from her upturned face, and I could not resist the urge to kiss her any longer.  My lips crashed into hers, demanding and more insistent than ever before.  Perhaps it was the fact I had her alone with no worry of interruptions.  Or perhaps it was that I knew this enchanting creature was mine forever.   Her mouth opened against mine and her tongue boldly swept in, effectively making me forget reason.  My enthusiastic response made her more confident, and I was dazed when she pushed me back against the wall with strength I did not know she possessed, yanking her luscious lips from mine.



“You’re overdressed for the party, älskling.”  Her use of my native language made my cock twitch, and the monster inside of me rattled his cage.  The room grew hazy, and my hands clenched as I sized up my prey.   She gripped the drawstring to my pants, untying them and sliding them over my hips.  And if that was not enough to push me over the edge, her hot little hands slid up over the muscles of my stomach to lightly pinch my nipples.  She had only just begun her torture; she leaned in to capture one in her teeth and then moved to the other, laving it with her tongue.  I was swallowing a muffled moan when she closed her mouth over it, biting me with much more force.



“Fuck!  I want more of that.  Harder,” I growled.  I wanted to feel her teeth all over my body, ripping my skin open and drinking from me until she was completely my equal in every way. I simply wanted all of her and her affection; all of the agony and ecstasy that loving her triggered in me.



My little temptress continued an assault on my chest with her mouth, her tongue swirling over the softer skin of my neck.  She nibbled my skin with her teeth, making me cry out in pleasure with each tiny bite.  She ran her palm down my torso and gripped my shaft in her hand, lightly stroking the length of my cock.  My hips jerked towards her, wanting more of everything she had to offer.



Grabbing yet another handful of her hair, I turned us around so she was pinned between the wall and myself.  Her hand tightened around me as her teeth finally broke through the skin around my nipple, my blood trickling down my chest.  Her tongue flattened as she licked at the trail of blood, then greedily latched on to the wound.  As my life force entered her, I could feel her even stronger than I had before.



The lust flared between us, explosive and hypnotic.  I had to take her, to feel her from the inside.  It was the only way I felt complete.



“You will be the death of me,” I muttered, reaching between us and tugging her hand away from my cock impatiently.  I wrapped my arms around her and lifted her up, locking her legs around my waist.  My cock slid through her wetness and I impaled her with one swift thrust, my hips pressing her against the wall as I pounded steadily into her.  I gave her no moment to adjust to my size.  Later I would make love to her…but now, now I needed to fulfill this animalistic, primal need.  I simply needed to fuck her.



“Don’t you fucking stop, Stefan.  I need you,” she whimpered, tightening her arms around my neck, her fingernails digging into my shoulders.  The pleasure of the pain she inflicted only made me increase my pace and force.  Our bodies moved together as one and I plunged relentlessly inside of her.  She answered each of them with wanton enthusiasm, her breathing coming in sharp gasps against my cheek.



“I will never stop.  Never!” I warned though gritted teeth.  “I have you for an eternity.  Tell me that you will be mine forever.”



Josephine’s back bowed, shamelessly pressing her breasts into the hard expanse of my chest.  Her nipples were pebbled and she cried out in pleasure as I ruthlessly took her.



“Tell me,” I demanded.  “I will not ask again.”



“I’m yours, Stefan.  Forever,” she sobbed, offering her neck to me in surrender.  I stiffened inside of her fluttering walls and she instinctively reacted by clamping around my cock even tighter, pulling me in deeper.



Unable to stop myself, I released a guttural moan and buried my face into her neck.  My fangs scraped against her neck before they sank into her willing flesh.  My bite caused her to shatter into a million pieces, blindly crying out as she pulsed around me.  And her orgasm triggered my own and I came with her, carefully withdrawing my fangs from her neck.  



My mouth was bloody as I forcefully captured her lips in a brutal kiss, falling to my knees and sliding us down the wall to the floor, still wrapped around each other.



Completely shattered, I struggled to regain my senses.  She was still clinging to me, her body shuddering from the powerful aftershocks of her climax.



“I will love you forever, Josephine.  An eternity is not long enough for us.” Unable to speak, I relied on my thoughts to communicate.  When I lifted my mouth from hers, I could see myself reflected in the tears that were shining in her eyes.  I did not even resemble the man from only months ago.  She had softened me, her love making me whole.



Her gentle hands stoked the skin over my stubbled cheek, her fingers ghosting down the side of my face to follow the hard line of my jaw.  Slowly, deliberately, she leaned to press a kiss against the cleft in my chin.  



“I love you.”  She nuzzled her face against my neck.  “Nothing I can say can ever compare to your words.”



I stood, carrying her bridal-style down the hallway into the master bedroom.  I turned on a lamp by the bed and pulled the covers back.  We fell to the bed and I rolled over her, confining her in my embrace.  Even though I knew she was immortal, I was afraid at any moment my restraint would slip and I would injure her.  Burying my fear away, I smiled teasingly and peppered kisses over her face and neck.  Things were just starting to get interesting when I released her and fell to my side.



“Why are you stopping?” She groaned in frustration.  I flipped over to face her, propping my head up in one of my hands.  Her eyes glazed over and her mind became preoccupied with admiring the way the muscles in my arms and shoulders rolled with my movement and the way the light from the lamp cast interesting shadows across my face, appreciating the curve of my high cheekbones and slightly crooked nose.  She smiled shrewdly and locked her fingers in my hair, pulling my mouth to hers.  My free arm dragged her body flush against me and I eased her back down on the bed, intensifying the pressure with my lips.  One of her legs snaked around the curve of my ass and her grip tightened in my hair, effectively holding me in place.  A growl vibrated soft and low in my throat as the strength of her intentions increased.



“Seductress,” I teased, breaking away from her delicious lips.  I did not move, keeping her pinned underneath me.  “If I always give you what you want, you will tire of me.”



“Tire of you?  I don’t think so.  And I’m obviously not doing a very good job of tempting you if we’re still talking, Stefan,” she pouted.  I reached over me to turn out the light and she suddenly panicked, grasping my arm tightly as tears filled her eyes.  Her voice came out in a rush. “No!  Leave on the light!”



I froze and stared down at her, my confusion at her visceral reaction evident.  “You are afraid?”  My eyes searched hers as I watched her swallow back a sob, attempting to look away from my probing stare.  My hand grasped her chin and forced her to look at me.  I was not going to let this go…not when she was so clearly disturbed.  I spoke again, my voice much softer.  “Josephine?”



She did not speak, but her mind opened up to me. She was haunted by her time at the carriage house and the all-consuming darkness in her mind where she had retreated.  She was afraid I had left her… and she shook her head slightly and her memory stopped.  She closed her thoughts to me entirely. 



Completely at a loss, I did not know how to handle a situation like this and my bewilderment changed to anger.  “I will not let anything happen to you, vackra.  I will never leave you.  Never.”



She nodded and she wiped at her eyes.  “I’m just being silly, Stefan.  I’m fine.”



“You are not fine.  A person that is ‘fine’ does not react the way you just did to something as simple as turning off a lamp.  Why are you frightened?”  I asked pointedly.  “Tell me what you are not letting me see.”



“No.  I don’t want to talk about it.”  She feebly tried to wiggle away from me.  As usual, she underestimated my strength and I simply applied more of my weight to her, effectively holding her still.  She pounded against my chest with her fists.  “Stefan, move.”



“I am not moving.  Start talking,” I ordered, my tone terse.  “If I remember correctly, you said that if things were going to work between us we needed to communicate.  You are not communicating with me.”



Her weak attempts to move me ceased.  “Alright, I’ll tell you.  When I blacked out, I was afraid everything was a dream or a fragment of my imagination.  I couldn’t move or communicate and I would have flashes of memories.  You were by my side the whole time and your presence in my mind is what kept me here.  I was scared I’d wake up and you’d be gone.”  She sighed in defeat.  “Are you happy now, Mr. Total Disclosure?”



Was I happy my mate was petrified and scarred by her experience as she faced a house full of vampires and began to discover her past?  “No, I am not happy to know that you are frightened.”  I rolled back on my side and paused for a moment, running my fingertips across my chin.  “Would you like to know what I was thinking as I watched you lay on that fucking couch?  For the first time in my existence, I felt helpless… I wanted nothing more than to see your green eyes staring back at me.  I searched centuries for you and you were lost to me.  I can protect your body.  How can I fight off the demons in your mind?”



Feeling helpless, I was off the bed and darted to the window, shoving the motorized curtains aside.  The lights of New York twinkled in the background and I stood with my back to her, frozen in front of the window.  This was my fault.  If I had known who her father was, I would have taken my chances with Adolfo.  I would have killed him in Bali and we could have fled the country to save her from this.



“You can’t protect me from everything, silly.  And you’re making a mountain out of a mole hill.”



“I am the one overreacting?”  My voice was accusing as I whirled around to face her.  She had reclined on stomach and was resting her chin in her hands.  I tried to swallow my mounting anger, but it was hopeless.  Her flippant attitude had pushed me to the breaking point.  “As your mate it is my job to protect you.  Everyone else is meaningless to me, Josephine.  If I were to lose you now my life is forfeit.”



“Don’t talk that way.  If something would happen to me, I want you to be happy-with or without me,” she whispered, shivering at the severity of my statement.



Darting back to the bed, my chest heaved with emotion.  My fists pounded into the bed viciously.  “You do not get it, do you?  I only existed on this earth prior to meeting you.  You have made me feel more than I did even during my human life.”



My cell phone rang; shrill in the quietness of the bedroom and doing little to cut the growing tension.  I ignored it, still focused on her.  



She apparently saw this as an opportunity to change the subject and nodded towards the phone.  “Aren’t you going to answer that?”



My eyes went blurry as I searched for the source of the call.  “It is Nigel.  Is that phone call more important to you than our conversation?” I did not wait for her answer; I simply turned on my heel and stalked from the room, heading for my office.  I slammed the door so hard the window shuddered and I fell into my chair, burying my head in my hands.  



She truly had no concept of the danger she was in.  Her dismissive actions only reinforced the fact.  She was petrified of being in the darkness, scared of the memories she would be forced to face.  And when I confronted her, she waved me off as if I was the one blowing the situation out of proportion.



Flipping open my laptop, I paged through my e-mails.  It did little to calm me, but it provided enough of a distraction that I did not want to start ripping things apart.



 The door cracked open and I heard the cadence of her pounding heart.  “Stefan?”



I made no reaction to her appearance in my office.  My back was to her as I remained focused on my mindless task.  I ignored her and continued tapping away at my computer.  If she wanted to play games, I could easily resort to her childish tactics.



She sat on the edge of my desk, wrapped only in the dark brown sheet. “Hey.” She brushed her fingers through my hair.  My eyes shifted to meet hers.  I still did not move closer, choosing to keep my distance.  “I’m sorry.  You know how I feel about you.  You’re everything to me.  I’m just not good at this relationship stuff, Stefan.  I’m still learning.  And I know you are concerned about me…I didn’t mean to blow you off.”



I released a weary sigh and buried my face against her chest, enveloping her in my arms.  We sat like this for a long time, my face pressed between her breasts as she methodically stroked my hair until she had calmed me.



Finally breaking the silence, she spoke calmly.  “Come back to bed.  All of this can wait.”



I untangled myself from her and stood, offering her my hand.  She took it and trailed behind me back to the bedroom, watching as I spread myself across the king sized bed and stretched my arms out for her to join me.  She dropped the sheet and snuggled beside of me tightly.  She turned away to reach behind her and flipped off the light.  Our eyes met in the darkness of the room.  I simply waited for her to explain.



Her smile was beautiful, her pearly white teeth gleaming brightly.  “I’m not afraid anymore.  I have you to protect me.”



Those words…they released any remaining tension that lingered.  She could not comprehend what they meant to me.  Sliding down the bed, I once again wrapped my arms around her tiny waist.  My head rested above her stomach and I clung to her, softly humming against her warm, sweet-smelling skin.



 “I have to leave you for a few hours tomorrow.  I do not want to; however while I am here in the US there are things I need to attend to,” I murmured.  “I will be back by evening.”



“Okay.  Be safe and come back to me,” she replied, mimicking my lilting voice.



Snickering, I kissed the soft flesh by her navel.  “That is my line, vackra.  I love you more than you can ever comprehend.”



Not another word was spoken the rest of the night.  We lay together in silence, holding each other and watching the night sky change from shades of gray, morphing into light blue as morning broke over the New York skyline.



I finally pulled myself away from her to shower.  I dressed quickly and reentered the bedroom, staring at the stunning woman asleep in my bed.  Her long eyelashes were casting shadows under her eyes, her straight nose was burrowed into the pillow and her pale copper hair cascaded across the covers.  I knelt beside of her and dropped a kiss against her soft, pliant lips and her eyelids fluttered open.   She managed a sleepy smile and reached for me.  She was so enticing, all wrapped up in the tangled blankets.



“I am leaving, Josephine.  I love you.”



Stifling a yawn, she wrapped her arms around my neck and hugged me tightly.  “As I love you.  Hurry home.”



I stood, towering over the bed.  I was reluctant to leave her, but I knew she would be in good hands.  Lukas had arrived less than an hour ago, and he would be responsible for keeping her company until I returned.  As I left the room, I glanced back, only to see her snuggle deeper into the covers.







Chapter Thirteen- Suitably Wooed




“Ah, vackra.  Hearing your voice is a welcome relief.  I was calling to tell you that I should be home in the next hour or so.  If you are not too angry with me for leaving you with Lukas, do you feel like going out for dinner?”



She lowered her voice seductively and whispered into the phone.  “Are you asking me out on a date?”



I laughed loudly as I drove towards our apartment.  The hours apart from her had been agonizing.  As I signed papers and contracts, my mind was only on her.  “Even though I think we are past the dating phase, yes.  Consider this my attempt at wooing you.  Dress to impress, Josephine.  I will see you soon.  Jag älskar dig.”



She knew enough of my native language to answer back.  “I love you too.  Hurry back.”



I hung up and tapped my phone against my chin.  She wanted a date, to be wooed.  If that is what she desired, I would do anything to provide it for her.  Shaking my head at my own sudden sentimentality, I dropped the phone on the passenger seat, pressing my foot on the accelerator and swerving through traffic.  I had a beautiful woman waiting for me.




* * *
She was putting on her earrings in the mirror when I cleared my throat to get her attention.  When she spun to face me, she rendered me speechless.  There were not words to describe her beauty, but centuries ago, men would have written sonnets and poems to honor such magnificence. 



“As usual, you look exquisite.”  My eyes swept over her; lingering on her high, rounded breasts and slim hips to finally caress the length of her long legs in her sky-high high heels.  The chocolate brown knit dress she had chosen to wear had three-quarter length sleeves and ruched details on the side, giving the dress an asymmetrical hemline.  It clung to every curve she had and the matching shoes added nearly five inches to her height.  She appeared even more svelte than normal, a goddess incarnate.



“I could say the same for you.  You look too handsome for your own good.”  She almost sprinted across the room to me, reaching up to adjust my red silk tie.  Her hands slipped under my suit jacket to run over my chest, her green eyes gleaming like jade with her undisguised desire.  “How will I keep all the women away from you?”



“I see no one but you, vackra.  Shall we go? It is time for me to suitably woo you.  I do have an ulterior motive,” I confessed.  I ran my fingertips over the swell of her breasts and down the seductive curve of her body, my eyes never leaving hers.



“An ulterior motive?” She eagerly licked her lips.  For a moment, I felt her passion; the frissons of fire and ice that ran up her spine and the way her pulse flickered and leapt from my touch.



One side of my mouth raised in a sexy grin as I dragged her roughly against me, gripping her taut ass possessively.  “Ah, I always have an agenda.  You are so sexy, Josephine.  You do not even realize the power you have over me.”



Looking at me with wide eyes, she released a shaky breath as I placed my forehead to hers.  My lips were soft as they brushed over her cheeks and a low snarl rumbled deep within me.



If I did not pull away now, our plans would be ruined.  I reluctantly released her and tucked her hand in the crook of my arm, guiding her down the hallway to the living room.  Her heels clicked over the wooden floors and her dress swished provocatively around her legs.  As I was opening the door, I captured her lips in a feather light kiss. “Come.  We need to hurry.  We have reservations to keep.”



***



Tucked away in the corner at Swing 46, we were hidden from the prying eyes of other patrons, making it easier for me to maintain my façade of acting human.  Josephine had finished dinner and was sipping a glass of white wine, enjoying the soulful sounds of the singer performing.  She was singing renditions of Ella Fitzgerald, Etta James, and Billie Holiday.  I held her hand across the table, my thumb tracing patterns on the top of my hand.  The dim lighting and candlelight made her appear more mysterious and beautiful than usual.



Strains of The Very Thought of You had just begun to play. She was startled when I suddenly rose to my feet, smoothly tugging her hand and leading her in the direction of the dance floor.  I wrapped my right arm around her tiny waist and took her hand in my left, tugging her close to me until not an inch separated us.  Her other arm wound around my shoulders as I slowly whirled her around the dance floor, our movements effortless and smooth.



Lowering my lips to her ear, I began to hum along to the music.  When I began to sing in her ear, I felt her knees shake and her hold on me increased.  “The mere idea of you… the longing here for you… you’ll never know...how slow the moments go… till I’m near you.”



She drew in shaky breath and turned her head slightly to meet my stare.  The unabashed love that she revealed to me was so powerful that it shook me to my very core.  If it was possible to love her more, I did in that moment.



“If there was a song that was written that describes how I feel for you, this would be what I would write, Josephine.”



Speechless, she could only nod and swallow back a moan.  “Stefan…”



The song came to an end but I refused to let her go.  I held her until the next song started, the seductive sound of At Last filling the room.  Quickly flicking my wrist, I spun her away from me, only to quickly pull her back to my chest in one fluid motion.  Once again, our bodies were pressed tightly together and yet it still was not close enough to suit me.  My right hand began drifting lower to cup her ass and I brought the hand I held to my lips, dropping a moist kiss against her skin. 



I was aware of her presence in every pore of my body.  Her nearness, the scent of her delicious blood, the heat of her skin.  She was impossibly perfect...



The song finished and I brought both of my hands up to cradle each side of her face.  My eyes searched hers for a moment before I lowered my lips to hers.  Her mouth was soft and supple, moving gently against mine.  I savored the taste of her and the entire room disappeared as we stood in the middle of a dance floor in New York City.  I smiled against her lips and sighed.



“Are you happy, vackra?” I was unable to speak, relying on our mental talk.  “Have I wooed you?”



“Yes… I think you’ve wooed me, Romeo.  Take me home.”



I glanced at her and nodded, pulling my cell phone from my jacket pocket.  I typed out a text message before tucking it away.  We stopped by our table to pick up her clutch and slowly made our way out of the club.  By the time we had climbed the steps to the street level, the black sedan was waiting for us at the curb.  I opened the door for her and I  walked to the other side of the car to slide in beside of her.



“261 W. 28th Street,” I said to the driver and then pressed a button that raised the tinted partition up between the back seat and the front of the car.  When I twisted to face her, my mood had turned devilish.  My hand disappeared under the hem of her dress, creeping up the inside of her thigh.  Her legs instinctively parted for me and I slid off the seat, placing one knee down on the floor of the car, angling my body closer to her.  Pushing her panties to the side, I slipped two of my long fingers on the outside of her folds, spreading the slickness of her growing arousal over her clit.  A lustful cry fell from her lips as she watched me pleasure her, growing more excited when I thrust my fingers inside of her, curling them upwards as I pumped them in and out.  Her eyes flickered up to meet mine and her soft pink lips parted into a perfect ‘o’.  Her hands pressed against the roof of the car and she arched her back against the seat, pressing her pussy into the heel of my hand.



She would never understand the satisfaction her arousal brought me, and how it only increased my desire for her.  I was brutal, bringing her to the edge of an orgasm, only to back off and gently stroke her again.  I doled out this mind-jumbling torture that went on for blocks until we pulled up in front of our building.  Only then did I let my fingers slip from inside of her and I adjusted her panties as if I had never touched them.  To add fuel to the fire, I placed both of my fingers that were coated with her juices in my mouth, slowly licking them with my tongue.



“We are home, vackra.  Come with me.”  With a wink, I was out of the car and waiting for her wrath.



With a gleam in her eye, I could see she was past the point of no return.  She rushed out of the car and took my hand, intertwining her fingers with mine as we walked into our building and waited for the elevator.



The doors had barely closed when she lunged at me.  She slammed me savagely against the metal wall of the elevator, showing me that she wanted me with a ferocity that made my cock rock-hard and struggle to not take her in the elevator. Her hands viciously pulled at my tie and her fingers were frantic as they struggled to unbutton my shirt.  She grabbed the lapels of my jacket, pulling my face down to hers.  Our lips collided in an explosive kiss, her tongue teasing and persistent as it twisted against my own.  My mouth was equally as hungry, easily taking control of the kiss with a low, rumbling growl.



Backing us out into the hallway, I walked us backwards and our passionate embrace never broke.  I smoothly pushed her against the wall on one side of the hall and she pressed back, knocking me to the other side with her surprisingly increasing strength.



Somehow amidst our passionate exchange, I had the presence of mind to retrieve my keys, swiftly opening the door.  We stumbled inside, our arms and legs tangled together.



We were a blur as we struggled for dominance in our need to make love.  Our hands were in perpetual motion, stripping away the layers of our clothing as we continued our frenzied dance.  My suit jacket fell to the floor in the living room; her shoes were haphazardly kicked aside in the kitchen.  My wrinkled dress shirt and tie landed in the hallway and her dress ended up in the doorway of our bedroom.  Our mouths were relentless as we devoured each other with mindless, drugging kisses that left me shaking, breathless and craving more.



“You told me I suitably wooed you, Josephine.  Now I am going to properly fuck you.”



She broke free from my grasp and backed away until she was on the opposite side of the bed, moving faster than she ever had before.  She was satisfied with herself; her wide smile mocked me while her flushed cheeks and kiss-swollen lips beckoned me to come closer.  She cocked her eyebrow in defiance and crooked a finger at me, motioning for me to come to her.



Only the city lights from the wall of windows illuminated the room as I swaggered towards her.  I could imagine how sinister I must look to her; the predator stalking its prey.  Every muscle in my arms and chest flexed in anticipation as I unbuckled my belt and ripped it from my pants, dropping it to the floor with a heavy clang.  My eyes were ravenous as I stalked her, my fingers twitching impatiently.  If I chose to, I could have her pinned to the bed before she could even react.  However, I was enjoying the chase, like a lion pursuing a gazelle.



I flicked open the button on my pants and lowered the zipper slowly, the fabric rustling as it slipped over my hips.  My smile was wicked and sexy as I edged across the bed towards her, hooking a finger underneath the front of her bra and pulling her to me.



My eyes drifted to her breasts before lifting my gaze to meet hers.  My tongue swiped across my lower lip, already able to taste her skin on my tongue.  “Playing hard to get, vackra?”



