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Prologue: An Ancient Legend

Egypt

Predynastic period, approx. 6000 BC

Through torn patches of the universe, the gods bore witness to the devastation that had been wrought across Egypt. A dense veil of smoke coated the earth, and still more poured in billows from the fires that raged across the land, leaving only charred sand and rock in their wake. Densely populated cities and villages had been wiped off the face of the earth, temples reduced to piles of rubble, and broken and dismembered bodies lay scattered everywhere. The once prosperous and sacred land was now demolished, soaked with the blood of war. 

	Hathor, the Goddess of Love and Beauty, turned away from the devastation to face Ra, her eternal mate, the creator Sun God. In all their centuries together, he had never seen her eyes so bleak. 

	“I didn’t mean for this to happen.” 

	“I know, Amiti,” Ra replied, using his pet name for her, Beautiful One. He hugged her. “You were trying to protect me.” 

	Ra adored Hathor, the love of his life and his soul mate. They had been together since the beginning of time, traveling through galaxies and giving birth to new civilizations, and still she managed to astonish him with her creative powers. But he dreaded her almost as much as he loved her, because he knew that she harbored within her a goddess with a vengeance for destruction. And now his worst fears had finally materialized.

	Ra closed his eyes and sighed. This holocaust was partially his fault. Hathor had warned him but, consumed by curiosity, he had insisted that his plan would work. He had always wanted to explore the human world from the earth, living among the humans, so Ra had temporarily suspended his immortality and descended to earth. 

	As a human pharaoh, he had ruled Egypt for many years, bringing the humans a golden age of prosperity and lush fertility. The Sun God had hoped that if his subjects were provided with everything in plenty, they would cease their wars and live in harmony. But they did not appreciate what came to them without effort and, as Hathor had anticipated, demanded more. When Ra finally refused to meet their ever-increasing demands, they began plotting to assassinate him. 

	Rumors about the plot reached Hathor’s ears, and the Goddess erupted with rage, unchaining her alter ego, the Great Lioness Sekhmet, the Destroyer. For millennia, Hathor had confined the Lioness deep within her consciousness in order to keep the world safe, choosing to manifest only her creative face to the world. But she knew that her lethal, savage Self could be awakened by rage, drawing on the energies of death and destruction within her and overpowering her beneficent form. The threat to Ra had turned out to be just what the Lioness needed. In a split second, the Goddess of Love disappeared—and in her place stood a fierce female with the head of a lioness and blazing eyes. She roared in fury as she descended on the human world. 

	Sekhmet swept through Egypt on a tide of blood, smothering the earth with all manner of natural disasters—earthquake, fire, storm, plague—and slaughtering every living thing in her path as she went. Intoxicated by bloodlust, she showed no mercy, relishing the devastation she wrought. 

	Terrified of the Lioness and her capacity for destruction, gods and humans alike tried to defend themselves and curtail her powers. They couldn’t kill Sekhmet, and they soon found that wounding her only intensified her fury. Sekhmet redoubled her deadly rampage, blood from her wounds trailing behind her. As each drop touched the sand, it brought forth a bloodthirsty immortal warrior who rose and joined the Lioness in her lethal mission, annihilating everything in their wake. 

	That is how, from Sekhmet’s blood and her bloodlust, the vampire race was born—the children of the Lioness Goddess.

	Ra was horrified. All life on earth would come to an end if Sekhmet and her army were not stopped. Summoning his human servants, he ordered them to collect blood, mix it with beer, and pour the mixture into the meadows and streams surrounding the Lioness where she slept, depleted from the slaughter. The Goddess soon awoke, voracious. She gorged herself on blood and beer until her mind clouded, her rage subsided, and she forgot what she was. 

	Her disoriented state had allowed Hathor to take over as Alpha Goddess once again. She quickly chained Sekhmet back within her consciousness and returned with Ra to the dimension of the gods.

* * *

Hathor wrapped her arms around Ra’s powerful neck, her tears spilling freely. Her Sun God was saved, but the Goddess’s heart was broken. Her failure to contain her alter ego had allowed the Lioness to spawn a new race of bloodthirsty children. The vampires had already begun feeding on humans and slaughtering them. Their bloodlust was insatiable, they were physically stronger than humans, and they had the powers of Alpha predators: rapid movement, sharpened senses, hypnotic eyes. Humanity was doomed. The vampires must be destroyed.

	Hathor turned away from Ra and raised her hand, intending to destroy the vampires, but then felt her soulmate urging her arm back down to her side. He reminded her that her strength was in creation, not destruction, and that just as she, the Goddess of Love, had been locked within the Lioness, so too must there be love lying hidden within the Lioness’s children. The vampire race had great potential, and having been brought to life, they should be allowed to exist and evolve.

	“I will create a new race,” Hathor decided, “to unlock the love hidden within the vampires. This way, the vampires will learn to tame their rage, and humanity will be saved. I’ll call this race as you called me, the Amiti, the Beautiful. The vampires and Amiti will be drawn to each other like dynamic magnets, balancing opposite forces of the universe.” 

	Hathor closed her eyes, focused her energies, and with a sweep of her arm, animated the tears that had fallen from her eyes onto the ground. Where each drop touched the ancient stones, a being of pure beauty and love emerged. Soon, the spacious hall in the dimension of gods was filled with immortals whose eyes were turned to Hathor, awaiting her command. 

	Hathor endowed the Amiti with three gifts. First, she gave all of them two powers: the ability to shield their essences from other immortals, and the ability to mimic the form of particular human beings, living or dead. Second, she gave them additional powers that would vary from individual to individual and would grow over time. And finally, Hathor gave the Amiti the blood-bond, a mystical connection that opened between an Amiti and a vampire when the vampire took the Amiti’s vein. The blood-bond enabled enhanced communication and sharing of supernatural gifts; it also gave Amiti power over vampires by allowing the Amiti to restore the lives of vampires with whom they were blood-bonded—or, conversely, to kill them. 

	As an ultimate safeguard, Hathor gave the Amiti access to the Ankh, the Key of Life that unlocks the powers of the Egyptian gods. She appointed five Amiti to be the Keepers of the Ankh; if all else failed, they could come together, unlock the Key, and unleash the gods’ powers, limitless and infinite. 

	Hathor chose one of the five Keepers, the Keeper of the Mystery of Balance, to be Queen of the Amiti. The Queen would be responsible for appointing new Keepers upon the death of existing Keepers, and her role, unlike the other Keepers’, could only be passed down from mother to daughter. Hathor created the first Amiti queen, naming her Istara, the star. As Hathor dispatched the Amiti to Earth, Ra granted Istara his own gift, the power to create, heal, and destroy with the energy of the Sun—the Gift of Ra.

	When the Amiti appeared on earth, they sought out the vampires, opening their hearts to them and offering them love. Sadly, although the vampires were drawn by the pull of the blood-bond and the promises it offered, their suspicious nature prevented them from doing what Hathor had intended. Perceiving blood-bonding as a surrender, the vampires assumed that Amiti would misuse the power the blood-bond gave them, making it an instrument for dominating or even destroying vampires. Therefore, few blood-bonds were attempted. 

	The blood-bonds that did occur became notorious among vampires, with both their successes and failures exaggerated, transformed into legends of vampires whose access to Amiti abilities made them powerful beyond measure, but also horror stories of Amiti blood-bonds betraying and killing their vampire partners. These legends grew out of vampires’ fear of and longing for blood-bonds—and, in turn, they fed the flames of both. 

	But it was the mistrust and fear that prevailed, as they so often do, and vampires began to view Amiti as aggressors, a threat to be contained. They found that if they did not take Amiti blood directly from the vein, they could feed without triggering the blood-bond, and that draining Amitis’ blood this way suppressed their powers. The vampires began hunting Amiti and imprisoning them in underground cells, treating them like livestock to be bought, sold, and drained regularly of their blood for the vampires to drink. 

	As a defense, and later as a form of retaliation, the Amiti launched counteroffensives to liberate imprisoned bloodstock and prevent free Amiti from being captured. Their practices escalated until they were organizing hunting parties and slaughtering vampires indiscriminately, regardless of whether they were affiliated with the bloodstock industry. 

	And so began the millennia-long war between two immortal races originally destined to make each other whole. 

	At first, the two races’ powers were equally matched, but with every passing century, with every new generation, the number of free Amiti diminished, leaving fewer and fewer Amiti capable of fighting the vampires. Over the millennia, the majority of Amiti were eliminated or imprisoned as vampires’ bloodstock. 

	In this environment, with the survival of their people threatened, the Keepers of the Key tried repeatedly to come together and turn to their solution of last resort: turning the Key and unleashing the powers of the Gods to save the Amiti race. But the fifth Keeper, the Amiti Queen, had never agreed. She had her own agenda. 

	At the beginning of the twenty-first century of our era, the antagonism between the vampires and Amiti reached a crescendo. It became clear that they could not share the same planet. After an agonizing struggle, the Keepers finally decided to eliminate the Queen, turn the Key, and obliterate the entire vampire race.


[image: Image]


Chapter 1

Santorini, Greece 

20th century

Fifty Amiti walked in grim silence along the shore, toward a mammoth boulder and the secluded beach hidden behind it. Fifty-one, Queen Istara reminded herself bitterly from her position several paces ahead of the rest of them. Forgetting to include herself in the count was an apt metaphor, she realized, for the eight millennia she’d spent as reluctant leader of her people. She tried to ground herself by focusing on the pleasantly scratchy sensation of her feet in the warm sand, but she couldn’t avoid the irony there, either: she pictured her footprints being trampled into oblivion by the feet of the warriors following her. Close behind her, she felt the three remaining Keepers of the Key, and then the other members of the Eye of Ra, the Order fighting for the liberation of the Amiti people.

	Taking a full breath of crystal night air, Istara raised her eyes to the sky in an effort to distract herself from her thoughts. Billions of cold distant mute stars watched her from the sky. Deep in her heart she refused to believe that she was about to leave this beautiful planet. Hathor, her Divine Mother, would save her. The Goddess would not allow the Order to murder her. She still had a chance: if seven—the sacred number of Hathor—of the Amiti present rejected her death sentence, Istara’s life would be spared. 

	Obsidian waves of indifferent sea rolled in and disappeared between the apathetic rocks surrounding the beach. Why didn’t she feel even a slightest degree of compassion from the planet she loved so much? There must be something wrong with her senses; her perception must have somehow gotten distorted. 

	Once again Istara tuned in to her surroundings, only to be hit by a wave of hostility emanating from the crowd. She closed her eyes in an effort to suppress the searing pain in her heart and the tears ready to spill from her eyes. If she was here to die, she would die as the Queen: with dignity. In the eyes of her people, she was just a selfish bitch without loyalty or integrity, a bitch who had sacrificed them all to satisfy her lust for the vampire male. But as Goddess was her witness, Istara had been portrayed wrong. She was the Queen who had never been understood by her people.

	Yes, she had her shortcomings, and to some extent this sentence was not completely undeserved. Istara had committed a crime against her race; she had opened her heart to the enemy in the form of a vampire—and not just any vampire, but a member of the Vampire Elite, the upper caste of vampires, who were direct descendants of Sekhmet and called themselves Sekhmi in her honor. In the Amitis’ eyes, she had allowed herself to be deluded by romantic fantasies instead of standing her ground and being committed to her path as the Queen. Yes, she did covet personal happiness with a soul mate. But who does not? It was not her fault that the love of her life was a Sekhmi vampire. Istara could not tell her heart who to love. And she had lost her mind over Tor. Powerful and confident, with an iron will and astonishing magnetism and charisma, he epitomized everything she had dreamed about for millennia. She was willing to sacrifice everything for his love. She blood-bonded and shared the Gift of Ra with him, making Tor the strongest of the vampires, and soon he fought for and won the vampires’ throne and became their King.

	What the Keepers did not know was that Istara had done everything possible to convince Tor to change his views regarding keeping Amiti as bloodstock. She had thought that her love would result in freeing the Amiti: surely once Tor was King, and given his love for her, he could not allow the bloodstock practice to continue. 

	When she realized how wrong she had been, her heart had broken and she’d spent endless sleepless nights soaking her pillow with tears. Tor didn’t care about Amiti. He argued that his people must feed, and that having bloodstock was the most convenient way for them to meet their needs. Enraged, Istara fought with him and yelled at him, even threatened to leave him. But nothing worked: Tor knew that Istara loved him unconditionally and would stay with him, supporting him with her powers, regardless of his policy.

	When Tor suggested that she stop worrying about Amiti and focus on herself and her happiness, Istara, exhausted, had finally given up and convinced herself that the Amiti must take care of themselves; it was beyond her capacity now to help them. 

	Istara and Tor had been together for more than a thousand years, but this last year had been the most crucial for the couple. Their daughter Simone was born. The Keepers were enraged, not by Simone’s existence but by Istara’s decision to make the half-Amiti, half-Sekhmi Simone a Keeper. It was the Queen’s privilege to redistribute Keepers’ powers, and when the Keeper of the Mysteries of Life had died, she had given them to her daughter. Istara knew that the Keepers and all Amiti would interpret it as utter betrayal of her race. But all Istara wanted to achieve was to ensure that the Key would never be turned. 

	The Keepers believed that turning the Key would put all the powers of the Egyptian gods in their hands, under their control, but Istara was not delusional. As the oldest of the Amiti, she remembered that Hathor herself had failed to control even her own destructive powers. All her life, even before meeting Tor, Istara had tried to convince the Keepers that turning the Key was not a solution to the problem. She firmly believed that the Keepers’ rage would unleash the Goddess Sekhmet, the primordial destructive power that would wipe out not only the vampires but all life on earth. Locked in their narrow-minded and grandiose perception of themselves, the Keepers were deaf to Istara’s words. 

	Because she was one of the five Keepers in addition to being the Queen, as long as Istara refused to cooperate, the Key could not be turned. But with each passing century the Keepers had grown more infuriated by her recalcitrance. Finally, Istara foresaw that one day she would be summoned to answer to them; she realized that if they could not change her mind, eventually they would try to eradicate her obstruction of their plans by eradicating her. To guarantee that whatever happened to her, the Key would never be turned, when a Keeper was killed shortly after Simone’s birth she had seized the opportunity and granted the vacant position to her half-blood daughter, the vampire princess. Istara trusted that Simone’s loyalty to her vampire family and race would prevent her from ever turning the Key and, perhaps without even knowing it, Simone would guarantee the continuity of life on earth. 

	This action was what finally broke the Keepers’ patience. Three months after Simone’s birth, Istara found a summons letter in her daughter’s crib—the delivery method also a chilling message of the threat to Simone if Istara ignored the Order’s call. After a final evening with her family, she had severed the connection enabling Tor to locate her, teleported to Greece, and turned herself in to the Keepers. 

	There, the Keepers had offered her the possibility of leniency if she agreed to conceive and give birth to a pureblooded Amiti daughter and then surrender the powers of the Queen to her, the Amiti Queen’s powers being transferable only from mother to daughter. Although she knew that it was probably a ruse, Istara agreed to the terms and, overcoming her repulsion, laid with the father chosen by the Keepers: Marcus, Keeper of the Mystery of Death. 

	In nine months she gave birth to a beautiful, healthy daughter. The tiny little girl resembled Marcus, with flaming red hair, golden skin and forest-green eyes. Marcus chose the name Arianna, “purity,” wishing for her to be pure not only in blood, but also in heart and soul. He declared that his daughter, unlike her mother, would be a true Queen of her people and stand for them until the last drop of her blood was shed. Istara grinned when she heard Marcus’s declaration. She had other plans for her newborn. 

	That night, while little Arianna slept in her cradle, Istara came to the nursery and glared at the baby for whom she felt no love nor even compassion. In her eyes, this little girl was a thief who had stolen Istara’s crown and whose purpose for existing was literally to ruin everything Istara had fought for during her entire life. 

	“I decree that your path will be difficult beyond measure,” she cursed her infant daughter, her voice cold. “You will suffer and bleed, and in order to save your people you will have to sacrifice your greatest love. That, you little witch, is my parting gift to you.” 

	At that moment the baby girl opened her eyes and glanced at Istara as if asking her why her mother hated her so much. To Istara’s shock, Arianna’s eyes changed color: one eye remained the same dark forest green, but the other became an amber color, the eye of a lioness ...

	Istara had been given three months to spend with her baby before her destiny would be determined. She never once held Arianna or even touched her. Meanwhile, Istara prepared her Last Spell, just in case. If the Goddess decided she had to die and denied her the seven voices in favor of her innocence, Istara would release her spell to the air. She might fail to save her own life, but she would make sure that Tor would live. The spell could not be reversed except by its maker; she would cast it on the verge of her death, so no power in the world could stop it from manifesting. 

	“Do you have a last wish, Queen Istara?” Marcus’s voice jerked her back into the present. She was at the beach. She was probably about to die.

	“No.” She forced herself to meet his hateful eyes. 

	“By the power given me by the Eye of Ra, I, Marcus, the Keeper of Mystery of Death, declare the Amiti Queen, Istara, a traitor, who must be put to death.” 

	The two other Keepers, Oberon and Deimos, joined Marcus and repeated the declaration sealing Istara’s fate. But it was not final yet; they had to ask for the Goddess’s approval. Please, dear Goddess, Istara passionately prayed, forgive me if I’m guilty, take my crown, but leave me my life. Please allow me to go back to Tor and Simone. 

	“Now we ask any members of the Order who reject this sentence to speak out on behalf of the condemned. If seven object, the Queen’s life will be spared. If our Divine Mother wants the former Queen Istara alive, she will intervene through seven members.” 

	Despairing, Istara searched the crowd for signs of compassion but found no mercy in their stony eyes. She was completely alone, rejected and despised by her people and her Goddess. The tears she had been forcing back finally spilled from her eyes. She savored their taste on her lips. 

	The Keepers of the Key raised their fists to the heavens, gathering the power they needed to eliminate her. 

	Istara threw her gaze to the sky, casting her Last Spell into the darkness just as the Keepers opened their hands to direct rays of blazing white energy at her heart. For an instant, she became that energy, her body illuminating the beach like a lightning flash, and then she was simply gone. All that remained of Istara was a shimmering mist of tiny sparkling stars, her powers, lingering brilliantly in the air in anticipation of being welcomed by a new Queen. 

	Arianna was brought to Marcus. He took the tiny baby in his arms and tenderly kissed her rosy cheeks, smiling down at her, his eyes filled with love and joy. Then he placed Arianna in the center of the shimmering mist. The mist came alive and curled like smoke around the little girl, who giggled as she tried to capture the little stars swirling around her. 

	The gathered members of the Eye of Ra began chanting as the mist attached and melted itself into Arianna’s skin like snowflakes. When the last star disappeared into the child’s body, they rose their voices in unison. 

	“Long Live the Queen! Long Live the Queen!” 

	The coronation was complete. 

	Arianna became the new Queen of the Amiti. Hope filled the eyes of those surrounding her. This girl was destined to change the fate of their dying race. She would have powers to help her achieve this, but powers were not enough. One question filled everybody’s mind: would the young Queen have both the desire and the willpower to fight for her people?

* * *

Nice, France

Ten days later

Sitting on the terrace of Tor’s villa in Nice felt like being suspended on the edge of the world; it jutted out past the cliff’s edge, nothingness below and around it. At sunset, with gold, scarlet, and pink glazing the dark waters of the Mediterranean Sea below, the effect was even more dramatic. Only the late yachts returning home, their forms slipping through the fiery liquid, disturbed the reflection of sky on sea.

	Tor watched all of this splendor without really seeing it; he was perched on an entirely different kind of precipice. In his hand he held the letter he had received a week earlier, but like the vista before him, it had become so familiar that he knew what it contained without looking at it. 

My love, 

By the time you get this letter I will be dead, executed by my own people for loving you too much and making Simone the Keeper of the Key. I am so very sorry to leave you without my blood-bond. I only hope that my powers remain strong in you for a long time before they begin to decline.

Reflecting on the world I will leave behind, it breaks my heart to imagine you without the protection of my powers. You must have the Gift of Ra, my love, and the only way for you to access it again is to blood-bond with the new Amiti Queen, my daughter Arianna. This will not be an easy task, of course; the Keepers and the rest of the Order will do anything to ensure her security. 

My final gift to you is my Last Spell, which will help you find and blood-bond with Queen Arianna. On Arianna’s twentieth birthday, her father and protector Marcus, the Keeper of the Mystery of Death, will die, leaving her without family, and vulnerable. This will create an opportunity for you to gain access to her and accomplish the blood-bond—and with it, Gift of Ra.

The new Queen of the Amiti is my gift to you, so that you will always be the King. MY King. My Love. My Life. 

Your Istara. 

	When he’d first read the letter, Tor had been overwhelmed by grief. Part of him had always known that this would happen, and when Istara had disappeared a year earlier, he had suspected the worst, so his shock and sadness had surprised him. Had he loved Istara? As much as he could love anyone, he supposed: he was, after all, a warrior and a Sekhmi. His heart didn’t clench at the sight of her the way it did for his adopted children and his daughter Simone, but she had been his blood-bond and treasured companion. He’d withdrawn from the world and most of his duties in order to devote the past week to mourning her loss.

	Now, the grief that had consumed him had been replaced by rage. His need to avenge Istara’s death and inflict agony and terror on her murderers was so powerful he could feel it pulsing in his fangs. But, as the humans said, revenge was a dish best served cold, and he had centuries to prepare for that. 

	He needed to think of the more immediate future. Although he could still feel Istara’s Gift of Ra glowing within him, it would diminish over time without her blood to replenish it. And Istara had been right: that would be a problem. Vampire kings did not resign or retire. They were challenged to physical combat by competitors—and eventually, they lost. The younger generation of Sekhmi were powerful and extremely ambitious, and those who challenged Tor would find ways to enhance their powers, so while Tor could best any living vampire in a fair fight, he would need to supplement his native strength in order to keep the crown. And Istara had been right: the Gift of Ra was the best weapon he could possibly have. 

	Thanks to Istara, locating Arianna, when the time came, would be easy. The challenge would be the blood-bond. Although vampires initiated the blood-bond and benefitted from it—or at least Sekhmi did, now that they’d made it illegal for the lower-caste, mixed-blood Nightwalker vampires to do so—it was Amiti who controlled it. Most importantly, it gave Amiti the power to kill the Sekhmi with whom they blood-bonded by consuming them with fire. To blood-bond with the young Queen meant surrendering his life to a girl who would consider Tor, the vampire King, her eternal enemy. She might even welcome the chance to blood-bond with him, viewing it as the easiest way to destroy the most powerful oppressor of her people.


Chapter 2

Hunter headquarters, Venezuela 

Twenty years later 

Simone usually loved traveling by helicopter, but this time the ground rising to meet them wasn’t giving her the usual thrill, but more a sense of ... vertigo. In fact, though she’d never have admitted it to anyone else—and was barely willing to acknowledge it to herself—she felt a little sick. 

	At twenty-two, she was en route to her first Amiti bloodstock auction. It was a rite of passage for young vampires, marking the transition to adulthood—and with it the transition from being, for all intents and purposes, a human child, to being vampire. Simone had only recently begun to require blood, and today she would see firsthand how the stock that provided that blood was acquired.

	Like art auctions or other events involving the exchange of massive amounts of money and the most high-end of luxuries, bloodstock auctions were glamorous affairs, opportunities to see and be seen. Today’s auction was exclusive even by those standards, with only the top families from among the Vampire Elite invited to participate, and only the most exquisite of Amiti product being offered for purchase. 

	And therein lies the problem, Simone thought. 

	Although she’d been raised among vampires, as a vampire, Simone was half Sekhmi and half Amiti. And because humanlike immortal children were indistinguishable from their human counterparts, she’d spent her first twenty-one years, before her teeth started to ache and her fangs to grow, utterly clueless as to whether she’d end up taking after her vampire father or her Amiti mother. Utterly clueless, and utterly terrified that she’d turn out wrong. She knew that she’d be loved and protected either way, but the idea that she could become what her loved ones most despised—what they ate, for fuck’s sake!—was so dreadful as to be beyond comprehension. And yeah, although they’d have denied it, she’d glimpsed the worry in their eyes when, at nineteen and then twenty, she didn’t have fangs, even though they weren’t to be expected that early. It was still possible that she’d develop some Amiti characteristics, but fangs and blood requirements were so central to vampires’ physical and social traits that they’d been her main concern, and her main relief.

	But now she was about to face a new test. Although she indirectly experienced Amiti every time her family enjoyed their cocktails of Amiti blood, she’d never actually seen Amiti bloodstock in the flesh, so to speak, and so their existence had remained an abstraction. Would she suffer from some kind of humiliating connection to them? Or worse, identification with them?

	Sekhmi reveled in their superiority over Amiti, their sense of triumph at having confined significant numbers of them and relegated them to bloodstock, and auctions were an opportunity to collectively bask in that accomplishment. Simone wanted to share their sense of celebration so badly, it seemed as though she’d never wanted anything more in her life. 

	As the helicopter touched down on the Hunters’ private estate in northern Venezuela, Simone shoved away her ambivalence and committed to enjoying the party. 

	Disembarking, she joined Theores and Leon outside the circle of the helicopter’s draft, to wait while the pilot, Odji, one of Tor’s adopted sons and Simone’s personal bodyguard, powered down the helicopter. She took the opportunity to collect herself, arrange the folds of her exquisite sapphire-blue gown, and review her strengths. She knew she was beautiful—it wasn’t vanity, just a fact—and she looked especially fantastic tonight, bedecked in full formalwear, makeup enhancing her full lips, deep blue eyes, and porcelain skin. And she was smart, well educated, wealthy, sophisticated; she was literally a princess, but even without that status she’d have made a damned fine impression. 

	And she was with some of her favorite family members. The Elite defined family differently than most human societies. Prides, as they called them, usually consisted of five to twelve members connected to each other by ties of blood, but also friendship. Pride members lived together and owned common wealth and property: real estate, bank accounts, businesses, helicopters—and bloodstock. Pride loyalty was among the Elite’s highest values, and because pride members always had each other’s backs, prides made Sekhmi feel invincible. Simone, Theores, Leon, and Odji were all members of the Royal pride, the First Family among the Vampire Elite on the basis of power and wealth.

	The Hunters probably ran a close second, Simone thought as she surveyed the estate. It was magnificent. Grecian sculptures lined the driveway and entrance to the main house—currently unused, since all of today’s guests seemed to be arriving by helicopter. In addition to the main residence, she could see guesthouses and other outbuildings, tennis courts, and horse stables. Closer to the main house, an Olympic sized swimming pool glowed with four fountains shooting colored streams of water twenty feet into the air. The house and pool were ringed with gorgeous Italian tile and perfectly maintained landscaping 

	The group made their way to the swimming pool area, where thirty or forty guests mingled, men sleek in tuxedos, women glowing like jewels in designer gowns. Simone recognized most of them from other social events. Scanning the group, she realized with a sudden flare of self-consciousness that as far as she knew, she was the only one who’d never been to an auction before. 

	As they approached the main party, they were intercepted by servers carrying trays of Pink Sunset, a cocktail of champagne and Amiti blood, arranged in hues ranging from pink to red, the colors reflecting the drinks’ blood concentration. Simone selected a flute in a dark pink shade and joined a group of younger males she knew could distract her with their casual chatting and flirting. Gradually her confidence blossomed again at their easy, attentive repartee. 

	After about an hour, the guests were escorted into the main house and into a spacious room lit by an enormous multi-tiered crystal chandelier. A stage rose at the far end of the room, tables and chairs surrounding its perimeter. A row of flickering candles lined the stage, lending intimacy and mystery to the atmosphere. Simone, Theores, and Leon took the table at center stage; the Royal pride was always extended the courtesy of prime seating. Odji remained standing at the back of the room next to the door with the other Sekhmi bodyguards. Waiters flitted around serving drinks and hors d’oeuvres. 

	Leaning back in her chair, Simone scanned the room. Her eyes landed on an especially attractive male dressed in an Italian-cut dove-grey business suit, and she smiled at him seductively. He smiled back at her, winked, and then stepped up to the stage. One of the Hunters, Simone realized as he strode over the podium. The Hunter pride had earned their incredible wealth through their monopoly on the extremely lucrative business of tracking, capturing, and selling bloodstock at auctions like this one.

	As the Hunter adjusted his microphone, Simone’s confidence abruptly drained from her, replaced by her pulse pounding in her ears. She heard the man’s attractive baritone filling the room, and she was aware that he was outlining the terms of the auction, but she couldn’t focus on his words. Desperate, she fixed her gaze on the purely aesthetic pleasure of Theores’s dark maroon Pink Sunset and how it glowed slightly around the edges, backlit by the candles. Theores loved it highly concentrated; if Simone hadn’t been able to see the little effervescent bubbles, she would’ve doubted it had any champagne at all. See, she reminded herself, it’s just Amiti blood, to be appreciated like any other beautifully presented delicacy. She raised her own glass to her mouth as if to prove it to herself.

	Taking up his gavel, the auctioneer announced, “Lot Number One. The blood will be offered for your examination.” 

	A thick velvet curtain at the back of the stage parted to reveal a large Sekhmi dressed in black leather and leading a small, cloaked figure. When they reached center stage, the Sekhmi stopped and removed the cloak. 

	Simone froze, her drink halfway to her mouth. 

	A frail, nude young girl huddled in the center of the stage, the candlelight casting shimmers of gold over her luxurious chestnut hair and smooth, flawless skin. She could only be described as exquisite: her breasts were small mounds, her waist slim, and her hips beautifully curvaceous despite her youth. She trembled with fear, her eyes lowered and hidden behind thick lashes. 

	Simone was suddenly aware that the girl was emanating an unmistakable, vibrating energy. Enchanting, magnetic, it washed over Simone like a warm rain. Is this what they mean when they talk about the “natural attraction” between our species? she wondered, and then was struck by another terrible thought: or am I sensing my own kind? 

	That was a question she would never, ever be able to ask of anyone, even Theores, who was the closest thing she had to a mother. Forcing down her panic, she extended her senses to gauge whether the other gathered Sekhmi felt the energy, too. 

	Yes, all the guests were excited and thrilled, working hard to disguise their feelings under casual, relaxed postures. Theores and Leon looked to be entirely at ease, but the ostensibly indifferent bodyguards were especially obvious, devouring the girl with their eyes from the back of the room. A new awareness surged through Simone, of herself as Sekhmi and of her predatory Sekhmi instincts, which delighted in the subjection of the Amiti before her. Her people, she realized, kept bloodstock not only for blood but to satisfy their addiction to power, their drive to possess and dominate another immortal. Nothing was wrong with Simone; she felt what everybody else felt. 

	“Now, this delectable morsel,” the auctioneer was saying, “is the kind of bloodstock that comes along only once or twice in a century. She started shifting early; our trackers were able to locate and capture her right away, and—long story short—here she is for your pleasure.” 

	As the auctioneer spoke, two Sekhmi in evening-wear—a male carrying an elegant dagger, and a female carrying a silver tray covered with glass vials—approached the Amiti girl. 

	“She’s barely eighteen, ladies and gentlemen. That’s a good three years younger than the youngest bloodstock you’ll usually come across. Look at her; she’s stunning, simply stunning, and as you can see, we’ve kept her well conditioned, in excellent health.”

	The auctioneer paused as the male Hunter grasped the Amiti’s hand and held it above the tray. The girl showed no resistance, her only display of anxiety the butterfly fluttering of her thick eyelashes. He raised his other hand, and the dagger flashed in the light as with a swift motion he slit the Amiti’s palm. The dark, intoxicating scent of fresh blood filled the room as it poured into the vials.

	“And her blood is”—the auctioneer held his fingertips together and kissed them with a loud smacking sound—“superb, absolutely superb. Smell it, folks. It’s luscious.” He inhaled dramatically through his nostrils. “Are you getting that hint of lilac?” 

	Simone’s gums began to itch and burn, and she covered her mouth with her hand so no one would see her fangs punching down. It was considered terribly rude to expose one’s fangs in public, even among other vampires. But she needn’t have worried; everyone’s attention was riveted to the stage and the blood flowing from the girl’s wound. The room vibrated with bloodlust and sexual arousal. 

	“This is the good stuff, ladies and gentlemen. It’s blood you’ll want to serve when you break out your best champagne, at weddings, or straight up with a few associates, to celebrate a major business acquisition.”

	When all of the vials were filled, the Hunter dropped the girl’s hand, leaving it dripping by her side to pool on the stage floor, flaunting the Hunter’s status through his waste of such a precious commodity. The female Sekhmi approached Simone’s table, offering the Royal pride the first of the blood samples. Leon, Theores, and Simone each selected a vial. Knowing that all eyes were on her, Simone forced herself not to hesitate and took a small sip—and was immediately flooded with euphoria. 

	“For this magnificent specimen, we open the bidding at ten million U.S. dollars,” announced the auctioneer. 

	“Eleven! Twelve! Fourteen! Fourteen and a half!” The crowd was caught up in the bidding, each pride fighting to possess this stunning beauty. 

	But her physical perfection would be utterly wasted, Simone realized with a pang of grief. The girl would spend her life locked in an underground cell. Except for the human bloodstock handler who brought her food and took her blood, she’d live utterly devoid of any contact. Even the Sekhmi who purchased the right to her blood, who sat in the audience right now, devouring her with their eyes along with everyone else, would never touch her, would probably never even look at her. To do so risked being overcome by lust—or even worse, falling in love—and, in turn, increased the risk of being caught up in the moment and drinking directly from an Amiti’s vein, activating the blood-bond. All vampires were raised hearing horror stories of what happened in the blood-bond: they would lose control and surrender all their powers to the Amiti, who were born to lure and seduce them, and the Sekhmi would end up burned to ashes. These fears ensured that the Elite totally disengaged themselves from their bloodstock. 

	For a second, Simone allowed herself to imagine what it would be like to live as Amiti bloodstock— 

	“Do Amiti ever kill themselves?” The question leapt from her mouth as she glanced at Leon. 

	“Yes. In fact, that used to be one of our biggest problems—and a very expensive one at that. They’d lose their will to live, and we’d lose our investment.” 

	“But we found a very reliable solution,” Theores offered. “In the beginning, Amiti were killing themselves after only a few weeks, regardless of how well we treated them. Once they gave up trying to escape, they’d find some way to commit suicide. Now, we have a system. We keep them in isolation for a while, then give them a roomie. Placed together, they develop an affection for each other. That gives us something to threaten them with. Even if they stop caring about their own lives, they’ll behave for the sake of their loved one. If we think we have an especially stubborn case, we torture them in front of each other, so they can see firsthand that we mean business. Then we separate them again. We allow them to see each other again from time to time to reinforce the motivation. After a certain point, though, it usually stops working; they get depressed anyway and find a way to die.” 

	Simone struggled to suppress the gagging that suddenly clenched at her throat. “Excuse me. I need to go to the bathroom.” 

	She pushed out of her chair and fled from the room. On the way out, she bumped into someone’s bodyguard. 

	“Are you alright, miss?” 

	“Yes, yes, I’m fine.” Simone moved around him and was immediately stopped by Odji. 

	“Sim, what’s the matter?” 

	“Where’s the exit?” she gasped, pulling out of his hold and stumbling blindly up the stairs. “I think I drank too much—I need some fresh air.” 

	“This way; I’ll show you.” 

	Simone followed him to the front door, pushed it open and ran outside. Frantic, she stumbled into the garden, finding a spot where she could throw up in peace, without being seen from the door. Once there, she sucked in deep breaths, struggling to stay upright. She almost fell despite her efforts, but then felt Odji’s firm grip around her waist. 

	“What’s wrong, Simone?” He turned her to face him. 

	“We can’t do this! We can’t! This Amiti, this young girl, she is alive, she feels, she is not an animal, she is in pain ... ” 

	Shit, not only was she babbling; her self-censorship mechanism seemed to have shut down completely. Well, it was too late now. Hopefully Odji understood her situation well enough. 

	Odji pulled her to him and she sobbed into his shirt. After a moment, she calmed down enough to raise her eyes to his.

	“Would you live like that for years, maybe centuries, enduring isolation for your loved one?” 

	“No.” He shook his head. “I wouldn’t.” 

	“Me neither.” She left it there and continued to sob. She needed to keep her mouth shut and let Odji think that she was only upset over the fate of this poor Amiti. 

	But Simone was afraid for her half-sister, Arianna.


Chapter 3

As recently as a year ago, Simone had been only vaguely aware that she had a half-sister. She knew that her father, Tor, had been with her mother, Istara, for a long time, and that her half-sister had been born of Istara’s union with Marcus, one of the most powerful of the Amiti, nine months after Istara had left Tor. Given that Istara had apparently abandoned Tor in favor of one of his worst enemies, it had been understandable that Tor hadn’t wanted to talk about Arianna.

	But then one day Tor’s interest had abruptly changed. He’d summoned Simone to tell her that Marcus had died and that he wanted Simone to attend Marcus’s funeral in the U.S. and finally meet her half-sister. The two girls had hit it off immediately. It turned out that not only had Arianna lost her father, her only family, but he had died in a terrible accident—trapped in a fire at the hospital where he worked—and it had happened on Arianna’s twentieth birthday. Simone felt terrible that Arianna had been left with no family, especially under such dreadful circumstances, and had tried to fill that gap. Not that it had been a lot of effort; she adored Arianna. It had initially been harder for Arianna, who hadn’t been aware of Simone’s existence and then had to adjust to the idea that her half-sister was also half vampire, but the sisters’ family bonds and growing affection had transcended their differences.

	As Simone and Arianna grew closer, Simone became increasingly troubled by what the future held for Arianna as an Amiti. Like vampires, Amiti were indistinguishable from humans until they reached full physical maturity. In their very early twenties, their identity as Amiti began to manifest: they received their gifts from the Goddess Hathor, their energy shifted dramatically, and they became identifiable to Sekhmi. In the very near future, Arianna would go through her shift, and as the Amiti Queen, she’d be an incredibly valuable commodity—literally. There was a very good chance that she’d find herself on that auction stage. 

	Simone also wondered about her own father’s curiosity about Arianna, which occasionally seemed a little too interested. She couldn’t even afford to worry about that, though: she’d make herself crazy trying to second-guess his motives. Besides, if he wanted Arianna, there’d be nothing she could do to stop him; he’d have gotten to her already. No, she had to assume that Tor was not a threat and focus on the danger presented by other vampires. 

	She had to calm down and think, or she’d be no help for Arianna.

	Simone extricated herself from Odji’s grasp, got herself a moment alone under the guise of getting him to fetch her a glass of water, and walked over to the deserted swimming pool patio to let the spray of the fountains soothe her. 

	Think, Simone, think. You’re Arianna’s only hope. You have to come up with a plan. Right now.

	Out of the corner of her eye, she caught a quick slither across the marble tile: a small green lizard disappeared into the grass. A distant memory flashed through her mind ... and at that moment, she knew the solution. Antar! 

* * *

Simone hadn’t seen Antar for six years. He was one of several dozen abandoned immortal children her father, Tor, had adopted over the centuries. The vast majority of them were much older and therefore strangers to Simone, having left Tor's pride long ago to follow their own paths throughout the world. Of all Tor’s children, she knew only the four Sekhmi who had remained with the pride—and Antar. 

	Antar was a winged demon and leader of the Legacy of Tyr, a powerful organization whose members included several thousand highly trained immortal warriors of different species. The Legacy was the law enforcement arm of the Confederation of Immortals, an umbrella political body initially formed to prevent the discovery of immortals by humans. It required member species to abide by two main laws: No-Kill and No-Show. Known collectively as the Code, these rules forbid killing humans and revealing the existence of immortal powers to them. The Confederation’s role—and by extension, the Legacy’s—later expanded to encompass general protection of immortals and regulation of interspecies conflicts. The importance of all of these functions meant that the Legacy and its leader, Antar, were granted virtually unlimited power. 

	Simone had been infatuated with Antar for as long as she could remember. As a child, she’d followed him around and spied on him when he came to visit her father. He didn’t pay much attention to her, focusing instead on grown-up business with the King, but sometimes he’d bring her an exotic animal that he’d picked up during his travels. The gifts he chose—mostly lizards and other reptiles, and once a tarantula—were hardly romantic, but Simone had relished the attention as a kind of flirtation. 

	Her childhood crush had changed dramatically when she was sixteen. She’d been in the palace’s library, setting aside the materials from her French lesson and preparing to leave, when the door swung open and Antar stepped into the library.

	It felt like all of the air had been sucked out of the room. It had been three years since she’d last seen him, and she was astonished by his demonic beauty. He was magnificent, towering over six and a half feet, with broad, densely defined muscles bulging in his arms and chest and unruly obsidian black hair falling loosely around his face and neck. He radiated confidence and power even to Simone, who lived surrounded by the most powerful of her species. And what most assaulted her emotions at that moment had been the combination of that power and his incredibly soulful eyes, dark brown pools filled with care and kindness, betraying the depth of his capacity for empathy. 

	Seeing her, Antar smiled broadly. “Hi, Sim! It's been a while since I last saw you. How’re you doing, baby?” 

	It had driven her absolutely apeshit, she remembered, that he called her “baby.” Even though Antar was something like five hundred years old and she was only sixteen, it didn't give him license to call her a baby. She considered herself an adult and wanted to be treated like one—especially by him.

	“Did you bring me a gift?” Simone asked him, flirting.

	“Of course.” 

	He reached into his pocket, retrieving something in his fist, then opened it like a magician. A lizard appeared in his palm. Grinning, he stepped closer to Simone and dropped the cold, slippery thing under the collar of her blouse. Her humiliation at her shrieking, wriggling reaction had transformed to fury when she finally shook it loose only to find that it was just a skillfully made toy. How had she mistaken him for being kind? She threw the lizard at Antar and ran from the library. 

	Later, lying in bed, unable to sleep, she replayed her reaction to seeing Antar. At the memory of his glorious body and dark, mysterious eyes, a liquid heat gathered between her legs. She felt swollen, like she might burst. Seeking relief, she covered the area with her hands, then found herself pressing and rubbing herself, imagining that it was Antar’s hand, and maybe something even more intimate. A moment later, she convulsed in an agony of pleasure, waves of heat rolling through her body, her nerves on fire. 

	If this could happen in her mind, him actually touching her would be unbearably pleasurable.

	And with that thought, Simone decided to seduce Antar the next time he came to see Tor. So what if she had no experience with men and no one took her seriously? What mattered was that she considered herself a true predator. And she had sheer determination on her side.

	Six months later, when Antar came to meet with Tor, Simone was ready for him. She’d combed through lingerie catalogs to find just the right combination, one that would leave no doubt in his mind that she was no longer a “baby”: a red silk ensemble of bikini panties, garter belt and stockings, and push-up bra edged with delicate lace, all covered—if covered was the right word—in a floor-length, sheer peignoir.

	On the night after his arrival, she covered her body in scented oils, styled her hair into the mane of a lioness, and carefully applied makeup in a look that was both understated and alluring. After slipping into the lingerie and a pair of red stilettos, she surveyed her body. Stockings revealing just the right amount of creamy smooth legs: check. Lace-covered breasts lifted into perfect smooth pale mounds of succulent flesh: check. Peignoir revealing every luscious curve, every flat expanse of well-toned muscle: check. Feeling every ounce the sexy seductress, the predator, she grabbed the master key that she’d stolen earlier in the week, rushed to the palace’s guest suite, and hid in the bedroom to wait for Antar. 

	It was four hours before Antar returned to his suite, four hours in which her sexy, predatory persona flagged considerably. Simone was determined, but she was also easily bored. Thirty minutes in, she started flipping through the magazines on the sitting room’s coffee table. After that, she went through Antar’s few toiletries, opening caps and sniffing their contents; then, having exhausted that entertainment, she returned to the magazines and actually read them. At the dinner hour, stomach growling, she’d realized that the meeting between Antar and Tor was still going on—otherwise Antar would have returned to his suite to “freshen up” before the meal—and consoled herself with the idea that at least they wouldn’t miss her when she didn’t show up for dinner. 

	Finally she heard Antar’s key in the door and returned to her spot behind the bedroom door. Adrenaline surged through her, the feeling she’d had when she saw Antar in the library returning in a rush. Antar entered, then stopped, sniffing the air. “Simone, I know you're in here.” 

	With all the dramatic flair she could muster, she stepped out from behind the door, the peignoir swirling around her ankles. She whispered in a husky voice, hoping that it was seductive enough, “How did you know I was here?” 

	Antar just cocked his head and stared at her like she was a mirage. Taking that as a good sign, Simone slowly approached him as though it was perfectly natural for her to be in his suite half naked. She was covered with goose bumps and her heart was racing so fast she thought it would explode. 

	Still Antar silently appraised her. She moved forward until she was standing directly in front of him. Now what? She had to say or do something—or she’d look like a fool. But neither words nor actions suggested themselves. Antar’s aura was burning her alive. She imagined wrapping her arms around his shoulders ... pulling him to her and brushing his throat with her hungry lips ... biting him lightly and holding his lips between her teeth ... indulging in his bitter-spicy, intoxicating taste.

	“Simone.” His low voice reached her through the mist of her fantasies. She focused her eyes on his face. “I’m sorry, Sim, this is not going to happen.” 

	“Happen?” she repeated dully. The flame of her imagined mating drenched, brutally, with ice water. “Did you read my thoughts?” 

	“I don't need to be a mindreader. It’s written all over your face. And your ...” He trailed off, waving his hand in a gesture that she assumed referred to her outfit. Or all of her. Which, actually, would probably not have been inaccurate.

	She could feel herself blush. “Am I so unattractive?” Oh, crap, did I just whine that question? She cleared her throat; hopefully the next thing she said would sound sexier.

	“You are a young, exquisitely beautiful female. But there can be nothing between us.” 

	“Why not?” Simone felt sure there was an electric current circulating between them. Couldn’t Antar feel it? She dropped her eyes and saw proof that he did in the form of a bulge in his pants. “You can't deny that you like me.” 

	His answering smile was infuriatingly benign “Of course I like you, but you are Tor’s daughter, and you’re only sixteen. I respect Tor too much to get involved with his teenage daughter.” 

	“I don't care. I am an adult and I decide for myself what I do.” She stepped forward so that her body was almost touching his. She wanted him to feel her, to sense her desire for him. Respond, dammit! 

	And he did. He touched her, placing his hands on her shoulders and pulling her closer to him, looking deep into her eyes. She had to turn her head up to meet his gaze. Her body was on fire and she was indecently wet between her legs. Desire consumed her and she forgot everything else. 

	“Antar,” she whispered huskily, saying his name like an offer and a promise as she slipped the gown off her shoulders and let it slither to the floor. “Be with me.” 

	Thrilled at her own brazenness, she couldn't believe how easily and shamelessly she had offered herself to this male—and she didn't care. She wanted him desperately, from the core of her being. 

	Antar lifted Simone in his arms as though she weighed no more than a feather. Simone’s blood sang in anticipation and her imagination ran wild with images of explosive sex. Yes, he would be the one she would surrender her virginity to. 

	Time stood still, the journey from the doorway to his bed seeming to take forever.

	Her fantasies came to a screeching halt when she felt her feet touch the floor. He had carried her to her quarters, opened the door and set her down, gently pushing her into her room. “Good night Simone. Sweet dreams.” 

	As soon as the door closed behind him, Simone crumpled to the floor, staring at the door in disbelief, her thoughts in turmoil. How dare he treat her like a child? She hated him for humiliating her like this. She dropped her head into her hands, sobbing. The worst of it was that her desire for him had only increased its grip on her ... 

* * *

... And nothing has changed, really, Simone thought as she brought herself back to the present, shaking her head to clear the memories. Still warm with the familiar throb of desire and embarrassment mixed together in equal parts, she pulled her cell phone out of her purse. She hated calling him, but what choice did she have? Antar was the key to saving her sister.

	Even though she’d braced herself, Antar’s voice when he answered the phone left her speechless for a few seconds, swept up in the tide of all those old feelings, of her obsession with him. 

	It had been six years, a lifetime ago. 

	“Hi, Antar, this is Simone. I need your help.” She concentrated on keeping her voice steady. “I want to ask the Legacy for Sanctuary for my sister, Arianna. She is an Amiti.”


Chapter 4

Santa Cruz, California

Arianna was sitting on the steps of her small oceanfront cottage when Simone pulled up in a cerulean blue convertible Lexus, her gorgeous hair flying and cheeks flushed. The two men with Simone were her equally windblown bodyguards, Anock and Odji. Arianna hadn’t officially met them and didn’t know which was which, but Simone had told her a little about them, and Arianna was pretty sure of two things. One was that Simone had had to do some serious work—convincing, cajoling, maybe threatening—to get them to give her the keys. And it wasn’t just that they were protective, Arianna thought. Simone probably drove like she seemed to do everything: with a competence that made her a little too reckless. In fact, the guys did look a little green around the gills. 

	And the other thing that Arianna was sure of? The bodyguard who’d been relegated to the backseat looked considerably grumpier than the other. Poor guy.

	Anock was the grumpy one, Arianna found out thirty seconds later, once Simone had released her from an enormous, twirling embrace. Arianna had been a little worried that her oh-so-sophisticated princess of a sister would be reserved once they were on Arianna’s home turf, but Simone squashed that fear like a bug, leaping out of the car and hurling herself at Arianna. 

	Half an hour later, after getting Simone, Anock, and Odji settled in and giving them a quick “tour” of the little cottage, the sisters were sitting on the cottage’s back deck, nibbling on a tart lemon cake—Simone’s favorite—that Arianna had baked. 

	Being at her own comfortable home, with Simone, Arianna felt more relaxed and open than she had in months. Simone might not have been able to protect her physically from the threats Arianna faced, but her presence and support provided at least temporary relief from the overwhelming anxiety and grinding loneliness she’d been living with since her father’s death. 

	Arianna knew what was in store for an Amiti coming into her powers without protection. Although he had been committed to letting her have a “normal” childhood, her father, Marcus, had taught her well. And part of her knew that after his death, she should have found and gone to live with another Amiti elder who could have helped shelter her. But her “normal” childhood had left her unfamiliar with other Amiti, or even how to contact them. And besides, she only had one year left at UC-Santa Cruz, and she loved her home. Now she was graduating, and terrified, and realizing that Simone was the only person she trusted completely.

	Her transformation was coming, though: she could feel her blood changing, her stamina, sensitivity, and intuition growing. And then there were the nightmares.

	She saw herself in a dank, windowless cell, chained to a bed and covered with a grey sheet. Silent, ghostly figures inserted a catheter into her vein to collect her blood. She watched in horror as it ran through the plastic tubing and into a glass container, her strength draining along with it. She would wake up with a start, drenched in cold sweat. Was this her imagination playing out her worst fear, or a glimpse into her future, a prophecy? And if the latter, was it part of her Amiti powers, or just something that happened? She didn’t even know who she could ask.

	She shook herself out of her gloom and turned to her sister. The whole idea here was that Simone had come up with something—she’d said so over the phone, but wouldn’t give Arianna details—and it was time to be Action Girl, not Wallowing Girl.

	“So, what’s the plan?” She thumped her hand on the table, going for a let’s-get-this-done effect, but it was a little too enthusiastic and just seemed forced. 

	Mercifully, Simone ignored it. “Have you ever heard about the Legacy of Tyr?”

	Arianna shook her head.

	“It’s is a legion of immortal warriors who watch after immortals, preventing them from being discovered by humans. They’re incredibly powerful and well organized. But it also”—Simone smiled significantly, obviously getting to the good part—“has a policy of providing Sanctuary to high-profile immortal females who need protection. Usually it’s women in powerful positions who are vulnerable for some reason. So, like, if her husband is a political leader, and he’s abusing her, maybe the regular laws for their species won’t be able to touch him, and the Legacy will take her in.

	“Anyway, the point is, I know their Alpha, Antar. I talked to him. They can’t take in every Amiti woman, obviously—they don’t have that kind of space—but since you’re an orphan of a high-ranking Amiti, you match the profile: you’re from a powerful background, and you’re especially vulnerable. And ... I called in a favor. So, the Legacy is ready to provide you with Sanctuary. We’ll meet them in San Francisco tomorrow night.”

	“Okay. And then what happens? You’re not just going to drop me off, are you?” Goddess, she sounded pathetic.

	“First of all, no, of course, I’ll stay with you as long as you want, or at least as long as they’ll let me. And here’s how it works: basically you join their family and they protect you as long as you need. There’s only one condition: you go where they go—and they’re on the move a lot—and stay on their estates. Not a ton of privacy, and if you’re a real free spirit it’s probably hard, but otherwise, not too shabby as a trade-off for protection, right?” Simone looked at Arianna, a question in her eyes, like she was a little worried that it was too shabby.

	“Oh, Sim.” Arianna blew out a breath she hadn’t been aware she was holding. “It sounds great—I can’t even believe it’s true.”

	“Of course it is! I’m your sister; anything bad that wants to happen to you goes through me first! I’m here. I’ll be here. For you.”

	Arianna’s eyes flooded with tears. She had never in her life felt so grateful to anyone, for anything. Overwhelmed, she walked around the table to wrap her arms around Simone, feeling the warm wetness of their cheeks pressing together. “Thank you, thank you, thank you. You are the best sister in the world.” 

	It was a perfect moment to pop the question, so to speak, and—bonus!—she didn’t have to make eye contact while doing so. Arianna took a deep breath and then spoke, her voice half in Simone’s ear and half over her shoulder.

	“You know what? I have an idea. We need to blood-bond. That way we’ll always be able to find each other, and if something happens to either of us, we can help each other.” Arianna held her position and waited for Simone’s answer.

* * *

Blood-bond. The word spun across Simone’s mind in a whirlwind.

	All but the most jaded vampires longed for a true blood-bond. Simone’s memory was crowded with glorious tales of the feats of blood-bonded vampires using abilities they’d gotten from their Amiti partners. Even her own father had risen to power with the help of her mother’s gifts. And Arianna’s offer presented Simone with a unique opportunity, a one-in-ten-thousand chance to feel live Amiti blood pumping into her mouth without fearing of consequences. Legend had it that it was the most intense ecstasy imaginable, that Amiti were created to give vampires pleasure and love, and the blood-bond was the physical manifestation of that purpose. 

	On the other hand, since childhood she’d been reminded, repeatedly, of how elusive true blood-bonds were. For every legend of glory, it seemed, there were a dozen horror stories of blood-bonded Amiti betraying their Sekhmi partners in the worst way imaginable, or effectively holding them hostage with the threat of that betrayal. They’d burn to death from the inside out.

	But surely, with her sister, there was no risk involved, only advantage. Arianna loved her. Simone couldn’t imagine anything that could possibly happen that would make Arianna want to kill her. Blood-bonding to the Amiti Queen could only be a huge victory for Simone, propelling her to the top of the Vampire Elite, and—if Arianna shared her powers with Simone—making Simone one of the strongest and most invulnerable of her kind. If anything could earn her the respect of her father, and banish forever Simone’s insecurity about being a half-blood, this would be it.

	Yes. She would do it. 

	With that decision made, she faced a new obstacle: the logistics of taking blood from a live vein. Growing up, she’d watched, and later partaken of, Amiti blood being served weekly, in crystal glasses. Sure, she had fangs, but she’d never used them, or even seen anyone else feed from a vein.

	“What is your answer, Sim?” She heard Arianna’s sweet whisper in her ear.

	“I don’t know.” But even as she hedged, Simone’s inner predator surged in a rush of unfamiliar energy, a caged wildcat frenzied at the smell of live prey. How could she resist what it wanted so badly, and what was so freely and generously offered? But she didn’t even know where to bite; what if she did it wrong and killed her sister? A vision of Arianna lying at her feet in a pool of blood, her throat ripped out, blossomed in her mind’s eye, and to her horror, the wildcat snarled in satisfaction. She pushed away from Arianna, coming to her feet and putting some space between them.

	“Do you want it? Honestly.” Arianna insisted.

	“Yes,” Simone startled herself by answering. Her voice sounded distorted in her ears. She raised her eyes, finally, to meet Arianna’s.

	“Then come to me. Don’t be afraid. Everything will be okay.” Arianna moved to stand before Simone. Adrenaline raced through Simone’s blood, all her senses accelerating. At the same time, she felt like an unprepared student taking an unavoidable test. Great Sekhmet, if only someone would help her, guide her. She would fail. Her legs shook. 

	Arianna took Simone by the shoulders and pulled her closer. “It’s okay,” she repeated. “Trust yourself. You know how to do it. It’s in your genes.” She tilted her head back, exposing her neck. 

