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   To Kathy, my beautiful, lion-hearted friend 
 
   who made life in Charleston so thrilling.
 
   This one’s for you.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Special Thanks
 
    
 
   I’d like to especially thank Emily H. of Fanny Press for your divine editing precision. It’s such a pleasure working with you.
 
    
 
   Thank you to Jennifer M. and Catherine T. for assisting me in bringing this book as well as several others to life. It’s a wonderful honor to work with you talented ladies.
 
    
 
   To my loving family, thank you for always bringing joy into my life.
 
    
 
   To Sia for her inspirational song “Dressed in Black.” With every listen I envision Severin and Calla’s intense love for each other.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Prologue
 
   Present Day; 1:45 a.m.
 
   Chalmers Street, Charleston, SC
 
   The girl’s fear is so blatant that it’s practically pouring off of her. It cuts straight through the heady scent of jasmine and burns my nostrils with the harsh potency of smoke from a raging fire. With my usual detached interest, I watch her from my second story rooftop vantage point. 
 
   Even in the haze of the dense shadows I can see her clearly. She rushes past the back entrance of the Blind Panther Pub, heading for her parked vehicle. The girl’s length of honey colored hair is streaming behind her in wild abandon. She suddenly breaks into a flat out sprint. I can hear her heart pounding in her chest now. The girl’s completely terrified. She’ll never make it. They’re too close ….
 
   The men are jogging as they close in on her. The larger of the two glances quickly over to his friend and then back toward the girl. “C’mon, darlin’, it’s all good. You remember me and my buddy here from the restaurant the other night. You waited on us, remember? We’re not gonna hurt ya. We just wanna talk, baby. Hold up now, girl.” He talks to her like she is a skittish animal he’s trying to tame.
 
   She holds her keys with the sharp ends pointed out between each of her slight fingers as she races across the uneven cobblestones. Attempting some form of self-defense is admirable, but in this case, nearly laughable. She’s no match for their size. The two intoxicated humans appear to be athletes, each well over a foot taller than the petite female and at least a hundred pounds heavier. 
 
   I step up onto the narrow ledge before dropping down into a low crouch to study the scene, my palms splayed across the top of my black slacks. I arrived only minutes ago, curious to observe our hunting grounds from above.
 
   Her quivering voice cuts through the summer air, “I-I told you already, I’m not interested! Now leave me be!”
 
   Even trembling, her magnificent voice thrills me like the opening of a Puccini aria. It’s beautifully melodic, unlike the majority of those I hear on a nightly basis. I can’t quite place the accent, which isn’t one I’m very familiar with. My eyes continue to track her.
 
   Nearly there ….
 
   She twists her keys around in her hand and has the one for her car front and center, primed to slide into the lock that’s now merely ten feet away. It might as well be a mile away because the larger of the two is now sprinting hard for her. Too fast … she needs to move.
 
   “Whoa, girl. I said hold up! Don’t you got no manners, baby?”
 
   He’s got her. 
 
   He clutches her upper arm in a firm, unyielding hold.
 
   “Ow! Let go!” she cries out in despair while trying to break away.
 
   “Get off me!” The brave girl struggles valiantly, like a wildcat, but it’s no use. 
 
   She’s hauled forward and lands against his wide chest as he peers down and speaks to her in a different, more menacing tone, “Now why you gotta be so fuckin’ rude, darlin’? See, me and my buddy here just wanna have a good time with ya tonight. Ain’t that right Kane?”
 
   His friend nods. He is swaying from foot to foot, his excitement obvious.
 
   Of their own volition, my fangs descend. It is difficult to enrage me, but for some perplexing reason I’ll have to examine later, that is now the case. Inside of a nanosecond I have made my decision. There is going to be some major mayhem on this historic street tonight.
 
   The friend moves fast and cages her in from behind, twisting a handful of her glorious hair around his fist. He pulls down forcefully and she cries out in pain. The man named Kane smiles excitedly. “Yeah, that’s what I’m talkin’ ’bout. Let’s get her to the truck right quick.”
 
   I can see it in her eyes. She knows she doesn’t stand a chance against both of them. She begins to scream loudly for help. The lead man grabs the back of her head and shoves her face into his dark t-shirt to muffle her cries. I watch her writhe violently against his inescapable hold. She’s kicking and twisting. It’s no use. 
 
   She tries to knee the larger man in the groin but he shifts before she can connect. The man behind her takes over, spinning her around before he tosses her up and over his thick shoulder. He calls out in a cruel hiss, “Hurry up! Bar’s closing. Someone might see. Truck’s not far.”
 
   I sense that they’ve done this before. My rage reaches a boiling point.
 
   “Stop! Heeeelp! Someone—”
 
   The larger of the two men matches his friend’s stride. He snakes his arm discreetly behind the man’s back, palm stifling the girl’s fervent cries. I’m about to make my move when an intoxicated couple rounds the corner. They stop and sway forward, nearly bumping into the trio, and stare curiously at the two men holding the frantically kicking girl. The college age girl speaks first, fear and apprehension in her voice. “Hey, what’s going on here?”
 
   I wonder if this might make them give up their quest, but then the lead man smoothly offers, “Ah, nothing, sweetheart. See, my buddy here got in a big ol’ argument with his girl tonight, and she’s still completely fired up about it. But we live all the way up in Summerville, so ya see we can’t go and leave her downtown on her own, ya know? Lots of bad things happen to women on their own down here in the city.”
 
   Stupidly, the smashed couple believes his asinine story, most likely not wanting any trouble from the two thugs. I watch as they simply move on, stumbling off the curb to cross over toward their car. The two men grin at each other before disappearing around the corner onto State Street. 
 
   I scan the street and swiftly drop thirty-five feet to land silently on the rounded stones. My footsteps make little sound as I follow them. 
 
   As I round the corner I see that one of the men is clicking the button on a key fob for an oversized black pickup truck with tinted windows. My eyes scan the street. 
 
   Excellent. There are no witnesses. Time to make introductions … the kind they’ll undoubtedly not appreciate.
 
   “Release her.” 
 
   Best to give them a chance to avoid massive injury, although I’d bet a month’s supply of blood that they are too stupid to back down. That’s perfect for me. It’s been a long time since I’ve fought a human. I secretly crave the battle, especially against ones such as these.
 
   Both men turn to me just as the one without the girl is opening the door to the truck. The man named Kane’s meaty fingers dig into her squirming, bare thighs as he lifts his chin to me in an arrogant manner and says, “Fuck you asshole. Go find your own pussy!”
 
   I grin, my fangs flashing in the light of the gas street lamp. I watch as their brows draw tightly together in fear-laced, drunken confusion. A few seconds pass before the larger one grumbles, “Fucking freak. Let’s get the fuck outta here, Kane. This bitch had better be worth the hassle.”
 
   He’s going down first.
 
   The girl is still struggling furiously, and before they can force her inside of the truck, I’m on him. With the strength of a big cat, I attack. My hand closes around the back of his hot neck and in one smooth motion I face-plant him onto the pavement. Before he can suck in air, I pull his right arm backward and listen to the sickening crunch as it breaks like a brittle toothpick into a compound fracture. He won’t be able to silence an unwilling female for a good long while with this gruesome injury. 
 
   His scarlet blood begins pooling out onto the light stone of the old sidewalk. It’s a good thing I’ve already fed, although knowing what I know of this vile human, I’d have to be desperate to take his blood within my body. 
 
   His screams of utter agony ring out all around us, in a cacophony of sound that echoes through the streets. I have about fifteen seconds to get her away from them before curious humans amble over to intervene and inspect the damage. Similar to each other, both our species are capable of wreaking great violence. The difference is, we don’t stick around to languish in the afterglow. 
 
   “Give her to me.” My tone leaves little room for doubt of what will happen if he disobeys my command.
 
   “Here, fucking take the bitch! Just get the fuck away!” 
 
   He drops her down to the ground, relinquishing his hold before shoving her toward me. Her long hair is in disarray, covering most of her face as she nearly trips twice trying to race to cower behind the safety I offer. My eyes stay locked with his as the human struggles to get his bleeding friend up and off the sidewalk and into the cab of the high truck. 
 
   The injured man is going into shock. I can tell by the way his heart is pounding. I should’ve hurt him worse, considering what he would have done to the girl had I not intervened. She would’ve been lucky to live through it. I’ve met men such as these before; they are total sociopaths, taking all they want with no regard for others. I grin inwardly at the thought of crossing paths with them again, perhaps somewhere far more remote.
 
   Although she’s not touching me, I can sense that the frightened girl is standing directly behind me. Reaching back, I place my palm against her forearm and connect with creamy soft skin that’s chilled despite the oppressive humidity that hangs thickly in the air tonight. She’s shaking hard and her breathing is ragged as she struggles to process what’s going on. Once the threat is gone, I’ll face her, but not quite yet. 
 
   “Fuck, JC! Gonna get you to a hospital! Shit, this is so fucked up, man!” 
 
   The man named Kane is both petrified and enraged over his friend’s injury and the inconvenient detour in their evening’s festivities. Only his denim-clad legs and scarred work boots are visible as he finally manages to get his friend hauled up inside of the truck. 
 
   A car alarm goes off not one hundred yards away. I whip my head in the direction of the blaring noise, quickly assess that it’s not a threat, and turn my attention back to the man. Before I can relax, I must ascertain that he has put distance between us. 
 
   As if in slow motion, his tall frame pulls back from the interior of the dark cab, hunting rifle poised in his large hands. Instantly my hand bands around the girl’s arm like a manacle and she shrieks out in pain. The weapon swings in our direction and the human fires. I watch the shell dispense from the chamber as his shoulder jerks back from the blast. His aim is accurate. 
 
   In that instant I do the unthinkable. Instinct completely takes over, and I spin around in a blur of motion, clutching the stunned girl against my chest as I trace us away. I hope to hell she survives it.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter One
 
   6 o’clock p.m. April 3, 1756
 
   Beauvais Plantation, 12 miles SE of Charleston, SC
 
   “Severin, can you believe how Maman has outdone herself with the preparations for this evening’s affair?” 
 
   “Come again?” Her lilting voice barely registers as I pore over the fascinating documents that are spread out before me.
 
   “Oh, Severin, please put away those dull architectural drawings that seem to occupy all your spare time. The guests will arrive any moment. Oh look, just there, out this window … I can see two boats coming up the river. You recall that papa asked that we welcome everyone into the drawing room for cocktails before dinner.”
 
   With a reluctant sigh, I roll up the latest renderings my cousin Adrian recently shipped me from our native France. I’ve eagerly studied them since their arrival just two days ago and am still amazed by the creativity of the latest wave of French architects. One day soon ….
 
   Turning to face my radiant sister, I hold out my arm, “Shall we then, Sabine?”
 
   She smiles brightly and tucks her white silk-gloved arm within mine. “I’m so excited, Severin! It has been over a year since we hosted a ball here. I do hope that some of the handsome, eligible men of Charleston will be in attendance this evening.”
 
   I remain silent at my naïve little sister’s comment. Even though she is nineteen, a respectable age for matrimony, I hope that my wise father will remain vigilant and keep her best interests in mind. For the most part, the Americans we have had dealings with since our arrival in South Carolina nearly sixteen years ago have been honest and forthright. Yet there have been a few I would have liked to strangle on the spot for their arrogant and manipulative ways. Nonetheless, I consider my only sibling’s virtue to be of the utmost importance and I will do anything to guard her from harm until a future husband takes over the important position. 
 
   “Ah, there you both are.” My father’s low, French-accented voice calls out as we descend the long, curved staircase into the spacious foyer. “My Sabine, aren’t you a vision, my dear. Severin and I will have our hands full this evening responding to the fervent inquiries from your long list of suitors, I must say. 
 
   “Oh, Papa, please.” She blushes furiously as she brushes a raven black tendril away from her porcelain face. 
 
   I grin and look down at her as she runs her gloves nervously against the fine material of her cerulean blue gown. “Oh, Maman, there you are! Did you see the boats coming downriver from the city?”
 
   My mother, all cool grace, smiles. “Yes, darling. I did indeed, now please calm yourself and remember to have an enjoyable time with our guests this evening.”
 
   “Yes, of course, Maman.”
 
   My father addresses us. “Some will arrive via carriage from nearby plantations—the footmen are prepared to accommodate them—but most are traveling by boat. I’ve asked that the dock master insert additional posts so that we can properly tether the vessels this evening. Also, Severin, please make time to speak with Mr. Anson. He is on the architectural review board for the city planners and it is my understanding that he is the personal acquaintance of two of your collegiate professors at the College of William and Mary. It will be nice to gain insight into them before you attend their classes this fall. I believe that he has a son about your age. The young man’s name is Sterling.”
 
   “Yes, Papa, of course.”
 
   “Very well. John, please open the doors so we can greet everyone as they come up the front staircase.”
 
   “Yes, Mr. Beauvais.”
 
   Many affluent families in the area harvest cotton, but ours is exclusively a rice plantation. John happens to be one of 75 slaves who live and work on the plantation. It takes manpower to keep the plantations running effectively and slaves are common in this area. I’ve always found the business of slavery distasteful, and after accompanying my father to one slave auction that was held in the old slave mart downtown, I vehemently refused to attend again. I believe that every man has the right to his or her individual freedom and that no one should have control over how they live their lives. I’m definitely against the majority in my thoughts. There are some plantations that I flat out refuse to visit anymore because of their reputation for administering frequent beatings. It is sickening to me how power and money can corrupt men. 
 
   * * *
 
   “Then we are in agreement over our architectural tastes, Mr. Anson. If you don’t mind, there is a magnificent rendering I would like to share with you. It is of the recently completed Place de la Bourse in Bordeaux. Jean-Jacques Gabriel really has outdone himself with his latest neoclassical design. I would really enjoy seeing this style here in Charleston.”
 
   “Well, Severin, I must say, after our extensive discussion this evening, we could certainly continue our chat until sunrise and never tire. I see where your passions lie. Yes, I would very much enjoy seeing your newly acquired rendering.”
 
   “Excellent, Mr. Anson. I shall not be but one moment.”
 
   I smile as I bound up the high staircase. My childhood dream of creating buildings seems closer and more obtainable with each passing day. The Neoclassical style is my favorite to date and I look forward to hearing his thoughts on the impressive design. 
 
   I’ve just started down the hall leading toward my room when I hear an odd bang followed by a distinctly feminine, muffled cry. Both are loud enough to cut through the violin music floating up from downstairs. 
 
   Would someone dare have relations in our home during a ball? I stop and listen. There is the cry again. My heart nearly drops down into my stomach when I realize that the cry is coming from behind Sabine’s white door. 
 
   What the hell?
 
   My legs can’t carry me fast enough down the long hallway. I throw open her door and nearly stumble inside from the force of my own forward momentum.
 
   His wide back is blocking her from my view but I can see the fabric of her gown splayed out across the settee.
 
   “Get away from her. Now.” My voice is nearly unrecognizable, the rage mounting inside me is venomous. 
 
   I watch the man slowly push back and see his right hand unlatch from Sabine’s mouth.
 
   She gasps for air and cries out, “Severin! Oh, thank God!”
 
   The assailant turns to face me. I blink and can’t believe my eyes. Sterling Anson. I struggle not to attack the man on the spot.
 
   He smiles at me coldly while straightening his ruby red cravat. In an arrogant voice he addresses my sister, “Well then, another time Sabine.” He swiftly brushes past me and departs as if nothing at all occurred. Sabine’s begins to sob uncontrollably.
 
   I shake with anger so fierce that I think my heart will explode within my chest. The only thing that keeps me from sprinting after him is concern for my sister. I have to know exactly what happened in this room before I mete out the unavoidable punishment.
 
   “Tell me, Sabine, tell me what occurred.”
 
   She’s pale and wide-eyed, tears streaking her flawless cheeks as she stumbles toward me. “H-he followed me upstairs. I came up to fetch my wrap and when I turned around he was inside my room. He closed the door and I couldn’t fight him. He is too strong. He pushed me down beneath him on the settee. Oh, Severin, if you had not come when you did …!”
 
   “Enough!”
 
   I turn and sprint down the staircase, knowing exactly what must be done to avenge this violation of my sister’s honor. Taking the steps three at a time, I quickly reach the foyer. I round the corner into the boisterous ballroom and spot the offender. My deep, booming voice cuts straight through the revelry. 
 
   “Sterling Anson, I challenge you to a duel on this very lawn!” The music halts and I continue, “You violated my sister’s honor and I will have vengeance. I will await you outside just before dawn. Should you refuse, I will stop at nothing to seek you out. You will suffer unbearable shame until you acquiesce.”
 
   The large room is vibrating with tension and our eyes lock. He downs what remains of his mint julep in one long swig, slams the silver cup down on the wooden table beside him and sneers, “Done, Beauvais. And you’d best hope that you’re a damn fine swordsman.” 
 
   I am. Yet in this case it doesn’t matter, because he’s not leaving these grounds alive. I’m set on dealing him a thrust with my rapier that will make certain of this. I say nothing as I turn on my boot heel and stride away. The next time we meet, he’ll be taking his final breaths. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Two
 
   Present Day, 2:03 a.m.
 
   24 Miles South of Charleston, SC
 
   It feels as if every cell in my body has been taken apart and reassembled. Even my teeth and eyeballs are in total agony. My sole focus is dragging air into my desperate lungs without feeling additional pain. It’s a daunting task. 
 
   “Open your eyes.”
 
   My thoughts seize up at the incredibly deep, silky voice. I know that voice … from earlier. Those men … the danger … he helped me.
 
   Strong arms are wrapped around my upper body as I slowly pry my eyes open. I can do nothing but stare up at him in stunned wonder. 
 
   Deadly grace. That is the best term to describe him as he stares down at me with not a foot of space separating us. 
 
   “How are you feeling?”
 
   I’m incapable of answering the towering stranger’s simple question. In fact, it barely registers because I’m so consumed with his beauty. Not even in a painting or a men’s magazine have I ever seen such undiluted, striking masculinity. I didn’t believe it actually existed. 
 
   Mysterious eyes the color of the deepest oceans stare intently down at me. Greedy for more, mine roam around to focus on the rest of his features. Sensual, deep pink lips rest below a sleek, perfectly linear nose. The lower half of his jaw is shadowed with the darkness of a few days’ growth. Glancing farther up I admire his arched brows that match his ebony hair. The glossy locks are longer in the front, just grazing his cheekbones. I drag my eyes back to connect once again with his and see that a small grin has formed on those lush lips.
 
   “You’re okay. Good.”
 
   I drag in another deep breath, and still encircled in his hold, I look around trying to determine where I am and how the hell I arrived here. Wherever it is, it’s nowhere near the city because the only sounds around us are the never-ending melody of cicadas and bullfrogs. 
 
   The wet scent of humidity, floral-laced vegetation and something distinctly male washes over me. His scent is divine, like the first time you smell the ocean, so crisp and utterly addictive. I want to lean in closer, to familiarize myself with it, but I stand still, not wanting to embarrass myself in front of this magnetic stranger who undoubtedly has a merry go round of constant attention from adoring women.
 
   Turning to the right, I strain to view my surroundings in the sliver of moonlight that provides the only source of light. Enormous, moss-draped oak trees cover a long shadowed avenue that leads to some kind of large structure or home. It’s nothing more than a dark shape off in the distance. Behind him is a dense forest. 
 
   This person saved me earlier, but could my fate with him be even worse? He crushed that guy’s arm earlier like he was breaking a twig. Why am I way out here in the sticks? Did he drug me to get me here? Maybe he’s a wack-job serial killer? With his looks he could just sit back, relax, and gather his prey. Maybe he’s another Ted Bundy. Oh, hell! I begin to panic and try to break away from his powerful hold. 
 
   “Calm yourself,” that impossibly low voice instructs me. His hint of an accent make the words sound incredibly sensual. 
 
   Did he just tell me to calm myself? He’ll regret that one soon enough. “Take your hands off me. I don’t know how you got me here or what game you think you’re playin’, but it ends now.” I do my best to steady my voice, to sound brave.
 
   Those intense eyes track my every movement before he says too calmly, “Ask me nicely and I might.”
 
   He chose the wrong girl to mess with tonight! “Look, just because you saved me from some assholes earlier doesn’t give you the right to touch me or to tell me how to behave, got it? Now, I’ll ask one more time, then you’re gonna regret it. Get your hands off me. Right now.” 
 
   I’m pissed, but mostly at myself. I never should’ve stayed so late at that birthday party. But how was I supposed to know that those two jerks who harassed me during my shift the other night at Poco Loco’s would show up at the pub where the party was being thrown? It was my mistake that I didn’t ask the doorman to walk me the two blocks to my car—not like he could have. The place was heaving when I left. Never again. 
 
   He seems amused as he lands me with, “You are a fiery one, aren’t you, ma belle fleur?”
 
   Damn! Why does his sexy voice have to match his jaw-dropping looks? I can’t think straight. I squirm harder, desperate to escape, knowing that deep down this guy is danger personified. Despite my best efforts, I get nowhere in his vice-like grip, not even a fraction of an inch. Damn, this guy is super fit. I’ll have to really focus if I want to get out of this hot mess.
 
   He surprises me by saying, “Tell me your name, then, and I’ll release you.”
 
   I huff out a breath and look off into the inky shadows. In an annoyed tone I say quietly, “Fine, it’s Calla. There, now make good on your word.” 
 
   My eyes flick back to his and he’s watching me closely as he says in that lush voice, “Calla. Mmm … I was right. “
 
   His arms open wide and I’m free. I hate the fact that I miss his comforting hold. It’s been years since a man has held me in his arms, and even then it was never someone nearly as astounding as this guy.
 
   I take a step back and ask curiously, “You were right about what?”
 
   “You, your name. It suits you perfectly.”
 
   I look away quickly, not wanting this stranger to see the embarrassment on my face from his compliment. I casually toss out, “Yeah, whatever, just tell me how I get to a road and I’ll be on my way.”
 
   “Not. Just. Yet.” The words fall slowly from his lips. 
 
   A shiver of something dark and alluring runs through me. I need to get the hell outta here before I’m a willing participant in whatever this stunning guy has planned. No, no damn it!
 
   I lift my chin, level him with a hot glare and ask, “You got some reason you saved me besides being polite? ’Cause if that’s the case we can sort it out right here.” I point a stiff finger to the grass and continue, “Right now. Nobody tells me what to do.” 
 
   Yeah, show him that he might want to rethink whatever plan is going on in that brain of his. 
 
   Out of nowhere, loud male laughter breaks out behind me. I spin around to see who could’ve possibly snuck up on us in total silence. My eyes open wide at the site of another gorgeous specimen of a man. 
 
   Hell, where do these guys come from? Maybe they’re foreign, into some illegal shit, coke dealers or something. That must be the reason I’ve never seen them downtown and also why they live out in the middle of nowhere. No, I definitely would not have forgotten looks like these. The huge man before me is allowing me to look my fill. His dark blond hair is pulled back into a low ponytail, and even in the moonlight his even, white smile is mesmerizing.
 
   His hypnotic, pale blue eyes sparkle with interest as he looks past me and says in a distinctly British accent, “Well Severin, I’ve got to hand it to you. This is certainly one to savor. Tell me, where did you find her and more importantly why is she here? You know our code.”
 
   I quickly take a large step back from the men, sensing that there is something animalistic and dangerous about the two I can’t really put my finger on. Run, Calla, something’s not right! The primal warning deep within me tells me that I need to get away, to haul ass, because beneath their smooth exteriors, these guys are lethal.
 
   “She won’t be staying long. Now leave us, Ambrose.”
 
   Seemingly ignoring the demand, the man asks, “Wait, how did she get here?” 
 
   “I brought her.”
 
   “That’s not possible. I would have heard the SUV.”
 
   “I traced us here.”
 
   The blond guy looks shocked, and his lips part before he asks carefully, “And she made it?”
 
   “It appears so. Now, for the second time, leave us.”
 
   “Ahh, Severin, always so serious. Very well, but I have to say, it really would perk up this dull Saturday night if you decided to share your sexy treat.”
 
   That’s it. With those dangerous words I know I’ve landed in the lion’s den. I instantly break free from my frozen terror and whip around to flee toward the safety of the woods. 
 
   I hear the blond man laughing loudly as I dash away. “I do love the spirited ones, don’t you?”
 
   Fuckers! They’re not getting anything from me without a fight!
 
   I’m only a few feet into the dense labyrinth of trees when he suddenly appears in front of me. What the …? I cry out and try to change direction when he lunges for me. His speed is inconceivable. 
 
   As I twist to avoid his grasp, my bare arm connects with the sharp point of a branch and I feel my skin rip open. My teeth dig down into the inside of my bottom lip from the burning pain. No time to worry about it. Move, move! The blood dripping down my arm barely registers as I race blindly, trying to escape a horrific fate at the hands of these psychos.
 
   A low growl erupts behind me. It’s lethal in its violent intensity and reminds me of the sound a ferocious predator makes right before the kill. Shit!
 
   He’s on me in the blink of an eye. I’m face down in the blanket of leaves, and before I can even drag in a breath I’m flipped around to face my assailant. I stare up in total shock, not even able to scream. Irises that were once a deep, hypnotic blue are now as black as midnight and scary as fuck. 
 
   His lips are parted and long white pointed canines are coming at me. I try with all my might to move, but his weight is tremendous. His hands have my shoulders pinned down against the damp earth. I grasp for his biceps in a feeble attempt to haul him off me, but all I connect with is thick, corded muscle.
 
   As he closes in, his head lowering down to mine, I hear his groans. It’s as if he’s fighting hard against some internal force that has taken hold of him. 
 
   Just as his face disappears from view, pressing down into the crook of my neck, I feel the sensation of his warm breath against my sensitive skin as he whispers thickly, “Forgive me, Calla.”
 
   The initial pain of his bite is shocking. It’s as if two knitting needles have been thrust into my neck. 
 
   “No! S-stop!”
 
   I scream loudly and suddenly, it all changes. Almost immediately the searing pain morphs into an overwhelming feeling of total ecstasy. 
 
   “Oh! Ahh!” I cry out as the mind-bending pleasure washes through me, more potent than the rush of the strongest drug. My thoughts turn into a hazy wash of euphoria. Wetness floods my core and the only thing on my mind is rough, hard sex. Right now. 
 
   He shifts his body to align perfectly with mine and I can’t resist parting my legs wider to accommodate him. His toned hips grind against my sex in a perfect, rhythmic motion that keep time with the delicious sucking pulls that have my already damp pussy throbbing for more. 
 
   His stone hard thickness teases me as it slides against the smoothness of my panties. I cry out, desperate for more. He snarls into the bite and releases one shoulder to reach down and palm my damp sex. Oh, God, yes! I’ve never been this aroused in my life. I hope he takes me soon ….
 
   It’s becoming harder to focus on the rapturous bliss because my thoughts are quickly becoming fragmented. The last thing I see before I pass out are the lustrous strands of his beautiful black hair as they tease lightly against my flushed cheeks. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Three
 
   Present Day, 3:07 a.m.
 
   Willful Creature
 
   I stare down at the beauty named Calla. She’s still unconscious but is just beginning to stir. She looks so fragile laid out in the center of my bed. I took too much from her tonight, but I couldn’t resist. The instant I scented the sweetness of her blood, her fate was sealed. Never in my two hundred and fifty eight years as a vampire have I tasted anything even remotely close to the irresistible perfection of her blood. It is so rich and complex, like a fine cognac that was crafted exclusively for me. I craved it so badly that I didn’t even bother to take the time to glamour her before my fangs sank deep. I now regret causing her the undoubted initial pain of my bite.
 
   Her blood is notably stronger than what I’m used to and I wonder if she possesses some quality I’ve yet to discover. It’s a wonder that I was able to stop when I did. It’s a good thing that I’d fed not long before, because she could’ve easily been killed. Her pure taste is undeniably addictive. 
 
   I straddle her, the weight of my knees pressing heavily into the softness of the charcoal gray sheets. A soft moan escapes her as she tosses her head back and forth. Her sexy lips are parted lightly, and I want nothing more than to run my tongue against the plump bottom one. My eyes roam her face, taking in her delicate, utterly feminine features. 
 
   I shift restlessly because my cock is like an iron bar encased in my slacks. It has been hard ever since the first moment I got a good look at her after I traced her here, and now, seeing her wear my marks on her swan-like neck is putting me into the red zone. 
 
   There is something about this girl that is so powerful and alluring. I’ve encountered exquisite beauty like hers numerous times in the past two centuries, but each and every time, the moment they opened their mouths to speak my interest evaporated. No, this one is different, so raw and wild. 
 
   Who is this girl?
 
   I love problem solving, live for it actually … the more complex the better.
 
   I’ll uncover your secrets, ma belle fleur, and when I do, you’ll belong to me. 
 
   I smooth a hand across the length of her flaxen hair and marvel at its softness. The color rivals spun gold. My fingers close around a segment and I imagine gripping it tightly in my clenched fist as I work her roughly from behind. 
 
   As if she has sensed my wicked thoughts, her pale green eyes fly open and lock with mine. She’s completely terrified.
 
   I speak to her calmly, slowly. “Easy, Calla. Nice and easy. You’re fine.”
 
   She struggles and pants like a frightened rabbit. “Get off me, you, you whatever the hell you are!”
 
   I chuckle deeply, amused by both her innocence and fierce spirit. “In my home, ma belle fleur, I will do precisely as I wish. When I wish, and exactly how I wish.” 
 
   She blinks at my arrogant statement but recovers swiftly, tossing out furiously, “Well, Severin, or whatever the fuck your name is, it was against my wish for you to use my blood as your fucking midnight snack. Now you’d best get off me or there’s gonna be trouble!”
 
   She is scared but trying her best to put on a brave front in light of her current circumstances. I grin down at her and whisper, “Do your best, Calla, but I’ll warn you only once, never speak to me like that again.”
 
   I lean back onto my calves, essentially giving her free range of motion. She breaks my impassive stare and glances quickly toward the closed door. The girl wastes no time pulling both knees back to sharply kick out between my spread legs. She is in survival mode.
 
   I saw her intent as her muscles tensed to pull up and back. I allow her the kick, and just before she lands the blow, I wrap my hands around each bare ankle, stopping her dead in her tracks, an inch from my throbbing sex. I do not bother to disguise my preternatural speed as we normally do around humans.
 
   The girl looks stunned but quickly tries to cover up her emotions by narrowing her eyes and asking me in a measured voice, “What are you?”
 
   Still clasping her slim ankles, I tilt my head and ask, “Do you trust your intuition, Calla?”
 
   “Always,” she whispers.
 
   “Excellent. Then you already know what I am,” I whisper back to her.
 
   Her head shakes slowly back and forth, disbelief written across her stunning face. “What I think is not possible, and on top of that, you have no way of knowing what I think you are—that is, unless you can read my thoughts. Can you?”
 
   “No. I cannot. But there are some of us who do possess that unique ability.”
 
   “Then you don’t get the privilege of guessing.”
 
   I sigh at her stubbornness and lightly stroke my right thumb against the softness of her ankle. “I’ve been around a very long time, ma belle fleur, and although I cannot see into the future or read your mind, I am unusually perceptive. I can read not only body language, but also emotional states. I can sense that you are a very intelligent woman. You know exactly what I am, Calla, yet what amuses me most is that you are utterly unafraid of me. This has never happened before. Humans who see what we are capable of fear us as they might the grim reaper himself. Yet you … do not. Why?”
 
   Her dark blond brows draw together in frustration, “Why? Seriously, you really wanna know?”
 
   “I do.”
 
   With narrowed eyes, she leans in close and practically hisses, “I don’t fear you because I’ve been to hell already, and Severin, I ain’t ever going back. Now, vampire or not—and based on the fact that this situation is beyond messed up, I’m going with the latter—one last time, let go of my legs!” She glares at me, daring me to call her bluff.
 
   I can’t hide my genuine surprise as I release her legs and she scrambles back against the dark cherry colored leather headboard. She glances down at the bandage I placed on her upper arm. I lean back against the matching curved footboard, giving her ample distance, and ask, “Care to elaborate on that statement?”
 
   “Nope.” She crosses her arms defiantly and looks once again toward the locked door. 
 
   “All right then, humor me. Your accent is one I’ve heard rarely, and long ago at that. If I had to guess I would say somewhere in Appalachia, am I correct?”
 
   “Bingo.”
 
   I fight hard not to let my lips twist into a grin. Her headstrong personality is not only refreshing but also intoxicating.
 
   “Can you be more specific, Calla?”
 
   “West Virginia. There, can I get outta here now? No need for a ride. I’ll make it back to the city on my own.”
 
   I cock my head to one side. “Is it so terrible, being here with me?”
 
   She widens her eyes in surprise at my question and I notice how her forehead is damp with perspiration. I am making her uncomfortable. I’m coming to think that anything which calls up an emotional response unnerves this fascinating woman.
 
   “Look, I’m working a double tomorrow. I need to get back to my apartment. I need you to release me because you can’t keep me here forever and you’ve gotta be bat shit crazy if you think I’m gonna let you gorge yourself on my blood again.”
 
   I burst out laughing and she stares at me in complete annoyance before saying, “What’s so damn funny?”
 
   “You, ma belle fleur. You are magnificent.”
 
   “Yeah, well I’ll be a lot more ‘magnificent’ when this hellish night is long behind me.” 
 
   She looks down and smoothes the pale pink polish on her fingertips with her left index finger before adding, “Why do you keep calling me that?”
 
   “Ma belle fleur?”
 
   “Yeah. What does it mean anyhow?”
 
   Mmm … She enjoys it when I call her the lovely term of endearment.
 
   “It means ‘my beautiful flower’ in French—my native tongue—and I call you that, Calla, because that is exactly what you are to me.”
 
   I can hear her heart thundering beneath the snug peach blouse. She shifts uncomfortably to tuck her small bare feet beneath her. Her lips part to say something before she decides against it and they press closed again. She watches my every move as I stand and hold out my hand to her. “Come Calla, let’s get you home.”
 
   Hesitantly, she places her hand in mine and stands, slipping on her flat gold sandals. I observe her carefully, noting that her small features give her the appearance that she is quite young, yet her mouth-watering curves belong to a woman. 
 