“Would you like me to?” she asked saucily.  Threading her fingers through my hair, her hands stopped at the nape of my neck.  She tugged my head back, exposing the long stretch of my throat to her.  I swallowed unevenly and my body tensed, every muscle contracting.  Lowering her lips to my chest, she licked across my clavicle, up the length of my neck to the edge of my jaw.  She loosened her grip on my hair and our eyes met again, black to black.  Grinning wickedly, I could feel my fangs fully exposed and on display.



My finger snapped the lacy fabric of her bra apart.  I crawled closer and it was my turn to tease her, my tongue flickering out to lazily lick circles around her pert nipple, causing a shiver to run down her spine.  I turned my attention to the other, but instead of using my tongue, my fangs sank into her skin and I swallowed hungrily.  Her hot blood was sweeter than mead, more addictive than any drug.  Her body reacted to my bite as she bowed against me, the sweet smell of her excitement flooding her panties.  When I withdrew my fangs and my arms blurred to grab her, she had no time to respond.



She realized much too late that the aggressor had become the prey.  I had her trapped to the bed and I moved to straddle her, my long, powerful legs on both sides of her thighs.  My fingers started their path at her cheekbone, my calloused fingertips dragging down her jaw to stroke the side of her neck.  I paused, feeling the rapid beat of her pulse racing from beneath her skin.  My hooded eyes watched the vein throb for a moment before I resumed my exploration, outlining the fullness of her breast and running my palm over the fragile skin of her ribs.  Smiling softly, her chest heaved in anticipation as my hand dropped lower to ghost against her firm stomach, casually running a finger over her ruined panties.  They were soaked, and when I ripped them from her, she let out a soft cry of surprise.



“Shh…just feel.”



I shifted between her legs and I stretched over her body, my hard cock pressing against her thigh.  I brushed her hair away from her face and kissed her with long, sensual kisses.  With the slightest jut of my hips, I slowly inched my way inside of her.  I was gentle, my thrusts shallow and tender.  I was making love to her like I was worshiping her heart, her soul and her body.  Every kiss I placed upon her lips was languid and reverent.



“Stefan… love you.  So much.  Too much…”



Our minds became one in that moment, and we jointly experienced every emotion and sensation we were feeling.  I could feel her sweet surrender, while she felt my lust and the powerful crush of my love. The combination of our shared feelings was threatening to pull us into the abyss together. 



I could only compare being inside of her to the sweetest torture I had ever known, finding myself torn between wanting to pleasure and possess her.  And the love I felt for her… it was like nothing I could equate it to.  I felt as though she destroyed me, turning everything I knew and understood upside down and inside out.



She was quick to agree. “It’s what I feel for you, Stefan… you’ve ruined me too.”



Still buried deep inside her hot depths, her hands ran over the tight muscles of my back, exploring every dip and curve as they tensed and relaxed with each of my thrusts.  As much as I wanted to have this moment last forever, I knew I would not last much longer.  I felt myself begin to swell inside of her, and in turn her inner walls tremored around my cock.  She exploded around me and seized beneath me, her fingernails raking jagged scratches across my back.  She cried out my name like a mantra, that she loved me and could not live without me.  And as I felt my orgasm overtake me, my head collapsed against her chest and I let out a ragged sob.  My arms encircled her, holding her against me as if my very life depended on keeping her captive in my embrace.



“Stefan? What just happened?” She pressed a kiss against my temple.  “I’m right here.  Baby, you can let me go.”



I shook my head stubbornly against her breast.  I rolled to my back and pulled her on top of me, my arms still wrapped firmly around her.  My eyes stared at the ceiling and I attempted to conceal my troubled thoughts from her.



But I was ripped open by her love and could keep nothing from her.



“It is as I thought.  You have shattered me,” I whispered.  “You have torn me apart and I do not know how to survive without you.  My heart, my existence is solely in the palm of your beautiful hand.  Imagine Josephine, living almost 1,000 years on the earth to discover that one woman will be the very death of me.”



My arms went limp and she slipped to the bed.  Sitting at my side, she stared down at me.  I turned my head to look at her, my eyes boring into hers, stormy and terrified.  She went to touch my face and my hand blurred to encircle her wrist, ceasing her movement.



“What does that mean? You’ve broken me too, Stefan.  There’s no one else for me…there never will be another.  You are my heart and soul.”



Gradually, I released my hold on her wrist.  “It means that my fate is tangled with yours.  That if you would die tomorrow, I would seek out a way to end my life.  It means that I cherish you above everything else, that I love you desperately,” I admitted, sitting up beside of her on the rumpled sheets.  “Do you understand?  There is no me without you.”



Her eyes glazed over as my words sank in. “Two parts of a whole,” she murmured weakly.



“Yes.”



“I’m sorry, Stefan.  So very sorry.” She lowered her head and the curtain of her hair fell over her shoulders, shrouding her face from me.  I reached over and pressed a finger under her chin, tilting her face up to me.



“Never be sorry, vackra.  Not about this.  I love you.  Today, tomorrow and for an eternity.  För evigt.”  It was as if admitting my feelings resolved my inner turmoil, and I felt my face finally relax into a smile.  “There is something I want to give you.”



I had been waiting for the perfect moment to give her this trinket from my human life, and I dashed from the bed to the dresser and pulled out a long, black velvet jewelry box.  I sauntered back and sat back down beside of her, leaning over to press a kiss on the tip of her nose.  Placing it on her leg, I anxiously waited as she reached down to pick the box up with shaky fingers.



Flipping open the case, she inhaled abruptly as she admired the long gold chain and ancient pendant that gleamed against the velvet.  It was a crude carving of a man and a woman facing one another and had been my mothers until her death.  I reached over and picked up the necklace, my mind flooding with jumbled memories as I held the pendant in my hands.



“It’s beautiful,” Josephine stammered.  I placed it around her neck and it came to rest just above the swell of her breasts.  Her fingers unconsciously reached up to stroke it as she leaned forward to kiss me softly in thanks.  “What does it mean?”



“It is one of the few possessions I have from my human life.  It had belonged to my mother.  It depicts the courtship of Freyr and Gerda.  They were from different worlds, yet Freyr still fell in love with Gerda.  She at first spurned his affections, saying she could never love him because of what and who he was.  She conceded in the end.”  My finger rubbed over the pendant as it glinted against her skin.  “While you never spurned my affection, we come from different times and different worlds.  It is a token of my commitment and love to you.”



“Stefan, I don’t know what to say.” She moved to sit astride me, nestling her soft body against me.



“You only need to tell me that you love me and you are mine.  That is all I ask from you, vackra.”



Kissing my cheek, she draped her arms around my neck.  “I love you, Stefan Lifsten.  I am yours.”  She paused and took a deep breath.  “And I’ll move in with you.  You’ll be sick of me.”



I gripped her arms and pulled her back so I could look in her eyes.  Pure happiness filled me.  I crushed her back against me, my arms holding her in a tight embrace.  “I will never tire of you.”



She yawned and my laughter resounded deep in my chest.  “I have worn you out.  Come, you need to sleep.”



I released my hold on her, letting her shift to slip under the covers.  I stretched out beside of her, spooning my large frame behind her.  I found myself humming in her ear once again and she melted against me, the vibration of my humming lulling her to sleep.



***



“What has you so happy this morning?”  I mumbled sleepily.  I cracked one eye to see Josephine lying at my side.  She was running her fingers over the pendant, sighing happily.



“You.  Us.  Everything.”  She sighed again.  “I’m so happy here.  Being with you takes away all of the noise.  I don’t feel the same urge to hide anymore.”



“Are you saying you want to live here in New York?  With me?”  I rested my head on my arm as I stared at her.  I attempted to keep my happiness in check, but it was difficult when I wanted this so badly.



She nodded.  “Yeah, I think I do.  But I’m going to miss Georgia and Anna.”



Of course.  It was logical that she would miss the companionship of her human friends.  “They can always visit.  I own many properties all over New York City.  I can easily find them suitable accommodations.”



Smiling, she leaned over to kiss my lips and smooth my messy hair back from my eyes.  “Have I told you how much I love you today?”



“You have not.  However, I would rather you show me.”  I waggled my eyebrows suggestively.



“Oh really?” Shoving me to my back, she straddled my hips, rubbing her wet pussy over my cock, seeming to delight in feeling the hardness of my arousal, now hot and slick with her essence.  She braced her hands on each side of my head on the pillow, her hard nipples dragging across my chest.  My hands stroked her ass and tenderly gripped her hips, our lips meeting in a soft kiss.  Lowering herself slowly over me inch by blissful inch, she hissed as she impaled herself fully on me.



Her encasing heat was like an inferno and my body was burning only for her. “Fuck me, Josephine.”



Using her hands as leverage, she plunged myself over and over on my length, crying out in pleasure.  Her sensuous seduction increased and my head arced back on the pillow.  I had just grabbed her ass again when we heard a sharp knock on the apartment door.



Her movements ceased and I bucked against her, urging her to continue.  “Do not stop.  Ignore the door.  They will come back later.”



“Stefan, someone is at the door.  Don’t you think we should see who it is?”



“I could not care less who is at our door.  I care more about this.”  I flipped her to her back and hooked her knees into the crook of my arms.  I slipped back inside of her and began building speed, the headboard to the bed banging loudly against the wall.  I was so deep that I ached in a wonderfully painful sort of way, making me forget everything except her and my need for her.



“I can not get enough of you. Your skin…your touch.  I want to eat you alive,” I muttered softly.  The muscles in my neck and shoulders were tense as I claimed her, my hips hammering into her, my pubic bone rubbing against her clit and causing her to cry out with my every thrust.



Moaning loudly, I felt my climax begin to build just as she cried out and her nails dug into my biceps. “Don’t stop.  I’m so close….”



“Oh for fuck's sake.  Do the two of you ever stop fucking?  There are dents in the drywall in the hallway and it looks like your closet exploded in the apartment.”



Josephine stifled a scream and her cheeks flushed crimson.  She peeked over my shoulder to see Lukas standing in the doorway of our bedroom.  He looked bored as he examined his nails and then glanced in our direction.  I was still buried inside of her and she hastily tried to cover her nakedness with her hands.



I shifted to cover her body with mine and twisted so I could see his face. “Lukas.  If we do not answer the door, there is a reason.  Unless you suddenly feel the urge to watch, leave us.” 



“Uh, thanks but no thanks.  Nigel was next door.  He wants to speak to both of you.  He said he’d come back later.” Lukas wrinkled his nose in distaste, lowering his head and looking at the floor in submission.



“I do not care who was here to see either of us.  Leave.”



Lukas scurried from the room and I released her legs and wrapped them around my waist, sighing in frustration.  My voice sounded deep and gravelly when I finally spoke, and my stomach was still coiled with need.  “I still want you.”



Tightening her legs around me, she pulled my hips tighter against her.  “I want to talk to Nigel, but I still want you too.”



Grinning lazily, I began to move, much slower than before.  My forearms came to rest around her and my mouth closed over hers, pressing open-mouthed kisses against her lips.



“Being inside of you is sublime. You are my heart, my soul…my only love.”  My thoughts drifted into her mind.  I lost track of time as we made love, neither of us hurrying and content to take our time.



It was much later in the morning when I was still curved around her protectively.  Her gentle heartbeat marked the passage of time, and we were content just to be together.



It was strange how we were so very different, yet fit together perfectly.  Her thoughts were similar to mine, amazed how we completed one another.



I closed my eyes and rested my forehead against hers.  “Ah, now you finally understand.”



***



Josephine lounged on the couch, trying to concentrate on reading a book while nursing a cup of coffee.  I sat at her side with her feet in my lap as I scanned my e-mails on my iPhone, occasionally sighing or tightening my lips in irritation as I would read and then quickly type out a response.



It was just another moment that made us both realize how truly lucky we were.  People searched their entire life to experience a slice of what we shared.  If we were fortunate, we could spend every day of forever just like this.



“You’re beautiful, you know that?” she asked, wiggling her feet in my lap.  She meant to be playful, but even something as innocent as her playful feet could easily turn my needs carnal.



“What is it you say to me?”  I looked up and tapped a finger on my chin.  Raising an eyebrow, I feigned forgetfulness.  My lips pursed as I fought my smile.  “Ah, I remember.  You are biased.”



Snorting softly, she nudged me again with her foot.  I resumed tapping away on my phone for a few minutes until I suddenly stopped, glancing up from my phone and raising an eyebrow.  “Nigel is back.”



Seconds later, a knock sounded on the door.  Tossing her book on the ottoman, Josephine jumped up to answer it.  Nigel stood on the other side, looking embarrassed at his earlier interruption.  If a vampire could blush, he would be.  He averted his hazel eyes to look at something over her left shoulder to avoid her gaze.



“Come in, Nigel.”  She fully opened the door to let him in.  He nodded and entered, standing silently with his hands clasped.  She pushed the door closed and leaned against it for a moment.



She watched Nigel’s obvious discomfort grow when he saw me reclining on the sofa, my long legs stretched out in front of me, my ankles crossed casually.



“Come sit with me, vackra.”  I patted my lap with my hands in an enticing invitation.



She crossed the room to rejoin me on the couch, curling up in my lap and resting her head against my shoulder.  My finger ran languidly up and down her spine, causing her to shudder and settle closer against me.



“Nigel.”  I greeted him with a slight nod of my head.



“Stefan.  Josephine.  I apologize for the earlier interruption.  Your progeny assured me you were only sleeping.”



I waved my hand in dismissal.  “Lukas is impetuous and makes it his mission to annoy me, and in extension Josephine.  It is one of his gifts.”  I motioned towards the chair across from me.  “Please sit.  You have information for Josephine about her birth mother, yes?”



Nigel nodded and ran a hand through his tousled, shoulder-length brown hair.



“Before I go any further, I need your assurance that this information will not leave this room.



Glancing down at her, I gave her a guarded look.  “He is risking everything coming to us with this information.”



She gave me a swift nod.  She understood my comments to mean that in other words, Nigel would meet the final death if Kian found out he spilled the beans.



“Consider our lips sealed,” I assured him.  “What you say will not leave this room.”



Nigel took a deep, unnecessary breath.  His heavy Australian accent was mesmerizing to listen to.  “I met your mother 40 years ago.  She was barely 16 and was newly married to your father.  I was captivated by her gentleness and beauty.  I admired her from afar of course.”



“What was her name?” Josephine questioned, her voice coming out as a high-pitched squeak.



His face went blank as he lost himself further in his memories.  “Her name was Armes.  She had long brown hair that hung in waves.  Her eyes were the deepest blue I’d ever seen.  She was very much in love with Kian then…”



My fingers twitched against her back as I interrupted Nigel’s story.  “Armes.  The name means prophetess in Welsh.  Did she have any abilities?”



Nigel closed his eyes and gave a swift nod.  “Yes.  She could see the future and read minds.”



Gasping, Josephine covered her mouth with her hand.  It was no wonder Kian had watched her from afar for so many years.  She had the same ability as her mother and would be a valuable asset to him.  I patted her leg and gestured for Nigel to continue.



“Kian coveted her abilities.  It only took 10 years for Armes to tire of him and his manipulations and games.  He flaunted others in front of her.”  Nigel swallowed; his Adam’s apple bobbing in his throat.  “One day she came to me and I will admit that I didn’t refuse her advances.  I loved her very much and had been in love with her for many years.  We made plans to disappear and she confronted Kian.  I never saw her again after that day.”



You could have heard a pin drop in the room.  None of us breathed until Nigel began talking again.



“Kian informed all of the Council that Armes had left him and abandoned her family.  You were just a baby, Josephine.  He thought it best if a human family raised you.  He claimed he wanted you to have a chance at a normal life.”



“Where do you think my mother is, Nigel?” She whispered hoarsely.



“I do not know.  I continue to look for her.  I hold on to the hope that she’s alive and content, even if that happiness comes from a man other than me.”



“Do you truly think she left Kian on her own and disappeared?” I questioned.  I knew Kian well enough to know that he had likely murdered her when Josephine’s mother confronted him.



“At first, I was in shock.  I didn’t want to believe she’d leave without saying goodbye.  Now I’m unsure, Stefan.”  Nigel folded his hands in his lap.  He knew as well as I did Armes was no longer living, even if he chose to live in denial. “She may have wanted to leave the world of vampires behind.  I could understand why she would.”



“Do you know anything else about her?”  Josephine was desperate for information.  It was clear she wanted to know everything she could find out about her.



“Nothing else that will be helpful at this junction.  I wish I could tell you more.”  Nigel stood up and made his way to the door.  He turned and looked back at us, a wistful look on his face.



“I meant what I said the other day.  Your mother was almost as beautiful as you.”  He looked at the floor before looking at us both.  “Cherish every moment you have with her, Stefan.  Take nothing for granted.”



Inclining his head, he slipped out the door, closing it quietly behind him.  Josephine sat unmoving on my lap, focusing on my fingers running up and down her back.



“What do you think, Stefan?”



I sighed heavily.  “Are you sure you want to know what I am thinking?”



“Of course.  You know more about this vampire stuff than I do.”



“I think your father is much more dangerous than I originally thought.  We must be on our guard at all times.  He will view you as a valuable tool in his arsenal.”  My face hardened as I spoke.  “Do not meet him alone.  Ever.”



Her face paled and she stared at me with wide eyes. “What are we going to do?”



Wrapping my arms around her, I pulled her against my chest.  “We go about our lives as normal.  We are heading back to Indonesia in two days to prepare to come back here to live.  I can better keep my eye on what he is planning if I am closer to the Council members.”



Her voice became bitter. “I’m dragging you into what you hate, Stefan.  When is it going to be too much?”



“It will never be too much, Josephine.  These are minor details, remember?”  I hugged her tightly and my mind switched into motion.  I began making calculations and playing out scenarios in my mind.  I was planning strategy, engaging in a complicated game of mental chess that would hopefully result in Kian’s wrong move and if we were lucky, his death.



“Remind me not to play chess with you.  I wouldn’t want to be a pawn in any game you play.”



I was still not used to her ability to read my mind and I toyed with the necklace I had given her for a moment before meeting her eyes.  A roguish smile flashed across my face. “You would never be a pawn.  You would be my Queen.”



“Sweet talker.  Don’t try to seduce me with your sexy talk.” She slapped at my chest teasingly.



“I speak only the truth.”  I kissed her lovingly before gently moving her off my lap.  “I need to talk to Lukas.”



I stalked across the room and pulled open the door.  Josephine’s mental voice stopped me.



“Stefan?”



I turned to face her with one hand on the door, my face filled with curiosity as I stared back at her.



“Thank you.  For keeping me safe.  For loving me.  For risking your life.”



A grin broke over my face.  “Ah, I would do anything for you, vackra.  I will be back in a bit.”



I waggled my eyebrows and closed the door behind me.  Things just became extremely serious and potentially dangerous.  I just was not sure if Josephine understood how deadly Kian could be.







Chapter Fourteen- Run



 “Please come home.  I need you.”



Her frantic request made me walk out of the meeting I was in with potential investors.  I could not care less about their money.  I had more money than I could spend in 20 lifetimes.  I only had one mate.



Bursting into the living room, I looked around anxiously until I found her in the kitchen.  I did not acknowledge Lukas’s presence.  I rushed to her side and jerked her in my arms, muttering inaudibly against her hair.  She clutched at me, her fingers twisting in my shirt. She began to weep, her knees giving out on her.  I sank to the floor with her, rocking her in my arms.



“Lukas? What happened?” I demanded harshly.  I needed to know who had done this to her.



“I don’t know.  She hasn’t had the chance to tell me anything.”



“Kian,” she sputtered.  “Stefan, let me show you.”



Giving me access to her memories, she replayed her confrontation with her father at the art gallery for me.  I stiffened against her and was ready to find Kian and rip him apart piece by piece.



“What?!? Will someone tell me what’s going on?” Lukas asked, tapping his foot impatiently.



“Josephine had an argument with her father.  He apparently has been following her and confronted her today,” I said, placing a kiss against the top of her head.



Lukas was on the floor beside of us before I even realized he had moved.  His fangs had dropped and he looked terrifying, so unlike the sweet Lukas we knew.  “If that bastard even thinks he’s going to mess with her, I’ll end him, Stefan.”



Letting out a resigned sigh, I reached to place a hand on my child’s shoulder.  “No one is ending anyone, Lukas.  Only the game has changed.  We knew it would happen eventually.”  I focused my attention back on Josephine, smoothing her hair back from her tear-stained face.  “Vackra, did he harm you at all?”



As I comforted her, I knew in that moment that I would kill Kian Ahearne and rejoice at his blood on my hands.  His demise meant freedom for not only Josephine, but also for me.  Her fear, her agony gave me the justification I had been waiting for.



“No.  But he’s a monster.”



“You are safe now.”  I nodded towards Lukas, who stroked Josephine’s arm gently before rising gracefully to his feet and leaving the apartment.



I scooped her up in my arms and carried her into the bedroom, sitting her down carefully on the edge of the bed.  I motioned for her to lie down and I sat next to her.  I removed her ankle boots, placing them on the floor beside the bed.  The bed shifted under my weight and I collected her in the strong embrace of my arms, whispering against my temple.  “Han kommer aldrig att röra dig.  Om det är det sista jag gör på denna jord, kommer jag att dö skydda dig.  Du är mitt liv, min kärlek.”



She let out a shaky sigh as she breathed in the smell of my skin.  “When you speak in your native tongue, it sounds so beautiful.  What did you just say?”



I snorted and closed my eyes.  “You will not be happy with what I said.”



She pushed against my chest.  “I’m already unhappy.  Unless you just told me we’re over, I think I can deal with whatever you said.”



I let out a weary sigh.  “I used to be a much stronger vampire.  I give in to every whim, every request you have.”  Smiling sheepishly, I rested my face against her hair.  “I told you that he would never touch you.  If it is the last thing I do on this earth, I will die protecting you.  You are my life, my love.”



Letting out a dry laugh, she leaned back to look at my face.  I am sure even though I tried to remain calm, the worry was there.  She reached up to cup my cheek, her thumb tracing the taut skin over my cheekbone.



“Why are you laughing?”



Her green eyes twinkled.  “I told Kian that I would kill to keep you safe.  That if it came down to losing you or keeping you with me, I would do anything.  I also told him he was a megalomaniac.  And the Swedish sounds nicer than the translation.”



My eyes sparkled as I stared down at her.  “You are my match in every way.  How I lived centuries without you mystifies me.”



“So let’s keep each other safe, okay?”



I nodded and grinned.  My hand started roaming down her back to squeeze her ass playfully.  “Did you actually call Kian a megalomaniac?”



“I took psychology courses in college,” she retorted haughtily.  “If the shoe fits…”



“Dr. Anderson, can you diagnose me?”  My voice was teasing as I kissed her nose and pressed a light kiss on her mouth.  She pecked at my lip with her teeth and I growled lightly as she bit hard enough to draw blood.  She traced the outline of my lips with the tip of her tongue and licked it away, moaning softly at the taste of it in her mouth.