	The situation was absurd. Simone was the predator here—it was she who was supposed to make the advances—but instead she awkwardly tried to escape, twisting in Arianna’s grip. Arianna brushed her lips across Simone’s cheeks and her tender fingertips fluttered against her spine like butterfly wings. There was a sensation of ghosts floating by and embracing Simone as they passed. She was descending into a void, completely losing herself—

	The next moment a powerful electrical impulse almost ripped her apart. This was it: her inner predator, breaking the chains, bellowed in triumph and lunged forward. Dimly, Simone realized that she had lost all control over it.

	“You leave me no choice,” she hissed. Surrendering to her inner beast, she sank her fangs deep into Arianna’s jugular.

	As the warm gush of Arianna’s blood filled her mouth, Simone’s mind roared and spun in a whirlpool of exhilaration, then sank into a cosmic stillness, absolute nothingness. For a few moments, she ceased to exist ... and then she was floating among the stars, drifting mindlessly, but completely and utterly alive. 

	Simone awoke to the soft touch of someone massaging her temples.

	“Simone? You okay?” a voice asked. Simone opened her eyes. Arianna was leaning over her, concern furrowing her brow

	“What was that?”

	“Did you like it? Arianna’s face was pleased, maybe even a little ...smug.

	Simone struggled to sit up, Arianna helping her. “It was absolutely spectacular, the most incredible experience of my life, like dying and being reborn.”

	Okay, smug was definitely the right word.

	“What’d you do?” Simone felt her own face twisting into a caricature of suspicion.

	“I wanted to see if I could do it. My father taught me the theory, but obviously I’ve never done it. And ... obviously I can.” Arianna wiggled her eyebrows, smug and all hocus-pocus.

	Simone just stared at her. 

	“It’s an Amiti’s natural talent. When we share blood with vampires we can project our emotions, desires, and dreams into their minds. We can expand their reality and consciousness and create these profound experiences for them. I decided to create a death-rebirth experience for you to empower you. Can you believe that? All I had to do was think it—and it became your reality! Can you imagine how much power we can have?”

	It was true. This hadn’t been anything like casually drinking blood from a glass. This was an out-of-body experience—astral projection, literally. Every part of her body, every cell, pulsated with life and joy. She felt strong, powerful, fearless, lethal, a true Sekhmi, what she’d always dreamed of being. She understood now why Sekhmi who were blood-bonded with Amiti were the strongest of vampires. 

	“Why doesn’t the bloodstocks’ blood give us the same feeling? In fact, now that I think about it, I always feel worse afterwards.”

	“Blood is a powerful substance. It carries the life essence and emotional charge of whoever it’s taken from. Think of how much your bloodstock hate you. Since you’re absorbing their hatred along with their blood, you probably don’t just feel worse; you probably hate yourself just a little bit, don’t you?” 

	Left unspoken in Arianna’s question was an accusation, one Simone refused to address. Somewhere deep in her heart, she knew that Arianna was right; it was wrong to feed on bloodstock. But what else was she supposed to do—what else were all Sekhmi supposed to do? Simone couldn’t be expected to have all the answers. She did know one thing, though: that after drinking Amiti blood directly from the vein, blood charged with the best wishes for her, she was repulsed by the idea of going back to bloodstock. Trying to make it look easy, she struggled to her feet. She needed all of her strength, or at least the appearance of having it.

	“Will you feed me from now on?” she demanded.

	“Do you want me to?”

	“Yes.” Simone felt a possessive rush. In general, Sekhmi considered Amiti to exist for them, to satisfy their need for feeding, but the blood-bond connoted an entirely different level of possession. In the eyes of Sekhmi society, Arianna now belonged to Simone. Sekhmi with true blood-bonds were the envy of everyone else in the Elite. But did Arianna know the rules? Did Arianna know that she was hers, Simone’s? Would she accept her as her master?

	“Do you know that you are mine from now on?” Please say yes. Simone’s Sekhmi nature demanded to be recognized and obeyed, to be acknowledged as superior. If Arianna refused, Simone might have to kill her, she realized.

	Arianna started to laugh.

	“Why are you laughing?”

	Arianna came to her and looked into her eyes: no fear, no submission. “Because it’s you who are mine from now on, Simone. Seriously, think about it. Amiti can blood-bond with as many vampires as we want, but each Sekhmi can only blood-bond with one Amiti. What does that tell you about who holds the reins? 

	“But I don’t like the mentality of ownership. I’d prefer to have you as my sister and my friend.” Arianna smiled as she said that last bit, but she was being intimidating. Simone only half recognized her.

	“If you want me to be your friend, Sim, you have to change your rotten Sekhmi mentality. You do not own the Amiti. We are children of the Goddess and we’re a free race. If your people subjugated mine, it is not because our destiny is to be your bloodstock; it is because you, vampires, dwell in violence, and love is inaccessible for you. That is why you all feel incomplete, always, like something is missing in your life.”

	Simone stared at Arianna, dumbstruck and blinking. Arianna was right: Simone’s life and death was in Arianna’s hands. She couldn’t demand to be fed; it would always be Arianna’s choice. Arianna also could choose Simone’s experiences, lifting her to heaven or dropping her to hell. It was Arianna who would decide whether or not to share her powers with Simone; Simone had no control over it. All she could do was to ask and wait. Simone hated it, but that was the reality she had to accept.

	Damn, Sekhmi lived in delusion.


Chapter 5

The next afternoon, Arianna stood before her bed, which held one very large mountain of clothing and one very modestly sized suitcase. When Simone had been in there with her, Arianna’s expression had been friendly, excited, but now, her face was unguardedly forlorn. It was more than just the ratio of clothing to available space, but wasn’t that an apt metaphor? The poor girl had no idea what she was packing for, or whether anyone would help carry her luggage on the trip. 

	Simone would offer, of course, but that was only because Simone never had to carry her own bags; if she ever did, Arianna wouldn’t be getting any help from the princess. 

	Meanwhile, Herself was busy packing the car with an ice chest full of cold drinks and snacks for the trip, like they were going picnicking. And she was being all covert-ops about it, trying to avoid detection by Anock and Odji. 

	It might have been funny—except that it was really damned boring. 

	Anock and Odji each sat on one of the twin-sized beds in the cottage’s guest room, laptops running the real-time security camera footage of the wannabe escape artists. Anock had assigned himself to follow Arianna’s movements, leaving Simone to Odji, who was much more benevolently disposed toward her. 

	How ironic that Anock was feeling sympathetic, instead, toward this Amiti, who was now doing process-of-elimination packing, hurling the rejects into her closet. 

	What time were they supposed to be meeting the Legacy guys again? Not that it mattered; Anock was clearly watching the pace car, who wasn’t measurably closer to having her belongings in that suitcase, and Simone would know that Antar and company wouldn’t leave if she and the Amiti girl—the Amiti Queen, Anock reminded himself—didn’t show up. 

	This next step was going to be such a cakewalk, it was almost anticlimactic. It had been a year since the Guardians of the Lioness, the vampire counterpart to the Amitis’ Order of the Eye of Ra, had initiated surveillance on Arianna and her house. It had been Anock’s idea; he’d figured that high-level Order operatives would come to retrieve their Queen now that she’d been left on her own. And since Anock was the leader of the Guardians and one of Tor’s most trusted advisors—not to mention one of the King’s adopted children—Tor had agreed to the plan, entrusting Anock with the immense responsibility of keeping tabs on her so that Tor could step in as soon as the Queen’s powers began to manifest.

	With Tor’s blessing, they’d installed security cameras throughout the house and grounds, gotten a Guardian operative hired as Arianna’s housekeeper, even managed to buy the house next door. For a year, they’d kept watch on Arianna 24/7, simultaneously using her as bait and keeping her safe.

	It was more than a little disappointing that no one had showed up. They were all getting a little too experienced, he reflected; they’d all done their jobs a little too well. The Keeper, Marcus, with everything to lose if his daughter’s identity fell into the wrong hands, had kept his human identity very close to his chest. Very close. It had taken Tor, with all his resources and a known deadline, playing for high stakes, almost the full twenty years to find Marcus. And then ... Anock rarely wanted to smack his own forehead in frustration, but the cleanup crew he’d sent to intercept Amiti attending Marcus’s funeral had actually been too thorough; they seemed to have already caught everyone who knew about Arianna’s whereabouts. Which helped keep her accessible to Tor, but had made her lousy bait.

	So it was probably just as well to let Simone play out her little field-trip idea of getting Arianna Sanctuary. Simone would probably find a way to screw things up, but with Odji and himself playing bodyguard, nothing serious could happen. If it did, he was prepared to give his life to protect Arianna on behalf of his father and his King.

	Huh. In her room, Arianna had clearly made some kind of decision and was now doggedly filling her suitcase. Wow, she could work fast when she needed to.

	“Showtime,” he muttered to Odji, switching the security feed from the laptop to his iPhone. They started for the door; there was a Guardian vehicle waiting for them in the neighboring garage so they could tail the girls up to the city.

	Oh, shit! Simone had changed course and was heading down the hallway toward their room. Anock signaled frantically to Odji. They leapt back onto the beds and tried to look casual, like she was just interrupting some lounging around. 

	A hesitant knock; then after his answer, the door swinging open. Simone with a tentative smile on her face, like she was going to ask him a favor. But Simone never wore that smile—

	Just as Anock registered that something was wrong, Simone’s wrist flipped up, quick as a whip, and shot two blasts of energy into the room.

	Damn, I underestimate the princess was Anock’s last thought as he lost consciousness.

	Simone entered the room and gently placed the weapon she’d stolen from Anock on the bed next to him, then slipped out of the house and got in the driver’s seat of the Lexus.


Chapter 6

The sun hung low in the sky, finally dipping below the horizon, as the convertible sped along from Santa Cruz to San Francisco. The melancholy splendor of the picturesque hills in the slanting light matched Arianna’s mood. Even though she knew she was no longer safe anywhere, it felt like she was saying goodbye to all familiarity and safety along with her beloved redwoods. She might never see them again. She looked to the side to hide her tears from Simone, who had initially tried, very obviously, to cheer Arianna up, but now was thankfully leaving her alone with her thoughts.

	The entire time, her intuition kept tugging at her, but she didn’t know what it was trying to tell her, its message drowned out by the heavy sadness aching in her heart. Or maybe, they were the same thing; these heightened senses were all so new to her.

	She started feeling a little better once they reached San Francisco, the energy of the city and the relief of doing something—anything—about her situation taking hold of her. And Simone inspired confidence, weaving her way through the city as though she had spent her life there.

	“Here we are,” Simone said as she turned into a multi-story parking garage several city blocks away from the main downtown area. “The Legacy has a helipad on the roof here.”

	Arianna abruptly registered that Simone was on high alert, her head and eyes making repetitive circuits to the front and side, then in the rear-view mirror, and her grip on the steering wheel tight, white-knuckled. At the same moment, Arianna felt her own intuition leap inside her. Something’s wrong. With a rush of adrenaline, her senses went on full alert. Suddenly riding in a convertible lost all its glamor; it just made her a sitting duck.

	“I think there’s a car behind us,” Simone was muttering through clenched teeth like she was afraid someone would read her lips. “Listen to me, Ari. I’m going to stop at the next stairwell. Jump out and run up the stairs to the roof. You can tell who’s Legacy because they all have arrow tattoos, above their thumbs, on their right hands. Undo your seat belt, now.”

	“What about you?”

	“Don’t worry. They’re vampires, I can tell. They are my people.”

	“No, I won’t leave you alone.”

	Interesting, Arianna thought. I can tell that they’re vampires, too. She reminded herself to analyze it. Later. When her life wasn’t in danger.

	“Listen to me, Ari: they want you. They won’t harm me.” Simone slammed on the brakes. “Go!”

	Arianna pushed the door open and flew out of the car and up the stairs, two at a time. A moment later she heard the screeching of brakes, then of metal against metal. She forced herself to keep going: she couldn’t help Simone, but if she got to the Legacy guys, maybe they could. 

	Hitting a landing, she jerked to a stop. She’d almost collided with a huge male body dressed in black leather. Vampire! her intuition shouted. She turned to flee down the stairs, but a second vampire stood on the landing below her. He wiggled his eyebrows and leered, amused at her horror. 

	Time stood still. 

	She was prey. 

	She forced her eyes back and up to the first male, noticing—and ignoring—a third just behind him. They stared at each other for what seemed like an infinite space between two heartbeats—and then he moved and her heart thundered loud in her ears. He grabbed her shoulder.

	“Let the girl go.” A cool voice said.

	“Shit,” one of the vamps cursed. The steel grip fell away from Arianna’s shoulders. The two vampires on the landing took a single step back, and three more large figures moved into her field of vision, taking up some of the space the vampires had vacated. 

	“This is not your business, Antar,” the first male objected. 

	“Yeah, actually, it really is.”

	The ease with which he spoke those words allowed Arianna to relax just enough to look at her rescuers. Three huge males faced the vampires, feet firmly planted. All wore black jeans, with black sleeveless t-shirts stretched taut over high pecs and revealing biceps and forearms covered with tattoos, including the upright arrow on their right hands. 

	The Legacy. All three were impressive, but dear Goddess, the male in the center was breathtaking, all tall-dark-and-handsome, with unruly hair and luscious chocolate eyes. He was clearly their Alpha; confidence like that was only acquired after centuries of leadership. 

	He approached her, ignoring the vampires, and took her hand. “Don’t worry, kitten, you are safe.”

	His touch was a warm, electric current. Overwhelmed and a little giddy, Arianna lowered her eyes, hiding her mismatched irises from him so that he would not notice her defect. 

	“You are under the protection of the Legacy. I am Antar.” 

	Thank the Goddess. She had found them, and they were literally beyond her wildest dreams. 

	“I was looking for you,” she exhaled. “I ask for Sanctuary.”

	“You’re granted Sanctuary,” Antar replied, his voice soft. He pulled Arianna to his side. The power and warmth radiating from his body was a safe, shelter, and she wished for that feeling to last forever. 

	He turned back to her attackers, who were still standing around, apparently reluctant to let their prey go but even more reluctant to test their skills against the Legacy.

	“Gentlemen,” Antar said, his voice once again cold, authoritative. “This woman has been granted Sanctuary by the Legacy. We request that you leave immediately. If you do not comply”—he grinned, switching modes again—“I’ll make a necklace out of your fangs for this beautiful young lady.”

	“I think you overestimate your powers, Antar,” the first vampire challenged. 

	But the third stepped in front of him. “These are winged demons, Ron. You can’t fight them. Let’s get out of here.”

	“I don’t give a damn.”

	“I suggest you rethink your answer,” another Legacy warrior growled at them. 

	“Stand down, Ron. We’re not playing these odds.” The voice came from the landing below, from the second vampire.

	“Dammit.” The one called Ron stepped back, sulking. 

	With the danger passing, Arianna should have felt relieved, but instead a roar of feeling slammed into her body, squeezing her lungs, her throat, freezing her, like—like cold, or horror, or grief. It was just out of her grasp, she’d been feeling so many new things as she got her powers—

	The winged demons stiffened. Their eyes darted to each other’s, wide with alarm. She felt their attention abandon the vampires, who suddenly no longer mattered at all. Antar shot off, so fast it was like he’d just disintegrated. She actually felt the wind against her face then a sudden tunnel of stillness. 

	It hit her: the blood-bond. Something was wrong, terribly wrong. With Simone

	The air kicked out of her lungs; someone was grabbing her around the waist, then she was hurtling through space. Her brain processed that she’d just been carried at incredible speed by one of the other winged demons—and then her senses were assaulted by the heavy smells of burned metal and blood. Simone’s Lexus was smashed against the wall, the hood sprung, tiny chunks of windshield glittering across the cement. 

	A few feet from the car, Simone slumped against the wall, motionless, hands dropped lifelessly at her sides, long black hair covering her face. Her chest was an explosion of bloody bone and tissue, and a pool of blood spread beneath her, looking gummy and black under the fluorescent lights. Antar knelt next to her, his body curved inward like he’d been kicked in the gut, his face stricken.

	“No!” Arianna screamed. The blood-bond raged at her with the knowledge that Simone was dead. Her heart was rejecting it, though; she heard herself repeating over and over like an incantation, “No, no, no! She can’t be dead. She’s a vampire, immortal. She can regenerate.” But even she knew that vampires couldn’t bring themselves back from the dead. 

	There was a thought slipping through Arianna’s consciousness but it kept skittering away, a fish sliding through dark water. Arianna forced herself to focus. She knew something, something extremely important ... Focus, she commanded herself. You can do this. Gathering all her willpower, she brought herself back from the paralysis of the shock. 

	“I have a blood-bond with her. I can bring her back.” 

	Everyone’s eyes suddenly pivoted to her, everything still and silent except her footsteps as she walked toward Simone. Supposedly she didn’t need to be touching her blood-bond to resuscitate her, but she didn’t want to take any chances. 

	She crouched next to Simone and placed her hands on her sister, closing her eyes and focusing on the bond. Ah, there they were—she could feel her blood cells in Simone’s body, still and dormant. She sent a signal to them, commanding them to move, to reactivate Simone’s life-force. The cells began to roll through Simone, billions of microscopic pulsations bringing to life their neighboring cells, regenerating and re-energizing them until Simone’s whole body vibrated with new life. A few long minutes later, Simone’s heart stopped shuddering and resumed its normal rhythm. 

	At the same time, as though sharing one body, both sisters took a deep breath, and two pairs of eyes flew open. 

	Arianna was only dimly aware of one of the Legacy warriors carrying her upstairs to the helipad. Antar had Simone up front, but Arianna couldn’t focus on them. She was completely absorbed in the aftermath of working the blood-bond. Honestly, when her father had told her about it, she’d listened like a child being told a ghost story, believing that it was only a legend passed down through the generations. It was mind-blowing to discover that it was not. Her head reeled with the new possibilities that were unfolding for her.


Chapter 7

Two hours later, Arianna sat on an overstuffed black velvet sofa in the living room of the Legacy’s Sausalito mansion, waiting for her official introductory meeting with the Legacy. The helicopter ride had been mercifully brief—and mercifully low-altitude. Arianna and Simone had been shown to their rooms, reunited with the luggage that the warriors had retrieved from Simone's wrecked Lexus, and taken quick showers. 

	The space she now sat in was modern but comfortable, all glass and chrome and splashes of black and red, with snacks and drinks arranged on side tables. Simone sauntered around the room studying the art on the walls. Four impressive Legacy males, two of them familiar to Arianna from the parking garage, relaxed on the floor and chairs, watching TV, offering occasional easygoing commentary. Simone was determined not to be tongue-tied around them. But it was hard to be around men so good-looking, not to mention brave and seemingly good-natured, too. And they could fly. Goddess.

	“I’m glad to see you’ve made yourselves comfortable,” Sargas, Antar’s second-in-command, whom they’d officially met on the ride over, said as he came into the room. “We’ll start our meeting shortly.” He settled on the couch next to Arianna and turned his gaze to the TV.

	They sat there in silence for a moment, Arianna throwing a couple of quick—and, she hoped, discreet—glances in Sargas’s direction. The guy looked friendly. Now was as good a time as any to find out more about the people who were going to be her protectors and housemates for the foreseeable future. 

	“So, um, who—or what—is Tyr?”

	“He’s the Nordic god of protection, justice, and divine order. Once Tyr saved two worlds, the worlds of gods and humans, from the gigantic wolf, Fenrir, who threatened to destroy both worlds. Tyr also made it his goal to prevent the two worlds from collapsing into each other. There was a prophecy that if they collided they would annihilate each other. Tyr’s goal became our mission. We prevent the two worlds, immortals and humans, from destroying each other.”

	“And the tattoos...?” She gestured at the black upward-pointing arrow on the back of Sargas’s right hand, between his thumb and index fingers.

	“This is rune Tiwaz, Tyr’s rune. We wear it to honor Tyr. Tyr sacrificed his right hand in his fight with Fenrir. That’s why we all tattoo Tyr’s rune on our right hands. It channels his powers to us.”

	“Why then—” 

	“What are we waiting for?” Simone interrupted Arianna’s question, simultaneously landing on the sofa on Arianna’s other side. 

	“You are waiting for me,” Antar answered, entering the room. “Sorry for making you wait; I had some important calls to make.” 

	For a moment it seemed as though all the air had been sucked out of the room—and then Arianna realized that the effect was partly because someone had cut off the ambient sound of the television. But that’s not all of it. The man has some serious presence, she thought, watching as Antar went over to the side table, poured himself a drink, and sat in a chair opposite the sofa. He took a deep swallow from the glass, then set it down on the coffee table and leaned forward, all warm-eyed but businesslike. 

	“Arianna, you have officially requested Sanctuary and we have officially offered it. There are a few things you need to know before you accept it.” His gaze traversed the room, making eye contact with each of the males before he continued. “I also want to refresh my brothers on the rules of Sanctuary, as it has been a while since it was last provided.” 

	All eyes on him, he again addressed Arianna. “You may stay with us as long as you like and we will guarantee your safety. You are, however, free to leave at any time. Should you decide to stay, you must abide by our family rules or risk losing the privilege of Sanctuary.

	“The rules are simple. No fighting among family members; total respect and support for each other. The Alpha’s word is law, period. No exceptions. I am the Alpha. Is that acceptable to you?”

	Arianna nodded, then decided she should provide a more formal response. “Yes.” Oh, yeah, that was totally official-sounding. Brilliant.

	“My brothers,” he continued, though his eyes remained on Arianna’s, conveying that the message was intended for her as well. “No one is allowed to make advances toward any female in Sanctuary. Females are here to be protected, not pursued.” She saw nods, heard sounds of acknowledgment.

	“Now, I would like you to meet the rest of our family. You already know Sargas. He is my second.” Sargas grinned and raised a beer can in the air like a salute. “If I am unavailable, his word is not to be questioned.”

	“Rock, Bruno, and Lurr,” Antar continued, each warrior nodding as he was introduced. 

	Those last two felt ... weird. Oh, she knew this one! “Lurr and Bruno are vampires.” She couldn’t keep the suspicion out of her voice.

	“We are Nightwalkers, no threat to Amiti,” Lurr replied politely. He had long, ash-blond hair that he had pulled back into a high ponytail, like a grand stallion. “We can’t sense your species and we don’t hunt you—though we’re happy to blood-bond with you. We also share your hatred for Sekhmi. Sekhmi think they’re superior to everybody else. But really, they’re nothing more than a bunch of snobs with super-inflated egos.”

	Arianna giggled. His irreverence was such a relief after her terror earlier in the day. “I like that. Snobs with super-inflated egos!” 

	“Well I don’t like it. Nobody insults my people in my presence.” Simone suddenly stood up as though ready to fight for the dignity of her caste. Lurr and Bruno stood, too, prepared to defend themselves. What, now suddenly it was a bar fight?

	“Easy. Easy, everyone.” Antar rose to his feet, positioned himself between them. “Nobody fights here. The Legacy is neutral territory. Peaceful coexistence of all species.” 

	Bruno and Lurr sat back down, and Simone, after one more glare at them, like she was trying to have the last word, did the same. 

	Antar, too, was back in his chair. “And speaking of species, it’s my understanding that your experience with immortals has been limited, correct?” At Arianna’s nod, he went on. “As an Amiti, you obviously know about vampires. Lest you missed this important detail—which Lurr neglected to mention—unlike Sekhmi, Nightwalkers don’t tolerate sunlight; please keep that in mind when you’re dealing with Bruno and Lurr.” Lurr looked sheepish, like he hadn’t wanted to admit a weakness. 

	“The other group you’ll be interacting with a lot in the Legacy is us”—he gestured at himself, Sargas, and Rock—“winged demons. As you’ve seen, we can move quite quickly.”

	That’s an understatement, Arianna thought, remembering Sargas carrying her on the parking deck. They’d gone four flights faster than she could draw a breath.

	“We’re also strong and heal quickly, like vampires, but we have sharper senses. And we have an extra sense. If someone, human or immortal, dies a violent death within about a forty, fifty mile distance of us, we can feel the energy, and we can sort of go there in our heads, visualize what happened, the location, who died and who’s responsible. And then we can track down the perpetrator—if they’re immortal. If they’re human, we don’t interfere. That’s one reason so many of us are involved in the Legacy.

	“And this is the other reason.” He held out a hand, fingers together, then flicked them open. A brilliant turquoise-blue blast of energy like electricity sizzled across his fingers. It was compressed, controlled, but powerful, vibrating the air where Arianna sat. “We can render any immortal unconscious, kill them if they’re not strong enough. Questions?”

	Arianna just shook her head. Her scalp still tingled from Antar’s finger-zap thing.

	“Good. Now everyone may go. Arianna, have a good rest; we leave early in the morning.” 

	“Leave?” 

	“We’re going to Brazil. We have business there. While you are with us, you go where we go.” 

	Arianna clapped her hands, she was so excited. “Did you hear that, Sim? We’re going to Brazil tomorrow.” 

	“Yes, I heard.” 

	Was it just her, or did Simone seem a little sullen?

* * *

Jealousy stabbed Simone; even she could hear the petulance in her voice, and she hoped Arianna wasn’t paying attention. When she’d made arrangements for Arianna’s Sanctuary, she had planned to help Arianna settle in, then leave her with the Legacy and return home. But after seeing Antar again, her plans had changed dramatically. 

	Simone pictured herself sitting on her bedroom floor six years earlier, sobbing from a broken heart and a blow to her dignity. After Antar left her room, she had vowed that she would become the kind of female no male could resist. She would cultivate herself to perfection. One day Antar would fall hopelessly in love with her—and then she would break his heart and abandon him. Let him grieve over his loss, suffer as much as she had, feel his heart being torn from his body! Or ... maybe she would just bask in his love, in the joy of knowing that he was finally hers. She’d see how she felt when the time came. 

	For two years, obsessed, she could think of nothing except her revenge, do nothing except ready her body and her mind for it. Her body was already a masterpiece, even by Sekhmi standards, so she honed her ability to use it in every way, mastering agility, balance and coordination by learning fencing, archery, marksmanship, yoga, Asian and Brazilian martial arts, and new styles of dancing. Her brain, too, already razor-sharp was challenged with new languages, philosophy and science, and activities that developed her creativity, like music and art. She was a winner, an overachiever; Antar was her only remaining challenge. Well, Antar and her father, but there was nothing to be done about Tor.

	Now, watching Antar, Simone realized that her time had come—the time for her counterblow. She was no longer a teenager in ridiculous red silk stockings. She was a sophisticated adult female skilled in the subtle art of seduction. Let the games begin. 

	“Don’t worry; I’ll go with you.” Simone put her hands protectively on Arianna’s shoulders, then glanced at Antar. “I can’t leave her here alone just yet. She’s had no experience at all with immortals. I can’t just abandon her. I’ll stay with her until she feels comfortable in her new environment.” 

	They both turned to Antar, but he didn’t answer right away. In fact, he looked none too thrilled by the idea. Dammit, he had that look on his face like she was a child, independent and unmanageable, and he was the baby-sitter, with better, more important things to do. He doesn’t have to love the idea, Simone, he just has to agree to it. 

	Finally Antar sighed. “Fine, but I have one condition. You may be the King’s daughter, but you don’t have Sanctuary. That means you follow the rules. Zero tolerance. If you break them you go home immediately.” 

	“Agreed.” Her heart was doing a little-girl jig inside her chest.

	“Now go and rest.”

	They were heading to the exit when Antar stopped Simone. “Sim, stay for a moment. Arianna, you may go.”

	“I’ll be there in a just a sec,” whispered Simone into Arianna’s ear, nudging her along. When Arianna was gone she wheeled to face Antar, striking a bit of a pose, channeling all the enigma and allure she could muster into her deep blue eyes. Look at me; am I not perfect? Tell me how much I’ve changed. Tell me you are awed. 

	But he wasn’t biting. “Call your father. Let him know about your plans. We accept you only with his approval.” 

	It felt like a slap. Simone was even left momentarily speechless. What! That’s it? He still thought that she was a baby? He hadn’t even noticed all the hard work she had done for him? For him to love her? Her ego deflated, punctured. 

	To make matters worse, she abruptly remembered that she was going to face the music for what she’d done to Anock and Odji. She stifled a groan. Tor was going to chew her out so badly. “But—” 

	“No buts. Remember, the Alpha’s word is the law, and I am the Alpha.” 

	Simone bit her tongue. Fine. She’d suck it up and play along with his rules for as long as it took. After all, he’d spend the rest of his life playing by her rules.


Chapter 8

On the Legacy’s private jet, soaring toward Manaus, capital of the Brazilian state of Amazonas, Simone fidgeted in her leather seat, sucking a paper-cut on her finger. She’d been flipping through a magazine, pretending to be absorbed in its captivating colorful images, unaware of how relentlessly she’d been thrashing through its pages until she felt the slice of paper through skin. What was it about her father that could leave her unsettled for hours, even days, after just a phone call?

	The man was a total enigma. As she’d expected, Anock and Odji had made him abundantly aware of Arianna’s escape and Simone’s part in it. But the King had been neither angry nor disappointed. She’d been flabbergasted. And then it had gotten even more astonishing: when she’d asked to stay with the Legacy, he’d been uncharacteristically supportive. In fact, compared to his usual attitude, he’d been ridiculously supportive, volunteering the idea that of course she’d want to stay with Arianna—indefinitely, to use his word—and “do whatever is necessary to ensure her safety.” If she’d felt a touch of suspicion about Tor’s attitude toward her sister before, now she was downright freaked out. Well, her father was always a mystery to her. She never could understand motivations behind his actions or commands; he was always so remote, and she’d never felt like she could question him. It was unbearable to live like this, always off balance, never knowing what he thought. Simone just hated it. She threw a quick glance at Arianna asleep in the seat next to her, envying her serene look. Now that her sister had Sanctuary, she seemed to have no worries. 

	Simone nudged Arianna awake when the jet touched down at the small private airport in Manaus. They were in the heart of the Amazon rain forest, along the northern bank of the Rio Negro above its junction with the Amazon river. In the midst of the jungle, Manaus was the only major city within six hundred miles. 

	As Simone stepped off the plane her senses were assailed, first by the thick humidity of the air, then by the exotic fragrance of tropical flora. Beside her, Arianna was practically bouncing with excitement. Sometimes Simone forgot that Arianna hadn’t travelled much. 

	“Amigos! Bem vindo ao Brasil.” A woman and two men in camouflage strode toward them, smiling broadly and hugging the Legacy warriors like family as soon as they were within reach. Then they turned to Simone and Arianna, greeting them with warm handshakes and kisses on the cheek as Antar introduced them—though Simone sensed that they’d been briefed before their arrival. 

	“Boas vindas, senhoritas,” said the female, Shaula. Antar had mentioned on the flight over that winged demons were traditionally named after stars. “Welcome to our country! Our dragons are here to take us to our castle!” She gestured toward two helicopters waiting across the tarmac from them, their sides bearing the words ANAVILHANAS TOURS. 

	“What’s Anavilhanas?” asked Arianna. 

	“It is the most amazing place that exists in the world, as you will see with your own eyes, senhorita.” Shaula led the group to the helicopters where they boarded and belted themselves in. 

* * *

The helicopters surged upward. Arianna’s stomach lurched at the abrupt vertical movement. Ugh, she was going to be sick. She never got sick on airplanes, but this was her second helicopter ride—in twenty-four hours; how her life was changing!—and while the first one had been scary, she’d been so distracted by the crisis of Simone’s accident and the thrill of having saved her that she hadn’t, she supposed, had a chance to be sick. She’d heard that if you focus on one stationary object, you could avoid motion sickness. So she tried concentrating on one of the tallest trees in the jungle below them, praying that her trial would soon be over. 

	It didn’t seem to be working.

	Shaula seemed to sense her discomfort and turned to her from the pilot’s seat, shouting, “Don’t worry, honey, the flight is less than an hour!” 

	An hour? That’s a lifetime. Arianna would be lucky if she could survive another five minutes! “Please ... a bag ... I’m going to be sick.” 

	Panicking, she turned to Antar who was sitting next to her. Hmm, bad idea; if she threw up, she’d vomit all over him. She turned to face forward again. The looking-at-the-tree thing had been a total bust. She tried to hold very still, taking deep, gulping breaths.

	She felt Antar’s large, warm hand on her back, moving in soothing circles. Then he yelled to Shaula. “Hey Shaula, I have an idea. Open the door!” 

	He yanked his shirt off, and before Arianna had time to wonder what was happening, grabbed her around the waist, her face pressed against his shoulder. His lips whispered into Arianna’s hair, “Don’t be afraid, just hang on tight and think of flying with angel’s wings.” 

	Then ... he just jumped. Out of the helicopter. Pure survival instinct had her throwing her legs around his waist.

	“See you in the village!” he yelled back as they swept away.

	Arianna screamed into Antar’s chest. Gravity pulled at her like a bowling ball. She braced herself for the inevitable: smashing into the earth and exploding like ripe watermelons. But they just kept drifting ... What was going on? Cautiously, she opened her eyes and forced her face away from Antar’s chest. 

	Above her, two colossal shapes were silhouetted against the navy-blue sky. Antar’s wings. They sprouted out of his back like the wings of a giant bat or dragon from some sci-fi movie. Other than the wings, his body looked the same. Seeing it all in action, working just fine, Arianna allowed herself to relax and enjoy the ride. She sighed with pleasure. Seriously, her life was becoming a fairy tale. 

	They were floating above the world. Beyond the mists of brilliantly peach tinged clouds skimming by, billions of stars winked to life. Antar held Arianna effortlessly in his strong arms. She probably could have let go entirely, but she wasn’t taking any chances, clinging to him with a vehemence that would have embarrassed her if the situation had been any less crazy. 

	Finally she allowed herself to look down. They were gliding over a mass of green vegetation and what looked like an inland version of a gigantic river delta that encompassed hundreds of islands. The water appeared as strips of black against the lush dark velvet-green of the trees, and the sun’s last glimmers airbrushed the treetops and splashed mirror-like reflections onto huge patches of river. It was beyond breathtaking. 

	“What’s that?” Arianna shouted. 

	“Anavilhanas!” Antar shouted back.


Chapter 9

Aldeia Alada, Anavilhanas Archipelago, Brazil

Eventually, Antar started drifting downward, taking his time, catching the wind and updrafts, the sensation what Arianna imagined hang-gliding to feel like. The closer they came to the jungle, the more Arianna could distinguish small cabins nestled in the vegetation along the riverbanks. Antar swooped down and landed softly, close to one of the larger structures. 

	“What are you doing?” Arianna yelled, panicking. Lowering her voice, she added, “... letting humans see your wings.” 

	“They’re not humans,” Antar laughed. “It’s Aldeia Alada, the village of the winged demons.” 

	Stunned, Arianna looked around. The entire village had been built to integrate with the jungle. Several wooden bungalows were raised high above the ground on sturdy poles fixed with thick rope. All of the bungalows were interconnected with raised wooden-planked walkways like bridges. Their roofs were covered with vegetation. Here and there she could make out demons flying through the dark sky above her, and she heard the shushing of wings. 

	A group of the demons surrounded them and began enthusiastically speaking a foreign language; Arianna didn’t know whether it was Portuguese or some winged-demon tongue. Antar appeared to be very well liked by the demons, who clustered around him—especially the females, several of whom held onto him like ripe apples on a tree, refusing to let go. Antar laughed and joked with them while gently struggling free from their grasp. 

	“Welcome, senhorita Arianna, to the Winged Village, Aldeia Alada. I am Girtab, Alpha of this clan,” The voice came from another enormous guy who was making his way through the crowd, his arms spread wide. 

	“Thank you, Mr. Girtab,” Arianna replied, smiling. She hoped he was just gesturing to their surroundings and not about to hug her. These guys were all incredibly good-looking, and clearly friendly, but they’d just met.

	“No mister, just Girtab, please, or just Gir. Allow me to show you to your cabin.” 

	He took her hand like a child and pushed his way through the crowd. In a moment, they arrived at a charming little cabin. “Here we go! Welcome to your new home away from home.” 

	The entire interior of the cabin was constructed of wood. Two single beds against the walls were covered with intricately stitched bedspreads, and the same design adorned a linen tablecloth on a small table in the middle of the cabin. Two heavy wooden chairs stood on either side of the table. 

	“Your luggage will be delivered shortly, as well as some food and drinks; you must be hungry. Meanwhile, let me show you around the village.” 

	He took her on a grand tour around the village, educating her on the intricacies of the rain forest, local traditions, family history, flora and fauna, and emphasizing safety precautions. Arianna learned that Anavilhanas was the world’s largest freshwater archipelago of river islands, a natural labyrinth teeming with diverse landscapes and wildlife. The Rio Negro, or black river, got its name from its rich, tannin-stained waters. The hundreds of islands provided a paradise for different life forms—including several tribes of demons and multiple parks of were-animals such as jaguars, Bengal tigers, harpy eagles, vampire bats, and all sorts of other variations. Most of them worked in the tourist business. 

	“It doesn’t matter that some of us can shift or fly; it doesn’t pay the bills. We still need money,” Girtab clarified. 

	As they headed back toward Arianna and Simone’s cabin, Girtab told her more about the winged demons and the Legacy of Tyr. Antar’s group had come to Aldeia Alada to help them to find two young demons who had disappeared. As Antar had said, winged demons were common in the Legacy; each Legacy family had at least one member of that species. It was a good thing, too, because Legacy membership was a common ambition of young winged demons. Still only the best of the best were accepted into the Legacy, and those who achieved that status had to fight for it with singleminded determination. Antar, Sargas, and Rock were considered heroes by the locals. By the time he was done explaining, the tour was over. They paused outside the door to her cabin.

	“How did Antar become Legacy Alpha?” asked Arianna. 

* * *

Simone was seething, absolutely furious. When the helicopter had lifted off her stomach had dropped; she’d felt even worse than she had on the ride to Hunter headquarters a couple of days back. Clutching her abdomen, she’d been struck by a sudden thought and looked over at Arianna sitting across from her. Arianna looked even worse than Simone felt: hunched over, taking big heaving gulps of air, her complexion greyish. 

	It was the blood-bond: Simone was feeling what Arianna was feeling.

	She’d heard that blood-bonds could do that—could share feelings and emotions, or block them from one another, and that earlier in the relationship it was an involuntary process, flickering uncontrollably in and out—but she’d always heard that it took awhile before that power manifested. Maybe her recent brush with death and Arianna’s rescue had affected that, accelerated the process. In any case, it would’ve been nice if this power had come online under different circumstances. She really didn’t want to throw up all over Antar.

	Shaula said something to Arianna, and then Antar yelled at her to open the door. Simone grabbed at her harness reflexively as a chasm opened up where the door had been—and then Simone’s insides lurched again, roller-coaster style, as Antar leapt out of the helicopter, Arianna in his arms.

	The connection disappeared. Dammit! Arianna got to experience the flight and Simone just got the motion-sickness? And then nothing? 

	She closed her eyes, focused, searched in her mind and heart for her connection to Arianna. Ah, there it is.

	She was soaring above the earth, terrified, in Antar’s arms. She pulled back from the connection a little, got the terror to recede. Arianna’s face was buried in Antar’s chest. Simone could feel his hair tickling her nose, smell his dark, exotic scent.

	Jealousy blossomed in her, a monstrous sunflower, its black center swallowing her heart. What the fuck?! Why was he flying with Arianna and not her? Simone had felt sick, every bit as sick as Arianna had. She’d known him forever, done so much for him, bared her heart and her body to him! He’d treated her like a child, and then when she really needed him, when she was miserable with nausea, he picked Arianna. He could have flown Simone, held Simone, and—and gotten Sargas or Rock to take Arianna. 

	He liked Arianna. He’d chosen Arianna. She was Simone’s opposite, after all, and the type of female Simone hated most, but all these guys wanted: breathtakingly beautiful but also quiet, loving, nurturing, and—her brain spat the thought out—dependent. Women like Arianna made men feel all strong and desirable; they plugged right into their caveman-protector brains.

	In her rage, she’d lost the connection to Arianna, and spent the rest of the trip fuming, hating her sister. After they landed, as she marched along the paths toward the cabin she was sharing with that bitch, she’d actually had to check to make sure she wasn’t muttering out loud the string of curses rolling through her mind on a continuous loop. Every time she came close to winning Antar, something came between them. This time it was Arianna. He’d chosen Arianna. Fuck her. Fuck him. 

	She barked out a laugh at that—yeah, I would if I could—then looked around to make sure no one had seen her. 

	Across the wooden-planked bridge to their cabin, she could just make out through the low-hanging branches two silhouettes backlit by the bulb at the cabin door, a female and a big male standing on the front doorstep. Was it Antar? She paused to look more closely.

	No, it was that guy Girtab, the Alpha of the winged demons. Even though she couldn’t see him, could barely make out his words, she recognized his rich tour-guide voice based on the few times they’d met in the past. She started walking again; she’d just blow past them and go to bed. 

	“... sold to a tribe that hated the winged demons ...” She could hear Girtab’s voice explaining. “... killed his father’s murderer ... fought to become Alpha ...” She was getting closer, could hear a little better. 

	“... has evolved into an organized army instead of a scattered band of loyal followers. It is now one of the King’s strongest allies.” 

	Oh, shit! He was telling Arianna about Antar and the Legacy’s ties to Tor. She broke into a run. The bridge wobbled, but muffled her steps.

	Arianna’s voice rang out. “What did you just say?” 

	Why hadn’t someone warned Girtab that the King’s relationship with Antar should not be discussed? She burst onto the platform and finally saw them clearly, Arianna facing Girtab, Girtab just standing there looking puzzled. 

	Arianna heard her, wheeled around to glare at her, lips trembling. “You knew this! You knew that Antar is Tor’s adopted son. Why, Sim? You brought me into a trap.”


Chapter 10

“Antar said that you’re safe here,” Simone mumbled. “The King has no veto over the Right of Sanctuary.” 

	“It doesn’t matter.” Arianna covered her face with her hands. “The King knows where Antar is, so he knows where I am, and he always will as long as I stay with the Legacy.” 

	And if Tor knew where she was, it meant that the other vampires knew it too; Sekhmi were well connected. She was like a lobster in a restaurant aquarium. It didn’t matter that it lay on the bottom, merging with the pebbles, nurturing an illusion that it was invisible: when the right customer showed up it would be caught and fried. Arianna rolled her eyes up to the sky then glanced down at the ground under her feet as if trying to decide which force to pray to for help. She didn’t know who to trust, what to think, what to do. She turned and fled across the bridge. 

	She could hear Simone darting after her, calling, “Ari, please, let me explain. Come back.” 

	“Leave me alone! This is too much ... I need time to think, I need to be alone ...” 

	“Then let’s do it together. You have to trust me; I’m your blood-bond.” 

	Blood-bond. The word had an effect of a cold shower on Arianna. She stopped and stared at Simone. Who was Simone, really? Was she a rotten princess or a sincere friend? Arianna longed to believe that she was her friend, her family. Simone was all she had. And she was her blood-bond. Her father had taught her that the bond of blood was the strongest connection possible. Blood-bonds were like two halves of one heart. Then why did she feel so alone right now?

	“I’m scared, Sim. I didn’t want to tell you this, but before you came, I had a dream—every night!—that I was locked in a cell without windows and drained of my blood. It was like being in a grave, buried alive. Every single night, over and over again, the same thing. It still haunts me. I’m scared ... I don’t know what to do. I was just starting to believe that I could be safe, here, with the Legacy. But it’s, an illusion, isn’t it? The dream is more real.” She would have thought she’d be crying, but instead she could feel her eyes were wide open, unblinking. Maybe some kinds of fear were beyond tears. 

	She willed Simone to feel her pain through the blood-bond. Even if Simone was a spoiled-rotten princess, if she could really feel what Arianna was going through, she’d understand. She had to. Anyone who loved joy, pleasure, and fun as much as Simone did would have to. 

	She couldn’t be sure, but she thought she saw Simone stand up straighter, like she was listening, then slouch, like she was ... sad? Or disappointed? Annoyed? Had it worked? 

	Simone sighed. “Well, I told you that you’re safe here but you don’t believe me. So I guess we have to find something else to do. Let me think.” She cocked a hip, brought a finger to her chin, rubbing it. For a long moment there was silence; Arianna could hear insects chirping in the jungle. She felt so helpless, always waiting to hear Simone’s ideas for her to follow. But what else was she supposed to do? 

	“We’ll have to run.” Simone concluded. 

	Arianna sputtered out a dismayed laugh. “Run? Seriously? But where to? There are vampires everywhere, they’ll be able to find me, and I can’t shield.” 

	“You can learn, and your blood-bond with me is giving your powers a boost, so you can do things you couldn’t do even last week. You can practice on the winged demons. They’re more sensitive than Sekhmi; if it works on them, it’ll work on Sekhmi. Meanwhile, we’ll start going out with the tourist groups for a few days and check out ways to escape. Once we’ve found an escape route, we’ll just disappear from the tour group.”

	“Where will we go? 

	“Peru, I guess. It’s pretty safe. I’ve been there. There are all these hidden villages and towns in the mountains. Nobody will ever find us.” 

	Could Simone’s plan work? She couldn’t imagine being able to avoid all of the vampires who’d be coming after her, not to mention all the other powerful immortals like those she’d been hearing about tonight. But it was better than spending her whole life being a sitting duck in this so-called Sanctuary. Maybe they could just disappear into the vastness of the South American continent. What else could she do but try Simone’s plan? 

	The next day while their Legacy guardians were out searching for the missing demon youths, the girls begged Girtab to take them along with him on the daily tour. They told him that they were dying to see the jungle and it would be so unfair to live in the rainforest without seeing it at all. After some hesitation, Girtab agreed. 

	That night, they reviewed what they’d learned that day and laid out their plan. The demons began by collecting the tourists from the lodges and cozy indigenous-style hotels that lay scattered in the jungle around Manaus. At each stop, they were occupied with gathering the tourists, creating a perfect opportunity for the girls to escape, and the largest hotels offered both maximum chaos into which Simone and Arianna could disappear and taxi stands right outside their doors. All the girls needed to do was walk out of a hotel lobby without being noticed, hop into a taxi, and get to the Manaus train station and from there to Peru.

	Easy-peasy, except for the without being noticed part: on the tour that day, the demons had been watching them like hawks. Clearly Arianna and Simone had to get the demons desensitized to their presence. To do that, they’d convince Girtab to let them come along every day; he’d agree to it, figuring that it would keep them happy and occupied and that he was as good a guardian as anyone. If they did that for a week, Girtab and his colleagues would let down their guard and get used to having them wander off for brief periods. Meanwhile, they could use the week to develop Arianna’s shielding skills. 

	It worked perfectly. Every day the girls went with Girtab and the demon tour guides to pick up the tourists, and then the whole group headed out on the jungle tour. Arianna and Simone quickly became common fixtures and even managed to step outside of the hotel lobbies to befriend a couple of taxi drivers.

	During the tours themselves, Arianna practiced using her new energy shield, first on Simone and then by playfully sneaking up on demons or hiding from them in bushes. By the fourth day, the demons couldn’t sense her at all. She could’ve stood right next to them; as long as she was out of sight, the demons weren’t aware of her presence. 

	Things were going so well that they were ready to implement their plan a day early, so on the fifth day they made arrangements with one of the taxi drivers to take them to the station the following day. 

	On the sixth day, while the demons were all busy dealing with the tourists’ logistics, Arianna activated her shield and they slipped out to the taxi stand, where the driver was waiting for them. They jumped into the cab and the driver took off for the train station. 

	Arianna rolled her window down and let the wind whip her hair haphazardly across her face and neck. She stuck her head out the window, closed her eyes and inhaled. Once again she was escaping from the vampires, and even though she felt less protected this time—no burly warriors to guard her—the past six days had left her feeling more secure than ever in her relationship with Simone. And her skills had grown so much! The threat from vampires was something she’d never eliminate entirely, but it was growing more ... abstract. And it was something all Amiti had to live with all the time. She’d get used to it. Everything was going to be okay.

	Ten minutes later, a tingle of unease from her Amiti intuition disturbed her thoughts, and she made herself aware of her surroundings. The bumps she’d been feeling were those of a country road, not urban potholes. And the taxi, she realized, had passed by several lodges that Arianna remembered seeing on previous trips. They were not on the way to the train station. Fear flooded her body. She reached across and jabbed Simone’s thigh.

	“I thought the train station was in the city.” Arianna watched the driver’s eyes through the rear view mirror. They didn’t meet hers.

	“Shorter way,” answered the driver. He was terse now, all traces of his earlier chattiness and warmth gone. He muttered something else into his radio or a phone; Arianna couldn’t tell.

	Simone glanced at Arianna and then the driver and commanded, “Turn around, right now.” 

	“Almost there.” Five seconds later, the driver turned onto a dirt road, then came to a stop and cut off the engine. There was nothing around but jungle. 

	“Where is the train station?” Simone yelled. Arianna sat frozen. She had that prey feeling again.

	“You are arrived, senhoritas.” His voice sent a shiver through Arianna. 

	The next moment five tall figures surrounded the taxi and yanked open both back doors. Before Arianna could even open her mouth to scream—but who would have heard her anyway?—she was snatched out of the cab. Sekhmi. She struggled to break free from her captors but was hit by a powerful blast of energy.

	Agony sliced through her body. Through dimming vision she saw Simone fighting off the abductors. One of the Sekhmi threw a radiant energy beam into Simone’s spine. Simone screamed and collapsed next to Arianna, her face the last thing Arianna saw before she blacked out.


Chapter 11

Somewhere in the Amazon Jungle 

Arianna came back to consciousness through a fog of pain. She was trapped in a nightmare, freezing, every part of her body aching like a throbbing bruise. Her arms were being yanked from their sockets, her wrists burning and fingers numb. She opened her eyes and groggily took in her surroundings. 

	She was in some sort of cave, naked, her arms stretched over her head, her wrists tied firmly with rope. Arianna jerked on the rope, but it only tightened the knots around her wrists. In total panic she screamed and started thrashing back and forth like a trapped animal. 

	“Well, well, well, seems our little one is awake.” 

	Arianna jerked her head around to where the voice was coming from. A tall blond male walked over to her. Everything about him was pale—blond hair, pale blue eyes, pale skin, even his clothes were a kind of colorless beige that accentuated the effect. Reaching her, he put two fingers under her chin and raised it so she was forced to face him. Those icy blue, merciless eyes fixed on Arianna. 

	“I am Khay, the Crowned” he said, his voice slippery-smooth. Vampires usually provided the meaning of their names, which erased Arianna’s slightest doubt that the he was a vampire. Well, that and the fangs that he showed her, very deliberately, as he’d said it.

	“Why are you holding me here? Let me go!” She tried to make her voice sound assertive, but it was breaking into sobs. 

	“Well of course I’m not going to hold you ... here. We’ll go home.” He grinned and tilted his head. “But first you will learn a few lessons.”

	“What are you talking about?” Arianna’s mind was painting horrific pictures of this maniac’s victims. He was going to torture her and then mutilate her body and feed the pieces to the jungle creatures. Nobody would ever even find her bones. The jungle would conceal everything. She was going to throw up. No: she shoved down the horror and nausea and pulled up the fury that was lying buried under it.

	“Let me go, you asshole!” 

	Khay slapped her so hard that her head smashed into the wall behind her. She was sure her skull had cracked. 

	“Lesson number one.” Khay pulled her chin back to face him. “You will respect your owners. You have no rights, no privileges. From now on, little one, you belong to my pride and specifically to me. You are no more than a piece of property. The sooner you accept it, the easier it will be for you. The choice is yours— you can make it easy or hard.” 

	He’s talking about bloodstock! Her worst fears were materializing. Every muscle of her body strained to the point that she felt spasms in her legs and arms and then for a few minutes she lost sensation in her limbs. She was deafened by her inner voice shouting at her: Get out of this prison! Whatever it costs ... everything! 

	“Please, let me go. I have money; I can pay you,” she mumbled through numb lips.

	Khay smirked. “Interesting proposition. How much?” 

	“Everything I have. Half a million dollars.” 

	Khay began to laugh. “Half a million. Now that’s a lot of money.” He leaned in and whispered in her ear. “Do you have even the slightest idea how much an Amiti bloodstock is worth?”

	Arianna didn’t respond; she was back to praying that this was a nightmare and she was soon going to wake up, safe in her own bed. Somewhere.

	“Well,” said Khay. “Let me give you the benefit of a little education. An average Amiti bloodstock sells for five to ten million dollars. But you’d start at a lot more than that. The price for you would be the highest price ever paid.”

	“Since I’m that expensive, maybe I deserve better treatment than this.” Just don’t show your fears, continue negotiation, it’s the best tactic, she tried to encourage herself. Why had her father only taught her how to identify vampires, not what to do if they caught her? He’d thought he’d be alive until she became immortal; he’d be able to protect her. She felt a new wave of grief over losing him.

	“Sure you do.” Khay stepped back, held his hands in the air and making strange whirling motions. Out of each palm a bright ray of brilliant white light beamed and then twirled into spirals, mirroring the movements of his hands. Arianna had never seen anything like it before. 

	He seemed to sense her astonishment, grinned again. “Do you know what that is?” 

	She shook her head. 

	“A light lasso. An Amiti weapon, by the way. This light is made of white flame. All Amiti have white flame, but it’s dormant, buried deep inside you. It comes out when you kill your blood-bonds—which is another thing you people do.” Wait, what’s the first thing I’ve done? “And then some especially powerful Amiti, assassins, have learned to develop it. They’re the only other ones. Oh—and me. I got this”—he wiggled his fingers, sending the beams dancing more furiously—“from my blood-bond. 

	“Wanna see how it works? No? Too bad.” A brief, mockingly exaggerated frowny face, then the grin was back. “I’m going to show you anyway.”

	He flipped his hands, directing the rays at Arianna. They slammed into her flesh with a sickening slice and her body convulsed with the pain. The light lasso moved away, then hit her again, spiraling around her this time. Arianna screamed; she felt like she was being burned with molten lead. 

	“Stop it, stop it, stop it ...” 

	Her body twisted with raw, bloody pain, but she knew there wasn’t even a scratch on the surface of her skin. 

	“Pretty effective, isn’t it?” Khay grinned. “I got it from my blood-bond—who was killed by your people. You destroyed her body and sent me her head. I vowed to spend the rest of my life avenging her. Every Amiti is my enemy.” 

	“I didn’t kill anybody. If your blood-bond was killed, I’m sorry, but I had nothing to do with it,” she wailed. She understood now: this guy was crazy, out of his mind with grief, and he saw every Amiti as responsible.

	“Oh yes—you had everything to do with it,” he spat out. “If you are not stopped, you will sanction the death of hundreds of other innocent blood-bonds. You’re the Amiti Queen and there is no price high enough that you can pay for your crime. I hate you. Monster!” She saw the light swirling around her brighten just as a renewed surge of agony pulsed through her.

	Even through the pain, Arianna was totally shocked by the vehemence of his hatred. She opened her mouth to say something him, but right then Khay projected another beam of light from his palm. It burned through the rope around her wrists, sending Arianna tumbling to the ground at his feet. 

	Khay grabbed her long hair and flung her sprawling along the stones, forcing all the air from her lungs. The next second, he was on top of her, crushing her against the cave rocks with his body. She raised her head and bit down on his shoulder. Her fingernails had become claws. She tore savagely into the flesh on his sides and back, ripping his flesh apart anywhere she could reach. 

	But it didn’t stop him, only added to his fury. He punched her viciously in the chest and before she could recover the breath expelled from her lungs, his hands were wrapped around her neck. When he reared back to look down at her, he looked utterly maniacal, exactly how she’d have pictured a murderer caught in the act, and she felt his erection press against her pubic bone. A spasm of horror rolled through her. Her vision was already dimming, blurring. 

	“Hathor!” she screamed. But there was no air for the scream to travel on. Still, she did it again, with her mind, her lips: “Hathor!”

	Everything that happened next felt like a dream where time was suspended. The darkening cave suddenly appeared crystal-clear, but filled with dark, bloody smoke. She knew Khay’s hands were still on her, but she couldn’t feel them. She knew, more than saw, an orb of brilliant light, yellow-gold like the sun, forming in her solar plexus. Pulling its energy up to her hands, she blasted it at Khay; he flew off of her and smashed into the opposite wall. She shot another blast, hitting him right between his eyes. He gasped loudly, like he’d been the one being strangled, and tumbled down. 

	Frozen, Arianna stared at her trembling hands. OK, that was totally awesome. But it hadn’t fixed her situation, just bought her some time. Unless she could kill him? Think ... She shook her head and took some deep breaths, trying to bring herself back into the present. The chances of killing a vampire with this—this power—were probably slim, and she didn’t even know what it was, how it worked. She sprang to her feet and shot to the cave’s entrance, then stopped abruptly, squinting in the sudden brightness. 