   “How old are you Calla?”
 
   “Twenty-three. You?”
 
   I smile. “That is very a long story, best kept for another time, perhaps.” 
 
   She watches me carefully before answering, “Yeah, we’ll see.”
 
   How interesting.
 
   She simply nods, a bit nervous at the turn our conversation is taking. My eyes track her as she moves over to stand beside the door, looking around one last time before we depart. 
 
   I stare down at her, my hand resting on the doorknob. “Before we go up, I want to warn you, Calla. There are others who reside here and it is in your best interest to stay very close to me. Are we clear?”
 
   “Yes. We’re clear.”
 
   The girl may be willful but she’s not dense. She’s only seen a fraction of what we’re capable of and although she senses that I’m not a lethal threat, she knows to be cautious of the unknown. I stare into her eyes and wonder what has happened to her to make her so determined and independent. 
 
   Opening the steel reinforced door, I lead her down the minimalist, sconce-lit hallway toward the elevator. Long ago, we built this underground home beneath a once marvelous plantation estate, not unlike the one I grew up in on the banks of the Ashley River. Situated on over fifteen acres, this historic property is accessible from only one lone dirt road. At the end of that is an iron security gate that spans the width of the road. Even if curious history buffs wanted to trek the two miles in on foot, all they would find is a crumbling, once-grand plantation house. We keep the taxes paid and haven’t had any issues in the eighty years we have resided here. 
 
   She is looking all around at the spacious rooms that open up off the vast hallway. The décor is modern, in pale tones of soft grays and slate blues. 
 
   “How many live here?”
 
   I hold her hand and tag the elevator button before answering her, “Usually four of us. We tend to travel a lot.”
 
   “I see. And everyone, I guess, including the guy I saw earlier, must be out tonight?” 
 
   “That’s right.”
 
   We step into the elevator and reach the main floor in no time. The elevator opens and she holds my forearm tightly as we step out into blackness. 
 
   Her eyes haven’t adjusted to the darkness, but we are in a hidden interior corridor. I place my palm flat against a touch screen scanner. The red light moves across and back one time before the weathered, twelve-foot-high panel door slides open. 
 
   The wide-planked heart pine floors creak and groan beneath our feet as we make our way down the once grand hallway. Now hand-painted silk wallpaper hangs in tatters around the detailed wainscoting and carved moldings that are covered with over an inch of dust. She seems entranced by the home and stops near the front entrance to step cautiously into the music room. A lone Steinway, its wood warped and dusty, sits in the center, and across from it hangs an enormous baroque style gold gilt mirror. I wait patiently as she stares around in wonder. 
 
   “This place is dreamy. I love homes like this … so much character.” She turns to me, her light jade eyes sparking. “Don’t you?”
 
   “Yes, Calla,” I reply, “I always have.” I lean a shoulder against the fourteen-foot doorframe and let her explore. As I watch her, I try to recall the last time I has a casual conversation with a human woman. It has been decades.
 
   She traces her finger through the dust of the white Carrera marble mantel and asks, “Do you live below for safety?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   She turns, and her eyes meet mine through the streaks of moonlight spilling in from the tall windows. “Can you go out in sunlight?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “What will happen?”
 
   I drag in a deep breath through my nose. “It wouldn’t be pleasant. Almost immediately I would suffer severe burns and within about one to two minutes I would ignite. At that point, there would be no recovery.”
 
   “Damn.”
 
   “Agreed. Now let’s go, it will be dawn in a few hours and I have every intention of getting you home safely.”
 
   “Wait. How are you planning to get me home? You’re not gonna do that Houdini thing again, are you? ’Cause that sucked in the worst way and I’d rather take my chances walking or hitching than go through that again.”
 
   I shake my head in exasperation at this perplexing girl. Walking over to her, I take her hand and lead her outside, down the wide porch and around the house toward the old shed. 
 
   “No, Calla, we only traced because it was one hundred percent unavoidable. In fact, I’ve never traced with a human before, only alone or with others like myself. To be honest, I’m surprised that you made it. But had I not traced us, the gunshot would have killed you.” And that is something that I never would have permitted. 
 
   She begins to tremble, the gravity of this evening’s events becoming painfully clear. 
 
   I pull her slowly into my embrace and stroke her hair gently with my right hand, “Calla, look at me.”
 
   Sweeping lashes tilt up and her luminous eyes connect with mine. “You’re going to be fine, all right?”
 
   She nods once and I hug her closer, marveling at the silkiness of her everything along with her clean, natural scent. It reminds me of when I used to play hide and seek with Sabine in the vast lavender fields of Provence. 
 
   That was so long ago, when everything was still wondrous and innocent, before we ever moved to America to take over our deceased uncle’s plantation. Before everything went to hell ….
 
   * * *
 
   We take the Meeting Street exit off the Ravenel Bridge and I expect to turn left when she informs me, “No, turn right. I’m just a few blocks up from here, on Nassau Street.”
 
   My lips tighten but I say nothing. She shouldn’t ever step foot in this area of town, much less reside here. It’s a wonder she hasn’t been assaulted already. 
 
   As I turn down the derelict street, she points to a faded yellow two-story Charleston single style house that is squeezed tightly between two others like it. Both look abandoned. It’s leaning at a noticeable angle and it’s a feat of physics that the old wicker furniture is able to stay on the sloped porch.
 
   I pull to the curb just as a young dealer in his early twenties rolls up on a BMX bike. He stops just outside my window and lifts his chin while scanning the street with narrowed eyes. It’s no wonder. He thinks I’m here to score. Why else would a Mercedes G Class SUV worth over 100K with tinted windows be making a pit stop after four in the morning this far into the hood?
 
   I roll down my window and shake my head back and forth. The guy wearing diamonds in both ears hisses in annoyance before peddling off, calling out, “Punk-ass motherfucker” as he rolls away to disappear into the dense shadows. 
 
   I look over at the girl, so stunning sitting on the black leather of the large seat beside me. 
 
   I sense she’s embarrassed. I watch her fingers smooth her white cotton skirt as she says, “Sorry about that. It’s really only bad around here at night.”
 
   “You shouldn’t live here, Calla. It’s not safe.”
 
   Avoiding eye contact, she stares out her window toward her crumbling house. “Yeah, well, it’s all I can afford, all right? Thanks again for the lift, and also for earlier, with the trouble. Guess this is goodbye.” 
 
   She turns her face briefly to mine. Our eyes roam each other’s faces for a thick moment before I say softly, “Yes, it is. Goodbye, Calla.”
 
   Without another word, she steps out of the vehicle onto the filthy sidewalk. 
 
   As the passenger door closes gently, I watch her walk away. I whisper into the black interior, “For now.”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Four
 
   Eighteen Years Earlier
 
   Parker’s Grocery Store, Westin, West Virginia
 
   “Brant, please stop! It’s so cold!”
 
   “Hush up, Calla,” my brother whispers quickly as he shoves the package of frozen hamburger meat down my favorite but filthy and moth-eaten kitten sweater. He tucks the hem into my sweatpants before quickly zipping up my jacket. 
 
   “You know this is the only way we’re gonna eat today. I got the spaghetti up my coat sleeve. Let’s get outta here before someone catches us.”
 
   I follow along behind my eight-year-old brother. My feet are cold and wet from the snow. I stare down at my tennis shoes. At least one still lights up ….
 
   We’re avoiding eye contact as we make our way to the exit door. I stare out at the heavy snowfall and suddenly want to stay here, even if it means an empty stomach. At least it’s warm. 
 
   Out of nowhere a deep man’s voice calls out, “Whoa, there, Hart kids. Stop right there.”
 
   Terrified, I latch onto my brother’s arm as he looks up at the tall man with glasses who’s blocking our way.
 
   Brant answers him in a shaky, nervous voice, “Y-es, sir?”
 
   “Why aren’t you two in school today? It’s ten in the morning on a Tuesday. What are you doing out and about?”
 
   I watch my brother almost sigh with relief. “Ah, we, um missed the bus, sir. Had to stay home. Ma can’t drive us in all this snow.”
 
   The man sighs. “You tell that mother of yours that if I see you two around here again during school hours I’m gonna have to call the sheriff on her, understood?”
 
   “Yes. Yes, sir. We understand.”
 
   Suddenly the man’s eyes land on the bulge in my chest. I watch his face as my eyes fill with tears. I clutch my hand against my coat, not wanting him to see how dirty my fingernails are, but I’m afraid that he’ll take our food away, which would be worse. I watch as something changes in his face, he looks at me like one would a hurt dog, pitifully, before tilting his head to say, “You kids go on now, go on home. There’s a bad storm comin’ ” The tall man’s voice is hoarse, different, as we race into the whiteout. 
 
   We are well away when Brant looks at me. “Man, that was a close one, Calla!” 
 
   I struggle to keep up with him as he clutches my cold hand, nearly dragging me along. He grumbles, “Ma ain’t been to the store in like ten days. Daddy sent money weeks ago. I saw the envelope and I’ve taken the trailer apart looking everywhere for it. She must have spent it or somethin’.”
 
   I don’t understand why she sits at that old table all day, hand wrapped around the bottle of clear liquid. It smells bad, and I’ve made myself a promise that when I get grown I’m not gonna go near that bad stuff with the red label. 
 
   “When do you think Daddy’s coming home, Brant?” I look up at my brother, who seems focused on reaching the trailer as quickly as possible.
 
   “Calla, you ask me that every day. I don’t know. He’s been gone longer than normal this time and I’m startin’ to wonder if he’s ever coming back.”
 
   Tears streak my face as we turn down the lane to our trailer park. Brant maneuvers us around icy potholes as we race for the safety of shelter. 
 
   The snarling of the large black and brown dog straining against the rusty chain has me clinging to my brother. “Brant, he smells the meat. He’s gonna get me!”
 
   He glares at the scary dog as we rush past it. He’s little too but always tries to protect me from bad things.
 
   That huge dog’s angry barking never seems to stop ….
 
   * * *
 
   A blaring car horn outside on the street has me springing upright in an instant. My hand flies up to flatten against my sweat-soaked camisole. Shit! I suck in air and try to shut out the distant memory, knowing that no matter what lies ahead, I’ll never have to go back to that disaster. Never.
 
   A light knock on my bedroom door is followed up with, “Mornin’, sunshine, you alone in there?”
 
   “Yeah, come in.” I glance down at my watch. Ten thirty. I never sleep this late. 
 
   “Thought you might have gotten some action last night. Your car was gone and all.”
 
   “Verrrry funny, Kiana.” I sit all the way up and toss a teal colored pillow across the room at my gorgeous roommate. She’s African American with long, wavy hair that’s dark chestnut brown. The caramel streaks running through it perfectly match her unusual eyes. As a former high school track star, she’s toned and petite. Guys of all races drool over her looks, but she is always lighthearted and playful, never looking for anything serious. Like myself, she’s focused on entering med school this coming fall with the ultimate goal of becoming a physician. 
 
   “Mind if I bum a ride to my car? I’m parked down on Chalmers—most likely have thirty bucks in tickets on the heap by now.”
 
   “Sure, but I have to be on time for my shift. We gotta leave in fifteen minutes, max. Hop up, sleeping beauty, saved you some hot water!”
 
   “How kind of you. And no worries, we’ll make it in time.” 
 
   I grin at her as she heads out of my small bedroom. We’ve shared this second story apartment for two years now. The rent is reasonable, and with our exhausting class and work schedules, we appreciate what sliver of time we are able to share with each other. Kiana is the closest thing I have to a sister and she treats me like one as well. It seems like once a month we attend some large family gathering of hers. Thinking back, I’m glad we ended up sitting next to each other in that sophomore biology class. In less than two months we’ll both begin med school and I’ll have yet a bigger mountain of debt to stress about ….
 
   I quickly gather my clothing—clean bra and panties, a pale blue fitted tee with the circular ‘Poco Loco’ sombrero emblem across the back, a pair of fitted shorts and tennis shoes—and head to the shower. As the water rushes over me from the ancient, rusted showerhead, I sigh in relief that I’ll have at least ten hours of constant distraction ahead at the restaurant to keep me from dwelling on thoughts of the breathtaking man named Severin. 
 
   I couldn’t stop recalling our encounter in the woods, when he had me completely trapped beneath his strong body. I bring my fingers up to my neck where he drank from me and feel the two tiny puncture wounds. Something tells me I’ll be touching them a lot today. At least my long hair will cover any evidence of what happened between us. 
 
   I’ll never discuss it with another living soul; no one would believe me if I did. I can’t even wrap my head around the concept of Severin’s existence. Everything I’ve studied in science is in direct conflict with the possibility of vampires, yet I can’t deny what I’ve seen of his preternatural power. I know that I should be—at the very least—repulsed by what happened, but oddly I find the kinky act of him biting me unbelievably erotic … so much so that I’m aching for it to happen again. 
 
   Christ, what is happening to me?
 
   I’ll have plenty of time to think about it all later. Everything about that man is absolutely unforgettable. Every step I took away from him last night seemed grueling. I’ve never felt such a connection with anyone before and it is messing with my mind. 
 
   Maybe one day our paths will cross once again, and if that ever happens I doubt I could deny him. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Five
 
   One week later, 10:40 p.m.
 
   Truth and Consequence
 
   “Tell me you scrubbed her memories, Severin. You did, didn’t you?”
 
   Balancing on the balls of both my feet, I maneuver behind him to swiftly land a high roundhouse kick that throws him momentarily off balance as I reply, “And what if I didn’t?”
 
   Ambrose catches himself before he pitches forward onto the black sparring mats of our underground gym. He whips around to face me, competitive intent burning in his eyes.
 
   “Ooh, he almost had you there, baby,” says Alina. 
 
   I watch as he glances quickly over to his lover and grins, “Nah, gotta let the old man get a couple blows in now and again. Builds up his confidence.”
 
   I snort at his banter and reply, “Old man? That would actually be you, Ambrose. And it’s been my experience that the big talkers always have something to make up for.”
 
   “Talker? You’re not the one who had to fight in the French and Indian War, you bastard. I’ll show you fucking tough.”
 
   He drops a shoulder and guns hard for me. I grunt as he connects with my midsection, momentarily lifting me several feet up into the air before I twist away and land in a low crouch. We never trace when we train, it would ruin all the fun. 
 
   His eyes now serious, he stares down at me. “You should’ve wiped the human’s memories. You’re the one who helped me create the rules for God’s sake, Severin. You know how crucial they are to our survival. It’s dangerous to deviate and you know it. So, why didn’t you?”
 
   I look away, adjusting my hand guard. 
 
   “No way….” Ambrose’s brows shoot up. “You’re shitting me. You fancy this girl? Well, fuck me sober, if this isn’t a first. Tell me the details, you bastard.”
 
   Alina purrs out, “Oooh, yes! Do tell, Severin. We can’t recall the last time you showed interest in anyone, much less a human. Pleeeeease?” She bats her lashes and smiles, all the while looking back and forth between Ambrose and myself, curiosity flaring in her exotic eyes.
 
   I pin him with a hard stare. “Drop it. Now.”
 
   He shakes his head and plants his hands on his hips. “You’d better be careful. If Valdon finds out, even senses your connection, he’ll take her out simply to annoy you, and you can be sure that he won’t be gentle about it, either.” 
 
   Ambrose takes his black Everlast training guards off his hands and strides over to kiss Alina. The sexy brunette reaches up to twine her arms around his thick neck before hopping onto him, her long, bare legs wrapped behind his waist. He grips her ass tightly as he holds her up against his shirtless waist and I can’t help but envy their passionate relationship. He grins proudly and shoots me a look before saying, “Later, and don’t wait up.”
 
   I shake my head and watch them leave. It’s not like the thought of Valdon as a threat to Calla hasn’t crossed my mind a thousand times already. Valdon Herceg, the head of the only other vampire faction in this area and my eternal enemy. For the past twenty years we have had an ‘agreement’ with each other. Not anything close to a truce, but an arrangement of sorts nonetheless. 
 
   Blood is abundant so it’s nothing along those lines; however we have both agreed to cease fighting each other and to continue upholding the ethical code of protecting our race. No unnecessary killing or maiming, and humans are never to know anything about us. If they do, we wipe them so they don’t run their mouths, possibly leading to irreversible damage to our kind. 
 
   Why I chose not to scrub Calla’s is still somewhat of a mystery to me. I knew sitting beside her that night in the vehicle that I should’ve done it. My best deduction is that I wanted her to remember me so the next time I see her we can pick up where we left off. I know that the prospect of any future with a human girl is bleak, but there is something deep within me that is drawn to her like a lost traveler to the North Star. She is unique, different than all the others, and I’ve been restless with the need to see her again. That proud, brave girl has even begun to appear in dreams, which before our meeting were extremely rare occurrences. 
 
   Weights slam down in the opposite corner of the workout room.
 
   A rumbling voice asks, “Who were you talking about?”
 
   My eyes land on the newest member of our family, Case Barnard. He’s been with us a little over ten years now and I’ve come to trust the huge man implicitly. 
 
   “A woman I saved last weekend downtown. Two men were about to rape her, possibly worse.”
 
   His thick neck twists back and forth in open disgust as he sits on the edge of the weight bench. Black tribal tattoos wind thickly across his immense shoulders. He lifts his shaved head and turns, his dark brown eyes connecting with mine. “The fucking things humans do to their women these days ….” His voice trails off in loathing before he adds, “Makes me wanna fucking turn ’em so I can rip their heads off afterward. Make it more of a participant sport, ya know?”
 
   “Then you definitely would have enjoyed yourself with these two. At least one of them is out of commission for a while.”
 
   “Good,” he mutters under his breath. 
 
   Ambrose was right to turn him. He came upon Case late one night as the man was getting off his shift as a bouncer at a strip club. Ambrose would’ve passed right by except what he saw stunned him, and our kind doesn’t shock easily.
 
   Six men were taking turns kicking the shit out of Case. At first, Ambrose just watched from the shadows out of curiosity. For nearly twenty minutes the tenacious man fought them off. We’ve since come to learn that he had banned the group from the club hours earlier. 
 
   They beat him down like a dog and then gave him some more, but every time the man would stagger to his feet and throw out lines like, “Come on, you pussies, I’ve gotten better on the fuckin’ elementary school playground.” 
 
   On and on it went until finally a stab wound straight through the chest called in his number. As the men took off on their motorcycles, Ambrose stepped in and fed the dying man his blood. He felt that was the least he could do as a reward for such bravery as he had not seen since the raging battles of The French and Indian War. His loyalty to our faction is total. He rarely speaks, but when he does, what he says is important and everyone pays attention.
 
   My thoughts drift back to the girl. It’s been exactly a week since I last saw her. I’m not waiting any longer.
 
   “Heading downtown, Case. Interested?”
 
   “Yup, gimme time to shower. Meet you at the truck in fifteen.”
 
   I turn to leave and hear him begin another taxing set. He’s got at least three hundred on that bar. Good for him.
 
   As I head for the shower the thought crosses my mind that it won’t be difficult to find the girl because my scent is all over her, like a marker. I’ve felt her blood pulsing within me all week long and it’s ramped my already ravenous sexual appetite up to extreme levels. I want her and nothing else will satiate me. I know that I should feed before I see her because once she is in my sights, I will have only one thought burning in the forefront of my mind: to impale her in two crucial places … at once. 
 
   I slide my black track pants and boxer briefs down my legs before I turn the silver handle to ‘on’ and step into the dark stone shower. Training helps us stay in top form. It’s critical because most nights we are on the alert for possible threats such as what happened with the drunken humans, but more importantly, other vampires. We’re territorial by nature and when others encroach on our area without prior permission, well, things swiftly turn ugly. 
 
   The tepid spray feels good against my muscles. I run my hand down the ridges of my stomach, then lower to palm my straining cock. I take my time stroking up and down, recalling her scent, the perfection of her skin and hair. I want all of it beneath me, quivering as I thrust into her for the first time. 
 
   My breathing turns harsh as I work my hand faster, imagining how she’ll cry out beneath me as I ride her relentlessly, so hard, nearly savage, knowing from her wild spirit that’s precisely the way she needs it. My eyes squeeze shut and I throw a hand out to brace myself against the slick stone as my grip tightens around my throbbing sex. My lips part and I pump my fist harder, imagining how drenched I’ll make her before I push into her, how she’ll beg for me to fill her with my thickness.
 
   I shout out as the orgasm rolls through me with devastating force. My cock jerks several times against my hand and I tip my head up to the ceiling, reveling in the intensity of the orgasm. 
 
   A long moment passes before I open my eyes. Into the steam-filled enclosure, I say, “I hope you’re well rested, Calla, because I’m coming for you tonight.”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Six
 
   Present Day, 11:45 p.m., Downtown Charleston
 
   Things We Crave in the Night
 
   “Damn, girlfriend! This place is absolutely heaving!” 
 
   I step off the elevator alongside Kiana and we begin to make our way through the sea of glamorous people. She glances over at me and says, “Let’s go ahead and get our drinks. Looks like it’s already three deep at the bar.”
 
   “Sounds like a plan.” 
 
   I take in the wild scene. Mixture is the hottest rooftop club in Charleston. If you’re not dressed to the hilt and up here before midnight, you don’t stand a chance of getting in. Period. The doormen who reign supreme down on the street level are very particular about who they let in. No flip flops or casual wear. I’ve seen them turn people away for simply having a bad attitude. When Kiana suggested that we go out dancing on our rare Saturday night off together, I was hesitant, fearful of running into those two hicks again. But we both agreed that there is no way they would ever go to a place like this. Besides, we vowed to stick together all night. 
 
   Afrojack’s “Take Over Control” is thumping hard from several enormous speakers set up on either side of the elevated DJ station. The glistening bodies sway and grind against one another in reckless abandon as the beat pumps through the June air. 
 
   “Here you go, Calla.” Kiana struggles to shimmy sideways through the dense crowd impatiently trying to place their drink orders. She hands over one of two frosty lavendertinis, my absolute favorite drink. 
 
   I grin at her, leaning in to shout over the throbbing bass, “Thanks. Next round is on me. I just spied a place for us over by the railing. Let’s head on over.” 
 
   It’s a feat of balance to cut our way through the chaos without spilling our cocktails yet somehow we manage. Our hips sway with the sexy rhythm as we sip on our martinis and observe the eye candy that abounds tonight. 
 
   Kiana’s eyes gleam as she leans into me and says, “Wonder when they’ll start falling into the pool tonight.”
 
   I barely stifle a laugh as I glance over for a glimpse of the long, zero edge pool that’s now almost blocked out by hundreds of legs. It’s inevitable. Someone always gets completely blitzed and falls in. The doorman usually has to wade in and haul their drunken asses out before escorting them to the exit. Normally it happens several times as the liquor begins to flow. I think the idea of jumping into a cool pool of illuminated water is just too irresistible for some intoxicated brains to resist. 
 
   “Oh, from the looks of it, any minute.”
 
   My attention shifts as several partiers make space for a group of massive men. There are five of them, all dressed in very fashionable dark clothing. Without trying, they radiate dangerous sex appeal, and even well on their way to being drunk, people are giving them ample space. 
 
   Intrigued, I scan the men, who all look like hired killers. The tallest one’s arctic eyes ensnare mine, nearly stopping my heart cold. In an instant and without warning, the vision takes over me and I see myself being held high in the air. His strong hand is locked around my throat, my legs dangling and kicking desperately below me as my terrified screams ring through the night. He smiles at me and squeezes harder, silencing my cries as malice burns in his spine-chilling eyes. Vampire.
 
   My glass drops to the ground, shattering the vision in an instant as my eyes focus once again on the light haired Russian looking vampire who is now staring at me with a completely different expression on his face. It’s one of total surprise swiftly replaced by calculated intensity, so powerful that I begin to tremble. Oh God, he knows!
 
   “Jesus, Calla! What the hell. Are you all right?” Kiana is jostling my shoulder in concern but my eyes never deviate from his petrifying gaze.
 
   It’s crystal clear to me that he knows the vision I just had because he read my mind. Severin said that he couldn’t but this one can and did. My visions are rare but unfailingly predict what is coming. I watch in horror as he quickly says something to the vampire to his right and they begin heading straight toward us. Oh fuck, fuck!
 
   “Kiana, we gotta get outta here, now!”
 
   “Are you feeling sick or something? Hey, let’s go to the bathroom for a second.”
 
   I scan wildly for the most direct path back to that elevator, knowing that it will take a miracle to get past these guys. I’ve already witnessed their inhuman speed. A Jamaican Sprinter wouldn’t stand a chance dodging them.
 
   “No, Kiana, there’s about to be trouble—”
 
   Before I can finish my sentence, a long arm falls across my shoulders and begins moving me swiftly through the crowd. As we wind through the sea of bodies, I look up into Severin’s eyes, which are narrowed and laser-focused. 
 
   I hear Kiana’s voice behind me purr loudly, “It’s a good thing you’re super hot. Otherwise we’d have a big issue with each other.”
 
   Who is she talking to?
 
   I try to look back to see that she’s all right and also to determine if the scary dudes are giving chase, but Severin is pulling me so fast that I’m nearly jogging in my stilettos to keep up the pace. Finally we stop at a flight of emergency stairs in the back that I never knew existed. I watch him press on the metal bar of the door and it flies open into a narrow, brightly lit stairwell. 
 
   As we start the descent, an impossibly deep male voice calls out from behind us, “Take the girls down with you. I’ll stall them here and trace down to the alley beside the hotel. They wouldn’t be dumb enough to bust the door in with the bouncers watching. Pick me up down there.”
 
   “Done.” Severin answers the huge man with the shaved head.
 
   He’s incredibly intimidating, but I’ve yet to cross paths with one of them who isn’t. In comparison to Severin’s deadly assassin appearance, this one is more like a grizzly bear on a short chain, a very unhappy one.
 
   I decide to hold off on the questions on the tip of my tongue until we make it to the safety of his SUV. I shudder to think what would have went down had they not shown up to save us. The malice in that vampire’s gaze made my blood turn to icy slush in my veins. 
 
   Kiana is smart. She has a built-in radar for trouble and knows to roll with it and not balk when things are going down. She’s quiet as we stop at the steel door that leads out into the lobby. 
 
   Still not looking at me, Severin instructs us, “Wait here a moment.” 
 
   Before I can answer, he steps out into the posh lobby and scans the premises. Then he steps back and grabs each of us by the hand and pulls us out alongside him. I hear him say just under his breath, “They can’t trace down here without the risk of being seen.”
 
   We hustle across the marble black and white checkerboard floor. The uniformed doorman barely has a chance to wish us a nice evening before we are outside, and Severin is demanding the keys for his vehicle from the clearly intimidated valet. He hands the teenager a fistful of cash and swiftly ushers us into the darkness of the backseat. I watch through the tinted windows as he rounds the back of the gleaming silver SUV before jumping in.
 
   The engine roars to life. He whips out into the heavy traffic that’s lining East Bay Street. We haven’t gone five car lengths before he makes a sharp right turn down a narrow alley that runs alongside the hotel. I lean forward, looking for his friend. I see him step out from the shadows of a brick wall. The Mercedes’ headlights illuminate the man, making him appear impossibly more frightening.
 
   “How did he beat us down here?” Kiana’s question goes unanswered and she seems like she couldn’t care less, obviously now distracted and in visual wonderland, “Mmmm … mmmm.” The sexy, appreciative purr comes from deep in her throat as he crosses to open the passenger door. As he hauls his big frame into the SUV I stare at the thick, swirling tattoos that are prominent around the collarless, skintight Under Armour shirt he’s wearing. I look over at my normally cool, unaffected roommate and watch a blatant mask of lust transform her sexy features. He has exactly what she wants, pure and simple. I know that aching feeling all too well.
 
   Oh God, what have I gotten us into?
 
   * * *
 
   We take off into the night and it doesn’t take long before I figure out where we’re headed. The sleek SUV pulls up in front of our house, and I see the exact same look of disapproval cross his buddy’s face as he looks over to Severin and says in a low, gravelly tone, “Bad part of town. They shouldn’t be living way up here.”
 
   With the subtle interior lights playing off his perfect features, I observe how Severin’s lips turn downward, but he says nothing in response to his comment. He opens his door and seconds later is ushering us quickly out of the back, all the while scanning the seedy street. 
 
   “Guess the party is way over,” Kiana grumbles as they escort us up the narrow, rickety set of stairs to the entrance off of the porch. Kiana uses her key to unlock the deadbolt. The door opens and we step inside. I turn, expecting them to follow us in. I’m surprised that they’re still standing stone-still out on our slanted porch. 
 
   His smooth voice cuts through the silence, and it’s clear he’s annoyed. “I need to speak with you. We can’t come in unless you invite us.”
 
   My eyes flick between both of theirs, waiting for the punch line. I mean, he can’t be serious, can he?
 
   Several seconds pass and the stern set of their features remains the same, completely unwavering. Oh man. 
 
   Kiana laughs, oblivious to what they really are. “You guys are messing with us, right?”
 
   I step to the side and swiftly offer, “Please come inside.”
 
   They have to duck under the small doorframe as they enter. Kiana and I both back up and stare in wonder at the massive males who are now making our already teeny apartment appear positively miniscule. 
 
   Kiana picks up her iPod and the sounds of Tinie Tempah’s “Written in the Stars” start to flow through the coffee-colored living room. The South Londoner’s sexy rap tune is the perfect distraction from the nearly volcanic tension. I can tell that he wants to talk in private so without saying a word I head down the narrow hallway toward my room. 
 
   He follows behind me and closes the door as he steps inside. I turn on a small lamp next to my bed. He takes a quick assessment of my simplistic white and teal Pier One inspired bedroom before leveling me with his magnetic eyes. 
 
   “Tell me how you know the vampire from Mixture.”
 
   No messing around there.
 
   “I don’t.” I answer his question as evenly as possible. I sense that he’s been on edge since we left the club and I don’t want to add gasoline to the already smoldering fire that is his dark mood tonight.
 
   “You’ve never crossed paths with him before tonight?” 
 
   “Never.”
 
   He plants his hands on his hips and stares down at the weathered floor before looking back up at me through impossibly long, jet-black lashes. 
 
   In a low, measured, very scary voice he says, “Calla, there is something you’re not telling me and your welfare is at stake. Five-hundred-year-old vampires never show interest in a human like he did with you. I was on the street level, leaving the SUV with the valet when I sensed your mounting fear. I traced up to the stairwell and risked being spotted doing so. Now I’m going to ask you one last time. How do you know each other?”
 
   “Fine,” I snap, more than a tad uncomfortable to tell him what I’ve never told anyone aside from my brother. “Sometimes I have these … visions.” His eyes flare slightly but he remains silent as I continue. “That’s what I call them. Anyhow, when I saw him, he looked directly at me and then I had a vision of him ….” I trail off, frightened to recount the horrific memory aloud.
 
   “Continue.”
 
   He’s tense but giving nothing away as I go on, “I saw him holding me high in the air … by the throat.” I swallow hard as the rest spills from my lips. “Once I had the vision he stared at me, looking surprised, like he saw it too, but that’s not possible … is it?”
 
   “With him it is. What happens after you have these visions, Calla?”
 
   Trying to calm the shaking in my legs that is quickly working its way up my body, I whisper to him, “It happens in real life.”
 
   His dark brows snap together. He looks like he’s trying to solve an impossible algorithm when he asks me slowly, “Always?”
 
   “Yes, always.” I can only manage a strangled whisper.
 
   I can tell that he is trying hard to wipe any trace of emotion from his features, but I can see from his silence and tense demeanor that he’s despondent about what I just told him, and he’s hiding something from me. His normal intensity is dialed down and smoothly controlled. Why?
 
   Slowly he asks, “How did you know they were vampires, Calla? For humans, we blend right in. In fact, humans are enthralled by us, finding us terribly attractive. We are only feared when we choose to be, when we take action. How did you see him as he is?”
 
   I shake my head slowly and tell him the truth. “I-I’m not sure. At first I thought they were dealers or just scary guys dressed in designer clothing. But right before the vision began, I stared into his eyes and just … knew.”
 
   He crosses the few feet over to me and lightly takes hold of my shoulders. His large hands feel so nice against my bare skin. I tilt my chin up to meet his eyes as he says solemnly, “I need to look into this tonight. In the meanwhile, I need you to promise me two things, Calla.”
 
   “And they would be?”
 
   “I need you to only go out when it’s daylight, and I need you to not let anyone, with the exception of your roommate, into this apartment. I’m not flexible on this. You’re in danger. Am I clear?”
 
   “Tell me what he wants.”
 
   His head shakes slowly back and forth. “I don’t know yet, but I’m going to find out. Whatever it is, it’s not good.”
 
   “Who is he?’
 
   “His name is Valdon, and we have been enemies for a very long time, Calla. That’s all you need to know tonight. Say that you’ll do as I instructed.”
 
   Like I have a choice? That creepy-ass vampire scared the shit out of me! 
 
   “Yes, I’ll follow your advice.”
 
   “If you want to stay alive, you should, Calla.” His stare is unwavering, expressing exactly how serious he is about the topic at hand.
 
   What the hell?
 
   He releases my shoulders and turns to reopen the door. Just before he does, he turns back to me, “One last thing, Calla. Don’t ever wear that dress again unless we’re together.” 
 
   My jaw drops, and before I can even begin to question his ridiculously possessive statement, he strides back out the way we came. I glance down at my slinky, midnight-blue backless halter dress and huff out a sigh. I follow behind him and once we reach the top of the hallway I stare in disbelief because the lights are dimmed and Kiana is straddling the sexy guy who’s seated in the center of our sofa with his legs spread wide. They’re making out with such fierce hunger that an earthquake could rock the building and they’d take zero notice. 
 
   Severin clears his throat several times before Mr. Serious peers around a still-writhing Kiana. 
 
   “Let’s move, Case.”
 
   His eyes tighten in annoyance, but without hesitation he lifts Kiana up and sets her aside as he stands up to leave. 
 
   “Later ….” Kiana whispers seductively to him. He simply lifts his chin to acknowledge that he heard her. Severin follows him out the door without so much as a backward glance or a goodbye.
 
   Arrogant! 
 