“You are a sexy beast with control issues.  You can be overbearing, dominating and scheming,” she murmured softly.  I must have looked offended for a moment.  I started to speak and she pressed the tip of her index finger against my lips.  “You also happen to be the most generous, wonderful, loving, over-protective vampire I know.  I love you, Stefan.  Until the stars stop shining.”



“You say things such as this and have the nerve to call me a sweet talker,” I admonished and hugged her tightly.  “Promise me that if you go out you will take someone with you, either myself or Lukas.”



“I promise.”



***



“Stefan.”



I groaned and buried my head further into the pillow.  Impatient hands shook me again.



“Stefan, you need to wake up.”



I slowly opened my eyes, staring at her with unfocused eyes.  “Josephine?”



Her voice was breathless and she was shaking with panic. “You’re warm!”



“What are you talking about, vackra?” Rubbing my face with my hand, I was struggling to catch up.



“Something has happened.  When I woke up I felt like I was on fire.  You’re warm,” she blurted out.  She was not making sense.  “Feel me.”



I was fully awake when she made that particular offering.  My look of confusion changed to a sultry smirk, my eyebrows wiggling suggestively at her words.



“I don’t mean what you’re thinking, Romeo.”  She smacked my arm in exasperation.



I sat up and massaged my arm where she had hit me.  My eyes widened as I moved my hand from my arm to touch the side of her face.  Her face was tepid against my fingers.  The blazing heat of her body was gone.



“I am not warmer.  You are the same temperature as me,” I replied, my voice barely perceptible.  “You are changing.”



“Changing?”



I exhaled a heavy breath.  “When we were at the Carriage House and you were resting, Kian told me that you would change to become more like a vampire.  My influence and blood has only accelerated the process.”



She ran her fingers through her wavy copper hair.  “Oh.” 



“You are stronger.”  I rubbed my arm again.  “You are not so fragile and breakable.  I will not have to be as gentle with you now.”



 “What else is going to change?” She bit her lip and her green eyes grew worried.



“That I cannot answer for you.  It will be fine, Josephine.  You need to relax,” I said soothingly.  I had no experience with a hybrid vampire.  She could awake tomorrow with fangs and a desire for blood.  Or her changes could be minute and take years to manifest.



My cell phone rang, shrill and loud.  I glanced at the screen and frowned.  “This will just take a minute.”  I left the room, muttering softly into the phone.  It was Nigel with an update on his research into the library at the Carriage House. 



“Stefan, you would be amazed at some of the journals I have found.  Many need to be translated, but I can say I from what I have found so far, this situation is worse than we previously thought.”



“How so?”  I guarded my words carefully.  The last thing I needed at this juncture was for Josephine to overhear this conversation and overreact.  Kian had made it clear he had her in his sights, likely to use for his advantage.  He would kill me to keep her at his side in her grief.



Nigel’s voice deepened. “Stefan, there were more hybrids.”



I quickly noticed his use of past tense.  This could not be good.  “There were more?”



“Yes.  I still know very little.  You are heading back to Bali soon?”  



I leaned back in the desk chair and pinched the bridge of my nose.  If it were possible for a vampire to have a headache, my head would be thumping.  “Yes.”



“Good.  Kian has the ability to block any other vampire’s talent.  Surely you cannot see his future, am I correct?” Nigel questioned.



I thought back to our arrival in New York.  I had not seen his arrival at the Carriage House, nor his declaration to be Josephine’s father.



“No, I cannot see his plans. It is a minor inconvenience, Nigel.  Surely there is another reason for your call.”



There was a silence on the line.  I heard his intake of breath.  “I spoke with Josephine’s brother.  He wants to meet with her.  He can answer many of her questions…questions I cannot answer.”



I tapped my fingers on the desk and worried about the impact of his visit.  Were his intentions good, or was he consorting with the enemy.  “When?”



“Tomorrow.”



My eyes squeezed shut and I gripped the phone tighter.  “Fine.  Give him the information he needs.  Good night, Nigel.”



Stretching my legs out in front of me, I rubbed the back of my neck.  This never-ending vampire bullshit constantly kept fucking up every plan I put into place.  I was given no reprieve and every time I had a glimmer of happiness, there was something or someone there to muddy the waters.



Now I needed to choose how much to tell Josephine.  If I shared too much too soon, it would be overwhelming.  Tell her too little and she would be mistrustful of my intentions.



Swiveling in the chair, the leather squeaked under my weight.  It was then that I noticed the silence of the apartment. I had been so preoccupied with my phone call, I did not realize her absence in the bond until I hung up the phone and noticed the emptiness in the silent apartment.  To add insult to injury, she had closed off her side of the bond to me purposely. It left me unable to locate her, and my chest throbbed at the loss of her presence.



Again, she had run from me.  She had chosen to disappear when she could no longer handle reality.



If I was not so worried about her safety, I would be furious. 



If I did not love her so deeply, I would simply push her and the silly notion of love away. It was easier not to care.  My life had been in complete disarray since I found her in Bali.



She knew the risks of foolishly running off into the night, yet still chose to run…even though she had promised me otherwise.



I wanted to rip the apartment to shreds, to simply destroy anything that made the mistake of standing in my path in my ire.



Storming down the hallway, I grabbed my phone and dialed her number. It rang and rang before switching to voice mail. My fingers tightened around the metal of the phone. If I was not careful, I would turn it to dust in my palm.



I had given her my love, my assurances, my protection...yet it still was not enough for her. She still chose to flee when things became difficult.



Undecided as to what to do, I simply sat in the darkness of the apartment. I stared off into the New York skyline and tried to settle my tumultuous thoughts.



It was useless. Without her…nothing mattered.



***



I heard her as she approached the apartment door.  I had not moved from the chair, leaving the apartment in complete darkness.  My impulsive anger had evolved to deep introspection.  For 200 years, my mind had been focused solely on finding my mate.  I had not stopped to think of the ramifications she would suffer.  She was still only human, if only partially.  They did not handle change like immortals.  We simply adapted and moved forward.  We had no other option.



Humans never accepted change well.  They were prone to fits of temper, and in Josephine’s case, running scared when things overwhelmed her.



The doorknob rattled and the door creaked open.  I could see her perfectly, making out the gloss of her hair and the opalescent glow of her skin. She navigated easily through the darkness, finding the counter to place her purse and keys on.



“Stefan?” she called out.  Her smoky voice wavered slightly as she anxiously pushed her long hair behind her ear.  She stood quietly, listening for any sounds.  “Stefan?  Are you here?”



Switching on the lamp next to me, I glared at her through narrowed eyes; my large frame slouched over in the chair and my fingers strummed restlessly against my thighs.  My lips were pressed into a thin line, and my hair was a mess from all the times my hands passed through it.



“Do you have any idea how worried I have been, Josephine?  I leave the room for a moment and you run from me.  I call you dozens of times and you ignore me.  Explain what the fuck you think you were doing?”  I asked coldly.  When I was angry, the accent in my voice normally became more pronounced, but I was so infuriated that I had no inflection in my voice at all.



Nervously rubbing the toe of her boot against the wood floor, she looked at anything but me.  Her eyes settled on the windows high over my head.



“I can only imagine what you were going through.  I’m so sorry, Stefan.  I just freaked out and I ran,” she mumbled.  “It’s not an excuse.  I was stupid.”



“You ignored my calls and spoke with Anna though,” I reminded her angrily. “After the confrontation with your father today, you run off and I have no idea where to find you.  If I lost you…. fuck!”



I slammed my fist against the arm of the chair and I heard the wood crack under the impact of my hand.  I rose to my full six-foot-four-inch height and crossed the room to loom over her.  I glared down at her, and I knew my eyes were filled with agony.



“Stefan, I’m sorry.  I’m sorry.” Tears spilled over, running down her cheeks and she covered her face with her hands.  Her shoulders shook with the power of her gasping sobs.



“Go to bed, Josephine.  I cannot talk to you anymore about this tonight.”  I turned and walked to the sofa. I stretched across it and my gaze fixed on the windows in front of me.  My body was tense, and I had no emotion but fury coursing through me.



“Stefan,” she began.



“No! I said go to bed.  Nothing good will come from our discussion tonight.  There are some things that are better left unsaid.”  I didn’t look at her and my sharp words were harsh.



She dashed down the hallway into our bedroom.  I heard her boots hit the floor and the rustle of her clothing. Finally, I listened to the slight squeak of the bed as she settled beneath the covers.



As much as I wanted to comfort her, I had nothing to offer her but my anger and pain.



***



The sun was rising when she awoke.  Flipping over on her back, she gasped when she saw me sitting on the side of the bed, leaning forward with my head in my hands.  I had not slept and my clothes were wrinkled and my eyes bleary.



“Hey,” she whispered.  I glanced up at the sound of her voice.  Her hands opened and closed impatiently, as if she wanted to reach out and touch me.  Yet she made no offering to move.



“Hey,” I repeated.  My deep voice was husky and weary.  I rubbed my hand across my face and shifted on the bed.



“Stefan, I shouldn’t have run last night.  I should have talked to you.  I freaked out and didn’t think.”  She plucked at the comforter with her restless fingers.  Glancing up at me, she reached out and covered my hand with hers.  “I’m sorry.  If I could go back and do it over again, I would.  I’ll never run from you again.”



She spoke honestly, and I wanted nothing more than to believe her impassioned words.  I squeezed her hand and pulled it from her grasp, carefully tracing over the crude etchings on the pendant around her neck.  “You are still afraid, vackra.”



“Of course I’m afraid.  Everything I thought I knew has been turned upside down.  Not to mention I don’t always handle change well.”  She took my hand again and held it against her chest.  “This is my screwed up mind you’re dealing with.  I’m afraid of losing you, Stefan.  I’m afraid Kian will try to kill me or worse, kill you.”



“I will never leave you, Josephine,” I assured her.  It would take more than Kian Ahearne to finish me…not when I had so much at stake.  “No relationship is perfect and I have told you time and time again that we are in this together.  You cannot just run off and not talk to me.”



“I know.  I guess I needed time to think and I didn’t go about it in the right way.”



“I thought you had left me, Josephine.”  I lay down beside of her with my head on her pillow, our heads touching.  Smiling faintly, my fingertips lightly stroked her cheek and my eyes swept over her face, as if I were committing it to memory.



“I wouldn’t leave you, Stefan.  I just needed to leave reality for a while.  I had a few cups of espresso at Chelsea Market.”



I snorted, offering her a weak smile.  Other humans would be drinking away their troubles in booze.  Not Josephine.  She always managed to do the unexpected. “You were in a coffee shop in Chelsea?  You drowned your sorrows in overpriced tiny cups of coffee?”



She nodded and huddled against my chest.  Her blinding heat and softness was now gone.  She was exactly the same temperature as me, her flesh warm and firm.  Even her blood, while still alluring, no longer made my throat burn.  Part of me missed the more human part of her, while the other rejoiced in the knowledge she was changing and not as breakable.



“You befuddle me, Josephine,” I sighed softly.  “No more running from me.  You not only ran from Kian, vackra.  You ran from what we have.”  I gestured between us, raising my eyebrows sternly.



“No more running,” she agreed vehemently.  Her arms tightened around me as if I was going to leave her.



As if I could do such a thing.  I loved this creature more than my own existence.



I nodded and finally, my arms embraced her, overwhelming myself with the ferociousness of my emotions.  When I was with her like this, it was simple.  It was like coming home, erasing all of my doubts and quieting the voices in my head.  Once I let her go, the fear and confusion would creep back in and my thoughts would turn chaotic and conflicted.



“I spent the night staring out the windows, reflecting back over the last few weeks.  I wondered if I made the right choice in finding you and exposing you to this life.  I feel as if you never truly heard all the things I said to you,” I said impassively against the soft silk of her hair.  “And not with your ears, with your heart.  Perhaps I have not told you what you needed to hear.”



“Stefan...”



“Let me finish,” I continued quietly.  “Yet I am a selfish being.  I realized that I would have continued to search for you regardless.  I was on a mission to find you, the only thing I’ve known for two centuries.  There will never be another for me except you.  However, I will let you go.  I love for the first time in my long life, and I will not force you to give up whom and what you are because I think I know what is best for you.”



Craning her neck, it seemed she was regarding me in a new light and with different eyes.  It was impossible not to sneak into her mind to read her thoughts. She was amazed that I loved her enough to let her go and she was mentally berating herself for her actions.



Josephine had no idea of my inner doubts, my foolish concerns and insecurities.  She had no idea when she ran from me last night; she had confirmed my deepest fear.  She had left me.



Neither of us knew anything about love and relationships.  We were both stumbling along, hopelessly in love but completely clueless.



“I’m going to talk now.”  She pushed my back against the bed and climbed to straddle his hips.  Watching her with cautious eyes, her fingers began methodically unbuttoning my shirt and once it was open, she met my gaze with her bottomless green irises. “I love you, Stefan.  The best night of my life happened the moment you walked into it.”  She leaned over me, pressing her breasts against my bare chest, fisting her hands into my thick, messy hair.  “I was foolish because I ran from you last night and I won’t ever make that mistake again.  I’m not giving you up.  You were reborn for me.”



A sharp gasp left my lips.  I flipped her to her back before she could blink and was standing at the foot of the bed.  I tossed my shirt to the floor and my jeans were off in a blur of movement, lowering to my knees on the bed at her feet, staring down at the cover.



Her words…her heartfelt words were as sharp as any dagger and pierced my very soul.  



“Stefan?”



My head lifted and I was still struck speechless.  She had stripped me bare and all I could do was stare at her with wide eyes, shocked at her admission.



Slowly crawling to meet me, she sat in front of me, reaching out to carefully run her hands over my chest, her fingers caressing my nipples and stroking over the rippled muscles of my abdomen.  With every gentle touch, my body jerked from the pure ecstasy and electricity of our connection.  I swallowed roughly and the corner of my mouth twitched.



“Josephine,” I whispered harshly, swallowing back my pride.  “You were made for me.”



Her hands froze in place, as if afraid to move.  She glanced up at me through her eyelashes.  



I had not budged an inch; I was simply watching her and waiting for her next move.



She shook her head.  “No.”  Her hands were still, waiting for my permission to continue.  “You were saved for me.”



Her words stabbed away another layer of my defenses and I willingly gave into defeat.  “Touch me.  Please.” I did not want to beg.  I only wanted her love.  “Please.”



Hesitantly, she continued her exploration over my skin, letting her mouth follow the path her hands had made.  Her lips and tongue skimmed over my stomach, back up to the broad expanse of my chest.  She traced around each of my nipples with her fingers, rubbing her mouth over the skin of my neck, feeling the muscles in my throat constrict under her lips.



She inched closer to me until our lips were almost touching.  My mouth was curved in a small smile, my fangs fully extended.  She took a finger and caressed each one, moving as if to kiss me, but instead her tongue traced each sharp incisor.  My chest grumbled, my eyes becoming unfocused as I rose to my knees.



She scrambled back against the pillows as I rushed to move between her parted legs.  One hand grasped my cock, rubbing it over her wet folds.  The other gripped her waist, drawing her nearer to me.  My body draped over her and I entered her tenderly, causing us both to break into shuddering moans.  My hips pulled back, dropping my head against her shoulder.  Her beautiful body welcomed me, and it was impossible to get close enough to her.  It was not until I was fully sheathed that I felt complete, our bodies perfectly aligning to one another.



“This is right,” I moaned, burying my face in her hair.  “Tell me this is right.”



If she felt a fraction of the absolute gratification that coursed through me, the sweet erotic bliss I was experiencing…she would understand.



“Yes,” she agreed desperately. Her breathy, raspy voice was like throwing gasoline on a raging inferno.  “It’s always perfect when I’m with you.”



I began stroking in earnest, setting a constant, steady pace.  Lowering my mouth to her breast, I covered her breast with my lips, my fangs grazing along her skin as my tongue swirled and pulled.



“I never knew it was possible to have this, Josephine.  To feel love and this kind of affection.  Then only to feel the pain of losing you…” I confessed.  I was furious at the desperation I heard tainting my words. “I do not like to feel vulnerable.”



She pushed me to my back against the bed, never breaking pace.   She sat astride me, her head tipped back and her mouth open in a silent cry, increasing our speed.  I groaned in pleasure at her glorious perfection, watching as her breasts swayed with her graceful movements, her long hair spilling down her back.  Unable to simply sit back, I had to feel her…every inch of her impossibly flawless skin and the friction of our flesh as it met in our coupling. I sat up and our bodies met in a rush, our mouths meeting in shuddering, unrelenting open-mouth kisses.  My hand grasped her face, pulling my lips from hers to look into her eyes.



“I was in hell last night.  You were lost to me…and I was afraid too much had happened and you had left.”  My mouth covered hers again, our tongues teasing and twisting before I drew away again, gazing back into her eyes.  For a moment, I felt as if I was staring into the deepest depths of her soul. “Vackra, it has always been you.  How can I prove my devotion to you?  I am your willing prisoner and you have shackled me with your love.”



 She shook her head and coiled her arms around my neck.  “I don’t want you to be my prisoner, Stefan.  I want you to be my lover.  My equal.  My partner.”  Offering me her neck, she wordlessly spoke to me.  “Bite me, Stefan.  Please.”



“Mine.”  I clutched at her hips and began moving her faster over my cock, my mouth on my throat.  My fangs broke through her skin and once again I was lost to her…I barely could feel her reach the crest of her orgasm.  As her blood filled me, it also enslaved me further to the bliss that was my mate.



“Yes!” Her cry brought me back to reality.  She was riding me harder, tightening and contracting around me, until I could no longer take another second of this maddening pleasure.



My hips jutted a few more times until I exploded inside of her, my victorious yell filling the apartment with my own satisfaction as we rode out the last of our violent tremors together.



Boneless and sated, I fell to the bed.  We were still for a few moments, and Josephine stretched out to lie across my chest.  My brain was still foggy from my release, and her soft giggle made a smile break over my face and I stared at her as if she had suddenly grown two heads.



“We’ve probably woken all of our neighbors.”  She blushed, her cheeks a bright pink.  She had not lost that yet.  I would miss the rush of blood to her face when she changed.  



She was worried about our neighbors?  After that complete perfection….nothing else mattered. 



She turned serious and met my eyes.  “We’re stuck with each other, Stefan.  I can’t be without you.  I love you and you love me.  We need to learn to make this work.”



My heart soared and my answering smile was so wide I felt as if my face would split in two.  “We will, Josephine.”



My hands splayed across her soft cheek and our lips met; my mouth soft and gentle.  This kiss was different.  For once, we were not frantically trying to reconnect; I was pouring all of my love and adoration into this kiss.  When I lifted my lips from hers, my nose nuzzled hers and I knew I was smirking.



“As for our neighbors, I want everyone to be jealous of what I have.  To feel what I just experienced, I would gladly deal with the wrath of this entire city,” I boasted proudly.  “Come with me.  There is a shower with our name on it.  I want to get you clean so I can get you dirty again.”



“My sexy talking vampire,” she chided, sneaking a kiss from my lips.



My smile was only for her. “Always.”







Chapter Fifteen- Mind Games



“Breakfast?”  I asked as she walked into the kitchen, her hair still damp from our shower.  I had left her to dress, leaving her to try my hand at domestic bliss.  I was scrambling eggs over the stove and I had a plate on the counter with bacon stacked in neat piles on the plate.



“You can cook?  But you don’t eat,” she mumbled grumpily, plopping down on the bar stool on the other side of the island.  



Rolling my eyes sarcastically, I pushed a mug of coffee in her direction. “I may not eat, however it is not rocket science to scramble eggs and fry bacon, vackra.”  I wrinkled my nose as I glanced at the yellow mess in the skillet.  “Even though it appears to be disgusting.”



She stirred half & half into her coffee and added sugar, taking a deep sip and sighing happily.  “You’re always surprising me, Stefan.”



“Ah, stick around.  There are many things I can do that you have not had the pleasure of seeing yet.” I leered at her, my eyebrows rising suggestively.



Her mouth dropped and her thoughts were impossible to shut out.  She was thinking at the rate we were going, we should find a big bed to live in and forward all of the mail there.



“I could not agree more.  What a wonderful idea!” I placed the plate and fork in front of her with great flourish and she narrowed her eyes and began eating.  I moved to sit down beside of her and opened my laptop, opening my e-mail and scrolling through my messages.



“Anything interesting?” she asked casually as she bit into a piece of bacon.



“Mergers, acquisitions.  More work for my attorney to handle,” I replied distractedly.  My mind was being pulled into a much different direction.  It appeared Josephine would be receiving a visitor today and I was unsure how I felt about this newcomer to her life.



She was blissfully unaware of my concern as she chewed.  “How does this work?  You are a never aging vampire running a company.  Doesn’t anyone get suspicious?”



“The company is run by a board of directors, appointed by my human attorney.  He knows what I am and has ties into the vampire world.  My identity is kept hidden.  I simply make the final decisions and my attorney takes care of things for me.”  Stefan glanced at me and smiled.  “If needed, I become a long lost heir.  Humans see what they want to, vackra.”  I sighed and continued.  “There is something else.  You will have a visitor this afternoon.”



“A visitor?  Who?”  Josephine asked, her curiosity thoroughly piqued.  I glanced up at her and offered up a grin that was smug and arrogant.



“You will find out.  It should be interesting.  I will give you some privacy during the visit.”



I knew I was being extremely cryptic with her.  I was making the executive decision to let this play our organically, without my opinion to influence her.  She was unhappy and finished her breakfast in silence.  I observed her stiff shoulders as she slid away from the island, walking around to the sink and began to rinse off her the plate and loading the dishwasher.  She was preoccupied with cleaning when I silently approached, my hands reaching around and cupping the swell of her breasts in my hands and bending slightly to inhale the sweet scent of her hair.  Her response was immediate, her breathing hitching and the sponge slipping from her fingers. 



My teasing hand slithered down the fabric of her t-shirt to slide inside the waist of her jeans.  My long fingers had no trouble slinking deep into her panties to gently stroke tiny circles around her clit as my lips dragged over the smooth stretch of her neck. 



She gripped the counter for support, and a tiny moan fell from her lips as she widened her legs to give me better access.  Smiling in triumph, my fingers traveled along her wet folds, softly teasing her.  My own breathing increased as her arousal increased…she was so close to orgasm and her soft, mewing noises rattled my senses.  Her body tensed, signaling her orgasm and she cried out in protest when I withdrew my hand from her pants and playfully smacked her ass.



She was stunned into silence for a moment and vibrating with unfulfilled longing.  She angrily spun to face me, open-mouthed and thoroughly pissed off.  “You have got to be kidding me.  Stefan, you can’t leave me like this!”