	Now what? She couldn’t just run into the jungle, stark naked, without the slightest idea where she was. And what had happened to Simone? She couldn’t abandon her sister. She tried to reach out through the blood-bond, but got nothing. The bond was too new—and she was too new, and her ability to concentrate was shot.

	Hearing a rustle, Arianna held her breath, stepping back and flattening herself against the rock wall of the cave. She glanced outside to see four figures emerge from the jungle just a few yards from the cave’s mouth. Two males simultaneously leaped at Arianna.

	Eat shit, losers! You have no idea who you’re dealing with! She reached again for the golden energy—and came up empty.

	It was one of the last straws, she’d think later on. She just froze, her mind seized up like a useless, cramping muscle on a memory of the time she’d left her headlights on before a college exam and gone to start her car, only to hear a tiny click instead of the engine roaring to life—

	She was being hurled through the air, slamming into a tree trunk with a vicious thud that knocked the wind out of her and seemed to force her eyes out of their sockets. Her skull had cracked against the tree and now was buzzing. Or ... humming. Dazed, she slid to the ground. 

	Someone grabbed her by the hair and started banging her head against the base of the tree. “You worthless bitch!”

	Barely conscious, Arianna knew, as if it was happening to someone else, that she was going to die. That was the other last straw. She gave in to the blows, waiting for the one that would kill her.

	“Sef, stop it!” Arianna heard a female’s voice reach her from far, far away. “You’ll kill her, you idiot!” 

	The blows stopped, but Arianna felt nothing, absorbed by merciful darkness.


Chapter 12

Arianna was having the nightmare again. She saw herself in a dank, windowless cell, chained to a bed and covered with a grey sheet. Silent, ghostly figures inserted a catheter into her vein to collect her blood. She watched in horror as it ran through the plastic tubing and into a glass container, her strength draining along with it. The only difference was the pulsating pain at the back of her head—

	Her nightmare had become a reality.

	Every nerve in Arianna’s body came to life; her mind screamed in rebellion. This can’t be happening! She thrashed in her restraints, panicking, but she was totally immobilized.

	“Stop moving! You’ll only loosen it and I’ll have to insert it again.” An attractive, dark-haired female bent over her, checking the catheter. Arianna raised her head, saw her blood flowing through the plastic semi-transparent tubing, a glass jar filling with her blood at the other end. They were stealing her blood.

	“Take it out right now!” Arianna was trying to scream at her, but she only managed a hoarse whisper. 

	“Be still!” the female ordered. “You have no authority here, my dear.” 

	Arianna continued jerking her body, hoping the catheter would work its way out. Blood lost this way—any way other than directly from their veins, in a blood-bond—was devastating for Amiti. Their powers drained out with the blood. And her power was the only reason she was still alive right now. 

	The female slapped her hard. “Stop being so stubborn! It will only make it worse for you. I told you not to move!” 

	“Need some help, Elora?” Arianna heard a male’s voice, felt heavy hands, one on her chest and one on her belly, pressing her into the bed. 

	The pressure was so strong that it kept her from breathing. She was suffocating. The male eased his weight up a bit, letting her gulp in a breath. “You see, there is nothing you can do here. Better lay still; I really don’t want to hurt you.”

	Despairing, Arianna reached for her newly discovered power. She called on that heat within her, visualizing a radiant ball of yellow-gold energy—but found only darkness. There was nothing there. 

	Frigidity overtook her; her limbs grew numb and her eyelids dropped, creating a curtain of red mist. The mist was expanding, getting darker and darker, sucking the life out of her and spinning her into an abyss that reeked of vomit and rotten flesh. She sank to the bottom, lying there in a state of existence without life and without death ... 

	“She’s awake.” It was the female’s voice. Arianna opened her eyes but could distinguish only shadows. Gradually they came into focus. The dark-haired female was sitting on the edge of her bed; Khay stood at the foot of the bed with two other vampires, a male and a blond female, she recognized from outside the cave.

	The catheter was removed from her arm and she was covered with a blanket. Khay came to the head of the bed and scrutinized her face. “She looks fine.” 

	He moved aside a lock of hair that had fallen across her forehead. Arianna jerked her head away, trying to avoid his touch, but Khay continued shifting stray strands of her hair, obviously enjoying her aversion. 

	“So, you activated the Gift of Ra. That was a surprise. I didn’t expect that you would do it so quickly. Thank Sekhmet you didn’t know how to use it properly. Otherwise your blow would have been deadly.” 

	He fixed another lock behind Arianna’s ear and smirked. “But we’re sucking it right out of you. No blood; no power! Just like that.” He snapped his fingers. “You Amiti are so predictable.” 

	Arianna closed her eyes, hiding her despair. Her birthright, the power of the Amiti Queen that she had just received from Hathor Herself, was being brutally repressed. It was still hers, but she wouldn’t be able to access it as long as they continued draining her blood. Without her powers, she had not even the slightest hope of escape. But there was one power that nobody could ever inhibit in Amiti, no matter what, even if they had one foot in the grave: the blood-bond. She could get Khay to blood-bond with her and then use the connection to kill him. 

	“What are you going to do to me?” 

	“I told you, you belong to our pride and you’ll serve as a bloodstock.” 

	“What a waste.” Arianna forced herself to stare at him with disdain in her eyes. “Are you denying yourself the Gift of Ra? It will give you the power to challenge the King and kill him. Don’t you want to be King?” 

	Vampires were ambitious, always seeking power over others and fighting for superior positions in their society. Seizing on that idea, Arianna pressed her point. “As Queen of the Amiti, I offer you the blood-bond. I will forgive your transgressions against me and make you strong enough to overthrow King Tor. He is my enemy, and I want him dead.” 

	Agree, Khay. Agree. You know you want it. Take my vein, Khay. She hoped that the appeal of her offer would overpower Khay’s sense of logic. Take my vein, bastard, and you’ll belong to me.

	Khay grinned. “You’re right: I do want you as my blood-bond. But it will be on my terms. I’d have to be stupid to trust you. First, I’ll ensure that you’ll never kill me. Then, I’ll teach you to be totally obedient to me. Elora, take care of her.” 

	He turned around and strode to the door, everyone but Elora following him. 

	Elora moved to Arianna’s bed, pulled a knife out of a sheath at her waist, and cut her bindings. 

	“Now, my dear, you can do whatever you feel you need to. The toilet is in that corner.” 

	With everyone but Elora gone, the adrenaline drained from Arianna and a surge of nausea took its place. Ignoring the fact that she was still naked, she rolled off the bed and got to her feet—and immediately collapsed. With no strength left in her body, she couldn’t stand; she could only crawl. So Arianna crawled. 

	She reached the toilet just before the first retch overtook her. But it was just dry heaves. There was nothing in her stomach; she hadn’t eaten since she and Simone had left the demons. It occurred to her that she had no clue how long it had been since then. Where was Simone now? What had happened, was happening to her? She braced her arms on both sides of the toilet to support her upper body, then flipped her hair aside and looked around. 

	Seeing a small showerhead attached to the wall in the corner, she crawled to it, reached up to crank on the water, and propped herself against the wall while the water cascaded over her aching body. She stayed there until the water turned cold, then struggled up to shuffle back toward her bed, holding onto the wall for balance. 

	But when she turned back, Elora wasn’t alone. Khay had returned and was stretched out on her bed, legs crossed, hands clasped behind his head. “From now on, this is your reality, physically and mentally. So start getting used to it.” 

	She slid down the wall and sat on the floor. “Your entertainment will be pretty short-term. I won’t survive long; I’m not immortal yet. If you want to keep me alive, you need to take better care of me, and right now I’m hungry.” 

	“Of course.” Khay appeared next to her, picked her up and carried her back to the bed. 

	“Here is some nourishment.” He pointed at the side table with a tray of food, then reached over and removed the lid from a wooden bowl. The room filled with the aromatic scent of feijoada, a Brazilian stew made of meat and beans. Arianna and Simone had eaten it with the demons. Arianna’s stomach lurched with hunger—and with longing for her sister and the sense of safety she’d felt in what now seemed like another era. Pushing away the longing, she stretched her hand to take the bowl. 

	Khay caught her wrist mid-reach. “Kiss me first.” 

	Arianna stared at him incredulously. “You’ve got to be kidding me!” She tried to make her voice sound strong and firm, but it was shaking. “You abused me and drained me of my blood, and now you expect me to kiss you?” He was trying to tame her like an animal, trying to break her will. 

	“You have to earn your food. Otherwise ...” Khay tossed his head toward the open window. 

	Arianna got the hint: I disobey, the food goes out of the window. “Fine.” 

	Khay picked her up and set her on his lap. “Good girl.” He nuzzled her ear. 

	Here goes nothing. She threw her hands around his neck and placed her mouth on Khay’s. His lips parted. His hand was on the back of her head, holding her steady; his other hand smoothed possessively down Arianna’s back and squeezed her buttocks. 

	For a moment, Arianna pretended to enjoy it, moaning and arching her back. Then she caught his lower lip between her teeth and with all her strength and hatred, she bit down on his lip as hard as she could. 

	Khay howled and shoved her to the floor as though she was a deadly snake. 

	“Bitch!” he shouted, covering his mouth, blood streaming between his fingers and running down his wrists and arms. “Bitch!” 

	He kicked her in the stomach and she retched with pain—but her soul was singing.

	“Okay, you asked for it.” Khay seized the steaming bowl of feijoada and hurled it out the window. He lifted Arianna by her armpits and brought her face level with his. Her legs dangled loosely; she tried to kick him, but she couldn’t make contact.

	“You’re not learning, are you?” He spit blood into her face and dumped her on the bed. 

	“Elora, get her ready for the ritual.”


Chapter 13

After Khay stomped out of the room, Elora sat on the chair next to Arianna’s bed. “Listen to me, Arianna. The sooner you accept what is now your life, the better it will be for you.” 

	Arianna turned her back on her. 

	“Stupid girl. We’ll be easier on you if you let go of your stubbornness. Look at it this way: we actually give your worthless life a purpose: the sustenance of our pride. Think how fulfilling it will be to nourish the pride with your blood. Amiti blood is the most powerful of all immortals’; all it will take is draining you once a week to feed all five of us. And when we’re well fed, we don’t need to hunt and kill humans. Do you see now how important your mission is? It’s beautiful, really.”

	Arianna wheeled around and just stared at Elora, appalled. “You have got to be kidding me.” 

	After a long pause, Elora sighed. “Well, my dear, I know you are a smart girl. I’ll leave you with your thoughts for a while. I need to change for the ritual. I’ll be back shortly.” 

	Arianna tracked Elora with her eyes until Elora disappeared behind the door. Then she leaned back on her pillow. If she didn’t know better, she’d have thought that Elora wasn’t just being spiteful, that she’d actually believed what she was saying. But, really, no one could really believe that, could they? But what if she did? What if all vampires had this, this distorted mentality? And if they did, was it hard-wired into their brains? Did it come from some essential, inherent part of them, making the idea of keeping bloodstock totally compatible with the way they saw the world? Or was it that they’d had to invent and keep reinforcing that belief in order to live with themselves, knowing that they were imprisoning Amiti like livestock?

	No. She couldn’t think about this now. She had to think about how she’d escape. Nothing else.

	“Time to go.” Elora returned; she’d changed into a white cotton robe tied at the waist with a golden cord. She looked like an Egyptian priestess from an ancient papyrus. Under other circumstances, Arianna would have admired her beauty, but right now she was just a vampire bitch. Arianna ignored her.

	“Get up!” Elora commanded. 

	“Leave me alone.” 

	Grabbing Arianna’s upper arms, Elora dragged her from the bed to the door. Arianna tried to drop to the floor like a resisting toddler, but Elora didn’t even notice; she was much stronger than Arianna. 

	“Wait—my clothes.” Arianna panicked, suddenly remembering her nudity.

	“You don’t need any.” Elora rudely dragged Arianna down the hall, outside, and toward a group of four Sekhmi vampires standing under a cluster of Brazil nut trees. They were dressed in identical white robes.

	The vampires formed a circle around Arianna. She felt like a mouse surrounded by cats. Humiliated again by her nudity, she tried to cover herself with her hair and her hands, but Elora forced her hands behind her back and bound them tightly with a rope. Arianna writhed against the new restraints.

	“Stand still!” Elora commanded. 

	“Go to hell!” 

	“Sef, seems our little one needs to relax a bit.” Khay’s voice. “Bring the potion.” 

	Sef shoved a bowl of nasty-smelling liquid against her lips. “Drink.” 

	They were drugging her! Arianna leaned forward, opening her mouth, and at the moment the bowl touched her teeth, she bit down, jerked it from Sef’s hands, and flung it away as hard as she could. She heard a thunk, then smelled the noxious odor of the spilled liquid. 

	But before she could appreciate her small victory, Sef was shoving her to the ground, straddling her, forcing her jaws open, and Elora was bending over her with another bowl. She poured the vile brew into Arianna’s mouth, stroking her throat with her free hand, forcing her to swallow. “Drink.” 

	Arianna gulped for air and the liquid slid down her throat. Heat ripped through her body, following by waves of warm, tingling sensation. 

	Everything changed around her. A joyful, floating lightness filled her and the Sekhmi around her suddenly stopped being frightening. She savored their eyes caressing her nude body, luxuriating in the warmth of their gaze on her luscious breasts, the perfect curve of slim waist, her glowing skin. She’d never felt so beautiful, so erotic ... She was drifting, floating away on waves of rapture and sensuality. 

	She felt hands lifting her, standing her on her feet. Ew! The floating was much better lying down. She’d lie back down. She pitched sideways, feeling a little drunk. The hands straightened her up again. Oh, this was fun! She giggled, leaning the other way. 

	“I think the concentration was too high, Elora.” The voice was distant, distorted. 

	“I had no idea she was that weak.” 

	Weak. Silly vampires! She giggled again. 

	“She looks like she’s right where we want her—more or less. We can start now,” announced Khay. She registered the words coming out of his mouth, but their meaning just wasn’t ... there. And figuring it out was way too much effort. 

	She heard chanting. Someone—Sef?—came up behind her, holding her, and half pushed, half carried her to Khay. Khay lifted his right hand, palm up, and pierced the center of his palm with a knife he had in his other hand. Blood pooled in his palm, and then he raised his palm to Arianna’s forehead. Ew! No, wait, actually it felt nice. Warm, and a little sticky. She sighed.

	“Binding the mind,” Khay chanted, and then his pride echoed his words. Something like pulsing tendrils spiraled into her head, around her brain. She felt her mind relax, lean into the support of the vines encircling it.

	Khay moved his bleeding hand, laying it between Arianna’s breasts. “Binding the heart.” 

	“Binding the heart,” his pride repeated. The vines twisted into her chest, tangling around Arianna’s heart in a coiling embrace. She looked down at the bloody palmprint on her chest. Wow, now she could really understand what they meant when they talked about blood. She felt so connected to him.

	“Binding the body.” Khay placed his palm on Arianna’s lower belly and kept it there, his lips spreading into a possessive smile. The creeping tendrils spread through her belly, her groin, and licked out through her torso to her arms and legs. 

	She felt a flare of disappointment when Khay stepped back from her, but it receded a little when Sef led her to the next Sekhmi in the circle and handed him the knife. She went through the ritual with each of the Sekhmi in turn, feeling the vines snaking through her mind, heart, and body. 

	By the time Sef had taken his turn and she had the prints of each vampire on her head, chest, and belly, Arianna was exhausted, no longer giddy. But she also felt more peaceful than she’d ever felt. The vines were whispering to her: she would live a new life, free from worries, free from troubles. She had a great purpose, the one she was born to fulfill. She would feed her pride, she’d take care of them. She would satisfy—no, she would exceed—all their wishes and desires. Her body was melting; her heartbeat was slowing down; she was relaxing completely into the warm, submissive commitment she’d made. 

	Sef led her to the middle of the circle and guided her into a kneeling position. Someone cut the ropes binding her wrists. Elora placed a golden bowl in front of her and handed her the knife, still covered with blood. 

	“Now bleed yourself for us,” Elora ordered.

	Why was Elora using that tone? She knew Arianna would do anything for her. Had Arianna displeased her? Taking the knife from Elora’s hand, Arianna nuzzled her knuckles. Elora seemed to forgive her and petted Arianna behind her ears. “Good girl. Now show your devotion to your pride.” 

	Without hesitating, Arianna slashed her wrists over the bowl. She watched, fascinated and proud, as her blood poured into the vessel, filling it to the rim. Elora put some ointment on her wrists to stop the bleeding and said, “Now offer your blood to your masters.”

	She picked up the vessel and carried it to Khay, presenting it to him with a deep bow. Smiling, Khay accepted the bowl from her and raised it above his head. “To the Great Sekhmet, for her generous gift.” 

	Arianna watched his throat moving as he took several long swallows from the bowl. He looked satisfied, proud. Oh, good—he was pleased with her! He passed the vessel to the next member of the pride, who drank and passed it to the next. After they had all drunk her blood and the bowl had come back around to Khay, he again held the bowl high in the air, and they all chanted, “Thanks to the Great Lioness for her generous gift.”


Chapter 14

Simone had no idea how long she’d been unconscious; a splitting headache told her she’d been drugged. At least she was lying down. She opened her eyes only to see more darkness: she was blindfolded. When she started to raise her hands to remove it, she discovered that her wrists had been bound. 

	“What happened? Where am I? Why am I bound? Let me go!” She sensed at least two other people in the room. Based on their energies, she’d bet her fangs they were Sekhmi. 

	“Let me go! Let me go!” she screamed, jerking against the bindings in an attempt to free herself. 

	“In a few minutes, Princess.” a calm male voice finally responded. 

	Simone stopped screaming. He had called her princess, so they knew who she was. They wouldn’t hurt her. Her father was the King; he’d skin them alive if anything happened to her. At least that’s what she kept telling herself. She tried to believe it.

	“Who the hell are you, and why am I tied up? Where’s my sister?” Simone put every ounce of badassery she possessed into her voice. She’d never let them know she was scared to death. 

	”You’ll see your sister in a minute, Princess.” The male grabbed Simone by her waist, pulled her up from whatever she’d been lying on, and stood her on her feet. He moved behind her, keeping a firm grip on her shoulders. Simone felt a metal point press against to her chest. A knife. Were they going to rip her heart out? She forced herself to take a deep breath, squashed down the panic that rose up in her throat.

	“What are you doing? Are you going to kill me?” She could hardly hear her own voice through the roaring of blood in her ears. 

	“Just disrobe, your highness.” She sputtered something unintelligible, stuck between I don’t think so, motherfucker! and how am I supposed to do that when I’m tied up, motherfucker? But before she could actually articulate either, the other guy slid the knife through her shirt, tearing the soft fabric apart and removing the pieces from Simone’s body. Then, in one fast motion, he cut her two-hundred-and-fifty-euro bra in half, baring her breasts. Now that was going too far. 

	“Stop it, you son of a bitch,” she bit out, shaking with indignation and anxiety. Ignoring her fury, the piece of shit removed the rest of her clothing, leaving Simone naked. Never in her life had she been treated so disrespectfully. The most outrageous part? Her offenders were Sekhmi. How could they degrade her like this when she was one of them? And not just one of them—their princess!

	“How dare you!” She screamed, trying to release herself from the iron hold of the Sekhmi behind her. “I am the vampire princess! My father will kill you! Let me go, motherfucker!” 

	“In a minute, your highness. First we need to prepare you for your mating.” 

	“For my what!?” 

	“For your Shay-Nefer mating ceremony,” he repeated. “Consider yourself a bride-to-be.” 

	“Shay-Nefer? You’ve got to be kidding me!” Surely she’d misheard him?

	Shay-Nefer, translated from ancient Egyptian as Good Destiny, was the vampires’ mating ceremony. During Shay-Nefer, mates exchanged their Life-Forces, which vampires believe was the spiritual essence of blood, circulating in their bodies, sustaining life, consistently renewing and regenerating them, keeping them forever young. Shay-Nefer established an unbreakable bond that was said to enhance the Life-Forces of both partners. 

	The catch was that when vampires died, their Life-Forces died with them—and if they’d mated, it would kill the mate, too. Very few modern vampires engaged in Shay-Nefer: they were smart enough to know that no commitment lasted forever, and if they were head-over-heels in love, they didn’t want to risk the chance that they’d be killed accidentally and take their mate along with them. So the ritual had become a bit of a relic, an over-the-top, Romeo-and-Juliet romantic gesture for couples wanting to show that they lived only for each other and chose to die the same day their mates died. In other words? Totally incongruous in this situation. 

	“You cannot be serious.” Simone’s voice had returned to normal. Really, this had to be some sort of sick joke. 

	“You’ll meet your mate in a minute. And believe me, Princess, you’ll be extremely motivated.” 

	Simone was lifted and carried somewhere—outside, she thought as the ambient sounds changed. Her feet touched grass as she was set down. A male voice purred from behind her, “Welcome to my humble abode, my princess. Thank you for accepting my proposal. I am honored.” 

	Simone straightened her shoulders. “I didn’t accept anything. Stop this ridiculous charade and let me go!” 

	“Oh,” the velvet voice mocked. “You will accept, believe me. You’ll accept with enthusiasm.” 

	Simone’s blindfold was pulled off. For the first few seconds she could see nothing; the sun was too bright. As soon as her eyes adjusted, a raw, wild rage uncurled inside her like an awakened cobra. Arianna was kneeling in front of her, her eyes vacant. Her beautiful skin was ashen and smeared with blood. Her wrists were bandaged and her mouth taped. She was so weakened that her head lolled to the side. Even though she’d never seen the symptoms of blood-loss in person, Simone could tell that Arianna had been drained within an inch of her life.

	“Dear Goddess, Arianna. What have they done to you?” She started toward her sister but was stopped by invasive hands.

	“Your sister is our offering to the Great Lioness,” the male behind Simone purred into her ear. Another male stepped to Arianna, wrapped her hair in his fist, pulled her head back and laid a dagger to her throat.

	With that image in her eyes, they were covered again with the blindfold. What? What was happening? Were they going to kill Arianna? 

	“What do you want from me?” 

	“Accept my proposal, your highness. I wish to mate with you for eternity through an exchange of Life-Forces in a Shay-Nefer ceremony.” 

	“For eternity? I don’t even know you. And you don’t even know me. I could be a bitch—I am a bitch! Why the fuck would you want to mate with me?” 

	“Sure you know me! I’m Khay, by the way. The Crowned”—Simone decided she’d just call him asshole—“And I have my reasons. One is that you’re the King’s daughter.” 

	“The King! My father will kill you for this! You can’t escape his power. And believe me, it will be a slow and painful death. How dare you even suggest something so outrageous?” 

	“You’re wrong. I’m taking care of that. You see, if I die, you die. Surely King Tor wouldn’t do anything that would endanger his daughter’s life.” 

	In stunned silence, Simone realized that the son of a bitch—asshole, she reminded herself—was right. The Shay-Nefer would make him literally invincible—at least as far as her father was concerned. If her so-called fiancée challenged the King for the throne, the only allowable outcomes were his death or Tor’s. The King would have to choose between killing his opponent—and Simone along with him—or sacrificing his own life. The meaning of the proposal was suddenly crystal clear. 

	Simone hesitated. She wouldn’t be responsible for her father’s death. 

	“I’m losing my patience, Princess. You’ll decide at the count of three. On three, your Amiti sister dies.” 

	Simone’s blood ran cold. Arianna was her sister! But ... she was worthless to the Sekhmi, except as bloodstock. Less than worthless, in fact; as the Queen, she was a high-status member of the enemy’s ranks. And Tor was her father, and the most important of all Sekhmi. It might even be treason—and patricide—to go along with this plan—

	“One.” 

	But Simone couldn’t imagine mating with someone she hated. And she’d never be able to get rid of him. He died; she died. End of story. 

	“Two.” 

	How was she supposed to decide?

	“I agree!” Arianna was family, and the knife was at Arianna’s neck here, now: an immediate threat as opposed to a future one. Her father was smart and powerful. He’d capture Simone’s mate and keep him alive, imprisoned. Or ... he’d think of something else to get her—get them—out of this trap. 

	“Clever girl. I expected no less from you. We can start now.” 

	Simone heard the low murmur of Sekhmi chanting around her, slowly rising in volume to a thunderous crescendo. The voices burned into her brain. 

	Without warning, Simone was grabbed around the waist and pulled down to the ground. She barely had time to gasp in shock before she felt the stab of fangs followed by the deep pulling sensation of blood being sucked from her throat. Then, like the asshole wasn’t satisfied with how much he was getting, he bit down again, harder, and again. At this rate he was going to tear out her throat. She could feel her blood—her life force, she thought with horror—gushing from her, into him. 

	All Simone’s instincts rebelled. She was a predator; it was she who was supposed to dominant, to feed on others, not to be held down like this, blindfolded and restrained, while someone chewed on her body and drained her life. 

	“Let. Me. Go.” Simone snarled, struggling against him with all her strength, but she only managed to tear her flesh, rip open her vein, even more. And his grip only tightened. He was gorging on her blood, making disgusting slurping and huge noisy gulping sounds, now freeing more than he could swallow. She could feel it overflowing, sliding down her neck and chest. 

	The blood loss hit her like a blast of wind. Abruptly she was dizzy, her breath shallow, her limbs like rubber. Helplessness overwhelmed her and she started to sob. 

	Finally the asshole released her. She felt him pull back to a kneel, felt—or imagined—him using the back of his wrist, his hand, to wipe his bloody mouth. 

	“Ahh. Very satisfying. Thank you, that was delicious. You can stop now.” 

	What? For a moment everything went silent and still. Then there was a shuffling sound and Simone realized: the chanting had stopped—he’d been directing that last comment to his companions—and he’d gotten to his feet. 

	“Wait! What about me?” she tried to shout, but heard her voice emerged as a rasping breath. “It’s my turn. We have to finish the ceremony.” 

	“Nah.” He laughed. “I think I’m done here.” 

	Through her dizziness and dismay, she felt the world start to throb and thought for a second that it was her pulse coming strong again, her body healing. Then her stomach dropped as she recognized it as a sound. She checked on the energies around her. Yes, someone had left. To go start up a helicopter. 

	Her skin crawled. He wasn’t going to feed her, wasn’t going to share his life-force. He’d taken her life-force but kept his own. She’d die with him, but he’d go on living if she died. 

	And now she could feel all of their energies withdrawing, moving away. They were all going to leave in the helicopter. And leave her here. She’d never have believed that her life would end so stupidly. 

	“Goodbye, sweetheart. I’ll tell your sister you said bye!” the asshole called out from a greater distance. The next moment the energies disappeared as the copter’s door shut, and she heard the distinctive sounds of a helicopter taking off and ascending into the sky.

	She couldn’t even feel Arianna, though she should’ve been able to, since surely Arianna wasn’t shielding given what they’d done to her, not to mention the weakness from blood loss. It occurred to Simone that whatever they’d done had made her sister stop emitting Amiti energy in the first place. She wondered if it would ever come back. What if she could never find Arianna again, even with the blood-bond?. 

	The helicopter’s throb dimmed and then dissolved completely, the sounds of the jungle around Simone loud in the new silence. 

	Simone felt utterly isolated and helpless, as though she’d been sucked into a vacuum. Who was she kidding? She was isolated and helpless: even her captors had abandoned her, taking Arianna with them, and now she was alone, in the middle of nowhere, restrained, blindfolded, naked, robbed of her life-force. 

	And —she realized, as hunger reared up inside her—dying from bloodlust.


Chapter 15

Simone let herself lie there for a decadent moment of self-pity. Then she struggled to her feet, forcing her senses to fire up and tune into her surroundings. The good news was that sudden bloodlust was often a sign of the body working to heal itself, so she felt a little less weak now.

	The other good news was that even blindfolded, she had a perfect orientation system. She sensed the buildings to her left, headed directly toward them, located the door on the first one, and ... found it locked. Struck by sudden inspiration, she rubbed the side of her head against the doorframe, gradually dislodging and removing her blindfold. Ah, much better. 

	Looking around, she saw a small cluster of bungalows at the perimeter of the little village ... settlement ... whatever. Maybe they’d be unlocked—or if they weren’t, they’d probably have open windows, or weaker doors than the more industrial buildings. And, jackpot!—the first door was unlocked. 

	She went into its kitchen and began the incredibly awkward process of finding the knife drawer, extracting a knife from it, and sawing through the restraints.

	She’d taken so many different classes in her campaign to win over Antar—it would’ve been great, really great, if just one had covered How to break through rope when your hands are tied behind your back. Just one. That’s all it would have taken.

	Finally the rope broke. She shook out her crampy hands and arms and looked around. 

	Beyond the kitchen was a standard one-room Amazon cabin, all wood and sturdy rope, furnished with a table, two wooden chairs and a single bed. The bed had been stripped completely bare, down to the wooden slats that supported the mattress—or would have, if there’d been one. Simone looked around more closely. Other than the furniture and a handful of kitchen utensils, there was nothing at all in the bungalow. The asshole and his pride were covering their tracks, eliminating anything that would leave their scent behind.

	Now what? She plopped down into one of the chairs and stared unseeingly at the tabletop. She imagined it covered with food, like—oh, don’t go there!—warm feijoada, or a huge pizza loaded with toppings, or a fat, juicy cheeseburger, cooked rare, oozing when she bit into it. Hunger knifed through her gut. A vision of Arianna’s golden neck blossomed in her mind, the pulse jumping along her sister’s vein—she could even hear the liquid pumping sound it made. Then, abruptly, the vision changed, and she saw Arianna as she’d last seen her, caked with blood, her usually warm skin drained of all color, that pulse barely visible.

	When the dry heaves came to take over her body, she actually spoke to them: “Nothing to throw up. Fuck off!”

	For a while, she just sat there. Then the press of the wooden seat on her butt reminded her that she was naked ... in a goddess-forsaken jungle bungalow, without even a scrap of cloth to cover herself. And had been drained of her blood, lost Arianna, had her life-force stolen, and been mated to an unknown monstrosity, who now held in his hands her life and her father’s—and would end up killing at least one of them. Oh, and also? She was insane and talked to her own dry heaves. And she was going to starve to death, die of bloodlust—or die first from lack of water.

	She was going to die. She wanted to die. 

	She carried herself the short distance from the chair to the bed, stretching her body along its hard, rough planks. Exhaustion draped over her like a blanket. She made one last effort to think, to come up with a plan ... and sank into a mercifully dreamless sleep.

	She awoke, to moonlight, and an allover body-ache, and the now-constant bloodlust. Shaking, she got up and staggered into the kitchen, finding a jug of water on the kitchen counter. She stared at it for moment, measuring her odds—of survival, of being stuck here, of finding other water—then chugged half and returned to the bed. 

	She was waiting. Half of her was waiting for Antar and the other Legacy guys to show up. There was no doubt that they’d be searching for her and Arianna. If anything happened to her, they’d have to answer to the King. They’d turn every square inch of the jungle upside down to find her; if need be, they’d bring in reinforcements, mobilize local werepacks. She just had to stay alive long enough for them to find her. 

	The other half was waiting to die. That half was sure they’d never find her. It knew she was going to die and wanted to get it over with.

	It didn’t matter which side she listened to; going back to bed was as good an alternative as any. So she did.

	One day—or maybe it was just hours later; she had no idea—she woke to a loud crash and sunlight flooding the room. Cracking her eyelids apart, she saw a dark figure backlit by the sunlit doorway. 

	“Antar.” Safe! She was safe, thank the Goddess. 

	He swept into the room and knelt by the side of her bed, running his hands over her naked torso, her limbs, checking for injuries. Through her relief at being rescued, she felt a rush of humiliation. He was finally getting to see her naked—and she was sure she looked like shit.

	He’d reached her hands, held them up, examining the raw patches on her wrists. They should’ve healed almost immediately, but they hadn’t: her body had put all of its scant energy into keeping her systems going, keeping her able to stand, to breathe. 

	She pulled her hands away. “It’s okay. I’m okay.” Her voice pushed out of her throat, sounding like something on an old-timey gramophone recording. Struggling to sit up, she felt the ends of her hair pulling against the scab on her throat. 

	She looked up at Antar again. 

	He was frozen, staring at her throat, eyes wide. “Oh God.” 

	It was the horror on his face that made her finally start to cry—in relief at being found, over the terror she’d felt during her capture and the ceremony, over Arianna’s wrecked body and what might be happening to her now, over the desolation she’d felt alone in the jungle, wounded and starving. And then, as Antar folded her in his arms, she cried at the pleasure of finally being held by him, and at the fact that that after all she’d done to make herself attractive to him, this was what it had taken for him to press his body against hers.

* * *

For the most part, Simone experienced the next few hours as a series of pleasurable sensations that she wouldn’t have traded for even the most high-end spa treatment. Antar holding her, crooning shh, shh as he stroked her hair. His gentle fingers tending to her neck and soothing the angry welts on her wrists. Being wrapped in a shirt that smelled like him and a warm, soft blanket. His arms lifting her and the surge of power as he launched them into the sky. The heat of his body as she flew with him, pressing her cheek into his bare chest, listening to the steady rhythm of his heartbeat as she watched the rainforest glide by below them. 

	And, when they got back to Aldeia Alada, the amazing sight of her bed, with a mattress, clean sheets, and fluffy pillows. A hot shower and the glide of soft pajamas against her skin. Stepping out of the bathroom to be greeted by the incredible fragrance wafting from an enormous, steaming blow of feijoada. The warm glow of Antar’s golden skin and chocolate eyes as he sat in the room with her, keeping her company as she ate sitting up in bed. 

	The only thing that disrupted those sensations was the emptiness that wouldn’t go away. The emptiness of her memory as she tried without success to think of anything—anything—that would help them find her sister. The emptiness of the lonely, forlorn belongings Arianna had left behind in their room. And the memory of Arianna’s blank, empty eyes as she tilted her head to give her captors better access to her neck.

	And the emptiness in her blood. She needed blood, lots of blood, and she needed it now. If she didn’t find a willing donor soon, she’d lose control and end up drinking an unwilling one—and she’d be in a world of trouble.


Chapter 16

“Sim, what’s going on? Are you okay?” 

	It was dark out, but moonlight streamed through the open window of her room. She was lying in her bed and Antar was sitting next to her. His warm, dark eyes glowed a little with reflected moonlight. 

	“Tell me.” He leaned in a little, eyes searching her face.

	She had to tell him about the hunger. How else would she fix it? 

	“I need blood. Can you find me some?”

	“You know the rule. No one is allowed to hunt humans here.”

	“But—”

	“But I know what to do,” he interrupted her, his voice dropping low. He leaned over her until the tanned expanse of his throat filled her vision. “Take my vein, Princess.”

	“What? You’re Alpha. What would people think? You can’t sacrifice your blood.”

	“I don’t care who thinks what. I care about you, and I want to feed you.”

	Her blood lust exploded. 

	She curled her arms around Antar’s torso and pulled him close. When he pressed his neck up to her mouth, she could feel his steady pulse, his warm breath. With one powerful move, she switched their positions, straddling him, and slid her fangs into his throat. The exotic taste of winged demon’s blood—Antar’s blood—filled Simone’s mouth. For a moment he lay perfectly still on the bed, surrendering himself to her hunger and her lust, and then she heard him groan, felt his big hands sliding up her legs, until they reached the spot where her thighs met her hips, his thumbs hooking around to her inner thighs. Her core went liquid and she writhed against him as she drank, wanting those thumbs to move closer to her center, wanting Antar inside of her. He thrust against her and she ground back, savoring the hard bulge of his erection, the ridges and buttons of his jeans’ fly stiff on the taut fabric, her core slipping against her pajamas. She was ready to erupt; she needed Antar there ... 

	She woke up alone, drenched in sweat, raging with horniness—and with bloodlust beyond anything she’d ever imagined. Her whole body ached with it. 

	Simone stripped off her soaked pajamas and sat on her bed, staring out the window in a stupor. The rays of the rising sun highlighted the misty treetops with a beautiful pink glow. It was morning. She’d slept through the rest of the afternoon and through the night. 

	She heard helicopter engines in the distance: Girtab and his team preparing to leave for Manaus to pick up that day’s crop of tourists. 

	Tourists. Humans. Blood. Sharp as nails, the words hammered into Simone’s brain. 

	Three days ago, Simone would’ve scoffed at the mere suggestion that she might ever feed on a human. The Vampire Elite considered it terribly vulgar, beneath their dignity—not to mention bad for their health. Human blood could keep Sekhmi alive indefinitely, but it drained their powers and in the long run created health problems, like when humans lived on junk food. But right now? Her arrogance was gone, buried under a mountain of bloodlust. Beggars couldn’t be choosers, and she needed blood. Any blood. Right now. 

	The realization had her calling up all of her vampire speed, and within a few seconds she was dressed and out on the tarmac, charming Girtab into taking her along. A half hour later she was helping them pick up tourists in Manaus. Having been on the tour several times, she knew what was coming: they’d fly back to Anavilhanas, have lunch in the jungle in a small indigenous restaurant, and after lunch, the tourists would have some free time to relax. She’d do it then. 

	The predator in Simone was thrilled to be on a real hunt for the first time. There were no other thoughts in her brain, just the pure animal drive to catch her prey and satisfy her hunger. The bloodlust had even subsided, as though it knew she was trying to feed it and needed her brain for planning.

	As planned, the group stopped for lunch at a cozy, secluded restaurant that jutted out on to the Rio Negro, affording a perfect view of the river and the colorful jungle foliage surrounding it. Several rough paths wandered along the riverbank or into the nearby jungle and were often used by tourists for after-lunch walks. The place was a combination of homey comfort and true wilderness. Tourists loved it. 

	While everyone took their seats at the tables on the terrace, Simone identified her prey: a young woman in her late twenties, fresh-faced, tidy, and traveling alone. With a friendly smile, Simone took a seat at her table. 

	“Hi! I’m Simone,” she introduced herself. “Do you mind if I share this table with you? I see you’re alone here. Me too.”

	“Of course!” The woman returned Simone’s smile. “Please, keep me company. I’m Jennifer.”

	They began chatting. A biology teacher from Louisiana, Jennifer was thrilled to come to this paradise and see all the wildlife firsthand. Simone feigned interest in biodiversity as they ate lunch and then when Jennifer finally set down her fork, Simone suggested that they check out a stand of unique plants just a few steps away from the restaurant. The two women followed one of the paths off into the jungle—and since their behavior was exactly what the tourists were expected to do, nobody paid any attention. 

	As soon as she had Jennifer alone, out of sight of the restaurant or the customers wandering around it, Simone turned to Jennifer and stared into her eyes, telling her to be still and silent, that she was about to experience something intensely pleasurable. Jennifer immediately froze, blinking at her serenely as though waiting for Simone’s next cue. Simone flinched inwardly at Jennifer’s vacant eyes—so like Arianna’s when she’d last seen her—and then in the next heartbeat Simone’s misgivings were gone and she was a hunter once again. 

	Her heart accelerating from anticipation, Simone captured Jennifer in a predatory embrace, fisting her hair to pull back her head, exposing her throat. She stared at Jennifer’s pulsating jugular and panicked. Dear Goddess, she’d never taken a human vein before—never even thought she’d ever do it. But then the predator roared inside Simone, urging her to strike. She remembered how she’d done it with Arianna, remembered her incredibly detailed dream of doing it with Antar—and, trusting her beast, she put her mouth to her prey’s throat and pierced the jugular. 

	At first she almost choked: human blood tasted awful, with nowhere near the delicacy, the purity, of Amiti blood, with its variety of unique aromas and flavors. But her bloodlust roared up again, this time beating her palate into submission, and she drank voraciously, savoring the fact of drinking if not the taste of the blood. 

	She was nowhere near satiated when Jennifer’s body suddenly went limp in her arms. What? Surely she’d only been feeding for a second, nowhere near enough to cause real harm. But when she pulled away and listened, there was no heartbeat. Irritated, she released her grip—dead blood was useless to her—and Jennifer’s lifeless body fell to the ground like a bag of sand. Simone stared at it with empty eyes, her brain refusing to process what had just happened. 

	“You killed her.” She heard the horrified whisper, felt the rush of air as Girtab blew past her and dropped to his knees next to Jennifer’s motionless body.

	His voice echoed like a thunderstorm in Simone’s brain. 

	Her world blew into a billion pieces that circled around her in the air, creating an almost impenetrable mist through which she could barely distinguish dark shadows and indistinct voices. Completely disassociated, she watched herself and the ensuing events from a distance. This wasn’t happening to her. It was just a movie she was watching. A terrible movie.

	Girtab was shouting for Shaula and the two other guys, ordering them to declare an emergency. He was picking up Jennifer’s body and carrying her somewhere. He was ordering an evacuation of the tourists, something about an animal attack. 

	Someone—Shaula—seized Simone, dragged her with him to a helicopter, and threw her in. As they rose into the air, Simone looked out the window at the distressed crowd gathered around Girtab and the dead woman he held. Girtab’s face suddenly whipped around, his accusatory eyes meeting hers, reaching far deeper inside her than they should have been able to, especially from that distance. She remembered that winged demons had a sixth sense for what happened when someone died a violent death. 

	The crowd was retreating from them, further and further, and then it completely disappeared from view, and Simone was starting at the empty blue sky. She heard a voice come over the radio, informing the Legacy about the incident. 

	She was the perpetrator. The murderer. And she was probably going to be executed for it.


Chapter 17

Simone was back in her bungalow, but it wasn’t the haven of comfort and safety that it had been only the day before. Now it was literally her prison: she was under house arrest. Antar had told her father what had happened, and now Tor was on his way to Anavilhanas, expected to arrive that evening. The thought of facing her father was killing her. Why didn’t the Legacy just end her life right here, right now, and spare her the torture? There was no way she was going to make it through this whole ordeal alive anyway.

	The Confederation of Immortals, the political body that the Legacy of Tyr served, had been enforcing the No-Kill and No-Show laws with ever-increasing severity during Simone’s lifetime. Every technological advance that humans touted as making the world smaller, making communication easier, also made human discovery of immortals more inevitable. The Code—the laws of No-Kill and No-Show—were seen as the last defense against that discovery. And they were also seen as immortals’ only chance to insure that when that inevitable day finally arrived, it would not mean outright war between humans and immortals. The Confederation’s zero-tolerance policy regarding code violations would show humans that immortals could and would police themselves.

	She really needed to stop thinking about this, she told herself for the hundredth time as she glanced at the old-fashioned clock on the bedside table—also for the hundredth time—to find that about a minute and a half had passed since the last time she’d checked. 

	She was sitting motionless on her bed staring at the opposite wall, trying with all her willpower not to think or look at the clock again, when she heard a soft knock at the bungalow door. After a brief pause, it opened and Antar came in. 

	He sat on his heels in front of her and took both her hands in his. “Simone, let’s go. I know a place where I can hide you. Nobody will find you there and I’ll take care of you.”

	“Antar ...” She couldn’t believe her ears, couldn’t believe the offer he was making. This wasn’t about his loyalty to Tor; it was just about her, about keeping her safe. Goddess, he cared for her. 

	“Let’s go, Sim. I’ll take you far, far away. You know the Legacy can’t provide Sanctuary for people charged with violating Confederation laws. So this is the only way to help you. Let’s go.”

	“But then you’ll be breaking the law. You’ll lose your job and be a wanted criminal. I won’t do that to you.”

	“Don’t worry about it. I’ll be fine. Let’s go.”

	Simone cupped Antar’s face in her palms. Goddess, the expression on his face: he wasn’t just worried about her; he was miserable. 

	She shook her head. “No. I can’t. Even if I was willing to do that to you—which I’m not—it would be weak. I won’t run away. My father would be ashamed of me ... I can’t.”

	“It’s not about honor or shame, Simone. It’s about your life.”

	“I’m the daughter of the King. I am the princess. It is about honor for me.” She leaned forward and kissed Antar gently, almost without touching his lips, and felt his body tense in response.

	What if this was the last time she ever saw him? Simone’s heart wrenched at the thought. If they executed her, she’d die without ever experiencing, even once, what it was like to be with someone she loved. All her affairs had just been games, tests of her charms, explorations of her sexuality. But Antar was so real. And Simone’s feelings for him were real, too; he wasn’t like the others.

	Yes. She’d decided. “I want to be with you. Now.” She brushed Antar’s lips with hers again. His eyes occupied her entire universe at this moment.

	“Simone.” Antar held her fingertips to his lips, his hot breath on them warming her from head to toe. “You don’t love me.”

	Simone was staring at him, blinking—torn between anger that he dared make assumptions about her and longing to reassure him that yes, she did love him; she dreamed of spending her life with him—when Sargas ducked his head in the door.

	“Sorry to interrupt you guys, but your father has arrived, Princess.”

	When she stepped outside, Sargas and Rock moved discretely to flank her. Sweet of them to be so subtle about their prison-guard role, she thought. Her ears caught the throb of approaching helicopters.

	While she’d been inside, the village had changed dramatically, lushly decorated with garlands of tropical flowers and leaves that now hung along walkways and from the roofs of bungalows and had been strewn plentifully through the bushes and trees. The village inhabitants had changed, too, out of their everyday camouflage and into bright, colorful indigenous clothing. And it had all been lit by hundreds of flickering torches that cast dramatic shadows over every surface. She noticed several daring demon children sitting on bungalow roofs, swinging torches above their heads. 

	Simone might have been locked away, contemplating her impending execution and her father’s wrath—but it was party time in Aldeia Alada. 

	She spent so much time with Tor at their residences or going to elite social events that she never saw how much the locals rolled out the red carpet when the Vampire King visited them. For a second, she felt a frisson of pride—and then she was back to being terrified. All of that decoration might have looked like exotic beauty, but for her, it was just another sign of her father’s power. He was going to kill her. Or just be incredibly, horribly disappointed in her. And she wasn’t sure which would be worse.

	A wave of excitement rolled through the crowd as the King’s two helicopters moved into view above the village, hovering over the landing pad, projecting their searchlight beams downward as they prepared to land. The welcoming party—Girtab, Antar, and others whose positions she didn’t know—moved into position. As the helicopters landed, Simone thought she might actually faint.

	As the main helicopter’s rotors slowed down, four intimidating Sekhmi—the King’s bodyguards and members of the Royal pride—descended the stairs and positioned themselves around the copter. Damn, Odji and Anock. Of course, what else did she expect? 

	The last time she’d seen them, they’d been at Arianna’s house, unconscious—because she’d knocked them out with Anock’s own weapon. She wondered if they knew that the King hadn’t even been angry with her about it; if they knew that, they’d be even more pissed. 

	And now on top of everything else Antar was somehow going to find out that she’d been having sex with them—both of them, and sometimes both at the same time—and even though it was just fun and didn’t mean anything, it’d kill whatever chances she might have had with Antar. 

	The King stepped on the ground, his powerful aura spilling across the village and sending a shiver up Simone’s spine. Tor always made a dramatic entry; the power he radiated was palpable. Even with their eyes closed, vampires could discern that they were in the presence of their King. Simone didn’t know about other immortals, but she couldn’t imagine anyone not feeling it.

	And, as always, his appearance made his aura come across even more dramatically. He looked like no one else she’d ever seen, with long, almost metallic platinum hair—usually worn pulled into a ponytail—and stormy, dark-grey eyes, today set off to perfection by grey linen pants and an ankle-length trench coat. Right behind Tor was Theores, the Grey Cardinal of the Council—the Confederation’s governing body—and one of the King’s his most trusted advisors. She was also the closest thing Simone had had to a mother, though she was more like a young, cool aunt. Theores locked eyes with Simone and smiled, the first encouraging sight Simone had seen since before the incident with the tourist.

	Tor, in contrast, had never so much as glanced at Simone as he disembarked from the helicopter, and he still didn’t do so, turning away from her to exchange warm greetings with the Alphas and then spending several minutes exchanging news, and casually chatting. It was only after he and Theores were invited to proceed to the main celebration near the bonfire at the center of the village that he addressed her.

	“I understand we have a lot to talk about.”

	With her heart in her stomach, Simone silently nodded. 

	The King turned to his bodyguards. “Odji, please escort this young lady to the helicopter.”

	For five hours Simone sat alone in the helicopter. While the King and his pride enjoyed the winged demons’ hospitality, she experienced it from a distance, inhaling the aroma of an obviously delicious dinner and hearing the faint strains of dinner background music increase in volume and tempo as the revelers switched from eating to dancing. 

	Finally the celebration died down, the pride members boarded, and the helicopters lifted off. In Manaus they transferred from the helicopter to the pride’s private jet, heading back to France.

	On the white leather chair next to Simone’s, Theores leaned back luxuriously, preparing to relax and enjoy her Pink Sunset. She looked like she’d just stepped out of her dressing room, not like she’d spent the past five hours at an outdoor party in the tropics: form-fitting white slacks completely unmarred, silk blouse unwrinkled, and every lock of her artfully tousled black hair exactly where it should be. Damn, Theores was cool—in the hip sense and the unflusterable sense. 

	Theores’s eyes met hers. “You surprised me, Sim.” She sipped her drink. “When you have an urge to kill, at least learn to do it without witnesses. We all have sins, but we don’t advertise them. I understand it was bloodlust. I’ve been in your shoes. But Sim, there was a whole tribe of winged demons and a substantial portion of the Legacy leadership within sensing range—and a half dozen of them within twenty feet of you. You disappointed me, you really did.”

	And there it was: the disappointment. Simone was almost relieved that she didn’t have to wait any longer. Although this was Theores; she still had to face Tor. 

	Theores summoned the flight attendant and handed her glass to the attractive female vampire who responded. “Please, Tameri, make it a Red Sunset, not a pink one. I guess it was my fault,” Theores continued. “I haven’t taught you to hunt humans. I thought as one of the Elite and as a princess you wouldn’t ever need to know how. But anything can happen, right?”

	“I didn’t mean to kill her,” Simone muttered, not knowing what else to say in her defense. “I didn’t know that human blood was so weak.” That human life was so weak.

	Tameri appeared with a fresh drink—red this time, almost undiluted by champagne. “Perfect; thank you,” said Theores as she accepted the glass. She took a slow sip and closed her eyes in satisfaction.

	“That’s why we keep Amiti.” There was appreciation in her voice, but it was the appreciation of a farmer praising livestock.

	Simone thought of Arianna and wanted to object, but suddenly her stomach swirled with hunger. No, now was not the time to philosophize.

	“Tameri, please, bring me a Red Sunset, too—just like Theores’s.”

	“Of course, Princess.” In a few seconds she was handing Simone a glass of highly concentrated Red Sunset. Great Sekhmet, it was delicious. Savoring the heavenly ambrosia, Simone realized how much she had missed it. Even diluted, even when it came to her from a catheter and not straight from the vein like what Arianna had given her, Amiti blood was incomparable. 

	Damn, why should Simone care where the blood came from? Honestly, why should she?


Chapter 18

Arianna was lying on her side on a hard bed, with a splitting headache and a deep, wrenching pain in her stomach. She was covered with a light grey blanket, in a small room with pale cement walls. There were no windows, just a closed door and a ceiling vent, which apparently was working: the temperature was fine and the air fresh. The bed was against the wall, the only other furniture a small table and a chair. In the opposite corner an opaque plastic compartment extended from floor to ceiling. Through its open door she could see that it held a shower, washbasin, and toilet.

	Totally confused, Arianna moved the blanket aside and sat up, her efforts met with a massive headrush. Once her head stopped spinning, she found that she was wearing something like grey pajamas, or hospital scrubs, made out of thin cotton, with drawstring pants and a short-sleeved v-neck shirt. 

	Her wrists were bandaged. She lifted a bandage to check underneath and gasped: she had horrible red gashes on both wrists, like she’d tried to commit suicide. But she had no memory of trying to kill herself. What the hell was going on? And where was she?

	She got to her feet and was hit by another wave of dizziness. Leaning against the bed, she waited a few moments to regain her balance, then walked across the room to the door. It was locked.

	Being locked in a room with no exit was more than she could take. If the door didn’t open within the next few seconds, she’d have a panic attack. Frantically, she banged on the door with her fist. To her astonishment, it opened immediately, as though someone had been standing on the other side of it just waiting for her knock, and as Arianna stood there, gaping, that someone came in holding a tray of food. 

	During the next second, two things happened at once. One was that the door closed behind the person who’d come in, a harsh metal click announcing that it was locked again. The other was that Arianna registered that the female holding the tray was Elora—and Arianna’s memories rushed back. She’d been kidnapped, abused, and drained of her blood, and then Elora had pushed her outside to a circle of vampires, and they had made her drink something. 

	And that was it. No memories of what had happened next; nothing until just a minute ago when she’d been lying in the bed.

	“Where am I? What did you do to me? Let me out of here!” Her voice sounded desperate. No surprise there, but she’d been hoping for something more authoritative.

	Ignoring her, Elora set the tray down on the table. “Eat.”

	“Let. Me. Out of here.” Arianna repeated, this time more firmly.

	“This is your new home, dear. There is no way out of here.” There was superiority in Elora’s voice, in her smile. “Remember I told you that we would treat you well? The room is clean and the air is fresh. You will also be fed well. Eat.”

	Arianna strode to the table, ignoring her shaking legs, and grabbing the tray, threw it to the floor. “I’m not going to eat your rotten food. Let. Me. Out of here!!”

	Elora slapped her so hard that Arianna flew across the room and hit the opposite wall. She slid to the floor, her head spinning from the blow. She felt blood begin running from her nose. Elora walked over to her, placed her hands on her hips and looked down at her.

	“You have to learn, you little piece of shit, you will be hurt every time you are disrespectful to any of us. You are bloodstock. No name, no identity, no rights. None. Period. Got it?” As if to underscore her statement, Elora bent over and removed the bandages from Arianna’s wrists, exposing the deep red gashes along both wrists. “Do you know what this is?”

	Arianna was silent.

	“You got these scars during the Ritual of Fate which sealed your destiny as a bloodstock and bound you to our pride. You slashed your wrists for us voluntarily. It indicates that you have surrendered to your fate and have gratefully accepted it. These scars will never go away; we took care of that. We used a sacred oil that prevents the scars from healing. They’ll always be there, visibly red. And they’ve been infused with a unique scent in the air so we can track you if you ever try to escape.”

	Arianna stared at the scars, horror-stricken. She didn’t know what to believe anymore. Was it possible that she was only dreaming? Could this just be a nightmare?

	“Well, dear, I need to go now.” Elora picked the dishes up off the floor, put them back on the tray and moved to the door. She knocked twice, with her elbow. The door opened to let Elora out and then closed again behind her with that terrible, final click.

	This had to be a nightmare. Arianna crawled to the door and shoved it with all her might, first pushing, then pulling. But it was locked and heavy, solid; it wasn’t going anywhere. Listlessly, she leaned her back against it, trying to comprehend everything that had happened to her. 

	So, to review: she was drained, and powerless, and this was to be her jail from now on.

	The Sekhmi had taken everything from her, leaving her only the very barest essentials she needed to survive. They’d taken her freedom, her whole world, restricting it to the size of this cell. They even refused to call her by her name. Why? To dehumanize her, to detach themselves from her, to treat her like a thing, not like a living being.

	Arianna felt herself starting to freak out. She sat there on the floor, trying to slow her breathing and heartbeat, Losing her mind wouldn’t help her get out of here; she needed to be able to think, to plan, and in order to do that she needed to stay calm. Breathe in. Breathe out.

	It wasn’t working. What good would thinking do, anyway? She was trapped, totally trapped. She’d never heard of anyone escaping a bloodstock cell; who was she to think she might find a way out?

	The panic attack hit her like a tsunami, pulling her deep beneath the water, the turbulence trying to tear her arms and legs from her body. She rose and threw herself violently against the door, limbs flailing. And did it again and again, over and over.

	“Help! Help! Let me out of here! Let me out!” she was screaming. She felt the popping wrench of her shoulder dislocating, but the sensation meant nothing to her and she kept going. 

	The impact against the door was knocking the wind out of her, but that didn’t matter because soon she wouldn’t be able to breathe anyway: she knew without even having to look that the walls behind her were closing in like in a horror movie, taking the air with them. Exhaustion was setting in, but she kept punching and kicking the door, and she couldn’t scream anymore, so she switched to calling out with her mind—Help! Help! Let me out of here! Let me out!—as she desperately prayed that the door would open and save her from this living hell. 

	But it was too late; the walls were right at her back now, and there was no air left. She sucked in one last breath and then lost consciousness just as she felt the walls crush her, expelling the life from her body.


Chapter 19

The King’s jet landed at the Royal pride’s private airport in the suburbs of Nice, France. Looking out the porthole, Simone saw two black Mercedes and a helicopter, with bodyguard types standing stoically beside each vehicle. Simone recognized all of the bodyguards except the two broad-shouldered ones next to the helicopter. 