   Before I can dwell on what’s gone down tonight, Kiana falls onto her back against the cushions and says in a dramatic voice, kicking her legs high in the air, “Now that was the ultimate kiss! Damn Calla, he’s got some brother in him! I knew it. Shit girl, he is so fine! God, I need a cold shower, ’cause in five minutes flat he set my body on fire … for real. I’ve got to see him again. Now that was definitely worth ending tonight early.” 
 
   She pushes up onto her elbows and brushes a long strand of hair away from her flushed face. “Hey, how did you meet those guys anyhow?”
 
   I shake my head slowly, “Trust me Kiana, you really don’t want to know.”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Seven
 
   Just Before Sunrise. April 4, 1756
 
   Beauvais Plantation
 
   The pre-dawn mist is a dense mass hovering low against the damp grass. It surrounds us, making anything from our knees down difficult to make out. Several men hold lanterns around us so we can see to fight. The yellow lights cast an eerie glow, but I hardly notice—I’m so intently focused on my mission. I have been since I demanded the challenge from him just over nine hours ago. 
 
   My father wanted to discuss strategy with me. I flatly refused. As a gentleman, I’ve been skilled with the use of a rapier since I was a boy of around seven years of age. I curl and uncurl my fingers around the hilt of my weapon, which is covered with a sweeping steel guard. My eyes never leave my opponent’s in the thick moments before our duel is set to begin. 
 
   I’ve mentally reviewed my plan several times, absolutely certain of the strikes I will take against the man. And now, a peaceful calm washes over me as I await the word from the impartial announcer that we are to begin. Many of the duels that occur in the South are fought until one man is too wounded to be able to continue. As the one who called the offense against my enemy, I vehemently insisted that this duel be fought à loutrance, or to the death, to be absolutely certain that only one of us walks away this morning. 
 
   The person chosen to start the duel is unknown to either of us. I surmise that he was brought here especially for the grim task of giving us leave to attack. I glance down at my white sleeves one last time to ascertain that they are cuffed properly so as not to cause obstruction. I flick my right wrist and my sleek Spanish rapier cuts through the dense air with the crisp sound of a whip. I plant my booted feet into position and wait. 
 
   The stranger’s voice is strong but laced with nervous energy as he calls out, “Gentleman, are you both ready to engage?”
 
   After we both respond, the man’s voice again rings out clearly across the vast, shadowed lawn, “Very well. Begin the duel!”
 
   Body language interpretation is just as crucial as skill. I allow my opponent to close the distance toward me. I’ve already perceived that my adversary is an experienced swordsman, not only from the way he holds his fine weapon but also from his slow, measured movements. We are both measuring each other up for potential weaknesses. 
 
   Suddenly his pace quickens and he lunges for me. I shift to my right, missing his blade by at least two feet as he turns to stalk me once again. Because I’m right-handed and quite tall, I already know where I want to land my blow. I’m aiming for his superior vena cava, just to the side of his heart. If I sever that artery then it will be a quick finish. 
 
   My eyes track him with the intensity of a starving panther’s as we circle each other. Again, he lunges and just narrowly misses my left shoulder. Before he can reposition, I make my move. Thrusting with precision I go in for the killing blow, but he manages to jump back slightly as I enter his space. My blade misses and sinks swiftly into his lower left side, about ten inches south of my intended target. He shouts out in anger-laced pain. 
 
   I grit my teeth, furious with myself. From what I’ve learned in my studies of anatomy, my opponent might suffer some internal bleeding, but could well survive the wound. No, the fight is far from over. 
 
   I reposition and watch his free hand come across his body to tightly clutch against the large red bloodstain that is welling up on his light dress shirt. He’s furious. Even through the lamp-lit mist, I can make it out in his features. Excellent. Strong emotions lead to mistakes, possibly fatal ones. 
 
   Without warning I race straight in for the kill. I’m determined to land that blow, regardless of the outcome to my person. He raises his sword to deflect mine, but I knock it aside and thrust quick and hard. My blade sinks into the man, just south of his collarbone. Screams ring out around us in the morning air as he goes to his knees before me. His rapier is still clutched in his hand but the tip is lowered toward the foggy ground. I clutch his right shoulder and shove my blade in deeper as I tell him quietly, “Now you know that no one disrespects those I love.”
 
   As I begin to step back, pulling my sword out of the dying man, a strange burning sensation opens up on my left leg. Before I can even cast my eyes downward, I know what has happened. With his last reserves of energy, he lifted his blade to slice my left femoral artery. I know this even though the mist prevents me from seeing my leg clearly. My leg is drenched and it has only been several seconds since I first felt the sting. I stare down in disbelief and his sinister eyes connect with mine one last time before he keels over onto his left side. 
 
   I blink twice, trying to formulate a plan of action in my frantic mind. My energy is rapidly depleting. I glance over at my family in the distance and see my sister and parents racing toward me. My knees hit the wet grass. I’m desperate to retain feeling, any feeling, so I clutch my weapon as tightly as possible, sighing deeply at the sensation of cool steel against my trembling palm. I fall onto my back in the white mist and hope that they will reach me soon so I can see their faces one last time before I die. 
 
   Without warning I’m dragged in a blur of motion into the darkness of the surrounding forest. I can hear Sabine frantically crying out for me, agony lacing her sweet voice. She’s petrified and bewildered that she can’t locate me. I stare up into the dark green canopy of trees, confused as to why I’m now far from the house. I see the numerous lanterns glowing brightly, but they are now far off in the distance. 
 
   I try to sit up, but hands press against my shoulders. A hypnotic female voice surrounds me in the thick shadows, “Shh … fine warrior. Rest now. Be at ease.” 
 
   I look up and struggle to make out what seems to be a radiant woman with flowing, scarlet red hair, leaning over me. She’s upside down in my line of vision but when she gets within a foot of my face I can tell that she is exquisite. Flashing eyes the color of amber watch me closely as she smiles serenely. Her sensual voice floats down to me once again. “Here, take from me. Drink to ease your pain.”
 
   She turns her face out of my line of sight, and when she leans in closely, her full pink lips are glazed red with what looks like blood. I’m repulsed but too weak to move away. Using two pale fingers, she gently works my lips open before swiftly applying her damp wrist. 
 
   I gag as the warm fluid drips down into my throat. I try to turn away, but she is holding me fast. The metallic tang is foreign and unpleasant, that is, until it hits my system with the power of a lightning strike. Everything in my body comes surging back from the brink in a violent rush of energy. 
 
   The incomparable pleasure washes through me as I groan against her skin in total rapture. My hands fly up to latch onto her delicate wrist, desperate for more. I press it tightly against my mouth and draw deeply from the mysterious beauty.
 
   Her free hand gently strokes my hair, and I marvel at the amplified sensation. I never knew a touch could be so profound. 
 
   Her unusual voice reminds me of tiny bells swaying in the wind as she says thoughtfully, “Now, brave warrior, now you will know the unfathomable strength that you have so valiantly earned.”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Eight
 
   Present Day, 3:50 a.m. 
 
   White Point Garden, Tip of the Charleston Peninsula
 
   “Remember to clear your thoughts around him. Think of nothing specific. From my understanding, he can only zone in on one of us at a time anyhow.”
 
   Alina looks over at me and asks, “What if things head South tonight? Do you want us on him as well, or is he all yours, Severin?”
 
   “We’re only here tonight for a discussion. I told him that on the call. In the rare event that they attack, then he’s all mine.”
 
   “Got it.” She glances around the shadowed waterfront park and tries to ease the tension by asking, “Hey, didn’t they used to hang pirates from these oak trees?”
 
   I jut my chin forward, “Ask Ambrose. He saw it done.”
 
   She spins around, places her hands on his chest and looks up, “You did?”
 
   In an almost bored tone he says, “Yep. Those unlucky fuckers served as a warning for thieves to stay away from Charleston’s harbor. When they strung them up in the summer … now that was downright nasty. The smell would carry all the way up to Broad Street, and I won’t even get into the seagulls.”
 
   She wrinkles her nose in disgust and murmurs, “Ew, glad I wasn’t even born yet. That’s just wrong.”
 
   Ambrose shrugs casually, “Served its purpose. Made them think twice about trying to steal shit from Charleston.”
 
   The massive Brit has seen so much carnage in both lives that he’s seemingly unaffected by it. I wonder sometimes how he can be so detached, but most likely it’s his primary coping mechanism for the continuous butchery he was exposed to even as a young man. 
 
   “Everything good, Case?”
 
   “Yup.”
 
   He cracks his neck twice, squares his shoulders and waits. Aside from the brief encounter at Mixture, he’s never crossed paths with Valdon and his crew. I know that he won’t make impulsive decisions, though. Case is solid. We’ve all agreed on this.
 
   In the blink of an eye they arrive, standing silently before us. Time to get down to business.
 
   Valdon smiles placidly and strides across the grass toward me, wisely stopping ten feet away. “There is something you need, Severin?”
 
   “There is nothing I need from you.”
 
   He grins coldly. “I see. Not yet, anyway.”
 
   I cut to the chase, not interested in being drawn into his mind games. “Stay away from the human woman. The one from the club.”
 
   He laughs heartily and looks back over each shoulder toward his men in open amusement. “Are you attempting to give me an order?”
 
   In a flat tone I say, “You heard what I said.” 
 
   He tilts his head, smiling arrogantly at me before he says in a stern voice, “No. She knows what we are and on top of that she is a seer. Because of that fact alone, she is extremely valuable to me. I will have her, Severin, and be warned: I will stop at nothing to do so.”
 
   The air leaves my lungs as if I have received a quick jab to my gut. My worst fear has just been verbalized. I knew the instant she told me about her visions that she was in extreme danger, and to hear the one vampire on the planet that is a threat to me acknowledge it makes my blood boil like lava in my veins.
 
   “She’s mine.” I glare at him as I grind the words out. My fangs have already dropped from the vibrating threat of violence. 
 
   “Ah, Severin, nothing ever changes between us, does it? Yet again we find ourselves in direct conflict over a female.”
 
   “No, we don’t, Valdon. Katerina was different and you know it.”
 
   I’ve pushed him too far. I can see it as his eyes flash and then narrow. He growls low, “Katerina was mine!”
 
   I take a step toward the massive vampire and give it right back, “Katerina was never yours and you know it!”
 
   He’s livid and looks as if he’s poised to attack but changes his mind, saying menacingly, “Turn her soon, Severin, or you can be sure that I will.”
 
   No one dictates to me. Ever.
 
   “You realize, Valdon, that you have violated the truce we had in place.”
 
   “For her abilities, it’s worth the conflict with you.”
 
   I stare directly into his eyes. “I’ll never let you have her.”
 
   His voice is measured yet confident as he says, “Now that is a very arrogant statement to make, Severin. Good luck with such an impossible task.”
 
   They disappear in a flash and I feel like the weight of a 747 is pressing down on me. 
 
   Case growls low, “That fucker needs to be chained up in a cage and dumped into the harbor.” 
 
   I turn around to face Ambrose as he asks angrily, “Why didn’t you tell us she is a seer? You had to know he would stop at nothing to have her untapped power under his control.”
 
   “I was waiting to see if he knew. I’m trying to protect her. I want her to stay human.”
 
   He shakes his head back and forth as he says solemnly, “We both know that’s not even a remote possibility now. I’ve never seen him so furious—in fact, I didn’t know the tosser was capable of emotion. Are you certain this girl is worth the hell you’re about to put yourself through on her behalf?”
 
   “I have no doubts whatsoever.”
 
   He stares at me for several seconds and then nods slowly before saying, “Then we keep the human away from him. Are we all in agreement?”
 
   “Fuck yeah,” Case says cockily.
 
   “You know it,” Alina chimes in. 
 
   Ambrose’s hand claps down on my shoulder “We’ve got you covered, brother. Now let’s get the hell outta here. This place always did give me the fucking creeps.”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Nine
 
   Present Day, Midnight
 
   Poco Loco’s, Downtown Charleston
 
   “Hey, babe! Can we get another bucket of Corona’s and a refill on the chips? Oh, and a few more limes too, darlin’.”
 
   “Sure.” The large group of college guys have been here for well over three hours. They’ve already rung up close to a two hundred dollar tab in food, shots, and beer. 
 
   I hope they’re good for it.
 
   They are my last table of the night. The hostess stopped seating tables nearly an hour ago, and my boss—greedy bastard that he is—often keeps the place running past normal closing hours as long as the customers are buying. Come to think of it, I don’t really blame him, but he can be overly demanding. I’ve been here since eleven this morning and was supposed to get off at five. Thanks to a no-show waitress, here I am, shoving twelve Coronas into a pail full of ice at midnight. These guys had better tip. At least they are semi-polite. 
 
   Kiana closed out and waited around for me for over an hour before I told her to head on home. She’s working in the morning, and there’s no need for both of us to be trapped here. She was concerned about me driving home alone and made me promise to text her before I parked the car so that she could come out onto the porch to watch me walk up. 
 
   It’s true, our neighborhood is righteously awful but the worst that has ever happened to us are the relentless cat calls from the unemployed losers who seem to live on their front porches, hitting their bongs 24/7. Still, if we want to keep our heads above water with our school loans, the cheap little place is the best option. We’ve scoured the listings in the past and in a nice area, anything comparable would run at least triple what we are paying our landlord. We’ve nearly saved enough to have an alarm system installed, which would definitely help us both sleep better at night.
 
   Still … Severin’s stern warning, and more importantly my promise to him to stay in at night, keeps echoing in a repetitive loop in my mind. He would be so pissed if he found out that I defied him. I feel badly about breaking my promise, but it’s not like I have a choice. If I told my boss ‘No’ I would be looking for a new job. Immediately. And that’s not an option.
 
   I drop the beer and chips and cup of sliced limes on the weathered wooden table on the back patio and say in a friendly voice, “Afraid this is it, guys. We’re closing down. Gonna have to move the party elsewhere once you finish up.” 
 
   There is a general grumbling as each guy reaches out to snag a frosty longneck.
 
   The one wearing a purple polo speaks up, “Hey, didn’t we have an econ class together last semester?”
 
   I look him over, trying to remember. “I think so. Enjoy your beer.” I give him a pleasant smile and walk away to start cleaning down my inside tables. I have a clear rule; I never date guys I meet at work. Most are half drunk when they ask for my digits anyhow. So not charming. 
 
   * * *
 
   I’ve just finished cashing out my tips and am almost to the back door when my boss calls out, “Hey, thanks for staying on for the second shift, Calla. Bucket night is always slammin’. Enjoy your next few days off. You’ve earned ’em.”
 
   “Thanks, Johnny. See you Thursday.”
 
   “All right, sounds good. Drive safe.”
 
   I nod once and push open the back door that leads to a three-car parking area sandwiched tightly between two brick buildings and a hulking metal dumpster. The humidity is thick, even at midnight. I’m glad that I’m sporting a ponytail because my neck is already sweaty. Remembering Severin’s warning, I waste zero time making a beeline to my nearby car. I’ve just opened the door, poised to hop into my ancient Saab, when a large hand clamps down on the top of the doorframe, and that unmistakably seductive voice whispers from directly behind me, “You really shouldn’t defy me, Calla.”
 
   I gasp and spin around so fast that I drop my keys in the process.
 
   I crane my neck up to stare at him, and before I can open my mouth to say anything, he says, “I don’t want to hear your excuses. Nothing has changed. You’re still in extreme danger and apparently the only one who doesn’t realize it is you, Calla.” He leans into me and practically hisses my name. 
 
   He’s furious and it’s scary as hell to witness. 
 
   Breathing deeply for confidence I reply, “I-I know what you told me but if I don’t work then I don’t eat. Does that make sense to you? Am I supposed to weigh what’s more dangerous—not eating and not having a roof over my head versus the possibility of some freak harming me? Step back and think about my reality, Severin.”
 
   He takes his time processing what I said and I can see the agitation ease a bit from his chiseled features. It’s a relief because the man is terrifying when his is furious. Yeah, so not a good look for him.
 
   His head lifts and he scans the rooftops behind me before dropping his gaze to mine once again. “It’s not safe for you in the city, Calla. I would like you to come with me for a few days until I get this situation sorted out.” He leans in even closer and says too quietly, “Before you try to balk at my proposal, know that I’m not asking, Calla.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Did you not just hear me?”
 
   “Oh, yes. Loud and clear, but why should I let some weirdo chase me away from my own house? And on top of that, what about Kiana? What if he comes looking for me and she’s placed in danger?”
 
   “Case is all over that.”
 
   “What?” I whisper, completely astonished.
 
   “You heard me. He’s outside, watching her building as we speak. He’s been there since dusk.” Curt, direct.
 
   His eyes track the starry night and the buildings once again. “Get in the passenger seat. I’ll drive us.”
 
   I huff out a breath, realizing that I could stand here all night arguing with him, and knowing his tenacious, inflexible personality, we would be here until dawn. Then that would be a problem. If it wasn’t for the gripping fear that the terrifying vampire named Valdon caused in me, there is no way I would agree to go with him, but I’m not stupid. I wouldn’t stand a chance against that guy and his henchmen if he showed up at my door. Besides, deep down I’ve been longing to spend more time with Severin.
 
   “Fine.” I grumble, bending down to pick up my keys before handing them over and rounding the back of my silver car. I wonder if I’ve totally lost my faculties to be going home with him for the sole reason of safety. Damn! I can smell the queso and greasy chips on my work clothes and know that he can as well. Welcome to the unglamorous world of making it on your own.
 
   He pulls out onto King Street and I look over, “I need to pick up some things from my place.”
 
   Keeping his blue eyes locked on the road he says simply, “No.”
 
   “But, I—”
 
   He cuts me off. “I’ll go back for your things, and when I do I’ll explain to Kiana that you are keeping me company for a few days.”
 
   I sigh and look out the window at the traffic and the twenty-somethings who are out on the prowl from bar to bar on the main artery in the city. Even on a Tuesday night, the city is pulsing with energy. I glance over at him once, understanding that if they come here to feed then they would certainly not have difficulty finding what they crave. I shudder at the thought and wonder if it’s that intimate with everyone he drinks from? A wave of jealously washes over me at the thought of him pressing his gorgeous body into another woman as he did with me. I cross my arms and turn away, hoping that he isn’t perceptive enough to detect my roller coaster of emotions. 
 
   * * *
 
   The wide electronic gate has just swung closed behind us and he cautiously makes his way up the uneven, narrow dirt lane. The thirty-five minute ride out of town was driven in heavy silence. I’m starting to have second thoughts about having a sleepover with a den of vampires. I flip my black clutch over and over nervously in my lap, wanting to ask if he brings ‘company’ way out here often, but then I stop, because at this tense point, I don’t particularly want to know. 
 
   He parks my battered Saab in front of the white shed and gets out. Nerves are getting the best of me and I start to shake, not so much because he frightens me, but because of the unknown—the certain danger that is coming my way. I’m like a hanging target at a busy shooting range. At least work provided the ultimate distraction where I’m nearly able to block out the web that I’ve somehow become entangled in. 
 
   My door creaks open and his seductive voice floats down to me. “Come, Calla, we have a lot to discuss.”
 
   Suddenly the funky ringtone of my cell begins echoing out from inside my small clutch, demanding my attention. Quickly unzipping it, I reach in and see the name on the illuminated screen: Kiana.
 
   I glance up and say quickly, “I need to take this. Please give me a moment.”
 
   Touching the screen I barely have the speaker up against my ear before she starts in. “You’d better have stopped at the Kangaroo for a Lifewater or some shit girlfriend because I’ve been watching out this window for the last thirty minutes for your sassy butt. You all right?”
 
   I need to tell her who I’m with.
 
   I’m just about to answer when she cuts in, “Hold up, someone’s knocking on the door.”
 
   I clutch the phone tight and yell into the speaker, “Kiana, don’t open it!”
 
   There’s a hesitation before I hear her say in a stern, no nonsense voice, “Who’s there?”
 
   Though muffled, I can still make out the low bass of a male voice. “Case. Open up.”
 
   I catch the groan of our decrepit door as it opens. Kiana murmurs, “Come in.”
 
   “Hey, I’m back. So, I take it you’re with that Severin guy?”
 
   “Yeah. I don’t want you to worry but I’ll be staying with him for a few days … minimum.”
 
   Wariness enters her voice as she asks slowly, “Everything cool? I can come get you. Not a problem. Just give me the address and I’m there.”
 
   “No, it’s nothing bad, I just … want to spend some alone time with him.”
 
   I can hear her suck in a deep breath. “Well, be careful, and when you’re alone, call me. We need to talk. There are some things that need serious explaining, things that are beyond messed up. Know what I’m saying?”
 
   She knows.
 
   “We’ll touch base soon. Please be safe. Case will look out for you.”
 
   “Oh, you got that right. It’s all good this way. You just enjoy your few days off from the taco chaos and call me back when you can. Something tells me that we’ll both be occupied tonight.”
 
   My breath hitches with the potent thought.
 
   “Night, Kiana.”
 
   “You too, Calla. Bye.”
 
   I disconnect and feel better knowing that he’s with her tonight. I shift and glance up at Severin. He’s standing patiently with his fingers extended toward me. I pull in a deep breath, slip my hand into his and allow him to help me out of the car and up the stairs of the elegantly decrepit plantation house. The shadows play against every surface, lending an odd air of life to the space.
 
   His fingers thread softly through mine as the elevator door slides closed. My breathing is irregular and choppy from arousal and I’m mortified that he most likely knows. 
 
   Thankfully the doors open into the illuminated lower level hallway, and as we make our way across the length of gleaming wood I ask hesitantly, “Are we alone?”
 
   Keeping his eyes dead ahead on the door at the end of the hall, he says softly, “Yes, Calla, tonight we are.”
 
   I swallow and try my best to coordinate my shaky steps as we enter his spacious room that’s larger than both my bedroom and living room combined. I slip my hand from his, and not quite able to meet his intent stare, say in a whisper, “I’d really like to shower.”
 
   “Of course, this way.” He places his palm on my lower back and guides me through his bedroom to a tall door. Reaching around me, he opens it and steps back, saying quietly, “Everything you need should be inside. I’ll go for your things now. Take your time.”
 
   I tilt my chin up and my lips part at how painfully gorgeous he is. Somehow I manage to push out, “All right.”
 
   He brings his hand up to stroke the length of my long ponytail one time before saying, “I won’t be long, and when I return I will explain what’s happening.”
 
   I nod and head into the bathroom of the enigmatic vampire who is offering me his protection. How it is possible for life to be this impossibly complex?
 
   * * *
 
   I could’ve easily stayed in the vast granite shower all night long. The wide circular showerhead eased away all the shoulder strain from working that long double shift. With a fluffy white towel wrapped around me from the top of my chest to my knees, I do my best to work his bristle brush through my hair. If he’s not back already, he should be soon, and I can’t seem to get a grip on my aching need. Twice I gave into temptation and let my fingers drop down to play between my slick lips, which are throbbing incessantly for his touch. 
 
   I stare into the mirror, my face glowing with lust as my heart hammers in my chest. How long can I possibly hide it from him before he picks up on it?
 
   “Calla?”
 
   I jump a bit when I hear his distinctive voice call to me from the opposite side of the door. I reach out and twist the knob, nearly holding my breath in anticipation of seeing him again. The door swings open and I completely fail at covering up how badly I want him.
 
   My face lifts to meet his and inside of two seconds his sexy eyes flicker to onyx black. He knows …. In the woods, before he took me down, they were terrifying. Now they’re astonishing. I shiver as my already damp pussy becomes drenched and clenches tightly in anticipation of everything he has to offer.
 
   I stagger back a step and gasp as the towel is roughly ripped down and tossed carelessly behind him. I offer up no resistance because even my relentless fantasies of him have fallen far short of this vibrating, delicious reality. 
 
   He closes in on me fast, trapping me tightly against the wall where I am caged by his tremendous frame. His cool, polite façade is gone, replaced by that of a wicked male who’s about to take me for his pleasure alone. My nipples are pressing against his shirt and I shudder as I look down to watch him impatiently working the buckle of his leather belt. Once it’s undone he pops the buttons on his jeans and hastily shoves them down his sculpted legs. My nude body trembles against him as I watch, nearly mesmerized as his gorgeous cock jerks toward me in greedy anticipation. Its size and thickness makes my eyes spring wide open, and if I was remotely rational right now, I’d be terrified, but my brain is overloaded with the desperate urge for him to fuck me senseless. 
 
   “Oh!”
 
   Huge palms waste no time lifting me high up by the back of my thighs before pinning me roughly against the cool slate wall. There is no gentleness or kindness in his touch. It is one thread away from base and animalistic and it’s making my mind spin in absolute chaos. His mouth descends to cover mine in searing ownership as his slick tongue slides between my lips, seeking out, and demanding entrance. I feel my hair drag against the wall as I’m lowered down onto his searing, rigid sex. 
 
   I moan against his mouth as he uses my weight to work my body farther down the wide crown of his cock. The invasive stretching is borderline uncomfortable, causing a slight sting, and I pant as he takes his time entering me, allowing my body to adjust to his imposing girth. It doesn’t take long before the need overrides everything else, making me only want more. 
 
   Those dangerous eyes are watching me with the intensity of a lethal predator. He uses his strength to lift me high before bringing me right back down. He pulls back and swings his hips forward, claiming me from below in one perfectly executed thrust. 
 
   I tear my mouth away from his lips and cry out, “Oh! Oh God, Severin! Yes!” The way he feels, so massive and hard inside me, is astounding.
 
   His only response is a low, guttural sound from the back of his throat that sends shivers straight up my spine. My eyes drift down to admire his carved biceps that are holding me tightly. 
 
   “Yes!” I plead when that glorious body begins to work me with tremendous strength. 
 
   There’s no warning before he starts up a ruthless rhythm, fucking me with nearly violent force against the wall. I knew that his controlled grace belied the wildness of a deadly fighter, and here it is firsthand.  
 
   I’m clinging tightly to his neck as he continues to buck harder, his fingers digging into my thighs. I know what I want more than anything, what will send me hurling over that delicious cliff. 
 
   I tip my head to the side and whisper in a sensual plea, “Do it.” His eyes narrow for a second, as if questioning my intent. I drag in a reassuring breath and add, “I want you to.” 
 
   His eyes bore into mine with absolute intent. Suddenly things begin to turn hazy, nearly dreamlike as he grips me tighter and closes the slight distance between us.
 
   “Ah! Yes!”
 
   My stunned cry echoes through the enclosure as his dagger-sharp fangs strike with the fleetness of a viper. There is no pain this time, only ecstasy … pure, undiluted ecstasy.
 
   Before I even feel him draw from me, I find the combination of being impaled by him too much to take. The torrid spasms start up, ripping right through my body with such explosive force that it feels as if I’m almost on overload. The pleasure is astounding.
 
   His hips power into my sex relentlessly as he sucks voraciously at my exposed neck. With the wicked orgasm still hitting me full force, I feel him speed up. The violence of the act is nothing I could have ever dreamed of, and all I can do is graciously take his pounding thrusts.
 
   He drives into me one last time, shoving impossibly deep inside, and I moan helplessly as he snarls down hard into his unyielding bite. I feel him go still, groaning out in ecstasy as his filling heat lashes me deep within my core. His damp forehead and body are pressed firmly against mine. We’re both shaking from the powerful encounter.
 
   I’m still lost in a haze of delicious tingling sensations when I feel him release my neck. He pulls back slightly to stare intently into my eyes. His have turned back to that fathomless blue color.
 
   I’m busy drinking them in when in a low rasp he whispers intimately, as if telling me a dark secret, “I’ve found you, by God. I’ve finally found you.”
 
   * * *
 
   Buried to the hilt in her silken channel, I watch her reaction to what I just said. Her face is still flushed the most gorgeous shade of pink. I smile inwardly, knowing how hard I drove her. Twin rivulets of blood stream down her flawless ivory neck. I lean in to gently lave my tongue against her skin, knowing that my saliva contains elements that will stop the flow. 
 
   “Severin ….” she whispers softly.  
 
   Fuck, will I ever get enough of that unique voice of hers? The way my name slides off her little tongue makes me harden instantly.
 
   I lean back, “Tell me.”
 
   “That was …. I’ve never ….” 
 
   Her voice trails off, and her head shakes slowly from side to side. She is obviously still dazed. I’m patient, drinking in her beauty as she searches for the right words, still trying to gather rational thoughts. 
 
   She nuzzles her soft cheek against mine and whispers, “Thank you for showing me how it can be.”
 
   Instead of answering her, I lower my mouth to press against her plump, parted lips. She clings to me as I carry her out of the bathroom, straight toward the bed. I never intended to take her in such a violent manner, especially not the first time, but when I scented her lust through the closed door and then saw it written as plain as day on her features, something deep inside me snapped. My calculated control disintegrated, and like a completely greedy bastard, I took exactly what I wanted, precisely the way I wanted to. Never have I known better. The way her tight pussy gripped me like a fine, fitted glove left me barely able to hold on, so intent was I on getting her there—making the experience just as unforgettable for her as it was for me. 
 
   I lower her down to the center of the mattress, and with great reluctance, gently pull out of her. I’m more than ready to sink into her delicious body once again but I want to be certain that she is all right, not too sore. I also need to ensure that I didn’t draw too much blood.
 
   Her hands are quivering as they release their hold on my neck. I lie down across from her and smooth my hand over her shoulder before slowly pulling her against me. With our faces mere inches apart, I ask cautiously, “Are you hurting anywhere? I regret being so rough—”
 
   “Shh … no. I’m perfectly fine. Besides, the way you acted back there turned me on more than I ever thought ….” Her voice trails off. She is clearly embarrassed by the direction the conversation is heading.
 
   I love it rough, nearly always, and am astounded by her reaction. Not only can she take me that way, but she craves it. Perfection. I bring a stray lock of her hair up to my face and press it against my lips, consciously avoiding what’s to come.
 
   I need to get down to business with her because at this point I’m only delaying the inevitable. She deserves to hear the truth. 
 
   “Calla, I have to explain some things to you. Things that will undoubtedly upset you.”
 
   Confusion flits across her stunning face as her brows draw together.
 
   “And those things would be …?”
 
   “Every moment you spend with me places you in considerable danger, Calla, yet without my protection the threat you face would be tenfold. Does this make sense?”
 
   “Mostly, but you’re gonna have to elaborate, Severin.”
 
   I sigh, really not wanting to get into this, especially directly after what we just shared. But the girl deserves to know exactly what she faces. 
 
   “You are what is called a ‘seer,’ Calla. Have you heard that term before?”
 
   She shakes her head slowly, keeping a close eye on me as I continue, “Your gift is both rare and exceptional to our kind. Your ability to sporadically see into the future will only be magnified should you ever turn.”
 
   “Turn? You mean, turn into a vampire?”
 
   The final word falls from her lips as if it’s the most frightening nightmare ever. My heart clenches having to tell her the certain likelihood of her fate. 
 
   “Calla, regardless of how you see my kind, now that Valdon knows you exist there isn’t a corner on this planet where he would not track you down to in order to possess you, to be in control of your unique gift. Your abilities equal power and power is paramount to divinity in our plane of existence. He wants to harness that power, to dominate you for his benefit Calla. Do you understand?”
 
   Christ, would she be in this situation had I not intervened the night I saved her? I have my doubts. But if I could go back, there is still no way I would have let those wretched humans have their way with her. Never. I know myself too well. This is fate. It’s all playing out for a reason, but that still doesn’t mean that I can’t have a firm hand in the outcome.
 
   As she pushes up onto her elbow I can see the walls going back up. She says in measured tones. “I’ve waited a lifetime to reach my goal of becoming a physician, and now that that goal is in sight, no one—not you or some arrogant ancient dickhead, or anyone else—will ever veer me off course. Do you understand, Severin?”
 
   She is so unbelievably hot when she gets angry. I want to pin her down and command her little body to cleave to me, but I won’t stand for her speaking to me like that. 
 
   “You need to learn to curb that sharp little pink tongue of yours, ma belle fleur. It will inevitably lead you into even bigger trouble if you are not careful.”
 
   She huffs and flops back on the bed. “We’ll see about that,” she mumbles. “It’s seriously been a long day, and I’m completely wiped.”
 
   With my index finger I brush a gleaming strand away from her eyes. “Sleep, beauty, for nothing will harm you while you’re here with me.”
 
   She sighs quietly and drapes her arm across my chest. I watch her eyes slide closed and inside of ten seconds her breathing is deep and even. She’s well on her way to dreamland. I wanted to discuss much more with her tonight because I feel that we didn’t even nick the surface of the iceberg that is on a collision course with her future. 
 
   Staring up at the smoke-gray and wood-inlaid ceiling I rack my mind as to how I’m going to curtail the danger that’s gunning for her with the power a category five hurricane. I already have inexplicably deep feelings for this woman and I won’t let him annihilate her, which is what would happen if he tried to rein her in. She is too headstrong and would be even more so if she turns. No, her wild beauty could never be harnessed. Being controlled would destroy her. I won’t let that happen to her as it did to Katerina. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Ten
 
   Sixteen Years Earlier
 
   Westin, West Virginia
 
   “Can you believe that I’ve been invited to my very first play date? I’m so excited, Brant! Are you sure this dress looks all right? It ain’t fancy or nothin’ but it’s the best I got. Man, can you believe the size of this house? Wow ….”
 
   My brother shakes his head at me while fighting a grin. “Yeah, well that’s because it’s a funeral home, silly. They’re always big and fancy.” 
 
   His eyes narrow and he slows his stride as we climb the tall steps leading up to the grand white house on the hill. 
 
   When we reach the top, he turns to me, still holding my hand and asks, “You sure that these are nice girls, Calla? I mean, I know they’re your classmates and all, but ya gotta wonder why they never played with you before now, don’t cha?”
 
   I don’t want to admit it, but he’s right. Every recess I skip rope on my own and watch the pretty girls with the shining bows in their hair playing all sorts of fun games together. They never look my way or talk to me and I’m fine with that. When I get too lonely, I go pick flowers from the small patch of grass by the bus lot—well, they’re more like weeds, but I imagine that they are beautiful pink posies. When Marlene asked me to come to her house on Saturday morning for a girls only play date I was so excited that I could barely answer her. 
 