I towered over her, my lips twisted in mischief.  “I have things to do, vackra.  Lukas is next door if you need him.  I assure you we will finish what we started.  Later.”  Pecking her on the lips, I disappeared down the hallway, chuckling under my breath as I heard her hand smack against the granite counter.



I was pulling on a pale blue Oxford shirt when I looked up to see her standing in the doorway watching me.  Her eyes darkened with desire as her eyes caressed every inch of my body…and I simply waited to see how she would react.



Gliding across the room to me, she stared up at me longingly with fluttering eyelashes and an impish, naughty grin on her lips.  Her exploring began in earnest, hands drifting across my waist, straight down my stomach. Doing my best to remain impassive, I was angry with my traitorous body as my muscles jerked and reacted to her electric touch.  She pushed my boxer briefs down low enough so that my cock sprang free, falling into her waiting hands.



This was not the way it was supposed to work.  “Josephine…”



“Shhh,” she murmured softly as she gripped me in her tiny hand, stroking me from base to tip.  She glanced up at me again, one eyebrow arched in defiance.  In that moment, I understood the game had only just begun. 



Giggling, she dragged her tongue down my chest until she lowered to a crouched position with her hand still rubbing over my aching length.  I was growing harder with every twist of her wrist and when she took the head of my cock in her mouth, I released a guttural growl so powerful that my entire body shook.  It did not stop her assault; she continued to lazily roll her tongue around me, groaning in pleasure.  I lost the battle and buried my hands into her wavy hair, urging her to continue.  My breath caught when I felt my cock harden and swell, preparing myself to sink into the pleasure of my climax.



Suddenly, everything stopped.  I slipped from her talented mouth with a pop and she stood and went on tiptoe to kiss the corner of my mouth and the cleft in my chin.



Torn between unadulterated lust and the agony of unfulfilled desire, I could only stare at her and will her back to finish what she started.



“Silly me! I forgot that you have things to do.  We’ll continue this later,” she said smoothly, adjusting my briefs and patting my chest affectionately.  She left the room in a perfume of arousal and I was still in a state of shock as I watched her leave.



“Josephine.  Come back here,” I moaned in a strangled voice.  My cock throbbed and my mind was still not functioning properly.



Her voice drifted back to me from the living room.  “Sweetheart, when you play with fire, you get burned.  Get dressed.”



It was tempting to finish the job she started.  However, I would much rather make her pay for her teasing.  I dressed quickly and adjusted myself uncomfortably underneath the unyielding metal of my zipper.  Our antics had caused me to run short on time and I hurried down the hall and leaned down to capture her lips in a kiss.



“Even though you are wicked, I love you.”  My mouth brushed against hers before running a finger down her cheek and standing back up.  I knew she was watching me and I made sure to add more swagger to my step as I left the apartment.



***



Throughout the day, I wondered how Josephine’s meeting with her long lost brother was going.  It could go either way…I knew nothing about Nikolaus Ahearne.  Nigel assured me his intentions were honorable.  He simply wanted to reconnect with the sister he thought he would never see again.  I gave them a few hours together before I headed home.  When I stepped off the elevator, I could hear their muddled conversation as I approached our door.



Josephine must have sensed my approach.  I could feel the eagerness spike in the blood we shared.  Pushing open the apartment door, I quietly strode in and closed the door behind me, glancing between Nikolaus and Josephine.  I swaggered into the living room, dropping into one of the armchairs across from the couch.  I stretched my long legs out in front of me and my piercing gaze locked on her.



“I see your visitor has arrived,” I remarked coolly.  I sized up her brother.  He was tall and leanly muscled, both arms covered with sleeves of tattoos.  His thin t-shirt hugged his chest and his hair was a deep mahogany, streaks of copper highlighting his hair.  I could see Josephine in his features, from his almond shaped green eyes to his sharp cheekbones. 



My fingers tapped against the arms of the chair, shrewdly appearing more imposing than necessary.  Even though I knew this man was her sibling, I had no reservations in letting her know I was displeased to see her with another man, even if that man happened to be family.



She dropped Nikolaus’s hand and moved to stand at the edge of my chair, sitting down on my lap and curling up against my chest.  My mood lightened and my arms wrapped around her, sighing heavily against her hair.



“Have you enjoyed your visit with him, vackra?” My mental voice, along with my mood, was unsettled.



“It’s been informative.”  She replayed some of the visions through her mind, allowing me to methodically read her thoughts.  My entire body went rigid underneath her as I mentally sorted through each of them.



Tilting her head back, she pressed a kiss to my throat.  “Stefan, this is my brother Nikolaus.  Nikolaus, this is Stefan.  My mate.”  I noticed she made sure to put the emphasis on mate to appease my more possessive side.  My body relaxed slightly underneath her, pleased at her choice of words.



Nikolaus focused on me for a moment and a roguish smile spread across his face, two dimples appearing on both sides of his cheeks.   He clapped his hands together once and then rubbed them together, his deep laughter resounding throughout the living room.  “Josie, you’re with Stefan Lifsten?  Hell, yes! This is better than I expected.  I know what you can do, Stefan.  I just need to know if you’re willing to do it.”



Appearing completely disinterested, my hand leisurely stroked across the small of Josephine’s back.  I chuckled and kissed her forehead affectionately.  “And what is it that you know I can do, Nikolaus?”



Nikolaus leaned back against the couch, spreading his arms across the top of the cushions, the colorful sleeves of his tattoos on display.  “Kill our father of course.”



My gaze turned glacial, but I had no other reaction to Nikolaus’s statement.  I continued to stoke her skin as I sat silently in the chair.  Resting my head against the chair, I raised an eyebrow and spoke.  “Why do you think I would want to kill your father?  He is a Board member and such actions would be considered treason.”



Nikolaus tilted his head back and rolled his green eyes that were so much like Josephine’s up to the ceiling.  “Yeah, yeah.  Treason and all that fucking vampire protocol bullshit that’s been shoved down my throat for years.  Don’t you think it’s time for things to change?”



My hand stilled on her back.  “Josephine, I need to talk to your brother alone.”



“Stefan,” she began, her voice rising in protest.



Now was not the time for her to question me.  She could berate me later, but I needed her cooperation now.



“Josephine.”  My eyes were hard as I stared at her, making it clear this topic was not open for discussion.



Mumbling under her breath angrily, she stomped out of the room and went into our bedroom, making a production of slamming the door.



Nikolaus leaned forward and laced his fingers together.  “Listen, Stefan.  You don’t know me and I get that you’re trying to act like you’re going to toe the line.  Maybe you are and I’m wrong about who you are and what you stand for.  But that’s my sister in there and I know what Kian is capable of.  She’s next.  He’ll either willingly convince her to come or he’ll kill you to get to her.  If she tries to defy him, he’ll kill her.”



Stabbing anger pulsed through me at his words.  He was correct, of course.  If Kian would kill their mother, he would have no trepidation in killing Josephine.



It was time to test her brother to see how honest he was willing to be with me.  “Explain how you know what he is capable of doing.”



“Kian has the ability to block most vampires’ abilities, Stefan.  Did you notice you can’t see anything when he’s involved?  It’s ironic that the smug bastard doesn’t know that I can read him like a fucking book.  His little experiment turned on him, never expecting that his genetics and my mother’s abilities could be used against him.  I know all of his dirty little secrets, the things he thought he had hidden away.  He fucking killed my mother, Stefan.”  Nikolaus’s voice broke and it reminded me so much of Josephine that I wanted to offer him solace.  “The only reason I maintain any contact with him is so I can try to keep my eye on what he’s doing.  I’d rather kill the asshole than look at him.  But I can’t so I’m asking you.  No, I take that back.   I’m fucking begging for you to help me.  And if you don’t want to help me, at least do it to save my sister.”



The hatred Nikolaus harbored was dangerous.  It was consuming him, clouding his reason.  If I was any other vampire, I could easily report this plan to the Council and Nikolaus would be dead within the day.



“I will take your proposal under consideration, Nikolaus.  I cannot promise you anything else.”



“I won’t ask for anything more.  It burns my ass to even have to consider someone else doing my dirty work.”  He was quiet for a moment.  “Can I ask you something?”



Folding my hands in my lap, I inclined my head.  “You may ask.  I may not answer.”



Nikolaus laughed softly.  “I like you, Stefan.  But back to my question.  Do you love her?”



I did not hesitate in my answer.  “More than my own existence.”



“That’s the difference between you and my father.  He doesn’t love anyone except himself and his fucking insane need for power.  You can sit there in that chair in this fancy apartment and pretend that you care about fucking protocol.  I know you love my sister.  You know you love my sister.  And we both know she loves you.  Fuck, even if I had doubts, I saw her face when you walked in the room.  It’s a matter of survival now.  It’s either kill or be killed at this point.  You are standing between what he wants and he’ll stop at nothing to get it.”



Neither of us spoke for a moment.  I crossed my ankles and shook my head.  “Nothing will happen to her, Nikolaus.  You have my word.”



“Yeah, Nigel thought the same thing about my mother,” Nikolaus said insistently.  He was intent on driving his point home and scaring me shitless.



“I am not Nigel, Nikolaus.”  My words were cold and calculated.  I could almost feel the shards of ice in my words.  “Nigel is a decent man and a respectable vampire.  He is tied into the Council too deeply and has not accepted that Armes is dead.  Once he finally admits that she was murdered, another ally bent on revenge will be created.  An ally that seeks vengeance craves retribution more than he wants to live.  It can become an all-consuming thing, Nikolaus.  That combination can be deadly and the person will not be thinking of the big picture, only how to achieve it.”



“Touché.  I’m going to assume you’re not just talking about Nigel.”



He was perceptive; I would have to give him that much credit.  But now I was weighing the pros and cons of what the death of their father would mean to all parties involved.  I was not against the idea, however I wanted to be careful and methodically plan before acting rashly.



“You are correct.  I am not just talking about Nigel.  I am very old, Nikolaus.  I have not remained on this earth for almost 1,000 years by being impatient and impetuous.”



His foot twitched nervously.  “That’s why I’m asking for your help.  The Council trusts you.”



I sensed that Josephine had been listening in to this entire conversation. “If you are finished picking through my mind, please pull yourself away from the door and join us, Josephine.”




Blushing profusely, she rejoined us in the living room.  I was still seated in the chair and I glanced at her with undisguised amusement.  Nikolaus stood and walked to her side and drew her into a tight embrace.



He pulled back and their eyes met. “I’m glad I finally met you, Josie.  I can see our mom in you.”  He smiled sadly; his eyes shining brightly with unshed tears.  “Are you staying in New York?”



“We’re heading back to Indonesia for a while to wrap things up.  We’ll be back though.”



“Cool.  Give me your phone.”  She went to her purse and pulled it out, handing it over to her brother.  He typed away quickly before placing it back in her palm.  “My number is in there.  Don’t be a stranger.  Call me when you’re on your way back.”



“I will.  Bye, Nikolaus.”



He snatched his leather jacket and nodded a goodbye to me, pecking a kiss on her cheek before breezing out of the apartment.  His abrupt departure left us staring at each other, both of us at a loss for words.



***



“Was that really necessary?  I thought he was going to shit his pants,” she scolded me on the trip back to our apartment.



I observed her for a moment as I glanced away from the road briefly.  A satisfied smile pulled at the right side of my mouth.  “Was it necessary?  No.  Did I want to do it?  Absolutely.  He was disrespectful of you, and in turn to me.”



She shook her head and was silent as we made the short drive home.  She still had so much to learn.  Vampires viewed their mates as their possessions.  Even though that went against everything she believed, it was imperative that she learned to accept it or it would be a fight at every turn.



And the valet had been disrespectful, after all.  He was undressing her with his eyes, attempting to claim what was rightfully mine 



I parked the car in the assigned space and turned to face her. I took her hand and gently rubbed circles over the top with my thumbs.  “All of this is new to you and I do consider you to be mine.  However, I am yours as well.  We are equals.  Do you understand?”



“I get it.  Women look at you all the time and I don’t go all scary psychotic on them.  You’re gorgeous and women are going to ogle you.  But I know I get to take you home.  I get to touch you.  Only me,” she said, as her free hand snaked in my hair.  “Only me.”



“No one else stands a chance, vackra.  Come.  Let us go in before I take advantage of you in the car.”  I winked and exited the vehicle, heading for the elevator.  I punched in the code and waited for the doors to open, my hand splayed over the small of her back.  The doors smoothly opened and I whisked us inside and soon we were rising to our floor, neither of us speaking during the ride.



As the elevator opened at our floor, we both noticed a large package sitting by the door.  It was nearly four feet in width and height, wrapped in brown paper.  We exchanged a glance and I unlocked the door, letting her in to turn on the lights as I returned to the hallway to retrieve the package.  Squatting down, I struggled to control my anger when I noticed the label.  Fighting the urge to toss it through the wall, I rose and carried it inside, my eyebrows furrowed.



“It is addressed to you.”  I sat the parcel on the couch.



“To me?” she asked, her voice raising an octave.  Curiosity had gotten the better of her and she walked to my side.  She glanced at the package and noticed the label.  It was addressed to one Josephine Ahearne.



Fucking Kian and his overbearing bullshit!  Her thoughts were blaring out as she viciously ripped at the paper, letting out a gasp when she saw the swirls of red and blue.  It must hold some significance to her by her reaction.  She simply rocked back on her heels, covering her mouth with the back of her hand.



“The painting,” she breathed out in disbelief.  There was a card attached to the back of the canvas and she opened the heavy card stock with shaky hands, silently reading the exaggerated cursive writing.



“Josephine?”



My words and hand on her arm seemed to pull her from her thoughts.  She glanced up at me with troubled eyes.



“Read this.”  She handed me the card and our gazes held for a moment before they dropped down, quickly scanning over the card.



My dearest Josephine,



I watched you admire this painting and couldn’t bear to see something so beautiful belong to another.



There will be a day we will see eye to eye, either by choice or by circumstance.  Until then, know that I will be waiting...and watching.



Your loving father,



Kian Ahearne



The meaning behind his carefully crafted words was obvious.  He abhorred that his daughter was with me, seething at the fact we were mates.  Kian wanted Josephine for what she could do.  He valued people and vampires as collections.  He was also reminding her that he was privy to exactly what she was doing and where she was at all times.



I could not recall the last time I had been this livid, filled with so much rage.   I turned and grabbed a vase from the table, throwing it at the wall with such force and speed that it damaged the drywall and the vase exploded.  Josephine jumped back as tiny slivers of glass splintered, her eyes widening as she watched the dust and shards settle over the wood floor.  She shifted her attention back to me and watched me rise to my full height, my wide shoulders rigid and radiating fury.



“I have had enough of his insinuations and threats, Josephine.  He is giving you a warning.  Can you see that?”



Not waiting for her reply, my phone was in my hand, my fingers flying across the keypad.  Bringing the phone to my ear, I spoke so fast to Lukas that my voice sounded like a series of hisses and growls, and I blurred down the hallway, my mind focused on her safety and revenge.



After a few minutes passed, I heard her heels heading towards the bedroom.  She found me sitting on the edge of the bed, slouched over with my arms resting on my thighs as I gripped my cell phone in my hands.  I did not look up to meet her gaze as she silently observed me.



Walking to the edge of the bed, she took the phone away and placed it on the dresser, putting my now empty hands on her waist.  Cupping my face in her hands, she raised it so she could stroke the worry away from every line on my face.  I closed my eyes when she kissed the tops of my cheeks, brushing my mouth with her thumbs.  I sighed wearily as I parted them for her, letting her caress the curve of my lips.



Crouching down, she knelt between my legs.  “Kian isn’t worth it, Stefan.  What did you say to my brother about revenge?”



“Someone that seeks vengeance craves retribution more than he wants to live,” I muttered under my breath, almost repeating my earlier words verbatim.  “I hate it when you are right.  I only spoke with Lukas.  I promise that I will not act rashly.”



Letting out a sigh of relief, she draped her arms around my neck and hugged me tightly to her. It was still odd after so many years without comfort to have it bestowed upon me so freely and with so much love.   It only took a moment until I returned the sentiment, a shudder shaking my chest.  While she had reassured me, I was still worried and upset.  No amount of love or reassurance would change that.



“I’m sending the painting back,” she whispered assurances against my neck.  “He can’t touch me.”



“You are mine, vackra.  He cannot have you.  I just found you and I refuse to let him take you away from me.”



“I know.  I’m yours.”  She drew back to smooth my hair away from my face.  “We had such a beautiful time tonight.  Let’s not let Kian or Seth the valet spoil our last night in New York.  I just wanted to come back here and have you make love to me, not turn this into a moment to map out revenge.”



My eyes instantly hooded at her words, my anger temporarily shelved.



“You had something planned?” I asked, leaning forward slightly.  “I hate to spoil what you had in mind for the evening, vackra.  However, I have my own itinerary for you.”



“Oh really?” she questioned, raising an eyebrow.  She still continued to brush her fingers through my hair.  “What if my plans are better?”



“Ah, Josephine.  I do enjoy your defiant side,” I chuckled and then became serious again.  “I plan on making you scream my name until your voice is hoarse and your legs are weak.  Does that fit into your plans?”



It was then her fingers ceased to move.  I was waiting for her answer and we both sat unmoving, with me on the edge of the bed and Josephine on her knees in front of me. Her desire filled her and flooded over me in a rush, and I could only hear the strum of her heartbeat in her chest.



Offering me a smile as her only response, her hands drifted from my hair, over the sides of my face and ran across my broad shoulders.  She pushed my charcoal gray suit jacket over my shoulders and loosened my black silk tie, wrapping it around her hand and yanking it from the collar of my shirt.



“No.”  I stood, my massive body looming over her.  I raised a single blond eyebrow as I reached for the bottom of my shirt, simply ripping it up the middle, causing the buttons to scatter across the room, pinging against the wood floors.  I tossed the scraps of the shirt, and started on my pants.  They met the same fate and I stood naked before her.



A gasp escaped from her mouth as her eyes traveled over me.  She paid particular attention to my cock.  It was hard and ready for her, and she leaned forward, anxiously licking her lips.



“No,” I said again, my voice taking on a much sterner tone.  I gripped her arms softly and brought her to her feet, unzipping the back of her dress in a single, swift movement.  I tugged the fabric down her arms and watched as it fell around her feet.  Stepping closer, my lips quirked and I made my fingers gentle and tender as they brushed over the satin cups of her bra, my eyes meeting hers as they traced her hard nipples. I bent to nestle my face between the valley of her breasts.  Her scent was stronger there and my tongue snaked out to lick at her delectable skin.



Unable and unwilling to wait any longer for what I wanted, I impatiently snapped apart her bra and flicked it away.  I spun her until her back was against my chest and I wrapped my arms around her waist.  My lips feathered adoring kisses down the side of her neck, and everywhere I touched her, it felt as if an electrical current pulsed beneath her skin.  She captivated me, leaving me enchanted and bewitched by her.



She was unlike any other woman I had ever been with.  When I was not with her, I craved her until my entire body ached from the separation.  When I had her at my will, I could not get enough and thought only of possessing her.



As I had pondered so many times before, where had she been all my life?  



“Stefan… please,” she mumbled, whimpering from the powerful response my hands were having on her body.  “I need you.”



“Always impatient,” I admonished between kisses to her shoulders.  My tongue laved over the crook of her neck, and I relished the fact that her legs trembled as she waited for the sting of my fangs.  The urge was strong, but that would come later.  Instead, I laughed against her skin and moved to bury my nose in the tangle of her hair.



I would be lying if I told you I was not enjoying every single moment of this.  I knew this body, choosing to play her like a finely tuned instrument.  It was not a matter of how I would make her come…it was when.



I nudged her forward, directing her down to the bed so she was resting on her hands and knees.  My hand spread covetously across her back, pushing her breasts against the coolness of the covers, her elbows supporting the majority of her weight.



I admired her for a moment.  My fingertips trailed over the arch of her back to fondle the round globes of her ass, tearing her panties away and moving between her slick thighs, spreading them apart.  She was now fully exposed and completely at my mercy.



I inhaled a severe, unnecessary breath.  “You look like a goddess, spread out for me like this.  Only for me.”



The beast within me rejoiced in seeing her so submissive to my needs, at hearing the soft hitch of her breath as my fingers played against her clit and slipped through her swollen folds, spreading the wetness over her slit with my fingertip.  She released a wanton moan, and pushed her ass back towards me and deeper into my hand.



I was glad she could not see my face.  Gone was the soft, loving face of the man she loved.  It was replaced by the predator that hovered just below the surface, cold and calculating.  “You like?”



Another moan was my answer as she shoved back again.  “Oh god, yes.”



One of my fingers slid inside of her tight pussy and stroked lazily.  If I had my way, I would tease her for hours until I had her begging for me to satisfy her…and then I would take her again and again until neither of us could walk.



Another slipped inside, stretching her further.  Her fingernails almost ripped apart the sheets when my third finger entered her, stretching her wider.  Her inner muscles tightened around them and her head fell back, a broken cry escaping her lips.  “Stefan, fuck!”



“Do you want more?” I asked, my deep voice sounding uneven.  My fingers continued to plunge in and out, her hips rolling back to meet my steady rhythm.



Unable to speak, she sent me a mental response.  “I want everything.”



I inhaled sharply again and I felt the sharp points of my fangs as they dropped, poking into my lower lip.  “Then you will have it.”



The bed shifted under my weight as I moved even closer, withdrawing my fingers and lining up behind her, swiftly entering her in one thrust, my cock gliding within her depths.  One of my hands gripped her hip, guiding her back to me.



Her erratic cries and my loud grunts were timed to every one of my thrusts, our voices blending together as I took her relentlessly.  My sticky, wet fingers ran across the curve of her ass, until one circled her other entrance.



She stiffened and I rushed to reassure her. “You want everything.  Let me show you.”



I maintained my steady rhythm as I slipped the wet finger deep inside her tight entrance.  It was sensory overload of the most primal kind, and I almost came when I took in the beauty of completely filling her with my cock and finger.  And the goddess below me accepted and impulsively surged back, pulling them both deep inside and then begged me for more.



“You are fucking beautiful.”  My mind-voice was sexy and filled with admiration.  My beautiful mate; my perfect match.



Heat coursed through me, my lust hammering at my control.  My finger and cock thrust inside of her feverishly while my other hand kept a firm grip on her hip.  Josephine’s head dropped to the bed, her body moving instinctively in time with me.  It was almost as if we were in an erotic, sensual trance where only we existed.



I could feel her tightening around me, her orgasm building to its crescendo, and I became relentless.  I continued to pump and drive deep, stroke after stroke.  My fangs itched to bury themselves in her flesh but her moans, groans, and cries were the only sounds that kept me lucid.



Her legs trembled as she tightened around me, and I felt myself let go into a state of euphoria I had never felt before.  She had exploded into a million pieces around me, and her ecstasy and lustful thoughts had blended with my own, our mutual longing overtaking and feeding each other. My feral-like passion had combined with hers, and the erotic pleasure of watching her give herself over to me fed into my desperation to own her in every way.