	As she disembarked the aircraft, the helicopter guys approached her, displaying upward arrow tattoos on their right hands. Damn, they were from the Legacy; the Confederation’s cops had come for her. Not good.

	“Princess,” the one on the right addressed her. She sensed he was some sort of a were-animal, maybe a wolf or hyena. “You are in the custody of the Legacy until the Court assembly. Please come with us.”

	She knew how this worked; now she would be kept locked up like a common criminal. Why wasn’t there some flexibility around the fact that she was Royalty and didn’t fall into the same category as commoners? She hated this law of the Confederation that treated everybody equally—and she hated these nitpickers who followed the Code to the letter. They probably thought that her father would try to get special treatment for her—or even hide her somewhere beyond their reach. 

	In fact, the King probably could just make all of this go away, but he wasn’t doing a damned thing. “I understand we have a lot to talk about,” he’d said in Aldeia Alada. Yeah, right. He hadn’t said shit to her since then. In fact, he hadn’t said anything to anyone. He’d ignored her completely, like she wasn’t even there. And she hadn’t even dared to make eye contact with him.

	She turned to Theores, who was following her down the steps. “Theores, what am I going to do?” Theores was on the Council; she could get Simone out of this. “Can’t I just go to the villa and be under house arrest there?”

	“I’m afraid not.” Theores shrugged. “I really am sorry, Sim. You have to go with the Legacy for a while.” Then she bent down and whispered into Simone’s ear, “I anticipate that you’ll actually have some fun there.”

	Simone sighed helplessly and followed the Legacy warriors to the helicopter. Tor, Theores, and the rest of the King’s party proceeded to the waiting vehicles.

	Simone watched her father get into the car, hoping he’d at least glance her way, but he didn’t. She kept watching as Odji closed the door and got into the driver’s seat. She couldn’t see through the tinted windows, but she knew he was looking anywhere except at her.

	Why was she so hurt by his behavior? It wasn’t like it was a surprise. He’d always been distant and withdrawn, never affectionate. She felt cheated; she couldn’t remember a single warm embrace from him, not a single hug or even the tender touch of his hand. What it would take for her to win his love? Was she doomed to fight for the love of every man she cared about in her life? What a depressing thought. Maybe before the Confederation killed her she’d write Tor a letter telling him how much she loved him. Maybe then she’d finally get a little attention from him and he’d spend a couple of minutes grieving her death. She called up an image in her mind: Tor at his desk, an unfolded letter in his hand, face grief-stricken. 

	Finally she was getting some comfort from him. Too bad it was just in her imagination—and she’d have to die to make it happen.


Chapter 20

The Royal pride’s residence, Nice, France

Theores usually had only disdain for humans, with their short, shitty lives, but right now she could sympathize with one thing they dealt with: the awkward elevator ride. Other than a couple of terse sentences to Odji and Simone, and of course turning on the royal charm for the winged demons’ celebration, Tor had said nothing in what felt like days.

	The King’s silence had been like a noose slowly strangling them to the point where no one could even bring themselves to ask Tor whether he wanted them to stick around. She, Anock, and Odji had piled into the elevator after him, and then the three of them had frozen, throwing furtive glances at each other, silently asking which floor? The King had punched his button—and Theores was off the hook, since she and Tor both occupied suites on the mansion’s top floor. But that left Anock and Odji to figure out whether to peel off at their living quarters on the third floor or stay with Tor and Theores. She shot a barely observable shrug at Odji and Anock and they shrugged back. 

	And then the moment was over—the elevator was moving, and neither of them had pushed a button—so fourth floor it was. And the silence continued.

	They were all so tense that when Tor’s hand shot out to push the emergency stop button, they all jerked in surprise. Tor either didn’t notice or pretended not to.

	“I have two things to say,” the King began. 

	Well okay then: it was going to be an impromptu meeting right here. 

	“One: my daughter’s hearing before the Council will be for appearance’s sake only, and only because I recognize their need to display a façade of equal treatment for all. Two, Anock and Odji, you are to go to her immediately and stay with her until this farce ends. I don’t care if the Legacy doesn’t want you there; get in there and stay on her like white on rice. Nothing bad happens to her. Understand?” They nodded. “And Theores, I need you in my study.” His hand jabbed out again, lightning-fast, hitting the button for the bodyguards’ floor and releasing the emergency stop, and then it was stillness and silence again as the elevator glided upward. Anock and Odji gave her sympathetic glances as they got off. 

	It wasn’t fear of the King behind their discomfort; it was not knowing what he’d do or what they should do. The guy was as upset as she’d ever seen him, but he was always such a damn machine about not showing emotions—positive or negative—that even she couldn’t get a fix on the subtleties; all she could do was identify the broad outlines, like anger or pleasure. Right now it was sadness and frustration, and maybe even a little fear.

	The elevator arrived at their floor, and he stalked quickly past her and into his suite, leaving her to catch up. In the study, it was like all the air had left the room. Tor stood at the bar, his back to her, pouring and tossing back some kind of booze at an astonishing speed, his hands moving so quickly that he was probably getting impatient having to wait for gravity to drain the liquid out of the bottle. At the sound of the door closing, his body abruptly tensed and sagged all at once. 

	He was like this when he was upset; his ordinarily smooth, liquid motions gone, replaced by this staccato combination: total stillness interrupted by speed that was blurry even to Theores’s thousand-year-old vampire eyes. She imagined that humans would’ve only seen a series of still images, like photographs, with nothing between them. Her job was to shut up for a couple of minutes while he calmed himself—

	Shit! She jumped again as he exploded into motion. The bottle smashed against the wall and the surface of his desk was suddenly bare. It all happened so fast that by the time her senses registered the sounds—crashing bottle, thunks of laptop, lamp, and who-knew-what-else off the desk, and then the fluttering of paper settling to the floor—Tor was already sitting in the desk chair.

	She quickly assessed the situation. Dented wall from the force of Tor hurling the bottle. Not much liquid, so he’d almost drained it first—and damn, that was expensive Scotch; a part of her that had never adjusted to living in luxury flinched at the waste. Assorted crap strewn across the floor: paper, pens, shards of crystal—paperweights?—everywhere. Crunches of metal that used to be a laptop and lamp.

	And he was scrubbing his hands over his face, massaging his temples, looking so tired and drained, harsh lines etched on his face from the tightness of his expression. She marveled again at his ability to keep his feelings under wraps in public, even around his pride. 

	Finally, he spoke, starting mid-thought like they’d already been talking—which was fine: she knew him well enough that it might as well have been true. “Obviously as Simone’s pride we have to recuse ourselves from the Council vote. Without direct input, we must use our influence in other ways.” He switched modes, enunciating his words slowly, decisively. “Theores, I am counting on you to make sure this goes away. I need you to work with the Council, pull any and all strings, call in favors—whatever you need to do to ensure that there will be no mistakes. We both understand that Simone’s Court appearance is no more than a mockery, a show for the attendees. It must stay that way; there must be no death penalty. Is this something you are absolutely certain you can arrange? Don’t say yes just to mollify me. This is too important.”

	Out of respect for him, she ran through the situation in her mind once more even though she knew she could—she would—take care of everything. “Yes. Of course. Don’t worry; I’ll take care of it. Don’t even concern yourself with such matters.” She paused for a second. “You know I love her, too.”

	“Yes. Thank you.” Tor packed a lot into those three words, and Theores saw his face relax a little. Of course he was still worried, would be until this situation officially ended, but she felt a flush of gratification over their exchange. She knew her unofficial job title was trusted advisor to the King, and this was what that meant: he could ask if she had things under control, she could say yes, and he’d believe her.

	“Well then, since I have the situation with Simone under control, we should probably switch gears and deal with the Sekhmi pride that has Arianna.”

	“Yeah. What a clusterfuck that turned into.”

	“I know. I’m sorry. It seems to have stabilized, Sire. Shall I set up a call with our contact?”

	“It’s not your fault. It was ultimately my call; it’s my responsibility. Yes, go ahead and initiate contact.”

	Theores glanced at the mangled laptop on the floor and excused herself to go find one that worked.

* * *

Tor literally had not had a moment alone since receiving word about Simone’s unfortunate mistake, and his normally reliable mind had been stuck in a loop of worry about her ever since. But now, with Theores taking over the Council situation, it was time to switch to the business side of things, from thinking of Simone as his daughter to viewing her as one piece of a puzzle that had to be solved.

	Simone was important to him, but she was crucial to the Sekhmi as a whole. She was not only the princess; she was the Keeper of the Mystery of Life. Istara had appointed her to that role shortly after her birth, and for a while everything had gone smoothly. Marcus—leader of the Order of the Eye of Ra, Arianna’s father, and the one Tor blamed for Istara’s fate—had become less belligerent. Presumably he’d been distracted by fatherhood and secure in the knowledge that the Amiti Queen was under his wing, and planned to wait until Arianna came into her powers before taking more aggressive steps to gather the Keepers in preparation for turning the Key.

	But then Marcus had died, the Order had apparently lost track of Arianna, and Oberon, the Keeper of the Hidden and the Order’s new leader, had led renewed efforts to locate and mobilize the Keepers. The main obstacle in their way was Simone, the half-blood Keeper who would never cooperate with them. Simone, who without even knowing it yet, was ensuring the survival of the entire vampire race.

	The Order’s problem would be solved, and Simone’s Keeper powers brought back into Amiti hands, if they assassinated Simone. Tor knew their pursuit of her was a matter of when, not if, and took every precaution to keep his daughter safe. The Guardians of the Lioness, under Anock’s capable leadership, had operatives’ ears to the ground at all times, and their intelligence-gathering skills were excellent. His two favorite bodyguards, Anock and Odji, watched over her day and night. 

	But still, it was too risky for the Sekhmi. They needed more than one half-blood Keeper as security against the Key from being turned. 

	What they really needed was to have the Amiti Queen back on their side. That would give them two Keepers with veto powers, and with the Queen also responsible for appointing new Keepers, they could get more—or get her to leave the positions vacant. 

	And besides, Tor was missing the Gift of Ra he’d gotten from Istara, which had faded almost completely over the twenty-odd years since her death. For a while now he’d been discouraging challengers with his intimidating history and menacing stares, but eventually, if he didn’t get back the Gift of Ra or something like it—and there wasn’t anything like it—someone would challenge him for the throne, and they might very well win.

	In short, the situation was a no-brainer: get the Queen. The challenge was how to make the girl cooperate. Encouraging Simone to befriend her, keep track of her location, and stay with her as much as possible had given them a solid start, but what they really needed was to get the young Amiti Queen under their roof—and totally obedient to Tor’s will.

	It was Theores who eventually came up with a workable plan. With Tor’s approval, she’d carefully chosen a Sekhmi and given her information about how to find Arianna. She and her pride would abduct the Amiti Queen and keep her as bloodstock for up to two months. At that point Tor would “rescue” her from her unbearable existence, and the pride that abducted her would be eliminated. The Royal pride would welcome the young Queen into their family with open arms, making her feel loved and cherished. She’d grow attached to them, see them as her primary family. And most importantly, she’d fall in love with Tor. She’d be his puppet, and he’d hold the strings.

	Vampires would never have fallen for that kind of smoke and mirrors, but Amiti—especially the young ones—were soft, loving, and submissive by nature, dwelling entirely in their hearts. Ignoring common sense, they put their loved ones above everything and everybody else. It would be impossible for Arianna to do anything that harmed the one she loved or anyone else in her new family. She’d keep them safe at all costs, and that would make her the vampires’ guarantee against any further action by the Keepers. 

	Unfortunately, the Sekhmi pride had not proven compliant. No one knew exactly what had happened—Simone had been tight-lipped about the incident—but according to Antar, they had kidnapped his daughter along with Arianna, and Simone’s throat had been torn and drunk from, the experience nearly killing her. As if that hadn’t been bad enough, Tor had to assume that the injury had caused the bloodlust that led Simone to kill the human, so this pride was also responsible for his daughter’s current difficulties. 

	He would personally kill all of them with his bare hands.

	Theores was back. He nodded at her and she moved the laptop into position on his desk. “Elora,” she reminded him as she opened the laptop and established the connection.

	The female—Elora—appeared on the screen. She smiled eagerly at Tor, gushing some my liege and so pleased to be talking with you bullshit. Tor didn’t smile back or acknowledge what she’d said..

	“Elora. I must confess I am gravely disappointed. We gave you a great deal of responsibility, and so far you have failed to meet expectations. How is it, exactly, that my daughter was almost killed?”

	Elora blushed and her jaw clenched in what Tor read as embarrassment. “I apologize for the mishap. As agreed, I brought my pride to Anavilhanas, and we found a way to intercept Arianna. Regrettably, the princess was with her. I assumed that we would leave your daughter, but Khay, our pride’s leader, had his own agenda and would not be talked out of it. He attempted to perform the Shay-Nefer ceremony with her, intending to steal your daughter’s life-force so that you wouldn’t be able to kill him. Fortunately, Khay was ignorant as to how Shay-Nefer works and the ritual was not completed, so there is no danger for Simone. I apologize once again, Your Majesty.”

	New plan: he would still kill all of them with his bare hands, but he was going to slowly shred this Khay fucker piece by piece, burning each piece as he went. 

	He willed his face to remain placid. “Enough about that. How is Arianna faring?”

	“She is struggling. She is panicked, frightened, depressed, and demoralized.”

	“Good. But given your questionable record thus far, what assurances can you give us that we won’t see more of this inability to meet out terms, that this Amiti female will be alive in two months?” 

	Now she really looked uncomfortable. “Khay thinks he already got what he wanted, my liege, and though he can be reckless, I don’t expect him to do anything that would threaten the Amiti. She’s also currently our only bloodstock, and her blood is excellent quality. That makes her worth keeping alive.”

	He exchanged a look with Theores. “Very well, then. Continue according to the plan.”

	“Of course, Your Majesty. But you need to guarantee my safety. If my pride finds out about my deception, they’ll kill me!”

	You’ll die anyway, thought Tor, while Theores smoothly lied: “Once this is over, we’ll take good care of you, as promised. You need not fear retaliation from your pride. If I were you, I’d be more concerned about what you have to fear from us if you’re unable to turn over a live Amiti at the end of this period. You may treat her as you would any bloodstock—but I don’t need to remind you of the consequences if you don’t ensure that she stays alive. Good luck.” 

	Theores pushed a remote control button and disconnected, then turned to Tor. “You see, my friend, you’ll be a prince from a fairy tale, a knight in shining armor who rescues the poor imprisoned queen from the dungeon. You will be irresistible to her. Trust me, she’ll be putty in your hands—or I know nothing about the female psyche.”


Chapter 21

Arianna was walking around her dreary cell, measuring it with her steps. She couldn’t afford another panic attack; she needed to evaluate her situation calmly and clearly, to review her options—assuming she had any. No. Don’t think that way. There’s always something. You just have to think of it. She’d been depleted of her powers and cut off from the outside world. It seemed that her future was to serve as bloodstock for these damn vampires. Not an appealing thought. She must act. There must be a way out. There has to be.

	Over the next few days, Arianna tried everything she could think of. First she focused on her blood-bond, trying to connect to Simone, but somehow couldn’t sense her. Maybe because she was too anxious and the blood-bond required concentration. Or was that a power that was depleted along with the others? Everything her father had tried to teach her had seemed so abstract then and was so urgent now, but her brain was foggy and his memory was so far away. Don’t worry about it. Just keep going; try something else now and try the blood-bond again later.

	So she attacked the Sekhmi with her bare hands when they came to deliver her food. She threw food at them. She bargained, pleaded, yelled and screamed. She threatened to burn them to ashes as soon as she regained her powers. It was all in vain. To the Sekhmi, her efforts were as pathetic as those of a bug trying to escape from a glass jar.

	She passionately appealed to Hathor, begging for the Goddess’s help, even though she knew, as her father had taught her, that the Gods never interfere directly in the lives of their creations. Instead, like good parents, they allowed their children to find their own solutions, to escape on their own from the traps they fell into. Supposedly they believed it was important to their children’s evolution. But how can I evolve when I’m wasting away in this cell? she cried out to the Goddess. Of course, no one answered her.

	Arianna paced the room, end to end, over and over, back and forth until she thought she would lose her mind. She counted her steps, she counted each breath, counted the seconds that passed: one one-thousand, two one-thousand ... 

	Periodically a Sekhmi would come to her room to exchange the trays of food. And that was it—the only thing that happened, ever. The silence and sensory deprivation were becoming palpable, taking shape as entities. She could see how you’d go crazy, starting to think of them as separate things with lives of their own. Surely the Sekhmi didn’t believe that air and food were all living beings needed to survive?

	Days merged into nights in an endless stream of tedium. She had no idea what time of day it was or how long she had been here. She imagined being locked up in here for a hundred years. She knew, though, that it had only been a week; vampires needed their feeding approximately once a week. She found a worn patch on the wall where she could scratch marks after every time they drained her, feeling a small sense of triumph at her foresight.

	And of course it happened. She thought she’d be prepared, even occasionally suspected she might welcome the interruption from the nothingness that occupied every other minute. She realized how wrong she’d been the second the door opened to admit Elora and Sef. Without a word, Sef dragged Arianna to her bed and pushed her onto it. When she tried to kick and bite him, he slapped her so hard that she saw stars and her head spun. With one hand on her forehead and the other on her sternum, Sef held her immobile on the bed. Elora tied a tourniquet to Arianna’s upper arm and inserted the catheter into her vein. When the jar was filled, and the catheter and tourniquets removed, they both left the room. Neither had spoken a word.

	Pushing through her nausea, past the dizziness, she collected all the strength that had left in her and focused on her blood-bond, yelling into it Simone! Simone! Hear me. I need your help! Simone!


Chapter 22

“I hear you,” Simone whispered.

	She was receiving some sort of distress signal from Arianna, but she was so anxious that she couldn’t pull herself together to focus on the blood-bond. Dammit, what good was having a blood-bond if you couldn’t get it to work when you got upset or distracted—right when you needed it most? Although ... obviously Arianna was able to call out to her despite being upset. But it was useless, worse than useless, to know only that your blood-bond was in trouble, without knowing what it was, or what you could do about it. 

	She stopped trying to connect. What did it matter? She might die in a couple of days. 

	She would probably die, and it would be a shameful death.

	Like a lioness in a cage, Simone paced her room at the Legacy mansion where she’d been placed under house arrest, trying to figure out what to do. But nothing was coming into her mind. She was powerless to do anything but surrender to her fate: the Confederation Court. Having witnessed a few sessions, she knew what her future held and it froze her blood.

	The Court sessions were shameless spectacles, wildly popular among immortals, attracting huge crowds eager to see the punishments meted out immediately following the Court’s judgments. No appeals were permitted; judgment was final and punishment carried out on the spot. And there was always some punishment involved, because no one was ever found innocent in these sessions. All cases involved violation of the No-Kill law, and all included ample evidence of the crime, usually provided by the Legacy’s winged demons and their ability to sense violent death and the circumstances surrounding it. In the eyes of the Council a death of a human was a death of a human, no matter the circumstances. So guilt was established; it was just a question of degree.

	As in human courts, each defendant was assigned a prosecutor, who presented the case against the accused, and a defender, who argued for leniency and described any mitigating circumstances. After listening to the arguments, the Council voted in the same style used at the gladiator shows in ancient Rome: thumbs up or down. Simple.

	The Chief of the Council, who’d been elected by the Council membership, counted the votes. If the majority were thumbs down, the accused was executed on the spot to the delight of the excited crowd. That was one image Simone couldn’t escape: the idea of dying in an arena to the sound of banshee howls and thunderous applause. The condemned were decapitated with a sword in accordance with ancient customs. The punishment was swift and brutal. The heads were placed on the ground below the presidium until the end of the session, then burned along with the bodies they had been attached to.

	If the majority of the votes were thumbs up, other, less severe punishment was handed down: whipping, amputation of wings, pulling out of fangs or claws, facial or body branding, or any number of others, depending on the species and the severity of the crime. Simone didn’t want to die—her life had barely begun—but imagining the tortures that could be inflicted on her if things went “well” was cold comfort.

	Speaking of cold comfort, she’d been informed that her trial had become a sold-out show. Anticipating its popularity, ticket prices had been doubled, and now scalpers were selling tickets for astronomical prices. The thought disgusted Simone ... but at the same time it did sort of stroke her ego to be that popular. Or maybe it was her father? Tor had been in power for more than a thousand years. In that time he’d probably managed to create enough friends and enemies to fill the arena—friends and enemies who were here now to support him or to relish the vampire king’s very public humiliation.

	At eight o’clock that night Simone and the two other accused being tried at the night’s session were provided with a dinner of their choice—a gift from the Council, as this could be their last meal. Simone had chosen Dom Perignon White Gold Jeroboam, the most expensive Champagne she could think of at seventeen thousand dollars a bottle. She was sure she’d like it just fine, but she’d mostly selected it as a small revenge, to decrease the Council’s profit from her suffering. For the meal itself, she’d opted to have Beluga caviar with lightly toasted bread; filet mignon, medium rare; fresh baby asparagus; sautéed shiitake mushrooms; and strawberries and cream for dessert.

	She wasn’t really hungry, and only drank some Champagne for courage as she nibbled on one of the strawberries. She wanted to throw herself on her bed and cry, but she couldn’t do it. She was a princess, the daughter of the King, a dignified member of the Royal pride. She would not disappoint her father or be a source of embarrassment to him. She would meet her fate with her head held high.

* * *

Somewhere

She would fight her fate with her head held high. Get up, girl. Arianna talked to herself; she’d heard somewhere that it helped. 

	She was going to throw up, and she would make it to the toilet. This was her new goal, right now. Small victories, she told herself. The very smallest, if that was all she could have. 

	She rolled off the bed and collapsed to the floor, her head reeling. Bile rising in her throat, she crawled on hands and knees to the toilet. She just made it before the vomit spewed from her mouth, splattering the toilet seat and the wall behind it. Then there was more, and more. Where was it coming from? She’d barely eaten! Hovering over the toilet on her hands and knees, she threw up until there were only dry heaves; her stomach had emptied. Then she crawled back to her bed and crashed into it.


Chapter 23

Simone opened the door to find Odji and Anock standing outside, each holding something behind his back like he was hiding it. Their smiles said it was something good. 

	“We’re here to escort you to the Court. But first: we brought you gifts. I hope you like them.” Odji handed her a pale blue box tied with a cobalt-blue ribbon.

	Simone took it from him and removed the lid. Nestled in folds of tissue paper was what she suspected was an absolutely delectable gown. She picked it up by the shoulders and held it up in front of her. Yes, it was amazing: black silk and velvet with hand-sewn glass beads covering the bodice and neckline. Wearing black at the Court represented the unknown fate of the accused; defendants were free to wear anything they wished as long as it was black.

	Simone took the box and disappeared into the bathroom, reappearing a few minutes later wearing the gown. The exquisite black silk cascaded around her like thousands of obsidian stars, shimmering with each step she took. This was a dress fit for a queen.

	Both Odji and Anock dropped their jaws. Of course she knew it was deliberate, for comic relief. And she was grateful for it; Goddess knew she’d take any kind of relief she could get right now. Simone took their jaws in her hands and pushed them back in place.

	“You like it ... hmm?” She smiled seductively, her eyes challenging, she hoped.

	“You look stunning, Princess, absolutely stunning.”

	Anock was still holding something behind his back. “You didn’t by any chance bring me some shoes to go with this gown, did you? Surely I am not to present myself in front of the Council like a barefoot peasant.” Was she flirting with them at a time like this? Was she actually aroused? Yes, she was. And like the comic relief, it was good. She’d take it. 

	“Yes, of course.” Anock showed her a second box, opening it to reveal a pair of black patent-leather Gucci sandals with four-inch heels. The sandals matched the dress to perfection. Transparent straps gave the illusion of a bare foot being an extension of the heels. Sexy, very sexy.

	Dear Sekhmet, she didn’t want to die. She had so many things left to do, like wearing these exquisite shoes to a formal gala. And another thing she had to do? These guys. Now.

	Landing on the corner of her king-sized bed, she pulled up the hem of her dress, exposing long legs with the musculature of a ballerina. “Can you please help me put them on?”

	Odji immediately dropped to his knees in front of her. She put a bare foot on his thigh and handed him a shoe. She liked seeing him smile in anticipation, knowing perfectly well what would follow this innocent request. Having been her lover for two years now, he easily sensed the slightest nuances of her mood.

	Odji took Simone’s foot from his thigh, caressing it as he placed it on his chest. He slid his hands up her shapely legs, studying her reaction carefully, his gaze deep, penetrating. Simone’s body began to tremble slightly, and she leaned back against the pillows on the bed.

	“What about you, Anock? Aren’t you going to help your princess put on these shoes?”

	She could read him well, too—and he made it easy for her, even cursing shit under his breath as he got down on his knees next to Odji and took Simone’s other foot. It was funny: he always acted like he was sick and tired of entertaining her, like he resented the fact that she could always bring out the worst in him. How did she do it? By being a spoiled bitch, and by not being afraid to act like one.

	Like right now, ignoring the lack of enthusiasm with which he brought her foot to his lips and sucked on her toes. She’d trained them both well in how to make her scream with pleasure. Anock always seemed to want to disappear when she started her sexual games, but she knew his body couldn’t resist what she was offering even if his heart wasn’t in it. She wondered if he knew that his struggle to hold back only heightened her arousal. And it was a two-for-one deal, because it made the moment when he finally submitted to her, to his desire for her, even more delicious. It made her feel so fucking hot to be so irresistible to him.

	The thought of being in command of these two gorgeous males sent a wave of liquid heat throughout her body. Yes, boys, sex is a game, and this is only the beginning. She spread her legs to let them see the apex of her thighs, the wetness she knew had soaked her panties. It thrilled her that both of them were intensely aware of her arousal. Oh yeah, they were responding just as she wanted them to: brows furrowed, eyes a little glazed, breathing shallow. Another ripple of excitement shuddered through her.

	“You wouldn’t keep a dying girl from getting what she wants at a time like this, would you?” She arched her back and looked at them expectantly through half-closed eyes.

	The guys leapt into action. Not taking his eyes off what she’d been showing him, Odji’s hands dove up her dress to get rid of the panties while Anock quickly undressed. Then they switched places and Odji was stripping while Anock took her into his arms, unzipped and slipped off her dress, and tossed it over a chair. Simone’s breath caught in her throat: these males were magnificent, and they were her toys. She leaned over to Anock and found his lips with hers. He kissed her hard, almost brutally, and roughly fondled her breasts. Wasn’t she perfect? If only she wasn’t so spoiled and dominant. Simone moaned as rapture rippled through her body. When Anock broke the kiss, she was gasping for breath.

	“I want you inside me.” She addressed both of them, and she knew she wouldn’t have to ask twice.

	Odji, who’d been busy covering her belly with kisses, leapt to comply with her invitation. In a flash he’d repositioned himself between her legs, pulled her legs apart and plunged into her. He was an attentive lover, thrusting slowly and luxuriously, with an extra push at the end that locked him into her like he couldn’t get close enough. Simone writhed under him, her whole body smoldering with ecstasy as she matched the movements of her hips to his, tuning into Odji’s rhythm. But she was impatient tonight, and soon she was pushing against him, urging him to thrust faster and harder. He knew what she wanted and increased the intensity, but not quite as much as she wanted. He held back a little, teasing her until she was squirming and frantic, and then he let loose. Her mouth again merged with Anock’s, searching for his tongue, as the first wave of her climax overtook her.

	Without giving her time to recover, the guys switched places and Anock’s hard cock was shoving into her, hard. There’d be no teasing from him, just rough, relentless, delicious, mind-blowing fucking like he intended to tear her apart—and like he knew it was exactly what she needed. Within seconds, he had her on the edge again, her body thrashing, sobbing with pleasure. Oh Yes! She knew how to get the best out of him, how to get him to give it all to her. She pulled Odji’s head to her breast and as she felt his teeth on her hard nipple she let herself be swept away on the tide of erotic sensation that the two males were creating for her.

	Life was beautiful and full of surprises if you knew how to make them happen.

	“Oh, yes, Anock,” Simone gasped, moving her hips, “don’t stop, don’t stop.” She came again and again, shuddering with explosive pleasure taking her to familiar heights.


Chapter 24

Simone had finally collapsed, exhausted and limp in Odji’s arms. Anock’s job here was done. The princess was satisfied.

	He got off her and locked himself in the bathroom, not caring whether she needed to use it. In the shower, he leaned his forehead against the tile, his breathing heavy, feeling empty and desolate. This was not how it was supposed to be, these mindless sexual marathons with females of the Elite. Anock was betraying her over and over again ... 

	He turned on the tap and let the lukewarm water wash over him. Closing his eyes, he called upon her. She’d been coming to him for three years, almost every night in his dreams and sometimes during the day when he was longing for her. Anock knew nothing about her, not her name, her age, or who she was. Even though she was a fantasy, Anock knew that she really existed, and he’d been searching for her everywhere, never giving up his faith that one day he would find her. He needed her in his life more than air.

	Now he envisioned her enchanting green eyes filled with sadness and love. She was the one who loved Anock in spite of everything, in spite of all the evil he’d done. She could see beyond the façade he created for the rest of the world, see straight into his soul. He felt her love with every fiber of his body—and he felt the touch of her lips, as light as a breeze.

	Anock imagined cuddling her, moving aside long spirals of her soft hair and pressing his mouth to her temple. “I love you,” he whispered hollowly. “Come to me.” Where are you? I need you. Hear me. Come to me. I’m so tired of being alone ....

	She reached to him, rising on her toes, lovingly kissing his cheek. Anock dropped his chin to her head and allowed his body to feel her presence. He slid his hand over his chest, across the muscles of his abdomen, and then lower, imagining that she was touching him, her body replacing those of Simone and every other woman he’d ever been with, restoring him, making him whole ... 

	After a moment he got out of the shower, shaking the water from his head and the sweet vision of his illusory mate from his tortured mind. There was nothing in the world Anock wouldn’t have given to find her.

	He put his clothes on and returned to the bedroom where Simone was putting her clothes back on while Odji kept her company. He thought she glared at him, but he wasn’t looking her way, just heading straight for the door

	“See you downstairs.”

	Antar was standing at the end of the hall, staring out the window with his back to Anock. Antar’s posture told Anock everything he needed to know: Antar had heard them. 

	When he got to Antar, he placed his hand on his shoulder. “Maybe it’s for the better, brother.” 

	Anock and Antar had both been adopted and raised by Tor. They were good friends and professional partners in many security-related activities, and they shared a deep mutual respect. Because of their shared history and interests, Anock knew almost everything about Antar—and what he didn’t know on that basis, he knew because it was his job to know everything about all of the key figures in the Confederation.

	He knew, for example, that Antar’s heart had been broken twice, and that Antar had never really recovered. He’d just buried the pain deep inside and dedicated his life to the Legacy and his brothers. Since those betrayals, he’d never had a serious relationship, only brief affairs or one-night stands. But like the majority of immortal males, Antar still longed for his true mate.

	Poor guy, thought Anock. He thinks Simone is his mate.

	“You came to save Simone.”

	“No.” Antar’s voice was calm.

	“Don’t lie to me. I know you too well. Listen to me, brother.” He grabbed Antar by his arm, demanding his attention. “She isn’t worthy of you. Simone isn’t the one you’re waiting for. She’s not capable of a real relationship. And I’m glad you found it out now and not after you trusted her with your heart. She’d chew it up and spit it out. Keep it for yourself, brother. We need the Legacy Alpha in one piece.”

	Antar didn’t answer. Removing Anock’s hand from his arm, he turned around and strode rapidly down the stairs.


Chapter 25

Somewhere 

Arianna flinched when the door opened and Khay entered her cell. She hadn’t seen him—or the strawberry-blond female with him—since the ritual. Looked like it was time for bloodletting again. 

	Her torture was repeated. Khay held Arianna still on the bed while the female—Khay called her Bahiti—drew the blood. They teased each other, laughing and joking suggestively. Ugh, they were actually aroused by the blood, and also probably by the fact that they were forcing her to submit to them.

	Her theory that they were lovers was confirmed as they left the room. Khay blocked Bahiti at the door and pulled her to him kissing her lewdly. Bahiti responded with the same enthusiasm, throwing one arm around his shoulders and holding the jar of blood in the other.

	Then Khay shoved his hand up Bahiti’s blouse and she dropped the jar. 

	It exploded in shards that flew across the cement floor, leaving Arianna’s blood to spread in a forlorn puddle where it had hit. 

	Arianna went cold inside. They were going to draw more blood to replace what they had lost. The pride’s weekly feeding was their priority, no matter the cost to her.

	Now Arianna understood precisely the fate thousands of Amiti had to endure. Her father’s stories took on a new life, no longer a distant history that had happened to someone else, but the reality experienced every day by real people. Her people. 

	She’d always known that at some point she’d have to take the reins as Queen of the Amiti, but she hadn’t fully understood what that meant. Her experiences as bloodstock had been accumulating, piling one degradation on top of the next, and watching her blood pooling on the floor was the last straw. Now Arianna wanted to help the Amiti not only because as their Queen she was obligated to; she wanted to help them as one of them, as one who had suffered the same fate, had felt on her own skin what it meant to be bloodstock. 

	She’d always dismissed her father’s repeated assertion that she was the most important of the Amiti. It had seemed like the kind of thing any father might tell his child, and accepting it seemed immodest, somehow. But now she got it. It wasn’t a compliment, an ego-stroke delivered by a doting father. It was a fact. She had a calling to fulfill. 

	And her death was a luxury neither she nor her people could afford. From now on, she had to stay alive by all means.

	How ironic was it that she’d realized her significance at the very moment when she’d experienced herself being treated like she was utterly worthless? Even now Khay was putting his hands back on her to hold her down again. 

	“Wait,” she cried out as Bahiti prepared to insert a catheter into Arianna’s other arm. “You can’t take so much blood at one time. It could kill me. Please, let me recover for at least a day.” 

	“Shut up!” Bahiti slapped her across the face, then inserted the catheter. Much to Arianna’s surprise, she was still conscious when Bahiti finished with her. 

	On the way out, Bahiti stopped at the door and looked back at Arianna with disdain. Seductively she grabbed the back of Khay’s neck and pulled his mouth to hers. She kissed him, but her eyes were on Arianna’s. She was putting on a show for Arianna, flaunting her freedom and connection to someone else: Look what you are missing.

	Arianna just stared at her indifferently. At that instant she decided that she would never again show any Sekhmi her weakness. She wouldn’t give them that pleasure. 

	But after Bahiti and Khay left, she broke down and sobbed. She longed desperately for some form—any form—of affection: a hug, a gentle stroke across her cheek, the feel of a loved one’s heartbeat next to hers. It wasn’t until she’d lost these natural, everyday gestures that she realized how much they meant in her life. 

	She tried calling for Simone again, but something really dramatic was happening to her sister, and Simone was too agitated to pick up her signals. Arianna could sense that Simone was in serious trouble and might need Arianna’s help. But what could she do from here? It was devastating to be locked in here knowing that Simone’s life was in danger. 

	Arianna reached through the blood-bond again. Yes, that’s what it was: Simone’s life was in danger; she knew it for certain.

	If only—if only—Arianna could escape. Pushing herself back into the very corner of her bed, where the cell’s walls met, she closed her eyes and imagined power flooding her body, imagined herself shooting that amazing pure white energy blast at the door to her cell, blowing it up into a thousand pieces. The members of the Sekhmi pride burst through the doorway and she blasted them, too, laughing as their bodies disintegrated as though she’d set them on fire. Or as though they’d been immolated by lightning bolts, because that’s what her power felt like. Lightning, coming out of her own body, streaming from her own hands.

	And then the image shifted. She was in the cell, right where she was sitting now, staring in horror at two beheaded bodies on the floor. In this version, the door exploded into a thousand pieces, but the blast came from the outside. A man walked through the space where the door had been, coming for her. She didn’t know whether to cringe or welcome him.

	Then it was like she was in his body, seeing herself through his eyes—half hidden by her hair, huddled in the corner of her bed, her knees pulled up to her chin and her arms wrapped around her legs. Her skin was ashen and she was thin and exhausted. Was she starving? 

	She felt his heart twist at the sight of her, felt an invisible hand tighten his throat. And then she felt a compulsion flaring up inside him. He had to protect her. 

	He approached her slowly. Carefully, as though handling a wounded bird, he lifted her and cradled her in his arms. His heart was breaking, his world falling apart. He felt all of her loneliness and her pain.

	And Arianna was flooded with gratitude that he understood her, and she knew that she already loved him. She molded her body against his and felt at peace.

	He carried her up the flight of stairs and when they stepped outside, the sunlight blinded her, but she turned her face toward it anyway, dissolving in the amazing world of sun, love, and freedom.


Chapter 26

“Don’t worry,” Odji said after several minutes of silence on the drive from the mansion to the trial. He was driving and kept his eyes on the road ahead of him as he spoke. “Everything’s going to be okay. Your father’s had Theores on it full-time since you were brought here. She’s been working her magic on this whole fiasco, making sure you’ll be fine. He won’t let anything happen to you.”

	Hope unfurled like wings in Simone’s chest. Odji sounded so confident about the outcome.

	And ... maybe her father really loved her after all?

	“Listen carefully,” Odji continued, maneuvering his way along the narrow streets of the city. “This is what the King wants you to do.”

	Simone was all ears. The pieces all seemed to be set in place, but it wasn’t going to be free; there’d be a price to pay.

	“You can describe what happened at Shay-Nefer, but you must not mention anything about Arianna. Just forget that she’s your sister. Very few vampires know that Istara had an Amiti heir and that there’s a young Queen. We need to keep her off the radar as much as possible.”

	“Well, of course. Sure, that makes a lot of sense.”

	“Good.”

	The car stopped in front of the Arles Amphitheatre, a monumental building similar to the Colosseum in Rome. Built in the first century AD when Arles flourished as part of the Roman Empire, it accommodated over twenty thousand spectators. Back then, they came to watch gladiators, chariot races, animal slayings, and executions. Now, humans came to watch bullfighting, plays, and concerts—and immortals came to watch the Confederation’s Council hear cases and judge and punish the accused. 

	And now Simone was about to become a part of that history. 

	As she approached, flanked by Anock and Odji, the amphitheatre seemed silent and empty, but then everything changed. They passed through the energy shield erected on these occasions to conceal those present from human passers-by, and the whole area exploded with light and sound. Shit, it really was sold out. 

	Simone paused for a moment just before stepping out into the floodlights. She was entering at one end of a huge, oval arena that yawned before her, surrounded by tiers of terraced seating packed with spectators. In the arena’s center stood several contraptions related to various types of punishment—she couldn’t even look at them right now or she’d throw up. At the far end, a newly-built raised dais held sections of VIP seating arranged like large box seats in a theater. At the dais’s center, a smaller semicircular platform rose slightly higher—clearly where the Council would sit in judgment. 

	The whole dais was festooned in the Confederation’s official colors, deep maroon and gold, with banners displaying its emblem: a crowned, winged serpent devouring its own tail. Each element in the emblem was rife with symbolism, the kind of thing children learned in school. Simone remembered learning that the serpent itself, Uroboros, symbolized immortals’ regenerative capacity. She wondered if the Council had considered the irony of flaunting it here, where so many immortals’ regeneration ended. 

	She took a deep breath, gathered all of her dignity about her, and entered the arena, grateful to have Anock and Odji with her. 

	The crowd exploded with applause and whistles. But Simone wasn’t a fool; she knew why they were excited. The vampire princess had arrived to be judged for the entertainment of the crowd.

	Holding her head high, she completed the seemingly endless walk to the far end of the arena and took her place beside the two other prisoners: a male Nightwalker vampire and a female werejaguar. She’d be tried last, saved for the finale; after all, she’d become the main event. 

	Odji leaned to her and whispered in her ear, “Hang in there, gorgeous. We need to go to meet the King, but remember—we are always here for you, no matter what. We are your pride.”

	Flooded with gratitude, she caught his hand and squeezed it hard, fighting back tears. “Thank you, Odji.”

	She felt blessed that she had been born a vampire and had her pride to protect her. Reluctantly, she let Odji and Anock go. She watched them walk to the dais and disappear behind it.

	The crowd, which had quieted to a dull roar after Simone’s entry, suddenly erupted again with cheering and applause. The Confederation Council members—the Court who’d be passing judgment on Simone and the other accused—were beginning their procession across the arena toward the dais. Its eleven members included representatives from all major immortal groups. The hems of their dark violet robes swished against the arena’s sand floor, leaving sweeping trails behind them like snakes’ tracks. Fans threw flowers streaming with colorful ribbons into the arena. 

	How touching.

	Simone’s eyes sought Tor, but she felt his powerful aura wash over her from across the arena before she saw him. Her eyes stayed glued to him as he reached the dais, where the rest of the pride was already waiting in the VIP section reserved for them. Simone watched as he exchanged greetings with the other dignitaries. Why wasn’t he looking at her? He hadn’t come here to socialize! Surely she deserved at least a sign of acknowledgment. 

	Why hadn’t she been born a boy? She’d have given everything for a fraction of the love he showered on his adopted sons.

	By the time Tor took his seat among the pride members, the Council had gotten settled in their tribune. It was a comfort to see Theores among them, representing the vampires, even though to Simone’s disappointment Theores had to recuse herself from Simone’s case. She reminded herself that it didn’t matter, technically speaking: a tie would count in Simone’s favor. The Council Chair, Brianne, was an elegant, diminutive elfin with white hair, alabaster skin, and long, slender ears shaped like inverted teardrops. 

	Court sessions always began with opening ceremonies; Simone vaguely registered a fire dance being performed by a pack of werewolves clad in minimalist black leather costumes. When the performance was over, Brianne raised her staff and the arena became deathly quiet. 

	The Chair opened the Court session by calling forward the first prisoner, a Nightwalker vampire accused of murdering a human family. According to his defender, the Nightwalker had had no intention of harming the humans; he’d lost control, overcome with bloodlust. Simone stopped breathing at the word bloodlust: she was about to use a similar defense for herself, and the Council’s determination in this case might affect what they decided in hers.

	Her heart seized when the Court sentenced the Nightwalker to death. They went on to explain the verdict: the vampire was over a hundred years old and should have had his bloodlust under control, so his excuse was unacceptable. 

	With a combination of fear and morbid curiosity, Simone watched three executioners enter the arena. They looked like embodiments of Death itself, with every inch of their bodies swathed in black and black hoods completely covering their faces. 

	One of them carried what must have been the biggest sword Simone had ever seen. The other two tied the Nightwalker’s hands behind his back and led him to the center of the arena, where they forced him to his knees. 

	At a wave of Brianne’s elegant hand, the sword hissed through the air, neatly slicing off the Nightwalker’s head. A fountain of blood exploded from his neck and his head landed in the dirt, eyes wide open and face and hair covered with blood. 

	Simon covered her mouth with her hand, horrified. She turned toward where her pride sat, trying to catch her father’s eye. But he wasn’t even looking at the arena, just sitting there speaking casually with Leon, holding a Pink Sunset, not disturbed at all by the beheading. If the Council ordered her beheading, would Tor just keep drinking his Pink Sunset? Or would he intervene somehow?

	Brianne raised her staff again and summoned the next prisoner, a young female werejaguar named Madalena who was accused of killing three humans. At twenty-five, Madalena had only recently acquired the unique characteristics and skills of her species. Her defender argued her case diligently. She’d killed the humans because they were hunting jaguars in the jungle. They’d already killed one and were looking for more. 

	Madalena interjected to point out that jaguars were an endangered species whose numbers were declining annually. Humans considered it a crime to hunt jaguars, so what these human poachers were doing was illegal. They would sell the skins in the illegal fur trade, and the body parts would be sold for use in potions of all types, primarily to enhance males’ sexual prowess. 

	As humans could not monitor hunting deep in the jungle, Madalena had taken the law into her own hands and administered her own brand of justice. She closed by stating proudly that these humans were not worthy of the privilege of life and that she had no regrets about her actions. 

	Simone thought that Madalena had acted more like a hero than a criminal and hoped that the Council wouldn’t condemn her for what she’d done. It appeared that the sympathies of the crowd and the Council were with the girl. All but one thumb went up: Madalena would not get the death penalty. The crowd roared with approval. 

	Madalena’s face melted into a wide smile of relief; her life had been spared. But she was not yet free to go. As a crime of mortal severity, murder could not go unpunished. The Council huddled in consultation for a moment and then announced the penalty: de-clawing. The amputation of claws was a relatively mild punishment for someone of Madalena’s species—with time, her body would regenerate the claws—but the procedure itself was extremely painful and humiliating. 

	Madalena’s eyes shone with tears as two of the executioners led her over to one of the contraptions in the center of the arena, a large cube of what looked like solid, highly-polished granite. They guided her into a kneeling position and secured her wrists and hands with metal cuffs that had been embedded in the stone. Madalena didn’t resist at all, just exuded a combination of dignity and despondency that seemed to capture everyone’s sympathy, judging from the crowd’s stillness and silence.

	Brianne rose and faced the crowd. “According to our law,” she announced, “a volunteer may act as proxy. Is there anyone who wishes to take the punishment in this female’s stead?”

	Madalena desperately scanned the crowd. 

	“I do,” roared a voice from the second tier of seating. 

	All eyes turned to find a young male with Brazilian features and lithe body moving with feline grace down to the arena. He was clearly also a werejaguar. The crowd responded with a thunderous ovation. 

	He approached the Council and respectfully bowed his head. “I am Raul and I will take the punishment for Madalena.” With an approving smile, Brianne nodded her consent. 

	As Raul walked over to where Madalena knelt in the cuffs, she finally burst into tears, her face shining in the floodlights like the granite’s mirrored surface. “No, Raul, no,” she begged, her voice echoing through the amphitheatre, which had grown silent again. 

	“Please, Lena. I must do this,” he urged her. They were speaking to each other with an almost painful intimacy, as though thousands of spectators weren’t eavesdropping on their conversation. 

	Madalena didn’t say anything else, just shook her head back and forth as Raul moved in behind her. She probably knew that her objections didn’t hold any weight; those who’d been sentenced were not permitted to refuse an offer of proxy. 

	In fact, Simone realized, the whole proxy setup had really been designed to maximize the suffering of everyone involved—and to maximize its poignancy and pathos for spectators. Those who had been sentenced had to get into position as though their punishment was certain, ensuring their terror before a volunteer was even sought and during the suspenseful wait while the Chair asked for volunteers. They couldn’t refuse a proxy, even if the volunteer couldn’t physically handle the punishment. 

	And then there was the ritualized intervention component, where the volunteer had to physically cover the sentenced individual’s body with his (or her) own, and remain in place, unrestrained, during the punishment. Like what Raul was doing now, kneeling behind Madalena, his back pressed against hers, arms reaching around her body to place his hands above her cuffed ones. One of the executioners, meanwhile, was taking a seat across the stone from him. 

	As the executioner took out a pair of sturdy pliers and began to extract Raul’s claws one by one, Madalena completely lost it. Sobbing and dropping her head, then thrashing it side to side as though she couldn’t stand what she had to witness. When Raul’s blood dripped onto her cuffed hands, she began to struggle against the restraints like a wild animal. 

	Raul remained silent throughout the ordeal, grimacing slightly with each extraction. The blood streamed from his fingers and down the stone, soaking the sand, its thick scent stirring the crowd’s bloodlust. 

	Despite the cruelty of the scene, Simone found it wildly fascinating. The male taking pain on his female’s behalf was an act of such passion, the scene before her so public and intimate, that she just watched, mesmerized, as the punishment was completed, Madalena and Raul left the arena arm in arm—and the sound of her name being announced snapped her back into the present. 

	It was Simone’s turn. She rose and faced the Council.


Chapter 27

As the hearing began, Simone was trembling so violently that she had to concentrate on not letting her legs buckle. She anchored herself by staring at Theores, who watched her from the Council dais, her face expressionless but her gaze warm.

	She barely heard her defender making her case. He was talking about youth and inexperience and being pushed over the edge by extraordinary circumstances. Then the prosecutor began to question her about her kidnapping, his manner polite, even concerned. She’d been promised that she had nothing to worry about; maybe she really would get out of this alive. Obviously the prosecutor was more interested in staying in the King’s good graces than seeing her executed.

	Simone detailed her story as she’d been instructed, leaving Arianna out of it. Then, with tears flowing freely, she told them that she sincerely regretted the death of the tourist and would accept whatever judgment the Council deemed fitting. When she finished speaking, she glanced over at her father. Her heart filled with hope at Tor’s ever-so-subtle nod of approval. How could she ever have doubted him? He wouldn’t abandon her; he would save her. 

	The Council began voting. It felt as if a hundred years passed while she waited. Then she saw all of their thumbs pointing upward. Her life would be spared. 

	She closed her eyes against the rush of emotions, not even trying to understand what she felt, only hearing herself repeating over and over her prayer to the Goddess: thank you Sekhmet, thank you Sekhmet, thank you Sekhmet ... 

	But it wasn’t over. She’d expected the Council to huddle in consultation as they’d done after Madalena’s hearing, but instead Brianne’s eyes scanned the Council members, who each nodded in unspoken agreement, and then she and Theores exchanged nods, too. Apparently they’d discussed this part in advance. 

	Brianne stepped forward and announced that the Council had sentenced Simone to be whipped. It was the least damaging of the punishments, and Simone knew she should be grateful for such a mild sentence—but still, she had no idea how she would possibly bear it. 

	Taking her upper arms, the executioners led her to two upright poles in the center of the arena. They affixed Simone’s wrists to the poles with leather thongs, tethering her with arms outstretched, and one of them tore her exquisite gown down her back, baring her skin for the whip. 

	She barely heard Brianne’s pronouncement over the sound of her own heartbeat. “According to the Code of the Kingdom, a volunteer may act as proxy. Is there anyone who wishes to take the punishment in this female’s stead?” 

	After what seemed like days, two deep, familiar voices called out, “I will!” Opening eyes she’d screwed tightly shut with the force of her wishing, she saw that one voice had come from the Royal tribune. Anock was coming forward, the rest of the pride watching him approvingly, like they’d known he would do it. She looked in the direction of the other voice and saw Antar striding across the arena. 

	Simone was propelled from deep despair to near ecstasy. How could she have ever doubted them? Her pride was going to protect her. The Elite always defended their own. And Antar—dear Goddess, maybe he did love her? 

	The two males stood before the Council, bowed heads indicating their willingness to take the punishment in Simone’s stead. The amphitheater erupted with excitement. Brianne calmed the crowd with a gesture before speaking. “There can be only one volunteer.” She turned to Simone. “You may choose your protector.”

	Simone stared at Antar and Anock. Both exuded astonishing power, and the combination of that aura and the deference with which they now stood silently at attention, awaiting her decision, was incredibly sexy. If only we could skip the whipping part, I would jump into bed with both of them. She should probably choose Anock: he was in her pride, and they obviously supported him doing it. And besides, he was her lover; she’d been in bed with him only a few hours ago ...

	“Princess,” Brianne reminded her gently.

	Oh, who was she kidding? She was only in love with one of them. “I choose Antar.” 

	As Antar came toward her, she thought of the terrible beauty of Madalena and Raul, of their love for each other on display for all to see, and felt a savage thrill at the thought of Antar accepting a whipping so she would be spared. 

	Antar stripped off his shirt, and she had just a second to admire his powerful torso and golden skin before he moved behind her and pressed his body against hers, extending his arms to cover her arms and hands. Then he laid his face against her right cheek. The tenderness of that gesture and the feel of his hot skin on hers were more than Simone could bear. A wave of intense arousal shot though her. She felt it hit Antar, too, his body tensing against hers. Overwhelmed, she turned her head to place her mouth on his, but just then Brianne gave the signal and two whips whistled through the air, slicing across Antar’s exposed back. 

	He stood like rock, accepting the blows without flinching. Simone smelled blood as the whips broke Antar’s skin. The executioners were not pulling any punches; if anything, they were excited to have this chance to torment the Legacy Alpha. 

	Simone focused entirely on Antar, feeling for his heartbeat. Finally, she picked up the rhythm thudding through the flesh of her back, even and steady as if he wanted to comfort her with its rhythm, to console her that everything was under control. Goddess, how much she loved him at this moment. She was ready to die for him. 

	As the scent of freshly spilled blood grew heavy in the air, the roar of the crowd rose to a crescendo, and Simone’s bloodlust rose along with it. Finally, moaning, unable to hold herself back, she tilted her head back to nibble at Antar’s neck. He flinched as though avoiding the bite of a cobra. 

	At that moment, the vicious lashings abruptly stopped. Antar broke his contact with Simone and stepped aside, allowing the executioner to release her. 

	Simone’s hands trembled, and it took all her willpower to pull herself back together. Antar’s reaction had absolutely blindsided her. She only distantly registered the crowd’s ovation for her—or was it for him? 

	Through the sound, she made out Brianne’s voice. “Antar and Simone, I want you both to come here.” 

	“What? Isn’t it over yet?” she muttered. Moving closer to Antar, she was assailed again by the scent of his blood. She was groggy with it, and the earth seemed to be dancing beneath her feet. All she could think about was digging her fangs into Antar’s flesh and feeling his hot, hard body pressing into hers. Just say the word, and I’ll be yours right here; everybody else can go to hell ... 

	But no words came. Antar was distant and unresponsive as he took Simone’s hand and led her to the Council tribune. 

	“Now, warrior,” Brianne addressed him, her tone reverent. “Please turn around so the princess can see your back.” 

	Reluctantly, Antar obeyed. Every inch of his gorgeous back had been laid open with deep, bloody welts. Simone covered her eyes with her hands—not out of sympathy for Antar, but because the blood was making her delirious with lust. Her insides wrenched at the sight; her first impulse was to lunge at him, taking him to the ground, and feed. Through the curtain of red obscuring her vision, she saw Brianne signal Antar to kneel. 

	The elfin turned to her with triumph in her eyes. “Now, Princess, you will lick his wounds and seal them. You need to prove that you can master your bloodlust.”


Chapter 28

Everything became a blur. Simone couldn’t do what Brianne was demanding. 

	She wasn’t even sure that she’d have been able to control her bloodlust under ordinary circumstances, much less now, with the male of her dreams standing in front of her, bleeding, having just come to her rescue, and with all her urges intensified tenfold from adrenaline and lust and holding herself back from all the emotions she’d been feeling since this night had begun.

	She wanted to wail with despair. She couldn’t do it. She was doomed to fail. Brianne couldn’t possibly believe that she was capable of controlling herself right now.

	Aha! That was it: Brianne had set her up. She might not have been able to get away with condemning Tor’s daughter to death, but she could humiliate her in front of the thundering crowd. It was probably her way of getting revenge on Tor and Theores for choreographing everything in advance. Simone shot a glance at Theores, who was gaping at Brianne, appalled, her eyes glittering with anger—and then she looked back up at Brianne, whose eyes were laughing, triumphant. The Council Chair knew exactly what was about to unfold and was anticipating Simone’s failure with great relish. 

	Simone shot a desperate glance at her father, hoping against hope that he would intervene somehow. But the King and his pride just watched her from their comfortable chairs, their faces impassive. How could they be so indifferent? Then it dawned on her: their casual behavior was a performance, a mask under which they were on high alert. If she failed, her shame would reflect on the King, on her whole pride. 

	In fact, Tor was probably going to kill Brianne when this was all over. Obviously the Chair was too focused on her bruised ego to notice that she was basically committing suicide. Not that any of that helped Simone at the moment.

	“So what are you waiting for, Princess?” Brianne was gloating shamelessly now.

	Simone threw Brianne her best I’m onto you, bitch look, straightened her shoulders, and dropped down to her knees behind Antar. She braced herself and then ran her tongue along the deepest welt. 

	The taste of his blood set off a nuclear explosion in her brain. She withdrew quickly, but not fast enough. Instinct overwhelmed rational thought as her fangs elongated, her vision sharpened, and her entire universe narrowed to a laser focus on Antar’s jugular. Brianne’s plan was coming to pass. She’d calculated right, pushed all the right buttons. 

	The arena was deathly quiet now, everyone holding their breath in savage anticipation, awaiting the attack. Antar’s calm, convincing voice came to her as if from another dimension. “You need to get ahold of yourself, Sim. It’s just bloodlust. You can control it. Push it away. I know you have it in you.” 

	Just bloodlust? “No, I can’t!” she pleaded. But her last sober thought was still pulsating in her mind; if she did this now, she’d pass the point of no return. She’d lose the respect of all Sekhmi—all immortals—forever. And worse, her father would lose respect, too. 

	Simone shivered with the overload of emotions roiling through her. Dear Sekhmet, Goddess, help me now, I need you now! 