   I look up into my big brother’s eyes, which are filled with concern. “Maybe they just realized that I’m fun, Brant. Go on now. I’m a big girl.”
 
   “All right, Calla. I’m headed over to the field to play baseball and I’ll be back at lunchtime to walk you home. Don’t you go nowhere till I come for you, all right?”
 
   “Okay, Brant. See ya.”
 
   Nearly bouncing in my worn pink cowgirl boots, I ring the doorbell. 
 
   I hear footsteps racing to the door. They’re happy to see me!
 
   The tall wood and etched glass door swings wide and Marlene, Dana, and Jeannie grin at me. 
 
   Suddenly I feel shy, knowing that I don’t look fancy like they do. I look down at the ground and then back up through my lashes and give a small, silent wave. 
 
   “Well, come on, silly, come in! We’ve been waiting for you. We have some really fun games to play today. Come with us!”
 
   I try not to gape at how pretty and clean everything is as we all race down a hallway with floors that are so shiny I can see my reflection in them. Maybe I should have taken my boots off, especially because their glossy shoes aren’t all dirty like mine. Oh well, I’m too excited to care.
 
   Marlene and Dana are twins, but it’s not hard to tell them apart because Marline has darker brown hair. They stop running once we reach a glass room that looks out over a garden filled with brightly colored flowers. I wonder if we can go out there to play.
 
   I would love to see the happy flowers up close. Nothing grows in our trailer park but dandelions, and I don’t even think you can really call those flowers. 
 
   “Here, have some.” Dana points to a round table with a cutwork tablecloth on it. 
 
   My mouth waters at the delicate plate of pastel colored cookies sitting beside a full glass pitcher of what looks like pink lemonade. I start to reach for a cookie and pull my hand back hesitantly, asking, “Are you sure?”
 
   My cheeks flush as they start giggling. “Um, yeah. Don’t be silly Calla. That’s what they’re out for. It’s snack time.”
 
   I sink my teeth into the delicious cookie that tastes like it’s filled with raspberry jam, thinking to myself, Momma never has snack time for us. 
 
   I take a long drink of the yummy lemonade and see that they are all watching me. 
 
   “These are delicious, don’t you want some?”
 
   Marlene laughs and says excitedly, “No, we already had some, Calla, before you came. Are you ready to play now? We made up a new game and we’re gonna be on teams.”
 
   Sounds fun! I wonder if someone will want to be my teammate.
 
   I shove the rest of the cookie into my mouth, not wanting to waste a crumb. I really want to put some in my pockets to share with Brant but I think that might be wrong. I always feel bad when we have to take food that isn’t ours. I hope that one day we won’t be punished for it.
 
   Dana speaks up, “Marlene and Calla are team one and I’m with Jeannie. It’s team hide and seek. When it’s your turn you’ll hide but always in a separate place from your partner. If we don’t find both of you in five minutes then you win. We have a kitchen timer and everything, look.”
 
   I love games! I tighten my ponytail as she asks, “Ready?”
 
   I grin at my partner, but she is looking at the other girls. I watch her wink at them before grabbing my hand and calling out, “We’re ready!”
 
   My heart races as Dana twists the white timer and calls out, “Go!”
 
   I run along beside Marlene, so glad to have a partner to help me find a good place to hide. We make several twists and turns through the beautiful house and I’m panting with excitement when she comes to a stop in front of a set of tall, solid white doors. 
 
   My partner turns and grabs hold of my shoulders as she whispers to me, “You go in here, Calla. It’s the perfect place. I’m going up to the next floor. They’ll never have enough time to find us both.” 
 
   I don’t hear the last part of her sentence because I’m getting really dizzy and can’t see straight. My brain isn’t working right because even though I can still feel her holding my shoulders, I see myself inside of the large dark blue room. There is a long, glossy black box against the far wall and tall white vases filled with flowers. I’m scared but want to know what’s in the strange box that looks like part of the top is split in two and propped open. I cross slowly to it, wondering if I’m even tall enough to see into it. What’s in there? My steps quicken as I come closer. Taking the final two steps, I peer over the edge and my eyes pop open. Can’t breathe! There is a scary man inside, I think he’s dead. He’s gray and his lips look sewn together. Oh God! Gotta get outta here!
 
   “Calla, did you hear a word I said? Now get in there!” Marlene is shaking me and trying to shove me into the room. I’m still in a daze, not understanding what just happened. Deep inside I know that I don’t want to go in there.
 
   Tears fill my eyes as I plead desperately, “Please, no, Marlene. I wanna go with you.”
 
   Her dark eyes narrow as she seethes, “Oh no, you’re not going to ruin the plan. Now you do as I say and get inside and be quiet.”
 
   She pushes me hard into the silent room. I clutch for the gold handle, desperate to get out, not caring if I lose the game. I hear a latch slide shut, followed by the clicking sound of her footsteps as she races away. 
 
   Noooo, no, no, don’t turn around! My hands are sweaty and my eyes are squeezed shut. Ever so slowly, I turn and peek over my shoulder to see the same black box. He’s gonna get me! Tears roll down my cheeks and my entire body shakes as I pound my fists desperately against the white wood door screaming, “Let me out! Please, let me out!”
 
   Through my own choked sobs I barely hear the racing footsteps coming down the hall. Oh thank God, they’ve heard me!
 
   Suddenly, I hear them laughing hard as someone whispers through the crack in between the two doors, “No, Calla, you can’t come out because that would ruin all our fun.”
 
   * * *
 
   I bolt upright, screaming at the top of my lungs, desperate for Brant or anyone to hear me, to come and help me. Big hands jostle me back and forth, dragging me from the dark recollection. I open my eyes and stare into Severin’s stunned face. 
 
   “Calla! My God … what was that? You were absolutely terrified. Was it about those men from the night we met?”
 
   I slowly take in my surroundings, his room. Safety. 
 
   Rational thought filters back in and I say in a shaky voice, “No, it wasn’t. I just dreamed about the first time I had one of my visions. It was a really long time ago.”
 
   He cups his palm against the back of my head and pulls me into his strong chest. I drag in air and somehow manage to slow my ragged breathing when I feel a gentle kiss against the top of my hairline. His distinctive scent washes through me, instantly providing a soothing feeling.  
 
   His lips pass back and forth against the top of my head and he whispers, “I have you now. You’re under my protection. That dream, that nightmare won’t ever hurt you, ma belle fleur.” He wraps his hands around my upper arms before pulling me back slightly to say, “I’d like you to tell me about it. I want to understand what you’re so afraid of, Calla.”
 
   Never. Those memories are too raw and frightening.
 
   “Please, Severin. I really can’t right now. Just hold me. You feel so perfect.”
 
   “Mmm. All right, Calla.”
 
   I’m pulled back into his embrace as my hands slide up the planes of his back, marveling at the definition of his musculature, the sheer size of him. His smooth skin feels so exhilarating against my bare chest, and I can’t resist placing light kisses along his rounded collarbone. He stills for a moment as I begin to flick my tongue across him in light, teasing licks. I glance up to see his eyes are closed, and those long black lashes fan out across his face. I smile as his breathing hitches then changes to longer, sexy drags. He tastes like raw, irresistible male and I’m completely craving where this could be headed. 
 
   The tips of his fingers push my chin up so that I  can meet his eyes. “Calla, is this what you want?”
 
   I watch him carefully for a thick moment before giving him my answer, “Absolutely. It’s exactly what I need right now.”
 
   That unwavering gaze commands my rapt attention as he says in a husky tone, “Then it’s important that you know something.”
 
   I try to read his heated expression as I ask warily, “All right, what is it?”
 
   “I need control … in all things. That’s the only way it works for me.”
 
   Control? If it means anything along the lines of the sublime wall-banging fuck he gave me in the bathroom, then I’m totally on board with those plans.
 
   I whisper, “I know you like things to always be your way, Severin.”
 
   “Especially with sex, Calla.”
 
   Damn. With that one sentence I just became drenched for him.
 
   In foreign territory I struggle to say in a hushed breath, “Take me. I want you to take me hard, just like before.”
 
   He shakes his head back and forth. “Never demand. Ask me. Ask me politely, sweet Calla.”
 
   Oh, fuck.
 
   “Please, Severin, I want it again so badly. Please take me however you need ….” Heat floods my cheeks and I can’t resist looking off to my right. His stare is just too … extreme.
 
   A low groan emerges from his throat before he instructs me, “Lie on your back and spread your legs as wide as you can.” 
 
   My eyes widen at his dominant statement that is both unexpected and undeniably smoking hot. I quickly comply and lift my head to watch him cross the wood floor toward a tall black dresser. The planes of his olive-hued body are astounding. His taut ass is firm with a slight hollow on each side. He’s nearly hairless, with the exception of the area around his sex and the black trail leading down from his belly button. He slides open the second drawer and rummages around. I hear the metal clink before I see it. Handcuffs. Shiny steel handcuffs. Oh, shit … yes!
 
   With a wicked gleam in those enthralling eyes, he crosses toward me, murmuring seductively, “Tell me, have you ever been bound, cuffed for a lover’s pleasure, ma belle fleur?”
 
   Panting in wet little gasps I struggle to respond in anything other than a groan, “N-no, I haven’t.”
 
   The corners of those full lips turn up. “Well, you’re about to be, and I do so enjoy being your first, my little beauty.”
 
   Please let this be real …. Don’t let this only be a fantasy.
 
   “Present your wrists to me.”
 
   I raise them high, my trust in him at this point implicit. He would never hurt me intentionally. He is a protector to his very core. I can feel the connection that’s running between us like an indestructible tether.
 
   I am busy drinking in his stunning body. For someone of his imposing height his proportions are perfect. Broad, well-honed shoulders, a tight row of delicious abs that ripple and flex as he kneels beside me on the plush bed. 
 
   The corners of his lips turn up ever so slightly. “I can see that the idea of being restrained excites you.”
 
   Oh, you have no concept ….
 
   He encloses first my left wrist then my right in the cool steel cuffs. I revel in the sinfulness of the act and await his next move. Who knew the feeling of restrained helplessness could be such a huge turn on?
 
   “Oh!” I cry out as his strong fist closes around the metal links right before he yanks me swiftly to my knees. Those steely eyes gleam down at me while his right hand dips to play between my legs. The pad of his index finger lazily swipes back and forth between my slick folds. Each time, lingering just a bit longer on my pulsing clit. 
 
   “Mmm … I see that you enjoy a touch of dominance during play, and know this, Calla, if you comply I’ll make you feel things you’ve never fathomed.”
 
   “M-more … do it.” The pleading is unavoidable as his finger loops back and forth through my dripping sex. My knees spread wider, eager for more contact.
 
   His fingers stop and press firmly against my pussy, not harshly, but not producing the same height of bliss. His left fist is still gripping the chain tightly.
 
   He yanks me forward and bends slowly to whisper against my ear. “I’m surprised that I have to repeat myself, Calla. You will make no demands. I give or deny you pleasure based on your behavior and my wishes. Do. I. Make. Myself. Clear?” 
 
   Oh, God …. My heart is going to explode out of my chest from the flood of need that he’s forced to erupt simultaneously within my body and brain. 
 
   I look up into his face. No hint of emotion. Cool, composed control. 
 
   He’s waiting with infinite patience for me to acknowledge him. 
 
   Can I do this? Can I give up my beloved power in exchange for something darker, something unforgettable? Part of my overloaded brain whispers a warning that I’m playing a dangerous game, one that I’m incapable of winning. I shove it aside. The decision is made.
 
   “Yes, you do, Severin. I’ll try harder to behave.”
 
   He pulls his palm away from my pussy and threads his fingers through the back of my hair before tightening his hold. The quick, possessive movement makes me gasp. It just teeters on the edge of light pain. I watch his lips descend on my mouth. 
 
   His full bottom lip brushes against mine once before he says ever so softly, “I can hear your heart pounding, Calla, and I know how excited you are. You’re practically trembling from it, but you will only be rewarded if and when you learn to place your trust fully in me. The next time you balk at my requests or attempt to dictate to me your needs, there will be consequences that will be unpleasant for you. Now, shall we continue? Are you certain that you are ready to behave?”
 
   How can he read me so clearly?
 
   “Yes, yes, Severin.”
 
   “Say it.”
 
   Embarrassed beyond words I manage to eke out, “I’m ready to behave and listen to you.” To earn his delicious rewards? Anything ….
 
   “Very nice.”
 
   His lips silence me as they press skillfully into mine. He shifts, releases his hold on my hair and caresses my cheek with his long fingers just as the kiss swiftly turns more forceful. 
 
   Before I can wrap my thoughts around what’s happening, I’m lowered back down amid the silky sheets. His lips leave mine and a whine of protest nearly escapes before I catch myself. He follows me down and his eyes shimmer with unchecked lust as he reaches for the chain, pulling it up and over my head. 
 
   “These stay put, above your head, and pressed into the mattress. No exceptions.”
 
   I nod twice and watch him move lower, shifting on his knees until he stops to stare down at my spread sex. 
 
   “I wish you had some concept of how desperate I am to taste you, Calla. How much I crave your lush sweetness in my mouth. I’ve wanted it since I had you pinned beneath me in the forest that first night when I scented you. I can’t wait any longer. Know this … I won’t hold back, I can’t be gentle, but I promise that you’ll love every minute of it.”
 
   Please, please, yes!
 
   He wastes no time lowering his broad shoulders down between the cradle of my thighs. I hear him groan low and deep just before the first searing pass of his tongue sweeps up from my opening to tease my clit. 
 
   I begin to shake. The sensation is that consuming and potent. He makes another slow swipe and I let out a desperate, instinctive cry. It’s going to take a monumental effort on my part not to plead for release. I crank my neck back and drag in air, trying hard to find a sliver of control. I’m not even sure if cumming without his permission is against his ‘rules’ but I have a sneaking suspicion that it’s definitely a ‘no-no.’ 
 
   “Severin!”
 
   I groan wildly as his lips close around my clit at the same time two thick fingers pump into me, forcing me to accept them. The feeling is beyond exquisite and if he doesn’t stop soon my primal need will take over. Lifting my head, I stare down at his glossy black hair that is teasing against my pussy and thighs. I’ve never seen anything sexier in my entire life. My body jerks from his hungry mouth that is relentless. I’m about to lose it when he pulls back and flips me over. Before I know what’s happened, my hips are gripped roughly, and I feel the forceful thrust of his hips as his cock plunges in deep, impaling me with its heat. 
 
   “Oh! Oh, Severin!” I scream out at his savage entry. The fullness is all-consuming as I breathe desperately, struggling to adjust to him.
 
   He’s making low animalistic sounds as he ruthlessly bucks into me. My sweaty, outstretched palms strain against the cuffs and I grasp the sheets like a lifeline as he fucks me with vicious control. Suddenly he sweeps my hair to the side and the idea that he might bite me flicks thorough my mind; instead his large hand clamps down on my neck, shoving me against the mattress as he moves himself up for an impossibly deeper angle. 
 
   My choppy cries are bouncing off the walls as his hips slap against my ass with each vigorous, pounding thrust. 
 
   Suddenly his booming voice cuts through my cries, “Come for me! Give it to me … now, Calla!”
 
   He picks up the already fierce tempo and his sinful command causes me to shatter like an explosive beneath his weight. My mind is overridden by pleasure so intense, so devastating that I struggle to hold onto it, never wanting to be without it as wave after luscious wave rolls over me, each clenching spasm swiftly replacing the one before it. 
 
   “That’s right, take it!”
 
   His movements become harsher. I struggle to stay in place because each forceful swing of his hips is moving me across the slick sheets. Suddenly they halt altogether. His grip tightens on my neck, and he plunges back in once again, this time impossibly deep, shouting so loudly that my arm hairs stand on end from the near edge of brutality in his deep voice. He is pressing down into my back as I feel him release inside of me. 
 
   We’re both gasping for air after the hedonistic session when he drops a warm kiss down onto my right shoulder and asks in a concerned voice, “Was I too rough?”
 
   I blink several times and try to realign my thoughts, which are still happily drifting in a sublime state of euphoria. Suddenly his weight is gone and I’m turned over onto my back. He straddles my waist and brushes my hair away from my flushed face. 
 
   Staring up at him and noticing the way his hair hangs forward to perfectly frame that heartbreakingly beautiful face, I smile and say softly, “I’m fine, Severin.”
 
   His brows still drawn together with concern, he asks, “Are you sure?”
 
   “I’m sure. Why? What’s wrong?”
 
   He moves off me into a seated position with his back against the quilted leather footboard. I struggle to right myself with the cuffs still locked onto my wrists. Suddenly he pulls me across the bed to straddle his lap. He runs his elegant fingers through my hair, down my bare shoulders to finally rest against my forearms. 
 
   He says in a solemn voice, “Calla, when I’m with you, sometimes I nearly lose control, and I’m frightened that I could really harm you. You need to tell me immediately if anything I do causes pain and I’ll stop. I’m exponentially stronger than a human male and because of that I have to make a conscious effort to keep my power in check.”
 
   I grin like a vixen and lean in to tease the seam of his full lips before saying, “But I love it when you give me all that sexy power of yours.”
 
   “Mmm … Calla.”
 
   “And I’ll be honest. The only time you ever hurt me was that first night in the woods, when your fangs entered me. But even then it was only for a brief moment before the pleasure replaced it.”
 
   “Ah, forgive me for that, Calla. That first scent of your unique blood drove me mad. I was too eager to take from you that I was careless and didn’t prepare you like I did in the bathroom tonight. You see, if I glamour you—place you in a daze before my bite—then you will feel nothing but extreme pleasure. Forgive me for any unnecessary pain I caused you that first evening. You have my word as a gentleman that it will never happen again.”
 
   I nuzzle his cheek and whisper, “Now that would be very disappointing, vampire.”
 
   His palms clamp down onto my shoulders, and I’m pulled back a few inches. His eyes bore into mine, full of question as he asks, “Disappointing, how?”
 
   “Because I find your bite—your everything—to be unimaginably sexy, Severin. Wait, your eyes …. Why didn’t your irises turn black this time?”
 
   “You noticed.” 
 
   “Of course I did. It’s downright disconcerting when it happens, but it also really turns me on.”
 
   I try to look away but he catches my chin in one quick flash of movement and gently turns my face back to his as he rumbles, “I really like hearing about you being aroused for me, ma belle fleur. And to answer your question, they turn when I’m about to either feed or fight, and although sex and drinking blood are both intense actions they are quite different in the reactions they cause. My eyes stayed blue because I had recently fed. Speaking of which, we need to feed you now. Here, let’s get these cuffs off you and get you dressed. I’ll make you something to eat. You must be famished.”
 
   “Oh, I am … and around you that seems to be a constant feeling.”
 
   His eyes watch me closely for a long moment before his arms wrap me tight and his forehead presses against mine. 
 
   His accented voice cuts softly through the space as he says, “Calla, my angel.”
 
   I languish in the safety of his comforting hold. For in this flawless moment in time all the exterior worries of outside threats and stress seem both trivial and meaningless. Here, together, we are powerful and untouchable. 
 
   For now, that’s enough. It has to be.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Eleven
 
   April 4th 1756, Pre-Dawn
 
   The Woods near Beauvais Plantation
 
   “Katerina, we must move him, right now. The sun will be coming up any moment and the humans are moving this way. If that’s not enough, I just detected Valdon’s presence. It’s not safe. I’ll carry him if I must, but we are leaving.”
 
   “Give him just another minute, Ambrose. He has lost a lot of blood from the gash to his leg. Let him drink. I don’t want to lose him. You know that he’s special.”
 
   I listen to the large man and the intriguing woman above me disagree, but their voices seem distant, nearly dreamlike, as I languish in the delicious fluid that is taking all my earlier pain away.
 
   The man hisses in agitation, “His eyes are changing. He’s beginning to turn. We go now. No more lingering.”
 
   The woman sighs and brushes my cheek before pulling her ivory wrist from my eager lips. 
 
   “You’ll have more in a while, warrior. Just hold on and be strong.”
 
   I’m still alive?
 
   I struggle to push up onto my elbows, feeling strange and foreign in my own skin. My heart is pounding so loudly in my ears but it sounds different, booming. In fact, everything around me is too much … too loud.
 
   I clasp my head to stop the spinning motion that rivals the time I drank a half a cask of spiced rum from Barbados with two of my mates. 
 
   “Ambrose, he’s too disoriented. You’ll have to trace him. We don’t have a choice. We’re cutting it close. The sun is about to filter down through the trees. Let me help you get him over your shoulder.”
 
   My world tilts on end as I’m slung over the shoulder of a man my size. I struggle to focus on him but see only what’s right next to me; blond hair pulled into a leather tie at his thick neck.
 
   I’m struggling to stay conscious when I hear him say, “I hope that he proves to be worth the risk, Katerina.”
 
   “I’ve watched him for years now, Ambrose. He is well worth it. I could never let such a magnificent individual perish.”
 
   “So be it. Are we tracing to Seville?”
 
   “Yes, there he’ll be safe and have a chance to recover. Keep a tight hold on him. Go now, and I’ll follow directly behind you.”
 
   * * *
 
   I open my eyes to see an intricately patterned crimson-red carpet that I’m … staring down at?
 
   That familiar chiming voice calls out, “Let’s see if he can stand. Place him onto his feet but keep a hold of him.”
 
   My feet touch the ground, and though my body is pulsing strangely, I forget everything else as I stare into the face of the most stunning women I’ve ever seen in my life. 
 
   She touches the back of my hand and asks, “Severin, can you hear me?”
 
   I nod once, not even certain if I can find my voice, much less my balance. I pitch forward and grasp at one of the posts of a massive canopy bed. 
 
   “Ambrose, let’s get him seated in the chair close to the fire.” 
 
   My arm is slung over the shoulders of the tall man and I’m half walked, half dragged to the black leather chair. I gratefully collapse into it and notice the dark stain of a blood-soaked, once white shirt that is tied around my upper thigh. The blond man is shirtless … did he save me? If so, he did it without operating on me. How so?
 
    I begin to panic, wondering why I can’t feel any pain in the area. Maybe I’m not alive. Am I dreaming? 
 
   Thoughts begin to flood my brain as I stare up at the two complete strangers before me.
 
   The red-haired woman sits in a chair opposite me and asks, “How are you feeling?”
 
   I strain to answer her. “Strange.” My throat is raw and my voice raspy.
 
   “You’re faring better than most, considering your circumstances.”
 
   I ask slowly, cautiously, “Which are?”
 
   The large man moves closer to her, as if sensing my confusion and agitation. Does he think I mean her harm? Not likely. I can barely move. 
 
   “Severin, there is something you need to know, but before I tell you, please understand that you are amongst friends who will never harm you. One day you may even come to know us as family.”
 
   Is this woman delusional? She is dressed strangely, as if from a foreign time and from long ago. She wears no corset and her lush chest is on display, barely concealed beneath the snow-white velvet of her seductive gown. A headband of twisted gold leaves adorns her waist length hair. I must be unconscious and dreaming because if this mysterious woman wasn’t strange enough, I find myself sitting in a vast room that appears to be of Moorish design. But that’s impossible. There’s nothing like this outside of Northern Africa and Spain.
 
   Quickly I demand, “Where am I?”
 
   Instantly she replies, “Spain.”
 
   “Spain?” The word falls from my lips before I even know I uttered it.
 
   “Yes, Severin. You are in our home in Seville, Spain. Here … I brought your beloved rapier so that you would have something from your past life.”
 
   I press my hand to my forehead in disbelief as I repeat, “Past life?”
 
   She opens my trembling hand, presses the hilt of my sword into my palm, and curls my fingers closed around it. Leaning in to look at me with those gleaming eyes, she says gently, “The life you knew before is over, Severin. Your wound from the swordfight was fatal. I turned you just before your heart stopped.”
 
   I can’t breathe, can’t think …. It feels like I’ve been thrown into an arctic sea. I must know ….
 
   In just above a strangled whisper I ask, “Turned me … into what?”
 
   Her soft hand still covers mine. Anxiously, I wait for her response and watch as she looks up at the large male standing over her shoulder. He stares down at her and nods once. Her eyes meet mine once again, and for the first time in my life I’m frightened, because within them I see a myriad of conflicting emotions. Suddenly I want nothing more than to shut down my senses. If I can’t hear her then I don’t have to know what’s coming. 
 
   The words that would forever be etched into my soul fall from her shimmering pink lips, “A vampire, Severin. You’re like us now—a vampire.”
 
   I stare into her face, utterly dumfounded.
 
   After several seconds my head shakes slowly back and forth and I manage to mutter, “No. Not possible.”
 
   The man speaks up, his clear voice distinctly British, “That’s what I bloody thought as well, mate. It’s all right; the shock will wear off before long. I’m called Ambrose, by the way.”
 
   I struggle to stand, dazed and in shock. I manage to make it to my feet, and still clutching my rapier I say, “I have to get out of here. My family ….”
 
   With a look of sadness in her eyes, the woman says, “I’m sorry, Severin. One day you may be able to see them, but not now. You must rest. You’ve been through so much today.”
 
   “No, you don’t understand—”
 
   She cuts me off as she rises to her feet in one impossibly fluid blur of movement that makes me gasp. “Ah, but I do, Severin. I understand all too well. But without us, you would be dead inside of a few days. Once you have learned the rules of survival in our very different society, then I will give you the choice to set out on your own, but for now, as your maker, you are under my protection and it is my responsibility to see that no harm comes to you.”
 
   I can’t believe that I heard her correctly. “My maker? Who are you?”
 
   “My name is Katerina, Severin. I am originally from the old kingdom of Prussia and I was made into what I am now in the year 1570. The sooner you come to terms with what you are and work on building your strength, the more likely your chances of survival. I’ll be honest with you, Severin. Only the strongest fighters have a chance. Are you what I believe you to be, warrior? Are you a fighter?”
 
   My eyes narrow and I watch her closely. “I always have been. It’s my nature.”
 
   She lifts her chin. “And that’s exactly why I decided to turn you. Come, it won’t be dark here for several more hours yet, and you have much to learn, warrior.”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Twelve
 
   Present Day
 
   Decisive Action
 
   She seems calm and satiated. I watched her nearly devour the turkey and sliced apple panini that I made for her. She takes a long drink of Perrier and glances around the brick, barrel-vaulted kitchen. Her crossed legs are swinging to and fro as she sits atop the striated marble center island. I offered her a seat earlier, but in typical Calla fashion she wanted to inspect what I was preparing firsthand. I admit; I more than enjoy her closeness and casual demeanor. 
 
   “So, this fancy kitchen and the stocked fridge, I have to ask …. Do you eat regular food?”
 
   I chuckle at her inquisitiveness. “Yes, especially after an intense workout … sex or otherwise.”
 
   “But … you didn’t eat just now.”
 
   I finish wiping down the panini press, rinse my hands in the steel sink, and clasp the back of one of her shapely calves. “That’s because my needs were more than met in the bathroom earlier.”
 
   I listen as her breathing grows more rapid, and she says with some effort, “I see.”
 
   Tracing my fingers against the smooth perfection of her skin, I continue, “Human blood is the central component of our diet, Calla. We could survive on animal blood; however it could never provide the strength and vitality that we gain from drinking from people. Going without blood altogether would be the equivalent of a human foregoing water for two weeks … fatal.”
 
   “How often do you drink it?”
 
   “If you are referring to blood, it depends on my activity level—not unlike your hunger. Typically I drink twice a week and eat regular food once a day, which I very much enjoy.
 
   “Do you require human food to survive?”
 
   “No. We would survive on human blood alone. It offers enough vital properties to adequately nourish our bodies. However, consuming food provides additional energy for us. I would compare it to giving an athlete a large bottle of Gatorade during a long game. I’m happy that we can eat and drink on a regular basis. It reminds me of when I was human.”
 
   Her serious eyes gaze up at me and she asks in a whisper, “And just when was that, Severin?”
 
   My eyes roam her flawless face before I say with a long sigh, “I suppose you should know, and now is as good a time as any to tell you, Calla. I have existed as a vampire for two hundred and fifty-eight years and have walked the earth for a total of two hundred and eighty-three years.”
 
   She gasps and tries to conceal her flinch, but it’s inevitable. 
 
   Her features reflect both shock and confusion that swiftly morph into disbelief as I continue on, “I was born in the year 1731. At the age of twenty-five, in the year 1756 I was fatally wounded in a sword fight with an adversary over a dispute regarding my sister, Sabine.” I roll my shoulders to throw off the tension. Taking a deep breath, I explain, “A man named Sterling Anson attempted to … have inappropriate relations with her whilst at a party in out plantation home. I challenged him to a swordfight over Sabine’s honor, in which he was slain and I was fatally wounded.” 
 
   I give her a moment to allow the foreign information to soak in. After several seconds she nods and says quietly, “Go on.”
 
   “As I lay dying on the lawn, a female vampire—my creator, Katerina—dragged me off into the surrounding forest and turned me. Two years earlier she’d done the same with Ambrose, and once I became what I am now they became my second family. We are a considerably rare and secretive species, Calla. The limited factions that are in existence throughout the world generally keep to themselves unless there is a strong motive for conflict.”
 
   Her striking eyes lock wide open in complete shock. “But, how …. You’re sitting here, talking to me. I still can’t wrap my head around it. I’ve heard your heartbeat. How can that be? It’s borderline unfathomable to me, Severin.” 
 
   “You are right. You and I share some similar physical attributes, such as the ability for my heart to beat. My body also becomes warm to the touch after I drink. But I am not as you are. I’m a completely different species—an immortal of sorts, one who is exponentially more powerful than the strongest human. You know the term well, Calla, I need not repeat it.”
 
   She holds her head in her hands in roiling confusion as she stammers, “B-but why? Why did Katerina do it? Why did she turn you?”
 
   Brushing her long hair back from her bare shoulders, I answer, “I asked her the same question, Calla.”
 
   “And what was her answer?”
 
   “She told me that she saw me once in a vision and just knew and that one day it would be clear to me.”
 
   Her lips part, and she whispers the question, “A vision?”
 
   “Yes, Calla. You heard me. You see, my maker was a seer like yourself. She had flashes of the future, though none she could harness or control. She was a seer nonetheless. This is the second reason Valdon chased her relentlessly for over three hundred years.”
 
   “What was the main reason?”
 
   “He was obsessed with her. He claims he loved her.”
 
   “Loved? Where is she now?”
 
   I clamp my teeth together in raw emotion as I grate, “She is gone. Annihilated. Dead.”
 
   “But isn’t it difficult for vampires to die?”
 
   “Yes, Calla. This is true, however … there are ways. Fire, prolonged exposure to sunlight and decapitation are just about the only means of destroying our kind. Anything else would be considered mere injuries, and we would recover swiftly. Our regeneration capabilities are over fifty times as swift as yours.”
 
   Another question is on the tip of her tongue when female laughter comes floating down the hallway toward the kitchen. 
 
   “Time for you to meet the rest of my family, Calla.”
 
   She turns her head in the direction of the cheerful banter that is closing on us. 
 
   “Oh hey, we heard you, but we’re surprised you have company tonight, Severin.” 
 
   Ambrose clasps her to him, his arms wrapped around her narrow waist. They both stop and stare curiously at Calla. The last time she saw Ambrose was on the front lawn, and look how that turned out. 
 
   “Hey there, Calla. You’re looking fit.”
 
   Her wide-eyed expression seems to scream, ‘Oh shit, I’m in an underground kitchen with three vampires.’
 
   She remains silent as Alina grins, tosses her hair back, and strides across the shiny floor with palm extended. “Hello Calla. I’m Alina. Welcome.”
 
   Bravely Calla reaches out to accept Alina’s gesture. 
 
   “I’ve heard that you’ve already met my guy, Ambrose. Don’t mind him; he’s always teasing the ladies.” She glanced over her shoulder at him and with narrowed eyes she asks suspiciously, “You didn’t frighten her, did you, baby?”
 
   His head jerks back and he fights a grin. “Me? Never.”
 
   “Anyhow, Calla, welcome to our place. Severin told us that he’s keeping an eye on you until things calm down. If there’s anything you need, I’m your girl.”
 
   Calla’s eyes drift over the leggy brunette who looks like she just trotted off a Parisian runway during spring fashion week. Cautiously she responds, “Thanks. I appreciate that, Alina.”
 
   “No worries.” She crosses to the Summit double-door glass wine cooler, and as she crouches down to hunt for a particular label, she calls out to Ambrose, “Hey, babe, grab the kettle corn and the opener. Can’t wait to see what Daniel Craig will be sporting in his latest flick.”
 
   Ambrose shakes his head in mock annoyance and grumbles, “Fucking Daniel Craig. That James Bond tosser always does my head in. The way she gushes over that twit ….”
 
   “Oh, puhleeeze! You know that watching him always leads to prime action for you, big man. Actually, you should trace to England and thank him for his sexy on-screen skills, babe.”
 
   “Woman, you’d best quit while you’re ahead. Later, Calla.” He nods to me, adding, “Severin.”
 
   “Bye, Calla,” Alina chirps breezily as she disappears, carrying a bottle of Keller Estate in her hand.
 
   I shake my head as Calla threads her fingers through mine. “Well, those two certainly are entertaining.”
 
   “Oh, you have no idea. Sometimes I travel for long periods for a break from their constant entertainment.”
 
   “How long have they been together?”
 
   “Since 1990.”
 
   “Did he … turn her?” 
 
   It’s clear that she’s hesitant but quite curious. I know Ambrose like I know myself and he wouldn’t mind me sharing, “He did. But only because he had no choice, Calla. You see, Ambrose had drunk from her once and was intrigued by her. At times he kept an eye on her human life. Not a year after that she became involved with a notorious drug dealer who liked nothing better than to shoot her up and have degrading sex with her. If that wasn’t bad enough, he often had a few friends in the apartment to film it, switch up who was holding the camera as they took turns with her. She was too far gone to understand what was really going on. Afterward, without her knowing what had happened, they would sell the videos for profit.”
 
   Her hands fly to cover her mouth. “Oh, dear God. That asshole! W-what happened to her? After that I mean.” 
 