We no longer were two separate beings; we were one in every way.



She shattered around me and the power of her climax caused her arms to collapse against the bed.  My arm slipped around her waist and pulled her to me as her release brought on my own.  A ferocious growl spilled out into the room as I emptied violently inside of her.  Only then did I give into my second need, and my fangs slipped into her shoulder as I shook over her.  We fell in a heap on the bed in a tangled pile of arms and legs.



Neither of us could move.  My head sank over her shoulder, seeking out her lips.  They met languidly, both of us physically and emotionally spent from our intense lovemaking.  The back of my hand brushed up her arm as I kissed her, my teeth nibbling on her bottom lip.



My mouth pulled from hers and I offered her a smug, sexy smile of utter satisfaction.  “You fully gave yourself over to me.”



“I wanted it all in that moment and you gave it to me.”  She rolled over to face me, hooking her leg over my thigh and running her hands over my chest.  “I could feel all of your emotions.  Our minds became one and I didn’t know where I began and you ended.  I felt your need, your love.  I felt everything.”



“I could feel you as well.”  My eyes bored into her.  “You bring out a side of me I never knew existed.  I struggle not to let myself lose control with you.  I only want you to feel pleasure, Josephine.  Never fear.”



I could sense her mental tug of war over my words. “You always hold back?  You want more than what we have?”



“I always want more with you, vackra.  The more I have you, the more I desire you.  I always feel that powerfully for you.  Tonight I did not have to hold back.”  My mind turned dark and I could feel my dark mask slip into place as I relived every moment of our earlier moments together, my mind replaying the tumble of sensual images saturating my mind. 



“You… on your knees before me and telling me you wanted everything….” My voice tapered off and I shook myself as if that could bring me out of my memories.  My tongue swiped across my lower lip and I held her chin, bringing our faces so close together that our noses touched.  “You allowed me to claim you, although you were always in control, vackra.  It is give and take.  You gave me what I wanted and you took the pleasure I gave you, that we gave one another.”



Nodding, the tip of her tongue flickered out to trace the outline of my lips.  My hand gripped her leg, pulling it higher.  Without another word, I slipped back inside of her.  Our lips met and my hands slid up her back, twisting into the hair at the nape of her neck as I took her again, only this time with gentleness and worship.



“Let me completely into your mind, vackra… and come into mine.”



As my hips rocked against hers, our mouths connected and our minds intertwined.  I could sense her love for me, her need and her fathomless desire.  I visibly jolted, and pushed my intense want and my overwhelming love for her back to her.



She clasped her fingers in my hair and I groaned seductively into her mouth, our bodies continuing their steady pace.  Neither of us would last long this time around.  We were both too far gone…



I could not take my eyes off of her, and I wanted nothing more than to see her eyes when she came for me.  As if she could sense my need, her eyes opened and met mine.  And just like that, she fell apart.  Her emerald eyes lost focus, her plump lips parting in a deep cry of completion.  A tender smile pulled at the corner of my mouth as I joined her.  Our gazes never faltered as we clung to each other, riding out the throes of our combined orgasm.



She was a trembling, boneless disaster and I was not much better off than her.  My arms were heavy and my head fell limply against the pillow.  Our breathing was a series of ragged, rapid pants and gasps.  Only my mind was cognizant and I eagerly sought out hers.  She wondered if this is how it would always be for us.  Would we always want each other so desperately?



“Yes.  However, it will become more intense,” I replied softly.  I curled a lock of her hair gently around my finger.  She laughed softly, rubbing her nose against my cheek affectionately.   “The more we love one another, the more intense the craving will be.  I have never felt anything that I can compare to what it feels like to be with you.  It is like…”



“Perfection,” she finished for me.  I glanced up at her and smiled, my eyes begging her to continue.  She did not disappoint. “Being with you is everything I ever wanted but didn’t know how to ask for it.  When we’re together like this, I feel complete.  Like I’m home.”



“Home,” I repeated in agreement.  “I have not had a home in 975 years.”



I pulled myself from the bed and walked into the bathroom.  I turned on the water and adjusted the temperature.  I had only been gone for a moment when I reentered the room.  I braced myself over her prone body curled on the bed, dropping a chaste kiss on her lips.  I raised my head and tugged on her arm.



“Come with me.”







Chapter Sixteen- Reunion



She followed along behind me, and I was happy to see her smile when she saw the huge bathtub filling with water.  I slipped into the water and offered her my hand.  Holding on to me, she slid into the water, her back against my chest.  We sat in the large tub, sated and content in listening to the sounds of the water as it splashed against our skin.



I reached for the handheld attachment and turned it on, wetting her hair.  I rubbed shampoo through her long strands, the tips of my fingers massaging her scalp.  I rinsed it and she leaned back against me, letting out a contented sigh as she observed me rubbing soap onto a washcloth.



“We leave for Bali tomorrow.  How are you feeling about that?” I asked as I rubbed her shoulders gently with the cloth.  I ran it over her breasts, and dipped below the water to linger against her stomach and between her legs as I awaited her answer.



“I dread the 20 hour flight and we won’t have the advantage of flying on a private plane this time around,” she said, spinning around in the water to face me.  She repeated the process on me, washing and rinsing my hair and washing every inch of my body.



“Commercial airlines,” I sneered.  “I could not get my private plane routed back in time for our flight to Bali.  Lukas loaned it to business associates without my consent.”



I was already planning Lukas’s punishment.  It would be something that he would despise, something that he would feel was beneath him.  “He is responsible for cleaning our apartment and running my errands until he joins us in Bali.”



“You are evil.”  She laughed and splashed me with water.  I joined her and pressed her against the side of the bathtub, nipping at her lips.  We lingered in the tub until the water turned cold and her fingers were wrinkled.  Only then did she reluctantly bundle into a fluffy towel and grab a wide-toothed comb from the vanity.  She headed into the bedroom, sitting cross-legged on the bed.



I joined her on the bed and plucked the comb from her fingers, sitting behind her to slowly comb through her long hair.  My fingers were fast and gentle as I separated her hair into three sections, methodically beginning to weave them into a long braid that hung down her back.  I secured it with a rubber band and she twisted to face me as I surveyed my work, a proud smile on my face.



“How did you learn to braid hair?” she asked, rubbing her fingers over the tight plaits.



“One does not live to be almost a thousand years old without knowing how to braid.  During my human life we made our own ropes from bast and hemp which were braided together,” I offered in explanation and shrugged. Placing the comb on the bedside table, I reclined on the bed, running my fingers through my own thick, damp hair.



“Do you miss your human life?”  Josephine questioned, moving to lie on her stomach beside me.  She rested her chin on my stomach, watching me intently.  I stared down at her for a moment before I delved into my fuzzy memories of my human life.



“I do not miss being human and it is difficult for me to recollect much of my memories,” I said quietly and rubbed my finger across my lip, lost in thought.  “I remember my father being a handsome, imposing man.  He was a Jarl in our village, a nobleman.  My mother was a beautiful woman with long blond hair and blue eyes.  I had three brothers: Ragnarr, Sigarr and Snerrir, and a sister named Heiðr.  I can recall being happy, even with my ability.”



“Go on,” she whispered.  She was barely breathing, mesmerized by my story.  It was then I realized how little she knew of me.



Smiling faintly, I continued.  “I was 33 when our village came under attack.  My father was killed and as I was the eldest, it was left for me to lead our village.  We were victorious; however I was not so lucky that day.  I was wounded in battle, left by my comrades to bleed to death on a funeral pyre on a cold spring night of that year.  I can recall the pain of my wound and staring at the stars, praying to Freya or Hel to end my suffering, though I should have been fighting for my life.  Solveig intervened and made me what I am today.”



“Solveig was your maker, right?”



“Yes.  She was kind as far as sires go.  She was nearly 800 years old when she turned me and as the years passed, she lost her sanity.  She began creating vampires and left them to obliterate entire villages and towns.  The Council intervened and she met her final death when I was a little over 300 years old.”



Shoving aside my guilt, it was amazing at how easily I glossed over my part of my maker’s demise.  If not for me, Solveig might still be alive.  But I would not have my mate...



She sucked in a shallow breath and refused to meet my gaze.  “Did you love her?”



“Josephine, my love.  Look at me,” I murmured.  Two fearful eyes met mine.  I stretched to stroke the side of her face.  “Yes, I loved her at one time.  She was my sire and for a time we were lovers.  Do not do this to yourself.  I love you and only you.  What I felt for her cannot even compare to the depth of my love for you.  Once I had my vision of you, no one else mattered.  I understood 200 years ago that you would be the one I would be with until the end of my life.  Do you understand?”



Nodding, she let me embrace her.  I was reminded of a poem from long ago and I began singing to her in Swedish, attempting to comfort her.  “I liten Reck ...  för att nå henne riskerade jag mitt liv ofta ...Fast jag dräpas inom armar min älskade, Sova i Sif-of-siden-klänningar "omfattar: För den blonda kvinnan känner jag älskar ändlösa.”



Her eyes misted and she beamed beautifully.  “What did you sing to me?”



My lips curled into a smile against her temple.  “When I was human, men did not write or recite love poems.  It was forbidden to do so.  I am sure it is safe to do now.”  I tipped her chin to look into my eyes as I translated.  “I little reck...to reach her risked I have my life oft...Though I be slain within the arms of my beloved, sleeping in the Sif-of-silken-gowns' embraces: for the fair-haired woman feel I love unending.”



“That’s beautiful,” she whispered, her fingers tracing lines across my chest.



“It sounds better in Swedish.”  I softly stroked her hair and peppered kisses against her face.  I continued to hum, the deep sound rumbling in my chest and lulling her to sleep.



“Kian was right about one thing the first day I met him,” she mumbled drowsily.



She had my attention.  “And what was that, vackra?”



“He said you died that night to be reborn for me.  It took over 900 years for us to find each other, yet here we are together in an apartment in New York City.”



I tucked the covers around us.  “He is correct.  Against all of the odds, we found one another.  It was fate.”



Burrowing closer to me, her eyes were heavy and her voice grew tired as she recited a poem to me.  “He loves my heart, for once it was his own. I cherish his, because in me it bides.  My true love hath my heart and I have his.”



***



Twenty plus hours in the air and one layover later, we finally landed at Denpasar International Airport in Bali.  We made our way through the airport, heading over to baggage claim to collect our suitcases.



“Wait here and I will get our things,” I said, motioning to a bank of chairs.  I swept across the room.  I was used to the attention my presence caused.  I simply stood and watched the luggage circle.  Little did Josephine know, I could feel her eyes staring the most, possessively claiming my body from across the room.  Each day she became more vampiric.  How long did we have until I was forced to change her?  I equally dreaded and welcomed the thought.



Finally retrieving our bag, I casually tossed the long strap over my shoulder, grinning widely as I swaggered towards her.



“I always seem to catch you staring.  Are you eye fucking me, Josephine?” I mused and leaned to nip at her lips with my blunt teeth.  “I love it.



I reached for her hand and we walked together, dodging people as they darted through the airport.  It was not until I heard an excited, loud shriek that I realized how we were getting home.



“Josie!”  Georgia squealed.  She ran towards her, almost tackling Josephine in her haste to hug her.  She twirled her around and held her tightly.  She released her from her freakishly-strong grip and gave me a slow onceover flippantly, her nose crinkling as if she had smelled something spoiled.



The feeling was mutual.



 “Georgia.”  I inclined my head and managed a forced smile.  I would at least make an attempt to be civil until she forced me otherwise.



Georgia chose to ignore me, instead focusing her attention back on Josephine.  A smile broke over her face, her blue eyes glowing, bouncing around with energy that could rival Lukas.  “Anna was supposed to pick you up but she ended up getting stuck with a client.  So she called me and here I am, at your service!”



“Lucky me.  Remind me to pay Anna next time to take the day off of work if we need a ride from the airport.” I was feeling overly sarcastic today and if I had my way, this would be our final trip to Bali.



She nudged me in the side with her elbow, and we continued walking.  “Thanks, Georgia.  It saved us from getting a taxi.”



She waved her off, flipping her dark hair over her shoulder.  She flashed her a bright smile for a moment.  Her smile slowly faded and she pulled on her arm, stopping us in the middle of the airport.  Her hand dropped and she stared at Josephine critically, as if she was trying to figure out the differences in her appearance.  Her dark blue eyes flew over her hair and face, her eyes narrowing as she took in the minute differences.



“There’s something different about you, Josie.  Don’t get me wrong, you look great.  You just look… different.”  She tapped her finger on her upper lip and her eyes moved to sweep over me. I could see what she was doing.  I had seen it before.  She was going to compare the more prominent changes and similarities in her appearance to me: the cooler, firmer skin that almost seemed to glow, the glossy hair, and the sparkling eyes.  She was going to become very curious as to why we appeared so similar.  Georgia may be a pain in the ass, but she was an observant pain in the ass.



“She has noticed you are different.  You need to divert her thoughts.” My thoughts had a warning edge to it.



We exchanged a look and she nervously laughed, pulling Georgia along.  “It must be something in the water and all the good food in New York.”  Josephine stretched out a fake yawn.  “I’ll be so glad to get home.  I’m exhausted.”



I chuckled under my breath as we walked along.  “Do not give up your day job, vackra.”



“I’m trying to let her know I’m tired before she dreams up going out or hanging out all night.  So you better hope she buys my acting skills.”  She raised an eyebrow sharply and shot me a look out of the corner of her eye as we headed out into the early evening light.  The muggy, humid temperatures of Bali were a shock after the much cooler weather of New York.  Even as a vampire, I noticed the difference.



“Damn it!  I was hoping you’d feel up to going out and having a girl’s night out,” she responded with a small pout on her lips, her voice becoming a whine.  “C’mon, just come over to my house for an hour, Josie.  I can call Anna and we can stay in.  It’ll be fun.  I can tell you all about the guy I met a few days ago.”  Georgia was still chattering away as she led us to her sedan, unlocking the doors and popping the trunk so I could stow our bag away.  As I placed the luggage in the car with tense shoulders, it was obvious all of Georgia’s plans specifically excluded me from the equation.  I slid into the back seat of Georgia’s car without a word and left Josephine and Georgia to stare at each other over the roof of her car.



“We’ll see.  I’m really tired, Georgia.”



With a loud huff, Georgia opened her car door and got in, slamming it behind her.



We drove for miles in silence, an awkward pause settling over us.  I had chosen to ignore the tension and retrieved my phone from my pocket, immersing myself in e-mails and missed text alerts.  I did however keep an ear open to their conversation.



“So how long are you staying?” Georgia’s voice asked anxiously.  



“A few days.  However long it takes me to get my things sorted and accounts closed out.”



An uneasy quiet filled the car again.  Georgia would try again.  Of this, I was sure.



“I thought you didn’t like big crowds.  New York City is kinda known for that,” Georgia remarked, glancing away from the road and giving Josephine a pointed look.



“You’re right, I don’t like big crowds.  But I think this is a good move for me,” she commented, rubbing her hands together nervously.  I cleared my throat from the back seat, reminding her I was still present.  “I mean it’s a good move for us.  Stefan has business there; my book publisher is there.  It’s kind of a win/win for both of us.”



Georgia let out a loud, overly dramatic sigh.  “Yeah, it’s a win/win for you,” she mumbled under her breath, figuring neither of us could hear her.  Unbeknownst to her, I could hear a pin drop a mile away, and thanks to Josephine’s much-improved hearing, her words were as clear as if she had yelled them.  I silently willed the car to go faster before I strangled Josephine’s friend.



“What kind of business does Stefan do, Josie?”  Georgia sneered.  She was going to continue her charade of pretending that I was not in the car, choosing to let her immature, obnoxious side take over.  I was relieved to see Josephine’s villa approaching as we climbed over a small hill in the road.  She slowed and turned into the driveway, the gravel crunching under her tires.



“I own some properties in the New York area.  I can work from anywhere, however it is helpful to be close by to manage the day to day operations,” I answered her, ignoring the fact that Georgia had directed the question to Josephine.



Georgia finally acknowledged me as she peered in the rearview mirror, her blue eyes flashing as she turned off her car.



“Well, goodie for you, Stefan.  So you just figured you’d just be your normal over-bearing self and drag Josie along with you.  ‘Cause I’m sure you figure she doesn’t have anything better to do besides follow your ass all over the world.”



I was out of the car faster than she could blink.  I barreled around to the front of Georgia’s car, prepared to grab her out by her throat and choke the life out of her.  Josephine managed to cut me off, placing her hands against my chest and looking up at me with imploring, empathetic eyes.  She understood my frustration and felt for me.  Georgia antagonized me at every turn and was testing my limited patience.



“Stefan, please.  Don’t let her do this.  She’s trying to get you angry,” she silently pleaded with me.



My chest pushed against her hands for a moment.  I closed my eyes for a second and drew in a deep, unnecessary breath.  When they reopened, I looked down at her wearily.  “I am only tolerating this because she is your friend and I love you.  Know and remember this.”



Her shoulders sagged in relief as she sent me her mental thoughts.  “Thank you, Stefan.  I love you.”



“Georgia, open the trunk please,” she called out.  The trunk lid popped open and Josephine placed her keys in my hand, her fingers lingering against mine longer than necessary.



“Let me handle this.  Take our bags inside and let me talk to her, okay?” she thought to me, attempting to force a tiny smile.



I nodded imperceptibly and turned to head to the back of the car, pulling our luggage out.  I walked to the front porch with the bag in one hand, impatiently jingling the keys in the other.  She waited until I had opened the door and stepped inside before she faced Georgia.



Peeking out the window, Georgia looked arrogant and self-satisfied with her little performance as she leaned against the side of her car, her arms crossed under her chest.  Seeing her like this made me even angrier because I knew she was going to attempt to play Josephine for a fool.



“Are you happy with yourself?” Josephine asked, walking to stand in front of her, mirroring her stance.



“Huh?” Georgia blinked.  She pulled her arms tighter around herself, her head rising sharply as she met her gaze.



“I’m trying to not take sides and you’re making it really difficult not to do it,” she confessed, glancing away to stare at the gravel before meeting her blue eyes.  “I get that you maybe don’t like him, or you think he’s wrong for me or hell, maybe you’re just pissed off that I’m running off with him.”



Whistling softly, I stepped away from the window.  I should have known Josephine would always do the last thing I expected.  I had nothing to worry about.



***



We had been up since 8 a.m. sorting through her bookshelves.  She had assured me that books and clothing were really the only things she shipped from place to place when she moved.  She did not tell me that she owned a small library and that it would require painstaking care in packing away each treasured book.  Tackling the bookshelf was also the most time-consuming since I attempted to talk her out of keeping the majority of them and she voiced her arguments as to why they were all necessary.



“Explain why you have two copies of The Great Gatsby?” My question was more of a statement.  I flipped through the first well-worn copy before tossing it aside to reach for the second. I looked down at her, waiting for Josephine to answer me.



“One was given to me by my Dad.  I mean, my adopted father.”  She pointed to the book in my hand.  “The other I picked up at a thrift store while I was waiting for my books to arrive to my new address during one of my moves.”



Even though it made no sense, I nodded and flipped through more books.  I picked up another, my eyebrow raised in humor as I ran my hand over the cover.  “The Picture of Dorian Gray.  Ironic book to have, yes?”



Leaning against the wall, I crossed my denim-clad legs and skimmed through the book.  I could easily read the book in the matter of moments if I wanted, but I had read it when it was first published and could remember every word printed.



She stared up from her cross-legged position on the floor. “I suppose it is now that I think about it.  A beautiful man that doesn’t age,” she surmised.  I glanced up from the book and licked my lips as I waited for her to continue.  “You don’t have a painting of yourself stashed away in an attic somewhere that is revealing your true age and evil deeds, do you?”



Laughing, I waved the book in front of me.  “No, I can assure you I do not.  I am going to assume this goes in the keep pile.  Should I mention I happen to have the 1891 First Edition copy of this very book?”



Her mouth gaped for a moment.  She tucked a piece of hair that escaped from her ponytail behind her ear.  She was attempting to act nonplussed about the fact that I owned a First Edition copy and I had been around to purchase it, instead trying to refocus on packing.  She pointed to the keep pile and smile angelically. “Please.”



I exhaled loudly and placed the book in what was the unofficial “keep” pile.  I started on the last shelf, pulling out another leather bound volume.  This one interested me and I examined the book in silence, opening it and flipping through it.  I stopped and concentrated on a page.  My eyebrows furrowed and my mood-change must have been apparent.



“What?” Josephine asked, distracted by packing books away in a box.



“This book.  The Life of Napoleon by John Holland Rose.  The 1904 version.  Interesting.”  I held on to the volume and crossed the room to sit on the floor beside her, one leg bent with my arm resting on my knee.  “How did you come to own this edition?”



“It was another gift from my adoptive father.  He was a book lover as well as a collector.  When he died, his collection became mine.”  She shrugged and went back to packing.



I had not relinquished my hold on the book.  She needed to see this for herself, even though it would likely cause her pain.  I reached over and placed one of my hands on hers, effectively stopping her.  She gave me a distracted look and was confused at my sudden interest in a book on Napoleon that her adoptive father had gifted to her.



“There is a note inside.  Did you know that?”  I questioned, my voice low and soothing.



Her eyes narrowed.  “What? A note?  No, I’ve never even opened the book.”



Placing the heavy text in her hands, my finger marked the spot where the yellowed note rested.  As the pages fell open, her eyes were drawn to the paper that was folded and lodged in the binding of the book.  By the way her skin turned ashen and her eyes watered, I realized she recognized the scrawl of her adoptive father’s handwriting immediately.



She ran her fingertips over the fragile note, hesitating before opening it and sucking in a ragged breath.



“What are you waiting for, Josephine?”



Laughing nervously, she twisted her mouth to the side.  “More bad news?”



I leaned across the stack of books and cupped her cheek with my hand.  “Read it.  Unless there is news about your other side of the family being werewolves, I think we are fine.”



Blanching more, she forgot about the note.  “Werewolves?  Are there werewolves?”



Of course she would want to know about those wretched creatures.  Rolling my eyes, I shook my head at her innocence.  “Are there vampires!?  Yes, there are a scarce amount of werewolves in the world.”  I waved my hand and pointed at the note to get her back on task.  “Read.”



She sat slack-jawed for a moment.  Her mind had spiraled off, wondering about other mythical creatures.  I could see her envisioning Tinkerbell-type fairies and even Bigfoot made an appearance.  The most humorous was her imagining a unicorn.



I reached over and closed her mouth.  “Josephine, focus.  Werewolves are mainly in Europe.  I assure you we are safe.  As for the other creatures, even I do not know.  Now stop stalling and read the letter.”



Her hands were trembling as she opened the delicate paper.  Gnawing at her lip, she still had not read the letter.



I tapped the paper again, drawing her attention back to the letter and she finally began to read.