	An instant before her fangs struck Antar’s neck, a lightning bolt knifed through her body, bringing with it the image of Arianna’s face. Arianna had heard her through their blood-bond. 

	In her inner vision Simone saw a bright filament streaming across space, connecting her with Arianna. She saw Arianna moving along the filament, breaking through the energy shield that blocked their connection. Then she felt Arianna’s consciousness merge with hers. The sensations in Simone’s body split, duplicated, as if she had two of everything. 

	Arianna’s voice was in her head. Don’t worry. You’ll be okay. Just let go. Stop thinking. Let me do it.

	Yes, please, she begged her sister. Please, help me. She tried to relax, to let go as Arianna had asked, praying that it would work and that Arianna was strong enough to stay with her until it was over. 

	Then she felt a wave of relief as the tension left her body, her fangs retracted, and her mouth pulled away from Antar’s throat. Her lips were placed on Antar’s back and her mouth began sealing his wounds. 

	Simone was more aware of Arianna in her body than herself, and for a moment all she could do was try to integrate the physical sensations she was feeling. But then Arianna’s feelings started to come through, too. Simone felt Arianna’s longing, felt how much this contact with him meant to her. She also felt the love radiating from Arianna, through Simone’s body, and into Antar—and how Antar’s body responded to Arianna’s touch: his breathing grew shallow and he tensed, then relaxed, surrendering to the energy Arianna was pouring into him. 

	When Arianna reached for his cheek and kissed him delicately, he accepted it with gratitude, not the rejection with which he’d met Simone’s mouth. No, as her—their—lips moved to his throat and glided down his back, Simone couldn’t ignore the pleasure with which he was receiving her caress. 

	She remembered Antar leaping out of the helicopter to fly Arianna to Aldeia Alada, remembered what it felt like in his arms.

	Arianna was in love with Antar, and he loved her. It was so obvious. 

	The revelation almost knocked her out. Everything she’d dreamed of, everything she’d worked for, was about to be stolen away by her sister. Barely keeping herself from screaming, she sealed the last welt on Antar’s body and withdrew. She lifted her head and faced the Council with regal condescension.

	The crowd roared their appreciation of the exceptional show. This was a victory for Simone, a profound one. 

	Brianne frowned, disappointment in her eyes, but she was out of options; there was nothing more she could do to harm Simone without getting a lot more out of line than she had already. 

	The Council Chair announced that the trial was over and that Simone was free to go. 

	Simone bowed graciously to the Council and turned to Antar, who was already on his feet next to her. He also bowed to the Council and escorted Simone over to her pride, who were waiting for her, smiling.

	Tor’s smile was brighter than anyone’s. She’d so rarely seen that smile in public, where he always wore his poker face, and she’d never before seen it directed at her. As she approached, he opened his arms to her. Simone flew up the stairs and threw herself into his embrace. She had been waiting for this moment her entire life; her heart overflowed with happiness. Tor enveloped her in his arms and held her close for a few minutes, as if protecting her from the wild crowd. 

	If Simone died right now, she’d die feeling like her life had been complete. 

	“Thank you,” she exhaled into Tor’s ear, hardly holding her tears back. 

	“I’m so proud of you, my daughter.” Tor kissed her forehead and then released her from his arms. He waved to the crowd and walked to the exit, followed by his pride and bodyguards. 

	Simone hesitated. She should go with her pride, but Antar stood there next to her, half naked, his muscles gleaming in the light, the scent of blood still emanating from his freshly-healed wounds. Simone had never desired him—had never desired anyone—so much. 

	Did he really love Arianna? Her sister was an illusion now, but Simone was flesh and blood, still throbbing with her need for him. He must have been able to feel it; it would be impossible for him not to. 

	And he did. He took her hand, brought it to his lips, and kissed her every fingertip. She thought she’d swoon with pleasure. 

	Then he said “have a nice trip home, Princess”—and turned away. Without looking back, he strode across the arena to meet the Legacy brothers who were waiting for him. Sargas laid a long, dark-blue velvet cape upon Antar’s shoulders and all five navigated though the crowd to the exit. 

	Simone stood completely alone on the now-empty dais, her torn gown half-fallen from her shoulders, hands dropped lifelessly at her sides, cheeks burning with shame and humiliation. Tears choked her; she gave up and let them flow. She didn’t care who noticed, didn’t care if they knew that at this moment she was the most miserable girl in the entire universe, rejected by the one she loved.

	Awash in grief, she was unexpectedly disturbed by a powerful inner pull. Arianna was trying to communicate with her through the connection they’d opened earlier. Simone concentrated on what Arianna was trying to show her and was flooded with a kaleidoscope of images: a small, dim, windowless cell with a beat-up table and chair and a small cot, on which Arianna sat huddled, legs folded to her chest and arms wrapped around her knees. She was focusing all her attention on Simone, calling out for her help. 

	Simone watched as the image of Arianna shrank, and Simone’s vision zoomed out to Arianna’s surroundings. She clearly saw the building where Arianna was being kept, then the street where the building was located, then the village, the country, the continent. Bolivia. The pictures imprinted in Simone’s mind; she could reinvoke them whenever she wanted. 

	Her first impulse was to rush after Antar and tell him that she knew where Arianna was. She’d already started toward him, but then stopped herself. If she did that now, what would happen next? 

	She didn’t even need to think about what would happen; she’d seen it herself, hadn’t she? Antar would save Arianna and fly her back to the Legacy in his powerful arms, and she’d kiss him, and he’d revel in the feeling it gave him—and they would live happily ever after. Arianna would share Antar’s bed while Simone would forever be alone, dismissed and abandoned. The thought was too much to bear. 

	Hadn’t she sacrificed enough for her sister, taken care of her enough? It wasn’t Simone’s fault that Arianna was Queen of the Amiti and that so many found her so desirable. And ... Arianna would be okay. She’d looked miserable, but not as though she was in immediate danger. 

	Simone could help Arianna later, in a couple of days, once she’d followed up with Antar, made Antar hers. And let a little time pass to help Arianna and Antar forget this little incident with the kissing, and the healing and love and whatever else they had between them. Just a couple of days. No big deal. 

	Simone searched her mind and found the thread of her blood-bond with Arianna. Don’t worry. I’m coming, she told her sister. 

	And then she closed the connection. It winked out like a television being turned off.

	A couple more days; that’s all she needed. 

	Yes. Just a couple of days.


Chapter 29

State Sucre, Venezuela 

Two months later

Troubled, Theores stared out at the magnificent view beyond the sliding glass doors. The Royal pride was currently staying at a vast estate located in the higher reaches of Sucre State in Venezuela. They’d been invited to use it by a good friend of the King’s when Tor had expressed a desire to visit Venezuela. It would have made fantastic vacation lodging—it was loaded with amenities, including a full-time household staff and personal chef, and within range of four national parks with miles of undisturbed cloud forest and coral reefs. But this trip was business, not pleasure. 

	No, definitely not pleasure. 

	Something had gone seriously wrong. Two days ago. Elora had contacted Theores with the location where Arianna was being held. But when Odji and Anock had gone there to assess the situation, they’d found that the girl as well as Khay’s entire pride had disappeared without a trace. And Theores hadn’t heard from Elora since then, either.

	What had happened? Had Elora had a change of heart at the last minute or had she been found out? Theores hated it when her plans didn’t come together. This one had looked so good in theory, but there’d been huge problems from the beginning. Tor had been gracious about it all, taking responsibility for what had happened to Simone, but that just made Theores feel worse. It had been her idea, after all.

	Anock had engaged several of his Guardians to track the girl. So far, all they’d found was a gift-wrapped box addressed to Theores. Any gift left by Khay was bad news; the only question was how bad. 

	She sprang to her feet when Odji appeared in the doorway holding a box wrapped in pink paper and tied with lush silk ribbon. “What is it? Show me what you found. Wait—any chance it’s a bomb? Should I take it outside?” 

	He just shook his head and brought the package to her nose. 

	She inhaled and felt the insides of her nostrils curdle, the blood drain from her face. “Shit.”

	“Yeah.”

	She was all too familiar with this type of “gift”: there were body parts in the box. Dear Sekhmet, please, do not let this be Arianna’s head. “Open it.” 

	Odji set the box on the side table and, with surgical efficiency, removed the ribbon and paper, then used a small knife to cut the tape that sealed its edges. When he’d opened it, he stared silently at what was inside. 

	“What? What is it?” 

	“It’s a head, a female head.” 

	Theores’s heart stopped beating. “Whose head?” 

	“I can’t tell. It’s in a plastic bag, and what’s inside is pretty messy.” 

	“What color is the hair?” She could hear that her voice was calm, but inside she was shrieking please, not red, not red, not red ... 

	“Brown. Long and brown.” 

	Relief flooded through Theores. Now there was just the small matter of finding the hopefully-still-alive Amiti Queen. She pulled the plastic bag with the head out of the box. 

	“What’s that?” Tor’s voice came from the doorway. 

	Startled, Theores dropped the bag. It hit the floor with a sickening thud. Staring down at it in horror, Theores could see Elora’s rotting face through the semiopaque, smeared plastic. And—the bag must have split open, because the room was suddenly flooded with the reek of decomposing flesh. 

	That was it. Gagging, Theores rushed to the bathroom and vomited. Breathe, breathe, everything’s all right. Or at least it will be, at least Arianna’s still alive. Quickly, she wiped her face with the dampened corner of a hand towel, rinsed her mouth, then went back into the room. 

	“Apparently it’s Elora’s head,” she replied as she returned to the room. Tor and Odji were staring at her. What—a girl couldn’t puke once in a while over a severed head in a plastic bag? 

	“Shit. Do we have anything other than a head?” 

	“Nothing,” Odji replied grimly. “I was out there with Anock earlier. He’s still there with some Guardians, but so far we haven’t found anything. It’s like they vanished into thin air.”

	For a moment they all just looked at each other, then at the head that was still lying on the floor. Their plan had failed miserably, and the Queen was out of their grasp, held captive by Khay, who was revealing himself to be quite the sick maniac. Their chances of getting Arianna back alive were diminishing with every passing hour. And ... Theores wasn’t exactly known for her compassion, but even she felt bad that they’d thrown Simone’s half-sister to the wolves without anything good coming from it. 

	“Call Simone,” Tor suddenly said to Odji. “She’s blood-bonded with Arianna; she’ll be able to find her.” 

	Odji was back with Simone a few minutes later. She seemed distracted and depressed. 

	Tor noticed it, too. “Are you OK?” he asked, concern in his voice. 

	She nodded. “I’m fine. Why do you ask?” 

	“You look sad,” Theores said. “What’s wrong?” 

	“Nothing, really. I just didn’t sleep well last night, that’s all.” 

	It was obvious that something was bothering her, but she didn’t want to talk about it. 

	“I need you to use your blood-bond to locate Arianna.” Well, wasn’t Tor cutting straight to the point. 

	“I’ve tried. It doesn’t work.” 

	“The only reason Sekhmi are ever unable to locate their blood-bonds is if they block us.” The King was watching Simone intently. “But Arianna would be extremely interested in you finding her. Where is she?” 

	“Listen to me, Simone,” Theores added. “We understand that you are protecting your blood-bond. But we swear that Arianna will not be harmed. She’ll be safe with us.” 

	“I told you already, I have no idea where she is. There’s some kind of shield blocking our connection. I’ve been trying to find her since the moment she disappeared. Don’t you think I would have told you if I knew where my sister was? If I do locate her, I’ll tell you right away. Can I go now?” 

	Theores was almost certain Simone was hiding something, but she knew that stubborn look Simone had on her face. They wouldn’t be getting anything more from her. 

	Tor sighed and nodded his permission for her to leave, then tracked her with his eyes as she disappeared behind the door. Then he turned back to Theores and Odji. 

	“I leave it to you to make her talk. Odji, tell Anock to let his people know and also post on the web that I am offering a very generous reward for Arianna’s safe return. Make it ten million US dollars.” 

	After Tor and Odji left the room, Theores opened the bottle of Argentine Malbec waiting for her on the side table and poured herself a glass. She took the bottle and the glass out to the balcony, where she sank into the deep cushions of a reclining chair set up in the shade of the overhanging roof. The wine was one of her favorites, and she savored it carefully, indulging in its spicy blackberry-chocolate flavor. She’d heard that Malbec grapes thrive in sun and heat, and when she drank it, she always imagined that she was drinking the sunlight itself. 

	The sun ... damn, nobody but her half-brother Leon knew how important the sun was in Theores’s life. She really needed to fix this situation with Arianna, and it had to happen fast. Her life now depended entirely upon this girl.


Chapter 30

Constantinople, Byzantine Empire— 

Hedeby, Danish-German border, 980-1001 

Over a thousand years ago, Theores lived in Constantinople, the capital of the Byzantine Empire and Europe’s wealthiest and largest trading city. Constantinople boasted the easily accessible and spacious Golden Horn harbor, which teemed with all manner of tradesmen, merchants, and dealers. Theores’s grandfather had been one of them, a wealthy silk merchant. 

	Unfortunately, neither Theores nor her mother, Anna, had the opportunity to share in that wealth. Anna had been cast out of the family when she was seventeen and pregnant, one of many young girls who had lost their hearts and virginity to the warriors of the Varangian Guards. 

	The guards, numbering six thousand fearless, honorable and loyal warriors, had been a gift to the Emperor Basil II from Prince Vladimir of Kiev, and had quickly become favorites of the Emperor. 

	The Emperor was far from alone in his affection for his ferocious warriors, though. The women of Constantinople also fell under their spell and were happy to provide them with the warmth of both their hearths and their hearts. Anna’s parents housed one of the guards, and innocent Anna was besotted with the handsome warrior. She became his companion and they spent many cold evenings in her warm bed. Not being aware that vampires existed, Anna of course did not know that her beloved was a Sekhmi, and it would never have occurred to her that their offspring would be considered a half-blood low-caste vampire, a Nightwalker. Anna was simply content, looking forward to getting married and having a child. 

	All too soon, Anna’s fiancé was called back to service, and left her with some money and his promise to return. Anna’s pregnancy became obvious to her family and they disowned her, turning her out into the streets. Her older sister offered her a place to stay, where Anna gave birth to a beautiful baby girl. 

	Despite being allowed to live under her sister’s roof, the whole family shunned Anna, blaming her for disgracing her family’s good name. Her life was miserable: she worked from early morning until late in the evening while enduring constant mistreatment and humiliation from her family. After eight years of abuse, Anna could bear it no longer and ran away with a sailor she met at the city market, leaving her young daughter behind.

	By this time Theores was already being hired out to do gardening and housecleaning. The family had always mistreated her, beating her regularly for even the smallest indiscretion, and once her mother was gone, she bore the full brunt of their shame. When Anna abandoned her, Theores’s heart was broken; her mother had been the only joy in her life. Every night, Theores prayed for her mother’s return as she cried herself to sleep. One day, surprisingly, her prayers were answered—except that it was not her mother who came for her but her father. He had retired from the Emperor’s service, and had finally come to take Anna and their child to live with him. Devastated by Anna’s desertion of her child, he took Theores in his arms and carried her away, ignoring her aunt’s screams. 

	The following year was the happiest in Theores’s childhood. She finally had a family who cared about her; in addition to her father, she met her half-brother, Leon, who was three years younger and, as they later discovered, a full-blooded Sekhmi vampire. It wasn’t long before Theores and Leon became best friends. 

	But Theores’s happiness came to an abrupt end when her father did not return home one evening. She ran to the market, a place teeming with gossip, in hopes of finding news about him. There she overheard a conversation about three male bodies that had been found on a nearby beach. 

	She bolted to the shore and forced her way through the crowd that surrounded the corpses. The three bodies were totally burned and crumbling to ashes, but she recognized her father’s ring on a bony finger of the largest corpse. It was him. 

	Onlookers were whispering that it was witchery. What other force could destroy bodies like that? The man who had found the bodies was showing everyone a piece of paper that had been pinned to one of the corpses. It depicted three winged females with hair that looked like nests of writhing snakes. 

	Many years later Theores learned about the Avengers, the society of Amiti assassins whose trademark was an image of the Erinyes, the Greek goddesses of vengeance. It was common practice at that time for the Avengers to leave that image as a calling card on the bodies of their victims, a warning to all vampires. But Theores didn’t know any of that. She had not even the slightest idea of what she was; her father had died before telling her. 

	His death turned Theores’s and Leon’s lives upside down. Penniless, unable to pay for their lodging, they were evicted, forced to join the rag-tag groups of orphans who lived by begging and stealing what they could from the outdoor markets. 

	Every day for the next six years, they struggled to survive, sleeping in doorways and behind piles of garbage, often going for days with nothing to eat. Then Theores turned fifteen, and everything miraculously changed. 

	One day, while begging in front of one of the run-down inns that housed merchants and sailors from the neighboring piers, she was approached by one of the merchants. He offered to pay her a considerable fee to have “sex” with him. She’d heard from her peers that “sex” was fun, and the amount offered by the merchant was enough to house her and Leon for several days, so Theores agreed.

	“Sex,” she discovered, was disgusting—but as far as she was concerned, a job was a job, and disgusting or not, the pay was impressive. The merchant must have enjoyed it, because he began hiring her regularly and recommending her to others. It wasn’t long before her services were in high demand. 

	Theores appreciated the steady income, but she hated prostituting herself. After each client, she would return to the inn and take a long bath, scrubbing herself raw. This was not the life she and Leon were destined to live. 

	They were so different than their peers. They were stronger, faster and smarter; their senses were sharper, and they were physically healthier. No matter how hard they tried to blend in, they always felt like outsiders. Theores often dreamed that out there somewhere was a tribe of powerful, confident, courageous people, and that she and Leon were their lost children. One day they would find them and become part of their tribe, their family. They would live as equals among them, with dignity and honor, happily ever after. 

	Theores’s dream came true—except for the happily ever after part. 

	Her new life began when she was twenty, on the cusp between adolescence and adulthood. If her profession hadn’t already made her a creature of the night, she might have noticed that she was becoming intolerant of the sun. Her other Nightwalker characteristics—accelerated motion, superhuman speed and senses, and retracting fangs—were emerging more gradually, and she hadn’t had a need for them yet. It started out as an ordinary day: she slept late into the afternoon, fixed herself something to eat, and prepared to meet her client for the evening, the captain of a merchant ship. 

	Unfortunately, this client had decided that Theores would fetch a goodly sum if sold at the Turkish slave market. He drugged her somehow, and Theores woke up to find herself chained up below deck. Horrified, she pulled desperately on the chains—and to her astonishment, they broke apart easily. She shot up the ladder, intending to throw her body against the locked door, and it smashed into smithereens. When she reached the deck, she smashed her fist into the face of the deckhand who rushed her—and watched it explode like a ripe pumpkin. 

	But then out of nowhere blades sliced across her chest and legs, and she collapsed to the deck. So this was it; this was how her life would end. She knew she was dying, but the pain was so excruciating that she only hoped death would come for her more quickly. 

	The captain kicked her in the ribs. “What a goddamned waste.” He turned to a nearby deckhand and commanded, “Drop this piece of trash overboard. Get it off my ship.” 

	The deckhand grabbed her ankles and started dragging her to the ship’s railing. She felt her back sliding across the slick trail of her own blood. 

	Then, through a thick haze, Theores heard a male voice: “Captain, I wish to buy this girl. I’ll give you three solidi for her.” 

	Theores still remembered the question in her fading mind: Why would anyone want to pay so much for me? Three solidi were what the average worker made in a month. 

	“Why do you want her, warrior? She’ll die before you can make any profit from her.” 

	“Just take the money, Captain, and I’ll take the girl.” 

	Looming over her was a huge Viking warrior, wild and intimidating. He wore a brown tunic with a wide belt supporting a long scabbard. Leather straps adorned with brass buckles crossed his chest. His knee-high leather boots were fringed and bound with thin leather strapping. 

	The warrior lifted her into his arms and carried her to a comfortable cabin on the upper deck, a cabin that only the wealthiest of passengers could afford. She lay on the bed, bleeding out, barely alive.

	The pain was finally receding a little—being consumed, she thought, by the grey fog that was also taking over the edges of her vision. But then a new, unfamiliar pain rose from deep within her, taking over her entire body. It grew stronger and stronger, dwarfing the pain from her wounds, until her back arched and she began convulsing uncontrollably. 

	“Am I dying?” she gasped, clenching the warrior’s hand. 

	“No, dear love; just try to relax. You’ll be fine. You just need blood.” 

	He pressed the underside of his wrist to Theores’s mouth. The pulse throbbing there called to her, and she knew that if she did not feed from this vein, she would die. A strange, almost painful tingling assaulted her eyeteeth, and without another thought, she sank them into his vein.

	What she was doing was beyond weird, but it felt amazing, and as natural to her as breathing. She drank voraciously, as if she’d never be able to satisfy her thirst.

	Finally the warrior placed a cool palm on her forehead and gently removed his wrist from her mouth. “That’s enough for now.”

	She protested weakly.

	“What is your name?” he asked, ignoring her disappointment.

	“Theores.” 

	“Ah, a name befitting the beauty of its owner. Tell me how you feel, Theores.” 

	“I don’t know where to start. I don’t know what happened to me. I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt you; I just lost control.” 

	“You didn’t harm me, dear love. But we’re not finished yet. You’ve a great deal of healing still to do. Your wounds have stopped bleeding, but I’m afraid you’re too young to heal yourself properly. We must take care of you now so you do not have any scars. Your features and your body are exquisite; let’s ensure that you remain that way.” 

	Without asking, the stranger lay down next to her and cradled her in his arms. Theores wanted to object and push him away, but she was overcome by a rush of warm, loving energy filling her body. The sensation defied description; it was magical. She had never experienced such nurturing from anyone; she hadn’t even known it was possible to feel that way. Her anxiety evaporated and she melted into him, as though she’d finally come home after a long, exhausting journey. 

	As she lay there with him, her pain subsided and her body seemed to pulse with vitality and strength. It was as though she had never experienced the attack on the deck. Based on her experience in male-female relationships, Theores knew what was coming next; the stranger would take advantage of her. But to her surprise he made no attempt to kiss or undress her. He simply continued holding her, gently pressing her head to his chest. 

	“Why are you hugging me?” she murmured, listening to his steady breath. 

	“I am healing you.” 

	“Healing me?” She pulled her head away from his chest to look at him suspiciously. “How can you heal me by just hugging?” 

	“Are you feeling better?” 

	“Yes.” 

	“So you see, it works.” 

	“Who are you?” She raised up on her elbow to study his face, but her eyes were immediately drawn to the large vein pulsing in his throat. What was wrong with her? She had never paid attention to that kind of thing before. She tried to shift her gaze, but her eyes kept returning to the pulsing vein. She stared at it, recalling how delicious his blood had tasted and how wonderful it had made her feel. 

	He traced her gaze. “You may bite me.” 

	“What?” She recoiled. Was he crazy? At the same time she felt a rush of joy for the opportunity to feed again. She wanted more of him. 

	He folded his hands behind his head and leaned back, tantalizing her with his exposed throat. She felt that tingling in her teeth again.

	“Don’t worry, I won’t tell anybody.” 

	“Tell what?” 

	“That you like to bite. Go ahead.” 

	Theores didn’t want to talk anymore. She’d figure out what was wrong with her later. As she lowered her mouth to his neck, once again her canine teeth protruded and sharpened, drawn like a magnet to his throat. 

	It was Theores who, aroused by drinking blood, ended up making the first move. They stayed in bed for four days. For the first time in her life Theores enjoyed sex; especially when it was paired with feeding. Her savior allowed her to feed on him as often as she wanted—and she wanted to all the time. Licking the drops of blood from his chest, she realized that she had only one goal: to keep this male with her for the rest of her life. 

	“What’s your name?” she finally asked him, catching her breath after a particularly exhilarating bout of lovemaking. 

	“I’m Oberon,” he laughed. 

	“I want you to know, my precious Oberon, if you try to leave me, I’ll kill you. Oops.” She covered her mouth, ashamed of her wild thought, but the desire to own him felt natural. 

	A few days later, they returned to Constantinople for Leon and then the three of them went to live in Oberon’s house in Hedeby, a Viking trading settlement located in the Danish-German borderland. Theores spent three fabulous years there.

	Neither she nor Leon would ever have to wonder where their next meal was coming from. Oberon was wealthy and showered her with gifts—and more importantly, with letting her feed on him whenever she wished, which was often. Theores always paired her feedings with sexual play, and Oberon responded to her passionately. As Theores experimented sexually, she found that the more erotic the act, the more he seemed to enjoy it. 

	What surprised her most was that he never questioned her bizarre addiction to blood—or if he knew what it was, he never explained it to her. Also strange was that his blood supply never seemed to diminish, regardless of the frequency of her demands. In fact, it seemed as if after each feeding, he too felt stronger and more vital. 

	It ended even more suddenly than it had begun. Theores woke up one morning to find herself in a strange place. Oberon hadn’t even said goodbye to her. He’d drugged her and Leon just like that damned ship’s captain had, and moved them while they slept. 

	She soon learned what had happened: Oberon had negotiated with the vampire King, Tor, to exchange her and Leon for three Amiti bloodstock. Oberon had taken advantage of Tor’s affection for immortal youngsters, threatening to kill her and Leon if Tor refused the bargain. 

	The pain of abandonment was unbearable. How could Oberon do this to her when they’d been so perfect together? How dare he use her like that? It was painful enough that he’d gotten rid of her; to make matters worse, he’d also opened the old wounds of her mother’s abandonment and father’s death, making them bleed all over again. 

	She’d never forgive his betrayal. She’d hunt him down and kill him, just as she’d told him she would. From that moment on, Oberon had become her worst enemy. She would not rest until his gorgeous, lying head was separated from his magnificent, deceitful body.

	At Tor’s, Theores met Istara, the Queen of the Amiti and Tor’s blood-bond. She was the one who finally taught Theores what it was to be a vampire. Istara also educated Theores about the Amiti and the longstanding war between vampires and Amiti. Theores learned that not only was Oberon an Amiti; he was the Keeper of the Hidden, one of the strongest of the five Amiti Keepers. By feeding on Oberon, Theores had blood-bonded with him, and now Oberon was capable of killing her whenever he wanted. The Queen offered to break Theores’s blood-bond with Oberon by creating a new blood-bond with her—an offer that Theores eagerly accepted.

	Through the blood-bond Istara discovered that Theores was a Nightwalker. Unlike Sekhmi, Nightwalkers could not tolerate sunlight—but that intolerance was suppressed if they were blood-bonded with an Amiti. No one had ever been able to tell that Theores was a Nightwalker, because for all her adult life she’d been protected by her blood-bonds, first with Oberon, and then with Istara. 

	But sunlight wasn’t the only issue. Because of the scarcity of Amiti to feed from, the two castes of vampires had become enemies, with the more powerful Sekhmi making it a capital crime for Nightwalkers to feed on Amiti. So if her status as a Nightwalker was discovered, so would her ongoing crime.

	As long as Theores was blood-bonded with an Amiti, she’d be indistinguishable from a Sekhmi—she’d effectively be a Sekhmi. Istara turned out to be a loyal friend to Theores, keeping the secret of Theores’s origin for centuries and supporting her with her blood. Even now, over twenty years after Istara’s death, Theores retained most of her ability to walk in the sun; the Queen’s blood had been that strong. 

	But even the most powerful Amiti’s blood couldn’t last much longer than two decades, and Theores was reaching a critical point. With each passing day her ability to endure the sun deteriorated. That was terrible in and of itself, but the real threat was the growing risk that her Nightwalker status would be discovered. She faced the possibility of losing everything she’d worked for all her life. She’d be cast out of the pride and reduced to being a Nightwalker. She might even lose her life for violating Sekhmi law. 

	Theores urgently needed a new blood-bond, which was a virtually impossible task to accomplish. No Amiti in the world would offer her their vein, knowing her reputation. She’d projected her hatred for Oberon to other Amiti and become a vocal advocate of the practice of keeping bloodstock. 

	That made the young Amiti Queen her best—and maybe only—hope for establishing a new blood-bond. Arianna knew nothing about her and Theores would make sure to keep it that way. Theores had said that they’d make the Queen fall in love with Tor; she hadn’t said that she’d be embarking on a similar project, becoming Arianna’s best friend and manipulating her affections until Arianna finally offered Theores her vein. 

	The two-month wait for the plan to run its course had been bad enough; now everything was going straight to hell. But it could all be resolved—and soon—if only Simone would give up this childish, sullen refusal to disclose where Arianna was being kept. 

	Theores smiled as she took another sip of her Malbec. Simone might be stubborn, but so was Theores. She knew just what she needed to do. Very soon, Simone would be begging the pride to save Arianna.


Chapter 31

The Project research station, Lake Baikal, Russia 

Sunrise on Lake Baikal was breathtaking, an array of purple, gold, and orange blending together, outlining the magnificent horizon of a dark forest. Pine trees covered with crystal white snow reflected the colors of the sunlight in brilliant contrast. It was early November, and the weather was perfect, just below freezing. The snow was heavy on the branches of the trees, and their boughs reaching to the earth recreated a vision from a fairytale. 

	Oberon loved this time of year. He thrived on the beauty and solitude of Baikal. There was no one to disturb him—unless you counted annoying researchers getting overexcited about their latest findings. 

	At the beginning of the twenty-first century the humans knew Oberon as Doctor of Biology and Medicine Vlad Orlov, and his sister, Desiree, as Doctor of Medicine Olga Pavlova. “Vlad” and “Olga” were colleagues who lived and conducted research on the small ecological research station on Lake Baikal. Adopting these human identities had been an enormous accomplishment. It made their situation as stable as Amitis’ lives could be, and it also enabled them to gather important scientific information about immortals. 

	When the vampires had begun hunting Amiti as bloodstock, Amiti had been forced to go underground, living dispersed across the world disguised as humans. Although it made for a lonely existence, it had been a workable solution to the problem of basic survival. It presented two major logistical problems, though. 

	The first—which had been a problem from the beginning—was literally one of maintaining appearances. Amiti could shield their presence from vampires, so they could theoretically live among humans in their natural form. But they could only live in one place for at most fifteen years before the humans began to wonder why they never seemed to age. It also turned out to be impractical because the dazzling beauty Hathor had endowed them with, hoping that they’d attract vampires, earned them too much human attention—and it made them more visible to bloodstock hunters, who could target exceptionally attractive individuals first and figure out if they were Amiti later.

	The alternative was to use their shapeshifting ability to take on a more ordinary human form. This worked well for those who could pull it off, and it enabled them to stay in one place for a more extended period of time—up to a regular human lifespan—because they could create the illusion of aging. But shapeshifting was impossible for Amiti youth who hadn’t come into their powers yet, and sustaining another form was exhausting for younger Amiti over the longer term. 

	The second logistical problem was that over time, fabricating human identities had grown more and more difficult. No longer could an Amiti individual or family simply show up in a new town and assimilate into the population without arousing suspicion. More and more, they needed legitimate identity documents just to get by, and it was growing harder to get away with using forged documents. As a result, the problem of Amiti being “outed” because of legal issues was becoming disturbingly common. Between that problem and the Hunters’ tracking skills, Amiti had to stay on the run constantly.

	Like all Amiti elders, Oberon and Desiree had overcome the first of these logistical difficulties. They had developed remarkable masking skills and could easily shift into and maintain human forms. But the second problem wouldn’t go away. 

	Taking a cue from human con artists, Amiti had also begun looking for existing human identities to assume. If a human disappeared or died and the body was not identified, they could assume that person’s identity. The Amiti leadership had even started targeting certain professions—in medicine, research, and other fields that could provide benefits for their people—and tracking the humans in those fields, looking for “unoccupied” human identities. Of course, this approach presented a whole new set of logistical difficulties related to infiltrating a real person’s existence, particularly faking shared history with loved ones and coworkers, but it was sometimes worth the risk, especially given the alternatives.

	That was how Oberon and Desiree had gotten their current positions. Vlad and Olga had been colleagues, returning to the research station at Lake Baikal after a research conference, when they’d been killed in a train accident. They’d been ideal candidates for Amiti to impersonate—fairly young and living in relative isolation—but the real benefit was what they researched. It was always a bonus when Amiti found situations where they could have fulfilling professional lives, but the Project was truly the best setup Oberon had ever had. 

	Vlad and Olga had both held degrees from top-rated universities. Vlad was the grandson of Nicolai Orlov, a millionaire geneticist descended from Russian immigrants. Nicolai Orlov had returned to Russia to fund and establish the Project’s research station on Lake Baikal. He’d done an amazing job of setting up the Project, hiding it deep within the Siberian forest and giving it a name so complicated yet unremarkable that no one could remember it and it had become known simply as the Project. 

	Ostensibly engaged in DNA research on human longevity, the Projects’ researchers actually studied immortal species. Initially, the Projects’ researchers had studied children with enhanced psychic and other paranormal abilities, obtaining research subjects from a nearby school for “gifted” children. By the time Oberon and Desiree had become Vlad and Olga, those children, called Shadows, had grown up and were working for the Project, abducting young immortals as research subjects. The Project had grown to include thirteen research stations tucked into isolated, ordinary-looking buildings throughout the world, each with a modest single-story decoy lab above ground and vast, secure underground facilities.

	“Vlad, what are you doing up so early? Come inside; you’ll freeze to death. I’m making pancakes!” Desiree’s voice filtered into Oberon’s musings from where she stood on the doorstep of her modest cottage. 

	He turned to look at her, a petite blonde with eyes hidden by unflattering tinted glasses. Desiree in Olga’s form would have been considered attractive, but nothing special. Not that Vlad was beefcake calendar material, either. But it was better this way, a relief to look ordinary among the humans. 

	Oberon smiled at her and gestured toward the horizon. “Look how sensational the sunrise is!” 

	He was blessed to have his sister. With her at his side, he never felt lonely. Eternal loneliness was hard on immortals—but other immortals had their prides, tribes, and packs to fend off the loneliness. Only Amiti were doomed to live scattered around the world, being hunted and hiding like mice from cats, afraid of being discovered. 

	Oberon was soon going to put an end to that situation. 

	The death of the Amiti Queen, Istara, and the ascendancy of a new one, Marcus’s daughter Arianna, had made a millennia-long dream of the Keepers of the Key possible. Finally they would be able to come together and turn the Key to wipe the damn vampires from the surface of the earth once and for all. The war would end, and Amiti would be free from the vampires’ persecution—free to live in peace instead of constant terror. 

	Right now, the main obstacle in their way was the half-blood vampire princess. But Oberon had his radar engaged, and as soon as she registered so much as a blip on it, he’d find her and kill her. Problem solved.

	Meanwhile, things were good. He was so grateful for this setup and the chance to be with his sister. Desiree was always so down to earth. Oberon could think about how to free the Amiti because he could count on Desiree to think about how to feed him breakfast. 

	Yes, Oberon was really blessed.

* * *

Desiree was at the counter refilling their coffee mugs when it happened. He made a sound so small she wouldn’t have been able to identify it—a hitch in his breath, maybe—and whatever it was made her wheel around, coffee sloshing in the mugs. 

	Oberon was completely still, frozen with his fork halfway to his mouth. It only lasted a second, and then his head cocked abruptly at her like a bird’s.

	“It’s Simone. I found her,” he whispered.

	And then she felt him throw up a portal and he was gone, his fork clattering to the plate.


Chapter 32

State Sucre, Venezuela

Two hours earlier

Simone lazily rolled over and watched Odji sleeping beside her, his body warming her beneath the soft down comforter. Lately, she’d been asking him to stay with her after they’d had sex. Odji was like a big teddy bear, something to hold on to, to help fill the void that was growing in Simone’s heart like a metastasizing cancer, threatening eventually to swallow her. She’d been living in a daze, just taking life one day at a time. The nights were the worst. So Odji had practically moved in with her. 

	Odji slept as peacefully as a child, his hands beneath his cheek, palms together as though he was praying, with a whisper of a smile on his soft lips. He looked so sweet like that, the softness a striking contrast to his strikingly masculine features and salt-and-pepper hair. She brushed his cheek lightly with her fingertips. 

	Odji, like Simone, was among the pride’s younger generation even though he was several centuries older. Simone knew his story well. The King had found him in Finland in the seventeenth century. Odji didn’t know who his parents were or how he ended up in Finland; all he could remember was that he’d been a homeless beggar all his life. Once, during a particularly severe winter when Odji was seven or eight, food had been so scarce that Odji had resorted to eating tree bark and scavenging from carcasses of dead animals. By the time Tor found him, he was starving to death, no more than skin and bones, and his hands and feet were frostbitten. 

	Tor had an uncanny ability to identify immortal youngsters—to virtually everyone else, they were indistinguishable from human children—and he immediately recognized Odji as an immortal. 

	Tor also had a soft spot for distressed and orphaned children. The King picked up the dying boy and tucked him beneath his rich fur coat, warming him against his chest. Odji still remembered the heat of love emanating from Tor and the sense of belonging he immediately felt in the arms of this powerful and strong male. He hugged Tor around his neck and prayed: please, God, let him be my father. Please, help me. 

	Odji didn’t know which god heard him, but a miracle happened: he found a father. In the blink of an eye, Odji was transformed from pitiful orphan to son of the Vampire King. For many years after, Odji couldn’t believe his good fortune. He would wake up in the middle of the night covered with cold sweat, afraid that Tor and his pride were just a dream.

	When Odji came of age, he chose to become the King’s personal bodyguard, standing behind him during endless meetings and negotiations—and thwarting many assassination attempts. He’d taken countless blows and suffered serious injuries defending Tor; each only seemed to intensify his devotion to the King. 

	Simone suspected that Odji viewed sex with her as another aspect of his service to the King. She usually didn’t let that bother her, though; in fact, she was just fine with it, because his lovemaking was focused solely on her gratification, and he was an incredible lover, attentive to every nuance of her responses, taking her to heights she hadn’t thought possible. 

	But lately their sex had felt mechanical, passionless, just a means to an end. They still maintained a warm friendship, but it wasn’t enough for Simone. She’d always wanted to experience real love, but her longing for it had been getting more pervasive, more urgent, until it had become like a physical ache inside her that wouldn’t go away. 

	She kept fantasizing about Antar, imagining that he was about to fly in through the window to her bedroom, coming for her to take her back to live with him. It had gotten to the point where she left her window open just in case. 

	She was desperately fighting to make her dream of a future with Antar come true. She called him every day; the Legacy had been searching for Arianna, which gave her a good excuse. But really, what she wanted was to hear Antar’s voice. 

	But Antar had been avoiding her. It wasn’t fair. She knew he was attracted to her. Why did he run so hot and cold? Were the Elite truly cursed by the Goddess of Love? Frustrated, she let her head flop back on the pillow—and woke up Odji. He smiled and stretched languidly.

	“What’s up, gorgeous?” he asked as he cradled her in his arms. “Does my princess want more?”

	“No.” She pulled out of his hold so she could see his face. “I want to ask you something, Odji.”

	“Hmm?”

	“Have you ever really loved someone?”

	“Loved someone?” He looked surprised by her question. “Sure. I love the King.” 

	“No, I mean really loved a female.”

	“I love you.”

	“No, Odji, I mean really loved someone so much that your heart feels like it’s on fire, overflowing with passion. Loved someone so much that it feels the world would cease to exist if she left you? Have you ever loved someone that much?”

	Odji’s expression grew troubled and his eyes glazed as though his mind had taken him somewhere else—or to someone else.

	“Odji? Helloooo?” 

	“Please, Sim, just go back to sleep.” 

	“No, not until you answer my question.” She waited a few seconds. “Do you ever feel like something’s missing in your life? Like a void in your heart?” 

	Odji’s eyes were a light grey color with a hint of blue, like a lake early in the morning, and beneath their cool serenity a deep sorrow lay hidden. “Why do you ask? 

	“Because I feel that way. I feel hollow, like I’m empty inside. I want to know if it’s just me or if others feel it as well.” 

	“I do, but I’ve adjusted to it. I just learned to live with it.” 

	“How?” 

	“The way anyone adjusts to anything, I guess. It becomes part of your daily life, part of your reality.” 

	“Could it be ...” She was seized with a sudden self-consciousness. “Never mind.” 

	“No, go ahead. You can ask me.”

	“Could it be that Sekhmi have all lost our souls and that’s why we always feel like something’s missing?” 

	“Maybe. I don’t know.” Odji’s eyes glowed, and this time Simone recognized longing in them. “Like you, I’m on a quest. To be honest with you, I never stop searching. I don’t even know what I’m looking for, but I’ll know it when I find it.” He brushed his lips across her forehead. “Now, go back to sleep.” Then he snuggled back next to her and closed his eyes.

	Odji was such a good friend—and a skillful lover. It would be so much easier if she could feel love for him. So why couldn’t she? Why didn’t he set her heart ablaze? She needed more. 

	Simone got out of bed, taking her cell phone out to the sundeck so she wouldn’t disturb Odji. She dialed Antar’s number. 

	He picked up on the third ring. 

	“Hi, Sim.” Antar’s voice washed across her, a wave of pure joy following in its wake. How could just hearing his voice make her so happy?

	“Hi.” Simone tried to keep the emotion out of her voice, but her body was tightening up like a spring. 

	“Any news?” 

	“We’ve been over this; you know I’ll call the second we have any information.” 

	Oh, shit—this was her second call to him today. 

	“I’m sorry, I thought it was yesterday. I’m just so worried about her.” Simone was still telling everyone that her blood-bond connection with Arianna was blocked and she had no idea where her sister was.

	“No, no news. Sorry.” Then there was only silence and Simone knew that he was impatient, wanting to get off the phone. 

	“I need to see you.”

	The Alpha family was close by. Antar had told her in their previous phone call that they’d picked up a trace of Arianna that had led them to Venezuela. 

	Antar was instantly alert. “Has something happened?”

	Why would he think that the only reason I’d want to see him was if something had happened? 

	“No, I just wanted to talk.” 

	It had taken all of her courage to ask him to come to her. If he agreed, she’d get rid of Odji and spray the room with perfume. 

	“What do you want to talk about?”

	What kind of idiot is he? Since when does a female inviting you to visit her mean that she has to have something to talk about? 

	Now she was really stepping out of her comfort zone. Everyone thought she was so spoiled, but she never had the nerve to ask for attention.

	“I don’t know! Just come, and—and have a drink with me in my room.” 

	“Simone, I’m sorry, but I need to go. I can’t talk any longer; I’m really busy.” 

	He was about to hang up so she shouted into the phone, “Wait!” 

	But it was too late; he’d already disconnected. 

	She was furious. How dare he treat her like that! She hated him! As Great Sekhmet was her witness, she hated him with every fiber of her being. She stared down at her cell phone for a few seconds, then hurled it against the wall. 

	“Well, well, my princess is angry. What brought on this little tantrum?” 

	She turned sharply in the direction the voice had come from. Theores was approaching her, walking along the sundeck that circled the house. Damn, what she really didn’t need right now was a witness. “Nothing!” 

	“Well, get ready; I’m taking you someplace that will take your mind off your problems. Put on something white and let’s take Odji with us as a bodyguard.”


Chapter 33

Hunter headquarters, Venezuela

Simone kept asking Theores what the big surprise was, but Theores wasn’t answering any questions. Her curiosity only grew when, an hour later, they landed at the familiar helipad at the Hunters’ estate. They clearly weren’t the only guests, judging from the other helicopters there and several cars lined up in the open parking area at the end of the driveway. And it looked like they weren’t the only ones wearing white. Even the Hunter who greeted them was dressed all in white, and Simone didn’t think she’d ever seen a Hunter wearing anything but black. It was like a uniform for them.

	Weird. Sekhmi reserved white almost exclusively for mating ceremonies and religious rituals. She was pretty sure it wasn’t a wedding, but it could be almost anything else; the Hunters were famous for organizing rituals the way some people were famous for hosting parties. 

	The Hunter escorted them into the main building and down the stairs, where he hesitated in front of a heavy metal door and turned to Theores. “Are you sure, madam, that you want this young lady to be present?” 

	Irritation flared in Theores’s eyes. “I told you already, Solus, I want the princess to participate in the ritual. We feel she is ready to witness it.” 

	“What ritual?” Seriously, someone please tell me what’s going on.

	“Be patient, dear,” answered Theores as they entered a vast underground chamber. It was the Hunter pride’s temple of Sekhmet. Every pride in the Vampire Elite constructed these temples beneath their estates as a sacred space to worship their Goddess. It was Sekhmis’ belief that the temples brought luck; Sekhmet would bestow her blessings on those most devoted to her.

	The walls were rough and glistened with beads of moisture that reflected the flames of torches scattered throughout the room. Dominating the chamber, a black marble, highly polished sculpture of Sekhmet rose twenty feet above its six-by-six marble platform base. Several feet from the sculpture, an elaborate throne had been carved into the rock face itself. Two Hunters in long white robes stood on either side of the throne. 

	Sekhmi from various Elite prides, all dressed in white, stood along the grey stone walls. Simone recognized many of them and greeted them with a smile and a nod of her head. Another Sekhmi, who radiated an aura of mystery and threat so thick she could almost taste it in the air, approached Simone and Theores. Like all Sekhmi, he was tall and well built; what made him stand out was the way he held himself. It defied description. Everybody could sense in him the Alpha, the one other vampires unconditionally obeyed. But it wasn’t like the sheer power and charisma that Tor exuded; it was more frightening. Simone couldn’t tell if it was his ghostly pale purple eyes, his long, shimmering white hair spilling over his robe like liquid silver, or something else, a whole that was greater than the sum of its parts. All she knew was that when he approached them, she felt her skin crawl.

	This imposing Sekhmi was the legendary Crian, the head of the Hunter pride. He was like a chameleon, changing color accordingly to his environment or circumstance. Now, Crian was the epitome of a gentleman—which was a good thing, because if his demeanor had been any creepier, Simone wouldn’t have been able to keep herself from cringing. 

	Bowing to Theores, he kissed her hand. 

	“I am honored to welcome the revered Council member to our ceremony.” His voice was smooth, conveying all of the mystery Simone felt in his aura, but none of the threat. He nodded at Simone, acknowledging her presence. “Welcome, Princess. I hope you’ll enjoy our ritual. We’ll begin shortly.”

	The Sekhmi began chanting in deep, sonorous voices. The massive door to Simone’s left opened and three Hunters entered, each leading a cloaked figure. 

	Amiti. 

	Simone knew the drill, knew how it worked—although she still didn’t get the ritual. But she’d only been to one auction; maybe this was the norm and the one she’d been to was the exception. 

	The Amiti were brought to the center of the chamber and positioned in front of the idol. As the Hunters removed the prisoners’ cloaks, Simone sensed a familiar wave of arousal and blood lust that rolled though the crowd.

	The prisoners, one male and two females, were nude. All were exquisitely beautiful, as was to be expected with Amiti, but one female was simply astonishing.. Petite and slender, with curves that seemed to be carved from alabaster, she appeared to be in her early twenties. Her face looked like an angel’s, with skin that glowed in the torchlight like the light of a fading dawn, and downcast eyes hidden beneath thick, long lashes—but her lips were full and sensuous. And Goddess, Simone had never seen hair like hers. It would have put Botticelli’s Venus to shame, flowing like liquid gold over her nude body, reaching her hips. Simone felt herself staring, slack-jawed, as though hypnotized.

	At that moment, the chorus of chanting stopped, leaving one female soprano voice filling the chamber. The voice belonged to Riona, a priestess of Sekhmet and a Hunter. While she sang, her assistant, Solus, carefully transferred a few dozen crystal vials from a large tray to the altar. 

	Once she’d completed the invocation, Riona dipped her fingers into a golden bowl Solus had handed her and anointed each Amiti’s forehead, chest, and stomach with blood. The golden Amiti was last in line, and she was so frightened that she burst into tears. 

	Simone couldn't take her eyes off the girl. It must be terrifying to stand naked in front of a crowd of vampires, not knowing what was going to happen. 

	When she came up for auction, Simone would ask Theores to buy her.

	Riona, meanwhile, was returning to the first female, slicing her wrist with a slim dagger, and allowing the blood to stream into the crystal glasses on the altar. The air grew heavy with scent, first the exotic fragrance of Amiti blood and then the thicker, darker scents of Sekhmi arousal and bloodlust. 

	Simone stared, fascinated, as Riona moved the female’s wrist across the vials, making certain that her blood went into every vessel. She no longer cared that her fangs elongated; she was one of the Elite, and there was nothing unusual about her reaction.

	Riona finished with the first Amiti and released her to collapse on the floor, shaking, ashen, and still bleeding. Then the priestess repeated the process with the male and the golden Amiti girl, slashing their wrists and filling the vials with their blood. By the time she was done, all the vials were full. 

	Simone took the vial Solus offered her, but despite her powerful thirst, she couldn’t bring herself to drink. Puzzled, she glanced around and caught Odji’s eyes. He seemed to be having a similar problem. 

	Riona pulled the first Amiti female to her feet and hauled her over to the altar. The female sobbed and struggled in Riona’s grip. Solus and another Hunter lifted her onto the altar, spread her arms and legs, and bound her wrists and ankles in metal cuffs embedded in the stone of the altar, totally immobilizing her. The female panicked, jerking her hips and arching her back in an effort to free herself from the restraints. 

	Riona just watched her, smiling, clearly relishing her power. She picked up a sharp silver-steel dagger from the altar, holding it with both hands, and raised it high above the female. Then she looked up at the face of the Sekhmet idol and pronounced: “To the Great Sekhmet for preserving the Vampire Elite. To the Great Lioness for granting us successful hunts. Please accept our sacrifice, Great Goddess.” 

	The chanting in the room started again, louder this time. Riona plunged the dagger through the Amiti’s heart until it hit the stone beneath her. 

	The sobbing stopped. 

	Simone’s eyes lost focus and her whole body suddenly became weightless. For a moment she was completely disoriented. Where was she? 

	This was not happening. She was trapped in a horror movie. 

	Transfixed, she watched Riona cut the Amiti’s chest open and thrust her hand into the bloody flesh. With a swift movement, Riona ripped out the Amiti’s heart and raised it above her head. The chanting in the room reached a crescendo, the walls vibrating with the resonance. 

	Simone’s vial slipped from her hand and shattered into a fountain of sharp, bloody shards as it hit the stone floor. Her mind was playing tricks on her. She saw Arianna lying brutalized on the altar, her red hair cascading like blood to the floor. 

	Without making eye contact with anyone, holding her head high, Simone carefully made her way to the exit. No hysterics. I am the Elite. The Elite have nerves of steel. Nerves of steel ... 

	She had no idea how she managed to leave the room without completely losing it. 

	Once outside, she took a deep breath of fresh air and then, hands shaking, she pulled her cell phone from her purse and dialed Antar’s number.

	It seemed as though an eternity passed before she heard his voice. “Hi, Sim.”

	“Antar, I know where Arianna is and I can lead the Legacy to her. But you must promise me that you’ll give her Sanctuary and not let her leave until she is powerful enough to protect herself, and that you’ll never surrender her to the King.” 

	“Yes, of course, I promise. How do you know where she is?” 

	“I found her through the blood-bond.” 

	“When?”

	Simone’s first impulse was to lie and say that it had just happened, but she was sick and tired of lying. “At the Amphitheatre. She helped me control my blood lust.”

	“It’s been two months, Simone! And all this time you’ve known?” 

	It took all Simone’s courage to continue. “Yes.”

	“Why?” Antar’s voice was cold.

	“Because you liked her and I wanted you for myself. And now—you can kill me if you want, but first, I’ll help you find Arianna.”

	Simone felt a heavy weight lift from her heart. She was holding her breath waiting for Antar’s reaction, but to her surprise, it didn’t mean much to her any more.

	“Where is she?”

	“I can’t tell you right now. I’m stressed and I can’t find her unless I can focus. We’re at Hunter headquarters. After we leave, I’ll concentrate on locating her and I’ll call you as soon as I have it figured out. But you must promise me you won’t tell the King that I led you to her. We’re here in Venezuela because of Arianna. Somehow they traced her here and lost her again. I don’t want them to find her. You have no idea what they will do to her.” Simone had no idea either, but she knew that nothing good could be in store for an antelope cornered by a pride of lions.

	“Fine. I’ll be waiting for your call.” Antar hung up.

	Well, Princess, say goodbye to the hero of your dreams. Antar was forever lost to her. But for some reason, Simone felt okay about it. Antar could go to hell. If he didn’t want her, she could live her life just fine without him. At last she’d have some peace within herself. 

	She ran to the helipad and climbed into the helicopter, not wanting to stay on the soil of this evil place for even another minute. Taking a light blanket out of the storage cabinet, she pulled it up to her neck, trying to warm herself after the dank chill of the cavern, and waited for Theores and Odji to join her.


Chapter 34

Hunter headquarters, Venezuela 

Something bizarre was happening to Odji. When Simone headed to the exit, he should have followed her; it was his responsibility to keep her safe. But he hadn’t even noticed her leaving; his eyes had been locked on the golden Amiti girl. He felt as though his heart was being ripped from his chest. Illuminated by the torchlight, she was breathtakingly beautiful, a finely sculptured porcelain goddess. 

	This was his mate, the one he’d been searching for his entire life. Odji had no doubt about it. He was equally certain that the rest of his existence now depended on what happened to her. 

	His imagination quickly painted visions of cuddling her, kissing her eyelids and temples, feeling the warmth of her skin upon his, whispering words of love into her golden hair. When Riona cut the girl’s wrist, it took every ounce of his willpower not to leap at her and slit the priestess’s throat. His hands were so tightly clenched that he had punctured the skin of his palms and drawn blood. 

	He watched as the Hunters sacrificed the first Amiti female, then the male. Riona held his ripped heart high over her head and dropped it into the golden bowl at the feet of the Great Lioness. Then she grabbed the golden Amiti’s hand. The girl made a weak attempt to pull away, paralyzed with fear. Solus and his assistant lifted her up and placed her on the sacrificial altar. But before they could slip her wrists into the cuffs, Odji was on them like a lightening bolt. Breaking their necks, he picked the girl up and disappeared with her through the side door. It happened in a split second, so quickly and unexpectedly that nobody had time to react. 

	Only dimly aware of Simone screaming at him—“What have you done? Are you out of your mind?”—Odji placed the girl in the back of the helicopter, barely taking the time to strap himself in and go through his checklist before he had them airborne. He had no idea where they were going or what he’d do when they got there. His vision was filled with an endless expanse of clear night sky and the golden, streaming hair of the Amiti girl, an image that would be engraved into his brain forever. 

	Odji’s euphoria crashed when he spotted the two Hunter helicopters taking off after them. Of course; what had he expected? They weren’t about to lose track of their prey. He glanced behind him to check on the Amiti and finally became aware of Simone. She had covered the girl with a blanket and was applying pressure to her wrist, trying to stop the bleeding. 

	The princess! What luck! The Hunters wouldn’t dare damage the helicopter with the King’s daughter on board. 

	That meant that they were safe as long as they could stay in the air, as long as the helicopter had fuel. 

	“Sim,” Odji called through his headphones, watching as the Hunters’ helicopters began circling them. “If I’m killed, please, take care of her. Buy her, do whatever you have to do; just don’t let them kill her or make her bloodstock. Please, Sim.” 

	“I will, I promise!” she yelled back. 

	The Hunters’ helicopters were closing in, one on either side of him. The Hunter on the pilot’s side was making exaggerated hand gestures, signaling for Odji to land. Odji responded with a one-fingered gesture of his own. 

	He turned and looked into the girl’s sorrowful, frightened eyes. She sat completely still, the blanket pulled up to her chin. Odji’s heart was heavy; he’d give anything to share his life with her, but he wasn’t delusional. He knew it would take a miracle for this dream to become a reality, and miracles simply did not happen. But he couldn’t just give up. 

	“What’s that?!” Simone’s scream came through the headphones. “It’s moving, Odji. It’s alive!” 

	On the passenger side of the copter, a huge cloud of shimmering mist had formed and was hovering in the air. In its center, a black hole was opening like the mouth of a giant shark, doubling in size every second. Then a force like a colossal magnet began drawing the copter toward the hole. 

	“It’s going to swallow us! Go back!” Simone shouted at the top at her lungs.

	“I can’t! The controls are frozen. It’s pulling us in.” 

	The aircraft seemed to fly itself, changing direction and heading directly into the center of the black hole. In his peripheral vision Odji could see the wild gestures of the Sekhmi pilots. Idiots! Did they think he couldn’t see it? And ... why wasn’t it affecting them, too?

	As it passed through the portal, the helicopter’s engine died and they plummeted in freefall through an infinity of darkness.


Chapter 35

“Let me get this straight. With no provocation whatsoever, my bodyguard interrupted the ceremony, assaulted the priestess’s two assistants, hauled the Amiti sacrifice off to the helicopter, and took off with the Amiti and my daughter inside?”