   “One night he shot her up with too much heroine. Her system couldn’t handle it and she started to OD on him. Being the considerate boyfriend he was, he and a couple of his thugs tossed her in the trunk of his Audi, drove her out to Isle of Palms and dumped her between some sand dunes. He thought she was dead, and from what Ambrose told me, had he been five minutes later to save her, she would have been.”
 
   “That is beyond warped. What is wrong with people to be that inhumane?”
 
   “Good question.”
 
   “How did he find her?”
 
   He was in the city and passed by to check in on her. He knew that it was only a matter of time before something terrible happened. Anyhow, because her blood was in his system he could locate her and when he did he chose to turn her to save her life. It wasn’t easy for her at first—she had so much to learn—but he was a patient instructor. He adores her and as you can see, the feeling is mutual. No one is spared when those two have sex. I’m surprised the house doesn’t cave in from their banging sessions.”
 
   “You have a very exciting lifestyle, that’s for sure. Tell me more about tracing. How does it work?”
 
   “It’s basically a form of teleportation but it can only be done to a place that we have been before, that we’re familiar with. Also, it takes practice in the beginning. It becomes second nature after you’ve done it a few times. Essentially, you have to one hundred percent envision yourself in the target location for it to work. This can be extremely difficult because often when we need to trace, the circumstances surrounding us are so extreme that calming your thoughts sufficiently can be quite challenging.”
 
   “And what about your enemy … Valdon is his name, right?”
 
   “Yes, what about him?”
 
   She hesitates and finally asks in a fear-laced voice, “What’s the worst-case scenario? I gotta know what I’m facing, Severin.”
 
   The thought of her in his clutches sends my mind into a tailspin. “I’ll never let him get to you, Calla. I’d do anything to keep you safe.”
 
   “But why … why would you do that for me?”
 
   “Because you’re mine. And I protect what belongs to me.”
 
   A sexy blush sweeps across her cheeks and before she can protest I drop my head down to cover her sweet lips in a long, slow kiss. She doesn’t get it now, but she will soon enough. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Thirteen
 
   Seven Years Earlier
 
   Cary’s Diner; Westin, West Virginia
 
   “Calla! Burgers up for table three!”
 
   “On it!” I hurry through the Friday evening crowd to grab the plates from beneath the heaters in the kitchen window. 
 
   We’re always slammed after the home football games and I’m happy to work. It means at least double the usual tips for me, which helps Brant pay our rent. 
 
   “When you drop those, c’mon back here, and I’ll have those two steak and gravy plates for ya.”
 
   “Thanks, Mac, sure thing.”
 
   I carefully maneuver around the line of people at the front door who are waiting eagerly for a booth or stool to open up and set the loaded plates down in front of the two hungry football players.
 
   “Here you are. Need additional drinks or napkins?”
 
   “Na, we’re good, baby. What time do ya get off tonight?”
 
   “I’m flattered, but no thanks.”
 
   I watch his brawny buddy nudge him in the ribs with his elbow and say under his breath, “You know Brant would skin your ass alive, boy, if he thought you was sniffin’ around his baby sister.”
 
   In an instant, things go from awkward to just weird. The two huge seniors are never at a loss for female attention, and I’m caught off guard by their interest. I glance down at the table and mutter, “Ah, enjoy your burgers then.”
 
   I’m hurrying back through the crowd to get the next order when an older man wearing a worn Stetson touches my forearm gently. “Refill darlin’?” he asks kindly.
 
   “Oh, sure.” I smile and turn to cross to the coffee pots when I hear Marlene call out loud enough for me to hear, “Well, she’s sane enough to hold down a waitress job. Only a matter of time before she goes crazy, just like her trailer trash momma did.”
 
   I freeze as my hand reaches out for the full coffee pot. The table full of girls snicker behind me and I want nothing more than to dump the hundred and twenty degree pot over the head of my lifelong tormenter. Instead I take a deep breath, wrap my hand around the orange plastic handle, and turn back to my table, hopefully not giving her satisfaction over the numerous stab wounds she and her sister have inflicted on me since I was seven years old. Even if I could, what revenge could I seek? Her parents own half the damn town, and the last thing Brant and I need is trouble. We are already flying under the radar living together in our tiny apartment. I’m just sixteen and he’s acting as my guardian. I worry about him. He’s only eighteen and when he finished up high school last year he went straight for the highest paying job around here, also the most deadly: working in the mines. Every time he’s on one of his long shifts I’m a nervous wreck. Last year there was a deadly cave-in only one county over from ours and they pulled only one of the fourteen out alive. I’ve got to help him find something better, but he’s determined to get us out of here, to find us a better life. And one thing I know about my brother, he’d kill himself to do it.
 
   * * *
 
   I’m wiping down my last table while scanning to check that the caddy is refilled when the bell over the steel and glass door chimes.
 
   “Sorry, but—”
 
   “Just me, Calla.”
 
   I smile at my blond haired brother. “Oh hey, you normally wait in the car for me. I’m just finishing up. You want a coke or something?”
 
   “Yeah, make it a sprite. Why don’t you come sit at the counter with me for a second? I got something important to share.”
 
   I clutch the floppy wet rag and cross over to him. “Oh yeah? What’s that?”
 
   “Sit on down and I’ll tell ya.”
 
   “Let me get your drink first.”
 
   “Na, I’m too worked up to wait. Here, have a seat.”
 
   Slowly, I sit on the red pleather swivel stool and turn to him. With our knees nearly touching, he leans in to say quietly, “Think I finally found the way to get us outta here, Calla.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Yeah. I know you hate me working in the mines and all and I don’t wanna end up like Uncle Wally with black lung, so I drove to Parkersburg after my shift today and enlisted in the United States Marine Corps. Ain’t that exciting?”
 
   I can only stare at him, my mouth hanging open.
 
   “Calla, hello? Anyone home?”
 
   “Brant, but there’s a war going on.”
 
   “Shit yeah, there is. And the Marines are bad-ass, Calla. I’m gonna go through basic, save up, and by the time you graduate high school next year I’ll have a little place for us. What do you think of that?”
 
   “Brant, you … you’re going to leave me?” I can’t stop the tears that trickle down my cheeks. I don’t want to be selfish, but the thought of being alone, without the one person on the planet I deeply love tears at my heart.
 
   “Ah, damn, Calla. C’mere.” 
 
   He hugs me tightly and whispers, “You finish your last year of school and then we’ll have a place, all right? The time’ll fly by. I’ve already cleared it with Aunt Iris. She’s happy for you to move back in with her until you graduate. And also, look at me, Calla ….”
 
   I swipe the tears away and look into his green eyes.
 
   “I’ll be stationed less than two hours south of Charleston, where I hear there are a couple of really nice colleges. Your job is to keep those grades of yours way up and to start applying to the colleges you like down there. There are lots of financial aid options. What do you think? Are you on board with me?”
 
   I’m scared of the unknown, especially of losing him. I stare across at him in silence.
 
   “What? Aw, come on, Calla. I know that look and I’m not gonna end up on the receiving end of one of your visions any time soon. I’m too mean a damn bastard to let some fuckin’ terrorist take me out. You know that, right?”
 
   It’s a tremendous amount of information to digest in one sitting, but deep down I know that he’s right. This is our best path toward the future we’ve dreamed of—our fresh start.
 
   I lean in and hug him tightly, “I do, and I’m on board. You’re right. But I’m really gonna miss you, Brant.”
 
   “I know, Calla. Me too, little sis, me too.”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Fourteen
 
   Present Day
 
   Moonlit Revelations
 
   I glance around the sweeping lawn, which appears to be nearly blue-black in the expansive shadows of night. The long, tendril-like branches of several massive live oak trees add an eerie feeling to our surroundings. If I was alone out here, I’d definitely have goose bumps going up my neck, because this place looks untouched by time, as if I’d just stepped into a portal to the days of the Civil War. I look up into his alluring eyes, knowing that he’d never let harm come to me.
 
   Smiling softly, I say, “It’s so peaceful. You must love living way out here.”
 
   He raises his arms, and using both hands, he sifts through my hair until he has it captured into an impromptu ponytail at the back of my head. “Yes, we all do. In fact I spend a lot of time out here, just reflecting and thinking—that is, whenever I’m in town.” He binds my hair in one hand and sweeps the long lock together with the other. I hear him sigh as if the act alone is somehow soothing to him. My heart begins to race. I’m eager for him to touch me more.
 
   In a breathy tone I ask, “You mentioned that you travel. Where do you like to go?”
 
   “Anywhere, really, but the cities with the finest architecture such as Istanbul, Prague, and Paris always fascinate me.”
 
   “Do you trace when you go?”
 
   “Yes, of course.”
 
   “And are there … others like yourself?”
 
   “There are. Not many, though. I often stay with friends when I travel. About half the time, the four of us will go together. We have a secure Villa in Spain as well as one in France.”
 
   “It sounds like a dream life in some ways.”
 
   He releases my hair and clasps my hand, and we begin to walk together as he answers, “In many ways it is, but it’s also one of extremes, Calla. You always have to be ‘on’ to be alert, because the threats that exist are quite dangerous.”
 
   I have to ask and decide to go for it, “Have you ever killed someone while you fed?”
 
   He stops and turns to face me and I wonder if I’ve crossed the line.
 
   “No, I have not. In the early days, I’ll admit I came close a few times, but either Ambrose or Katerina intervened before it happened. For that, I am grateful. Now I am far more disciplined. Killing humans is not something that we in this particular faction ever do. Most factions abide by this code as well, but there are others that do not.”
 
   “Like Valdon’s?”
 
   “Exactly. It’s not often, but I have witnessed him murdering humans.”
 
   “But how can they do it and get away with it?”
 
   “Calla, have you seen on the news when bloated bodies wash up after days in the harbor or mysterious remains are found scattered in the woods?”
 
   “Y-yes.”
 
   “Oftentimes that is the work of vampires who have lost control or simply have complete disdain for the fact that they need to rely on weak creatures like humans for their primary food source.”
 
   “Jesus—”
 
   “I’m nothing like that and I won’t ever hurt you. Know this, ma belle fleur.”
 
   “I believe you. It’s just so damn bizarre to think that any of this is reality, that you are actually capable of existing, Severin.”
 
   “I can see where it would be difficult for you to comprehend this is happening.”
 
   “Severin?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You mentioned earlier the possibility of me being turned. Why did you say that?”
 
   He looks off into the black woods, as if debating whether to tell me the truth. I’m just about to demand an answer when he turns to face me. Those wise eyes meet mine and he says in a dire tone that chills me to the core, “Valdon will stop at nothing to turn you and then use you once you are one of us. Your abilities, like his, make you very valuable, but not as a human, only when you are a vampire. As a human you are too vulnerable and he would have to expend too much effort to protect you—not to mention that you would age and eventually expire.”
 
   I can’t help it. I start to shake with the thought of my grim future. The memory of Valdon’s terrifying hold on me flicks into my mind. It’s so powerful that I almost drop to my knees from the tidal wave of dread that washes over me. When will it happen—tomorrow, a month from now? My visions have always been consistent precursors of the inevitable. And what’s gunning for me is always bad. Shit ….
 
   Severin’s large hand gently presses the back of my head into the comfort of his chest. “Shh, Calla. I’ll find a way out of this. You don’t give up on me and I’ll never stop fighting for you.”
 
   I clench the soft cotton covering his massive shoulders and nod in agreement. Trust in him, the soft inner voice whispers to me. 
 
   “Come, you need a distraction, and there’s something I’ve been meaning to show you.”
 
   He releases my hand and slings his arm around my shoulder. I sigh, noticing the fluid, natural way we fit together. It’s like someone cast him especially for me. I glance up and admire his features as the streaks of moonlight play off his shadowed jaw line. His hair brushes his cheeks gently with each step. 
 
   “Up for a night swim, my lovely one?”
 
   I can sense the change in his voice. The cadence is huskier, more sexual as he leads me down a narrow trail carved into the woods. 
 
   I swallow hard and try to cover the lust in my voice as I reply, “Sure. It’s so hot out, the water will feel nice.”
 
   I hear him laugh softly before he whispers, “As will you.”
 
   Oh hell, yes! I’m beginning to understand that there is essentially nothing about this complex guy that doesn’t enflame my willing libido.
 
   “Wait, are you certain there aren’t any alligators in here? They gravitate to fresh water like this.”
 
   “No need to worry, Calla. I’ve never seen them here and even if they were I could easily protect you. Now … where were we?”
 
   I barely get a glimpse of a dark rippling lake when I hear him practically purr against my cheek, “Here, let me help you with this.”
 
   My white camisole top is slowly slid up my ribs, then higher, to drag through my hair as it’s pulled away. My hands are unsteady as I reach out, unable to wait a second longer, and undo his leather belt before unfastening his sexy jeans. He steps in close, pulling me into him. His hands span my shorts-clad ass cheeks and I groan as he possessively grips and kneads my backside. I go for it and slide my palm down into his boxer briefs. I nearly jerk back as his warm thickness moves against my palm. The size alone is deliciously intimidating. He knows that I’m always drenched, more than ready to receive him. 
 
   “Calla … you drive me mad.” The words are forced out in a rough growl of need.
 
   His fingers sift greedily through my hair for moment before he grabs a handful and slams his full lips down onto mine. The kiss is so powerful, I’m having trouble holding myself up against him. Mindlessly, I grind my hips against his while palming his pulsing sex. I work his thickness up and down the best I’m able within the confines of his boxers. 
 
   “Enough!”
 
   His harsh shout startles me at first before I realize that he is just as wound up as I am, maybe more so. Without warning my bra is shoved up and over my head. I watch the pale lace fly through the air only to land behind him somewhere in the darkness. Next to go are my emerald short shorts.
 
   “Oh, Jesus … Severin!”
 
   In a blur of motion, he’s before me on his knees, licking and sucking my pussy through the cutwork lace of the black panties. I shudder as his skilled tongue presses deeply against my core before dragging up to lap at my clit. 
 
   Rich groaning sounds of need are tunneling out of his chest as he devours me with unchecked need. His tongue swirls harder against that perfect spot and I can’t resist spreading my legs wider while attempting to tilt my hips up for more. I steady one hand on his shoulder, the other sifting through his hair.
 
   I gasp at the tearing sound as his mouth is suddenly gone and my panties are ripped right off of me. 
 
   “You’re ready.”
 
   The way it is said—so dark and primal—it is clear he doesn’t expect a reply. 
 
   My body feels on fire as I watch him shed first his fitted tee, swiftly followed by his jeans and underwear. Everything but the tee is kicked hastily off his feet into the soft grass.
 
   “Hold tight, beauty.”
 
   “Oh!” I squeak as I’m lifted up by the back of my thighs to straddle his bare stomach. His cock is teasing against both my ass and sex, and I cling tightly to his corded neck as we make our way into the tepid water of the mysterious lake. 
 
   He has us out in waist deep water inside of a minute when he stops, stares deeply into my eyes and in a sensual tone says thickly, “Show me your skills, Calla.”
 
   “M-my skills?” Does he mean what I think he does? Oh shit, yes, I just hit the Vegas jackpot because there is nothing more on earth I want than to ride this beautiful specimen.
 
   “You heard me. I won’t let you go. Ride me hard, ma belle fleur.” A wicked smile plays across his face.
 
   Eager to show him what I’ve got, I raise myself up on my forearms, pressing into his muscled shoulders. The movement of the water is making it difficult for me to stay directly on him so I drop a hand down to slip between the closeness of our wet bodies. His breath hitches as I grasp his shaft, clench my ass and move up higher to position him right at the entrance to my core. I’m impatient. His heat and proximity alone are making it impossible to form rational thoughts. I drag in a reassuring breath, lock eyes with his, and slide down his imposing length in one smooth glide. 
 
   Our desperate moans twine together in the humid night air. The feeling of being filled so completely is overwhelming, but in the most deliciously sinful way. After a few seconds I am able to collect myself. 
 
   He wants to see my skills? Well I’d better give him a memorable show ….
 
   In a seductive voice, I lean in and whisper against his ear, “Brace yourself, big guy.”
 
   I pull back and smile, firmly planting my hands on his shoulders. I start low and slow, as if on a lazy trot on a horse. I push my hips slightly forward and up, making certain to never lose our connection. I make the same smooth circuit twice more, feeling the pressure building swiftly inside of me. I know that he is enjoying the ride because even in this minimal light his lovely eyes have turned pitch black. 
 
   Damn, I so want him to bite down on me as I come ….
 
   Wasting no time, I pick up the pace, riding his cock with everything that I have, determined to show him the intensity I have bottled up within me … volcanic intensity that is locked tightly inside me, and he’s the only one with the key.
 
   His hands are clamped onto my thighs as his powerful arms hold me against him. My movements turn fevered, nearly frantic as over and over again I impale myself on his cock. I’m close. I can feel the first quiver beginning to let go when I slam down hard one final time.
 
   “Severin!” I cry out, as my pussy convulses relentlessly around his shaft.
 
   I’m delirious, basking in the unbelievable sensations that are ripping through my body when I hear him shout, “Fuck, can’t hold back!” 
 
   I’m hauled up higher and slammed back down over and over by those sculpted arms, the exquisite friction causing my orgasm to roll on. 
 
   “Ah, yes! So perfect!” My mind is swimming in bliss as he thrusts, slamming me down one last time, forcing me to take him impossibly deep. 
 
   “Calla, fuck … yes!” he cries out in his rich voice, nearly pained in its intensity, as he comes within me. I marvel at the feeling of his sex as it shudders several times inside my channel. I cling tightly to his neck and suddenly, without warning, he makes a low hissing sound while staring intently into my eyes. As I clutch his shoulders, my thoughts swiftly turn shadowy. He strikes fast, piercing my neck with such precision that the act sends me reeling, falling headlong into another orgasm so potent, I can only cry out and cling to him as he simultaneously impales my neck and clenching sex. 
 
   If I die right now, I would be completely satisfied ….
 
   He swipes his tongue to seal the bite, groans and pulls away—quicker than the other times he’s drunk from me. He’s gasping, and just as I’m about to ask if he’s all right, he grates out, “Holy hell, woman, you completely shatter my control. I feel like a total animal with you. You unleash me, Calla, and the fact that you show no fear sets my blood on fire for you.”
 
   I lick the seam of his lips, cautiously running my tongue over one of his still distended fangs and whisper in a breathy voice, “Mmm … that’s exactly what I like to hear.”
 
   Something changes in his now sapphire colored eyes. He has a look of hope, of wonder as he studies my face intently. Slowly he cups the back of my head, and still keeping us joined together, he gently pulls my face down to nuzzle against his shoulder. 
 
   A faint whisper floats down to me, “We’ll find a way, Calla. Trust me, we will.”
 
   I hold him tightly, breathing in his distinctive scent. 
 
   I want nothing more than to believe him, I really do, but part of me knows that he can’t protect me forever, at least not without dark repercussions.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Fifteen
 
   December 23, 1762, 3:34 a.m.
 
   Beauvais Plantation
 
   “Severin, I strongly advise against this. It will not be good for either of you.”
 
   I try to hold my angst in check. Still staring up at her window, I answer in a quiet, controlled voice, “She’s my sister, Katerina. The fever is too high. We can both hear her heart failing. I’ll never forgive myself if I don’t see her one last time.”
 
   She sighs in reluctant acceptance before releasing her hand from my forearm. “All right, Severin. I’ve come to learn that there is no deterring you from a goal, but be warned, the reaction she might have to seeing you after believing you dead for the past six years might not be one you are expecting. Use caution. It’s always dangerous to reveal yourself to individuals who once knew you as human.”
 
   I turn and finally look into her shining eyes. “I’ve considered a multitude of possibilities. I’m prepared.”
 
   “And Severin, if she screams, wipe her memories immediately and leave before you’re detected. I’m not asking.”
 
   “Understood.”
 
   “Go to her now. She is failing.”
 
   I trace up to the second story balcony of my former home. The unlocked French door easily swings open as I silently enter, mentally bracing myself to see my beloved Sabine. Can I accept that this will be it, our final goodbye? I’ve already concluded that there is no way I would ever turn her because this life is one where only the strong and determined survive. No, my delicate, passive sister should die a human death. It would send me over the edge to see her possibly annihilated by another vampire. My skills are solid and increasing daily, but still I’m not at the point where I can provide security for both myself and another, especially against violent enemies like Valdon and his band of warriors who seem intent on hunting us to gain access to Katerina. No, my decision is made. As heartbreaking as this may be, it is our last goodbye. 
 
   With one look at her I struggle to suppress a moan. The sheer linen of her walnut canopy bed is swept aside, revealing the destruction the yellow fever had wrought upon her. Her deathly white skin is covered in a slick sheen of perspiration. I inch closer, knowing there is not much time because her devoted husband is just down the hall tending to their nine-month-old baby girl, Cosette. I’ve kept close tabs on my family, treasuring any information I could. I only observed them, though, never wanting to interfere with their lives. My existence now would be inconceivable to them. No good could ever come of it. My once shattered heart has hardened, accepting the fact over time. 
 
   Hovering over her, I reach down and gently clasp her hand, nearly dropping it when I feel the searing heat that is ravaging her slim frame. 
 
   “Sabine,” I whisper to her. No response. 
 
   Her heart is stressed and its beating is growing fainter by the minute. I try again, a bit louder, not able to conceal the edge of desperation in my voice, “Sabine, it’s me, Severin. Sabine, please, please dear God, just open your eyes.”
 
   Her pale lips move slightly, as if trying to form a word. I squeeze her hand, mentally imploring her to wake. Using my other hand, I smooth her long raven hair away from her damp face. She starts to stir, her head slowly tossing back and forth. 
 
   “Sabine, wake up.”
 
   I’m shocked when eyes so like mine crack open and stare in a daze up at me. I know there is no time to waste.
 
   “Sabine, I love you. Don’t be frightened.”
 
   Her brows draw together. She does not understand the presence of her brother’s ghost.
 
   My knees give out and I drop down beside her, my hand running across her forehead. “Oh Sabine, forgive me for leaving you so long ago. I wish I could go back, wish we had more time ….” I can’t continue. I feel the sting of hot tears in my eyes from seeing my sister in this state, so close to death. My head hangs forward as they roll down my face. I would do anything, give anything to trade places with her. 
 
   For a fleeting moment I’m half tempted to turn her when I hear the faintest, strained whisper, “Baby ….”
 
   My head flies up and I watch her intently. She looks at me with glazed eyes and struggles again to whisper, “Love … baby ….” 
 
   My heart bleeds. She wants me to know that she loves her baby? Oh, dear God!
 
   Before I can respond, her breathing stops and her stare becomes vacant—the unmistakable stare of death. I can’t stop it. The shocked cry of desperation escapes my throat, “Noooo! Sabine, no!” 
 
   I slide my arms beneath her and lift her up to my chest, wanting to hold her forever. I hear the pounding of running feet in the hallway. Her husband heard. He can’t find me here! 
 
   He’s at the door when I drop a swift kiss on her forehead and release her. Quickly I trace back down to the lawn.
 
   I’m about to come undone, both mentally and physically. I thought that I had prepared myself. I hadn’t a clue. 
 
   “Oh Severin ….” Katerina’s voice is filled with deep sorrow, yet wisely she doesn’t attempt to console or touch me. Only time can heal gashes to the soul this profound. 
 
   Barely able to form the words, I ask in a strangled voice, “You knew, didn’t you? You saw it before I even went to her. That’s why you tried to stop me. Isn’t it?”
 
   Her eyes are pained when she responds, “Yes, Severin, this is true.”
 
   Both our heads whip up toward the second story of the grand home. A man is sobbing with such anguish that it’s nearly unbearable. Just then, the innocent cries of her baby begin to blend with his ….
 
   I feel as if I’m losing my mind. I thought the worst was behind me, yet nothing prepared me for the loss of my beloved sister. How terrible that my sweet niece should lose her mother before she ever knew her!
 
   With a choked sob, I grate out, “We have to go now. I can’t be here any longer.”
 
   Her hand touches my back as she says quietly, “Of course, Severin.”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Sixteen
 
   Present Day, Charleston, SC
 
   Control the Bleed
 
   “I don’t think I’ve ever eaten that much in my entire life!” She narrows her lovely eyes in mock annoyance as she adds, “Are you trying to fatten me up, sexy Severin?”
 
   Before I can answer her, the waitress in her mid-twenties returns to our table for what seems like the thirtieth time. It’s beginning to annoy me, but I acknowledge her and wait as she purrs out, “Doin’ all right?”
 
   Sternly I respond, “Just fine.” 
 
   She sifts her fingers through her dark hair. “ ’Kay, just checkin’. ”
 
   “I’ll tell you what,” my eyes drop to her black plastic nametag, “Audrey. If there is something, anything at all that we need from you from now on I will call your name.”
 
   The bold statement penetrates and she wanders away from our cozy table muttering, “Yeah, all right.”
 
   She watches me from under long lashes, her eyes watering as she tries unsuccessfully to hold in her laughter. 
 
   “What?”
 
   “Seriously, you’re asking me what?”
 
   “I am. What’s so funny, Calla?”
 
   “You. You are, with all of your Severin-ness.”
 
   “Did you just say ‘my Severin-ness?’ ”
 
   Her face is flushed as she struggles to contain her amusement, “I sure did. That woman was about to start running over lists of her favorite positions in case you failed to notice, big guy. And be prepped because she is definitely intent on tagging your digits before we leave tonight.”
 
   “Not funny, Calla.”
 
   “So damn funny. Hey, you should be flattered that you’re such a magnet for women. Has it always been like this?”
 
   I lean back in my chair and cross my arms over my chest. Enough with the teasing, little beauty ….
 
   In a low, warning voice I say, “Time for a change of topic.”
 
   Her eyes widen and she blinks, knowing I’m serious. I don’t mind being teased, but there is a line. 
 
   She takes a sip of her drink and changes topic with, “All right then. Did you attend college before, well, you know ….”
 
   “Yes, I did. I studied at The College of William and Mary. I was hoping to go on to study architecture when it happened.”
 
   I watch her blink twice, obviously surprised that I’m sharing this information with her in public.
 
   “Please continue. I-I remember that you told me this all happened to you because you intervened on your sister’s behalf, so I have to ask … did you save it?”
 
   “Save what?”
 
   “Your sister’s honor.”
 
   “Of course. She went on to marry the following year. A fine man, a banker. They had one child, my niece, a little girl named Cossette.” 
 
   “Was it difficult for you to not be able to see them? They could never understand, right?”
 
   “You are right. I made the mistake of seeing Sabine as she lay dying of yellow fever. She was only twenty-six years old. Thinking back, I wonder if she knew I was in the room at all—she was so wracked with fever and hallucinations at the time. I hold onto the hope that she knew I was there, or at the very least how much love I have for her.”
 
   “Severin, I had no idea. I’m so sorry. Please forgive me for bringing up such a painful topic.”
 
   I stoke my thumb over the back of her smooth hand and look deeply into her eyes. “You should know. I want there to be no secrets between us, Calla.”
 
   She looks away, out of the window into the darkness, clearly uncomfortable. 
 
   “Calla, look at me.”
 
   She turns back, and I wait until her eyes catch mine to ask, “Tell me about your family. I’ve shared. Now it is your turn.”
 
   She pushes a long, slow breath out before saying hesitantly, “I suppose, but bear with me and let me ease into this slowly, Severin, all right?”
 
   “Yes, of course.”
 
   “I-I just can’t discuss my brother, not yet anyhow. I’ll tell you that my daddy was a long haul truck driver who was gone three out of four weeks of the month. When I was five he decided to make his absence permanent.” I hold both her hands in the center of our table and give her the time she needs to continue. “And my momma, well, she had problems. She saw things like I do—flashes of things. It scared her. She told a few people in the beginning, hoping to find an answer. Maybe she just wanted to reassure herself that she wasn’t crazy or to simply get help. But we lived in a tiny town, and people talk. My momma wasn’t the strongest person. She became a shut-in at that point. I don’t ever remember seeing her sober. Looking back now, I suppose that’s how she coped. She died of liver failure when I was nine. My brother and I went to live with our aunt on the other side of town. We should’ve gone to Aunt Iris’ when Daddy left, but my brother, even at that young age, took on so much responsibility. He was determined to make it seem like we were holding things together. He feared that they’d split us up, you know, send us to an orphanage or whatever. But he was too young, Severin. God, we were both so very young when the wheels came right off that damn bus.”
 
   Her voice quivers on the last word and I know that she is incapable of continuing. 
 
   The fact that she shared such painful parts of her history is humbling, “You have me now, Calla. You’ll never be that vulnerable again, understood?”
 
   Her stunning doe’s eyes lift to mine. Unshed tears have welled up and are about to spill forth as she whispers, “Yes.”
 
   “We need a change of scenery. Let’s move on, Calla.”
 
    She nods quickly and I turn to flag down the waitress for the check.
 
   * * *
 
   As soon as we are on the slate, piecework sidewalk, I grin and pull her close. Wrapping both my arms around her, I drop a light kiss atop her pale hair. “It would be criminal to leave Ciatti’s anything but stuffed, don’t you agree, ma belle fleur?”
 
   She rises up on tiptoes, plants a swift kiss on my right cheek and whispers, “Agreed. It’s a beautiful evening. Let’s walk down Church Street, all right? I love seeing the Dock Street Theatre all lit up at night. C’mon.”
 
   She reaches behind her and tugs at my fingers that are clasped at her waist.
 
   I scan the lantern-lit historic street and determine that a threat is unlikely. It’s still fairly early, only ten fifteen, and there are a decent number of people milling about. It has been two weeks since the incident at Mixture, and although I have had all my guards on the alert, keeping as close an eye as possible on her, and always at night, I’m beginning to wonder whether or not Valdon has found something else to capture his interest. Still … I remain vigilant. My intuition is keen and I’m not taking any chances. 
 
   I release my hands and drop my arm around her bare shoulder as we stroll up the moonlit sidewalk. Old brick-walled cemeteries line the street on either side, adjoining the oldest remaining churches in the city. 
 
   “This is definitely my favorite historic street in town.”
 
   My eyes meet hers as we walk in the shadows. “Yes? And why is that Calla?”
 
   “I think because of the spires. Take a look.” 
 
   My gaze follows where she is pointing, high in the air. We come closer and stop just before the front steps of the French Huguenot Church. The jutting black spires are a striking contrast to the snow white structure. The soaring pinnacles are jagged in design and rise far up to blend with the darkness.
 
   “Mmm, lovely, Calla. I didn’t know that you held an appreciation for architecture. I learn something new and fascinating about you on a daily basis.”
 
   “This is true. And how about you, what is your favorite structure on this street? Actually … wait, why limit it, what is your favorite structure in the world?”
 
   My answer is on the tip of my tongue when my mobile goes off. I reluctantly slide my arm from her shoulders, murmuring for her to hold that thought. I take my phone from the front pocket of my jeans and stare down at the illuminated blue screen. Ambrose’s name is on the caller ID. 
 
   “Excuse me for a moment.”
 
   “Oh, sure.”
 
   She turns to peer through the black wrought-iron gate into the dark cemetery as I tap the screen to answer his call.
 
   “What is it, Ambrose?” He rarely calls.
 
   His voice is low, edgy, “Where are you? Is everything cool?”
 
   My eyes flick to her back as she continues looking at the ancient, weather-beaten headstones. “We’re fine, just walking after dinner, why?” 
 
   I had asked Case and Ambrose to keep an eye on Valdon, to watch from afar so I could take Calla out on a proper date without any complications. The fact that he’s on the other end of the line is not a good sign. My neck hairs stand on end ….
 
   “We just lost track of him and his crew. You need to get off the streets, like fucking now.”
 
   Not bothering with a reply, I reach out for her and can’t fucking believe that my fingers only manage to graze her ankle. My head shoots up as my phone slips from my fingers and crashes down to the pavement. He’s got her! 
 
   I know that one’s skills are sharpened with each year but I’ve never seen anyone move that fast who wasn’t tracing. Not a single sound comes from her because he has her by the neck. Instantly it becomes a game of chess played on a case of Ritalin and speed; I wrack my brain to make the vital decision to either follow or wait right here. He wants her turned, which means he’s going to attempt to take her life first. I wouldn’t put it past him to drop her, but how can I be certain? 
 
   My mind races as I try to focus. Ambrose is shouting through the speaker of the phone that lies at my feet. I can’t comprehend what he’s saying because I’m trying to break through my cage of abject fear. 
 
   High above me, I hear one small scream followed by a whimper. The slight sound tears into my soul. He has her locked in his hold as he balances effortlessly atop one of the black pinnacles. 
 
   Must get to her!
 
   I quickly rationalize that he hasn’t traced with her because he thinks as a mere human that the girl wouldn’t survive it. Most do not. It’s a miracle that she did once before but he’s not taking any chances. He leapt up there, offering a chilling display of his preternatural capabilities.
 
   My decision is made. I’m going after him and hope to God that I can rescue her in the process. I can’t trace to the top of the pinnacle because I haven’t been there before, so instead I employ another ability. I focus and fly straight up just like he did moments earlier, hoping that he doesn’t drop her before I get to them. 
 
   Inside of four seconds I’m balanced on the sloped metal roof, not three feet away from them.
 
   He sneers, “Don’t be foolish, Severin, I told you that I would have her. You knew your time with the girl was limited. I am, however, quite disappointed that you didn’t heed my advice and turn her. Now you force my hand.”
 
   Somehow, through my terror for her welfare, I manage to find inner calm. My focus is honed to a knife’s edge. Tears stream down her beautiful face. Her eyes are glued to mine, silently pleading for help against the monster that has her in his vice-like hold. I’m staring at my worst nightmare sprung to life before me. He knows my Achilles’ heel, knows my depth of feeling for her. He’ll use it against us both if I let him. Never!
 
   Just hold it together, Calla ….
 
   My eyes reluctantly break from hers as I do my best to gauge his next move. He can’t stay up here forever. 
 
   “Mmm …. Her blood smells simply delicious, and I can scent you on her. Isn’t it divine to find a blood thrall that is submissive to your whims, Severin?”
 
   He’s trying to detonate my temper, make me lose focus. Remain calm ….
 