After a few moments she finished and handed the note to me.  I opened the letter and read her adoptive father’s words for myself.



Josephine,



If you are reading this letter, it is well after my death and you have either found out about your true parents, or will soon.  You cannot begin to understand how difficult it was for us not to tell you the truth about your birth parents, even when you begged us to do so.  It will always be my deepest regret.  



Your birth mother, Armes, was my younger sister.  She disappeared soon after your birth, and your father and his representatives showed up on our doorstep with demands for us to take you in and raise you.  We fell in love with you at first sight and agreed to their terms to never disclose who your true parents were.  We were silenced by our fear, their threats and money, I am ashamed to admit.  You were well provided for, so I can only say that did alleviate some of the guilt which has plagued me for many years.



If your birth father, Kian, has already approached you, tread with extreme caution.  I fear my sister met her end at his hands and your father is a dangerous man.  If he has not yet found you or approached you, know that he will at some point.  Look beyond his words to find the truth.



As I watched you grow, you reminded me of your mother and made her loss from my life a little easier to accept.  Having you in my life was one of the greatest joys of my life, Josephine.  You share the same gift as your mother, and I know that she would be proud to see what a beautiful, intelligent woman you are sure to become.



With much love,



Dad







 When I looked up, she was rubbing her face with her hands.  My long-dead heart ached for her. Over the span of a week, she discovered her father is a powerful vampire, her mother was killed by him, she has a long-lost brother and now she could add another revelation.  Her adoptive father was really her Uncle.



“Interesting,” I muttered after reading the note and handing it back to her.  “Josephine?”



 She scratched her head.  “I’m at a loss for words.  What are your thoughts, because I know you have more to say than just interesting.”



It was my turn to rub my hand over my face, my eyes serious.  “Your adoptive father knew Kian was someone to be concerned about 28 years ago.  He then took the time and the risk to write you a letter 15 years ago and place it in an obscure book about Napoleon.  To me, that is telling.”



She bent over the books and grabbed my arms to get my full attention.  “Go on.  You think there’s more, don’t you?”



“Possibly.  Napoleon was a very successful leader for many years.  He was cunning and intelligent, however his thirst for power led to his political demise and his imprisonment and exile in 1815,” I theorized, thinking back to Napoleon’s reign. “Your adoptive father chose this book for a reason, Josephine.  Tell me about him.”



“His name was Garrett Anderson.  I thought he was an only child, but that doesn’t seem to be the case,” she said, turning her head to the side as she sorted through her memories of the man she had called Dad for so many years.  She shared flashes of him laughing, helping her with her homework, and watching her graduate high school.  “He was a librarian at the University where I grew up.  He loved books, collecting antiques and rare books.  He considered himself to be an amateur historian.  He was a wonderful man and an even better father.”



“He was obviously intelligent enough to have figured Kian out as well.”  I took the book from her and closed it, placing my hand on the cover.  “What do you want to do with this?”



A shockingly evil smile spread across her face.  “Put that in our carry-on bag.  I’m taking it back to New York and sending it to Kian as a thank you gift for the painting he sent to me.”



I cocked my eyebrow at her plans.  “I thought you were sending the painting back to him?  What are you planning?”



“He lived during the time that Napoleon ruled.  Maybe he needs a reminder what happens to tiny men with gigantic egos.”



She was my equal counterpart, cunning and smart.  I pushed the books aside and pulled her on my lap so she was facing me.  I wrapped my arms around her and leaned to kiss her passionately.  When I pulled away, a smirk graced my face.  “As I have said before, you are my match in every way, vackra.”



***



I was waiting for her to join me in bed.  Josephine was packing up her final boxes after a long day of sorting, packing and discoveries.  I heard the soft pad of her feet as she headed down the hallway into the bedroom.  She seemed surprised to see me propped up in bed, flipping through the book I had chosen to stow away in my carry-on bag for our return flight.



Walking to my side, she snatched the book from my hands, marking my spot and placing it on the table beside the bed.  I regarded her with wonder, my eyes darkening as I watched her boldly strip off her tight t-shirt and panties.  It was unusual for her to be so aggressive; normally she was one to let me take control.  However, tonight she stood naked before me, relishing in the heat from my burning gaze.



It was impossible to look away from her.  She was a heady combination of sex and innocence, graced with the flawless beauty of immortality and the allure of human blood.



“You are fucking beautiful, Josephine.  Min enda kärlek.”



She pulled back the covers and a moan escaped from her lips when she found out that I was naked underneath against the sheets.  Leaping to the bed, she climbed astride me, her hands pressed against my chest as she seized my lips in a lingering, soft kiss.  My hands drifted up her arms to grip them lightly as I deepened the kiss, my tongue slipping into her mouth and meeting hers, tangling together in an unhurried, sensual dance.  One of my hands laced in the waves of her hair, pulling her closer.  When she reluctantly lifted her mouth from mine, she could not hide the look of longing in her eyes.



“Stefan,” she breathed.



That was all it took.  A simple utterance of my name would suffice.



In a blur, she was underneath me.  My large body was suspended over her, my hard shaft surging into her hip.  She was a temptress.



Her wet tongue met my skin, and ripples of desire coursed through me.  Josephine was on fire, her mouth and teeth dragging over my flesh.  She found my nipple, her tongue laving it before her lips closed around it, lightly sucking until she made me moan in pure pleasure.  Her teeth nipped and bit until I could take no more.



"Ah, vackra.  Bite.  Hard."   My mental voice sounded strained as I pushed my plea to her.



She did not disappoint.  Her teeth sank into the soft skin around my nipple and I growled deep in my chest.  Encouraged by my response and wanting more, they scraped across my flesh, drawing blood.  My back arched off the mattress as she lapped at the drops of blood that seeped to the surface.  She suckled me relentlessly, opening up the wound each time it healed over. 



She licked her lips and her lips attached themselves to my neck.  “I want you to drink from me.”  Her voice was barely audible against my neck, her warm breath fanning across my skin.



Descending down her body, I stopped when my mouth drifted over her pulse point.  I could see the rush of blood through the vein; see the throb of her pulse under her skin.  When my fangs entered her, I barely broke the skin.  I wanted to enjoy drinking from her and I only opened her flesh enough so a trickle seeped into my mouth.



She moaned softly as I drank, soft purring timbres emanating from her as I swallowed her blood in greedy sips.  We were wrapped around each other, lost in our communion together.  Every emotion we felt was amplified, stronger.



We were oblivious, lost.  In fact, neither of us heard her until it was much too late.



“What in the fuck is going on?”







Chapter Seventeen- You’ve Lost Your Mind



We had cocooned ourselves in bliss, completely unaware of our surroundings.  Georgia, being her normal inquisitive self with no boundaries, had stumbled upon more than she had bargained for.  Her intrusion was unexpected and startling, causing immediate chaos.



I withdrew my fangs from Josephine’s neck and went into attack mode, streaking from the bed with my bloody teeth bared, grabbing Georgia by the throat.  She struggled helplessly against me, her dark blue eyes large and filled with unshed tears.  My grip never faltered as I held her in place. 



Josephine frantically dove from the bed to calm the sudden commotion.  She wormed her way between myself and Georgia, attempting to get my attention.



"Stefan, let her go.  It's Georgia," she tried to reason with me, her voice getting louder as she spoke.  She snapped her fingers in front of my face, and yelled loudly, shaking me.  "Stefan!"



My eyes darted between Georgia and Josephine.  Josephine had blood running down her neck with a sheet draped around her. As I gradually regained control, my fingers loosened their grasp on Georgia and she staggered backwards, clutching her neck where my hand had been.  Her head bobbed back and forth between us, her mouth opening and closing with no sound coming out.



Georgia whirled around on her heels, turning to run and I was prepared to make chase after her.  But it was Josephine that solved the problem.  She threw up her hands in front of her and let out a shriek.  "No! Georgia, stop!"



Georgia came to an immediate halt, unable to move.  I circled her, attempting to touch her.  There was an almost invisible force field that was around her like a second skin.



I could only stare at Josephine, my inner voice filled with awe.  "Are you doing this, Josephine?"



She shrugged.  "It appears that I am.  I have no idea what’s happening, Stefan.”



Josephine took slow steps towards Georgia, keeping her hands in front of her.  "Georgia, I want you to sit down so we can talk, ok?"



She must have mentally directed Georgia to the bed.  I watched in wonder as Georgia’s unsteady gait propelled her towards the bed and she awkwardly sat on the bed.  Josephine was testing her power, raising and lowering her hands as she slowly gained control of herself.



"Josie, why was he biting you?  And why can't I move?"  Georgia whined.  She looked as if she could burst into tears at any moment and I could not find it in myself to feel pity for her.



Josephine ignored both of her questions.  “Oh, Georgia.  Why couldn’t you just knock on the door like a normal person?  This could have been avoided.”



"Don’t you dare put this on me!  You need to answer me, Josie.  Is he a va-vampire?" Georgia stuttered.  She looked at me with apprehension.  I simply folded my arms across my chest and leaned against the wall, unashamedly naked.  I was watching both of them intently.



I sent my thoughts to her.  "If Georgia does not accept the truth I will have no choice to either kill her or force my will on her, erasing this part of her memory.  It will be dangerous to remove so much, vackra."



"Georgia, I need you to listen and I need you to stay calm," she said softly to her as she crouched down beside her.  "Yes, Stefan is a vampire."



Georgia swallowed and a tear ran crookedly down her cheek.  "Are you one too?”



Josephine offered her an uneasy smile.  "Only part,” she corrected.  "I found out about my parents during our impromptu trip."



"Why can't I move?"



She put down her hands and I could see the concentration on her face as she focused on releasing her.  "I was doing it.  You can move now."



Georgia moved one of her hands first, flexing and un-flexing them, her eyes narrowing as she gazed at her friend suspiciously.  She then bent her arm and shook her legs, making sure they still worked.



"How long have you known that he's a vampire?"



This human was either an idiot or Josephine’s shield had permanently damaged her.  She had been held my an invisible force by her friend and she was still worried about me being a vampire?



Josephine reached across to smooth Georgia’s long dark hair away from her frightened face.  "Since the first night I met him."



"I just don’t understand any of this, Josie.  Did he do this to you?”  Her southern accent became more evident and she jerked her chin towards me.  “What the hell does all this mean?"



Josephine glanced over her shoulder at me.  I still had not moved and was as still as a statue.  I had closed my mind to her and was allowing Josephine to run the show.  This was her friend and she knew the consequences.



"No, Stefan didn’t do this to me.  I was born this way.  When we were in New York I met my father.  He’s also a vampire.”  She took a deep breath and continued.  “My mother was human.  Basically, I'm a mixture of both.  Maybe it would be easier to think of me as a more durable version of the Josie you know."



“You won't get older? Or die?"



"Josephine and I can both die, Georgia.  Though we are much more difficult to kill," I replied, breaking into the conversation.  "Now that you know, you now have three options."



Georgia crossed her legs and puckered her lips.  "And what pray tell are my choices?"



"Option one is that I kill you.  I would prefer not to do that since it would be upsetting to Josephine.  Option two is that I can force my will on you and make you forget, which is potentially dangerous.  Option three is that you can keep our secret and act like nothing has changed.”  I ran my fingers through my messy hair.  “The choice is yours."



Josephine rolled her eyes at my ultimatum and grabbed Georgia’s hand and squeezed it to get her attention.  Her blue eyes were wary as they met.



"I'm still Josie, Georgia."



Georgia glared over her shoulder at my still very naked body.  If looks could kill and I was not already dead, I would be now.  Her mouth twisted into a sneer and when she looked back at Josephine, her eyes were filled with contempt.



“Georgia…”



"No, Josie.  It’s my ass on the line and I need information.  How old is he?  How is he able to be out during the day?  How does all of this work?”  She was relentless, the questions coming out in rapid-fire bursts.



"I am 33," I answered dryly.  "Most of the things you read or hear about our kind are myths.  Such as our supposed aversion to sunlight."



"Huh," Georgia said, considering my words for a moment.  "Exactly how old are you in vampire years?"



Perhaps Josephine was correct.  Her thoughts were filled with exasperation at Georgia and how she assumed vampires were like house pets that multiplied each year by seven.  "I am 975 years old.  We still count years the same way humans do."



“I knew there was something different about you.  I just never thought of you as a vampire.”  She chewed on her bottom lip.  “Josie, you could’ve told me what was going on.”



“I’m sorry, Georgia.  I hoped you’d never find this out.”  She closed her eyes, focusing on Georgia’s future.  She must have seen her decision and looked at me and nodded.



"We can trust her, Stefan.  She won't tell anyone."



"How did you know what I was going to say?" Georgia asked, her voice raising an octave.



Josephine was ready to dump yet another surprise on her.  As much as I disliked Georgia, I could tell she had almost hit the point of no return.  I hoped that Josephine chose to make it as simple as possible.  "I'm a psychic.  I can see the future.”



Georgia’s face hardened.  "I feel like an idiot.  That's why you didn't like to go out until you met him," she snorted loudly.  "Does Anna know about this?"



"The psychic thing, yes," she said. "The vampire stuff, no."



"You could've told me about being psychic.  I suspected something was up with you,” she accused, chewing her lip again.  "This is why you're leaving Bali with him!  You wanted a clean break.  I may not be the sharpest knife in the drawer but even I can figure it out now."



Inhaling a deep breath, she nodded sadly.  "That’s part of the reason.  Stefan and I aren’t going to age.  There are...things that need to be taken care of in New York."



"So now you're headed off with Hunky."  Georgia gestured to me.  "Were you just going to disappear?"



Georgia was not as stupid as I originally thought. That was exactly what we would have done and were going to do eventually.  I owned properties all over the world and it would be easy to disappear with an unlimited income and with the help of fake identification.



Josephine had more tact.  She stared at her hands and sighed. "Probably."



And with that admission, Georgia cried.  And not just a few tears.   She wept until her shoulders shook.  Josephine sat beside of her and let her cry against her, unable to offer her any other consolation.  "You can't just walk away, Josie.  You're like my sister."



"I know.  That's what makes this so hard, Georgia.”



Georgia sobbed again and I did not know how much more of her dramatics that I could endure.  She made Lukas seem…normal.



"You can come and visit us anytime," Josephine assured her.  As soon as the words left her lips, she realized how shallow they sounded.  She met my gaze across the room and I shook my head and my eyes lowered.



Georgia stood and put her hands on her hips.  "That's a piss poor thing to say to me.  I love you like a sister and you tell me I can visit?  I'm going home."



Now it was my turn to step in.  I blurred to block the doorway, my large frame towering over her as I stood looking down at her, my chest bare and long arms folded across my chest.



"You must give me your word that you will keep your silence,” I warned.  “If you talk to anyone about this, it means your death.”



She barked out a sardonic laugh.  "I said I wouldn’t tell anyone.  Unless you want me to pinkie promise, that’s all you’re gonna get, Stefan.  Who would believe me anyway?"



I had to give her credit, she had bravado that few other humans had.  I stepped aside and let her pass.  She almost ran down the hallway in her haste to leave, slamming the front door so hard it shook the windows.



I let out a deep sigh and sat down beside of Josephine.  I reached for her hand, turning it over and tracing patterns on her palm with my fingers.  I said nothing, keeping my thoughts protected.



"I should have changed the locks," she mused, more to herself than to me.



"You never cease to amaze me," I murmured.  I brought her hand up to my mouth and brushed my lips over her fingers.  "Look at it this way, vackra.  She knows our secret.  You can keep her in your life."



"Yeah, she's thrilled with me.  She wants to kick my ass."



"Time will pass and her anger will fade," I replied.  “I am sorry.  I wish I could save you from this part.  This is where you lose every human friend you have or choose if it is safe to reveal your secret.”



I tugged her back on the bed until we were propped on the pillows.  My fingers absently rubbed over her back and she nestled her face against my chest, running her hands over the muscles and through the fine hair that covered them.



"I get to keep you.  It seems like a fair trade."



"Now who is the smooth talker?"  I pinched her side humorously.  "You have a new gift.  We must practice to see how it works."



"I don’t know how it happened.  I was scared she was going to run off and I had to stop her.  I just didn’t expect that I’d actually be able to do it without moving."  She looked up at me, pressing her chin into my chest.  “This must be another change.”



"I would assume it is.  Try it on me."



"What?" She looked at me with wide eyes.  “Stefan, I don’t think I can do it again.”



"Try it on me," I repeated.  "Keep me in place."



I was excited to see her talent at work.  I leapt from the bed and my face became predatory, my fangs clicking into place.  “Stop me.”



Giggling, she sat up on her knees with her hands on her legs.  "Stefan, I don't know how I did it earlier.  You’re not scaring me with your fangs, Romeo.  They turn me on.”



I stood up straight and retracted my fangs.  "Let us try something different.  Close your eyes."



Sighing heavily, she obediently closed her eyes, waiting for what I was going to do next.  It would be a cruel test, but nonetheless necessary.



"Your father has killed me.  Kian is coming for you." My voice was a solemn whisper. "Pretend that I am him.  You must stop me."



Without thinking, her hands flew up as she sensed me approaching her.  



She used her fear and pushed her emotions outward, focusing on keeping me away from her.  I felt the shield push out, wrapping around me like a vice.



Through barely opened eyes, she watched in amazement as I struggled against her hold on me.  I was trapped in mid-stride, incapable of moving.  My mind was wide open to her while under my shield.  And I was furious, my thoughts filled with rage at my own vulnerability, incensed at my helplessness.



"It worked!" She exclaimed excitedly.  “You can’t move at all?”



"Not at all."  I pushed against the shield, unable to free myself.  "Release me."



"I don't know if I should.  You're a scary vampire."  She teased.  She sat back on the bed cross-legged. “Did you ever think I’d be able to hold you back?  Maybe I should call Lukas.  I could use FaceTime and he could see this live.”



My gaze darkened and I felt the corner of my mouth twitch.  "Vackra..."



"Fine." She lowered her hands and I stumbled forward as her shield retracted.



I darted to her side and had her back against the bed, looming over her.  I kissed her, my mouth hard against hers.  "Tell no one of this ability, not even Lukas.  What you just did can protect you if I cannot."



I was always pragmatic, thinking three steps beyond everyone else, planning and scheming.  Of course I would protect her with my life.  Knowing that she could stand beside me with her own ability was both a blessing and a curse.



I rolled to her side, staring into her eyes.  “I never wished for things to be so difficult for you. It is my only regret.”



“Stop.”  She placed her palm against my face.  “It doesn’t matter, Stefan.  With or without you, Kian would have found me.”



“Perhaps,” I replied quietly.  “So you have no reservations, Josephine?”



“Not a single one.”  She let her fingers caress the curve of my cheek and shook her head.  "It's worth it, you know?”



"Hmm?"



"To be with you forever.  It's worth all of the worries and fears.  I have you."



She had floored me, rendered me incapable of anything but loving her more.  “Att ha din kärlek är en välsignelse.  Du är min älskare, min vän och min kära kompis.  Jag älskar dig."



She smiled softly.  "I've only been using the CDs for a few days, sweetheart.  I understood that you love me.  What else did you say?"



"I said to have your love is a blessing.  You are my lover, my friend and my cherished mate.”  I lowered my mouth gently to hers.  “I love you.  In every way possible.”



"Jag älskar dig, min man." 



"Until the stars stop shining?" I used her words from only a few days ago.



"And then some."



My cheek rested against the top of her head.  "You need to sleep.  You need to wrap up your affairs tomorrow."



"Yeah, yeah."  She snuggled against me and sighed in contentment.



As she drifted off to sleep, I could not help but worry that the issues with Georgia were far from over.



***



Josephine had left early the next day.  She was headed to close out her accounts and transfer money, forward her mail and to meet with Anna to tell her of her departure and to list her villa for sale.



Lukas and I were packing the few remaining items at Josephine’s villa when Georgia arrived.  She had attempted to reason with me, rattling off a list of why it would be in my best interest to turn her.  When that did not work, she played dirty.



Now we were waiting for Josephine to arrive home.  Lukas and I both eyed Georgia as if she were a bug that needed to be squished.  Lukas had tried to convince me to just kill Georgia and be finished with it.  I leaned in the same direction, however we were back to where we were yesterday.  Georgia’s death would destroy Josephine.  Especially if Lukas or I had a hand in it.



The front door opened and Josephine placed her keys down on the table.  She stepped into the living room, her face a mask of confusion as she glanced between the three of us. I could see her take in Georgia’s guilty face and nervous feet as she fidgeted on the couch, Lukas’s normal look of detached boredom and finally, she met my impassive stare.



“Josephine, your friend Georgia decided to join us.  This has been an amusing hour.  She is even testing Lukas’s patience.  It is quite an accomplishment since he defines aggravation.”



Still keeping her gaze on me, she pushed off the door and walked across the room to sit on the arm of my chair.  When I pulled her into my lap, she offered no resistance.  Just her presence alone relaxed me and my thoughts seemed to settle.  She sat back against my chest and rested her head against my neck, inhaling my scent.  She finally noticed another smell hanging in the room.  It was one I was familiar with, but with it being Georgia’s, it held no appeal.  The smell was coppery like a penny.



Blood.



“So, who’s going to tell me what’s going on?”



Her voice rang out loudly in the room, and both Georgia’s and Lukas’s eyes focused on her.  My hand rubbed against the part of her thigh that was left exposed by her shorts, my fingertips soft against her velvet skin.



Lukas let out a puff of breath and crossed his arms.  “Since no one is going to tell you, I will.  Your friend wants us to change her.  She thinks it would be the best thing for her since she already knows what we are.”



The pressure of my fingers increased against her leg and she could only stare open mouthed at Georgia.



“Georgia?  Why?”



My voice rumbled behind her.  “She presented a convincing argument.  That I will admit.  I will leave it to her to explain what happened.  Tell her, Georgia.”



Georgia’s whole body collapsed against the couch.  It was as if she had deflated in front of our very eyes, even her voice sounding defeated.  “I just thought that since I knew, it made sense to just have them change me.  Not to mention the idea of not aging seems nice and I’d be like you.”



Josephine stared at her as if she was crazy.  “Be like me? Not aging seems nice? Are you serious, Georgia?  Do you think this is some kind of joke?”



She tightened her grip on the towel on her arm and Josephine noticed the red stain of Georgia’s blood, glaring against the whiteness of the cloth.  When she spoke, her voice was a whisper.  “No, I know now it’s not a joke.  I didn’t really think it through.” 



Josephine shot off of my lap and was beside her, clutching her wrist before she had a chance to react.  She blinked at the suddenness of her movements.  “You cut yourself in front of two vampires?  Have you lost your mind?”



“I just thought… never mind.”



“You just thought what, Georgia?  You’d cut yourself and they’d be swayed to change you?  They could have drained you dry,” Josephine snapped.  Peering up at Lukas, he simply shook his head, exasperated with the whole situation.