	The three Hunters nodded at Tor grimly. He focused on the two who’d been in the air with Odji and continued.

	“And then you gave chase, at which point a giant cloud of gleaming mist formed in the air, and then a big black hole formed in the middle of the giant cloud of mist? And it pulled the helicopter with my daughter, my bodyguard, and this Amiti toward it, but it didn’t pull you even though you were flying on either side of my pride’s helicopter, right next to it?”

	The helicopter pilots nodded again. Hunters were used to being the intimidators, and these guys weren’t handling the role reversal well, sweating and shifting their weight as though they might suddenly sprint out of the room. Tor almost felt bad for these guys. Except he didn’t.

	“And then my helicopter and those inside it got sucked into the black hole, and it immediately disappeared, taking the giant mist with it, and it was like nothing had ever been there at all, just clear skies, and you flew around for another half hour searching for them, but there’s no trace at all?”

	They both looked at him, nodded, and then looked at the floor. One mumbled something that sounded like “Yes, that’s right, your Majesty.” 

	“Very well then. You may go. Stay with Theores in case we require follow-up.”

	The two Hunter pilots shuffled out, leaving Tor and Crian alone in Crian’s study. Without a word, Crian stood and crossed the room to the wet bar. Tor braced his elbows on the armrests of his chair and rubbed his temples. 

	Lately, between the Amiti Queen situation and Simone’s never-ending crises, things had just been one clusterfuck after another. And now Odji had kidnapped an Amiti who’d been chosen and prepared as a sacrifice to the Great Lioness. In addition to defying logic, it was the greatest of blasphemies; this girl had been chosen by the Lioness and belonged to her, and Odji had stolen her. Now, as though things hadn’t already been going badly, they could also expect Sekhmet’s wrath to be visited upon them—upon Tor, his pride, the entire Sekhmi race. This was a bad, bad, bad omen. And now she was missing, along with the two people Tor cared most about; all three might as well have simply evaporated into thin air. 

	Crian entered Tor’s frame of vision, wordlessly handing him a drink and then sinking into a comfortable leather chair opposite Tor. 

	“It’s been a while, Tor. If it hadn’t been for this unfortunate situation, I probably wouldn’t have had the pleasure of your company for another century. Even if you don’t require my services, you could still come and visit just to catch up with an old friend.” 

	As the Alpha of the Hunter pride, Crian was directly or indirectly responsible for supplying all Sekhmi with Amiti bloodstock. But he was also a skilled sorcerer who served as the King’s personal magician and astrologer. A few centuries ago, when times were tough, Tor had used Crian’s services often, but lately he’d come to Crian only rarely. 

	Only Tor and Anock knew the source of Crian’s magical power: Crian’s father was a vampire, and his mother one of the most powerful sorceresses in Europe. But his half-blood background made him a Nightwalker, so he kept the secret of his parentage well hidden, presumably using sorcery to make himself invulnerable to sunlight. Over the centuries Crian had developed his powers extensively, supplementing the Hunters’ tracking skills with his magic and making his pride the richest of the rich. But Tor knew Crian wasn’t just in it for the money, phenomenal as it was. No, Crian loved the thrill of the hunt. 

	“I apologize for the actions of my bodyguard, Crian. I hope the priestess’s assistants are recovering nicely. And I will, of course, reimburse you for the full value of the Amiti.” 

	“I never doubted that you would take full responsibility, Majesty. But the Amiti your boy stole already belonged to the Great Lioness, so it is not I who requires reimbursement.” 

	Tor stifled a shudder at the thought of what reimbursement Sekhmet might require. “I have no idea why Odji would have done this. Ordinarily, he’s nothing if not levelheaded. And what was Simone’s involvement? Do you have any idea what happened?” 

	“I’m afraid you’re not going to like my answer, Tor.” Crian leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms across his chest. 

	“Tell me.” 

	“I sense the presence of the Keepers.”

	Tor was silent while he assimilated that information. So here it was: his worst fears coming to pass. Whatever Odji’s crazy motives had been, this wasn’t about the theft of the Amiti. Odji was collateral damage. The Keepers were targeting Simone, reclaiming their power. Nothing would stop the Keepers now; they were extremists. The lives of those he held most dear were in jeopardy. 

	Tor didn’t realize how hard he was squeezing his glass until it shattered in his hand, slicing his palm with shards of crystal. Crian handed him a towel from the wet bar. 

	“Do you think they’ll kill them?” Tor asked Crian, his voice hoarse. Damn, this whole situation was surpassing the limits of his tolerance, his ability to control his emotions. But right now he didn’t care. He stared down at his bleeding hand, the bright red streaks on the white towel. 

	“Yes. They need to remove Simone’s power as a Keeper. As for Odji, they have no use for him.” 

	Something in Crian’s voice made Tor turn and meet his eyes. Crian’s face wore an expression Tor had never seen on him before, an almost tender look of sympathy and grief. Suddenly Tor understood.

	“You lost a child once, didn’t you?”

	Crian didn’t answer, just lowered his gaze. 

	“You never told me. I’m really sorry, my friend.” 

	“That is why I became a bloodstock hunter.” Crian’s voice was almost unrecognizable, heavy with sadness. Then abruptly his demeanor changed. “Well, nothing can bring them back. We need to find a way to save yours. And as far as I know, there’s only one immortal who can create holes in space capable of swallowing anything, including a helicopter.” 

	“Fucking Oberon. Again.” Tor paused to let a wave of anger and hate sweep through him, break, and recede before continuing. “I’ve had it with that rotten bastard. I want him. And I want him now. Find him.” 

	“Are you kidding, Tor? Oberon could be anywhere on the planet, or for that matter in a different dimension. Don’t forget, he’s the Keeper of the Hidden; the universe is his hiding place.” 

	“He can’t hide forever. Sooner or later we’ll get him. But meanwhile, we’ll send him an ultimatum.” Tor tossed back the rest of his drink and dialed Anock. “I want you to go right now and get the word out on all the major vampire websites that if Simone and Odji are killed, ten Amiti will be executed: five for each of my children.”


Chapter 36

The Project research station, Lake Baikal, Russia 

“Where are we?” Simone asked Odji without taking her eyes off the view out the helicopter window. “Is it possible that we’re dead and this is what the afterlife looks like?” 

	The helicopter had come to a halt—if that’s what had actually happened; the crazy vortex thing had left her totally disoriented—in a landscape surrounded by huge pine trees draped in massive mounds of brilliantly crystallized snow. A vast body of water, frozen solid, spread before them, reflecting a spectacular view of the rays of the rising sun. 

	It was a glaring contrast to the tropics of Venezuela.

	“We have company,” Odji muttered, pointing to a small group of people approaching the helicopter. They all wore heavy sheepskin coats, hats, boots and gloves. “Humans,” he sighed. 

	There was nothing to fear; humans presented no danger to Sekhmi. Odji would just glamour them into thinking that the helicopter had crash-landed here, maybe get their help once he figured out what to do next. 

	As soon as Odji opened the helicopter door, the Amiti girl barreled past Simone and through the door, leaping to the ground at a dead run toward the approaching group, wearing only the blanket she’d been wrapped in. “Help! Please, help me!” she yelled.

	Simone heard Odji curse, and then he was at the girl’s side. He grabbed her around the waist and lifted her off the snow. 

	The girl kicked viciously at him. “Help, help, help me!” 

	Suddenly Odji reeled as though he’d been clocked in the head. The girl fell from his arms as he tumbled to the ground. 

	What the hell was that? Had one of the humans done that to Odji? 

	As Simone stood there, stupefied, in the doorway of the helicopter, she felt one of the humans’ stares pulling at her mind. Raising her eyes to meet his, it was as if he’d blasted her in the brain, her mind overwhelmed with blackness. She felt herself collapsing in the snow ... 

	She came back to consciousness expecting to be in some kind of cell, but the bed in which she was lying was comfortable, and she opened her eyes to a room that looked like it belonged in an elegant hotel: pristine white walls and ceiling, soft lighting, sofa, and two chairs at a small table. A built-in bookshelf and flatscreen TV monitor took up most of the wall opposite her, with a door to their right; another wall was covered entirely by floor-length draperies; and the fourth wall held another door. 

	Simone jumped out of the bed and checked both doors. One led to a bathroom with a shower unit; the other was locked. Yanking aside the drapes, she found only a blank wall. She returned to the locked door and tried it again—still locked, of course—and then pounded on it, hard. It was clearly reinforced. 

	She was knocking the heel of her hand across the door, trying to find a weaker spot, when the monitor on the wall blinked on and a human male appeared on the screen. Maybe in his early forties, he wore a dark brown knitted turtleneck and was holding a steaming mug of tea or coffee. 

	“Who the hell are you?” Simone snarled at the monitor. “And where the hell am I? Why is the door locked? I demand that you release me immediately!” 

	“Well, well, aren’t we just the little Miss Princess? Let’s take this one question at a time, shall we? My name is Vlad Orlov; I’m a doctor here. You are at the Project’s research station. And the door is locked because you are now one of the participants in our research.” 

	“I’m what? What are you talking about? What research? Wait—you know what? We’re done here. Let me talk to the person in charge.” 

	“Actually, that would be me. I’m the senior researcher here. Go ahead; what would you like to say?” 

	Shit, what did she want to say? She stared at the guy—what was his name again?—in total frustration. “I need to call my family.” 

	“Sorry, Simone, no phone calls.” 

	“How do you know my name?” 

	“We know a lot of things about you. For example, we know that you are Sekhmi, one of the so-called Vampire Elite.” 

	Simone’s stomach knotted. No! It couldn’t be true. Humans don’t know about vampires—or any immortals, for that matter. Sure, maybe they’d heard stories passed down through generations about vampires and werewolves, but nobody really believed them, did they? And this guy—not only did he know she was a vampire; he even knew about distinctions among vampires. What next? Great Sekhmet, how right immortals were about keeping their existence a secret from humans! Not only would they try to annihilate them; obviously they would also keep them locked in scientific labs as guinea pigs. 

	“So, what are you going to do with me? Study me?” She put all her venom into the question, but she just felt like an alley cat arching her back and hissing at a snarling dog. 

	She had to do something to save herself. She wasn’t in a position of power; all she could do was negotiate. “Please, let me go ... I can pay you, any amount you demand. Can’t you see I’m almost human? Look, I look like you, I speak the same language, and—and I’m actually a citizen of France! If you keep me here, I’ll complain to the French Embassy that you have violated my human rights!” What the fuck was she saying? Human rights? 

* * *

The look on her face told Oberon that she realized how ineffective she was sounding. He suddenly felt sorry for her. “Look, we won’t keep you long at all—if you cooperate with us. What happens will depend on your level of compliance.” 

	“What do you want me to do?” 

	“Just try to behave yourself, let the staff perform the tests they need, and then we’ll let you go with your promise never to tell anyone where you were and what you saw,” Oberon lied smoothly. Of course he had no intention of letting Simone leave. But giving her that hope would make her work harder to get herself set free—and while she was doing that work, Oberon would be working hard to bring her to his side. 

	Oberon’s initial intention had been to kill Simone so her Keeper’s power could revert back to the Amiti. But everything had changed when he’d seen her lying unconscious in the snow in her white gown, her thick mane of raven-black hair splashed around her head. He’d flashed back to Theores’s dark hair against pale linen pillows as she waited eagerly for him to indulge her with feeding and sexual play. 

	She’d loved him and he had betrayed her, exchanging her and her brother, Leon, for Tor’s bloodstock—one of whom had been his best friend. 

	He’d planned to find Theores right away and ask for forgiveness, ask her to come back to him, but she broke their blood-bond by bonding with Istara, cutting off his access to her, and then joined the Royal pride. As Theores became infamous for her hatred of all Amiti, Oberon realized there was no way back; he had to accept that he’d lost her forever. For centuries he had tried to unburden himself—of his painful memories, and of the guilt he felt over abandoning her—but to no avail. 

	Now, he thought he might have been given a second chance. Maybe this girl was the key to his redemption; maybe if he spared her life, his soul would finally stop eating him alive. Instead of killing Simone, he’d try to bring her over to their side. She was half Amiti. He’d show her all the horrors vampires had visited upon the Amiti, and if she had a heart, she’d agree to assist the Keepers.

	“What’s my guarantee that you’ll let me go?” Simone walked to the middle of the room, took a seat at the table and crossed her arms across her chest. 

	“Well, you don’t have any other options.” 

	He watched her think about that. She was trying to be so tough, trying to bargain with him even though she didn’t have any chips to play with—and she obviously had no idea how very unsuccessful she was at hiding her feelings. Everything she thought was broadcast across her face. 

	She sighed. “OK, I’ll do what you ask. But I wasn’t alone; there was a male with me. What happened to him?” 

	“Odji? He’s fine. Actually, he’s having quite a good time with the Amiti girl he rescued.” 

	“What! You’re not keeping them together!” 

	“Why wouldn’t I? They seem quite fond of each other.” Oberon liked toying with her; she seemed quite intelligent. 

	“You simply can’t! If you know anything about our two species, you must know that we can’t live together.” 

	“And that would be because ... ?” 

	“You know how we feed. You should know that if you keep them together you force him to feed on her. She belongs to the species we use for our blood source.” 

	“So what’s the big deal? He feeds on her; it won’t kill her as long as he doesn’t drain all her blood at one time.” 

	“Because she’ll kill him!” 

	“What? Why?” He made a surely-you-jest face. Oh, this was fun.

	“Because that’s what they do! They kill us!” 

	“Wow, that’s pretty dramatic. How do you guys manage to coexist on this planet?” 

	“It’s complicated. I can’t get into it—but please, separate them before it’s too late.” 

	“I need to go now, Simone. This monitor is also a TV; the remote control is on the table. The remote also opens a panel on the wall. You’ll find food there.” 

	He severed her connection to him, but kept watching her in one-way mode as she opened the panel, picked up the tray of food waiting for her in the warming unit, and hurled it against the wall, then flopped onto the bed. 

	He was still watching a half hour later as she was returned to the bed, paralyzed by one of the research technicians she’d attacked when they came in to perform tests. Only her eyes moved as the techs took blood and tissue samples and placed them in small, labeled glass vials. 

	Yep, life was unpredictable. You never knew how things would turn out.


Chapter 37

Odji opened his eyes, which throbbed with pain despite the soft lighting. He was sprawled on the floor, his body stiff and bruised. With some effort he raised his upper body, supporting himself on his elbows. He was in a clean, comfortable, elegantly nondescript room. In fact, if he hadn’t had a background in security, he might not have even noticed the signs that it had been built to detain prisoners—powerful ones. There were no windows, and the door and ventilation system were reinforced with a metal alloy of some kind—

	His assessment of the situation screeched to a halt when he saw her, the golden Amiti girl. She was sitting on the queen-sized bed, squeezed tightly against the wall, hands clutching a blanket that she’d pulled all the way up to her ears. 

	Dizzy and nauseous, Odji staggered to his feet. Damn! Whatever force had been used against him had to have been supernatural to have given him this much of a hangover. He couldn’t even remember what it had been. Clumsily he stumbled toward the door. 

	“I already checked,” said a soft voice. “It’s locked.” 

	Odji pivoted, tilting his head to consider her. Huge, dark-brown eyes were locked on him. 

	A wave of relief washed over him: no matter where they were, they were both alive and she was with him, and that made him almost giddy with excitement. It was something Odji had barely even hoped for when he’d rescued her. “Any idea where we are?” 

	She shook her head. “No idea at all.” 

	He turned back to the door and checked the handle just in case, but it was locked, just as she’d said. He kicked the door with all the strength in his leg and almost broke bones in his foot.

	“So. We’re prisoners.” Odji was disgusted with himself; he always tried to stay in control of his circumstances, and had had enough practice that he usually succeeded. He aimed several more kicks at the door, throwing all his frustration into it. Even reinforced, the door should have been damaged, but there wasn’t even a dent in it. 

	Whoever had locked them in here knew what he was capable of and was prepared to handle beings of his strength. He needed to clear his mind and think rationally. He was responsible for the Amiti girl’s life. 

	He lowered himself onto the couch and stretched out his legs in front of him before returning his gaze to the girl. She sat there quietly, watching him intently. 

	Several locks of her golden hair spilled over the blanket, shimmering in the warm glow of the soft light. She’d lowered the blanket to below her chin, exposing full, pale pink, slightly parted lips. Odji imagined kissing them and how sweet the kiss tasted. Was she naked under the blanket? He’d never forget the perfection of her nude body; her full breasts, the beads of perspiration rolling down her abdomen, the curve of her hips, the juncture where her thighs met, hiding the sacred spot between her legs ... 

	Odji was dying to see all of her again. Now he understood why Sekhmi would disrobe an Amiti at the first opportunity. Damn, Odji wanted her, right now and right here: on the bed, on the floor, the table, anywhere. If someone didn’t separate them soon, one of them was going to die. And it would no doubt be him.

	“Why are you staring at me? You’re making me very uncomfortable,” the girl said warily.

	Odji quickly composed his face into what he hoped was a placid expression. Had he been leering openly at her? How long had he been staring like that? “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to. But you are the most lovely thing in this room—and probably on this side of heaven.” 

	“Thing? I’m not a thing.” 

	“Sorry; I just meant that you are quite beautiful, and I find it hard to take my eyes off of you.” 

	The girl blushed. 

	He was mildly encouraged by her reaction. “What’s your name?” 

	“Why do you care? Sekhmi don’t call us by our names.” 

	“Sorry again. Please, don’t judge me by the behavior of others. My name is Odji. By the way, Odji means wicked, which I’m not, by the way.” He really sounded stupid ... by the way.

	“Fine. My name is Zlata.” 

	“Your parents did well, giving you such a beautiful and fitting name.” He wanted to reach out and run his fingers through her thick mane of golden hair. She had to be his. She belonged to him. 

	Just then a large display monitor on the wall came to life with a crackle of static. The man who appeared on the screen looked to be in his early forties, some kind of scientist or medical type. 

	“Good morning,” the man said, smiling as he shuffled through a pile of papers scattered on the desk before him. “Welcome to the Project research station. I’m sure you have no desire to remain here, so you should know that if you cooperate, you’ll be released much sooner than if you resist.” 

	The guy went on to explain that they had become involuntary subjects in a long-term research project and that their living arrangements would depend on their cooperation; the researchers could make their lives relatively comfortable or unbearable. 

	“So I suggest that you and your friend here”—the man nodded toward Zlata with a sly grin on his face—“make yourselves comfortable. Who knows? You might find your stay here a pleasant experience. It will certainly be a fascinating experiment for us.” 

	“You pervert! I’ll rip your heart out.” Odji hurled himself at the monitor, throwing all of his weight into his punch, but the monitor won the fight, bruising and bloodying Odji’s knuckles while staying completely unscathed. “Go to hell, or wherever you humans believe in. Actually, just go fuck yourself; I’m sure we can all agree about what that means.” 

	The man just raised an eyebrow. “Well, aren’t we touchy? Sorry to upset you, but we make the rules here. End of conversation.” The monitor slowly slid back up into the ceiling without a scratch on it. 

	Odji burned with hatred and frustration. Needing a target for his rage, unable to aim it at its real source, he swung around and slammed his fist into the table, which splintered and collapsed into pieces. 

	The human knew that no matter how fiercely Odji resisted, eventually he’d be overcome by bloodlust and wouldn’t be able to resist feeding on the Amiti girl. On Zlata. The blood-bond would kick in, and his golden angel would turn into a devil and kill him as he fed. This was not the outcome he’d envisioned when he’d rescued her. 

	He wheeled around to face Zlata. “Did you hear that? I feel like a rat in a cage.” 

	“He said they’d let us go if we cooperate. I’m going to do that; I’d much rather help in human research than spend my life locked in your bloodstock dungeons.” She was glaring at him, her face tight with hostility. 

	“Zlata, I never would lock you in a dungeon.” 

	“And you expect me to believe that? You were planning to, what, let me go?” 

	“No. What would be the point of that? You don’t yet have the ability to shield so you’d just end up back in the sacred chamber of Sekhmet.” 

	Zlata shivered visibly. “Then what did you have in mind when you kidnapped me?” 

	“I wish I could explain, I don’t know what happened to me when I saw you on the altar about to be sacrificed. Something deep inside me exploded and I lost control. All I could think about was that I had to protect you.” 

	“I don’t believe you. Vampires only want to use us for our blood.” 

	“No, that’s not true—” 

	“Yes, Odji, it is, unless you can convince me that you’re feeding on animals or humans.”

	Odji stood in the middle of the room, speechless. He drank Amiti blood on a weekly basis—plus more, casually, just another mixer for his cocktail. He closed his eyes to the source of the blood and how it was harvested. Everyone did.

	Zlata watched him, her eyes reflecting suspicion and mistrust. How desperately he wished that they would shine with love—for him, Odji. Why didn’t life ever turn out the way you wanted it to? 

	He could easily kill her now: she wasn’t even immortal yet, and it would only take one stroke of his fist to expel the life from her body. But he couldn’t make her love him. 

	“No, uh,” he stammered. “Well, uh ... I can’t deny it. I feed on Amiti blood. Now you have a reason to hate me.” 

	He’d fallen into a hole filled with despair. She was lost to him. In her eyes he’d forever be no more than a monster who fed on the blood of her people. 

	At that moment a large slot in the wall behind them slid open, revealing a tray with two appetizing-looking meals—green salad, baked potatoes, and fried chicken—and an ice bucket holding a small assortment of beverages. 

	Maybe food would take the edge off, ease the cramping in his stomach? He’d been ignoring the arousal he’d felt ever since he’d first seen Zlata, and now he could feel the bloodlust rising in him like an awakening dragon. 

	Damn, this was going to be one of the greatest challenges he had ever faced. 

	He picked up the tray. Since he’d broken the table, the only place to sit was the bed. So he put the tray on the bed in front of Zlata. 

	“You should be hungry. Please, eat.” 

	She didn’t move, just stared up at him with wide brown eyes. He realized he was too close to her and felt another rush of sorrow—which was immediately overwhelmed by exhilaration at her fear. It aroused Odji even more, every instinct shrieking to claim her. He felt his eyes narrow as he closed the remaining distance between them, a predator ready to rip her throat out.

	Zlata lowered her gaze, her thick lashes brushing her cheeks. She inhaled deeply, and as she exhaled, the tension seemed to leave her body. Odji could sense what she knew: the wheel of fortune had turned. It was she who was now in control.

	“Are you naked under the blanket?” the question escaped before Odji realized what he was saying. His voice was hoarse. “Take it off.” It was an order. 

	Averting her eyes, she obeyed. The blanket slid down, revealing her beautiful nude body. It seemed to radiate sunlight, her golden hair spilling over her shoulders and breasts like a veil. 

	Odji knew he was signing his own death sentence, but he didn’t care. He wanted her more than anything else in the world, the passion rising in him beyond his ability to tame or control it. This would be end of him. He knew it. So be it. He would die in ecstasy. 

	Odji leaped at her. He heard the tray clatter to the floor. Panting like a wild beast, he grabbed her by her ankles and pulled her down, spreading her on her back. He dropped next to her, pressing his body against hers, and slid his hands along her silky skin. Then he wrapped his arms around her and pulled her tightly to his chest. Roughly, he pressed his mouth to hers, totally carried away by the sensation of her petal-soft lips on his. He broke away and gasped, buried in the glory of her hair. 

	“Kill me, if that’s what you want. I don’t care. I can’t resist you another second. I’ve been searching for you all my life; at least I’d die knowing what it was like to love you for even a few short moments.” 

	He began covering her face with obsessive, demanding kisses, moving gradually to her neck. 

	Zlata tilted her head back and offered him her throat.


Chapter 38

In Simone’s windowless room, days and nights merged together, broken only by the comings and goings of the humans. She tried to mark the passage of time with their visits, which seemed to happen every day, but then they came at irregular intervals. Every time, the humans restrained her and took more tests—blood and tissue samples, and all kinds of scans using machines she didn’t recognize.

	Scared and frustrated, she began having panic attacks. She yelled at her captors and begged them to release her. But the humans paid no attention to her. She was just a subject of their research, like a dog would be. That was it. 

	Finally and unexpectedly, her bloodlust exploded. She had no idea how long she’d gone without blood; it must have been over three weeks. She screamed at the technicians who passed through her room that she must feed on fresh blood to live. The humans ignored her and continued to bring her standard human food: soup, potatoes, meat, salad, fruit and even some desserts like ice cream and cookies. 

	A few more days passed and Simone became feverish; her stomach felt as though it was digesting itself, cramping so violently that she wailed in pain, lying on her bed in a fetal position, squeezing her knees to her chest and gagging uncontrollably.

	Desiree, who’d been on duty observing Simone on the monitors, couldn’t bear to watch her suffering any longer, and the lab techs were reporting that she had a high fever and sporadic pulse. She went into Simone’s room and checked for herself. Dear Goddess, what was Oberon thinking? He’d said he was going to spare this vampire’s life, so why did it seem like he was trying to kill her? 

	Desiree hated seeing people suffer. Nobody deserved to live in pain. She dropped Simone’s hand and rushed to find Oberon. She collided with him in the doorway to Simone’s room. 

	“Ron!” She barked his nickname. “Are you going to just let her die? You’re killing her!” 

	“No, of course not. I’m going to let her feed. You know they say blood tastes best after a period of starvation.” Oberon looked Simone over. She was so pale that her skin had started to turn grey, and she lay on the bed, eyes closed, groaning pitifully, her hair matted and tangled on the pillow. But she was still beautiful, Queen Istara’s daughter. If his plan worked, his powers could become unlimited. He smiled at his thoughts.

	“You’re certainly not planning on offering her your own vein?” Desiree demanded, incredulous. 

	“Yes, Desi, I am.”

	Desiree removed her glasses and looked directly into his eyes. “Well, I hope you won’t be giving her any of your powers along with your blood.” 

	“Of course not.” Oberon leaned down and kissed Desiree’s forehead. “Trust me. This is all part of the original plan. It will work out just fine.” 

	“Well, good luck with that. I hope you know what you’re doing.” She stormed out of the room, slamming the door behind her. 

	Oberon was still smiling. Desiree never stayed angry at him for too long, and he’d spoken the truth: everything was going according to his plan. He wrapped Simone’s blanket around her and lifted her off the bed. He let her feet touch the floor and then threw open a portal and stepped into the vast abyss with her in his arms. He didn’t need to worry about the humans noticing anything; he’d have them reappear at exactly the same place and time when he returned. He couldn’t travel through time, but he could create a sort of crease or loop that enabled him to spend time elsewhere and return to the present. Anyone monitoring Simone’s room would only see Oberon lifting Simone, trying to stand her on her feet, and then returning her to the cot. 

	With Simone in his arms, Oberon exited the wormhole in Tuscany, at one of the Order’s many estates. The Order maintained a number of estates all over the world, each occupied by Amiti caretakers and used as accommodations for Order members or as temporary safehouses for Amiti on the run, in limbo between human identities. Having these estates helped provide home bases for Amiti and ensured the survival of his people, but they still had to be bought and sold regularly to avoid detection by vampires. 

	Oberon shifted from his human form to his Amiti one and alerted the villa’s current occupants, an Amiti couple, to his presence. He took Simone to a spare bedroom, where he laid her down on the king-sized bed before opening the window to let in the cool air from the fields. Pulling off his shirt, he dropped it to the floor, and then sat on the bed to unbuckle the sheath he always kept strapped on his ankle and remove the dagger it held. 

	He lifted Simone’s limp body onto his lap, arranging her so that her head rested on his shoulder. With a quick flick of the dagger, he opened the vein in his neck. 

* * *

Simone felt her body spring to life with a sharp jolt, her lips parting and fangs springing hungrily from her gums. Holding the back of her prey’s head and neck with both hands she pushed her fangs into his vein, sucking eagerly, mindlessly.

	The blood slid down her throat like warm, liquid honey, soothing the excruciating pangs in her belly. A flavor like a mountain meadow—herbal and grassy, like lavender and sage—filled her senses. Her strength was returning, but it was more than that: it was her vitality, her desire to live and enjoy life. 

	Wait—who was feeding her? She allowed her hands to move freely across a large, muscular torso. 

	Dear Sekhmet! It was a male Amiti, his naked skin like velvet, tightly stretched across the planes of his body. 

	Simone ran her fingers through the thick mass of his silky hair and a powerful wave of possessive arousal overtook her. This male’s body belonged to her. She owned him; he was hers to feed on and to satisfy her every need. And right now what she needed was blood. And sex.

	Without breaking contact with Oberon’s neck, she pulled all her clothes off and then reached for his pants, unbuckling his belt. He didn’t mind at all; in fact, he, seemed to welcome Simone’s actions. She pushed him onto his back, climbed on top of him, and kept drinking. 

	Finally satiated, she broke contact with his neck, opened her eyes, and sat up to take a look at who she’d just fed from. 

	She must be dreaming. But whatever; it was going really well. 

	All Amiti were astonishingly good-looking, but Goddess, this was one of the most attractive males she’d ever seen, with long, layered hair the color of wheat and deeply tanned skin—both of which, she already knew, felt as good as they looked. Looking down, she could see the dramatic contrast between the milky-white skin of her thighs and his golden torso, and it occurred to her that together, they must look like the sun and the moon. But his most remarkable feature was his eyes, which were a pale, almost translucent turquoise that made her think of surfing in the tube. 

	“Who are you?” 

	“My name is Oberon.” 

	“Oberon. What an extraordinary name. Where did you come from?” 

	“Let’s talk about it later, beautiful. I can’t focus with a magnificent naked female on top of me. If you’re not going to do something about it, then I will ... “ 

	“Absolutely,” Simone murmured, smiling, as she slid her palm down his chest. Skipping the preliminaries—she’d had enough of preliminaries—she lifted her hips, grasped his thick, heavy erection, and lowered herself back down, letting his cock fill her. 

	She arched her back and slipped back and forth on his hips, letting his cock move slowly in and out, crying out with each motion. She leaned into him and licked the blood that had trickled down his chest and smeared across his exquisite body. 

	Oberon put his palms on Simone’s breasts. She grabbed his hands and roughly clamped her fangs into his wrists, not caring how much she was hurting him. Then, with a wicked smile, she placed both of his bleeding hands back on her breasts, watching as the deep maroon liquid streamed down her abdominal muscles and disappeared between her legs.

	With one swift movement, he swung her on to her back and pressed his mouth to one nipple, then the other, caressing them with his tongue. Simone melted under his attentive mouth, but her inner predator demanded dominance, so she wrapped her legs around his waist and rolled him on to his back. That wasn’t enough, though, so she attacked, biting into his chest, nipples, ribs, tearing his skin. She allowed the blood to flow freely, licking it as it streamed along his skin. She was challenging him, daring him to object, digging her fingers into the muscles of his buttocks, demanding both his blood and his cock. 

	The first orgasm hit her with the force of a tide rushing in. Drowning in it, she realized that Oberon was drowning with her ...


Chapter 39

The Order’s residence, Tuscany

Simone was afloat in a shimmering mist that constantly changed colors, alive with energy. She somehow knew that it was trying to communicate with her and tentatively tried opening her mind to hear what it had to say. Three doors hovered in the air in front of her. Drifting to the first one, she touched it; when it opened, she glided through it. Her mind cleared as if a powerful wind had swept through it, scattering all the clouds and shadows away. Suddenly, she felt knowledge explode within her.

	The revelations blossomed in her mind like fireworks. They told her that having been named by her mother, Queen Istara, to be one of the Keepers of the Key, she was now on a quest to claim her powers as Keeper of the Mystery of Life. She’d taken her first step when she called Antar and offered to reveal Arianna’s location, sacrificing her dream of life with him and saving her sister’s life.

	Knowledge continued to pour into her consciousness, and she learned about the Keepers and their mission, about the Mysteries they were chosen to keep. She was the Keeper of the Mystery of Life; three others Kept the Mysteries of Death, the Hidden, and the Revealed, and the Amiti Queen Kept the Mystery of Balance. The five Keepers couldn’t know everything about the Mysteries of the universe. But each Keeper had special knowledge and powers related to his or her Mystery. Once Simone completed her quest, she would join the rest of the Keepers and become one of the most powerful of the immortals. 

	Simone’s heart rejoiced—but then was swept into a shock of despair as the revelations kept coming. The price of her powers was too high. She was reminded that, as a Keeper, she also had the power to join with the other Keepers to turn the Key, the Ankh, which would unleash the powers of the Egyptian gods. No one knew exactly what that would do, but it was assumed that at the very least it would allow the Amiti to secure the elimination of all vampires.

	And worse, she was trapped in a blood-bond with her father’s sworn enemy, Oberon, who would use their bond to control her and direct her Keeper’s powers, forcing her to turn the Key. If she refused, he would kill her and another Keeper would be named. 

	Going through with the quest and claiming her Keeper’s powers meant that she would have to choose whether to die or to betray her father, her pride, and her people by turning the Key that would kill them all. 

	Simone opened her eyes just enough to take in her surroundings. Oberon was sleeping peacefully next to her. She kept her breathing soft so he wouldn’t realize that she was awake, her mind searching for a way out of the trap he’d set. 

	Lying on the floor next to the bed was the dagger he’d used to pierce his vein. Her odds were slim, but what other options did she have? She’d die before she betrayed her family. 

	Like a flash she leaned over and grabbed the dagger. But before she even turned to attack Oberon, she found herself on the floor convulsing in pain. Her breath was stuck in her throat, and her lungs felt as if they were boiling like lava. Her head was splitting apart; her brain was on fire. Grabbing her head with both hands, she screamed and rolled violently on the floor, trying to extinguish the invisible flames that consumed her. 

* * *

Oberon stood above her, watching her in anguish. What am I doing? She’s just a girl; she’s afraid. He stopped the torture and knelt down beside her. “Never, ever again attack your blood-bond.” 

	He tucked a lock of hair behind her ear and lifted her up to press her head against his shoulder. “You’ll feel better now.” 

	Oberon sent a wave of warm, healing energy sweeping through her, cleansing her of the pain. Simone took a great gulping inhale like someone who’d been revived after drowning. He sent a second healing wave, and a third, and felt lightness and peace settle into her body. Good.

	Oberon picked her up, put her back on the bed, and covered her with the blanket. He reached out through the blood-bond to sense her thoughts and emotions. She was at ease physically now, but mentally she was still in turmoil. And she was not going to cooperate. There was no question about it. 

	What were his options? Kill her now and get it over with? 

	“Why’d you stop?” Simone asked him from where she lay on the bed, her voice thick, drowsy from the pain and the healing. “What are you waiting for? Go ahead; kill me. You have all the power. That’s what you want to do to me, isn’t it?” She’d picked up steam as she spoke, sitting up and raising her voice. 

	That’s what I must do, but I can’t. “I’m not going to kill you, Simone.” 

	“Why? I’m of no use to you. You may as well get rid of me now; your amazing plan has failed. I’ll never go against my family.” 

	“Your family? You are half Amiti; we’re your family, too.” 

	“No. I’m Sekhmi and that’s final. Go ahead, Oberon. Kill me.” 

	He stood there silently studying her face. As her blood-bond he was required to kill her. And it wasn’t like there was wiggle-room for interpretation of that mandate; Oberon himself had personally issued death warrants on all Amiti who refused to execute their Sekhmi blood-bonds. So what was stopping him now?

	It was crazy, but the fact was that somewhere deep within his heart, he wanted to at least give their relationship a chance. He’d made enough sacrifices for his race. Maybe he finally deserved some personal happiness.

	“We need to go.” He lifted her off the bed. 

	“Go where?” Simone twisted her body, trying to free herself from his grip. 

	“Back to the laboratory.” 

	“Fuck you. I won’t be a lab rat. Just kill me now.” 

	“Simone, don’t be so crude. You’re a lady, a princess. Ladies don’t use vulgar language. They behave with dignity.” 

	He opened a wormhole and stepped into it with Simone in his arms.


Chapter 40

The Project research station 

One month later 

“Can you imagine, Odji? Dr. Orlov allowed me to call my mother. His only condition was that I not tell her where I am,” Zlata called as she came back into their room. Odji was stretched lazily across a pile of pillows on the bed, channel-surfing to distract himself while he waited for her return. He clicked the TV off and beamed at her.

	Zlata tossed aside her gorgeous hair and pulled off the hospital-style v-neck top and drawstring pants that the humans made them wear, dropping them to the floor. “I hate these clothes.” 

	He caught her in his arms as she jumped back onto the bed. “I hate them, too. You look much better without them.” 

	With Zlata on top, Odji slid down the pillows and caught her lips with his. He’d never have imagined that his involuntary confinement could become such a paradise. His dreams had come true. His Amiti was with him, sharing one room, one bed, with nowhere to hurry to and nothing to do but to explore and enjoy each other. 

	He flipped her onto her stomach, supporting himself on his elbows above her. Zlata turned her head to the side, giving Odji easy access to her vein. She seemed to enjoy feeding him. 

	Odji was losing his mind. Never in his life had he fed so much. It was ongoing, several times a day, as much as he wanted, and from any vein on her luscious body he chose. What surprised him most was that Zlata never seemed depleted afterward. Quite the contrary; she grew stronger and more vibrant every day. So did Odji. 

	“So how’d the conversation go?” He slowly moved his tongue along her spine, taking in the subtle lemon-blossom scent of the blood flowing beneath her velvet skin. Zlata sighed with pleasure. “And by the way, you’ve never told me about your family. Do you have a father or siblings?” 

	Zlata turned around, wrapped her legs around his torso, and began slowly rocking beneath him. “I will not talk to you about my family, Odji.” 

	“Why not? You still don’t trust me?” 

	“I do,” she moaned. “I trust you with my life, unconditionally. I’m yours. But I can’t trust you with my family.” 

	Odji pushed himself up onto his elbows. She was so exquisite with her golden halo of hair covering the pillow. He brushed her lips with his. “Listen, Zlata. I am your mate. There should be total trust between us.” 

	“You’ve never told me about your family, either.” She brushed his lips in return. 

	Odji shifted so that they were lying next to each other, sliding his hand slowly down her body. “Well, I have a pretty big family. I have a father, brothers, a sister, and uncles and aunts.” Odji found the sensitive spot between her legs and began caressing it. “When we get out of here, you’ll come with me to live with my family.” 

	Zlata pulled Odji’s hand away from her body. “You can’t be serious. You’re talking about your Sekhmi pride. I’m not naïve; I know how Sekhmi live.” 

	“Yes. My pride is my family. What’s wrong with that?” 

	“You’re crazy. How can I live with your Sekhmi pride? I’m Amiti.” 

	“You’re my blood-bond and my mate. Our blood-bonds live with us; we consider them part of our pride. You’ll be safe. Nobody will ever touch you. I absolutely guarantee your safety. We have one Amiti female who has lived with us for centuries.” He kissed her possessively, claiming her. 

	She broke their contact. “And what? This one blood-bond supports all the members of your pride?’

	“No. Only two.” 

	“And the rest? How do they feed?” 

	Odji shifted onto her, pressing her hard into the bed and opening her legs wide with his thighs. 

	“Don’t try to distract me. Answer me.” Zlata squeezed her legs back together.

	“I’m in charge here. And I want you now. Open yourself to me.” He would not tolerate resistance, especially from his female. She was his. Amiti, blood-bonds or not, were supposed to obey Sekhmi. 

	Zlata put her hands on Odji’s chest and pushed him away, demanding that he release her. He had to obey; he’d promised himself that he would never use force with her. She rolled out from underneath him and climbed on top of him, placing her hands on either side of his head. 

	“Answer me, Odji. How does your pride feed?” 

	“What do you want me to say?” She’d ruined the whole game with her stupid questions.

	“I want an honest answer.” 

	“Fine,” he bit out. “They feed from bloodstock.” He moved out from under her, stood up, and shoved his legs into his pants.

	“So you’re inviting me to come live with your pride, while they keep my people locked up in prisons downstairs. How could you possibly think I’d agree to that?” 

	“Are you telling me that you’re not going to live with me?” 

	“I love you Odji. But I can’t live with someone who believes it’s okay to keep people—my people—locked up like livestock. You pretend it’s not happening. Blood just miraculously appears at your table. You may be fine with it, but I’m not.” 

	Odji cocked his head. What was wrong with her? Why couldn’t she just be content with him? “Listen, Zlata. What can I do to convince you to come with me? As soon as we’re out of here, I’ll give you the world. I’ll give you a life you could never have imagined. I love you. I want you, desperately, more than anything else in the world. But I can’t abandon my pride for you.” 

	Zlata shrugged. “It’s up to you. When the humans let us go, I’m not coming with you until—”

	“Until what?” 

	“Until you change your perspective and decide to do something to end the practice of keeping Amiti bloodstock.” 

	Odji began pacing the room. He hated this. He really hated it. She was demanding the impossible. When he looked over at her, she lay stretched out naked on the bed like an offering, her message clear: if you make the right decision, all this will be yours, boy. 

	“You’re asking me to do something I can’t do, Zlata. I don’t have the power or authority.” 

	“But you can help us. You’re Sekhmi; the Elite trust you. You could lead the Order to prides who keep bloodstock and help us to free them. Then I’d stay with you forever. You’d be my true mate. Help us, Odji. You’re the King’s son. You have the power to help us.” 

	“No, Zlata. I won’t. I’m Sekhmi. I can’t go against my people.” 

	“Well, neither can I.” 

	She got up from the bed and went to the intercom panel embedded in the wall by the door. As soon as she pushed one of the buttons, the green light came on, indicating that someone was on the line. 

	“Please, take me out of this room. I request separate accommodations.” 

	Then she got dressed and waited. 

	Odji dropped onto the bed and tried to look indifferent. He watched as the door opened and Dr. Orlov appeared in the doorway. Zlata picked up her belongings and disappeared behind the door without saying goodbye or even looking at him. 

	Then the heavy door shut and Odji was alone. For a few minutes he stared at the door, not believing how fragile and short-lived his happiness had been. Then he pushed his face into the pillow, biting down on it to keep himself from screaming. Please, Zlata, come back. I can’t live without you. Please come back ... I love you. 

	But he kept his silence. Only a few tears escaped from his eyes, immediately absorbed by the soft fabric of the pillow. His life had just lost all meaning. But what could he have done? He’d faced the worst dilemma possible: his love or his people. And Odji had chosen his people even though it meant eternal loneliness and darkness in his soul.


Chapter 41

Zlata was shown to her new apartment at the research station. It was as luxurious as one could expect in a place like the station. There was a large plasma TV, a vanity stocked with cosmetics, matching bedspread and drapes, comfortable loveseat and upholstered chairs. There was a full liquor cabinet with crystal glassware and a small refrigerated unit. 

	But none of it mattered. 

	She headed straight to the bed and buried herself under the bedspread, soaking her pillow with bitter, salty tears. She wept until sleep overtook her and then drifted into disturbing dreams.

	She missed Odji so much already that she could understand having dreams of him, but that wasn’t what was happening. She was dreaming about ... herself; she was herself, and yet she was watching herself, as though she was two people.

	The following night and the night after that, her dream repeated. She saw herself at the chamber of Sekhmet, prepared for sacrifice, then in the room with Odji, feeding him and making love to him.

	During the day, she became obsessed—with herself. She was missing herself and desperately wanted herself back. It got so bad that she refused feeding and was considering suicide. 

	Wait a minute. Feeding? Where had that come from? She didn’t feed; she ate. Was she going crazy?

	She freaked out, hiding under her blanket, then staying awake all night, turning the stereo or TV on at full volume, just to fill her mind with something other than her thoughts. But nothing worked. She was still missing herself.

	Within a week she was craving her own blood with an intensity that was obviously insane. She bit into her wrist and sucked her blood. It tasted terrible. How could vampires covet it so much? And, to her disappointment, it did nothing to stop the craving, which just kept intensifying every day.

	Another week passed and she became physically ill, the pain slamming into her like a baseball bat. Her skin crawled, her heart burned, and she had a splitting headache, a stomachache, and searing pain in her bones and joints.

	“Zlata, what’s the matter with you?” Oberon’s voice reached her through the thunderstorm in her brain. His cool, soothing palm covered her forehead. “You have a fever. Are you in pain?”

	She nodded carefully; any movement was painful.

	“I’ll bring you some painkillers and we need to do a blood test.”

	But when he laid her arm out next to her for the blood test, he saw her ragged wrist and gasped in shock. 

	“What happened here?”

	“Nothing.” She tried to pull away from his grip.

	“Who did this to you? It doesn’t look like a vampire bite.”

	She needed help; she couldn’t keep this to herself any longer. She forced herself to communicate through the pain, speaking through clenched teeth. “I’m losing my mind. I’m craving ... my own blood.”

	“When did this start?”

	“When I left Odji. But it’s gotten worse.”

	“So, you have a fever, and I can tell you have a lot of pain. Any other symptoms?”

	“You’ll laugh. I miss myself.”

	Oberon started to laugh.

	“Told you you’d laugh.” She felt her mouth crack into a smile.

	“Zlata, Zlata, my dear, sweet child.” He leaned over her, stroking her forehead gently. “You’re not crazy. You have a rare Amiti gift. All Amiti in blood-bond relationships can inhabit their partners’ bodies in certain ways—see the world through their eyes, know what they’re feeling—and their partners can feel them, too. But your gift takes it to the next level. You can share the consciousness of your Sekhmi blood-bond: his mind, his body, his memories. You see what he sees; you feel what he feels.”

	“Oh!” She finally opened her eyes to look at Oberon. “So this is Odji? Him missing me? His bloodlust.”

	“Yes. You’ve allowed yourself to be absorbed by his mental and physical state. He has refused human blood, and now he’s in a great deal of pain.”

	“Poor Odji.” Zlata’s vision grew blurry with tears. “I need to go back to him.”

	“I think that’s the best course of action. At the very least, I need to teach you how to master your new skill. Otherwise, you’ll lose your mind; you won’t be able to distinguish your experiences from your blood-bond’s. And learning to do that requires concentration beyond what you’re capable of in your current state. I can’t think of any way to relieve your symptoms other than to relieve his. And then you can work on learning to project and withdraw your consciousness at will so you’re always aware of what’s happening and to whom.”

	Oberon took her back to Odji’s room, stopping her in front of the door. “One other thing. Given that Odji’s on a hunger strike, so to speak, there’s a chance that he may not want to feed from you. If that happens, this will help you bring him around.” He handed her a small dagger inlaid with onyx and mother of pearl. “Always remember that vampires find the combination of nakedness and blood nearly irresistible. Bloodlust and sexual arousal are two sides of the same coin. Amiti have used that vulnerability to our advantage for millennia.” 

	Zlata entered the room to find Odji lying on the bed, breathing shallowly. He was deathly pale and covered in a sheen of perspiration, his hair matted to his forehead. She put the dagger on the table and tentatively approached him.

	“Odji.” She lightly touched his cheek with the back of her fingertips.

	His eyes flew open. “What are you doing here?” Even though his words were hostile, Zlata felt a rush of joy.

	“I came to feed you.”

	“Get out.” He rolled over, turning his back to her.

	Now what? She stared at his back, feeling a tangle of emotions: happiness, anger, rejection, relief.

	Wait: what was the relief? Oh, it was Odji’s relief, not hers. She tried to focus, as Oberon had said, and followed the relief like a thread leading back to his emotional field. There she found a tangle of emotions, but it was less complicated than what she’d been feeling. She realized it was because he was only feeling his own emotions, while she’d been feeling hers as well as his. Interesting. From here she could tell whose feelings were whose.

	He was being torn apart. His heart rejoiced and was reaching out to her, sighing in relief that she was here. But he was trying to convince himself that he hated her for leaving him and for daring to disobey him. 

	Zlata smiled inwardly. My sweet Odji, you’re just a little boy trying to play grown-up. She got naked and climbed into bed with him, nestling under the covers and wrapping her arms around his feverish body. 

	He wanted to push her away, but he couldn’t. “I told you,” he said, his voice raspy, “to get out of here. Do. Not. Touch. Me.”

	“Of course.” She nuzzled his cheek, still sensing everything he was feeling. The vastness and depth of his love thrilled her. It filled her up, making her feel complete, knowing how much she was loved. 

	“Zlata, it’s very hard for me to control myself. All I can think about is sinking my fangs into your throat and making love to you. You have to choose: either accept me for who I am, because I’m not abandoning my pride for you, or leave now and never come back.”

	She flicked her tongue in his ear. “Let’s not talk about it right now. Let’s have a truce.”

	“No.”

	“Yes.”

	“No. No truce. Either you’re my mate and blood-bond or you’re not.”

	“How can you be so stubborn? You’re starving to death. I’m here to save your life, to give you what you need, what you crave, and you’re arguing with me? What’s wrong with you?”

	He pulled out of her grip. “Go!”

	“Fine. You leave me no choice.” Zlata rolled off the bed and walked to the table where she had left The Convincer. Without letting herself pause to think about it, she drew the blade across the spot on her throat where Odji had first bitten her. She felt the skin slice open, and then the trail of the blood as it streamed down her chest, between her breasts, down to her groin and inner thighs. 

	If this didn’t release his iron control over his bloodlust and get him to take her vein, then his feelings for her would do the job. He’d have to seal her wound, at least, or she’d die.

	Odji jerked and sat up, glaring at her. This was pure, unadulterated provocation, and they both knew it. She was playing dirty.

	Zlata slowly walked toward him. The blood had reached her feet and she could feel the wet trail she was leaving behind her. Tossing her hair aside, she arched her back to give him a better view of her breasts and the thick stream of blood running down her body. She watched herself through his eyes; his vision had narrowed, leaving him aware only of her bare skin and her blood. All his senses and instincts were urging him to launch himself at her, but he held back. His willpower was like steel. 

	“What are you waiting for? Are you just going to sit there and let me die?”

	She didn’t have to enter his consciousness to see that he was marshaling every ounce of strength left in him. He stood up and locked his eyes onto hers, a predator stalking its prey. Zlata had to fight the impulse to run away screaming. She swallowed her dread.

	Odji dropped to his knees in front of her and wrapped his arms around her waist, pulling her closer to him.

	“So you think I can’t resist you, that you’ve trapped me. What if I leave you like this, bleeding? You understand that you’ll die from the blood loss, right? I won’t allow humans to interfere until the last drop of your blood leaves your body, and then I’ll lie down next to you and die as well.”

	She didn’t answer him, just stood there in silence, slowly bleeding to death, blood starting to pool around her feet. She could feel the lump in his throat. Goddess, how he longed for her to accept him! Why couldn’t he accept her as she was and sacrifice his stupid Sekhmi beliefs?

	A surge of anger rolled through her. “Okay, fine. Let me die.”

	At that, he stood up and cradled her in his arms, kissing her frantically at first, then more slowly and deliberately as his mouth moved to her neck. When his hot lips reached the open wound on her throat, he latched on and began swallowing ravenously, and she could feel his ecstasy as the burning liquid filled his body and restored his vitality. 

	She marveled that, having lost so much blood already, it could keep pouring out of her and into him without any ill effects. In fact, it only made her feel stronger. Or was it that she was feeling him getting stronger?

	Finally, satisfied, he sealed her wound with his tongue and broke the contact. He brought his mouth to her ear and ran his fingers through her hair.

	“I love you, Zlata. I love you so much, and I want us be together. There’s nothing in the world I desire more. But I can’t change who I am. Please accept me.” 

	Zlata felt the depth of his desperation. She saw him as a small child, dying in the snow with frozen limbs, crying for love he had never known. Then he was pressed against a large male chest, the warmth of the man’s body captured inside the fur coat that enveloped both of them. Odji’s heart was filled with devotion to this male, who had brought Odji’s freezing body back to life with his love. She knew that for the rest of his life, Odji would be indebted to this male; he’d die rather than walk away from his savior.

	She understood him, but how could he ask her to do something he couldn’t do himself? She’d seen her people butchered on Sekhmet’s alter. What made him think she could just close her eyes and pretend it had never happened? How could she live the life Odji was offering her, enjoying luxury among the Vampire Elite, while her people were living in utter misery and despair just underneath their comfortable bedroom? 

	“I can’t.” She swallowed hard. “I love you Odji, and being with you would be a dream come true. It’s everything I desire—to fall asleep in your arms and be woken up by your kisses. But there’s a loyalty to my people that’s stronger than me. I can’t be happy while Amiti are suffering as bloodstock. Oh, I’m so lost ... ” 

	He buried his face in her hair and they stood there, locked in each other’s arms, as though time might stand still if only they didn’t move.


Chapter 42

The twice-weekly trip to Irkutsk, the closest city to the Project research station, to buy food and supplies took the better part of a day. Sometimes the Project staffers assigned to make the trip saw it as just another chore, but sometimes they looked forward to getting to the city—so Desiree considered herself lucky that she’d been able to trade her scheduled trip with another staffer and make it to the city today. She was both excited and frightened as she climbed into her truck and barreled off down the road. She’d been called by her blood-bond and was now going to him, perfectly aware that this relationship, if discovered, could cost her her life. 

	Her blood-bond and mate was Crian, the Alpha of the Hunter pride. 

	She forced herself to run two of the necessary errands—after all, she’d want to do them even less once she was with him—and then easily located the hotel, where they’d met for a previous rendezvous. She parked the truck behind the building, shifted into her Amiti form, and raced to Crian’s room. 

	She’d barely reached the room when the door flew open and she was swept inside. Crian picked her up, kicked the door closed behind him, and held her against the wall, covering her face with kisses as if he hadn’t seen her for centuries. She wrapped her arms around his broad shoulders and responded with hot, wet kisses across his eyes, cheeks, and mouth. Passion rising, his heavy male scent enveloping her, she ran her tongue around his ear and bit down. 

	“Take off your clothes,” Crian ordered. 

	She pulled off her fur coat, still kissing him furiously. Crian pulled her sweater off, but when he started to unfasten her bra, she pushed him away. 

	“You make me crazy! I told you I’m not feeding you anymore, not until you stop your filthy hunting business.” 

	“Oh, yes, my heart, I heard you—eight hundred years in a row. You’re not feeding me. And yet you still run to me when I call. Don’t lie to yourself, Desi. You want me; otherwise you wouldn’t have come here.” He pressed his body hard against hers and tore her bra off.

	“You know this is dangerous for you. Oberon could find out. He’d kill you,” she protested, even as she surrendered to him. 

	“Trust me, if he hasn’t figured it out in eight hundred years, he never will.” Crian slipped his hands to her waist and slid her pants and panties down her legs till they dropped to the floor. She toed off her boots and kicked everything aside, laughing. Crian drew in a hissing breath as he cupped her plump breasts in his palms. Desiree was so aroused that the pleasure was almost painful. 

	“Crian ... ” Her legs felt like rubber when he unzipped his pants. She tilted her head, baring her throat to him, unable to resist him for another second. She’d never been able to; in the eight centuries they’d been lovers, she’d never tired of him, craving him with an intensity of a drug addict. “I hate you ... ” 

	“I love you too, baby,” he growled, grabbing her waist with one hand and lifting one of her legs with the other. He rubbed his hard, hot cock against her flesh, sliding it back and forth between her legs as he pressed his open mouth to her jugular. Her body spasmed with anticipation—but she also knew that Crian loved to draw out her torment, making her wait for him to satisfy her. 

	His hands glided across her body, down her stomach to the tender spot between her legs. Desiree jerked at the feeling of his fingers on her core, her body ready to explode. Chuckling softly, he ran his tongue along her neck and sucked the tender skin there, hard but without piercing it, bringing her to an impossible peak of arousal.

	“Do it. Damn you! Do it! Crian ... ” 

	“Yes, baby?” 

	“I can’t ... Have mercy ... bite me. Damn you, bite me.” 

	He laughed and let her go, zipped his pants up and moved to the other side of the room. “I love it when an Amiti begs me to take her vein. It’s so sexy.” 

	Desiree gasped and lost her balance, sliding to the floor. “What the hell are you doing?” She’d meant to scream at him, but her lips could barely move, and her ragged breathing couldn’t push the sound far enough past them. 

	“I want to see that you want me as much as I want you.” 

	“Well, I do.” Still sitting on the floor, panting hard, she stared at him. “Now come over here and finish what you started. You know I hate it when you act like this.” 

	“You know, Desi, I’ve changed my mind. I don’t come to you just for the feeding. I really like having intellectual conversations with you.” Crossing his arms on his chest, Crian sat on the straight-backed wooden chair, propped his legs on the coffee table, and shot her a taunting grin. 

	“You son of a bitch!” Desiree shouted, rushing at him knocking him and the chair to the floor. Straddling him, she unzipped his pants. 

	“Wow, Desi, are you going to have your way with me?” Crian was laughing again. “I didn’t think Amiti were capable of that.” 