   “She’s not now and never will be in servitude to me, Valdon. We are together by choice.”
 
   He grins, his lethal fangs glinting in the quarter slice of moonlight. “Ah, we all convince ourselves of that, Severin, and over time, some even believe it. No, this one will soon come to know me as her new master.” 
 
   I nearly lose it as he leans his large frame down to slowly lick up the right side of her cheek. She gives a desperate, strangled cry but is paralyzed with fear at being suspended three stories in the night sky. All he has to do is relax his hands and she will plunge to her death. 
 
   Must make my move ….
 
   “I know her well, Valdon. She is far too headstrong to ever bend to your will. She will only hate you for it, and she will turn on you, I guarantee it. Give her to me. Save yourself the hassle.”
 
   “Never. I know how to break beauties like her. I’ve done it countless times. And if she thinks just possessing the gift to catch glimpses of what’s coming will help her thwart me in some way, she will be swiftly and effectively corrected. Now our little discussion has come to an end. I suppose I should thank you for breaking her in for me, Severin. Your blood is not the only substance of yours that I can scent on ….”
 
   My brain explodes at his vulgar insult. I launch myself forward in a blur of power and speed. My right fist connects with the side of his head as I make a desperate grab for her. 
 
   The vicious struggle lasts only twenty seconds, but it feels like centuries as she is tugged back and forth. We use anything in our means to attack each other. Finally I have her in an awkward hold, pressed tightly into my side. My only choice is to trace us, which I’m about to do when he roars in fury and launches straight into us, his hands stretched out toward my neck. 
 
   “Don’t let go!” I scream to her as his body hits mine with the force of a Mack Truck that’s just barreled down a steep incline. His power is astonishing as he presses me into the steel of the roof. She is clutching at my belt, desperate to hold onto me as the fight turns vicious. His eyes are black as his massive hands attempt to close around my throat. I heave my body up and flip over, knowing that this is it—do or die time. Her hold turns frantic. Her fingers are giving out under the weight of gravity coupled with our violent movements. I reach down but only connect with her hair. She’s slipping ….
 
   I decide to let him do his worst. I can’t let her hit the pavement, or worse yet, the gravestones. She’d never survive a three story fall. 
 
   I reach lower to grab for her when his hold is suddenly loosened. He smiles cruelly at me and in one swift movement he stomps on her shoulder with such force that I hear the bone crack. I grab blindly for any part of her, but she is already falling fast. Her screams of anguish mix with his depraved laughter. 
 
   Trace!
 
   I’m back down on the sidewalk in the blink of an eye but I’m still ten feet from where she is about to land. I launch forward, determined to catch her, but I fall short. Only one extended palm is there to slow her descent as she lands with a sickening thud on the hard-packed earth, just inside the gates of the cemetery. 
 
   He’s still laughing and I barely comprehend him yelling down at me, “I’ll be seeing you both very soon, you can count on it. Oh, and I can’t wait to see how she turns out, Severin.” 
 
   Blood gurgles up from between her parted lips. Internal bleeding, she’s shutting down fast ….
 
   As gently as possible, I slide my arms beneath her still warm body and bring her up to a slight incline. Her glazed eyes are in and out of focus, and it’s destroying me to see her in this much physical pain. I know that there is little time. Once her heart stops … that’s it. I’ve never turned another, believing it unjust to bestow our dark gift without an exceptional reason. Could I, rather than lose her forever?
 
   She sputters out a blood-filled cough. I try to soothe her by holding her close, running my hand gently down her cheek. Her heart is faltering … not much time.
 
   She makes a wet, strained sound. I lean down close to her lips. I must comprehend what she is trying to tell me. 
 
   Barely audible, her voice is unrecognizable as she struggles to choke out, “T-turn ….”
 
   That’s all she can manage before the blood filling her mouth makes it impossible for her to continue. That was enough incentive for me. Not wanting any passerby to see us, I quickly drag her back into the heavy shadows in the corner of the cemetery. With my back propped against the white stucco wall of the church and her body reclined in my lap, I use my fangs to tear into my left wrist. Confident that the flow is steady, I do what was done to me so very long ago: I use my fingers to work her lips open and swiftly seal them with my wrist. 
 
   For the longest moment, nothing happens. Confusion roils through me. I wonder if I did something incorrectly, or if I was simply too late.
 
   I hear Ambrose and Case calling out from a distance, “Where the fuck are you?”
 
   Knowing that I need their help, I turn in the direction of the sound. “Over here!”
 
   Within seconds, they’re crouched low. Ambrose is used to wreckage on a massive level. He’s always outwardly calm. Only the flare in his light eyes gives any indication that he’s worried.
 
   Case starts to prowl the graveyard before us, eyes narrowed, ready to attack anyone or anything that comes near us. 
 
   Ambrose grits out, “How long have you given your blood to her?”
 
   My voice is shaking as I tell him, “Maybe a minute. Her mouth was full of blood when I covered her lips.”
 
   “Here, pull away, let’s tip her to the side to clear her mouth. It’s faint as fuck but I can still hear her heart. Your girl’s a fighter.”
 
   She is.
 
   As quickly and gently as possible, we roll her over. Ambrose rips the sleeve off his shirt, and as I hold her up in my arms, he cups her jaw with his wide palm and uses his thumb to press down on her lower teeth, effectively pushing her jaw open as wide as it will go. Scarlet blood streams out of both corners and he wastes no time inserting the wadded up white material to swiftly and efficiently clean out her mouth. 
 
   “Okay, gotta be quick to get some down her. Ready?”
 
   I nod. He pulls the saturated cloth away and grinds out, “Now!” 
 
   I lock my bleeding wrist down against her face and hope that she can manage just one swallow. A human can only turn when they are at the precipice of death and can only be given the dark gift directly from a vampire, at his or her discretion. She needs to get at least a mouthful of my essence inside her to counteract the colossal internal damage that is taking her life with the swiftness of water down a drain. I’m becoming desperate, uncertain if I can save her. 
 
   He straddles her legs to assist. “Let’s tip her head back a bit.”
 
   My head is pounding with pressure. Can’t lose her …. Fuck!
 
   Suddenly her body jolts hard against us as if she was just shocked hard with a defibrillator. Ambrose lets out a sigh of relief. My eyes fly to his in question. He nods once. “She’s good.”
 
   I bang my head back against the hard stucco, amazed that we weren’t too late.
 
   “Ambrose, the keys are in my pocket. The SUV is just around the corner on Market Street.”
 
   “On it, back within five minutes. Case, keep things tight.”
 
   The gigantic male continues scanning the shadows, keeping a lookout as he grunts his response to Ambrose. Standing above us, Ambrose looks down. “Forgive us, Severin. We had a run-in with Valdon’s thugs out at Wild Dunes. Things almost got messy in front of a bunch of humans. Obviously that was part of the nasty fucker’s grand plan. Never again. We’ve got his number. Alina traced back to the house. She has a broken wrist; nothing that won’t heal overnight. Back in a minute, keep it streaming down her, she’ll latch on soon.”
 
   I watch him jog out of the enclosed graveyard before I focus my attention once again on Calla. Her body begins to writhe slowly. My far more powerful blood has begun to heal her injuries as she turns. I’ve no time to focus on whether what I did was wrong or not. If I had to relive it a thousand times over, the outcome would be the exact same. I suppose I knew that she would eventually be turned the moment I rescued her at Mixture. 
 
   I nearly groan in relief as her slim fingers latch around my forearm, desperate to gain deeper access to the healing substance. 
 
   I stroke her hair, mostly wet with her own blood, and whisper encouragement to her. “Good, Calla, drink from me. Everything is going to be all right now. I’m going to get us to back to safety.”
 
   Case’s deep voice calls out, “Humans coming, on foot. Keep quiet.” 
 
   I watch him back deeper into the black shadows. The last thing we need are humans calling the cops for fucking around in an off-limits historic graveyard. I’m surprised that after the throw-down that occurred with Valdon nobody came to check it out; then again it’s the weekend and the drunks are out. Shouting and fighting is commonplace downtown. There’s a bar on just about every corner and that’s not by accident. So no, somebody pretty much has to be standing in the street screaming out “Fire!” for anyone to take notice, at least at night.  
 
   She moans softly, but it’s too faint for anyone to hear. 
 
   “He just rolled up. I’ll help you get her in back.” 
 
   I don’t have to tell him to be gentle. Despite his size, Case is overly cautious with females, most likely aware of the damage he could cause with his brute strength. Keeping my wrist in place I cradle my other arm around the back of her head and let Case carry her sideways the twenty feet to the idling SUV. We slide into the back and he takes the passenger seat. Ambrose takes off into the night. 
 
   “Calla, Calla … can you hear me?”
 
   She groans but is most likely still too out of it for my words to register. 
 
   Not until we’re on the bridge does Ambrose ask, “She hanging in there?”
 
   “Thankfully. Your timing was impeccable. Thank you.”
 
   “None needed. That’s what families do.”
 
   “Right.” Even with that single choked word the level of gratitude and emotion is unmistakable. 
 
   His eyes stare into the rearview mirror, watching mine closely. No words are needed. They never have been between us. 
 
   She’s going to make it. Dear God, don’t let her hate me for it.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Seventeen
 
   Present Day, The French Huguenot Graveyard
 
   Everything You Thought You Knew
 
   The searing pain is unimaginable. My body is in such agony that all I can do is hope that my brain will shut down so I won’t have to deal with it much longer. I’m drowning in my own blood. I know it. Every time I struggle to drag in a breath, I gag and choke from the mounting fluid that is blocking my airway. I tried to tell him to turn me but I doubt he understood my desperate plea. Oh God, I don’t want to die like this, battered and broken in an old cemetery, only a few feet from the dirt I’ll surely be under before long! I’m not a doctor yet but I’m certain that the organs inside me are torn up. I can feel internal spasming down my right side, the one that took the hardest hit in the fall. The clenching is coming harder with every urgent attempt to get air into my lungs. I doubt I’d even make it to the ER. 
 
   The vicious pain explodes as I’m tilted onto my side. If my mouth wasn’t filled with my own hot blood I would be screaming out in agony. Some sort of material is shoved into my mouth. Confusion grips my hazy thoughts and I feel strange, like I’m being pulled down into a strong undertow. Darkness begins to envelop me and I desperately try to stay lucid. The fear is all-consuming, the only thing keeping me from succumbing to the lure of death. Must fight!
 
   As if through a fog, I hear a different male voice shout, “Now!”
 
   Once again, familiar skin presses down against my open lips. I want to sob because whatever he did before didn’t work. Undoubtedly I’m too far gone to be turned. 
 
   Just then … I feel a sliver of something that is like liquid sunshine gliding down my throat. The flawlessness of the substance is astounding. 
 
   Again the male voice, “Let’s tip her head back a bit.” Ambrose?
 
   More of the warm, addictive fluid slides down my throat. I can’t recall anything that tastes so complex and delicious. Finer than the most fabulous champagne and the richest of chocolate combined. No, whatever this is has the power to soothe as well as to cover the torturous pain that’s holding me hostage. Suddenly, of its own accord, my body jolts hard, as if I’m prodded with a lightning bolt. There is little pain now, only the warming bliss that is masking all the prior damage. 
 
   Can’t lose this life source ….
 
   Deep in the recesses of my brain, I know that it’s Severin. He’s found a way and is either helping me or turning me—most likely both. I want to weep with gratitude for his act.
 
   I sense my shoulders and back writhing against the grass. The warmth flowing through my body is invigorating. My fingers curl around the arm that is providing me nourishment. 
 
   He calls my name from above, asking if I can hear him. I want to nod, or at least look at him, but my body feels strangely different … it’s mine yet somehow not. I can only groan and hope that he understands that what he’s doing is working. 
 
   My last coherent thought is being lifted and settled into an enclosed space. It must be a car because it begins moving fast. I clasp his arm and take deep pulls, allowing the blood to replace the earlier misery. I can feel my shattered shoulder knitting together and the throbbing in my organs is nearly non-existent now. Deep down I have the distinct sense that I’m going to make it. He did it. He saved me. 
 
   On that final thought I succumb to the stillness of sleep.
 
   * * *
 
   His voice. I catch the tail end of a single word, recognizing that it’s him, yet he somehow sounds different. 
 
   Once again, I hear the lush rumble just above me. “My brave Calla. Open your eyes for me.”
 
   I lean into the hand that is moving in a slow caress across my left cheek. The sensual touch seems amplified, far different from what I recall. I open my eyes and gasp. 
 
   I’m incapable of speaking as he stares down at me in all his stunning beauty. I feel like I never saw him before, like I was looking at him through dirty sunglasses. He’s radiant. 
 
   He grins at me and says quietly, “Welcome back, ma belle fleur.”
 
   Even his voice is far more sensual, each word sounding like it’s part of a far greater composition. I blink and scan his face and hair before managing to say, “Thank you.”
 
   His smile drops and his lips brush mine before he pulls back and says, “I couldn’t lose you, Calla. It would have destroyed me. Tell me, how are you feeling?”
 
   I try to sit up, still a bit disoriented. I manage to prop up on my right elbow. I’m in the center of his bed and he is sitting on the side, hands planted into the mattress on either side of me. 
 
   “Better. Everything seems different, though.”
 
   He watches me carefully before asking, “Different, how?”
 
   I glance up at the Venetian glass light fixture that drops down from his beamed ceiling. Did I ever notice those brilliant silver and black twists before? Everything is pulsing with electricity, as if it has its own distinct vibe.
 
   I struggle to explain it to him. “It’s all … heightened.”
 
   He smiles and says gently, “Yes, that’s a good way to put it, Calla. Just wait until we go outside, my little beauty, then you’ll fully experience nature like you never could have before. Are you hurting anywhere?”
 
   “No, I’m all right.” My mind is starting to swim with the new reality of being something else, something not human. What the hell has happened to me? I want to lash out, to scream at him, but I was there, knew what went down tonight. It was not like he had any choice. 
 
   My thoughts flick to my roommate and I freeze before asking in a shaky tone, “Wait, what about Kiana? Oh God, he could be after her right now!”
 
   His hands stroke the upper part of my arms. “Shh, relax. She was at work when Case helped us earlier tonight. She’s fine. He’s with her right now. Trust me, he knows where your friend is at any given point each night and it is never far from him. In fact, I don’t know what she’s shared with you, but they’ve gotten quite close these past few weeks. It’s something that we are all a little apprehensive about, seeing as how she is human.”
 
   I knew that she was wrapped up in him, that they were sleeping together, but I was too bogged down with my own issues to delve into it deeper.
 
   “Wait, has he … bitten her? Does she know?”
 
   He shakes his head. “He hasn’t shared that much with me. What I do know beyond any doubt is that he is very cautious and will guard her with his very life. There is no need to worry for her safety.”
 
   I’m processing everything he’s just said when he says, “I need to know something, Calla.”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Earlier, you used your last breath to tell me to turn you. I need to know what made you so certain that this is the life you wanted for yourself.”
 
   The answer falls from my lips without any hesitation, “Because I couldn’t go to my grave as mere poor white trash.”
 
   Astounded, he whispers, “What?”
 
   I soldier on, “I struggled my whole life for the opportunity to become something other than what I was born into, Severin. I was nearly there too, with acceptance into med school. My dream, my only dream, was to pull myself out of that sordid past that clung to me like a foul smell.” I shake my head slowly and continue on, “I wasn’t about to go out like that, no fucking way, and especially not at the hands of that monster Valdon.”
 
   “Calla, you’ve never been and you never will be poor white trash. Not to me. I never want to hear you say those words again.”
 
   I stare at him pointedly. “Hard to shake it off. You can’t understand it unless you’ve lived it, Severin. And don’t think for one second I’m telling you any of this for pity, because I’m so not.”
 
   He leans in closer and in a scary whisper speaks inches from my lips, “I don’t. I refuse to have the woman I love ever refer to herself in such a demeaning manner. If you feel that way then it is my mission to change that fact. Beginning now.”
 
   I watch him carefully, wondering if I possibly misheard him. “Did you just say what I think you said?”
 
   His hot stare melds to mine before his head lowers. A long, slow swipe of his tongue licks up the side of my neck, stopping just at the base of my ear. The sexiest purr I’ve ever heard brushes against my skin in a whisper, “You heard me. I love you Calla. I have, ever since the night at the lake. And in case you’re wondering, yes, I’ve had others in the past. But that’s the past and I assure you the words I just spoke to you have never left my lips before tonight.”
 
   I begin to tremble at the intensity of his words, rocked to the core as he continues on in his sensual whisper, “Even if you hadn’t asked, I still would have turned you. I’m a selfish bastard, Calla. The thought of living centuries without you is unfathomable. I’d rather you hate me than visit a piece of stone that serves as a marker for what you used to be. I detest Valdon worse than you can imagine, and what he did tonight only adds to the long black tally that I have racked up against him. I will avenge what he did to you, of this you can be certain my love.”
 
   He pulls back, but I want nothing more than to crawl into the familiar safety of his wide chest. Twining my arms around his neck, I lean in and answer his passionate statement with a sensual kiss, hoping that he can feel it to his core. Our tongues lap greedily as the kiss turns fierce and more potent.  
 
   “Oh!”
 
   Before I can blink, he lifts me up, legs wrapped around his bare waist. He’s moving in a near blur, and before I realize where we’re headed he has me inside the dark enclosure of his shower and he’s shoving the handle impatiently to ‘on.’
 
   “Severin … I need you.” 
 
   A low sound close to a growl vibrates throughout the shadowy room as he grates out, “I jacked off thinking about taking you in the shower. Be warned, Calla. Now that you can take it, this time I’m not holding back.”
 
   Don’t ever hold back!
 
   As the spray tunnels down from overhead I feel a telling gush of wetness between my legs. Still held against him I glance down and am stunned by the blood that’s saturated in my hair and down my once white dress. But at this point I’m beyond caring. The need for him to be buried inside me is throbbing hard. My bare feet touch the wet stone floor seconds before I’m spun around, and that dark voice commands me, “Brace your hands against the wall and don’t move.”
 
   My heart is thundering as my hands fly out to press against the warm, slick wall. 
 
   “God, yes!” 
 
   With one wrenching pull, my dress is torn down and off of my body. This is the real Severin, unleashed in all his pure ferocity. A dark shiver works its way straight down my spine as my feet are kicked open. My head is whirling, craving his perfect touch as I hear him shed his clothes. Silently he steps in between my parted legs. His hand is wrapped around his thick heat, and I feel his wrist brush against my ass as the smooth head teases first my clit and then back farther to my already eager core. I can’t help it; I bump my ass back a few inches, silently begging for him to thrust right into me. 
 
   His silky wet hair caresses my shoulder as his chest presses up against my back. His thrilling voice envelops me, “Now, Calla, I’ll finally able to give it to you how I’ve always wanted to, my love. I’m warning you—it will be anything but gentle.”
 
   My screams rise up through the steam as he slams right into me and instantly begins a savage, driving rhythm, unlike anything I’ve ever known. All I can do is remain plastered against the wall, clinging desperately to the wet stone as each hard stroke urges me closer to the edge of sanity. He speeds up the punishing rhythm, and I can’t resist working my feet out wider so he can take me deeper. 
 
   He hisses at my movement and the hands that are clamped down intently on my hips are suddenly gone. I gasp as one fist locks tightly into my hair and the other snakes down in front of my legs to swirl expertly against my pulsing clit. 
 
   He grits out from behind, “That’s right, take it so deep for me … right there. That’s it Calla, fuck, yes!”
 
   That was it, the precise words that set me free. 
 
   “Severin!” 
 
   My shattered cry drives him harder as his frantic pounding increases, perfectly in tune with the pulsing shudders of my powerful orgasm that’s swiftly consuming me in rapturous bliss. It’s far more intense now and I revel in the marvelous sensations that are exploding throughout my body.
 
   I shiver in excitement as his hand leaves my clit to clamp down onto my left hip. He rams into me one last time, and I feel the hot cum flood deep within me. His powerful roar of triumph permeates the steamy enclosure surrounding us.
 
   Still buried in me to the hilt, he leans forward, his head touching the stone directly beside mine.
 
   He struggles to find his voice, “Look at me.”
 
   Half-dazed, I slide my hand down from the wall and brush my saturated hair away before twisting my neck to look over into his eyes. His irises are pitch-black. Before I can say anything he speaks first. “Just as I thought.” Are mine black as well?
 
   He slowly pulls out of my core, and I watch his head tip slightly to the right. He urges in a seductive voice, “Take from me.”
 
   With those three words slipping from his lips, I’m lost. I lick my lips and am stunned to feel newly dropped canines that have incredibly sharp points at the ends. Suddenly, I’m awash with need. I couldn’t stop or even hope for a second that I could rein in my swiftly mounting hunger. My hand reaches out in a blur of motion to glide through his wet hair. If I wasn’t so determined, I would be floored by the swiftness of my movement. I pull him close then with deadly accuracy I strike, piercing his neck with the foreign twin points that somehow feel so natural in my mouth. 
 
   Our groans blend together, his in pleasure, mine in greedy need. I nearly pull back, so surprised by the richness of his warm blood. Before, when I was turning, I was far too distracted to really appreciate it. It tastes so pure as I draw it into my mouth. I’m on tiptoes to reach his neck, and with my head tilted back, the blood had as easy path to follow. Gravity takes its course, and it slides down, nourishing me in its mouthwatering perfection. 
 
   The palpable energy surges through my body, ignited by his blood alone. I don’t know how long I have drawn from him when he cups my face with his palm and gently pulls me away from his neck. 
 
   “I’m sorry, Calla, I have to stop it until I can replenish my body. I’ve given you a lot of my blood tonight and I promise to give you far more, my love, but first I must refuel, so to speak. I hope you understand?”
 
   Suddenly I feel absolutely selfish. I quickly swing my long wet hair around to one side and tip my exposed neck far to the side for his use, “Oh God, of course. Here, please ….”
 
   His soft laugh surprises me, and instead of drinking, he pulls me tightly into his large arms. “I adore you, my sweet one. I do. But you are too newly turned and need every ounce of blood that is within you to thrive. No, I will go out to feed, but don’t worry, I will return before you’ve even had an opportunity to miss me. Besides, it will give you a chance to catch up with your new family. I’m sure that they will have some choice gossip to share with you about me.”
 
   My new family? Why does that simple statement bring tears to my eyes?
 
   “Come, let’s get dressed, and we’ll find everyone. Sound all right?”
 
   I’m one of them now. I struggle to take it easy, to not lose it. I need to go slow and steady, to process this new life a minute at a time. I trust him to look out for me. 
 
   I glance up at the nearly healed puncture wounds on his neck. He tracks my eyes and catches my chin between his thumb and forefinger. I lift my eyes to his.
 
   “It’s nothing. I can’t even feel it.”
 
   “Should I run my tongue over it?”
 
   “No, there’s no need, Calla.”
 
   I press my cheek against his chest, right over his heart. My voice rings out, clear and true, “I love you, Severin. Always.”
 
   He pulls back and tips my chin up. His eyes blaze as he says in his steely, determined voice, “Yes, always.”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Eighteen
 
   A Vicious Past
 
   Severin has just left to feed and I’m sitting in the cavernous living room of their underground home. He assured me that he’d return in a few hours and urged me to relax with Alina and Ambrose.
 
   “Want a beer, Calla? We have Foster’s or Boddingtons.” 
 
   Before I can answer her, Ambrose cuts in, “Your shot, sweetheart. I’ll get her drink. What’ll it be, little lady?”
 
   I watch as she leans her slim body over the emerald green velvet of the carved pool table. All grace and cool poise, she lands the shot and grins wide before exclaiming, “I’m catching up, darling!”
 
   He shakes his head and smiles. “Bring your best, babe, but you know who always cleans up in the end.”
 
   “Oh, you’re in for it then!”
 
   The infectious electronic beats of Skrillex throbs from a subwoofer mounted over the massive flat screen TV that’s hanging on a nearby brick wall.
 
   “So, what’s it gonna be, then?” He waits for my reply.
 
   “Foster’s sounds good.”
 
   “Excellent choice, I’m a total fiend for the Boddingtons, so with you being so generous and all, I like you already. Back in a sec.”
 
   He strides out of the oversized game room and disappears into the kitchen. I watch Alina come toward me, stopping just a foot away from where I’m sitting on the tall, round pub table to ask softly, “How are you feeling?”
 
   I answer honestly, “Physically, amazing. Mentally and emotionally, well, it’s an awful lot to process, you know?”
 
   She watches me a moment before saying, her voice thoughtful, “Yes, I remember. Just know that it can take quite a while to come to terms with the newness of everything. It won’t happen overnight. Essentially trading one existence for another is nearly beyond comprehension for anyone. But I’m sure that Severin told you—as family, we stick together and from what I’ve seen in my newer existence as a vampire, we’re some of the good ones. Count yourself lucky.”
 
   I shudder to think of others prowling around out there like Valdon.
 
   Ambrose saunters in, three beers held in a triangle in his long fingers. As he hands me the bottle of Foster’s, Alina surprises me by asking, “Did he tell you how I came to be turned?”
 
   Caught off guard, I stare into her wide eyes and say, “Yes, he did.”
 
   She touches my knee lightly and says, “Good. It’s important that you know each of our stories so that we can better understand each other. And Severin, he told you his, I presume?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   The balls make a hard ‘snick’ sound as Ambrose lands two in a row in the corner pocket. 
 
   He calls out in his thick British accent, “And what about my grizzly tale, did he grace you with that juicy tidbit yet?”
 
   Hesitantly I shake my head. “No, he didn’t.”
 
   “Care to hear it then?”
 
   I swallow and respond, “Very much.” Mentally bracing myself because I’m sure that his stoic, multi-layered façade hides something darker, a fierceness, which as with Severin, oozes deadliness. 
 
   He nods to Alina, indicating that it’s her shot. I watch him tilt the yellow can of Boddingtons up to his lips. He takes a long drag of the ale before setting the can down on a nearby table. 
 
   His glacial eyes meet mine and in a totally emotionless voice he begins, “I was twenty-four years old and a first lieutenant in the British Cavalry. The year was 1754, and we were in a raging battle with the French for the Northern Territories. Back then we were fortunate to still have the Cherokee fighting alongside us. My guide was the best—a fierce fucker too. Watched him kill countless men with his bare hands. Anyhow, he and I and six of my men were in charge of running a load of badly needed supplies from Fort Saint-Frédéric South to Fort Carillon. Both are now in what is designated as the state of Maine. Back then, on horseback in the fucking pounding snowstorm that was heaving down on us, the journey was supposed to take two days. On the second day, we were ambushed. We were traveling alongside a steep gully and before we knew it, we were flanked on every side.”
 
   “Was it the French?”
 
   “Fuck yeah. I wish it was only them. We could’ve taken out those pussies. They had a dozen Mohawk warriors with them. Knew the second I saw them that we were done for. Don’t know what you’ve learned in history classes, Calla, but I can tell you right now, the Mohawks butcher first and never bother with questions.”
 
   “Oh my God.” I shudder.
 
   “Fucking right. Anyhow, that dusk we became the entertainment for the French Cavalrymen who watched the Mohawks methodically pluck each man away from our group to slaughter and scalp them one by one until all the snow surrounding us was stained red. You see, they like to toy with their victims. They’re notorious for focusing on the weakest ones, taking them out first, saving the real fighters for last, when their appetite for death is worked up to a rabid level. My guide and I knew what was happening, and when there were only three of us left, we did the only thing that we could do. In a last ditch effort I gave the command and we took off in separate directions, sprinting hard for the cover of the forest. Within seconds I heard the screams of agony as they caught and tortured the others but I was too intent on escape. I’d just made it a few steps inside the tree line when an arrow drilled through my left calf. I kept going, hopping awkwardly on my good leg, praying that I could find somewhere, anywhere to hide. There was nothing but snow and trees that were not large enough for a body to hide behind. I knew then that I was doomed. Unable to move efficiently, I braced myself behind a sturdy tree and gripped my loaded musket. The Indians are natural born trackers. I knew I didn’t stand a chance. The blood trail from my wound alone was a dead giveaway, but still, I sure as hell wasn’t going down without taking a few of those fucking bastards with me.”
 
   I watch as he takes another long drink. Steeling myself for the gore that’s yet to come, I glance at Alina, who seems upset and sad. She’s sitting in the chair opposite mine, nibbling on her full bottom lip. 
 
   “Didn’t have to wait long, either. With a loud shrieking shout, one huge warrior came charging for me, his feathered tomahawk poised high up above his head. He moved fast but somehow I had just enough time to flip my musket up beneath my shoulder and fire on him. Stopped the fucker right in his tracks, which pissed his mates right off. Two of them came gunning straight for me. I had no time to reload so I stabbed the first one who reached me with the end of the bayonet attached to the muzzle of my gun. Got him straight in the gut, but it didn’t stop him. He laid into me with that sharp blade and started whacking me in the arm and once in the shoulder before I got him straight through the neck. He fell right at my feet and that’s when I felt the arrow. It was shot from the trees, so fast and hard that it drilled straight through my lower sternum. I tried to move but I was stuck to the tree. The flint tip was buried deep in the oak behind me. Two more were coming fast, so I had no choice but to heave myself off the shaft, feather tips and all.”
 
   My hands fly up to cover my mouth. I am shocked at the gruesomeness of his story. An involuntary whisper falls from my lips, “Oh God, Ambrose.”
 
   He seems stoic, unaffected as he rolls the birch pool stick between his palms. “That’s when things began to get really fun. See, I was running on pure adrenaline and survival instinct at that point, so I hadn’t a clue how much blood I’d lost from both the hack job and the arrow hits to my leg and chest. I didn’t understand why, when I tried to walk, I only dropped to my knees. I reached for the knife at my hip and pulled it out of its sheath, ready for some ‘up close and personal’ combat. I was intent on taking at least one more of those assholes down as they surged forward, but before I knew it, one of them had a firm grip on the top of my hair and the other was grinning wide, his blade pulled back. They were about to scalp me alive. 
 
   “I swung forward, but my movements at that point were clumsy and uncoordinated. I kept trying, but with no luck. He just kept jumping back from my blade. They were toying with me and I hated every fucking minute of it. I didn’t know if they understood English but I yelled at them to get on with it. Called them every name I could think of, furious at myself for not fighting harder. 
 
   “Then the unimaginable happened. Out of nowhere, this stunning woman appeared behind the Indian who stood before me. He turned, shocked as shit to see a provocatively dressed siren standing in the midst of a bloody fight in the middle of the fucking woods. Without a word she shook her head at him, reached out, and with both palms against his cheeks, twisted once. I heard his neck snap. The other Mohawk instantly released me and went for her, his tomahawk gripped tightly in his right fist. She grinned at him, and that’s when I saw her fangs. From my knees, I looked up in awe as she plucked the weapon straight out of his unyielding grip, like it was a flower on a stem. She flipped it once in her hand and let it fly in the same motion. It drilled him straight between the eyes, and he dropped like a lead weight. I was too fucking freaked out to move an inch as she smoothed a length of her gleaming hair and took two strides to where I was planted in the snow. She knelt down before me in her lavender and silver gown and whispered that she was about to take the pain away, that I shouldn’t be frightened. I knew I was about to die, but I had to know the name of the strange woman who was about to kill me. I asked her in a strangled voice and she answered me in the loveliest voice I’ve ever heard, ‘Katerina.’ Then she tore into her wrist with those dagger-like fangs of hers and brought it to my lips, softly ordering me to drink. I was in no position to refuse, so I opened wide and did just that, half-thinking that I must already be dead, that this was either heaven or hell. And that’s when I began to feel the unbelievable raw power of her blood surge through me, warming me from the chill of death and swiftly healing my wounds at the same time. She traced us away before the remaining enemies came to check on the hold-up. And there you have it. That’s my tale.”
 
   I stare into his eyes, stunned by his confession. “She saved your life that day.”
 
   He picks up his beer and tips it toward me. “Indeed she did.”
 
   “Who is Katerina?”
 
   His brows draw together. “Severin hasn’t told you already?”
 
   “Only that she was the female vampire who turned him. He didn’t share many details, except that she also had visions and that she’s dead.” 
 
   He watches me carefully as he says, “She was both Severin and my maker. You’re right, she took her own life in the year 1843.”
 
   “But why would she do that?”
 
   He cracks his neck twice before leaning back against the rail of the low pool table. “After three centuries, she was tired of dodging Valdon. She couldn’t face an infinite future on the run from him. He wanted her, nearly had her several times, but she always managed to slip away. She knew that he would never stop giving chase and she grew weary of always trying to be one step ahead, always looking over her shoulder. She wanted to end it, on her terms. And she did. Who fucking knows the real deal? She wouldn’t talk about what happened between them before Severin and I came into play. All we know was that he was a threat and because of that fact, he is our enemy. See, vampires grow more powerful as they age, and as far as we know, he’s the oldest one around—over five hundred years. We’ve yet to come up with a plan to annihilate the fucker, and believe me, we’ve thought about it … a lot.”
 
   I may be overstepping boundaries but I’m inquisitive by nature so I have to know. “How did she do it—end her life, I mean?”
 
   “We found her in the gardens at our place in Spain. I suppose she decided it was time to take in one last sunrise. Not sure how long it took to kill her. All we found was scraps of her dress and a charred pile of ash. Severin about went mad, blaming himself for not finding a way to eliminate Valdon. I suppose he still blames himself; I can see it in his eyes during the rare times that her name comes up. If you haven’t guessed already, he’s a man of excessive honor, Calla, and although he wasn’t in love with her, she was his creator, at least for this existence. He felt a fierce loyalty and responsibility to protect her. He failed and he carries that burden. Heavily. I feel awful as well, but I’d rather think of it this way: everyone has a right to choose their own fate. It’s a personal decision.”
 
   I ponder everything he’s told me. He moves over to cup the back of Alina’s neck before dropping a tender kiss on her lips. She nuzzles into his snug tee and I look away, wanting to give them a private moment. With all this information swirling around in my newly energized brain I’m beginning to feel the vastness of my future. Suddenly I want to go outside, to escape the walls of their underground house, but I’m exhausted and there will be plenty of time to explore with my newly heightened senses. 
 