“I saw Stefan with you.  He didn’t drain you,” Georgia responded haughtily.  Her hold on Georgia’s arm increased and she flinched slightly, gasping at her strength.  



“Georgia, he loves me and he’s not going to drain me.  Stefan could give two shits about you,” she pointed out harshly. She took a deep breath and tried again.  “What I meant to say is that Stefan doesn’t love you and neither does Lukas.  We’re a food source to a vampire.  You can’t go tempting fate.”



Georgia was never going to stop trying to convince us to change her and she would resort to drastic measures if necessary.  Josephine needed to realize that it was time for immediate action before Georgia cost us all our lives.



Josephine turned towards me, her green eyes heavy.  “You’re going to have to wipe her memory.  That’s the only way now.”



I nodded in agreement.  “I know.  Once again, I am sorry.”



Exhaling a deep breath of frustration, she met my apologetic gaze.  “Are you serious?  You’re sorry?  This is her fault, Stefan.  Her mess for you to fix and you’re sorry?  Incredible.”



Standing tall, I glided across the room to squat in front of Georgia.  Josephine still gripped her wrist and now she tugged it against her.  She placed one of her hands up, pushing her shield around her, effectively ceasing her struggle.  Her squirming stopped and fury burned in her dark blue eyes as she looked from Josephine to me.



“What the hell are you gonna do to me?”



“Release your hold on her, vackra.”  I mentally commanded her.



She dropped her hand and the shield retracted.  I was able to easily manipulate Georgia now.



“Georgia, I am going to do what I should have done last night.  I am going to erase your memories of what we are,” I said calmly.  I leaned closer and held Georgia’s chin in my hand, turning her eyes away from Josephine.  I smiled serenely and my eyes bored into hers.  I knew the exact moment that she had fallen under my spell.  Her blue eyes glazed over and her mouth gaped.



“You will forget what we are, Georgia.  We are humans, just as you are.  We are moving to New York for business,” I murmured to her softly.  “Georgia, what are we?”



“Humans.  Just like me.”  She sounded robotic with no inflection in her voice.



“What did you see last night?” I asked in the same soft tenor.



She paused, her eyes staring blankly into his piercing blue ones.  “I don’t know.”



“You watched a movie and then you went to bed.”



“I watched a movie and went to bed,” she repeated woodenly.



“Why are we moving back to the US, Georgia?”



“For business.”



My gaze never left Georgia’s as I reached for her arm, gently pulling the towel away, revealing the small gash on the inside of her arm.  I bent and licked her skin, my nose wrinkling in distaste at her blood.  The wound stopped bleeding and I placed her arm back at her side.



“You received that injury while doing housework.  You will not remember harming yourself.”  My smile faded and I sat back on my heels.  I began releasing her from my will and it was easy to see the life come back into her eyes.  She blinked a few times and looked at the three of us in confusion.



“What am I doing here?”  Georgia asked.  “I don’t even remember coming over here.”



“We were planning a going-away get-together, Georgia.  Don’t you remember?”  Lukas reminded her, lightly poking her side with his finger.



I had to give Lukas credit.  For being as irritated as he was with her, he was pulling this off superbly.  There were award-winning actors that could not have done a better job.



“A party!”  Georgia bounced excitedly.  “I’ll call Anna and we’ll plan everything!”



She jumped to her feet, hurrying to the door.  She gripped the doorknob and looked confused.  “Wait a second.  You’re going to Stefan’s house now, aren’t you?”



“Yeah, we’re getting ready to leave now,” she said cautiously.  We were waiting for Georgia to remember something, anything that would trigger an outburst from her.



“Then I’ll call your cell phone when I have details,” she decided.  “See ya later!”



The door slammed behind her and I was still waiting for the bottom to fall out.



“Well, that worked better than I thought.  I figured she’d find a way to trump you wiping her memory,” Lukas mused, standing up and brushing his hands together, as if wiping the events from the day away.  “Let’s get out of here before she comes back.”



For once, neither Josephine nor I could argue with him.  Grabbing the bloody towel, Josephine threw it in the trashcan and followed me to the front door.  She paused for a moment, her eyes sweeping over the villa for a final time.



“Are you ready?” I asked, moving to stand at her side as she glanced over the house she had called home for over a year.



The situation with Georgia had driven home the fact it was time for us to move on.  My arm wrapped around her shoulders and as she glanced up at me, I knew she had no regrets and nothing to lose.



Nudging me with her shoulder, she pressed closer against me.  “Let’s go.”







Chapter Eighteen- A Bond Is Forged



I had been on edge since I had been forced to erase Georgia’s memory.  I had no choice.  She was a danger not only to herself, but to us as well.  My mind flickered back to the women that had been enslaved at Derek’s club.  They had been so stripped of memories that they were no longer capable of independent thought.  Likely, Sofia had disposed of them.



It was the most humane thing for them.  They would have no real life, likely forced to be institutionalized. 



“You’re awfully quiet over there.  What’s going on in that head of yours?” Josephine asked, reaching for the next item to pack away.  “You’ve closed your mind to me or I wouldn’t have to ask.”



I turned to face her and my eyebrows were furrowed.  “Do you need to ask?” I snorted.  “I had no choice but to erase a huge portion of your friend’s memory and we are heading back to New York tomorrow.  I am worried about Georgia’s state of mind and your safety once we return to the US.”



Exhaling a deep breath, she simply nodded in agreement.  She knew the risks of returning to the US.  Her father was hanging over us, a continued threat as long as he had a skilled tracker such as Adolfo on the Council.  And Josephine would have to stay in contact with Georgia to monitor her state of mind even after we left.  Our lives depended on it.



“Georgia seemed fine when she left.  We’ll be able to watch her tonight.  As for Kian… maybe my shield will work on him.  Nikolaus can work around his power, maybe I can too.”  She resumed folding clothes and sighed.  “I can’t let him control my life, Stefan.  I refuse to do it.”



“That we are in agreement, vackra.  I refuse to let him control you and what we have.  I am also unwilling to let you be a guinea pig and test your shield.  We cannot assume your mind works the same simply because he can thwart Kian’s ability.”  My voice had a sharp, cutting edge to it, like the blade of a newly-sharpened knife.



Josephine seemed to be taking it in stride that if necessary, I would kill her father.  He had been foolish and impatient, and all that accomplished was Josephine running further away from him and straight into my arms.  If his plan was to bully her into joining him, he had chosen the wrong person.



Zipping up the suitcase, she turned and carried it to stand by its mate at the closet door, her hands on my hips. I watched as she glanced up at the windows where I had been standing only moments ago to find that not only had I moved to stretch my body across the bed, I had also ridded myself of my clothes as well.  I was reclining on my back, my long arms behind my head. 



Her breathing shifted into rapid pants and her hands moved of their own accord to undress, letting her discarded clothes fall behind her, unwanted and unneeded as she approached the bed.



I smiled one of my crooked smiles I knew she loved and my arms reached out to tug her to the bed beside of me.  I pushed her to her back, opening her legs wide and moving to settle between them, simply staring at the wetness that glistened between her thighs.  My fangs were fully out, my eyes heavily lidded with need as I knelt before her.



It was incredible that she seemed to be in a constant state of arousal when we were together.  Perhaps it was the link between us, the effects of our shared blood. It was exhilarating to see her writhing and arching her back off the bed as she yearned for me to touch her.



“Always so impatient, Josephine.”



My nostrils flared as I smelled her excitement in the air between us, and my fangs retracted slowly. I wanted her body first, not her blood.



I parted her folds with my fingers, burying my face between her thighs.  The sweet, tart taste of her filled my mouth as my tongue traced a slow line from her wet pussy to coil around her swollen clit, then returned to delve deep inside of her.  I released a deep rumble of pleasure, my thumb rubbing over her clit as I alternately sucked and licked.



I raised my head and hovered over her.  My eyes searched hers and desire gripped me tightly.  My entire being ached for her.



“Beg.”



She blinked twice, her eyes filled with astonishment.  I sat back on my heels and began stroking my shaft with long, languid strokes.  I was still staring at her, silently imploring her to yield to me.



“Beg,” I repeated.  My tongue slipped out to lick across my lower lip eagerly.



“Please,” she whimpered.  She rose up on her elbows, peering at me with lustful eyes.



“Please, what?  What exactly do you want me to do, Josephine?”



I was playing dirty, making her tell me what she wanted merely to hear her plead.



 “Please, Stefan.  I need you…” She attempted to make her voice low and sultry, thinking that would tempt me.



It did, but I wanted more that her sexy voice.



My eyebrow rose slightly and my lips twitched.  The speed of my hand on my cock increased.  “Tell me what you need and where you need it.”



She let out a frustrated groan and bowed her neck against the bed.  I wondered if she still felt as if she would self-combust when I touched her.  I intended to push every one of her buttons to find out.



She sat back up and focused on me so intently that I felt her slip into my mind, our thoughts fusing together. Our desire combined and fueled the craving that was burning in each of us, threatening to blaze out of control.



“I need your cock inside of me.  Now,” she said in a low growl that was worthy of a vampire.



My answering smile was triumphant.  My fangs dropped again and I lowered the entire length of my body against her.  I allowed our joining to come naturally, my cock sliding deep into her depths.  After a moment, I ducked my head to kiss her neck, my tongue licking along her jugular.



“I love it to hear you talk like that, vackra.  You turn me on,” I said into her ear before my lips drifted to the other side of her neck.  Her hands gripped my ass to keep my slow, steady rhythm from stopping.  This time when I spoke, it would be heard in her mind.  “You are so wet for me.  Do you want more?”



“Yes!  More!” she panted.  I picked up the pace, our bodies starting to make the sounds I associated with our lovemaking: the wet sounds of flesh against flesh, our cries and moans matching the frantic rhythm we had set.  “More!”



“More?  You want more?”  I roared.  I leaned closer until my chest pressed against her breasts.



“Yes!  Harder,” she begged, pulling her legs back and letting her heels dig into the cheeks of my ass.  Growling, my speed increased, our hips meeting at an almost brutal speed.



She turned her neck to the side, moving so her throat was completely exposed.  She wanted me to bite, to take everything she had to offer to me.



“No!”



In a flash, I had moved us into a new position.  She was kneeling on the bed with her back pressed against my chest, her long legs straddling my thighs.  I was buried to the hilt, my fingers rubbing and flicking her clit.  She ground her pussy against me, calling out my name with every thrust.



I raised my other arm to my mouth and ripped at the skin, presenting my bloody wrist to her.



“Drink from me while I fuck you.”  My mental voice sounded needy, filled with unbridled lust. 



Without any hesitation her lips attached themselves to me, greedily sucking on my wrist.  With every pull, my cock throbbed and I plunged harder than before.  I had to taste her, to complete the circuit. My fangs slipped into her shoulder and our blood intermingled, making a complete course as we drank from one another.



“We are one in every way, vackra.  Heart, soul, body.  Vi är ett evigt.”



It was a combination of our blood and our shared emotions that caused us to reach the crest together.  She trembled and her fluttering walls sucked me deeper, and I swelled inside of her, my body pulsating and shaking as my climax felt as if it was ripping me apart violently from the inside out.



She no longer sounded human.  Her primal grunts and growls tore at my ears and her hands clutched at my thighs as she clamped around me savagely.



She was not alone either.  My answering roar was just as animalistic as I pulsed inside of her, my hands moving to grip her breasts in my hands.  Both of our thoughts were filled with our desire to please one another, to claim what we valued above all else. Our love.



We crumpled against the bed, lacking the strength or presence of mind to do anything but stay wrapped in each other.  My fingers drifted up and down her arm.  “It does not matter what happens now or when we get back to New York.  You are mine, Josephine.  Nothing will take you away from me.  Nothing.”



“Stefan, it’ll be fine.  No one is taking anybody anywhere.  If Kian tries anything, I’ll kill him myself before I let him hurt you or take me.”



I spun her in my arms and placed my finger against her lips, silencing her.  My eyes narrowed and my expression was cynical as I stared at her.  “You and I both know it is not going to be fine.  It is a matter of how or when.  Not if.”



My hand gripped her face and I crushed my mouth against hers, my tongue slipping between her lips.  We rolled across the bed and the kiss deepened, my hands drifting to the nape of her neck, combing through tangles of her hair.  Her lips were firm against mine, her mouth hungry and insistent.  She wrapped her arms around my back, pulling me closer to her as my thoughts spilled into her mind.



“I will not lose you.  I cannot lose you.  No.  I will rip apart anyone that attempts to take you from me.  Jag kommer att titta på dem drabbas på mina händer och njuta i deras smärta.”



She broke the kiss angrily.  “Enough!  You aren’t going to lose me.  Stop talking that way, Stefan.  You’re stuck with me.”



My expression softened and I nipped at her lips friskily between my words.  “As you are stuck with me.”



I disentangled myself and stood, regretfully looking down at her.  “As much as I wish to stay here, your friends will be arriving soon.”



Groaning loudly, she covered her eyes with her hands.  “I know, I know.  The party.”



I climbed on the bed and pulled her hands away from her face.  My hair fell into my eyes as I wrestled with her playfully.  “Shower?”



Smiling, she nodded and sat up on the bed.  Satisfied that she was right behind me, I turned and strutted towards the bathroom.



 “Let’s go get clean so we can get dirty again later.”



I spun to face her, shock etched on my face.  She was pleased with herself.  She had finally managed to surprise me.



Jumping up from the bed, she breezed past me, winking at me over her shoulder.  “Last one to the shower loses.”



“I do not think there is a loser if I get you in the shower,” I said, speeding up to catch her and throw her over my shoulder.



***



The party was for the most part uneventful.  I was still concerned about Georgia’s behavior.  She had been reserved all night, her eyes glazed over and she made no attempt to start any trouble with either of us.



It was during this time that Josephine received a crash course into the world of immortality.  She realized that in being immortal, we all had a game to maintain.  We were forced to remain vigilant in the off-chance a human became suspicious of our ethereal good looks and never-aging appearances.



The oddest part of the night happened when Georgia approached Josephine and myself.  She was watching us with fascination, and she seemed more like her familiar brassy self when she began to question me.



“You love her.”  Her statement sounded more like a question and it was directed to me.  I looked down at her for a moment before I replied.



“As I have told you many times, I love her more than my own existence.”  I paused and studied Georgia’s unsmiling face.  “If I had to sacrifice my life for her, there would be no choice.  She will always come first.”



“You’ll take care of her?”



I let out an exasperated sigh.  “Georgia, did I just not tell you how I felt for Josephine?”



“Yeah, yeah.  I just had to ask.”  She smoothed her hand over her dark hair.  “I have friends in New York, you know.  I’ll be visiting you.  A lot.”



My entire body tensed for a split second.  I’m sure Georgia missed it; but I recovered quickly.



“Josephine will be thrilled to see you.”  I squeezed Josephine’s fingers tightly.



Georgia smiled an unnatural, peculiar smile.  It was forced, as if she’d watched other people and was mimicking it, the perfect replica of a real smile with no actual emotion behind it.  An alarm bell rang loudly in my head, causing my stomach to knot with dread as I observed her friend.  Once again, this performance reinforced that whatever was happening to Georgia was not going to end well. 



The most difficult time of the night was when Josephine was forced to say her farewells to her friends.



They pulled her into a group hug and I felt Josephine’s sadness and deep sense of resolve.



“I’ll miss you both,” she sputtered as she embraced them both.



“Don’t you dare avoid my calls,” Georgia warned.  She leaned back to look in her eyes, lifeless for a moment until they sparkled again.  She seemed to be operating on a 10 second delay.



“Josie, I’ll call you tomorrow.  You still need to sign paperwork to list your house,” Anna said, tugging Georgia along with her out the door.  They stood in the doorway and turned to look back at her.  Georgia crooked her fingers in a small wave and Anna winked.  When they disappeared into the Bali night, she let out the breath she had been holding all night.



“This is it, isn’t it?”  Josephine said aloud.  Lukas and I flanked her on both sides as we watched their departure.



“For their sake it has to be, Josie,” Lukas replied.  He placed his hand on her shoulder and patted it affectionately.  “The sooner you let them go, the easier it is for you and for them.  This is the hardest part.  After 50 years or so, this won’t be so difficult.”



“Is it still worth it?”  My soft voice questioned her.  Deep down, I would never lose the fear that at any moment she would run or come to hate the life she had in front of her.



“For you, it’s worth it,” she replied, leaning into my embrace.  And with those words, she temporarily eased my fears.



***



She had been gone much too long.  She was only supposed to be with Anna long enough to sign the necessary papers and then was supposed to be en route back to me.



Glancing at the clock, I paced the floor.  I had been unable to sense her presence for some time.  Perhaps the distance was too far and that explained the loss.



As I kept up my frantic pacing, I dialed her phone repeatedly.  Each time, the call went straight to voice mail.



Lukas walked into the living room and watched me pace curiously.   I waited for his barb, but he wisely held his tongue.



He pursed his lips and looked at his watch.  “Where is she? She’s been gone way too long.”



Fuck!  If Lukas noticed, I was not blowing things out of proportion.



“That is what I was wondering.  I have tried to call…” My voice trailed off as I was hit with a wave of panic and fear so powerful I fell to my knees.



“Stefan?  What the fuck?” Lukas rushed to my side and stared at me as if I had lost my mind.



It is Josephine.  I can feel her fear,” I muttered between clenched teeth.  “I have to find her.  She needs me.”



Lukas helped me to my feet and helped me to his car.  He slid behind the driver’s seat and shot me a fearful stare.  “Is she still alive?”



“Yes.  Drive,” I barked angrily.  “We will start at her house.”



Lukas peeled out of the driveway and pressed the accelerator to the floor of the car.  Each mile that brought us closer to her villa, the intensity of her emotions became stronger.  I could feel her pain…her overwhelming terror.



My hands were in tight fists, my nails digging into my palms.  We were nearly at her house when I heard her call for me.  I heard her scream my name in my mind as clearly as if she were sitting next to me.  It was maddening; yet I was so relieved to have this link to her.  As long as I felt her fear and heard her through our bond, I knew she was still alive.



“Stop here.”  I commanded.  We were a mile from her when Lukas screeched to a stop alongside the road.  



Lukas turned to me, his icy blue eyes confused. “Here?”



“We will head the rest of the way on foot.  If she is in trouble, a car will alert whoever has her.”



We took off, running at top speed through the tall grass.  “What do you mean whoever has her?”



I had caught enough of her thoughts through the bond.  “Derek has her.  And I think he has killed Anna.”



As we neared the villa, I heard the nauseating drawl of Derek’s voice.  “Look Josephine, your friend is almost dead.  Soon you’ll get to join her.”



Rushing at full speed, I shoved through the door, startling Derek. I did not slow down and my body collided with him. The momentum crushed him against the wall and knocked Josephine from his grasp.



I had him by the neck, my hand wrapped around the smaller vampire’s throat.  I glanced away from Derek to focus on her.  “Josephine, did he harm you?”



Tears filled her eyes as she struggled to find her voice.  “I’m fine.  Stefan...” 



“Lukas, take care of her while I finish this.”  I focused back on Derek, my deep voice missing its normal inflection.  The Enforcer had surfaced, burying the Stefan Josephine knew.



“I thought we had been through this before.  You know she is my mate.  You know what you did would bring your death.  Who sent you?”



Derek refused to speak.  His future was completely blank to me, and I could see nothing.  My blindness infuriated me and I imposed my anger on Derek.  My fists pummeled him, beating him brutally.  I was slowly and systematically torturing him, inflicting blow after brutal blow to Derek’s face and torso.  He was unrecognizable, his eyes almost swollen shut and his lips split and bloody.  I stopped my punishing attack and gripped Derek’s right arm.  I leaned down so that my face loomed in front of him, my expression deadly and calm.



“I had hoped that when I had my opportunity to kill you I would have more time to torture you.  However, we have a plane to catch.  This is for touching what is mine,” I growled as I ripped his arm from the socket, the sound making a wet, snapping noise.  I let the limb fall from my hand to roll across the kitchen floor, the fingers of Derek’s hand still twitching.



Derek’s face contorted in pain, letting out an anguished scream as he dropped to his knees in front of me.  “Please, no more.  I’ll give you anything you want.”



My face remained stony but my voice dripped with contempt as I spoke.  “Look at you.  You beg and cry like a child.  You had no issue torturing my mate and her friend.  Neither begged as you do now.  The only thing you can offer me in return for their pain is your agony.  This is for hurting what is mine.”



I slammed my fist repeatedly into Derek’s sternum in a series of powerful blows.  Derek fell backwards to the floor, making a futile attempt to pull himself away with his one remaining arm.  



“You cannot leave now, Derek.  We are just beginning to have fun.” I took a step and placed my enormous boot against Derek’s chest, stopping his failed escape.  I reached down to yank Derek’s other arm off with one swift pull, ignoring his tortured wail as I carelessly tossed it over my shoulder to join the other appendage.



My rage only increased.  I grasped him by his torn and bloody shirt, jerking him to his feet.  I held Derek’s head in my hands.  A menacing smile was on my lips as I brought Derek’s face within inches of mine.  Derek tried to instinctively recoil from me, making me snicker with enjoyment as resignation flashed across Derek’s face.



“Here we are again, Derek.  How many centuries have we danced around your death? You have been lucky.  Each time your life was spared by the Board because of your talent,” I taunted coldly.  “This time there is no one to save you.  You attacked my mate and now your life is mine to dispose of.  The fate of your life…your depraved, vile existence is in my willing hands.”



My voice lowered to a murmur.  “May the gods send you straight to hell.” With a flick of my wrists, Derek’s head detached from his neck with a sickening crunch.  His body began disintegrating as it fell to the floor, slowly turning into a pile of ash.  I did not give a second glance at the head in my hands.  I let it slip from my fingers and Derek’s head wobbled and twirled across the wooden floor until it came to rest against the refrigerator.



I turned to face Josephine, approaching her cautiously.  I knelt beside of her, my eyes sweeping over her, visually examining her.  I was covered in Derek’s blood, matting my hair and staining my skin.  I glanced down at Anna in her arms, exhaling a deep breath.



“You have to save her, Stefan.  Anna…she doesn’t deserve to die like this,” she blurted out.  I could hear the anguish in her voice.



“Josephine, please do not ask me to turn her.”  I reached to touch her cheek and she pulled away, refusing to let me lay a hand on her.  A rare look of hurt flashed across my face before I promptly buried it.  In its place, my face arranged back into a stony mask.



“Please.  I can’t let her die like this.  Please,” she pleaded with me, rocking Anna gently.  “I’d do it if I could but I can’t.  Please, Stefan.  Please.”



“Vackra, you do not understand what you are asking me to do.  Is this a life she would want for herself?  She knows nothing of our existence,” I reasoned.  “It may be much too late to save her.”



Still holding Anna, she reached out to grab my hand with hers.  “I don’t know if she would want this, Stefan.  This should be me here on this floor dying.  Not her.  Please, Stefan.  I’m begging you to save her.”