	“You haven’t got even the slightest idea what we’re capable of,” hissed Desiree, sliding down his body and taking him into her mouth. 

	She heard all the air leave Crian’s lungs, felt his body giving itself over, sinking into the pleasure she was giving him. Just as he reached the brink of climax, he deftly swung her up and around so that he was on top. With a sharp move of his hips, he parted her legs and forced himself inside of her, thrusting hard and fast, just the way she loved it. 

	More, Desiree demanded through their blood-bond. Crian pulled out of her and lifted her up, holding her with one arm and using the other to sweep the dinner for two he’d ordered onto the floor so that he could lay her on the table. Lying back, Desiree gripped her elbows over her head and wrapped her legs around his hips, pushing forward so he could thrust back into her. 

	Eyes half closed, meeting his thrusts with her own, she connected to her own blood cells in his body, commanding them to intensify his pleasure, to make him feel loved and desired, to show him that he was the one. He roared like a wild animal and grabbed her legs, pulling them apart and holding them open wide, totally exposing her. As she watched him watching their bodies joining, watched the wild, unbridled lust in his eyes, heat surged in Desiree’s body and she cried out. His hands slid up to the juncture of her thighs, spreading her folds apart and circling his thumb on her clit. Every inch of her body was on fire and her cries converged into one long moan when he released her legs and pulled her up to him, enveloping her body in the blazing heat of his own, devouring her mouth. 

	Her body’s blood production was going into overdrive, preparing to feed him, and the oversupply made her feel feverish, engorged, as though every vein was swollen to twice its usual size. This was Desiree’s favorite part. Even though Amiti could learn to control their blood production, Desiree almost always let her body run wild and do what came naturally, disregarding that it wasn’t just thrilling but also dangerous. 

	And sure enough, right then her brain began to throb and blood pooled in her vision. It was too much. One more moment and he’d kill her; she’d drown in her own blood. She sent him a single word through their blood-bond—mercy—and waited, trusting him to save her. As her blood-bond, he sensed every nuance of her experience just as she sensed his. He knew that she loved to take it to the very edge: the higher her tension, the stronger her release. And she knew that he’d take care of her every need. 

	Laying her back on the table, he dropped to his knees and found the vein in her groin, his fangs piercing her skin—and she erupted, her body convulsing and drowning in the waves of exquisite pleasure shooting through her. As he drank she directed the waves back to him, letting him taste her ecstasy along with her blood. 

* * *

Duchy of Aquitaine, France 

Kingdom of Alba (now Scotland), 1174-1213 

Late in the twelfth century, a young and ambitious Richard I led a campaign against his father, the reigning king of England, Henry II. Richard would go on to earn the legendary nickname Richard the Lionheart and then to take his father’s place as king. Crian, himself young and ambitious, joined Richard’s army as a knight—not because he supported Richard’s cause, but because he loved the adrenaline rush of battle. He’d left his mother, the most powerful sorceress in the Kingdom of Alba, and set out on his own to experiment with his wealth of powers. 

	Crian was among several dozen members in Richard’s army occupying a conquered castle in Aquitaine, in southwest France, when he met Desiree. His comrades had noticed food and small, valuable items going missing over the days they’d spent in the castle and were beginning to cast suspicious eyes on each other, eroding the trust they’d developed over months of fighting side by side. Crian set out to discover the thief, posting himself in a hidden location outside the pantry where most of the food was stored. 

	Nothing happened on the first night, but on the second, a cloaked figure slipped into the pantry. When the thief emerged carrying a sack of food, Crian was waiting in ambush. It wasn’t until his hands closed on a slender, curvy body that he realized he’d captured a female. 

	He pushed off the hood of her cloak to reveal a pale-skinned girl with a long mane of bright ginger hair curling around her face and neck in dozens of spirals. She held her head defiantly and her eyes blazed—but her body trembled with fear. 

	Crian thought he’d never seen anything so beautiful in his life, and maybe never would again.

	“What’s your name?” he asked her in French, hoping she understood him; most people in the area spoke a local dialect.

	“Desiree,” she whispered.

	“Desired.” Crian murmured to himself in English. Yes, she is, he thought. In less than a minute she’d become the only one he’d ever desired. He had to get her out of there: he might forgive her, but his fellow soldiers would see her as a thief and one of the enemy, and they’d show no mercy. “Will you come with me, Desiree? I promise to take care of you and protect you. You’ll be safe with me.” 

	To Crian’s astonishment and joy, she agreed. 

	Crian left Richard’s army that very night and took Desiree with him to his mother’s castle. As they traveled together, Desiree gradually revealed that she was Amiti; she’d been kept as bloodstock in the castle Crian had been occupying and was released by one of the castle’s more compassionate residents as they fled from Richard’s army. Crian reciprocated by letting her know that he was a Nightwalker, and within a day they were blood-bonded. 

	Etain, Crian’s mother, was elated at her son’s return and delighted to find that he had blood-bonded with someone who so clearly adored him. Because of the risks to vampires of blood-bonding with Amiti, mothers were universally worried when their offspring took blood-bonds, and often felt that the risks outweighed the benefits. But for mixed-blood vampires—Nightwalkers—like Crian, blood-bonding with Amiti provided a critical benefit in the form of tolerance to sunlight. It had been Etain’s spells insuring her son’s survival in the daylight so far, but the spell was difficult to sustain, and so her son’s blood-bond with Desiree was an enormous relief for Etain. 

	Desiree and Crian settled down in Etain’s castle and spent many happy years there. Their joy blossomed even more as Desiree gave birth to three beautiful sons, each two years apart: Dughall, Bryce, and Greig. The lives of Desiree, Crian, and Etain were filled with treasure, graced by three frolicking, devoted, endlessly curious children. Crian taught them horseback riding and handling of swords, knives, and other weaponry; Etain taught them magic; and Desiree, the eternal values of kindness, loyalty, honesty, and compassion. 

	As the offspring of a vampire and an Amiti, all three brothers were innately immune to the sunlight. But as they grew into adulthood, they began to require blood. Desiree was, of course, able to sustain them on her blood, but the boys looked forward to the day when they found their own Amiti mates, just as their father had, who would feed them and share their lives with them. The boys adored their mother, and they had been raised believing that a union of a vampire and an Amiti was the accepted norm—and the ideal—of the species. 

	They would pay the highest price for their naïveté. 

	When Dughall was twenty-five and Bryce twenty-three, they were both seduced into blood-bonding with an Amiti female who then used the blood-bond as a lethal tool to kill both of the young vampires. Crian was out hunting with the two young men when suddenly Dug and Bryce had fallen off their horses, screaming in agony. Crian held them in his arms, crying and praying to all the gods to save his innocent sons. But they were being burned alive from within, and nothing could be done against the power of the blood-bond.

	Crian would never forget the bleak look on Desiree’s face when he returned to the castle, tears streaming down his face, holding the ashes that were all that remained of her two beautiful sons. 

	Crian’s heart was ripped in two, and he swore on the ruined bodies of his sons that from that moment forward he would not rest until he had avenged their deaths. As far as he was concerned, the only good Amiti was a dead one, or one who was imprisoned as bloodstock. He’d devote his life to hunting down and killing the bitch who had murdered his sons, and capturing or killing other Amiti so they’d never blood-bond with vampires.

	Once he’d made that vow, he found that he couldn’t bear to make eye contact with Desiree, could barely look at her at all. He was beginning to think that he had no choice but to leave his Amiti mate—at least until he avenged his sons’ deaths—and then what happened the next evening sealed the deal. 

	The family was gathered for a meal no one wanted to eat when a servant came into the room and handed Crian a sealed envelope. Inside was a card embossed with an image of three winged women in Greek tunics with serpents growing out of their heads. 

	Etain gestured for Crian to pass her the card. When he did so, she put her palm on the picture and went into a trance. Her voice when she spoke was octaves lower than usual. “This image depicts the Erinyes, the Greek goddesses of vengeance, who are said to pursue those guilty of crimes against their own blood. They are the patrons of the Avengers, Amiti assassins linked to the Order of the Eye of Ra. 

	“The Avengers believe that vampires and Amiti are the children of the same Goddess and share the same bloodline. The vampire practice of keeping Amiti bloodstock therefore constitutes a crime against their own blood. The Avengers have doomed vampires to death and use the most powerful Amiti tool, the blood-bond, to accomplish the decimation of the vampire race.

	“The female who trapped our boys in the blood-bond and killed them is one of the Avengers. Her name is Serena.”

	“My boys were guilty of nothing! They had never harmed an Amiti; they never had bloodstock—they did no more than love an Amiti girl. Why did it have to be my sons? This is so unfair! I’ll find this Serena and rip her merciless heart out with my bare hands!” Desiree buried her face in her hands, weeping. 

	“Tell me what you know about the Eye of Ra,” Crian demanded, disregarding Desiree’s pain. 

	“Nothing more than anyone else,” Desiree replied, still covering her face. “I’ve heard that they exist, but they’re a secret organization. I’ve never met one of them. As for Avengers ... I know they’ll kill anyone, including their own people if they blood-bond with vampires. The Avengers are merciless monsters. Everybody fears them.” 

	“So it’s up to us to find them and put an end to them. The death of my sons must be avenged. Get ready, Greig.” 

	Greig, Crian’s youngest son, was only twenty-one at that time. For hours Desiree and Etain begged Crian not to go on this dangerous venture, but both males ignored them. Father and son left early the next morning, leaving the devastated females behind.

	Over the next seven years, Crian created a new life for himself. He became so notorious as a hunter of Amiti that the term Hunter was used to refer to him and then to the pride he founded. Under his leadership, the Hunter pride developed a monopoly on the capture and sale of Amiti bloodstock. He lost track of how many Amiti had been imprisoned on the Hunter estate, most going on to live miserable lives in the underground prisons of other Sekhmi prides—but he never found Serena.

	Desiree tried repeatedly to contact him through the blood-bond, but he ignored her. Then one day he received a new kind of communication from her: a death threat, an image of him burning alive if he didn’t quit the dirty work of hunting Amiti. 

	How dare she! Had she forgotten their two sons so quickly? Burning with rage, he went home to Etain’s castle, where he learned that Desiree had returned to France to live with her mother. So he went there.

	It was a cold, damp evening when Crian arrived. He slipped into the house and found Desiree in the kitchen, her back to him as she fixed dinner. His heart twisted at seeing her—and then she turned to face him, and he came undone, just as he had on the night they met. 

	Crian swept her into his arms and smothered her face with kisses. She responded by melting in his embrace as though nothing had changed between them, and they spent an ecstatic night together. Crian couldn’t believe he had learned to live without her love, and couldn’t imagine doing it again.

	So the next morning Crian arose before Desiree and packed all her belongings before waking her up. “Get ready, Desi. We’re leaving now.” 

	“Leaving? Where?” she asked groggily.

	“To my pride. You’re my mate; you’ll live with me. Nobody will ever touch you. I am their Alpha.” 

	That woke her up. “You must be crazy! I’ll never live with Hunters.” 

	“You need to understand, Desi: I’ll never abandon my search for the murderer of my sons. Hunting is the best way to find Serena and the Avengers.” 

	“No Crian, it’s not right. You make my people suffer. I was bloodstock myself, I know what Amiti have to endure as bloodstock, and it’s horrible. You can’t imagine. Please stop. Come back to me. Please, Crian.” 

	The fought for a long time. Finally Crian gave up, hurling the bag of Desiree’s clothes against the wall. “Good bye, Desi. You’ll never see me again.” 

	He slammed the door behind him, hard, and heard all the old china that decorated the shelves in the room crash to the floor. With a mixture of satisfaction and sorrow, he imagined Desiree crawling across the floor, collecting the broken pieces, soaking them with her tears, a symbol of their broken relationship, their broken lives. 

	But a month later, Crian was back, unable to resist her or deny the power of their bond. Since then, Crian and Desiree had met regularly for feeding and furious, desperate lovemaking. She always shielded her location from him so that the two most important males in her life, her mate and her brother, never crossed paths. Instead, she set meeting places that were always many miles away from Oberon, and she also never showed him her human forms, only her true Amiti.

* * *

Crian came back to the present to find Desiree watching him thoughtfully, her fingers tangled in his hair. “I feel something happened.”

	He caught her hand and placed it to his mouth, kissing her palm. 

	“My brother-in-law captured our princess, Simone. That would be bad enough, but the thing is, she’s also your Keeper of Life. We’re thinking that he’ll either kill her or try to bring her over to the Amiti side. It worries me. My mother consulted an Oracle.” 

	“What did the Oracle say?” 

	“The Key will be turned. The Keepers will destroy the vampires.” 

	Desiree’s eyes filled with terror. “All vampires? Or just Sekhmi?” 

	“When a tornado descends to earth, it devastates everything in its path. And even though Sekhmi try to reinforce the differences between themselves and Nightwalkers whenever they can—and even though Nightwalkers are forbidden from keeping bloodstock—I don’t think the Keepers will bother to put that fine a point on it. To them, a vampire is a vampire.” 

	Desiree rolled him onto his back and cupped his face with her hands. “Then it will never happen, even if I have to turn against my own brother, against my own people. You and Greig are also my people; you’re my family. I’ll protect you, whatever the cost.”


Chapter 43

Somewhere

Three hundred and fifteen days after Arianna’s capture

Arianna was keeping track of her time in captivity by marking on the wall with her fingernail every time the Sekhmi came in to draw blood, which happened about every seven days, once a week. The marks were her only way of feeling somewhat grounded; they gave her a sense of time. It wasn’t much, but it was better than just existing day after endless day. 

	The only reprieve she’d experienced had happened very early on, once the first wave of depression had settled into her as though it would never leave. One day she’d woken up to the gentle touch of someone’s hand gliding across her arm. Startled, she’d opened her eyes to find a young woman about her age bending over her, her streaming, golden hair like sunshine even in the harsh fluorescent light. Zlata was another bloodstock, and the two of them had bonded immediately and intensely, talking and cuddling. She’d felt at the time that Zlata’s presence had literally saved her life, and she’d thought she’d die when after a little more than a week she’d woken up alone again. Arianna had known that Sekhmi occasionally brought in temporary companions to cheer up severely depressed bloodstock, and she’d let herself forget it. Or, really, she’d probably allowed herself go into deep denial about it.

	After grieving Zlata’s departure for a few days, though, Arianna had risen to her feet and given herself a pep talk. Zlata was still bloodstock, just like her, and just like thousands of Amiti. It was her job to stay alive, stay sane, so that she could fulfill her purpose as Amiti Queen. Her people were depending on her.

	From that day on, she’d tried to be consistent about encouraging herself not to give up hope that she’d be free again; she tried to fight despair by repeating her affirmation, there’s no such thing as a dead end ... And when even that wasn’t enough, she reminded herself that she might be the only hope for all the Amiti imprisoned like she was.

	But her resolve began wearing thin as days turned into weeks and weeks into months. She slipped into severe depression and spent most of her time in bed. The Sekhmi drained her within an inch of her life every week, and on top of that, Khay seemed to know whenever she had any energy left and would come into her cell, using his light lasso on her until she could barely stand. If his goal was to make her as miserable as possible, he was succeeding: she was in constant pain and had so many migraines that they seemed to all blend into one long headache.

	On the day she scratched her forty-fifth mark on the wall—three hundred and fifteen days of imprisonment, give or take—Bahiti brought her a new companion, a young Amiti girl named Gabi. It wasn’t clear whether she was supposed to be a second bloodstock for Khay’s pride or whether they were more interested in the money she’d provide the pride if they sold her. Arianna didn’t ask, and they wouldn’t have answered her anyway. 

	Gabi’s appearance in Arianna’s life was like a ray of light shining in the darkness. Except for the Sekhmi, who either ignored her or tortured her, Arianna had been completely alone since they’d taken Zlata away. She had no idea how she’d managed to keep her sanity. 

	The girls bonded immediately, talking for hours and then falling asleep in each other’s arms. Arianna had known that she missed physical contact with another living being, but she hadn’t known how important it was until Gabi’s appearance. But the presence of her new companion set her on edge, too: she’d learned the hard way that Sekhmi always had an agenda. And she was right. 

	One day Khay, Bahiti, and Sef came to her cell. 

	“Hello, Redhead.” Khay wrapped Arianna’s hair around his hand and turned her to face him. “It’s time for you to become my blood-bond.” 

	“You’ve got to be kidding.” Arianna had had her fill of Khay’s superior attitude. She wasn’t afraid of him or of the pain he inflicted on her. There was nothing he could do to hurt her anymore. “If you blood-bond with me, I’ll kill you. I promised you I would, and nothing has changed.” 

	“Oh, yes, I certainly do remember. But you see, I’ve taken the necessary precautions to prevent that from happening. What do you think this one is doing here? ”He pointed at Gabi. 

	Gabi squeezed into the corner.

	“You see, Redhead, if you kill me, Sef will rip Gabi’s heart out. It’s quite an interesting spectacle. He’ll just take his fist and pull her heart out while it’s still pumping blood. He’s really good at it. A master, really.” 

	Gagging, Arianna put her hand over her mouth. 

	“Do you doubt what Khay says?” Sef stepped over to Gabi and put his big, sweaty palm on her chest, curling his fingers like claws. “I have quite a lot of experience.”

	Gabi’s midnight-black eyes went wide with horror and the blood drained from her face. Hatred flooded Arianna. She had no doubt that they’d follow through with their threat. They hadn’t hesitated to kill one of their own, Elora; they’d told her about it in gruesome detail, apparently to scare her. If they could do that, why would they even think twice about killing an Amiti? 

	“What do you want me to do?” If looks could kill, Khay would have been dead long ago. “I don’t have any powers; I’m useless to you.” 

	“You obviously know nothing about the blood-bond; it taps into your potential powers, not just your operational ones. All we need to draw powers from Amiti is your goodwill. You must willingly share your potential power, the Gift of Ra, with me or ... ” Khay slowly and deliberately turned to Sef and Sef’s lips spread in a repulsive smirk.

	“Okay, I’ll do it.” Gift of Ra or not, Gabi’s life was more precious. 

	“Keep in mind that she’s my leverage against you forever. Now lean your head back. Don’t make this difficult for me.” 

	“You have good enough access already. Just do it.” Arianna closed her eyes, swallowing her aversion. “I’m sharing my powers with you, Khay, willingly. Take whatever you want,” she said aloud, but in her head she was chanting not all of it, just a little bit, just a little bit, hoping that would count as denying him her goodwill. 

	“Perfect.” Khay’s fingers grabbed her shoulders and a sharp pain pierced her neck. Arianna cleared her mind and dissociated into numbness, a skill she’d had ample opportunity to develop over the past three hundred and fifteen days. 

	Once Khay’d had his fill, he pushed Arianna away. “That was good. Now let’s try my new power.” He stretched his arms forward. 

	Dammit! It hadn’t occurred to Arianna that he’d test it right away—but of course he would, wouldn’t he? She slapped herself mentally. All she could do was hope that chanting just a little bit had given Khay just enough juice that he wouldn’t notice how much she’d withheld. 

	While she thought about that, Khay had been manifesting a glowing orb of energy between his palms that looked like a small sun. He aimed the orb at Gabi, and a terrible thought tore through Arianna’s brain—Oh, no! it wasn’t too little; it was too much!—just as Khay sent the orb flying through the air and slamming into the center of Gabi’s chest. Gabi screamed once and crashed to the floor. Arianna dropped to her knees next to her friend and cradled her head in her lap. 

	“You killed her, you monster!” It was me that killed her. I gave him too much power. Tears blurred her vision. This was by far the worst thing she’d ever done in her life. What would a monster like Khay do with the Gift of Ra? Images of devastation, of Amiti genocide, filled her vision.

	“She’s not dead, idiot, just temporarily paralyzed. She’ll regain consciousness in a few hours. But let this be a warning to you, Redhead. I won’t hesitate to kill the girl if you don’t cooperate.” With a smug grin, he left the cell followed by Bahiti and Sef. 

	Pushing away her fear of what Khay could do with the Gift of Ra, Arianna lay down next to Gabi and wrapped her arms around the girl’s listless body, trying to feed some of her body’s warmth into her friend. It felt good, better than Arianna had expected—and it also felt strangely effective. Maybe it was just her affection for Gabi, or the force of her longing for Gabi to be okay, for it not to be Arianna’s fault that she’d been hurt so badly, but she felt like she was—glowing? Or ... radiating an energy that enveloped them both?

	Moments later, Gabi opened her eyes. “Nice work, Arianna,” she muttered through bloodless lips. 

	“What do you mean?” 

	“Now that Khay has blood-bonded with you, he’s under your control. When the time comes, you can burn him.” 

	“I can’t. They’ll kill you.” 

	“No. They won’t.” Gabi moved closer to her, her voice so quiet that Arianna could hardly hear her. “It’s time for you to learn the truth, my Queen. My name is Serena. I’m an Amiti elder. I’m from a subgroup of the Order; we’re called the Avengers.” 

	Arianna was speechless. “What? And what are you doing here?” 

	“The Order has been searching for you. We need our Queen to stand beside us. We haven’t had access to you: first Marcus sheltered you, and then when he died, he took knowledge of your whereabouts with him. You’ve been off the grid, so to speak. Then we heard a rumor that you’d been captured and were being used as bloodstock. All of the Order members were instructed to use their powers to find you, and we’ve been covering the four corners of the earth since then looking for you. When it became clear that nothing was working—well, let’s just say I called in a very big favor to figure out where you were. I got close, then dropped my shield so Khay’s pride would know I was Amiti and of course they captured me. 

	“So here I am. I came for you,” concluded Serena.

	“Thank you.” Arianna hugged her. “Now: how are we going to get out of here?” 

	“We have a plan, and your confinement will end soon. But you can’t escape; you need to wait for King Tor to free you.” 

	“What?” 

	“Now listen to me, Arianna. It’s very important that you follow the plan we’ve developed. But before I explain it, you must vow that you’ll fight for your people by all means possible.” 

	“I vow.” She was ready. She’d been ready for a long time now. She’d already made the same vow twice: once, long ago, to her father—though at the time she hadn’t fully comprehended what she was saying—and again, three hundred and fifteen days ago, to herself. “Now tell me the plan.”

	“The short version is that we need you to blood-bond with Tor.” 

	“Why would he blood-bond with me?” 

	“He’s been searching for you for a long time—at least since your capture. He’s advertised a bounty of ten million dollars for you. That’s how badly he wants you. And he wants you alive. Here’s what we think. He won the vampire crown based on the power of the Gift of Ra that he got through his blood-bond with your mother. But since her death, the Gift of Ra has been fading; by now he’s rapidly losing it or may be has already lost it. Tor has to make sure that the Gift of Ra is his, or he risks losing his title. But he can only reactivate it through a blood-bond with the new Queen. And that, of course, is you.” 

	“Okay, but—” 

	“Let me just go over the whole plan and then you can ask questions, okay?”

	At Arianna’s nod, Serena shared the Order’s plan. Serena’s mindreading skill had told her that Bahiti was obsessed with the ten million dollars Tor was offering for information about Arianna. Bahiti just needed a little pressure to push her a bit. Arianna could create that pressure by refusing to eat, flushing her food down the toilet so the Sekhmi wouldn’t know the cause of her declining health. Bahiti would want to make sure that she collected the bounty before Arianna died, so she’d be motivated to contact Tor. 

	Tor would come rescue Arianna, and Arianna would go away with him and get him to blood-bond with her. Once they blood-bonded, Arianna would participate in the Avengers’ plan. Serena’s group had blood-bonds with more than eighty Sekhmi, many of whom were pride Alphas. Several decades ago, the Avengers had stopped burning Sekhmi and instead were planning a more strategic use of the blood-bond. They’d been collecting blood-bonds in preparation for one final blow. When the time came, the Order would issue an ultimatum to the Elite, demanding the release of all bloodstock; those who didn’t cooperate would be burned. 

	With the King among the blood-bonded, the other Elite would be more likely to cooperate. Then, once the imprisoned Amiti were freed, the Keepers would turn the Key. If the Keepers didn’t secure the release of the bloodstock before they annihilated the vampires, they risked the possibility that thousands of Amiti would die locked in their cells because the Order didn’t know where they were being kept.

	“You see, it’s a simple and beautiful plan. It will work. Now, there is one more thing you must do.” Serena got to her feet; Arianna followed her lead. “You need to appoint me the Keeper of the Mystery of Death.” 

	Although Arianna had perceived herself as a real queen before, this was the first time she’d performed any of the duties that came along with that title. Her father had been the Keeper of Death and his position had gone unfilled since then. It was up to her to name a new Keeper, and Serena was the right candidate; Arianna felt it in her gut. 

	She took Serena’s hands in hers and they locked eyes. 

	“My dear friend, Serena, you are among the bravest of Amiti. It is an honor for me to appoint you as the new Keeper of the Mystery of Death. Please accept this responsibility, and use the powers granted to you for the greatest good of your people.” 

	“Thank you, my Queen, for your trust.” Serena bowed to Arianna and kissed her hands. 

* * *

The Amiti Queen was not doing well, and Bahiti was getting more and more nervous. Something was wrong. First Bahiti had brought that second Amiti, Gabi, back with her, and then less than a week later Gabi had disappeared along with Djay, a male from Khay’s pride—and that, she was sure, wouldn’t end well—and now Arianna was getting weaker and weaker. It was as if she hadn’t been eating, but there was clearly less food on her plate when Bahiti retrieved her dishes, so that wasn’t it. Had Gabi given her some kind of disease? 

	Now Arianna definitely wasn’t eating; she’d gotten so weak that she couldn’t get up from the bed, and her food was left untouched. This week’s bloodletting had almost killed her. 

	When Bahiti brought her food and once again saw the untouched tray on the table, she lost it, rushing to Arianna, grabbing her by the shoulders and shaking her. “Dammit, what’s wrong with you?” 

	But Arianna seemed beyond responding to her; her head fell back and rolled against the pillow. Bahiti pulled her iPhone from her pocket; Khay had gotten what he wanted and taken off somewhere—probably to be with the new girlfriend he’d dumped Bahiti for—so she called Sef. “Sef, I need you to come to Arianna’s cell immediately.” 

	When Sef burst into the cell, Bahiti jabbed a finger in Arianna’s direction, frustrated. “I think she’s dying.” 

	Sef went to Arianna’s bed, checked her pulse and checked her pupils. “I think you’re right.” 

	“What should we do? If she dies, Khay’ll kill us.”

	“Whatever we’re going to do, we need to hurry. You know Tor put a ten-million-dollar bounty on her return? It would be stupid to let her die and lose all that money.” 

	“I have a plan. While Khay’s gone, let’s tell Tor where she is, grab the money, and run. I’m sick and tired of Khay, anyway.” Bahiti placed a hand on Sef’s thigh, pressing her body to his. “Ten million will be enough for us to live comfortably for a very long time.” In case Sef wasn’t grasping the full extent of her offer, she put a little extra emphasis on the word us. 

	“Sounds good, but let’s get him to double the price so we get ten million each. Then we each go our separate ways.” 

	“Well, well,” came a voice from behind them. Vran, Khay’s new minion, appeared in the doorway. Khay was planning to bring him into the pride to get their numbers back up, and Vran, meanwhile, did everything he could to please Khay. “I wonder what Khay will do to you when he finds out about your betrayal.” 

	“He won’t.” Sef hurled himself at Vran, knocking him to the floor. They rolled around violently; Bahiti could hear their bones crunching as they mauled each other. She pulled out a large dagger that she kept strapped to her thigh—silver, for maximum damage to vampires—and, taking advantage of just the right moment, stabbed Vran in the heart. Vran gagged and his body went limp. 

	Sef shoved him away and smirked victoriously at Bahiti. “Good job! Now finish him off.” 

	“Of course.” Bahiti grinned and, like a flash, buried the dagger deep into Sef’s heart. Wearing an almost comically astonished expression, he collapsed next to Vran’s body. 

	“Sorry about that, Sef. I’ll have lots of expenses and ten million isn’t enough to cover them all. Now I’ll finish him off. And you, too.” 

	Bahiti rushed out of the cell and returned a few moments later with an ax. She swung it in a high arc and brought it down viciously on Vran’s neck, severing his head. Then she did the same to Sef. Blood spouted from their severed arteries, forming a spreading pool that almost covered the entire floor of the cell. 

	When it was done, Bahiti turned to Arianna and found her eyes open, her gaze transfixed by the massacre. 

	Still holding the bloody ax in her hand, Bahiti nodded to her. “Well, it’s not a pretty sight, girl, but you won’t have to look at it for too long.” 

	She pulled out her iPhone and took several pictures of Arianna. “Elora, poor Elora, thanks for the idea.” And then she dialed Theores.


Chapter 44

On the ten-hour flight to Fairbanks, Alaska, Tor was having to work hard to appear calm and indifferent, relaxing in his white leather recliner, casually browsing through the latest business magazines. In reality, he was on edge. He couldn’t believe that after all these months they’d finally found the Amiti Queen. 

	Twenty-four hours earlier, Theores had gotten a call from Bahiti, a female in Khay’s pride. She’d offered them Arianna’s location in exchange for twenty million dollars, telling them that she was ill and was in urgent need of medical attention. And it seemed she was telling the truth: in the pictures Bahiti texted, the girl did not look well. Tor had agreed immediately, and Theores wired the money to the bank accounts Bahiti specified. Then they waited on pins and needles for Bahiti to confirm receipt of the funds and text them Arianna’s location. She was being held in Alaska, of all places. It was a smart choice, Tor thought, one of the last places anyone would look for her, since Sekhmi generally avoided cold climates. 

	Less than an hour after landing at Fairbanks, Tor and his three bodyguards—Anock, Kennet, and Shakir; Odji was still missing—drove through an open gate toward a sturdy two-story log cabin nestled among old pine trees. The closer they got to their destination, the faster Tor’s heart raced—and it lurched when the cabin came into view and he saw the front door left wide open. The SUV screeched to a halt, and Ken and Anock jumped out and ran to the door. They stood there for a moment, listening and sensing. 

	“It’s empty. The house is abandoned.” Ken told them, and then went into the cabin. 

	“Wait,” Anock called to Tor before following Ken inside. “I still need to check the interior.” 

	A few long minutes later, Anock was back, confirming that the place was clear and indicating that Tor could come in. 

	The text had said they’d find the Queen in a cell downstairs. Anock pointed at stairs leading down toward a basement, and the four of them hustled down the stairs to a heavy, locked wooden door. 

	Tor’s heart was thundering in his ears so loudly that he was sure they could all hear it. 

	She was there, in this room. He’d found her at last; soon she’d provide him with a new source of the Gift of Ra, and he’d get to keep the power that he now saw as rightfully his. 

	He took a deep breath, calming himself, then gathered the energy of the Gift of Ra and blasted the door into a thousand pieces.

	Tor stood in the doorway, stunned, unable to move. His world narrowed until all he could see were two huge, frightened eyes, one green and the other amber. A shiver ran down his spine, and he felt himself spinning into a vortex like a black hole, falling deeper and deeper to meet his unknown fate. It was, he now saw with perfect clarity, a fate written by the Goddess herself. 

	So this was Arianna. He took a tentative step toward her, not wanting to frighten her. She watched him with the intensity of a cornered animal, as though she expected him to attack her. And of course she would, wouldn’t she? She’d been imprisoned, treated like an animal, for almost a year.

	The girl was half-hidden behind a mass of flaming red hair. She sat on the bed, pushed all the way into the corner, her knees pulled up to her chin, arms wrapped around her legs. She was completely motionless. Her full lips were parted slightly. Tor caught himself thinking of gently cupping her face in his hands and brushing those lips with his.

	He continued to approach her, slowly, his motions deliberate so he wouldn’t scare her more than he had already. Her skin was ashen, almost transparent, her hands thin as a skeleton’s. She was starving. Carefully, as though handling a wounded bird, Tor gathered her into his arms. Her heart beat loud and fast; he thought it might actually fly out of her chest. 

	Was he that scary? He wanted to comfort her, but the words stuck in his throat. What could he say? What would a lion say to his prey? He was speechless, so he just pressed her to his heart. 

	She was turning his world upside down. She was an abandoned and abused child, left by everyone to die. His heart was breaking, shattering into spears of pain. And her suffering, her loneliness, her unthinkable pain—it was the merciless reality he had created for her. It was all his fault ... 

	Tor carried her up the flight of stairs to the main floor of the cabin. When they got outside, she squinted against the blinding sunlight for a second, scrunching her face up, and then closed her eyes and relaxed, basking in it. Her pleasure at just feeling the sun on her face made his heart melt again, and then swell with what he thought might be joy. It was as if she’d reorganized and rebuilt him in just a few seconds. 

	Cradling Arianna as though she was made of crystal, Tor got into the car and held her in his lap. Her face still looked happy, but she was shivering and her teeth were chattering. Tor shouted to the bodyguards to bring a blanket from the house, and while they waited, he pressed her closer to his body, warming her with the heat of his flesh. She shifted closer and placed a trembling hand on Tor’s chest. Tor gently took her hand; it was so frail that if he squeezed too hard, he could easily crush the delicate bones without even knowing it. He turned her hand palm up and found an ugly red scar on her wrist, the bloodstock mark. 

	Later, when they boarded the plane, Tor made sure Anock set the best seat so it was reclined at just the right angles for Arianna, and then tucked her into it. 

	“Tameri,” Tor called to a flight attendant, “Where’s the food that was prepared for the girl?” 

	“I’ll get it for you immediately, Sir.” 

	Tameri appeared with a bowl of warm chicken bouillon and handed it to him. 

	“Here, you need to eat.” Holding the bowl of soup in one hand and a spoonful of bouillon in the other, Tor leaned toward Arianna.

	Arianna lifted her head and stared at him in total shock for a moment. He knew what it was: Sekhmi didn’t treat Amiti this way. But then she opened her mouth and greedily swallowed the spoonful of soup. 

	Tor’s heart sang; she hadn’t rejected his offering. He slowly fed her the whole bowl. By the end, she was visibly exhausted, and when she finished, she closed her eyes and fell asleep. 

	She slept through the entire flight. Tor never took his eyes off of her. 

	Why was his heart opening to this girl? Why was it melting like a candle? Why was he filled with peace and joy just being near her? There were only questions and no answers.


Chapter 45

The Royal pride’s residence, Nice, France 

Arianna slept for the remainder of the flight and stayed that way as Tor picked her up again and carried her in his arms from the plane to the car, then up the elevator from the underground garage of the villa to his bedroom. There, he laid her on his bed and stood back, transfixed, watching her for a moment before beginning his task. Even with her ashen skin tone she was exquisite, her dark red hair spilling across the pillow like flames. 

	He could only imagine how beautiful Arianna would look beneath the veil of starvation, when she was once again healthy and happy. Female Amitis’ bodies were petite, finely boned, and curvaceous, with well-defined breasts, waists, and hips, a striking contrast to the long, lean, leggy bodies of female vampires. Amiti beauty was more feminine, softer, more appealing—at least to Tor. 

	A wave of desire surged through him, but he ignored it. Right now what he needed to do was heal her, and they needed as much skin-to-skin contact as possible in order for it to work. He summoned his reserves of self-control. The plan, he reminded himself, was to win her love before blood-bonding with her, and he wouldn’t accomplish that by pawing at her unconscious form.

	He removed her ugly shirt and pants and swallowed hard at the sight of her nude body before averting his eyes, removing his own clothing, and lying down next to her, pulling the blanket over them as he encircled her in his arms. 

	Tor reached deep within himself, searching for the rays of the Sun, the power of Ra. There was almost nothing left, but Tor hoped that he still had enough to heal Arianna. If not, he would heal her through sheer force of will, through the urgency of his yearning to see her healthy. 

	That yearning, and the tenderness he felt toward her as he held her in his arms, would be useful tools when he needed to start getting her to love him. They were means to an end, not an astonishing depth of feeling unlike anything he’d ever experienced, not a sense that they were fated to be together. 

	No, it certainly wasn’t either of those things. He was the Vampire King, not some fawning teenager in love.

	He felt the healing power of the Gift of Ra rise from the center of his body, let it spread through his limbs and torso and out into her skin. It felt tentative at first, flickering like a candle flame that might not stay lit, but then the flame caught and began burning brightly until he felt its warm healing energy blazing into her. 

	They stayed like that for hours. At some point she seemed to awaken, the rhythms of her body quickening, but she didn’t pull away from him, didn’t move at all. Tor told himself that he wasn’t thrilled at her acceptance of their intimacy, but he knew he was lying. After several minutes she sighed and fell back asleep.

* * *

Arianna woke to the glow of morning sunlight, feeling refreshed and full of life, her head still resting on Tor’s chest. As consciousness kicked in, she felt herself flinch at the comprehension that she was sharing a bed with the King of the vampires. Then she remembered her mission and stayed where she was, not daring to move. 

	She had to enchant him, had to make him grow attached to her so he would want to blood-bond with her. But right now it was hard to focus on her duties as Queen; she couldn’t help enjoying the feel of his skin under her cheek, his fingers running through her hair, massaging her scalp. Arianna closed her eyes and imagined that she was loved. She’d attend to her responsibilities later; right now she just wanted to seize a little bit of happiness for herself. 

	Arianna’s head snapped around at the sound of a tentative knock on the door. Tor pressed her head back into his chest and she was a little ashamed at how eagerly she complied.. 

	“I’ll kill you, Ken,” he growled, raising his head to address whoever was behind the door. “I asked not to be disturbed.” 

	“Yes, I know, Sir. But it’s been twelve hours. The Council is waiting for you.” 

	“Damn.” His head flopped back down on the pillow. 

	“I need to go.” 

	He lifted her head from his chest, sat up, and moved the pillow closer to her, arranging it just right before gently laying her head on it. Dreading the prospect of seeing him naked, she didn’t open her eyes as he stood and walked away, and then when she heard the sound of the shower and knew it was safe, she was too drowsy and comfortable. 

	She might have dozed off again for a moment, because the next thing she knew, he was reappearing in dark grey slacks and a crisp white shirt, jacket folded over his arm. 

	He paused by the side of the bed to address her, his voice gentle. “The door won’t be locked. You’re not a prisoner here, but please, stay in the room.” He leaned over her and brushed her cheek with his lips. “Please, don’t run away. You’re safe here. If you run, you’ll be caught again in just a few short hours. Promise me that you’ll wait for me.” 

	Was he looking at her with hope in his eyes? 

	But Arianna couldn’t answer him, her mind a whirlwind of conflicting thoughts. Her plan—Serena’s plan, the Order’s plan—was going so well. She was so close to their goal: one shift of her hip and baring of her throat, and he wouldn’t be able to resist. He’d take her vein, and his life would be in her hands forever. 

	The hatred she knew she was supposed to feel for him wasn’t taking form. She couldn’t hate him. And she already knew with absolute certainty that she wouldn’t be able to kill him when the time came. 

	She was so committed to the Amiti and to her role as Queen. But here she was, wavering before she’d done a damn thing for them. Was this what it had been like for her mother? Was Arianna doomed to walk the same path?


Chapter 46

The Royal pride’s residence, Nice 

Three weeks later 

Arianna brushed Tor’s throat with her lips, burying her face in his hair and inhaling his now-familiar scent. Tor nuzzled her temple, seeming to melt into her warmth. It had been three weeks since he had rescued her and they’d been sharing his bed ever since. 

	It had been blissful, but it was tearing her apart. Her intuition, which had never lied to her before, was screaming that Tor loved her, and she desperately wanted to believe it. But she couldn’t allow herself to slip into that delusion. How could he feel anything for her? She was just a girl raised on the sands of California beaches, not a sophisticated female of the Elite. Tor couldn’t possibly love her. It was just wishful thinking. And she needed to remember, always, that Tor had motivations other than love. Why did she keep catching herself forgetting that it was the Gift of Ra he was after? 

	Ever since she’d arrived at the Royal pride’s residence, Tor had kept the door unlocked, and there were no guards at the doorway. At his invitation, she’d ventured beyond the bedroom and into the sitting room of his private suite, but she hadn’t gone any farther. The idea of wandering around in a Sekhmi’s nest was too terrifying. Other than Tor, she only interacted with one other member of Tor’s pride, a female named Theores. Theores had dropped by to introduce herself the very first time Tor had left Arianna alone; she’d visited often ever since, and was always incredibly friendly, bringing Arianna books to read and other things to do. 

	Tor seemed to want to be with her whenever he wasn’t working. At first, by some unspoken mutual agreement, they kept themselves busy. They didn’t talk about why, but for her part, Arianna was still nervous around Tor, even a little scared of him. More importantly, she was worried about what topics they could talk about. She certainly didn’t want to bring up the war between vampires and Amiti, or anything related to bloodstock or blood-bonding—which seemed to cover everything important that had ever happened in her life. And given his title, she was sure the same was true for him. She did make sure to tell him that her blood-bond with Simone had been severed shortly before Tor had come to get her, so she couldn’t help him find her. Of course, he seemed disappointed by the news, but he also seemed glad that she’d let him know.

	For the first week, they watched movies and played games. He brought a deck of cards, Monopoly, Scrabble, chess. When he was out working, she scoured movie reviews looking for good ones neither of them had seen. By the end of the week, they’d gone from playing games in near silence to chatting and teasing each other while they played, and from just watching films to heckling the bad ones and discussing the good ones after they ended, or even pausing mid-movie to talk. And they ended every night by cuddling on the bed, holding each other as they fell asleep.

	The second week, they started having fun with their food. From day one, the staff had been delivering all their meals, and even though Arianna assumed that he usually literally ate like a king, taking for granted that all his food would be of excellent quality, she got the sense that he was making an extra effort to procure magnificent meals for her. He seemed excited about them, recounting the origins of various dishes and teaching her some finer points of wine-tasting. And then he began punctuating his descriptions by placing bites in her mouth, getting increasingly playful and creative until finally he stopped providing excuses for doing it and it was just fun. And more than a little hot.

	By the third week, they’d discovered a whole lot of conversation material; vampire/Amiti politics suddenly didn’t seem to be the center of the universe anymore, and they were telling stories about when they were kids. Arianna was totally fascinated to hear Tor tell those stories. The guy was a living history book; it blew her mind. She got him to talk as much as she could, spending her idle moments trying to think of as many neutral questions as possible so she could get him to keep the stories coming. 

	Then she decided that she was ready to show him what she did best. She’d started violin lessons as a very young girl, and seemingly as soon as she’d picked up the instrument, her violin instructor was telling her that she had an innate talent, more important than all the technical skills anyone could ever master: she could play in a way that made people cry. She’d always joked that they were crying because they couldn’t bear listening to her, but she knew it wasn’t true. She was good—really good. Something about how she played let the soul of any piece fly free. And her gift hadn’t kept her from developing technical skills, too. If it hadn’t risked putting her in the spotlight way more than any Amiti could afford to be, she’d have tried going pro. 

	So she asked Tor to bring her a violin—of course, he found her an exquisite one—and played and played until she saw him blinking, and then played some more, until he turned away and rubbed his eyes. Then she was ready to stop, satisfied. She hadn’t really believed that she could made the vampire King cry, and although she wasn’t completely sure she had, at least she’d come close. 

* * *

She must have dozed off while reading in bed, because Tor was practically shaking her, nudging her out of bed. “Get up. There’s somewhere I want to take you, and we need to get ready.”

	“What? Where? I don’t want to go anywhere.” She looked around, still disoriented. Had he just come back from working? Judging from the light in the room, it seemed to be dusk. 

	“Don’t worry. It’s not far, just another room in the house. Come on, get up,” he urged, and then got out of bed and disappeared into the walk-in closet. “Actually, wait there.”

	She was happy to comply, and a few seconds later he returned, urged her up from the bed, and had her covering her eyes with her hands as he led her into the closet. 

	He pulled her hands away from her eyes to reveal an exquisite emerald-green silk gown on a luxurious padded velvet hanger. 

	“It’s for you. Put it on, my love.” 

	My love? 

	The words gave her goose bumps, a mixture of joy that he might share her feelings and trepidation that she might be letting herself be manipulated. He’d slipped out of the closet right after saying them, though, so she couldn’t look for the truth on his face. Not that she would have found it there. 

	“Do I have time to shower first?” she called to him through the closet door.

	“Yes, of course. Whatever you need,” he called back.

	As she showered and blew her hair dry, Tor’s my love echoed in her head in an endless loop. She couldn’t even think about his words, much less strategize; all she could do was hear them over and over again. Then she forced her attention away from the tangle of her feelings and turned to the dress, which was calling to her in an utterly un-confusing way. It was simply stunning. She slipped into the silky fabric and turned around to look at herself in the full-length mirror. The gown was a perfect fit, skimming her curves and cascading gracefully to the floor, the emerald color complementing her skin and the sparkle in her eyes. 

	Tor appeared in the mirror behind her; he’d changed into formalwear, too, while she was getting ready, and he looked absolutely mouthwatering. Arianna closed her eyes unable to bear the reflection of the two of them together, looking like a couple in love. 

	“Open your eyes,” he whispered. 

	She obeyed and watched Tor as he wrapped her hair into a knot at the nape of her neck and skillfully clasped it with an emerald broach. His eyes fixed on her throat, and as though mesmerized, he leaned toward her and placed his mouth on her vein. 

	Arianna arched into him, her heart accelerating. Now. 

	“You may take it,” she breathed. 

	Tor’s body went stiff, and then he quickly stepped back. 

	Damn, had she spoken too soon and ruined everything?

	But then he dropped his arms around her and buried his face in her hair with a heavy sigh, standing completely still like that for a moment. 

	“You look incredible,” he finally said, kissing her cheek. “Let’s go now.” 

	He nudged her toward the door. When they reached it, she hesitated, scared to step out of their space of safety, but feeling like a stubborn child. 

	Tor seemed to sense her fears. “We’ll come back soon. Don’t be afraid; I promise you’ll like it.” He gently pulled her hand, and she reluctantly followed him. 

	Tor brought her into an empty spacious, candlelit living room. The windows were open, allowing a breathtaking view of the Mediterranean Sea merging with a black sky strewn with brilliant stars. The view allowed Arianna to relax. But that moment turned out to be the calm before the storm; the next moment her shoulders stiffened and she squeezed Tor’s hand. 

	What seemed like an enormous number of Sekhmi began piling into the room, one after the other. It took her a second to realize that it was Tor’s pride. Ah, so this was to be her official introduction. She tried to think about them as just people, tried to manage the noise in her brain. It shouldn’t be hard to remember their names; she knew two already, Theores and Anock, and Tor and Theores had mentioned all of them in their conversations many times. The two bodyguards were Kennet and Shakir; the two others were Leon and Rune. The problem was that she only managed to memorize them just like that, in pairs: which one was Ken and which was Shak? Hadn’t Theores said that Leon was her brother? One looked a little more like her. Oh, hell, she’d just have to come clean and have Theores go over everyone again later. 

	They were all smiling at Arianna, acting as if her presence among them was totally normal. Then two servants appeared, rolling in a cart, on which sat a cake covered in candles. 

	All of them in unison began singing “Happy Birthday to You.” 

	Birthday! Goddess, it was Arianna’s birthday. She’d completely forgotten it; she was turning twenty-two. A rush of memories—of birthdays with her father, of his death on her birthday two years earlier, of how she’d spent the past year, how fraught her life had become—washed over her, and tears burned her eyes. She tried to stop them by lifting her gaze to the crystal, multi-tiered chandelier above her, but they continued to flow. She turned around, embarrassed. 

	Theores came over to her and gave her a warm hug, “It’s your birthday, Arianna; why are you crying? Look at me.” 

	But Arianna just buried her face in Theores’s shoulder, quietly sobbing. 

	After what seemed like an hour, she calmed down, and Theores led her to the head of the table and pulled a chair out for her. After Arianna sat down, Theores lifted her chin and wiped her tears away with a linen napkin. 

	“There we go, birthday girl. Smile! You look so beautiful in your new gown.” 

	The cake had been moved to the center of the table, and Tor himself was cutting pieces for everyone. It was a culinary masterpiece, a chocolate soufflé decorated with fresh cherries and curly-cue slivers of white chocolate. Arianna was struck by the absurd thought that she shouldn’t be crying over the loss of her father, over nearly a year of being drained and imprisoned, in the face of such magnificent chocolate. 

	Okay, chocolate didn’t trump death and captivity, not by a long shot. But really, why was she crying? She should be happy. Things were so much better than they’d been, and she was free, and safe, and she was surrounded by kind and supportive people. 

	Kind and supportive? A short three weeks ago she was being abused and degraded by Sekhmi who wouldn’t even call her by name. And now, Sekhmi were treating her as an equal, welcoming her into their family, making her feel worthy and loved. She let her gaze drift from one person to another. Gorgeous, powerful, they were masters of the world. They had something she’d never had, and probably would never have: they were a family. She felt almost tangibly the strong bond between them, the respect and support; they stood for each other and could rely on each other. She’d give anything to be one of them, to be a part of them ... 

	Come back to earth, girl. They feed on the blood of your people; they keep Amiti bloodstock locked in the basement of this villa. You’re up here eating your birthday cake, but one of them might be having their blood drained at this very moment, right under your feet. 

	“Now, make your birthday wish,” Theores urged her, her voice rich with invitation. 

	Arianna stared at the candles in a daze. If only she could forget everything. If only she wasn’t the Queen, with all of the responsibilities associated with her position. 

	In some ways, it was all too easy to forget: she still struggled to perceive herself as the Queen; it wasn’t a part of her identity yet. She had to work hard to remind herself again and again of who she was, what her mission was. 

	Highlighted by the candlelight, Tor sat at the table so close to her, his stormy grey eyes. It was if Arianna was drowning in them. She’d have given the world for a life with this man. 

	No. She could not. He was the enemy of her people. He was her enemy. Why was she agonizing over accepting this?

	She took a deep breath and then exhaled, blowing out all of the candles. Goddess, please give me the strength to follow my path and to become the real Queen of my people. Please free me from my doubts.


Chapter 47

An hour later, having reduced the soufflé to smears of chocolate on the platter, they all took an elevator down to the garage and soon were on the marina where an elegant white yacht waited to take them out on the water. 

	It was wonderful being out in the fresh air and watching the black waters of the sea and the lights of Nice on the horizon. There was music and champagne and casual chatting, and it felt as though the real world and its troubles were as distant as those twinkling lights

	Arianna was amazed by the luxury surrounding her—but it wasn’t her world; she felt awkward here, out of place. 

	As if sensing her mood, Tor kept her on his lap, occasionally reaching up to stroke her hair. He seemed happy to let her sit back and listen to the conversation around her; he wasn’t trying to draw her out or even participating much himself.

	After a little while, a petite blond woman, the only member of the group Arianna hadn’t met yet, got up from her seat and approached Arianna and Tor, stopping to lean against the railing just a few steps away from them. She was Amiti; Arianna could feel it. But—an Amiti? Here? Of course Arianna had heard stories of vampires and Amiti coexisting, and she had her own relationship with Simone to show her that it was theoretically possible, but still, it was shocking to see this female here, acting as if she belonged. 

	Arianna’s eyes stayed glued to her for several minutes. The woman inhaled deeply, chin tilted upward as through she was trying to drink in the fantastic night sky, and then exhaled contently.

	“Beautiful, isn’t it?” she asked Arianna, a warm smile on her lips.

	Arianna left Tor’s lap and walked over to her. “You’re Amiti; how—” 

	“My name is Ismen. I’m Leon and Rune’s blood-bond and mate.” 

	“Both of them?” Arianna blurted out, aghast. 

	“Why not? What’s wrong with it?” Ismen smiled coquettishly. “There’s a shortage of Amiti. I’m more than happy to help out by being a partner of two gorgeous males. So why shouldn’t I?” 

	“Well, I don’t know ... I guess you can ... I never thought about it.” 

	“Of course she can.” Theores joined the conversation, startling Arianna, who for a moment had forgotten that the others could hear her talking with Ismen. “It’s also very convenient for all of them. One of them is always available to watch over Ismen.” 

	“Why would you need to watch her? I thought you had a rule about not touching other vampires’ blood-bonds.” 

	“Yes, we have a rule. But it’s not vampires we’re protecting her from,” Leon said softly. “It’s Amiti.” 

	“Amiti? What? Why?” 

	“The Order has condemned all Amiti in real blood-bonds to death. For centuries they’ve been hunting us down and executing us,” explained Ismen. It occurred to Arianna that Ismen was addressing her as she might a child whose mistaken beliefs were appalling, but needed to be corrected patiently and kindly.

	“Why would the Order kill their own people? That’s crazy; they’re all about protecting them. Protecting us—” But then she remembered Khay telling her that his blood-bond had been killed by Amiti. She’d taken his claim as the raving of a maniac, which he obviously was, but maybe he’d been telling the truth. But Serena was in the Order, and she hadn’t said anything about executing Amiti blood-bonds.

	“And—and what the hell are real blood-bonds? Are there blood-bonds that aren’t real?” 

	“Real blood-bonds are relationships between Amiti and Sekhmi that are based on love and trust, ones where the Amiti partner would never use their power to kill the Sekhmi partner,” Ismen continued. “As far as the Order’s concerned, blood-bonds are only acceptable if they’re used as a means to an end, as a weapon to kill Sekhmi.”

	Oh. 

	Of course there were blood-bonds that weren’t real. That was the whole point of Serena’s plan, what Serena wanted her to create with Tor. What Arianna had agreed to do to Tor.

	Her heart fluttered in panic—no, no, you can’t do that; take it back!—and she mentally slapped herself, ordering herself to get a grip. Hadn’t she wished not two hours ago for freedom from doubt, for the strength to follow her path as Queen?

	“Amiti who refuse to adhere to that ideology are considered traitors,” Ismen was saying. “They actually issue death warrants against us. And, since Amiti can’t shield themselves from other Amiti, they can find us anywhere. And that’s why either Leon or Rune is always by my side.” 

	Arianna was silent. So much for being freed from her doubts; she’d never felt so conflicted in her life. On the one hand, the Order was right; these Amiti did betray their people. The idea of establishing blood-bonds with vampires while the practice of keeping bloodstock existed—of living among vampires in the very buildings where bloodstock were imprisoned in the basements—was abhorrent to her, even as she’d been wrestling with it herself. It was a betrayal. 

	On the other hand, weren’t vampire–Amiti blood-bonds the ultimate expression of loyalty to Hathor’s initial vision? Hadn’t the Goddess created the Amiti for the purpose of binding vampires in love; weren’t they supposed, to form unions, to balance each other? From that perspective, what the Order was doing was totally wrong. As the Queen, could she stop them? Who exactly sanctioned death warrants? 

	Oh, no. Dread descended upon her. 

	She turned to Tor. “Ismen says that the Order’s been hunting blood-bonds for centuries. I just can’t believe it. My father was the Order’s leader. He would never allow that to happen. He was a kind and compassionate person.” 

	“Kind to you,” Ismen shot back, stepping forward aggressively. “Your father sanctioned every Amiti death sentence while he was alive. He’s responsible for the deaths of hundreds and hundreds of innocent people. He was a monster. He even sanctioned your own mother’s murder. And he was one of her executioners.” 

	“No.” Arianna jabbed an accusing finger at Ismen, her voice insistent, commanding, like someone scolding a bad dog. “You can’t say that. You’re wrong. You didn’t know him and I did. He was a good man. You’re lying. Tell me that you’re lying.” Arianna had kept jabbing her finger as she spoke, her posture assertive, but then she felt her butt hit the rail and realized that she’d been backing up the whole time.

	“I’m sorry, Arianna, but I’m not lying. You need to know the truth. Your father was one of three adult Keepers of the Key at the time, and they issued a death warrant on your mother. They got her to leave Tor and produce an heir—with your father Marcus, though we don’t know why or how—and then they executed her three months after you were born. 

	“Istara was my dearest friend for a thousand years. If she hadn’t resisted them, the Keepers would have destroyed us all: vampires, Amiti, humans, the whole planet. She also protected Amiti in real blood-bonds, helping us hide from the Order. 

	“But the Order still managed to reach many of us. Even her. I’m sorry, Arianna. I know it hurts, but you have to know the truth.” 

	As soon as Ismen finished, Arianna looked around frantically, half hoping one of the others would step in to disprove what Ismen had said. But of course no one did. They just stood there looking back at her, utterly still and silent. 

	It was that silence, and the compassion in their gazes, that made her realize that what Ismen said was true. For one second she was struck by the thought that in all of their long lives, they must have heard terrible, terrible news, too—but then her whole world collapsed, her stomach heaved, her vision blurred, and strong arms were holding her up and half-carrying her away from the group. 

	She came back into her body to find her face pressed into Tor’s chest, his lips against the top of her head, kissing her and whispering “hush, hush, it’s okay. I’m sorry, I’m so sorry.” Choking on tears and quaking, she hugged him back, fiercely, until the shuddering stopped and her breathing was under control. 