   I stand and tell them good night as I make my way out of the modern room, back down the hall toward Severin’s door. Reaching out for the handle I hear Ambrose’s voice call out to me, “Don’t leave until he returns for you, Calla.” I blink and step inside. It wasn’t a request. 
 
   What has happened to me, to my future? I’m uncertain of anything except my love for him. I hope it’s enough to help me survive because I know one thing: no matter how long it takes I’m going to find a loophole, a firm plan to take out that bastard Valdon. There’s no fucking way I’m giving up and going down in a pile of ash like Katerina. No damn way.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Nineteen
 
   Three Years Earlier, Meeting Street Girls’ Dormitory, Charleston, SC
 
   Brotherly Love
 
   “Hey, Calla, Stacie at the front desk just called up. There are two military dudes here to speak with you. They want you to come downstairs.”
 
   I glance up quickly from my history notes. Immediately my hands begin to sweat and tremble. No, no, no …. Brant was deployed to a remote area of Afghanistan four months ago and I’ve been on edge every day, worrying for his safety. Please, please, let it be him coming home early for some weird reason and not something else ….
 
   On unsteady legs, I grab my cardigan, slide on my flip flops and make my way to the staircase. My legs feel heavy and my head throbs with blood as I rush down to the lobby. Men aren’t allowed past the lobby of the girls’ dorm. I hesitate before pushing open the chipped steel door. As it swings wide I stare into the eyes of the two MPs. One look at their grim features and the earnest set of their eyes, and I know it’s horrible. They’re here to either tell me that he’s dead or gravely injured. My body is shaking as I try to cross to them, desperate to know the truth. 
 
   The older of the two asks, “Ma’am, are you Miss Calla Hart?”
 
   I try hard to steady my voice, to speak clearly, “Yes, yes I am. Please, is this about Brant?”
 
   They glance at each other and slowly close the space between us. Gently the uniformed man speaks again, softer this time. “Miss Hart, is there somewhere we can speak in private?”
 
   My lips tremble as I blurt out, “T-tell me. Tell me now. Is he still alive?”
 
   His eyes soften and his large hand reaches out to gently clasp my fingers in his. His voice is raw with emotion as he begins, “The Humvee that Sergeant Brant Hart was riding in yesterday sustained a direct hit from an IED. Two of the five soldiers who were inside were still alive and flown by life flight to a burn unit in Germany. Unfortunately Brant’s burns were so severe that his internal organs began to shut down. He passed away this morning. I’m so sorry, ma’am. We both are.”
 
   I can’t see them anymore because the tears are welling up faster than they can fall down my face. He was my life, my protector, and now he’s dead ….
 
   * * *
 
   The wetness on my cheeks wakes me up. I open my eyes to see Severin sound asleep beside me. His long arm is draped across my bare waist. The sadness of losing Brant is always present, and in some ways I’m grateful, petrified of losing even one single memory we shared together. 
 
   Suddenly lush eyes open to stare at me. His fingers close on my waist. I watch him frown and ask in a cautious whisper, “What is it? Are you upset about being turned? Tell me.”
 
   “No, it’s my brother. He died not long ago and he’s always in my thoughts.”
 
   He moves closer and covers my cheeks with slow kisses, taking his time before saying, “I’m so sorry, Calla. I know how difficult loss can be, truly.”
 
   “Thank you, Severin.” I rest my forehead against his smooth chest and feel him whisper against my hair, “Are you hungry, ma belle fleur?”
 
   Actually, I am. Very ….
 
   Lifting my head, he watches my eyes closely, and before I can utter a word, he gives me a knowing look. “That’s what I thought. Tonight I’ll teach you to feed on your own. You could use a distraction. Come, Calla, it’s early evening and we need to begin your training if you hope to survive as one of us. Are you ready?”
 
   I brush a light kiss across his lips and whisper, “I could use a distraction. I hope that I’m ready for what you have to teach me.”
 
   “Excellent. Let’s get dressed and head downtown, my love.”
 
   “Are we driving?”
 
   “Not at all. You, my lovely one, are going to learn how to trace tonight.”
 
   Excellent.
 
   “Come, I’ll explain it to you on the back lawn.”
 
   Some of my clothing is still here from when he brought my bag over from my apartment. I hope he discarded that bloody dress from last night because I don’t want to be reminded of the grizzly event. I pull on a pair of Hudson brand skinny jeans and pick up my black silky spaghetti strap top. I picture the seductive black leather pants Alina wears so well and make a mental note to add the wicked material to my wardrobe ASAP. I pause for a second, surprised that I can feel the threads of the material as they glide across my body. I still find it difficult to fully understand my new abilities, but I’m eager to learn everything about this new life. Knowledge is power, regardless of your species, and if I hope to avoid Valdon and his thugs, I’ll have to pay close attention to every subtle nuance of what I’m taught. 
 
   “Ready?”
 
   “Yes, let’s go. I want to experience the outdoors in my new body.”
 
   His eyes flare and grow heated at my words. “Mmm, my beauty, I just want to experience your gorgeous body … over and over again. But first, my girl needs to feed. Let’s go.”
 
   He always senses my needs. I’m so accustomed to fending for myself. Can I ever let go and give myself over to him in every way possible, or is being in control too ingrained in my psyche?
 
   The bedroom door swings wide and I shake the concern away as I follow Severin down the hallway toward the waiting elevator. We ride up to the main floor in silence as I ponder what new events will await me this evening. I know, of course, that Severin will explain anything that catches me off guard. I relax and step off the elevator, eager to experience my nocturnal future firsthand.
 
   Outside, the first two things that ensnare my rapt attention are the copious sounds along with my ability to see with such crystalline clarity, it’s as if I’m snorkeling in a turquoise sea with a perfectly clear mask on my face. For my human eyes, the night was always heavily shadowed and primarily shades of blacks and grays. Now, the vibrancy is startling. The sage green of the Spanish moss that sways gently from the trees is notably ‘soft’ in both color and texture.
 
   How is any of this possible?
 
   My eyes turn to him in question. 
 
   “It’s normal to feel overwhelmed at first. Just be patient with yourself, ma belle fleur, and try to comprehend that every single one of your magnified attributes is specifically designed to keep our species from being eradicated. Now, your first lesson will be tracing. It’s important that you understand that this is a skill that you will develop over the years, Calla. You must not become discouraged if it doesn’t go smoothly the first few times. Remember, this is all foreign for you, all right?”
 
   “Understood. I’m ready. Show me.” I face him and square my shoulders, eager to learn the method of transport that brought me here that very first night.
 
   “Excellent. Now, I want you to close your eyes and calm your mind.”
 
   I allow my eyelids to slide closed, but the sounds of the scurrying creatures in the woods along with the rustle of leaves are proving to be annoying. I squeeze my lids tighter and do my best to streamline my thoughts.
 
   “Calla, I want you to imagine yourself standing in the spot near the edge of the tree line where I brought you when you first came onto this property. Can you try to do that for me?”
 
   Focusing, I whisper, “Yes.”
 
   From memory I recall the area where I first opened my eyes, where I first saw him. I wait. Nothing. 
 
   I open my eyes and stare at him, wondering if I’m flunking already? Shit!
 
   He smiles encouraging and says evenly, “It’s all right. Let’s try again. But before you close your eyes, I want you to look across the lawn, directly at the area. Then try, okay?”
 
   Nodding, I cast my gaze down the vast lawn to the area. Once I have it locked in my mind I shut my eyes and concentrate … hard. I shut out the sounds, the feel of the breeze sifting across the delicate hairs on my arms, the sway of the branches overhead. Nice and calm ….
 
   Damn! Nothing again. 
 
   I open my eyes, beyond frustrated and gasp. I’m now standing directly in the intended spot. He calls out from several hundred yards away in an encouraging voice, “Nicely done.”
 
   How could I possibly have heard him from that distance? Oh my God.
 
   “Now come back to me.”
 
   Seriously? All right.
 
   Going in reverse seems easier because the waiting reward is my Severin. I plant my feet, lift my chin and try it this time with my eyes open, locked directly onto the spot where I stood one minute ago. 
 
   “Oh!” 
 
   I cry out, stunned that I’m now six inches from him. I stare up in wonder as his lips lower to taste mine. His sexy rumble mingles with the other sounds in the dewy night air, “Note, beauty, very exquisite reward earned for you later this evening.” 
 
   Hell. Yes.
 
   Encouraged, I ask, “What’s next?”
 
   There is far too much to cover even in the first few weeks, Calla, so we are sticking with essentials, only the basics tonight. Now I’m going to teach you the tools you will need to learn to properly feed.”
 
   “Um, aren’t they basically the pointy things in my mouth?” I ask teasingly. 
 
   “Witty, my love, but no. Not if you wish to remain anonymous, and trust me, you do.”
 
   “Sorry. I’m listening.”
 
   “Good. Now, once you choose a human, we are able to persuade them easily to allow us to drink. I’m about to show you how that’s done. We call it ‘glamouring.’ ”
 
   Without another word, I watch his eyes drop seductively as he takes the final step into my personal space. Immediately I’m ensnared in his hypnotic stare, deeply wanting to pleasure him, to behave. My head is dizzy with lust, and I only vaguely comprehend that his head is dropping lower. His left palm clasps down onto the back of my bare neck. I feel his lips caress my pulse point as I revel in his masculine scent. His slick tongue slides intimately up my skin before he slowly pulls away once again. 
 
   Rational thought filters back in as I struggle to find the right words, “That … that was surreal. How did you do that? I couldn’t have said ‘no’ if the forest caught on fire.”
 
   His lips turn up at the corners as he explains, “And to a human the experience would be tenfold compared to what you just felt. Your resistance is stronger now, Calla, so imagine how alluring we would be to them.”
 
   “Wait.”
 
   His head tilts, “Yes?”
 
   “I’m not sure that I want you … doing this with some random, beautiful woman, Severin.”
 
   “Ah, I do love you being a bit jealous, my lovely one. And know that I’ll undoubtedly feel the same way the first few times you drink from a human male. But you must understand that it’s for survival, nothing else. Glamouring humans allows for the mutual enjoyment of both participants without destructive repercussions.”
 
   I plant my hands on my hips and throw him a little sass, “You didn’t glamour me the first time you plunged into my neck with those pointy-ass fangs of yours.”
 
   He bellows out a laugh that rings through the warm air. “No-no I didn’t, and I already told you why. For reasons still a mystery to me, you nearly shatter my control, Calla. That’s how strong the urge is with you. It will always be like that.”
 
   “Mmmm … I like that.”
 
   “It’s the truth. Now, back to your lesson, and try to behave and not be so unbelievably distracting so we can move forward and get you fed. Being so new, you will need blood on a daily basis to thrive. Now, show me how you would seduce me if I were a human.”
 
   I push aside my initial awkwardness and get down to business. Tilting my head to the side I lift my eyes to his. Ever so slowly, I reach out and run a fingertip from the base of his bare throat, dragging it down over his shirt to rest at the very top of his beltline where I flatten my palm, just inches from his delicious sex. I add in a light sashay of my hips and step forward, threading my other hand through his raven hair. His eyes are ravenous as he stares down at me. I more than like this power ….
 
   I have to rise up on tiptoes to meet his neck. Just as my lips are about to touch him, a raw voice grates low, “Keep going.” He is as tense as an iron I-beam. He’s clearly fighting for control as I comply and press a kiss against his skin. My eyes slide shut, allowing his scent to envelop me.
 
   “Enough.” He takes a long stride back from me and I stagger forward from the loss of his body.
 
   “What? Was that wrong?”
 
   He rakes his right hand roughly through his hair. “No, it was perfect. That’s just it. You’ll do fine.”
 
   “Something’s the matter. Tell me, Severin.”
 
   “The only issue, Calla, is that I want to fuck you into complete exhaustion right now, but unfortunately priorities come first.” 
 
   His blazing stare and hedonistic words makes my pussy shudder for him. I know that I’m toying with danger as I whisper in a tempting voice, “Then why don’t you?”
 
   He goes completely motionless. Several heated seconds pass before he says, “No. It’s not safe. You need human blood and if I take you now your lust will drive your hunger farther. I can’t let you get to the point where you’re too hungry, because you could become too weak to feed or even worse, too desperate that you won’t be able to stop and you’ll end up killing your first time. Believe me, you don’t want that to occur.”
 
   His concern for me is unwavering. Suddenly I feel slightly guilty for pushing his control to the limits. 
 
   “I see, and how many have you turned before me?”
 
   I’m half-expecting him to give me some large tally, not really knowing if it’s something that happens frequently or not. I can’t deny the fact that I’d be upset if he has turned other women besides me. In all likelihood he has. He stays silent, watchful.
 
   Just when I think that he’s not going to answer my question, he closes in on me, cups both hands beneath my jaw line, and lifts my face to meet his eyes. “Never, Calla. You’re the first and hopefully the last. I never thought it was right for me to choose this life for another person. I’ve never felt the desire to turn someone until you lay dying in my arms the other night. Then it hit me like a blow. I knew what had to be done. I didn’t hesitate.”
 
   I bring my trembling hands up to cover his. “Thank you. Thank you for not giving up on me.”
 
   His head lowers to touch mine. “I will never again let you fight alone.”
 
   At that very moment I know precisely how vital he is to me. Regardless of the circumstances that drew us together, we are now united and I will fight with every last bit of life in my body to protect him. 
 
   “I have a lot to lean, we should get busy.”
 
   The bridge of his nose is gently touching mine as he whispers, “We should.”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Twenty
 
   Present Day, 1:54 a.m., Wentworth Street, Downtown Charleston
 
   Never Tasted So Sweet
 
   “You can see for miles up here.”
 
   I follow her gaze and reply, “Yes. It’s a clear night.”
 
   Moments earlier I wrapped my arms around her and traced us up to the rooftop of The Charleston Renaissance Hotel. From this vantage point we’ll undoubtedly have no problem finding the right prey for her first feeding. I do my best to remain detached, not wanting her to pick up on the fact that I’m not thrilled about her touching a human male, much less feeding from one. However, it’s a necessary evil. It is far easier for her to glamour a man, because of their innate attraction to her. Once she becomes more skilled she can easily glamour whoever she chooses. Until then, it’s best to err on the side of caution.
 
   “Before we begin, Calla, I’ve given it some thought, and if there is ever any hint of danger or threat, I want our meeting point to be the front lawn of our home. Trace there and I will always come for you, am I clear?”
 
   “Yes. Do you think I can trace that far?”
 
   I grin at her question. She has much to learn. “It’s not ever the distance, it’s the focus that enables us to trace. Anyplace that you have ever stood is fair game. You can trace with other vampires, willing or not on their part, and you can also physically hold back and distract other vampires who are about to trace. Break that much needed concentration and they’re staying put.”
 
   Her thin brows are drawn together closely as she mentally catalogs everything I lay out for her. If she had an inkling of how powerful our skills are, she would be astonished. 
 
   In a determined voice she says, “Okay, got it. I think I’m ready and I know that I’m hungry. The urge is getting stronger with every passing minute.”
 
   “Excellent. Then that should make your first feeding go smoothly. Remember, hesitation and tentativeness are things you’ve left behind with your past life. All right, my lovely one?”
 
   Her glittering eyes flick to mine then back down to the street level. “Tell me what to do.”
 
   “I will choose for you this first time. I’m looking for a male, one who is alone and will easily succumb to your glamouring. Remember, when I tell you to pull away, you must not fight me. I’ll do everything in my power to keep you from killing. It will make it much harder on you psychologically if you do, Calla, so try to focus as you feed.”
 
   “I’ll do my best, Severin, I promise.”
 
   “Okay. There.” I point down at a large male who is coming out of a street level apartment building. There are people on the dark sidewalk, but the closest are over a block away from him, heading in the opposite direction. Perfect. 
 
   “I want you to step off the building, land on the sidewalk, cross the street and touch his arm while looking into his eyes; then I want you to draw him into the shadows of the narrow alley between those two buildings, understood?”
 
   “I understand everything but the first part. I can’t just step off the building, Severin.”
 
   “Oh, but you can and you will.” 
 
   She stares at me as if I’ve just spoken Japanese. 
 
   “Do you trust me, my love?”
 
   “Of course I do.”
 
   “Then step off the edge and see what happens.” 
 
   She peeks over the side and her eyes widen. I add, “Also, your dinner is getting away.”
 
   That caught her attention. Her shoulders square off in determination right before she steps out into the air. I watch her drift down and land so smoothly it’s as if she just took her next step during a leisurely evening stroll. She hesitates for a second, turns and looks way up at me watching her. Her happy smile is absolutely radiant. I tilt my head in the direction of the human who just ended his cellphone conversation and is now on the move. She crosses the street gracefully and instantly catches his admiring gaze as he slows his stride. She was stunning before the change, but now she is absolutely irresistible, especially to a human. Her hair shimmers with luster and her delicate features seem more prominent. When we turn, everything about us becomes more enticing. A longstanding trait meant to draw in willing prey, because what human would ever comply with basically being assaulted by a wretched being? No, with how we are perceived, it’s almost a mutually enjoyable experience, with the human languishing in the ecstasy that the bite brings to them, similar to an orgasm but more psychological. Also, their egos are inwardly stroked to have one such as us—someone undeniably attractive—so completely attentive to them, however brief the encounter. Yes, the intimacy of feeding is definitely mutual. This fact alone is what aided me in coming to terms with the initial guilt I had about feeding. I felt like a parasite but it didn’t take long to accept it for what it is—a requisite.
 
   Stepping off the building I follow her while keeping ample distance between us. She’s smart. I’ll only intervene if absolutely necessary. 
 
   I watch her step up onto the opposite sidewalk beside him, her eyes never leaving her prey’s as she slowly ambles toward him in a seductive manner. He slows even more, already quite interested in the possibility of a chance meeting with one such as her. I stifle my raging possessiveness, mentally reminding myself that this will inevitably occur countless times in the centuries to come.
 
   I hear her speak to him as she touches his bicep, “Hi.” 
 
   Fuck! She’s trying to do what feels natural to her, to seduce him as a human female would. She shouldn’t be speaking to him at all … she needs to simply act! I get closer, concerned that this could head south in the blink of an eye. 
 
   The large male stares down at her, “Hey, babe, where you headed?”
 
   I can tell that she is trying to glamour him, but she’s vibrating with nerves and can’t focus. Her eyes break from his to find mine. I shake my head once, signaling that she needs to walk away. It’s too risky. There are people getting close and she isn’t ready to do this on her own.
 
   He keeps talking to her. “You need a lift, sweetheart? Tell you what—I’m your man if I can get your digits. Your call, babe.”
 
   She shakes her head, angry with herself. Releasing his arm, she brushes quickly past him. 
 
   I watch as he turns around and throws out an arm as he calls out loudly to her, “What the fuck? You drunk college bitches are so fucking confusing! Whatever, your loss.”
 
   She’s trembling as she reaches me. Both hunger and shame are written on her lovely face. 
 
   “Let’s get out of here, Severin. Damn it! That was an epic failure.”
 
   “Come, let’s walk.”
 
   My arm is wrapped comfortingly around her as we walk together in silence. Turning right down Beaufain Street, I stop her. “Calla, don’t beat yourself up over it. It’s not productive. Now tell me, what happened back there?”
 
   She presses her pink lips together and says, “I thought I had it, but nerves got the best of me and I floundered. I didn’t think that I could glamour him; it was too foreign for me. Shit, maybe I’m not cut out for this lifestyle, Severin.” 
 
   She looks off down the dim street and I can see the distress in her eyes. 
 
   I lean down and whisper against her lips, “You, my beauty, are spectacular. Give it time, and it will come to you.”
 
   She murmurs, “I sure hope that’s the case, because this hunger is so strong it’s starting to gnaw at my stomach.”
 
   * * *
 
   It’s just after four in the morning when we pass the entrance to MacPherson’s Pub on Prioleau Street. The multitudes of partiers have begun to noticeably thin out, leaving only a few stragglers and scattered couples staggering in and out of the late night bars. It’s amusing to watch them constantly lose their balance on the rounded stones and uneven slate sidewalks. Back in my time, men were far better at holding their liquor. 
 
   We still have close to two hours until dawn, but I’d rather she feed now than cut it too close. I’m cautious and want to have her back to the safety of the house by five a.m. Suddenly I detect a familiar voice. My face whips to the right and I listen intently. Impossible. Could we be so lucky?
 
   I stop, grasp her shoulders, and speak low and fast, “I’ve just found exactly what you’re looking for tonight, Calla, but you must remember to keep a rein on your anger when you feed.” I tilt my head in the direction where I want her to look and add, “Now turn around.” 
 
   We’re about a hundred yards away from him, standing against the long shadows of a brick building. As she turns to see whom I’m referring to, a long, low hiss escapes her parted lips. She recognizes him immediately and without a word or glance to me she heads straight toward the man named Kane. He’s alone tonight. His friend must still be recovering. Now it’s his turn to pay up. 
 
   I hear him speaking into his mobile, his voice a drunken slur, “Yeah, we’ll see about that, baby. You’d better get ready to take it hard, ’cause I’ll be over in fifteen and you’d best be wearing that black lace shit that gets me all fired up. What? Fuck no, I’m not stoppin’ on the way for a bottle of wine.” 
 
   The instant he catches sight of Calla in his peripheral vision his jaw drops and he mutters as he disconnects from his call, “See ya.” His features tighten in hatred as she closes in fast. He starts to speak, “No boyfriend to protect—”
 
   His sentence is cut off as she grabs him by the front of his shirt. His feet nearly lose contact with the ground beneath him as he’s dragged to the side of the building. I focus my gaze and watch as she immediately shoves him hard against the brick wall. A large steel dumpster and the heavy shadows shield them from the few people meandering along the street at this late hour. 
 
   She doesn’t yet know the superior strength that she possesses, but he’ll soon feel it. I jog across the street because there is simply no way I’m going to miss this. I edge into the mouth of the alley, not wanting to interrupt what is about to go down. 
 
   He quickly recovers from the shock of being manhandled by a petite woman and growls at her, “You dumb cunt, you just sealed your fate.”
 
   Without a word she brings her arm down and I watch it cut up and across her torso as she deals him a vicious backhand that drops the towering man to his knees before her. 
 
   His head hangs low, inches from the filthy cobblestones. I watch him spit out a tooth and grate out, “What the fuck!” while struggling to get back up to his feet. She doesn’t give him the chance. Before he’s halfway up, she grips the back of his dark hair in a cruel hold, bringing him up to face her. When they are inches apart, she whispers softly, “Now I’m a sporting girl, asshole, so I’m going to let you go, and if you can get to the top of that alley before I take you down, then you’re free.”
 
   I grin inwardly. Even half-asleep she could beat him. He done for and she knows it well. 
 
   “You stupid whore! Get your fucking hands off me! I’m gonna make you bleed. You’re the one who’s gonna be leaving this alley in a damn body bag, bitch!”
 
   “Do your best, big talker,” she hisses as she releases his hair. 
 
   I tense as he lunges for her. She stops him cold with a palm planted right into the center of his thick chest. She shoves hard and he lands once again up against the brick, completely stunned by her power. Before he can move or make any sound, she attacks. Her fangs plunge right into him, and he begins to scream in pain before she wisely plants her hand across his mouth to shut him up. She’s too furious to bother glamouring him, knowing that he deserves every ounce of pain and discomfort that her bite will bring. As she drinks from him I watch his struggle cease as the pleasure takes over. He’s moaning continuously from the wave of sexual excitement that is working its way through his overwrought system. I don’t like watching it, but at least she is feeding, and this time there was no hesitation whatsoever on her part. Good for her.
 
   I hear his heart slowing and I know that I need to intervene before she drains him completely. I move in and place a hand on her bare shoulder. She quickly tries to shrug me off, not wanting to be interrupted. 
 
   “Stop now.” I demand sternly. 
 
   That catches her attention. She retracts from his neck and steps away, not concerned in the least as the human moans and slides into a heap, one shoulder slumped against the battered dumpster.
 
   “Seal his wound or he’ll bleed out, Calla.” 
 
   She turns to face me, his red blood still staining her full lips. “I couldn’t care less.”
 
   Shaking my head, I explain, “You will in time. Now do as I say or I will.”
 
   She’s furious as she points down at him in disgust. “This piece of trash was gonna rape me that night, Severin! Explain to me why I should show him mercy? Tell me!” Her eyes are shimmering with rage as I say calmly, “Because you’re nothing like him, and you never will be. That’s why.”
 
   She knows that she doesn’t have a platform to argue with me on this point. Reluctantly she turns toward the slouched man, huffs out a breath, and drops down into a crouch to swipe her tongue against his seeping wound. It begins to clot immediately as she stands and spits once onto the stone, obviously not liking the taste of his skin and perspiration. She wipes her lips with the back of her hand and tells me, “I got what I needed, even though his blood tasted like alcohol. Now I want to get out of here. Let’s go.”
 
   “Wait.”
 
   I crouch down and pry his eyes open, stare deeply into them and wipe his recall of the last several minutes. This is a must, each and every time. Glamouring takes care of that, but seeing as how she cut straight to the action, it has to be handled before we leave. 
 
   Taking her hand, I lead her back onto the street where intoxicated partiers are coming in and out of the three popular spots on the lamp-lit street. My mobile suddenly goes off, vibrating repetitively in my pocket. I reach in, fish it out, and read the name ‘Case’ on the screen. My blood runs cold. He never calls me, as in ever. Something is very wrong ….
 
   I draw her up against a corner wall, my arm wrapped protectively around her shoulders as I touch the screen. He begins to speak to me immediately, his low voice pulsating in fury, “They’ve got her, Valdon’s men. Was chillin’ at one of her outside tables as she finished her shift. Saw her walk into the ladies’ room. She never came out. Fucking got concerned and busted the lock open. Nothing but her scattered purse left on the fucking floor. Tell me you got a plan, Severin, ’cause I have an idea where they live and I’m about to go solo. He takes her down, he’s gonna fucking pay up, and that’s no lie.”
 
   “Easy, Case. Meet me at the house in twenty minutes. If you haven’t already, contact Ambrose and Alina and have them meet us. I have a stop to make first.”
 
   We both disconnect and in an instant the night has gone from entertaining to harrowing. An icy shiver slithers up my neck, knowing that the human named Kiana is as good as dead. She’s nothing but a pawn in Valdon’s sick game—an attractive, disposable one at that. There is no way I’ll ever permit Calla to get within range of him. He knows that she cares for this human and will most likely do everything within her power to try and rescue her doomed friend.
 
   Her slight hand wraps around my wrist, tugging urgently. “What is it, what’s wrong?” She senses my one-eighty shift in emotions and is scared. 
 
   Pulling her quickly back into the mouth of the alley, I say as calmly as possible under the circumstances, “Wrap your arms tightly around my waist and close your eyes, Calla.”
 
   She complies instantly, knowing that the information delivered on that call was miles away from ‘good.’ I band my arms around hers and swiftly trace us to the one place where I know she’ll be secure, the one place he’s never infiltrated—our safe house in Spain. 
 
   * * *
 
   Her surprised gasp fills the still, archaic space. I keep my hold firm and stare down into her wide eyes, “All right?”
 
   Her eyes track around the walls to take in the priceless tapestries then farther up to view the ancient ceiling, painted in highly detailed relief with corals and myriad shades of blue. 
 
   “What is this place?”
 
   Opening my arms, I reluctantly release her and step back. “We’re in Spain, and for now, it’s where you’ll be safe. I must go. Stay within the villa, Calla, I’m not flexible on this. I will return when I’ve cleared thing up back in Charleston.”
 
   “Wait!” She lunges for me, grasping my forearm, wisely sensing that I am about to trace. 
 
   In a low, nervous tone, she pleads, “Tell me what’s going down tonight, Severin. You expect me to be a part of this equation yet you insist on keeping me in the dark. I deserve to know the truth, especially if it involves me. What is it?”
 
   I shake my head, reluctant to give her the limited and undoubtedly dire information concerning her best friend’s welfare. No, I can’t leave her here to dwell on it alone. She would try to do something irrational and get herself hurt. I press my lips together and am about to tell her goodbye when she whispers, “Wait, was that Case’s deep voice I heard on that phone call? Oh God, is it Kiana? Is she in danger? You assured me that he was looking out for her! Oh God! What is it? Tell me right now!” She lets loose a fierce shriek I’ve never heard from her before. 
 
   I can’t lie to her. She would never forgive me. But I can gloss over the truth to smooth the brutal reality of the situation.
 
   “It was him calling, Calla, and the best thing you can do for her right now is stay here. I can’t help her if I’m worried about you. Time is of the essence. I must go now. The others are waiting for me.”
 
   “No! You will not leave me here! I get that you need your control in and out of the bedroom, Severin, I do, and believe me, normally I’m all on board for it, but this … this is different and you know it! I can’t just sit here knowing that she might face the same danger I did. I’m going back with you.”
 
   I’m furious that she is too headstrong to see the big picture. I don’t have the time or patience to lay it out for her—that her roommate’s abduction is a trap to lure her to Valdon. For me, it’s a clear choice—that is, if it ever came down to the wire between Calla’s future or her friend’s life. She is not going anywhere near him. Period. 
 
   I make a wide step back toward the large fireplace, stare into her livid eyes, and trace back to Charleston before she can utter another word. I hope desperately that the memory I have of her in my mind will not be my last. No, this time I play to win.
 
   * * *
 
   “Thank fuck you’re here! I was about to take off without you.” 
 
   Case is vibrating with rage as he grates the words out. I watch him shift from foot to foot, all two hundred and fifty pounds of him primed to attack. 
 
   My eyes meet Ambrose’s. He’s standing beside Alina, who is flipping a small yet lethal dagger up into the air in a repetitive motion. Everyone has their coping mechanisms for stress. Ambrose and I both internalize the anger until we’re ready to mete out the punishment—the calm before the storm, so to speak. 
 
   Ambrose speaks quietly, in a nearly detached tone, “I know where their place is. They have a large compound on the banks of the Wando River. We’ve all agreed that the closest we’ve been to that location is The Middlefield Marina. Do you know it?”
 
   “Yes, I’ve been there as well.”
 
   “Right then, once we’re there we shouldn’t be but half a mile from them. I suggest we ring him up and get him to invite us over for a little chat, maybe allude to negotiations.”
 
   “Done. Let’s go.”
 
   Within seconds we arrive at the empty dock. The water laps endlessly against the white vessels that are bobbing in the water. I pull out my phone and touch the screen, knowing that he will pick up, that he wants Calla desperately. My blood pounds in my head and I struggle to not crush the slim device in my palm as his smooth, arrogant Russian-accented voice answers. “Talk to me,” he says.
 
   “I want the human.”
 
   “For once we are in agreement, because I want Calla.”
 
   “I’m coming to you.”
 
   “Divine. We are located at the end of Chippewa Trail. We will meet you out back near the riverbank.”
 
   “Fine.”
 
   I’m about to disconnect when he says in a poisonous tone, “And Severin, she will die a horribly slow death if you do not produce what I want this evening. I will take out her lover as well, simply to prove my point.”
 
   I hear a crack, followed by several others that happen in rapid succession as I realize I have unconsciously crushed my iPhone into shards. 
 
   From behind me I hear Ambrose say in a flat voice, “Well, I see that went well.”
 
   Case growls low, clearly pissed and ready to unleash his wrath on the assholes that have his lady. Good, we’re going to need exactly that kind of temperament if we hope to pry her from them unscathed. 
 
   “We go on foot from here. They are not far. Follow me. Go by instinct. If it comes down to a fight, let Alina secure the human while we have at it. Time is against us. Sunrise is set for six ten this morning. It’s imperative that we get the human away from them as quickly as possible.”
 
   After they agree on our plan of action we take off at a steady run toward the West. I’m in the lead and we cross the distance in little time. As we close in, I quickly tally their shadowed figures. There are six, total, not counting the human girl. I’ve faced worse odds alone. It’s not the numbers or their fighting skills that concern me, it’s Valdon’s ability to tap into thoughts. It’s impossible to fight effectively when you are trying to wipe your next move from your mind. That fact alone is why he is superior and has been unstoppable so far. To add to the mess, I’ll also have to focus on not giving him any inkling as to where Calla is hidden. 
 
   We stride confidently into the clearing that separates the elevated, ultra-modern home from the river. My eyes latch onto the petrified human who is tethered by her long hair to Valdon’s hand. She whimpers in fear but I can tell she is trying hard to not to scream out. She knows what they are by now. Case has already shared with me that she’s willingly shared her blood with him. He assured me that she was solid and if he got the sense she was going to ever share their little secret then he would wipe her clean and cut her loose. I believe him; he’s never given me a reason not to. She finds Case’s eyes as we cross into the moonlight and a little strangled sound of terror bubbles up from her throat. 
 
   Fuck! Don’t let Case lose his shit before we even begin negotiating ….
 
   “Where is she?” Seeing that Calla isn’t among our group, Valdon is clearly agitated.
 
   “Somewhere safe.” My words drip hatred as I stride closer, stopping only when he yanks back hard on the girl, causing her to scream out and grab at his hand, frantic to break his punishing hold on her hair. 
 
   I sense that Case is about to self-combust beside me. I hope that Ambrose will step in to bring him down a notch before all hell rains down. 
 
   “Hand over the human and we’ll walk away. Believe me, you don’t want a fight with us.”
 
   He sneers cruelly, “You think you know the whole picture, Severin, but what you’re not aware of is that Katerina and I were lovers long before you ever walked this earth.”
 
   I try not to look stunned as he continues, “That’s right, she was mine in all ways and tried to escape from me, and that was not remotely acceptable. Another choice piece of detail for you is that I was Katerina’s maker. She was indebted to me. With her death I lost her powers of seeing the future. It is a rare gift that will help to ensure that this faction will survive any future turmoil. Calla will serve me with hers. She will replace Katerina.”
 
   That blow was so unexpected that I actually step back and hear Ambrose cough in shock. He was her creator? Holy fuck! Suddenly her shrouded past comes into crystal clear focus. She never shared with us how she was turned or why she was so afraid of Valdon. In the end she annihilated herself, seeing it as the only means at her disposal to thwart him, knowing that he would stop at nothing to have her back under his control. Ambrose and I are both weighted with guilt over what happened. These details, had they ever been brought to light, might have helped us to protect her. Still, that is in the past, and we can’t undo what has been done. I can only direct my attention on the circumstances before me. I have to call his bluff.
 