I squeezed her hand and my shoulders sagged.  “I can deny you nothing.”



Sighing in defeat, I took Anna from her.  I held her in my arms, my fangs sinking into Anna’s neck.  I drank from her, but her blood did nothing for me.  It was easy for me to stop, slicing open my wrist with my teeth.  I placed my bloody wrist against her lips and watched as my blood trickled into her mouth.



My wound healed and I carried her into the living room, gently placing her limp body on the couch.  I stood over her, simply staring at her prone form.  My new child would rise soon.



“It is done.”



Scrambling to her feet, Josephine rushed into the living room and launched herself at my chest.  She did not seem to care about the blood or the gore…she simply held me.



“Is she going to make it?  Did it work?” she mumbled against me.



“We will find out in two days.  She may have been too far gone for me to save her,” I reminded her. Anna’s pulse had been weak, barely discernable to me.  I wrapped my arms around her, my fingers stroking over her hair.



“Thank you, Stefan.  I was so scared.  I thought I’d never see you…”



“Never say those words,” I interrupted her.  “You made me a promise.”



“I know.  I love you.”



I placed my head against her as she gave into her tears.  I let her cry against me, simply stroking her hair and letting the wetness soak my ruined shirt.



Without moving, I started barking out commands to Lukas, my voice clipped and sharp.  “Lukas, go to Anna’s home.  Pack as much of her personal belongings as possible and grab her passport.  Go to her place of employment and force your will on all of her coworkers there.  Tell them Anna decided to return to the US.  Call Nigel.  Make sure to tell him that my favorite bird stopped singing today.  He will send someone to take care of this mess for me.”



For once, Lukas had no smart remark or witty response.  He inclined his head and dashed from the house, his phone already at his ear.



I reluctantly released her from my arms as I blurred into action.  Zipping down the hallway, I started the shower.  I also began making phone calls, pacing the floor.  My words and steps were too fast for Josephine to follow.  She crossed the room to sit at Anna’s side, holding her limp hand and speaking quietly to her.



I stopped to rest my hand on her shoulder, rubbing it in comfort.  I was still on the phone but my voice had slowed to a normal pace.  “We need to delay our takeoff time by two hours.  Something unexpected happened and you need to make the necessary changes to the itinerary.”  I ended the call without saying a goodbye and closed my eyes, attempting to run my fingers through the dried blood in my hair.



“Stefan, I’m sorry.  I…”



Shaking my head, I held up my hand to stop her words.  “Vackra, I only wanted to turn one other person in my life.  You.”  I let out a resigned sigh.  “Plans change.  Anna will have to adjust to this life and she may not be happy if and when she awakes.  You must prepare yourself for that.”



Rubbing her forehead with her palm, she rested her head against her hand.  “So she’ll hate me for begging you to change her.  And then she’ll hate you for doing it.”



I crouched down beside of her and my expression softened.  “Do not be sorry and you cannot worry about the what-if’s now.  You love your friend and wanted to save her.  I understand.  We will deal with the consequences of this together.”



I stood, offering her my outstretched hand.  “Come with me, vackra.  I started the shower for us.”



“Should I stay with her?”  Josephine asked.  She wanted to go with me, but she was hesitant to leave her friend unattended.



 “Josephine, she is fine.  We still have a plane to catch.  We just have an extra passenger now,” I uttered softly.  “Shower with me.”



Letting go of Anna’s hand, she reached for mine.  She followed me into the bathroom and watched as I tore my bloody, ruined clothing from my body.  When I was finished, I faced her and my eyes peered into hers.



“I want to see you,” I murmured.  I stepped closer and took her arms in my hand, inspecting the angry, red marks that still encircled her wrists.  My eyes closed for a moment and I inhaled a shaky, unnecessary breath as my fingers gingerly traced the welts on her skin.  I wanted to torture Derek all over again for hurting her.  I should have never let her come here alone.



My eyes reopened and I swallowed unevenly. Gathering my resolve, I licked my lips and nodded, my hand releasing her arms.  I raised my hand to brush my thumb over the bruise that was forming on her cheekbone, letting the backs of my fingers trail down the side of her face.



“Stefan, sweetheart.  It’s over.”  She cupped her hand against my rough cheek.  “You can’t kill him again.”  



I swallowed again and pressed my face against her hand.  I said nothing, my eyes unblinking.



“Stefan?  You have to talk to me,” she said softly. 



I shook my head and my jaw clenched.  I stood taller and simply stared down into her eyes.  How could she love me after everything she had seen?  I had killed a creature in front of her eyes without any remorse or second thought.



“If you won’t let me see what you’re thinking you have to tell me.”



The corner of my lip flinched.  When I finally spoke, my voice was deep and filled with bitterness.  “You saw what and who I am today.  I want him to meet a thousand deaths for what he did to you.  I longed to torture him for days, punishing him for touching you.  Is that what you wished to hear me say?” 



“What you did today isn’t you.  It’s only part of who you are,” she retorted softly.  “Will holding on to this change what he did, Stefan?”



“No.”  I grunted and my eyes traced along her discolored cheekbone.  “However, it would satisfy the selfish part of me that wants vengeance.”



Her hand lowered from my face to rest against my silent chest, placing her hand over where my heart would be beating if I were still alive.  “You have to let this go, Stefan.  Let this go for you, for me.  For us.  He’s dead and you saved me.”



“You watched as I savagely killed a creature in front of you.  I tell you how I wanted him to suffer more and it is you that soothes me.  You have to see the absurdity in this,” I marveled.  I gathered up her shirt and ripped it up the middle, dropping the scraps of material to the bathroom floor.  I made short work of removing her jeans, tossing them to join the growing pile of destroyed clothing.



I lifted her into the shower with me and the spray of hot water ran over us, the water dripping red trails down my chest as it ran over my tangled, bloody hair.



“Sit down.  Let me wash your hair.”  She pointed to the seat in the corner. 



I wordlessly obeyed and sat on the small bench, my large frame filling the entire corner of the shower.  I closed my eyes as she lathered my hair with shampoo, and a purring sound grumbled in my chest as her nails scratched over my scalp.  Grabbing the handheld attachment, she rinsed my hair and watched as the pink suds disappeared, revealing my clean hair.  Reaching for the bar of soap, she washed me, her slick, bubbly hands running over every curve and muscle of my body.  When she finished, she lowered her lips to my mouth.  Her hand gripped the back of my neck, pulling my lips to hers.  Her tongue slipped between my lips, seeking out mine.  When they met, I moaned into her mouth, my fingers running through her hair.



I dragged her onto my lap, our embrace never breaking.  She only raised her lips from mine for a moment to catch her breath and I buried my head between her breasts, leaving her to wrap her arms around me and hold me as I breathed in deeply against her wet skin.



“You saw me at my darkest moment, yet somehow you still manage to love me.”



She pressed her cheek against my damp hair.  “I’ll always love all of you.  Everything was wrong until you made it right.”



My shoulders shook in response to her words.  All she could do was hold me to her and let me have this moment while the shower rained down on us.



***



We managed to make it to Denpasar International Airport in time to catch our flight. I had a final phone conversation with Nigel during the trip to the airport.  As we sped towards our plane, I noticed a black car parked near the hangar.  A stocky vampire in a dark suit stood with his arms crossed in front of him, waiting for our arrival.



I parked the car and unfolded myself from the car, my tall frame approaching the much shorter man.  I placed a key ring in his outstretched hand and the dark-haired vampire inclined his head and disappeared into the black sedan, driving off into the early-evening Bali night.  This man would be responsible for cleaning up the carnage left behind at her villa.  I would prefer it be burned to the ground, but that would attract unnecessary attention.



Opening my car door, she stepped out onto the concrete, inhaling the tropical air.  I popped the trunk and began setting luggage beside the car.  Lukas carefully picked up Anna’s slack body and carried her up the steps, disappearing inside of the plane.



“Get settled inside, vackra.  I will need to talk to the crew and I will join you in a moment.”



“Please hurry.”



I nodded and gave the crew our instructions.  We were not to be bothered, unless it was a dire emergency.  I supervised the transfer of our luggage, sighing heavily as I squinted up at the plane.



My mind was chaos.  Two children to be responsible for…and there would be a hearing to justify my hand in Derek’s killing.  And then there was Kian and my worry for Josephine…



I climbed the steps to the plane, ducking inside.  My presence in the place brought their conversation to a halt.  I lowered myself into one of the leather seats and held out my hand for her to join me.  Crossing the small plane, she went to sit in the seat beside of me.  I stretched my arm over to her and her hands automatically closed over my wrist, her thumbs running over the raised veins.



“Thank god for laptops and headphones,” Lukas muttered as he moved from the couch and found his own seat, up two rows from where we were sitting.



She leaned over to peek out the window of the plane, continuing to stroke small lines across my wrist.



“My life began that night I saw you across the restaurant, vackra.”



She swiveled in the chair to face me, a small smile across her lips.



“It’s not fair to cut your mind off from me and still freely pick through mine, you know?” she asked.



A ghost of a smile graced my face for the briefest of moments.  I watched her fingers as they stroked my skin.  “I never claimed to play fair, Josephine.”



“Stefan, let me in.”  Her mind brushed against mine, missing our mental connection.  My eyes snapped up to hers and I slowly let my thoughts flow, my presence a gentle hum in the back of her mind again.



She seemed happy to have the connection back. She rested her head against the seat and simply continued stroking my wrist and staring at me observantly.



“I heard you, Josephine.  You called for me and I heard you.  All the miles between us and I heard your voice.  You were like a beacon, calling me to you,” I softly mused.  “Not only could I hear you say my name, over and over, I could feel your fear.  It was maddening, hearing your cries and being so close, yet so far away.  I knew as long as I heard you, you were still alive.  That was my only consolation.”



Her fingers stopped moving over my wrist and she leaned out of the chair to search out my downcast eyes.  “You heard me?  How?”



A slight smile pulled at the side of my mouth. My eyes glinted as they flickered up to hers.  “We are one now.”
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Excerpt From Tempted: The Dark Hart Chronicles Book 1
 
Nine Years Earlier…
No matter how many times I do it, being jammed in an airplane was comparable to being stuffed in a sardine can.  Albeit an expensive sardine can layered with the strong smells of perfume and cologne, sweat, and last but most important...the alluring aroma of sweet blood.  It overpowered everything.
Closing my eyes, I held my breath and struggled to keep my mind focused on anything except the dueling odors engulfing me.  And if it wasn't the scent assaulting me, it was the sound of whispered conversations that were as clear as if they were next to me.  Add in the sound of wet heartbeats, the steady rush of blood flowing through veins…it was difficult to contain over 140 years of pure instinct.
"I’ve told you this before, Nick.  It makes it easier if you would read something.  You need to keep your mind focused on something other than the humans."
Malcolm's voice broke into my musings.  I opened my eyes and glanced down at his lap.  I grabbed his ‘distraction’ from his hand and glanced at the cover.  "Rolling Stone? This is keeping your mind focused?  I suppose small minds are easily occupied."
Snorting, he grabbed it back and opened the magazine back up.  "Would you rather read American Way?"
Enjoying the banter but keeping with the façade of hating it, I closed my eyes and rested my head against the leather seat.  "Did anyone ever tell you that you're a flaming asshole?"
Malcolm chuckled under his breath and adjusted the dark lensed glasses he insisted on wearing, partly out of necessity.  "You do every day without fail."
Breathing in a shallow breath of recycled air, I fought the burning in my throat.  I shifted in my seat, willing the plane to go faster.
"This...this is a shame."  Malcolm clicked his tongue against his teeth.
"Being stuck on this overcrowded airplane with an asshole?" I shot back sarcastically.  His tone had caught my attention.  Very rarely did Malcolm express any sort of sympathy for humans.
"Ha.  You missed your calling as a fucking comedian." Malcolm flicked a finger over the slick magazine pages.  "No.  It's this girl."
I let out a heavy exhale.  "You have my attention and I’ll bite.  What girl?"
"Humor me.  First look at this." Malcolm flipped back a few pages and turned the magazine towards me.  The advertisement was provocative and had the intentional grainy look of being shot in someone’s basement.  I’d seen many unmentionable things in my many years but this…this made me feel slimy for even looking at it.  It featured a much too young girl naked from the waist up, her breasts barely covered with her arms.  Clad only in skimpy panties, she was the focal point with a much older man posing as the photographer taking her photo.  Who in their right mind would let someone so young be exploited like this?
And yes, the girl was pretty.  In any other setting, she would be stunningly beautiful with her long blond hair, wide innocent sapphire blue eyes and high cheekbones.  But this…this was wrong.  Dirty.  She was much too young to be photographed like this.  I may be immortal, but I still have standards.  I pushed the magazine away in disgust.
Malcolm nodded in agreement.  "Now look at this." He flipped back to an article with the same girl.  Her lovely face looked haunted in the photo, her image caught by a random paparazzi photographer in Los Angeles.  "This girl is being made the poster child for every anti-child pornography group.  It's sad, really.  Humans.  They never...learn do they?"
"They never do.  Fucking idiots." I eyed the photo a final time.  Her long blond hair spilled over her narrow shoulders and her tiny frame looked as fragile as porcelain.  And her face...there was something behind those baby blues that intrigued me.  It had been years since anything or anyone caught my attention.
The chime of the overhead seat belt sign pulled my eyes away from the magazine and I strapped it on for the sake of appearing human.  It was tiring on my best days but today it was mind-numbingly monotonous.
Malcolm closed up the magazine and rolled it up tightly.  He tapped it against his knee nervously, a human trait he’d never been able to lose.  "So what's the plan this time?"
I grinned widely at my old friend.  "We need to learn how to fit in with the masses.  It's time to change how we operate.  It’s time to hide in plain sight."
He ran his fingers through his wavy hair.  His eyes were filled with curiosity.  "Do tell."
"All in good time, Malcolm." I reassured him and stretched my legs out in front of me.  "What was her name?"
"Who?  The girl from the…uh, ad?”  He opened the magazine and paged through the article.  “Savannah Wood.  You're not going soft on me are you, Nick?"
"You wish.  I just hope her parents have a shrink on retainer.  She's going to need it." The plane began its descent.  Sucking back another deep breath, I welcomed the relentless burn.  "Welcome to Los Angeles, my friend."
 
 
Chapter 1-One Look Was All It Took
Nine years later….
Siobhan had dragged me to yet another Hollywood party.  They were typically boring, filled with egotistical actors, spoiled actresses and the occasional arrogant music industry type that had been lucky enough to mingle with the so-called Hollywood elite.  Personally, I think these events border on the ridiculous.  But I might be a tad biased since I grew up attending these parties, plastering on fake smiles and going through the motions of acting as if it all mattered.  Really, in the grand scheme of things it really didn’t.
I'm not an actress or a singer.  My name is Savannah Wood.  I've lived a relatively privileged life as the daughter of a high-profile divorce attorney to the stars, Carlton Wood.  Between my father and Siobhan, I know more dirt about celebrities than I really ever wanted to know.  And trust me when I tell you this: the celebrities that are marketed to be ‘America's Sweetheart’ or The ‘Boy Next Door’ usually have more secrets to hide than the train-wrecks you see in the tabloids.  And sadly those splashy rags in the checkout lanes at grocery stores are usually right on.
If I chose to, I could likely spend my time star fucking my way through Hollywood, cashing in on the sizable allowance my father sent me each month.  That wasn't who I was.  I didn't want to be famous for being a STD-riddled, D-list slut famous for nothing except how many celebrities I could bed.  I suppose I was the exception, not the rule.
It was bad enough that my mother had forced me into a brief modeling stint after my father divorced her when I was 16.  She thought it would be fun to live vicariously through me.  I'm probably best known for a series of controversial underwear ads for a famous designer known for his blue jeans.  They were only scandalous because I was 16 at the time and photographed in semi-compromising positions with a much older male model.
Draining the last of my lukewarm champagne, I placed it on a passing server's tray, smoothly grabbing another.  With a bored sigh I glanced around the room, barely paying attention to the conversations going on around me.
"You could at least pretend to look like you're having fun," Siobhan muttered under her breath.  She popped some sort of puff pastry in her mouth and nudged my arm with her elbow.
"Why would I want to do that? Bored is the new black," I grumbled back grouchily.  "You know I hate this ass kissing crap."
Siobhan Winters had been my best friend since we were both in diapers.  Our fathers were college frat buddies, both ending up in the entertainment industry.  It was ironic that Siobhan and I had followed in their footsteps in the business.  She ran a successful gossip blog, Private Eye.  I'd chosen to be a Personal Assistant, working my way to becoming an agent.
If I could find a job, I mused to myself.  More on that depressing subject later.
Siobhan shook her head and took a drink of her champagne.  "Whatever.  No one forced you here.  By the way, you have an admirer, Blondie.  2 o'clock."
Attempting to be nonchalant, I looked slightly to my right.  Slouching against the wall was Nick Hart.  Known for his reserved, charismatic appeal, he wasn't like other singers in the business.  Not only was he sharp and witty, he managed to avoid the paparazzi at all cost with some sort of second sense.  He was a mystery, which made him more appealing to the public.  Add in his beguiling smile and dark, handsome boy next-door looks, he was a PR wet dream.  He didn't need photo ops or gossip sites.  He was hot, sexy and everyone wanted him.
"I'm sure he's not looking at me," I shot back.  I took a nervous sip and cleared my throat.
"Denial ain't just a river in Egypt," Siobhan quipped.  She tossed her long red hair over her shoulder.  "Seriously dude, he's been watching you for at least 20 minutes.  Why wouldn't he look at you? You're fabulous.  Go talk to him."  She gave me a sharp shove.
My mouth dropped.  I turned to face her, staring at her as if she'd lost her mind.  "What am I supposed to do? Just saunter up to him and say what exactly?  Something like 'I've noticed you staring, would you like to take me home and have your way with me?’"
Siobhan attempted to clap with her champagne flute in one hand.  She then pretended to wipe a tear away with her finger.  "Mama's so proud.  You're growing up."
Huffing, I rolled my eyes towards the ceiling.  "It's not happening, Von.  Sorry."
"He's a saint by Hollywood standards and he's fucking beautiful.  Can you imagine that body naked? I mean, look at the size of his..."
I cut her off before she could go any further.  "Yeah, yeah.  He's gorgeous.  And he doesn't date."
"Who said anything about dating? I'm talking about a much more casual type of encounter." Siobhan's eyebrows waggled suggestively.  "He's still staring and I can tell he is most definitely interested.  And what a coincidence - I see one of my contacts.  I gotta get the scoop.  I’ll be right back.  Make me proud!"
She sashayed across the room in a silver streak, leaving me alone to ogle Nick Hart over my cheap glass of champagne in my overpriced cocktail dress.
He hadn't moved from his spot on the wall.  I watched curiously as he took an occasional swallow from a whiskey glass, his dark eyes surveying the room with as much enthusiasm as I had.  His body language and look of disgust on his face gave it away.  I liked him better already.
He caught me staring, his lips curling back to reveal a mischievous smile and a set of deep dimples.  Even from across the room, I could see the bright gleam of his white teeth against the pale luminance of his skin.
With a pounding heart, I quickly looked away.  I focused intently on the floor before peeking up to see his eyes still piercing through me, his cell phone at his ear.  My fingers combed through my blond hair and I nervously tapped the side of my glass with a fingernail as I waited for Siobhan to return.
A few people I knew passed by and we exchanged casual hellos.  When I glanced back to where Nick had been standing, he was gone.  I couldn't help but be a little disappointed.  I'd enjoyed our brief flirtation, even if it had been mostly one-sided.
It was that exact moment Siobhan rejoined me.  She clicked her tongue in mock disapproval as she picked up on my obvious disappointment.  "You missed your chance.  You could have been the only woman in Hollywood to fuc-"
"I got it," I admonished her with a hiss.  "Are you ready to go?"
Her hazel eyes glittered with excitement.  "Yep, I have a story to write.  Wait until you read my post later tonight.  My photographer caught Marley Cirran snorting a certain white illegal substance up her nose like she was a Dyson vacuum."
"Another former child star gone bad? Color me shocked," I deadpanned.  I placed my half-empty glass down on a table and we headed out of the building towards the valet.  Siobhan fished her ticket out of her purse and extended it to one if the attendants.
"This is huge.  Savannah.  Like big, big.  Every media outlet is going to pick up my story.  Marley Cirran and her father have been pushing her goody-goody act down everyone's throats for the last four years.  He even paid off The National Inquisitor five months ago to stop them from running the real reason she was fired from her TV show."
The valet returned with her bright blue Porsche.  He leapt from the driver’s seat, darting around the car to open the passenger side for me.  Offering a nod of thanks, I sank into the soft leather seat next to Siobhan.
"This will ruin her career, you know," I advised softly.  As much as I disliked the annoying twit, she was only 18.  This exposé would kill her professionally.  No studio would insure her with the reputation she was earning with her out of control antics.  I knew what it was like to have the lens of a camera in your business 24/7.  Any miscalculated step would be broadcasted everywhere for everyone to see and judge.  And my experience had been nine years ago.  The Internet had made any kind of news available instantly – and the paparazzi moved like a pack of vicious hyenas, picking for any scrap of gossip.
Siobhan turned her hazel eyes my way, flashing me a sympathetic smile.  She knew from experience I was thinking of the hell I went through for six months after my modeling experience.  "This is nothing like you went through.  And I know what this will do to her career, if that’s what you want to call it.  She was sitting at a patio table at a restaurant in the Valley when she chose to publicly snort a vial of coke.  It's the way of Hollywood, Blondie.  Think of it like Darwinism, Los Angeles style."
"Survival of the fittest, huh?" I mused bitterly, my hands clenching in my lap.
She squealed away from the curb, dodging through traffic.  "Exactly.  Well, maybe like survival of the celebrity with the best agent and most brain cells.  You made it through and all you did was pose in some panties for a closeted gay designer.  No one was upset with you.  The paps were after you because you're gorgeous and were so naive.  You were like a breath of fresh air.  It was your mother they hated."
I knew Siobhan was right.  The media had systematically destroyed my mother.  She'd been called everything from a pedophile peddler to a vile opportunist.  After the ordeal, my mother and I rarely spoke.  I'd gone to live with my father shortly after the photos went live in every magazine from Vogue to Rolling Stone.  Not to mention the billboard on Times Square...
We drove in silence, neither of us speaking until she pulled up in front of my townhome.
"I'm sorry this upset you.  It's my job, Savannah," Siobhan said.  She patted my arm softly.  "I'll try to be nice when I write up the story."
Opening the car door, I swung my legs out and stood.  I stuck my head back inside the car.  "Von, do what you need to do.  It just hit close to home.  End of story.  Be careful."
Closing the door, I tapped the roof lightly.  She pealed away, her taillights disappearing down my street.  Tossing my keys in the air, I made my way up the sidewalk to my house.
I had quite the surprise waiting for me inside.
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