   In a nonchalant manner I toss out, “Well, that’s not saying much about your qualities as a maker if she would rather take herself out in a bath of sunlight than let you lay a finger on her again. I’m guessing you must have really sucked in bed. And for the record, Calla is just as strong-willed as Katerina. She would never stand for you manipulating her.”
 
   I’m going to make him so furious that he will hopefully trip up.
 
   His eyes narrow into evil slashes of ice as he hisses, “You know nothing!”
 
   In a nearly bored tone I stick the dagger in farther. “I know what Katerina told me about you. That’s enough for me.”
 
   That did it. 
 
   Kiana is hauled up to his chest. His fangs are bared and his eyes never leave mine as he threatens menacingly, “I will drain her dry and toss you her corpse when I’m done. Your choice, starting now!”
 
   Like a cobra I watch him plunge his razor sharp fangs into her neck. She bellows in agony as Case takes off in a sprint toward her. Two of his massive guards lunge for him and the furious blows start up. Ambrose and Alina take on the other two as the last one blocks my path to Valdon. No time! I can hear the girl’s heart stammering in her chest. With the way he’s drawing her down, she has maybe two minutes left. Fuck!
 
   I go straight for the thug and manage to get the big bastard in a headlock. He’s struggling furiously and is clocking me in the ribs with precise, heaving blows. I pummel my fist into his face over and over again, hearing first his orbital bone crunch, followed by the cartilage of his nose. 
 
   Slower …. She’s fading.
 
   Off to my right Case shouts, “Tell him!” It’s the first time I’ve heard the male at his wit’s end, and even though I have a good idea what she means to him I won’t give Valdon her location. Never.
 
   Again he yells desperately, “He’s fucking killing her, Severin!”
 
   I hear a crack and know that one of my right ribs just gave way. No matter. Shaking off the pain and intent on replacing it with adrenaline, I slide my hands from his neck farther up to grip the back of his head tightly. Then I slam it down, delivering a brutal hit with my knee. 
 
   That does it. He’s out momentarily, but most likely not for long. He drops to the ground like a stone tossed into the sea. I waste no time gunning straight for the now unconscious girl. Suddenly, before I reach him he unlatches his fangs and stares right at Case. Something’s not right.
 
   Although his eyes are locked with Case’s, his are miles away. Oh fuck no! Don’t let him read his mind! I’m powerless to stop him if he does. I sprint faster. Nearly there ….
 
   Suddenly his eyes refocus and he turns to grin at me. “Got her,” He sneers.
 
   I reach out, desperate to get my hands on him before he can trace. My fingertips brush the front of his dark shirt as he disappears right before my eyes. Kiana falls onto her side in the grass. 
 
   No time!
 
   I whip around to make certain that things are in our favor and that everyone will be all right if I leave. The sudden blow comes from behind, knocking me to the grass with the force of a Rottweiler on the attack. I flip around, breaking his hold and prepare to take out the vampire I laid out only moments before. 
 
   Rage burns in his black eyes as he strikes out for my face. I rear back, missing his calculated blow by centimeters. I’m frantic to get to her but I can’t be careless. I leap back to my feet and we begin to stalk each other in a slow circle, both searching for any hint of weakness. He’s huge, built like Valdon, and I wonder if he specifically recruits former heavyweight boxers as his guards. That or former military assassins with special ops training. His guys are tough, exceedingly. I’m going to have to outsmart him.
 
   He turns and swiftly executes a high roundhouse kick that catches the edge of my chin as I jump back. Behind the vampire I catch sight of Case’s hulking frame, bent low over Kiana. I hear his bass voice speaking rapidly to her but I’m too busy to pay close attention. 
 
   An idea comes to mind as I hiss to my opponent, “Missed landing that one. Must be rusty, either that or your boss keeps all the good shit for himself.” I’m dead set on getting him furious. Then I’ll make my move. I keep going, “Yeah, that must be it, you look like a hired hand. You’re the boss’s guard dog who’s perfectly content with scraps. Come on, you pussy. Show me your best, because we both know you could never deliver the goods.”
 
   That did it. He bellows out a furious shout and in a flash I watch him drop low to execute a quick sweep with his right leg, primed on taking mine out. I grab for his ankle as it comes in close. Grasping it tightly in both hands, I concentrate my power and twist hard, hearing it snap in my hands. He screams and makes a mighty effort to pull away but I leap onto his chest before he can trace or flip out of the way.
 
   I’m just about to start whaling on him when a large black boot comes into view, pressing directly against the vampire’s bare throat. I cast my eyes up and see Ambrose staring down at me. He’s bloodied but in better shape than the bodies splayed out on the lawn.
 
   “Got a handle on this one, mate. Go. We’ll follow as soon as possible. And Severin, watch your back when you get there. He’s a slippery wanker.”
 
   Don’t I know it.
 
   As I get up I nod at him and hope that it’s not the last time we see each other. We stare into each other’s eyes, having been through so much together. The bond we share is akin to brotherhood and we both know it. I detect the first faint golden glow of pre-dawn rising off the river just before I trace to her. I didn’t count on Valdon’s ability to trace to a new locale from reading someone’s thoughts alone. 
 
   The only thought burning a hole in my skull is that he’s in for one savage battle.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Twenty-One
 
   Present Day, Noon
 
   Seville, Spain
 
   “Damn it, Severin!” I’m furious as I shout into the silence of the opulent space. Filled with nervous energy I restlessly stalk back and forth across the cavernous bedroom. 
 
   My emotions are roiling with concern for Kiana as well as Severin’s safety. I’ve seen only a sampling of that freaky ass vampire’s supernatural strength and I know that it will take a monumental effort to take him down, assuming that’s even a remote possibility. 
 
   I feel like a caged tiger. The heavy drapes completely cover the windows from floor to ceiling yet there is still a trace of sunlight that trickles in at the base, barely illuminating a sliver of the immaculately tiled floor. I’m not stupid. There is no way I’m going ‘exploring’ on my own, especially in an unfamiliar home. For all I know the other rooms could have airy verandas that are wide open. No, the decision is clear. I’m staying put. But he’s going to get a piece of my mind when he returns.
 
   From behind me a low, distinctive voice cuts through my thoughts, so chilling that it causes me to jerk back in surprise. “We finally meet in person, Calla.”
 
   Oh no, oh hell!
 
   My first thought is that I don’t want to turn around, that I want to scream at myself to wake up, but that’s not even a remote possibility. Oh God, Severin! Where are you? 
 
   Time to face the music, girl, because this nightmare has sprung right to life. 
 
   Ever so slowly I turn around to face the cunning vampire, knowing that I’m about to engage in the fight of my life.
 
   I try to focus only on his intimidating eyes because to take him in as a whole is simply too overwhelming. He’s massive and his detached, stoic demeanor is petrifying. He looks like he’s just stepped off a battlefield in Russia—a lethal commander who lives for the fight. 
 
   His long arm extends toward me. “Take my hand Calla. Come with me willingly and I will not destroy him. You have ten seconds to choose before I take away the option, which you can assume is more than generous on my part.”
 
   My eyes drop down toward his tapered fingers. If he’s making me that offer then it means that Severin is still alive!
 
   Fuck that! He’s may be a bad-ass killer in his own right but I’d bet money that he’s never crossed paths with a West Virginian with absolutely nothing to lose. No, I had to claw my way out of those mountains and I’ll be damned if this arrogant leech is going to dictate my future to me!
 
   I smile sweetly and purr, “Thanks, but as you can assume I’m already taken, and well, what can I say,” I rake my eyes up and down his black designer suit, “you simply wouldn’t measure up, if you know what I mean.”
 
   I can tell by the way his eyes flare for the briefest moment that my words have stung. Good, there’s plenty more where that came from. I’ll never be his bitch. He’ll never use me!
 
   His hand slowly drops and his handsome face tilts to the side. “Ah, I know your kind, so very spirited. But that doesn’t last, not with me, beauty. You just took away any allowances I was willing to make for you. Now you will watch him die at my very hands.”
 
   I’m about to tell him to go to hell when a low voice coming from the shadows behind him says in a deadly tone, “You really shouldn’t go about make promises to beautiful women that you’re incapable of backing up.”
 
   Severin!
 
   Before I can process how thankful I am that he’s returned, I shudder as Valdon whips around to face him. In a scary, almost serene tone he says, “So be it. This is where you will die.”
 
   “Try me.”
 
   I slink back, frightened, as the two skilled vampires begin to circle each other in a slow, deliberate prowl. The eyes of each man are matte black, laced with blatant hatred. Severin looks positively evil with his fangs out and his mouth open.
 
   Never looking away from his opponent, he calls out, “Calla, trace to my bedroom. Do it now!”
 
   No way in hell I’m leaving him here ….
 
   I gasp as Severin takes the initiative, launching at Valdon in a seemingly explosive move. He grasps the vampire by the throat but is almost effortlessly pulled away as they begin to grapple with each other for control. 
 
   My back hits against the ornate post of the canopy bed as I unconsciously move away from the wreckage that’s unfolding before me. Severin is like a snarling panther on the attack as over and over again he strikes with extreme precision, but Valdon is skilled, managing to shift away before anything connects. 
 
   “Go!” Severin yells at me so ferociously that my neck hairs stand on end. 
 
   No! Mustn’t leave him ….
 
   The violence pounds on, with Valdon tackling Severin at the midsection before tossing him hard into the right side of the fireplace. I hear Severin grunt from the blow and bite my lip as pieces of gray marble fall to the tile floor behind him. Severin lowers his right shoulder and guns for his enemy headlong, connecting with his stomach as they wrestle for dominance. 
 
   Just then I am blindsided by a vision so vivid that I’m nearly brought to my knees from the realism of it. I’m on the lawn of Severin’s property, and I’m clinging to Valdon with everything I have. I’m screaming in agony because we’re both burning ….
 
   As quickly as it came it’s gone and I’m tossed back into reality in time to see Valdon lift Severin up high above his head and slam him down to the tile floor in an astonishing move that has to have required unimaginable strength. Severin must have hit his head hard because he’s out cold from the severe blow. 
 
   Valdon’s not looking at me but I can see from his profile that he’s smiling cruelly. He strides toward the fireplace, right arm extended upward to reach for a lethal looking sword that is perched on two slim, steels brackets fastened to the wall. 
 
   All at once, everything I’ve ever tried to suppress comes rushing at me: the twins who taunted me mercilessly my entire childhood, the neglect and indifference of our mother, my shattered dream of becoming a physician, and the most painful one, the loss of my beloved brother. It all combines to form a pinnacle of angst directed right at Valdon.  
 
   Before I know it I’m sprinting straight for the evil vampire, determined to stop him from murdering the one man I’ve ever loved. Sword raised high above his shoulders, he is poised to deliver the death blow to Severin’s head. 
 
   I launch into him and remember Severin’s instructions to me about tracing: It’s not ever the distance, it’s the focus that enables us to trace.
 
   I do just that, ignoring his sound of surprise and the clink of the sword as it hits the tile. We connect hard. With my arms banded tightly around him, I squeeze my eyes shut and hope to God that my time conversion is correct because if it isn’t dawn yet where we’re headed, then Severin and I are both doomed. If it is, then I will be the only one to die, and in order to spare Severin’s life, I can accept that.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Twenty-Two
 
   Just Past Noon
 
   Seville, Spain
 
   I pry my eyes open and stare across the tiled floor that my cheek is pressed tightly against. Ignoring the pounding in my skull, I shove up on my arms and scramble to my feet. I panic, realizing that I’m alone. Where the fuck are they? Fear lances through my chest as thoughts fly through my overloaded brain. Suddenly a chilling thought slithers up my spine …. No, she wouldn’t. If I’m still alive, it can only be for one reason—she got him away from here. 
 
   Oh, fuck no, Calla! I sway forward with fear for her, knowing that we had an agreement to always meet on the lawn of the house, should anything ever go wrong. I know that it’s already past dawn there, which is tantamount to a death sentence for them both. I hurry to reach for my sword that is lying on the floor at the tip of my boots. As soon as I have it clutched in my palm I trace back to our home, south of Charleston, hoping by some freak miracle that she is somewhere else, somewhere safe. The gnawing feeling in my gut tells me otherwise.
 
   * * *
 
   Clutching my rapier, I arrive on the porch of the plantation house, shielding my eyes with my forearm as I edge back into the shadows the roof provides. I hear her desperate cries and lower my arm. A howl escapes my lips at the macabre sight that is not but two hundred yards away from me. Calla is fighting to hold onto Valdon with everything she has and they are both burning. Oh my God! Must get to her! 
 
   Without hesitation I trace to her side and shout in agony as the searing heat from the sun leaves me feeling like I’ve been thrown headlong into a pool of sulfuric acid. She is smoking and her skin is blistered and beginning to char. Holy fuck, I can’t believe she’s still conscious!
 
   “Leave!” I scream to her as I grab for his arm, determined to get a firm tether on him and finish what she started … his destruction. 
 
   Having used her last reserves of energy to keep a rein on him she collapses to the ground inches from my feet. 
 
   No time!
 
   Her dire condition spurs me on. He struggles to get away from me so he can trace, but that’s not on my agenda. No, his fate is sealed … by me this time. I have him by the front of his shirt and see that he’s in just as bad a state as Calla. With a resounding roar, I swing my right arm back and deliver the blow, allowing the sharp blade of my rapier to slice directly into his neck. As the blade connects, an anguished cry of defeat falls from his burned lips. My aim was true but the blade fell short by three inches. I’m not taking any chances that the asshole could ever regenerate. I slide the blade out of the oozing mess and with another hard slice on the opposite side his head is lopped right off, tumbling six feet down to roll on the thick grass. 
 
   Flinging my sword to the side I quickly scoop up Calla, who is whimpering in agony. I can tell that I’m too depleted to trace both of us so I do my best to race the slight distance back to the safety of the house. 
 
   Come on … hang in there, Calla! Don’t give up on me when you’re so close!
 
   I kick the front door open with my boot, take three strides into the cool safety of the dim hallway and strive not to collapse. With her clutched in my arms I back up against the tattered wall and slide down to the wooden floor. Her face is tucked tightly into my shirt and I’m so scared I’m about to lose her. Her burns are severe. I groan as my eyes roam her singed hair and nearly unrecognizable scorched shoulders. Fuck! Need to get her blood, asap!
 
   “Calla.” My damaged voice comes out in a harsh rasp. 
 
   She tries to tilt her head up but is too weak to accomplish the task. I shift my right arm slightly, which allows her to lean her shoulders back. Seeing her seared face I wince and stifle a sob. I’m sure that I don’t look much better, but I would lie out there until death came if it would spare her this pain. 
 
   Her eyes are mere slits as they find mine. Her burned lips tilt up just a fraction of an inch before her mouth cracks open. 
 
   “Even.” She struggles to push the single word out. 
 
   I frown in confusion and wonder if she is delirious. Where the fuck is Ambrose and the rest? Damn it, we need them!
 
   I do my best to soothe her, trying to stay as still as possible to not cause further damage to her ravaged skin. “Shhh, it’s all right,” I offer quietly.
 
   I see the determination in her eyes as she tries again, struggling through the pain to tell me carefully and with fierce determination, “Now we’re even. Just saved your ass, my love.”
 
   I stare down at her, completely dumbfounded by her beautiful, tenacious spirit. At that moment I know we will make it. We’ve been through too much to let it all slip away now. No, we’re both fighters. 
 
   I have to know. “Why, Calla?”
 
   Her eyes soften. “Couldn’t lose you.”
 
   I tense and resist the urge to crush her to me. The love I have for her is unfathomable and I plan on showing her the depths of it for the rest of our existence together. 
 
   In a flash Ambrose and Alina arrive before us. 
 
   She gasps, taking in our condition, and he immediately reacts, bending low in a blur of motion to gently lift Calla out of my arms. The moment he’s upright with her they’re gone. I know that he will feed her to aid in her body’s regenerative process. I’m about to keel over onto my side when Alina leans down to help lift me up. 
 
   Once I’m half standing, mostly leaning into her, I whisper, “I got him.”
 
   Her eyes widen at the unbelievable news. Before she begins to walk me toward the hidden elevator she whispers, “I never doubted you would one day, Severin.”
 
   “I’d be a headless pile of ash if it wasn’t for my girl.”
 
   She smiles as we step carefully into the steel enclosure. “You’re quite lucky to have found her. She’s simply divine.”
 
   I lean against the cool wall, thankful for its support as I say, “That she is.”
 
   The doors open at the lower level and she assists me to the sofa, where I gladly collapse in an exhausted heap. 
 
   “You need nourishment, Severin. Please drink from me to repair your wounds.” 
 
   I nod, knowing she’s right. She slices her slim wrist with a fang and lets her blood flow between my dry, parted lips. She is careful not to touch her skin to my mouth. Feeding is a sensual act and the only reason I am taking blood from her for the very first time is that we both know there is no other option. Ambrose will likely have to give a hell of a lot of his to bring Calla back from the brink. I’ll have to tell him how grateful I am … for everything. 
 
   Several minutes pass before she seals her wound with her tongue. Already I feel that my body is swiftly repairing itself. Staring down at the backs of my spread hands, I watch the blistered, raw skin become even and smooth once again, the hands of a twenty-five-year-old. Our repair rate is remarkable. 
 
   “Wait, where’s Case?” Tell me he wasn’t taken out. Please, no ….
 
   “Easy, he’s fine. But his human may not be. They are together in his room right now. Valdon nearly drained her dry. Case tried to turn her on the spot, knowing that she was nearly dead and that was his only option, but there was too much chaos going on with Valdon’s guards for him to get her to drink properly. He traced her here, not knowing what else to do. We haven’t seen him yet because Ambrose and I traced directly to the villa in Spain, hoping to provide backup against Valdon. When it was clear that you were both gone, we came here.”
 
   “You should go check on them, see if Case is all right. I’ll be able to get up in a moment to see to Calla.”
 
   Her hand rests on the burned remnants of my shirt. “You need to take it easy, Severin. You’ve both been through the unthinkable and need to simply chill, got it?”
 
   She stands and lovingly places her palm against my cheek before adding, “Nice work today. It was a long time coming for that evil bastard.”
 
   As she disappears from the living room I whisper into the surrounding silence, “Agreed.”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Twenty-Three
 
   Only the Strong Survive
 
   I struggle to get my legs to work. It took several minutes just to sit up on the bed, but remarkably, I can already see my skin repairing itself. The healing rate of my new body is astounding but my main concern is Kiana. I was out of it when Ambrose was feeding me hours earlier, and now that I’m bouncing back, I’m determined to find out where she is. 
 
   Finally I’m able to make it to my feet. I’m still shaky from the battle on the lawn and the flood of pain that is slowly ebbing away like a receding tide. My hand fumbles for the doorknob when it suddenly twists in my hand before opening.
 
   “Oh.”
 
   I stagger back a step to keep from being knocked in the face when strong arms reach in and catch hold of my waist.
 
   I watch his sensual lips as he says in a low rumble, “Easy there, my belle fleur. You’re in no condition to be up and about.” Fathomless eyes roam my face. “You’re healing well. I’m pleased. I’ve left you alone for the last couple of hours, wanting to make certain that you got adequate rest. Are you in pain?”
 
   I shake my head. “No, not anymore. I need to see Kiana. Take me to her, please, Severin.”
 
   I stare intently into those intimidating eyes, letting him know how serious I am. Just when I’m about to pull out of his hold and brush past him, he sighs and reaches one long arm back behind him to re-open the bedroom door. 
 
   “Very well. Come.”
 
   We take a right turn down the main corridor and come to a stop in front of a dark-colored door. Instead of knocking, he leans in close and says, “Case, we’re coming in. Everyone decent?”
 
   “Yeah.” The single, deep word reverberates against the door before Severin twists the handle and leads me into the dimly lit space. 
 
   “Kiana ….” I whisper and race to her side.
 
   My heart sinks at the sight of her. She’s curled up in Case’s lap, tears streaming down her stunning face. When I reach her I can’t help feeling a stab of guilt that her involvement in this mess is my fault. Her arms are twined around Case’s immense neck as she chokes out to Case, “Please, leave us. I want to talk with Calla alone.” 
 
   Out of the corner of my eye I see Severin flick his hand up to Case, indicating that they should head out. He drops a kiss down onto her forehead and slowly untangles himself from her hold. After setting her on the mattress, he stands and walks out without a word, Severin following behind him. 
 
   “Oh Kiana ….” My voice cracks as I struggle not to lose it completely. At least she is alive. Different, changed, but alive nonetheless.
 
   I sit beside her and tentatively take my best friend’s soft hand in mine. I’m just about to ask how she is feeling when she turns to me, those tawny, striking eyes imploring. “This isn’t happening, Calla,” she whispers. “It’s some bad nightmare or someone spiked our drinks or some shit, right? Tell me straight up, because I’m losing it here.” 
 
   Damn, damn! I wish that I could lie to her but I can’t. Delaying the truth would only make it harder to swallow. 
 
   Gently I stroke the back of her fingers and say, “It’s all real. We’re changed, Kiana, forever.”
 
   A choked sound lodges in her throat as a fresh flood of tears silently drips down her smooth cheeks. 
 
   “Kiana, please understand how sorry I am. I never meant for you to become involved. You should have had a choice. I’m so, so very sorry that you did not. That wasn’t right. I’m sure that Case did whatever he had to do not to lose you. Did he explain anything to you yet?”
 
   I lean down farther to see her face beneath the long hair that has fallen forward over her shoulder. She nods. “Yes, he did. I’ve known what he was since he came back the night after I met him at Mixture. He told me, and we had an agreement. I even let him drink from me ….” She trails off, trying to collect herself as she dashes the wetness away from her face. “He told me that you were in trouble but that Severin was handling everything. Oh God, Calla. I-I don’t think that I can deal with this shit. A fucking vampire? What the hell? And my family … oh Jesus ….”
 
   I wrap my arms around her and pull her in close. Several minutes pass with only her sorrowful cries filtering through the quiet space of Case’s bedroom. 
 
   “Kiana, look at me.” I lift her chin with my finger as our eyes collide. “We are going to manage, like we always do … together. I’d much rather be having this conversation with you now than attending your damn funeral, which is precisely what would have happened if Valdon wasn’t stopped. Did Case tell you that Severin destroyed him?”
 
   “Yeah, he did. He’s good to me, Calla. I-I have really strong feelings for him, I really do. But, this … all this newness is seriously messing with my head. I gotta get my shit together because one minute I think I’m on board and the next I’m in freefall mode, you know?’
 
   All too well ….
 
   “I understand, Kiana. But you know that we’re survivors, always have been. It will take time but we will adjust. We’ll adapt and thrive. There is no other choice.”
 
   Her arms bind around me. “Oh Calla. Thank God we have each other to make it through all this.”
 
   “Always. And you also have the rest of the family, who you will become close to over time. We’re strong and because of that you are never going to be alone. We’ll make it work together, Kiana. I promise you.”
 
   She stares at me before saying knowingly, “I believe you.”
 
   * * *
 
   “Fuck me, brother. ’Bout took everything I had to hold my shit tight when she was fuckin’ dying in my arms earlier. Glad you took him down ’cause I’d be gunning for him right now for what he did to my woman.”
 
   Case is splayed out on the gray sectional beside me, his forearms propped behind his neck as he stares at the blank flatscreen hanging on the wall. Clearly he’s still shaken up from being forced to turn Kiana. 
 
   He continues, “I hope to God she doesn’t hate me. Don’t think I could deal with that shit, man.”
 
   “She’ll come around. It will take some time, but it will happen.”
 
   His head turns and his dark eyes lock with mine. “Love her. Hasn’t been long, but I know it. It’s never happened to me before but when the time came I knew I was turning her ’cause if she went down I would’ve had a fucking front row date with that sunrise. No joke.” 
 
   “Understood. Calla will help her get through everything. They’re close.”
 
   “Yeah, Kiana has been stressing the fuck out, worrying about her over the past week. It’s good that they have each other to ease into our lifestyle.”
 
   I nod in agreement. 
 
   “My fault,” he says quietly, as if talking to himself.
 
   My brows draw together. “What is?”
 
   “I was terrified that he was draining her and the fucker knew it. Couldn’t blank my thoughts out. Knew you took Calla to our place in Spain. The slimy fuck read my thoughts. That’s how he got to Calla. He must’ve known where the villa was, otherwise he couldn’t have traced there, right?”
 
   “He has been around a very long time. It’s likely that he recognized it from your memories.”
 
   “Hey, I’m really sorry. My slip-up nearly cost you your head. Won’t ever happen again, believe me. Are we cool then?”
 
   I nod twice. “Yes, yes we are. What happened was inevitable and luckily fate smiled in our favor.”
 
   “Damn fucking straight.”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Epilogue
 
   Christmas Eve, 11:20 p.m.
 
   Chamonix, France
 
   “Severin! I want to look! How much longer?” 
 
   The anticipation is driving me insane. I’ve always been impatient when it comes to surprises and waiting for this one is no different. He’s had my eyes covered with his gloved hands since we left the romantic restaurant ten minutes earlier. And now he is leading me slowly through the town before pulling me carefully into some kind of heated, enclosed space.
 
   His warm breath teases softly against my right ear as he whispers seductively, “Not quite yet, my lovely. Almost ….” 
 
   “Oh!” 
 
   The swift, jerking movement catches me off guard as whatever we are standing on begins a smooth upward ascent. What in the world? I’m leaning back into his chest, my parka to his.
 
   I’m about to plead once again when he asks me in an excited whisper, “Ready?”
 
   I shiver at the enthusiasm in his voice, “Yes, come on!”
 
   “Look.” 
 
   The black leather gloves are removed from my eyes and I gasp in wonder. We are being swept up the slope of the glorious Alps via cable car. The white cliffs arc and peak in a magnificent swooping juxtaposition above us and I’m torn between gazing down at the twinkling lights of the quaint French village below us or the breathtaking façade of the mountain named Aiguille Du Midi. My neck feels like it’s on a swivel as I cast about in all directions, mesmerized by the view.
 
   His sensual accent floats down behind me, “What do you think of your surprise, my love?”
 
   I shift, turning slowly in his arms. Staring up into his unforgettable face, I whisper, “It’s amazing, Severin. I love it. But how is it possible? I mean, it doesn’t run at night.”
 
   “No, you’re right. Normally it doesn’t.”
 
   My brows snap together, patiently waiting for him to continue.
 
   “But for my girl, it does.”
 
   I grin and shake my head in disbelief. “The powers of your irresistible charm, Mr. Beauvais?”
 
   He leans down to lightly kiss the tip of my nose before pulling back and adding in an amused voice, “Not at all. It simply had to do with the powers of cash leaving my wallet. The operator was most accommodating when he heard my offer. I’m certain he’ll have some explaining to do tomorrow, but none of that is our concern. Now tell me, ma belle fleur, how can we possibly make this ride even more memorable tonight?” 
 
   The wicked gleam in his unique eyes leaves little room for misinterpretation. 
 
   “Mmm,” I purr sexily, “we are all alone up here and these padded seats are quite wide.”
 
   He bursts into a hearty laugh. “I adore how you think, Calla, I really do.”
 
   I grab the edges of his black parka and walk him backward until his legs hit the bench style seats. After I push lightly against his shoulders, he takes the hint and falls casually down onto the seat. His long arms are splayed wide across the backrest. With the moonlight casting its soft glow across his features I think that he’s never looked more striking … or more enticing.
 
   He pins me with his ravenous stare and murmurs low, “You realize that very naughty things seem to happen every single time we are alone together, right?”
 
   I step in close between his splayed legs and run my fingers through his hair. “I wouldn’t have it any other way, my love.”
 
   He makes a deep, appreciative sound in the back of his throat and says, “The others will be jealous. They had no idea where I was whisking you off to after our meal together.”
 
   I lean in closer and tease him by running my lips softly against his left ear to whisper, “They’ll be just fine. Kiana mentioned earlier that she and Case were going to spend the evening chilling together in the hot tub on the back deck. And you know how Alina loves to dance all night long at the clubs with Ambrose. They can’t seem to get enough of the music the French DJs spin. I’m certain that we won’t even be missed.”
 
   “Shh … enough talking. Come closer. I want that luscious little mouth of yours.” 
 
   His hands clasp around my neck as I shift to meet his mouth.
 
   “Oh!” 
 
   Just before our lips meet he catches me off guard with his uncanny speed. Before I know it I’m sitting sideways across his lap, my arms latched around his corded neck. 
 
   My heart hammers away in my chest as he rumbles, “Now where were we?”
 
   Before I can possibly offer up an answer, his mouth crushes down on mine with searing possession. Our eager tongues glide together and I can’t help but think that each and every time with him is remarkable. His wicked creativity knows no bounds. 
 
   He controls the kiss while clutching the nape of my neck in his firm hold. His thumb gently stokes the soft skin of my throat. I moan into his mouth, so needy to have him inside, to take me like only he is capable of doing. His free hand glides up my legs, and I suddenly wish that my black tights weren’t there. He pulls back slightly as his hand snakes beneath my short velvet skirt. With a knowing look, he deftly grabs hold of both my panties and the top of my tights before pulling them straight down to my knees. 
 
   I gasp at his aggression, which is swiftly compounding and becoming nearly fearsome and sexy as hell.
 
   “Kick those boots off and lose the tights. Now.”
 
   Trembling in anticipation, I lean forward and unzip my black suede Tecnica boots. After the second one falls with a thud to the hard floor of the cable car, I shimmy out of my panties and tights. I ease back and part my bare legs for him, thankful that I’m enveloped in his warm arms.
 
   His fingers are gentle as they play between my legs, quickly working me into a desperate frenzy for more. I moan in need and push my hips up, longing for him to relieve the mounting ache…
 
   I whimper in protest as his fingers are removed before he places them between his lips, sucking them clean. “Very nice. Now climb off me and unbuckle my belt.”
 
   Hell. Yes.
 
   I stand up, nibble on my lip and get to work on the leather. Once I have it unfastened I glance up into his eyes for further instruction. “Now the jeans. Pull me out.”
 
   Our breathing has become both shallow and ragged as I hurry to do as he commands. Once I have the jeans completely open he shifts up a bit and I shimmy them down to the top of his taut hips. 
 
   “Stop. That’s enough.”
 
   Oh my. By brain suddenly goes into hyperspace knowing that I’m about to be ravaged in a cable car that’s steadily cruising up the face of a snowy mountain. Could my Christmas Eve get any finer?
 
   An impatient growl slices through the enclosure. “Get on your knees facing the window, and spread wide, baby. This thing is about to sway … hard.”
 
   Holy fuck! Yes!
 
   Quickly I climb up and scramble to position both my knees and my hands down on the navy padded seating. I brace for him, knowing how rough he enjoys it. Especially when we are in unique settings, which is often.
 
   I’m struggling to hold still, to not completely beg for it as he stands up and comes in close behind me. I feel the soft hair of his thighs brush up against mine, and the cotton of his denim plays against my bare feet. 
 
   “Let’s lose this. I’m sure you’re warmed up enough by now.”
 
   He reaches around and unzips my parka. I shift slightly to allow the satin lining to slide down both arms. I see it land in the far corner of the seat, followed by his. Next, my skirt is pushed up to my waist. I sigh when I hear him growl behind me.
 
   His skilled hand snakes down my front and I gasp as his index finger brushes in a precise sweep right against my eager clit.
 
   “Please … so good!” I’m so not beyond begging.
 
   Adding another finger, he rubs in slow, measured circles against me. I’m about to lose it ….
 
   His large frame leans into my backside and I can feel his throbbing sex straining eagerly against the inside of my right thigh. 
 
   Soon … please!
 
   I hear his sexy voice right against the back of my hair, “Such a good girl … always drenched for me. I can’t tell you how fucking hot that is, Calla. Brace for it.” 
 
   His fingers are replaced by the head of his broad cock. I quiver beneath him, barely able to contain myself as a rush of adrenaline courses through my veins. I’m so ready …. 
 
   Hands lock down on either side of my bare hips a nanosecond before he thrusts inside. His glide is hot perfection, tunneling into me in one precise, deliberate stroke. 
 
   A guttural sound emerges from his throat to echo through the shadowed space. 
 
   I’m stretched so tightly around him that I can barely manage to cry out, “Oh! So hot, yes!”  
 
   Shoved impossibly deep, he slowly pulls back until the tip of his sex is barely inside me. 
 
   “Now you’re going to give me my gift, Calla.” 
 
   His gift? I pant and stammer, “Sorry?”
 
   “I brought you up here not only because I knew you would love the extraordinary view but also because I want to hear you sing so loudly for me that everyone in that village below us will know what’s going on up here.”
 
   As soon as the final word falls from his lips his pulsing cock slams right back into me. He starts up a relentless, pounding rhythm, and clutched beneath him, I have no choice but to take it. Everything is tightening up, ready to detonate. I have to see his face ….
 
   My hair flies back as my head swings around to the right. His eyes immediately lock with mine. They’re glittering a beautiful pitch black in the moonlight as he ramps up his already savage pace. The suspended car is swaying hard, but I couldn’t care less, only wanting to live in this euphoric moment as I writhe beneath him. His fangs have dropped and I arc my bare neck to indicate what I need from him. He delivers the rapture of his familiar bite, sending me reeling in total ecstasy. My body ignites as I reach my fever pitch, feeling like I’ve been hit by lightning as I completely combust beneath him. “Severinnnnnnn!” I scream his name louder than ever before as he continues to pummel into me, claiming me completely with his masterful touch. 
 
   He pulls his mouth back, leaving my neck as his powerful grip shifts. One hand suddenly latches down onto my shoulder; the other squeezes my ass possessively as he takes me even harder, shouting out, “That’s right, Calla! Take it deep for me, my beauty. Thrust. Just. Thrust. Like. Thrust. That!”
 
   And with my exquisite orgasm still pulsing wildly, I take exactly what he gives me. Eagerly.
 
    
 
    
 
   * * *
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