	“Is it true?” she finally asked into his chest.

	She felt Tor nod. “Yes, and I am so sorry that you had to hear this news, especially this way and especially on your birthday. I wish you’d found out about it under different circumstances.” 

	Arianna raised her eyes to his. “If we’re going to be doing this truth-telling, I want to know all of it.” She paused. This would be one of the hardest questions she’d ever asked. Did she even want to know?

	Yes, she had to. “Did you kill my father to avenge his murder of Istara?” Please, Hathor, don’t let it be true. Don’t take him away from me. I know he’s my enemy and I’m not supposed to love him. I know I’m losing my mind. But ... I’ve already lost so much. Please.

	Tor stopped breathing, leaving Arianna’s question hanging in the air for unbearable seconds. Finally he sighed and pulled her away from him, holding her by the shoulders and locking eyes with hers. Whatever he was about to say, he was trying to show her that he meant it.

	“No.” 

	A wave of relief rolled through Arianna’s body so powerful that she felt her body sag. She let herself relax back in his arms and hug him, pressing her cheek to his chest. 

	“Who then?” She could barely hear her own voice, but she knew he heard her. 

	“I think you’ve had enough surprises for one day.”

	“I want to know,” she insisted. “Tell me.” 

	“You can’t do anything about it. The person who killed him is dead. That’s all I can tell you for now. Please trust me on this.” His tone told her that she wouldn’t be getting any more information from him on the topic.

	Maybe he was right; maybe it was enough for one day. She was exhausted, drained, her whole sense of balance out of whack. She couldn’t process anything else now. Maybe later. All she wanted to do now was go home and go to bed, where she could forget everything but Tor’s strong arms encircling her. 

	She let him hold her for another moment.

	Actually, truth be told, what she wanted was a lot more than him holding her. In fact, wasn’t that what she’d wanted all along? She’d held herself back, telling herself that her personal feelings weren’t important compared to her responsibilities as Queen. But it was an almost unbearable burden, and she couldn’t help but resent having to clean up this mess—especially now, knowing that Amiti were killing Amiti and hearing that terrible revelation about her father. 

	Obviously she and Tor couldn’t be together forever, but couldn’t she throw caution to the wind just this once and be with him? And—and really, when she thought about it, the whole reason she was here was to blood-bond with him, and wouldn’t he be more likely to take her vein if they made love? So it wouldn’t be irresponsible to follow her heart down this path, just for a little while. 

	And besides, he smelled really, really good.

	She realized that the mood of their embrace had shifted, that she was pressing her body against his in a way that wasn’t about comfort anymore, and that he was drawing the deep, steady breaths of someone trying to keep their emotions in check. 

	She pulled back to look into his face. The grey of his eyes looked like dark clouds seething in a furious thunderstorm. “Can we go home?” 

	“Of course. Whatever you want.”


Chapter 48

They returned to the villa in total silence, and was it Tor’s imagination or was Arianna setting a faster pace than usual? 

	Oh, no, it hadn’t been his imagination. She was in a rush, he confirmed as soon as the door to his suite closed behind them. She threw herself into his arms, her open mouth finding his and kissing him fiercely. Lust roared through him, and he clutched her hard against him, feeling all of the pent-up sexual energy of the past months flowing through his kiss. One of her hands gripped the back of his neck while the other shoved at the shoulder of his jacket, trying to pull it off. He let go of her for a second to help her out. The jacket fell to the floor, and then she was starting on the buttons of his shirt while he reached around to unzip the back of her gown, their mouths never leaving each other’s. 

	Then the gown was on the floor and her bare skin was blazing its heat into his. She was trying to reach his belt, but just for a moment he wasn’t willing to give her room: he had to press her body tight against his, absorbing her heat, holding still so he could feel the blood pulsing under the surface of her skin. 

	That was when the bloodlust surged again with such intensity that it almost bowled Tor over. 

	A tiny voice cried out its objection in the back of his mind, warning him that the bloodlust and arousal were joining forces, that his inner beast was starving and would do whatever it took to satisfy its hunger. It would take over Tor’s rational mind, and if he gave in to it now there’d be no turning back. 

	“I need to go,” he whispered, half to himself, releasing his grip on her. 

	“No, you don’t,” she replied, stepping back. “You want to run away from me, but I won’t let you.” Fluid as a dancer, she reached up and took the broach out of her hair, letting it spill over her shoulders and back like a waterfall. 

	Tor’s eyes followed the waterfall down, then kept going, transfixed by the curves of her body and the lacy black lingerie that covered them. “We can’t do this, Arianna.” His voice sounded hoarse, as though he couldn’t decide whether to demand or beg. Which wasn’t far from accurate, he realized.

	In response, she bent over and slid her panties off, then straightened and removed her bra. Tossing both to the side, she faced him, completely naked. 

	Tor swallowed, hard. 

	“Why can’t we do this?” She stepped forward until their bodies were almost touching again. Her lips whispered across his chest, and she put her arms around him gently, barely touching him. 

	Tor was losing this battle. 

	“No, Arianna, I can’t. Let me go ... ” He wanted to pry her hands from his body, but his own hands wouldn’t cooperate. 

	Suddenly she released him from her embrace, took his hand, and led him into the bedroom. His body followed obediently, ignoring the protests of his rational mind. She let her hand slip from his and then slid onto the bed. 

	She lay on her side, regarding him, elbow bent, palm supporting her head, her other arm draped languidly on her hip, innocent and sensual at the same time. And although she was totally still, Tor could feel her calling him, her Amiti energies opened to him. She lay here on his bed, emitting warmth and affection for him—and something much deeper Tor couldn’t name. Was it love?

	Shame roiled through him like thunderclouds, overwhelming him so that he shrank back and covered his face with his hands as if hiding from her. 

	He’d planned this, all of it. He’d put her through hell to get her to love him, to love him for his own selfish purposes. It was true. Well, here she was, offering herself to him. He’d almost reached his goal. So why didn’t he feel victorious? 

	And then a revelation crashed through him. He wanted her to love him—really love him, for all that he was. Not because he’d managed to manipulate her into it.

	Feeling dizzy, he lay down next to her and held her, merging with her, breathing through the veil of her hair, praying that she wouldn’t sense his frustration. 

	But the more he tried to silence it, the stronger it grew. 

	The images sped up, flashing through his brain: he saw her in the bloodstock cell, being drained and degraded, abused by Khay, that vicious bastard—who they’d said could do anything he wanted as long as she didn’t die—biting her lips from the pain, crying alone in her cot. 

	And it was all his fault. 

	“Khay will die. I’ll kill him myself,” Tor whispered, but it was he who deserved death. “I swear to you, you’ll get his head.” 

	“No. Don’t do that. He’s mine. As long as we’re blood-bonded, I own him. I get to say whether he lives or dies. If you kill him, it takes away that power.”

	“So why don’t you do it?”

	“It’s not time yet. And besides, I like knowing that he lives in fear, that I could kill him at any time. But—what’s this?” She touched his cheek, and only then did Tor notice that it was wet. 

* * *

“Are you crying? For me?” 

	He was feeling her pain. And, Goddess, it was more than compassion Arianna felt emanating from him in waves; it was ... feelings she didn’t dare name..

	Why? Wasn’t this what she’d wanted all along—for him to fall in love with her so she could gain control over him? Well, yes ... but that plan seemed so distant compared to him, here, now, crying for her. She tried to recall her purpose, but it was like trying to recall a distant memory. 

	She gave up and just let herself feel, but there was no relief there, either; her heart flooded with a whirlpool of feelings she was too frightened to even contemplate. 

	So she just took his face in her hands and began collecting his tears with her lips. 

* * *

Tor stopped thinking; he simply allowed himself to be in the moment, let his whole body bask in this expression of love. 

	Then, leaning over her, he slid his hands along her smooth curves, projecting all of his love into every stroke. He smothered her with kisses, starting at her forehead, then moving down to her eyelids, cheeks, lips. His mouth stopped on her jugular. 

	“Take my vein,” Arianna exhaled. “Make love to me. I want to be yours; take all of me ... ” 

	Tor slid his hand between her legs, watching her reaction as his fingers found the slick, yielding flesh of her core. She gasped and her breath hitched, her head leaned back, mouth half open. How much he wanted to give everything to this girl: every pleasure, all the love and joy that had been missing in her life because of him. 

	Overcoming his bloodlust, he broke contact with her throat and moved lower down, to her breasts, catching her hard nipples between his hot lips. 

* * *

Arianna was drowning in a pleasure she hadn’t ever thought possible as Tor’s hand glided between her legs, his fingers slipping inside of her to work their magic while his mouth tended to her breasts, his tongue circling and flicking her nipples. Then he moved lower, covering her stomach with kisses, punctuating the kisses with gentle bites, the soft scrape of his fangs making her gasp. With a flush of embarrassment, she realized where this was going—but then his mouth replaced his hand and a jolt of pleasure like an electrical current ran through her body, arching her back and lifting her head off the pillow. Her thighs went numb, and she surrendered to him and the experience he was giving her, trusting him with her soul. 

	The skin between her legs was fire and ice, molten and shivering, oversensitive and demanding, and everywhere he touched brought a new array of sensation, a new explosion of pleasure. His skillful tongue moved around her entrance, then inside, and then it was teasing her clit and then moving again, his hand holding her wide open to his mouth, until her whole body existed in another dimension, maybe heaven, or maybe stopped existing at all, dissolving until she was nothing and everything at the same time. 

	Tor brought her to climax again and again, one orgasm coming right after the next, until she felt as if her body might dissolve into jelly and made him stop. 

	He kissed his way up her body until he was lying next to her, and she snuggled her body tight against his. They stayed like that for a long, long moment.

	When she finally felt that she had control over her limbs again, she started to push up onto her elbows, but he pulled her back to him. 

	She lifted her head to look at his face. “What about you? I want you to enjoy it, too.” 

	“I did, more than you’ll ever know.” He hugged her tightly. 

	“I feel you’re avoiding me. Is it because of the blood-bond? Don’t you want me for your blood-bond?” 

	He pulled away to meet her eyes, his gaze serious. “There’s nothing in the world I want more.” 

	“Then I offer you the blood-bond, Tor.” She laid her head on his chest and put her hand over his heart. 

	“No.” He gently returned her head to the pillow and looked into her eyes again. “Listen to me. I feel that if I accept, I’ll lose you. I’ve been waiting for you far too long. But our blood-bond will unlock your powers, and as soon as you have them, you’ll leave. I know this. You can’t lie to me, Arianna: you’ll leave me.” 

	She thought for a moment before replying. “The truth is, I am conflicted. I don’t know. I truly don’t. I feel torn. One part of me wants to stay with you forever as your blood-bond and mate. But another part ... ” She paused. 

	“What about the other part?” 

	“It tells me to fight you, that I must fight Sekhmi to free my people.” 

	“My wonderful little Arianna, don’t be so naïve.” Tor stroked her hair. “You can’t fight me, never mind fighting all Sekhmi. The Vampire Elite is too powerful.

	“And besides, haven’t you suffered enough? Can’t you just relax and think about your own happiness?” Possessively, holding her head with both hands, he put his mouth on hers and parted her lips with his, kissing her passionately. “Just let me do it. Let me make you happy. You’ll forget everything; you’ll live in a world of bliss.” 

	Arianna listened to him with her eyes closed, hearing only the seductive sound of his voice, not the words he spoke. She was completely immersed in the erotic sensations he’d evoked in her, discovering a whole new universe of sensuality that felt divine and left every part of her body, her heart, and her soul singing for more.

	“Tor, be with me. I want you ... “

	For a moment she feared that he’d hold back, but to her relief he obeyed. In a flash his remaining clothes were gone and he was leaning over her, supporting his weight on his elbows. 

	“Open yourself to me,” he ordered. 

	Not breathing, she spread her legs, sensing a powerful possessive rush surging through him and then circling back through her. He pressed his hardness to her core and then stilled, leaving her writhing with anticipation and fearing his next move.

	Abruptly, he thrust into her, hard, and she could practically hear his inner beast howl in triumph. His fingers dug into her thighs, pulling her up to meet his thrusts, and her body tightened in response, her back arching and fingernails sinking into his back, breaking the skin, releasing the bitter, intoxicating scent of his blood into the air. 

	His head snapped up, the vampire reacting to the trigger. He caught her gaze with his and she found herself trying to pull back, to withdraw, frightened by the fire in his eyes, the naked, unbridled desire to own her. But he held her tight; it was too late to pray for mercy. She had asked for it. She had provoked him. 

	Clenching her thighs so tightly that they were almost numb, he pulled back and then thrust again and again, forcing himself deeper into her with every thrust, declaring his claim on her. Arianna’s body shuddered with pleasure, wild savage joy filling her, the scent of her arousal hovering in the air mingling with that of his blood. Someone was crying out, pleasedon’tstop, pleasedon’tstop. It was her. 

	His hand slid down between her legs and stopped on her clit, his fingers brushing, circling, and she felt herself falling from the sky, hitting the hard surface of the planet and shattering into billions of pieces that hovered suspended in the air, shimmering. 

	He gathered the pieces together and flipped her over, positioning her on her knees and slamming back into her, one hand grabbing her ass and the other reaching for her breasts, massaging and pinching her nipples. She felt her body tightening and swelling around him, heard her cries growing louder as she shoved her hips back to meet his thrusts, shamelessly demanding more. There was a beast living inside her, too, she realized, and it wanted to possess him, to have this male all to herself, for her own pleasure, whenever she wanted him, any time. All the time. Mine, she heard the she-beast roar. Mine, it roared again and again as they were swept along in torrents of rapture.


Chapter 49

When Arianna came back to herself, she was lying on her back, her head on the pillow, feeling strange in a way she couldn’t identify. Tor draped himself over her body, nuzzling her between her breasts and then laying his head there as if to hear her heartbeat. But then, just as she expected him to sigh and relax, he was back up again, stalking out of the room without a word. What the hell? 

	She didn’t just feel strange, she felt wrong. She felt overheated, as though she had a fever, and ... swollen, as if her blood pressure was way too high or she’d just swallowed a bathtub full of salt water. Her limbs were shaking, and her body was raging as though from intense exertion.

	Tor returned holding an intricately carved ebony box. “Sorry. Here, take this.”

	Again: what the hell? She just stared at him, not taking the box, distracted by whatever it was that her body was doing, squirming a little.

	Tor’s expression changed, his eyebrows lifting and his mouth softening, a strange blend of sympathy and incredulity. 

	“You need to let your blood go. Didn’t anyone ever tell you what happens in Amitis’ bodies during lovemaking??”

	She shook her head. Marcus had taught her a lot, but sex? Not so much. He’d probably intended to tell her, but hesitated until it was too late. 

	“Your body generates blood for others who need it.”

	“A vampire. You.” Of course: Amiti physiology was designed to feed vampires without depleting the Amiti. 

	“So what do I do?” Maybe this would be what got him to blood-bond with her, out of mercy? Or would he let her suffer? “What’ll happen if I don’t share my blood?” 

	“You won’t die, of course, but you’ll feel sick until your body gets back to equilibrium, absorbs the excess blood.” He opened the box he’d been holding, revealing an assortment of blood-draining equipment and a small dagger. “It’s in your power to control your body’s blood production, just as you can will your blood cells to produce certain effects in a vampire’s body. We don’t feed on you every time we make love, you know. Here,” he said, handing her the dagger. “Use this; the catheter will only make you feel like ... like bloodstock.”

	“You want me to cut myself?” 

	“It’s what Amiti do to get rid of their extra blood before they learn to control it. It’s a normal procedure.” 

	Normal procedure, huh? 

	Unexpectedly, a thrill of excitement flushed through her. She knelt on the bed and, taking the knife, held it to her palm, preparing to slice, and locked eyes with Tor. Interesting: what would he do when blood began pouring from her? Faint? Run away? Attack her?

	Tor’s gaze moved from her eyes to her hand and back again, and she could sense his beast stirring. He swallowed, got out of bed, pulled his pants on, and walked to the door. So he was running? Hmm, she’d expected better. 

	“Tor, wait,” she called. 

	He stopped without turning to face her. 

	“So, you just want me to ...?” Bleed onto your bed? She gestured down at the bed, unable to articulate the end of the question. When he nodded, she gathered herself and slipped the knife across her palm. It didn’t hurt at all, was almost a pleasure—maybe her body understood what was happening—so she began moving the knife along her body, slicing her skin with multiple tiny cuts. She could smell her own blood in the air. Tor wheeled around, nostrils flaring, eyes wide and hungry. 

	“I know you don’t want to blood-bond,” she told him, dropping the dagger. “But I want to feed you anyway. Come here. Taste me.” It wouldn’t create a blood-bond unless his fangs pierced her vein. But if he tasted her blood, wouldn’t he long for more? 

	She imagined him holding her and drinking from her; her legs around his waist and his cock pumping into her as her body in turn pumped hot blood into his mouth. And she was doing it not because she wanted to kill him—oh, no—but because it was her nature to take care of him, to give him what he was missing, to breathe life into him. She almost choked from the savage excitement that filled her. 

	“You love torturing me, don’t you?” Tor’s eyes narrowed, masking their glow.

	For a few minutes they just faced each other like that: Arianna kneeling on the bed, her spine straight, breasts tight and nipples hard, as streams of blood painted her skin red, and Tor standing a few steps away just staring at her, his face showing no emotion. Didn’t he feel the pull of the blood-bond? She could barely restrain herself from launching at him! He must be deaf not to hear her body screaming for him. Damn him.

	“Enough,” he finally said. “You must feel better now.” And to her surprise, she really did, her tension and pain gone, and her body light, buoyant. But she also felt unfulfilled, dissatisfied. 

	It was because her blood had been wasted. Instead of nurturing life, it was soaked into the satin sheets, nothing but dirty laundry.

	“This is barbaric,” she bit out. “It’s not how it’s supposed to be.”

	“No, it’s not. I’m sorry.” Finally stepping over to her, he lifted her and carried her to the shower, rinsing the blood from her and sealing her wounds with his tongue. 

	“Please, Arianna, I’m begging you, don’t use your Amiti tricks on me. They won’t work. I love you, my heart. But I still need time.”

	Wrapping her in a warm towel, he took her hand and led her through a doorway to a second bedroom. It was like some kind of sex gym: a huge, round bed in the center, mirrors covering every inch of the walls and ceiling. Reflections of both of them multiplied into infinity everywhere she looked.

	Wow, now she knew what was behind that random door that she’d found locked every time she nosed around in Tor’s suite. 

	Candles circling the bed ignited all at once, apparently responding to Tor’s will. He led her to the bed and nudged her down onto it. It was a relief to see just one reflection of herself in the mirror above her, and looking at her naked body, she was startled to find that she didn’t feel embarrassed or even shy. Instead she felt a rush of pride. She looked ... radiant, lustrous skin covering sexy curves, all framed by the flaming halo of her hair. 

	Tor sat on the bed and ran his hand along her side, tracing the curves of her waist and hip. Lazily, she watched them in the ceiling mirror, mesmerized by the sight of her body arching and stretching to meet his hand. They’d been making love less than an hour ago, and she was already starving for more. 

	Tor stood up and padded across the floor. When he returned, he was brandishing a peacock feather he’d gotten from a vase near the doorway.

	“Now,” he whispered, his eyes teasing. “Let’s practice your new skill. I’ll bring you to climax while you practice controlling your body, keeping it from overproducing blood. It’s a handy skill, one that will spare you a lot of discomfort. And me, too,” he added, tracing the feather slowly up her inner thigh. “And learning that control isn’t so bad, either.” He wiggled his eyebrows, his expression promising that he’d be tormenting her, and enjoying every minute of it. 

	And of course she responded, every cell of her body coming to attention, ultrasensitive. As the feather moved past her waist to circle her breasts and then still over her nipple, Arianna realized that she was losing it: her blood wanted to multiply, and she couldn’t focus on stopping it, too distracted by the feather, the mirrors reflecting herself, the flickering candles, and Tor’s stormy eyes fixed on her. 

	And sure enough, when the feather began moving again, caressing first one nipple and then the other, her body started raging again, churning out new blood cells, totally disregarding her feeble objections. 

	“I can’t do it,” she whispered.

	“Yes. You can.” Tor trailed the feather up to her throat and then down the midline of her body to her core. Arianna exhaled sharply and squeezed her legs tight. 

	“Open,” he commanded. 

	His command slid up her spine, igniting her even more, and she parted her legs slightly, feeling them tremble. Tor slipped the feather between her legs, tracing her folds, and the feeling was so exquisite that she had to close her eyes and stop breathing, biting her lip to remind herself to think of her blood, of slowing her body down even as the pleasure drove her higher and higher. Her muscles spasmed so hard that Arianna thought she’d faint. 

	“Wider.” Tor’s voice was hoarse.

	Her body was writhing, totally out of her control, her back arching high as she was gulping for air. The torture was too sweet, too intoxicating. 

	“If I do it,” she protested, “the dagger won’t be enough. It’s too much; I’ll have too much blood.”

	“Keep your mind focused. Try to control yourself,” he soothed, his voice calm again.

	Alright, that was it: now she was just annoyed. She opened her eyes and pushed herself up, leaning on her elbows. “How, dammit? What you’re asking is impossible. You have no idea what it’s like. I can’t focus”—she made air quotes around the word—“I can’t think at all. I’m just ... raw emotion.”

	“Raw emotion is a luxury the Amiti Queen can’t afford, ever. This is far from the only thing you’ll have to control, but it’s important, so you may as well start here.” Tor moved the feather back to her throat and then up and around her ear. She resisted the urge to swat it away. “Amiti blood production is like our bloodlust: you control it or it controls you. Do you really want this to happen whenever you’re aroused, you having to wrestle for control of your body while vampires react to you like dogs around a bitch in heat? It’s not what you want, believe me.”

	“Okay, fine. How do I do it?” 

	“Turn your awareness inward. Ignore everything else; focus only on your blood.” He moved around the bed to stand at her feet. Arianna knew what he was up to: he’d have her spread her legs again, wide open to his devouring eyes. And beyond arousing. How could she possibly focus on her blood? 

	He moved the feather back between her legs, slapping it against her flesh. She struggled not to look at him, not to feel the fluttering, impatient feather on her skin. The effort made her tremble, made her body flush with perspiration. 

	“Spread your legs wide, now.” It was an order.

	She tried to pull herself back, to take control of her body instead of letting it run rampant, chasing the pleasure like a wild animal after its prey. She demanded that her legs obey her, not him, but they ignored her completely as if they were another organism, splaying wide, the pleasure so shocking that it felt like pain. 

	“I don’t see it,” he teased, prodding her with, the feather. “Show me what’s there. Put your fingers there and show me more.”

	Shaking with lust, she did as he asked, moving both hands between her legs, sliding her fingers along her folds, and soon she’d forgotten everything but her body’s ecstasy, her hips lifting to catch the feather’s motions, encouraging its unbridled play with her clit. 

	Tor’s voice broke through her bliss. “I’m controlling your blood, Arianna, not you.” 

	Dammit, he was right. Gathering all her will, she began tracking her blood cells, feeling them multiplying in response to the feather’s touch like tide drawn by the moon. Anger rushed through her. How could she give him so much control over her, over her body, her blood? She wanted her powers back. Back off, she yelled to her blood cells, pushing Tor from her mind. Stop! Now! 

	To her surprise, they obeyed. And it wasn’t as hard as she’d expected; all she’d needed was a little anger and the desire to reclaim herself. Her pulse began slowing down, breathing returning to normal, body temperature falling. 

	“Good,” Tor said. “Now you’re ready for a real challenge.”

	A real challenge? 

	Tor was talking about sex, wasn’t he? But his words reminded Arianna of the real game they were playing, how high the stakes were, and to her horror, she realized that she was losing. With his every move, every word, he was making it harder—impossible—for her to kill him.


[image: Image]


Chapter 50

The next morning Tor left Arianna sleeping in his bed and called all available members of the pride to a meeting in his study. Ismen came, too, having earned the right to be involved in the pride’s decision making. Ismen and Istara were the only two Amiti that the pride had ever trusted. 

	When everybody had gotten settled, Tor got straight to business. “Any updates on Sim and Odji?” he asked Anock. 

	Anock shook his head. “No, sir. Everything is the same. You saw the latest pictures; there’s no other news.” 

	Periodically the Order posted new pictures of Simone and Odji on a public website to show that they were alive and well. Anock had tried to negotiate their exchange, but the pride didn’t have anybody valuable enough to offer in return, so the Order had refused. Of course, now there was Arianna, but Anock hadn’t even mentioned her. Tor guessed Anock knew better than to ask to exchange her for Simone and Odji, no matter how badly they wanted their pride members back. 

	“Has the Order questioned us about Arianna?” 

	“No. They don’t seem to know that she’s with us. Do you want me to tell them? I’m sure they’d love to exchange Simone and Odji for her.” 

	Okay, apparently Anock didn’t know better. 

	“The Order might agree to that exchange, but I do not. Please don’t make any more suggestions like that. I will not let Arianna go under any circumstances. In fact, there’s more to it, which is one of the reasons I’ve called you all here. I’m thinking about blood-bonding with her and I need your help in making sure that’s a wise decision.” 

	Anock arched his brows. “I understand, sir. You want to be one hundred percent sure of her loyalty before you take this step.” At Tor’s nod, he continued. “Then it’s crucial for us to know that Arianna is not trying to establish contact with the Order.” 

	“Exactly.” Tor nodded again. “Can you take care of it? I want to be sure she’s under my influence. I can’t seem to shake the feeling that she’s slipping away—or that I never completely had her in the first place. I can’t really read her.” 

	“She loves you, Tor. You’d have to be blind not to see it,” Theores interjected. 

	“Maybe. But what if love isn’t enough?” 

	“Come on, Tor. She’s an Amiti. They’re all about love. I mean, look at Istara? Amiti will do anything for love.” 

	“But Tor’s right.” Anock cut in and turned to Tor. “We need to validate her commitment to you. It’s too much of a risk otherwise. I have a plan, sir.” 

	“Go ahead. Tell us.” Tor loved Anock’s rationality; he could always rely on him. 

	“We need to give Arianna more freedom—show her we trust her—and then watch her closely. Of course, we’ll keep monitoring her email and other internet activity, but she probably knows how insecure those channels are and won’t use them. So we need to give her better opportunities to contact the Order, if that’s what she’s planning to do.” 

	“Agreed. What do you have in mind?” 

	“Let’s plan some travel through, say, Europe; we’ve seen Order activity there recently. We’ll encourage Arianna’s input about what places we visit and let her go where she wants when we’re in those places. If she has Amiti contacts or knows where to find them, she’ll make suggestions. Then we have Theores and Ismen accompany her when she goes out; no additional bodyguards, so she’s not too wary. The two of them give her as much privacy as they can without making her suspicious—they can use whatever excuses to do that—and my people watch her from a distance. Under those circumstances, if she wants to do anything, she’ll do it.” 

	“Good. Then we’ll start with Paris, my friends. Tomorrow.” 

	Please, Sekhmet, don’t let Arianna have any contacts. Leave the girl to me. I need her so badly. Don’t take her away from me. 

	“Now, Ismen,” Tor said, turning to the blond Amiti. “Great job on the yacht.” 

	Theores smiled. “You were perfect—even better than we expected.” 

	“Because it was the truth, you know. I didn’t need to put on an act; I just told her the truth.” 

	“She only knew one side of the story, the one Marcus told her,” added Tor. “At least she knows the whole story now, and she probably heard it with a more open mind coming from a fellow Amiti. I hope it’ll help her develop a much broader perception of the Order so she can reach her own conclusions.” 

	“You’ve really put a lot of effort into bringing the girl to our side, Tor. What if it was all in vain and Arianna still contacts the Order? What do we do then?” Leon was skeptical about Amiti—he’d lost three good friends when their blood-bonds had killed them—and even being mated to Ismen hadn’t changed that view.

	The room grew quiet, all eyes settling on Tor. He read identical expressions in all of their faces: they were all thinking that sooner or later Arianna’s powers would be fully developed, and if she cooperated with the Order, it would mark the beginning of the end for vampires. 

	Tor let his gaze travel across the room, meeting each of theirs in turn, from one face to the next. This was his family, his pride, his loyal friends. They’d been with him for hundreds of years, supporting him in all his endeavors, all of his trials. He loved and respected them. His pride was an extension of himself. Could he even consider sacrificing them for the Amiti girl? Absolutely not. 

	“If she chooses to cooperate with the Order, she will become bloodstock and spend the rest of her life with the others, underground, in a cell where we can keep an eye on her.” 

	“What about the Gift of Ra, Tor?” Leon asked. Tor heard some murmurs of acknowledgment, as though others had been wondering, too, and were glad Leon had asked.

	“As long as we have her downstairs, where nobody else can access her power, I’ll still be able to hold my own. Don’t you concur?”

	They all nodded. Good; they knew that sometimes it was best to just agree with him. He hoped he’d prove worthy of that confidence.


Chapter 51

Nobody in the pride knew the real reason why Ismen loved sea salt baths so much. They probably assumed that she thought sea salt was what made her skin so soft and radiant. Whatever they thought was fine with her, as long as they never found out the real secret of the sea salt. 

	She took the container of sea salt out of her closet, adding some water and swirling the container to dissolve the salt, and then dipped a hand towel in the solution and wiped down the huge mirror in her bedroom. When that was done, she stepped back, picking up her Persian cat, Lovely, who’d been rubbing against Ismen’s ankles, and extended her senses, listening intently. She hadn’t sensed anyone in her wing of the pride’s residence, and decided that she was safe to do what she had planned without interruption. 

	Ismen took several long, even breaths and looked deeply into the mirror, preparing to use her Mirror Skill. It was another gift from Hathor, bestowed on all Amiti elders when they reached five hundred years of age, enabling them to communicate and teleport. Teleporting required two mirrors or other highly polished surfaces large enough to fit the user’s body; one mirror served as an entrance and the other as an exit. If another Amiti was positioned at the “exit” mirror, the two Amiti could tune in to each other’s energy and the traveler could use the other Amiti as an anchor to aim toward. If not, the traveler could project an image of the desired destination from their inner vision onto the mirror in front of them. Mirror communication followed the same principles, but was somewhat simpler and could be accomplished with even the smallest of mirrors. 

	Of course, the vampires were aware of the Mirror Skill and routinely took precautions to prevent unexpected guests. They commissioned sorcerers to create power seals, symbols that could be drawn indelibly onto mirrors and created barriers impenetrable by Amiti. The Amiti found a loophole, though: the seal could be removed from a mirror by washing it with a sea salt solution. 

	Ismen felt herself enter a light trance and aligned her own energies with those of her dearest friend, calling for her. Within a few moments, the mirror fogged up, and when it cleared, Ismen saw Desiree standing in a cozy wood-paneled bedroom, its tiny window covered by embroidered curtains. 

	Desiree lived in Siberia now. Ismen never could understand Desiree’s tendency to choose poverty and extreme climates when one word could propel her into the most luxurious villa imaginable and the status of an empress. But whatever; it was Desiree’s choice. So there Desiree stood, wearing not a satin negligee just as exquisite as Ismen’s, but flannel pajamas covered with daisies. It was cute and sad at the same time. 

	“What’s up? Why are you calling me at this ungodly hour?” Desiree asked, yawning. 

	“Sorry to wake you up, Desi, but I have something important to talk to you about. Mind if I come over?”

	“Sure. Be my guest.” Desire waved her hand in invitation. “As usual, your timing isn’t great, but I still love you, you know. Let me just go splash some water on my face or something.” Without waiting for Ismen to reply, Desiree turned and stumbled away from the mirror.

	Ismen stepped through the mirror, still holding Lovely in her arms. If she hadn’t felt the temperature drop, it would have felt exactly as if she’d stepped from one room to the next. She settled into a warm but remarkably comfortable chair to wait for her friend. 

	Ismen had known her cousin Desiree for centuries. They’d met in the twelfth century when Ismen, Leon, and Rune had gone to visit Ismen’s only living relative, her aunt Beatrice, Desiree’s mother. Desiree was in mourning: two of her three sons had been killed, and her mate and third son had abandoned her. Ismen supported Desiree in her grief, and they quickly developed a warm and loving relationship.

	Using the Mirror Skill, they’d stayed in touch ever since, maintaining a close but utterly secret friendship for centuries. Desiree and Ismen had much in common: both loved and were blood-bonded to vampires, and since both refused to use the blood-bond to kill their mates, both were considered by Amiti society and the Order to be criminals who deserved to die.

	There was one vast difference between their situations, of course. Ismen had chosen to live openly with her mates, among the Sekhmi, at the cost of her relationship to her people. Desiree, on the other hand, was able to live openly as an Amiti—to the extent it was possible for Amiti to do so—and enjoy her brother’s companionship, at the cost of having to hide her relationship and living in constant fear of being discovered. 

	Ismen couldn’t imagine what she would have done without Desiree; she was the only person who knew everything about Ismen, and she always listened without judging. And Ismen tried to return that same gift to Desiree. 

	Desiree also was a useful source of information, and Ismen sometimes asked for her help. Desiree loved her brother Oberon, and considered herself loyal to the Amiti people in general, but she’d hated the Order ever since one of its members had killed her sons. Ismen didn’t want to take advantage of her friend, and it was hard to find a middle ground where she felt that she was balancing the needs of her mates and her friend. She made a point of never asking for information that would put Oberon in danger, and over time, she’d found that if she kept her requests and questions to a minimum, Desiree would volunteer additional information as she saw fit. 

	“Okay, I’m back.” Wrapped in a robe and carrying a tray holding a teapot, cream and sugar, cups, and sweets, Desiree returned to the room. “Seriously, are you ever going to learn to think about time zones? Never mind; just go ahead. What do you need?” She poured tea for herself and Ismen, adding a little sugar and a lot of cream to Ismen’s, just the way she liked it. 

	“Our young Queen is with Tor now, and he intends to blood-bond with her.” Ismen tangled her fingers through Lovely’s thick fur, taking her teacup with her free hand.

	“I take it this is bad news.” 

	“Very bad. Arianna was imprisoned, kept as bloodstock for nearly a year. She’ll never forget that, no matter how kind and generous the pride is. The King adores her and she seems to love him, but I guarantee you, when the time comes, she’ll destroy him and every other vampire in a heartbeat. I can feel it. She’ll do whatever she thinks is necessary to protect the Amiti.” 

	“Then we need to do whatever it takes to prevent them from blood-bonding. It can’t ever happen. You can’t even imagine—”

	“You don’t know the whole story.” Ismen interrupted her. “My mother-in-law consulted the Oracle.” 

	“And?” 

	“The Key will be turned.” Ismen dug her fingers deeper into the long, silky fur of her pet. Lovely squirmed and hopped to the floor. “We need to act, Desi. We can’t just sit back and wait until they destroy our loved ones.” She’d had enough loss. Like Desiree, she’d lost two children in the war, and she wouldn’t let her mates die, too.

	“So what do you suggest?” 

	“We need to get the Queen out of the picture. I have a plan to keep her from blood-bonding with Tor, and with the Oracle saying that the Key will be turned, it seems even more urgent. We kill two birds with one stone: we stop the blood-bond, and if she’s out of commission, they won’t have the five Keepers they need to turn the Key. And as a bonus, she won’t be able to name new Keepers.” 

	“Are you saying we should kill her?” 

	“No. We keep her alive. I don’t know how it works, since the title is supposed to pass from mother to daughter and she doesn’t have a daughter, but if we kill her, what if the title passes to someone else? Better to keep Arianna alive but under control. And that seems to be the consensus around here, too.” 

	“So what’s your plan?” 

	“Tomorrow the pride goes to Paris, then across Europe. The pride wants to see if Arianna will try to contact the Order. It’s kind of her last trial before Tor blood-bonds with her.” 

	“Do you think she’ll try?” 

	“I don’t know. But we can make it look like she did. All we need to do is let them see you talking to her, even if you’re not saying—” 

	“Wait. How would they know who I am?” 

	“Anock has a file on you. Sorry, I didn’t mean to upset you; I thought you assumed ...” 

	“No. No, I didn’t.” Desiree was looking pale and a little panicked. 

	“Don’t worry. They don’t have much information at all, just what you look like and that you’re Oberon’s sister. Nobody knows about Crian or me. And in this case, the fact that they recognize you will actually help. Here’s the plan.”


Chapter 52

Sharm el-Sheikh, Egypt 

Three months later

In mid-November, the pride moved to their favorite winter estate, near the Egyptian city of Sharm el-Sheikh, situated on the southern tip of the Sinai Peninsula on the coastal strip along the Red Sea. Sharm el-Sheikh offered endless days of shopping and exploring, and warm evenings of entertainment and cool breezes—and it also boasted some of the most picturesque coral reefs in the world.

	Tor took Arianna scuba diving soon after they arrived, and then just like that they were going every day. The pride’s small yacht would drop anchor near a dive site and one of the bodyguards would patrol the surroundings on a jet ski to make sure they were safe and undisturbed. 

	Tor could tell that the pride couldn’t comprehend his sudden passion for scuba diving. He’d always enjoyed it—they all had—but not with anywhere near the kind of obsession he was now showing. He let them think that the enthusiasm was coming from Arianna, which wasn’t technically a lie, just an incomplete truth. The whole truth was that it wasn’t the diving itself that drove Tor into the water every day; it was the fact that being underwater offered a temporary reprieve from the terrible bloodlust wracking his body. He didn’t know how it worked—maybe the water dulled something that usually flowed through the air between them—but whatever it was, he’d take it. He’d managed to avoid blood-bonding with Arianna, and he was determined to keep it that way. Meanwhile, though, the bloodlust had been getting worse and worse over the last three months, to the point where it was testing his grip on sanity and sometimes he thought it would literally kill him. 

	Except for that, and his lingering worry about Arianna’s possible connections with the Order, the three months traveling through Europe had been blissful. Marcus had been so protective of his daughter that Arianna hadn’t traveled much, and it was lovely to experience the continent through her fresh eyes. He reveled in the challenge of finding new ways to delight her. The hardest part was having to let her go so that she could spend time with Theores and Ismen, allowing Anock’s plan to unfold by giving her opportunities to contact the Order. 

	He consoled himself about having to spend so much time away from her by finding new ways to delight her at night, in bed. As a consolation, it was pretty damn good; she was eager to try new things, to give and take pleasure, and she seemed to trust him completely. And more than anything else, he was happy that it was her sharing his bed, sharing her body with him.

	But it also made the bloodlust even worse. 

	Actually, it had gotten to the point where everything—except, of course, the scuba diving—seemed to be making the bloodlust even worse, and nothing was alleviating it. The longer he kept her with him, sleeping in the same bed, making love to her, spending days with her, the harder it was for him to contain the bloodlust.

	The usual weekly feeding from the bloodstock supply had stopped being satisfying long ago. He experimented with adding a second feeding, and then a third, and now he fed every day. The pride’s bloodstock couldn’t keep up with the extra demand he was placing on them, and the pride had to buy two more bloodstock to keep up. Although no one had said anything to him about it, it was embarrassing; it made him feel like an out-of-control youth, not a centuries-old leader of his people. And it didn’t even work. 

	He had to admit the truth. It wasn’t the quantity of blood that he was or wasn’t getting that was causing the problem; it was the pull on his soul to blood-bond. Arianna had offered him her vein many times over the past three months, but each time, he’d turned her down. He was determined to endure whatever it took to win her forever. Anock had proposed giving her three months; well, it had been three months, and Arianna hadn’t attempted to contact the Order. It seemed that Tor’s sufferings would soon be coming to an end.

* * *

Anock was waiting in Tor’s study when the King came in for his daily feeding. Tor was wearing a black silk robe and had obviously just slipped out of bed. That wasn’t unusual; they took all precautions to keep Arianna from witnessing the feeding, and Tor often waited for her to fall asleep. Of course, she knew they kept bloodstock and fed on their blood, but there was a world of difference between knowing that it happened and actually witnessing it. 

	Maybe, Anock thought, I should come by at a better time. When he’s more ... dressed. More prepared.

	No, he needed to get this over with.

	“Sir,” Anock began, “I need to talk to you.” 

	“Can it wait until after the feeding?” Tor shot back, sounding irritated. But then he looked up at Anock and his face changed, registered concern. “What’s wrong, my son?” 

	Anock didn’t answer. 

	“Okay, let’s call down for the blood first, then talk. It looks like you need some nourishment. When did you last feed?”

	“I don’t remember.” Anock shrugged. “I’m fine, really.” 

	“I don’t think so.” Tor picked up the in-house phone and ordered blood for both of them.

	While Tor was doing that, Anock went to the window, opened it, and stood before it, breathing in the fresh air and trying to look absorbed in his thoughts. But really, he was stalling. It was true, though: the conversation would be easier if they both had blood, if they had something to do with their hands. Or maybe he was just telling himself that. 

	The blood was delivered within a few minutes, and seconds later they had both picked up their glasses and taken chairs opposite each other. 

	Tor took a big swig of his, then winced as he lowered the goblet, as though it tasted foul on his tongue. “It’s killing me, Anock. I don’t think I can take it any more.” 

	“I know. I’m sorry ...” Anock set his glass back on the table, his heart heavy. His plan had worked, but since worked in this case was turning out to mean misery for Tor, whom he adored, it felt more like a defeat than a success. 

	Tor had saved Anock when Anock was only seven, nearly five hundred years ago. The King, together with his Guardians of the Lioness, which Anock now headed, had freed a fortress in Spain held by the Amiti. Nearly two years earlier, the Amiti had killed Anock’s parents, but had spared the five-year-old Anock. They’d locked him up in a cage like a wild animal along with two other Sekhmi children for the warriors to find when they searched the fortress. No one knew why the Amiti had spared the children; presumably they just didn’t have the heart to kill children and were waiting until they grew up? The two others were adopted by Sekhmi families. Anock turned out to be the luckiest one, chosen by Tor himself to join the Royal pride. Tor had been the father every boy dreamed of. 

	And Anock had vowed that he’d do anything within his power, always, to protect his father. It hadn’t occurred to him that protecting Tor’s safety might mean breaking his heart. 

	Anock locked eyes with Tor. Sekhmet, help me. Give me courage, Goddess. 

	“She made contact with the Order,” he said quickly.

	Slowly, Tor put his glass on the table and then turned his head to stare out the open window. 

	“Continue,” the King finally said, his voice almost a whisper.

	“This happened yesterday, but I wanted to give you a little more time with her.” Anock paused, studying Tor’s face. Not a muscle moved; nothing about his posture or expression betrayed what was unfolding inside him. 

	But Anock knew Tor far too well to be fooled by his placid demeanor. 

	“She went shopping with Ismen and Theores, and then they went to a café for a cup of coffee. Ismen and Theores left Arianna alone and went to the bathroom. They said they didn’t even think anything could possibly happen then—Arianna couldn’t think they’d be leaving her for long—but they hadn’t had any other good opportunities to leave her alone earlier during the day, so they did what they could. As soon as they disappeared, a female, way too gorgeous to be anything but Amiti, sat down at her table. She started whispering to Arianna, but you know my boys have great hearing. The female told her that Oberon and Serena wanted to know how the plan was going.” 

	A silence like a heavy curtain descended in the room. Calmly, Tor picked up his glass and sipped from it. Anock noticed that he didn’t grimace this time; he probably wasn’t tasting anything right now. 

	“What did Arianna say?” Tor finally asked.

	“She said ‘nothing yet.’ The female told her to keep working on it, then she left. They followed her, but she probably shifted into a human form, and of course she was shielding, so we couldn’t detect her that way. They did get pictures of her, though. According to our database, it was Desiree, Oberon’s sister.” 

	“Thank you, son.” Tor’s voice was resigned as he rose from his chair and headed for the door, leaving his drink unfinished on the table. 

	At the door, he turned back to Anock. “Please, I want you, Ken and Shakir to join me in an hour. Wait for me in the hall.”


Chapter 53

Arianna had awakened to find Tor gone. He did that a lot, but always came back quickly, so she decided to take a quick shower while she waited for his return. But really, who was she kidding? Showers in the bathroom in Tor’s suite never ended up being quick. The shower was amazing; it captured her in its warm, humid arms, enveloped her in steam and the fantastic smells of its soaps and hair products, and lulled her into total unawareness of the passage of time. As usual, she found herself humming, closing her eyes and enjoying the feel of the sudsy water sliding down her body. 

	She smiled as she sensed Tor coming into the bathroom. Keeping her eyes closed, she put on an ever-so-subtle show for him, running her hands over her body as she rinsed and swaying a little so that she could feel—and hopefully he could see—her thick hair flowing along with the water cascading down her back. 

	And then he was behind her, naked and pressed up against her body. She startled at the sudden chill of his skin against her overheated back, but it took no time at all for his body to heat up.

	Just like that, the languorous desire she’d felt as soon as he entered the room was replaced by a fever of longing. It had been, what, an hour since they’d last made love? He always, unerringly, took her to heights of ecstasy she hadn’t thought possible—and somehow she still always wanted more. Would she never get enough of him?

	She turned around and wrapped her arms around him, catching his lips with hers. He kissed her hard, sliding his hands slowly down along her slick waist and hips, and then dropped to his knees, holding her hips with both hands, and pressed his face to her stomach.

	Arianna held her breath, held her whole body still, indulging in the sensations of Tor’s hot lips on her skin and the familiar, but always new, feeling of sliding into an ocean of ecstasy. And then she couldn’t keep still anymore, gasping for breath, writhing against him, letting her hands caress her own body since his was out of reach. She was flying, so close that as soon as his mouth touched her core, she exploded. Almost losing her balance, she grabbed at his head.

	“Don’t touch me. Hold onto the bar.”

	Arianna obeyed, reaching behind her for the bar embedded in the shower wall. Holding it made her feel steadier, more secure, but having her arms spread and hands behind her left her body completely exposed to him, and his command restrained her as effectively as actual cuffs would have. In fact, even more effectively than real cuffs, she realized with a rush, because she believed in him: she trusted completely in his ability both to keep her safe and to make her scream with pleasure. 

	So no, her hands weren’t going anywhere. She gave herself over to him, to the feel of his hands and mouth working her body in the wet heat of the shower, able to enjoy the slow, deliberate way his lips and tongue moved, covering every inch of her, kissing and licking her like he was trying to memorize all of her body.

	Even holding onto the bar, she almost lost her balance again when Tor unexpectedly pulled away from her and stood up, his eyes raking down her body as he did so. She shuddered again at how open and vulnerable she felt—and how much she liked it. A realization of how far she’d come since the first time they’d made love burst through her, and a rush of elation followed in its wake. Giddy with the feeling, she looked up at Tor with what she knew must be a ridiculously goofy grin on her face.

	But Tor just stared at her seriously, heavy-lidded, and then turned her around so that she was facing the wall. “Keep your hands there,” he commanded gruffly, placing her hands on the tiled shower wall.

	Arianna closed her eyes and focused on the smoldering trails his caressing hands left as they slid across her body. The warm streams of water and the humid air around them made her think suddenly of Brazil, of Anavilhanas. Goddess, how long it had been since she’d been there—it seemed like a lifetime ago. She saw herself standing beneath a waterfall, leaning against a slick rock formation, every cell in her body singing with joy as she soared and tumbled through one climax, then another. 

	She came back to earth to feel Tor cupping her breasts and then sliding his hands down her front to part her legs. Nipping at her neck and ears, he shifted her hips so that her back was arched. She arched farther, pushed back against him, offering herself to him.

	There was a brief pause where he stopped moving and everything seemed suspended in time. And then Tor shoved into her, hard, making her cry out in surprise and pleasure. He thrust into her again and again, urgently, almost violently, his fingers digging into her hips and pulling her back into him as he pushed forward so that their bodies were crashing against each other, over and over.

	It wasn’t long before she came again, and his orgasm followed hers. They both slid to the floor, panting, and then crawled out of the shower onto the thick rug in the center of the tile floor. Arianna pushed him onto his back and climbed on top of him, using him like a mattress.

	“Now it’s my turn. Don’t move. Keep your hands still,” she ordered, pressing his hands into the floor, laughing as she mimicked him. Then she bit his ear, hard, and took him just as fiercely as he’d taken her, straddling him, rising over him and plunging down again to push him deep inside her, rocking against him, bending her head to brush him with the silk of her hair.

	Finally, exhausted, they stumbled to the bed. She fell asleep in his arms. 

* * *

Tor held her for almost an hour, just listening to her breathe. How was he going to live without her?

	He nudged her gently, waking her up.

	“We need to go.”

	“Go? Where?” She rolled over, rubbing her cheek against his side.

	“You’ll see. Put on something warm.” At her questioning look, he muttered, “It’s going to be chilly where we’re going.” 

	He heard his voice as though from far away. It wasn’t his voice.

	Maybe he was wrong? Maybe he shouldn’t be doing this. For a second he almost panicked, feeling his body leap with joy at the possibility.

	No. It was his weakness talking. He had to do this, had to get it over with as quickly as possible. He got up and went to the walk-in closet to get dressed. She joined him, putting on high-heeled sandals and a light cashmere dress with a matching cardigan. He thought about telling her to change into something sturdier, more casual, but really, did it matter? Someone could bring her more appropriate clothes later on. And the less he said, the better.

	Anock, Ken and Shakir met them in the hall, their faces grim. Not seeming to notice, Arianna started to head toward the front of the house. Tor had to stop her. “No. This way.”

	Anock pushed a concealed button, and a panel in the wall opened to reveal an elevator. Once Anock had stepped inside, Tor gently nudged Arianna forward. The others entered after them.

	As the elevator began its descent, the guys were all staring down at their feet or up at the ceiling, anywhere but at Arianna. Their lack of subtly made Tor cringe inside, so he forced himself to look right at her, arranging his expression into a mild smile. But it felt as if he was looking through a plexiglass screen, as though if she spoke to him, her words would sound muffled.

	But the plexiglass didn’t keep him from recognizing the instant she figured out something was terribly wrong. He saw her body tense, saw her shudder as if spiders were crawling across her skin, and then she grabbed his hand, clenching it and looking up at him like a frightened child, eyes clouded with uncertainty. He forced himself to keep looking back at her, keep that awful, tepid smile on his face, but it was taking every ounce of the self-control he’d been practicing for centuries not to drop to his knees and beg her to forgive him, tell her he loved her and everything would be okay. 

	The elevator door opened and they stepped out into a narrow hallway lit with ceiling panels of industrial-strength fluorescent lights.

	“I don’t like it here. I want to go back,” she whimpered. He could feel her hand quaking in his.

	They were met by George, the human who took care of the bloodstock and managed the blood supply, and led to one of the heavy metal doors that stood evenly spaced down the length of the hall. When George opened the door, Arianna clutched Tor’s hand in a death-grip, as if her trust in him was the only thing keeping her from collapsing to the floor.

	And even that is misguided, he thought bitterly. I don’t deserve her trust. He wanted to throw up, or cry, or anything that would relieve the pain in his heart. 

	Desperately, he turned his gaze to Anock, Ken and Shakir. He’d raised his boys, had given them his heart, and didn’t they trust him, too? Each had his own tragic story; each had survived some of the most brutal trials life could possibly throw at them, and they’d become the strongest among the Elite. Tor had brought them down here with him to help him to stay strong, to keep him focused, and to remind him why he was doing this—for them. For his pride, his family, and his people. For Odji and Simone, who were still being held by Arianna’s people. 

	Yes. He was the King. His kingdom and his people were his priority. He had to do this.

	He guided Arianna into the cell, wishing that she’d react by pushing him away, trying to escape, anything but the passive, dazed sleepwalking she seemed to have regressed to now. 

	He wondered if the cell looked exactly like the one she’d lived in for almost a year when Khay’s pride had kidnapped her. As far as he could remember, all bloodstock cells were identical. But then again, he’d bet that whatever small differences they had were really noticeable if you were forced to live in one 24/7 for the rest of your long, immortal life. 

	Numbly it occurred to him that he should have George run a heater down here.

	And then Arianna was raising her eyes to his, tears just starting to spill down her cheeks. “Why did you bring me here?” she whispered.

	“We’ve learned that you are connected to the Order. I cannot let you”—let myself—“put my entire race at risk because of our relationship.” 

	He watched Arianna’s eyes scan the room, taking in Anock, Ken, and Shakir, standing as his bodyguards and sons, ready to defend him with their lives from any attack. 

	But right now, it was him protecting them. From her. And somehow Tor knew that Arianna understood that.

	“But—I have no powers. I can’t hurt anyone,” she pleaded.

	“I know that. But by the time you do get them, it will be too late. I’m sorry.” 

	He forced himself to turn his back on her and start toward the door, even though doing so was killing him. Literally, he thought, as he felt his heart shattering. Between the pain in his heart, the struggle to avoid letting his emotions show, and the willpower it was taking not to yank her into his arms and take her away with him, he really thought he might die. And even if he lived, he knew he’d never be complete again.

	“Wait. Tor, please.” Her voice was like a whisper of wind. “Don’t leave me here. Please, don’t leave me, Tor ... ”

	Tor felt his systems shutting down. His heart, his mind, his body, his soul were all dying. There’d be only an empty shell left behind. He wondered if this was what it felt like to die of old age or a debilitating illness, sensing one’s organs going offline one by one. It was beyond the most refined torture; he’d have agreed to be burned alive, dismembered, anything, if only he didn’t have to endure this agony. 

	He turned around, turned his eyes back to meet hers. His vision had grown blurry, and through the haze her hair glowed like a candle’s flame, like a faint spark of hope. When he stepped toward her, he could feel the waves of grief pouring from her body.

	“Tell me, did you have contact with Oberon and Serena? Are you involved in their plan? Tell me the truth.” Please, say no, say no, say no, even if it’s not true. He felt moisture on his cheek.

	Arianna stared at him for a long time before answering, but when she did, her voice was firm. 

	“Yes.” 

* * *

Between being really confused and having to put so much effort into not fidgeting with discomfort, Anock felt like a schoolchild. 

	Of course, the whole situation was miserable to begin with. But then the Queen had confounded Anock by looking Tor right in the eye and answering yes, she’d been working with the Order. And the King’s reaction had been even more astonishing: Tor had pulled Arianna tight against his chest, pressed his cheek to hers, and told her that he’d love her forever—and then he’d turned sharply and left the room, Ken and Shakir on his heels. 

	Now Anock stood facing Arianna, who stood immobile in the middle of the cell, her bottom lip trembling, the cheek she’d held to Tor’s glazed with their combined tears.

	He had to ask. “Why didn’t you lie?”

	For a long moment she stared at him as though she didn’t understand the question

	“I couldn’t,” she finally said. “I love him too much.”

	Anock nodded—to show her he’d heard her, not because he understood what she’d said—and slipped out of the room. He tried to close the door gently, but the click of the latch still echoed in the empty hallway like a vault sealing forever.


Chapter 54

Tor was the kind of guy who always took the lead—even when doing so was completely unreasonable, Anock thought, recalling the countless occasions on which they’d bickered about Tor’s need to strut on into any situation with total disregard for his safety. So Anock was more than a little troubled to find himself leading Tor back to his suite. The King was acting dazed in a way Anock had never seen him before, blinking unseeing eyes as he propelled himself down the hall on autopilot. Actually, Tor was barely even propelling himself; Anock had had to nudge him a couple of times to keep him moving. 

	That changed a little when they arrived at Tor’s study and Tor marched directly to the wet bar, filled a large glass with his favorite poison, Vieille Réserve No. 9, an outrageously expensive hors d’âge cognac, tossed it back like it was nothing, and immediately refilled the glass. 

	Anock had seen him do that before—overindulging on it was the most reliable way for Tor to get drunk enough to black out—and it was very, very obvious that this time would be worse. 

	Anock surreptitiously texted Ken.

	“Want a drink?” Tor asked, and then without waiting for an answer, the King poured Anock a drink and handed it to him. 

	Was Tor already slurring a bit? How many times could he have filled his glass while Anock was typing the text? 

	Anock accepted the drink and took a small sip, exaggerating the movement to make it look like he, too, was chugging his drink. He needed to keep a clear head; Tor’s behavior was going to be unpredictable and he had to be ready for anything. 

	And there Tor was, Tor was already pouring another. Shit.

	“Sir, this is not a good idea,” Anock suggested gently. 

	There was a pause while Tor swallowed his drink, and then he slammed it down on the table and faced Anock, his eyes abruptly losing their glaze and pinning Anock’s, hard. 

	“You know what? You’re absolutely right. It’s not a good idea to leave the female I love alone in a cell. Do you remember how traumatized she was when we found her? How hard we all worked to get her to relax around us? And she finally trusts us—trusts me, and I turn around and put her right back where she was, as though she’d never left the cell. Except she did, and I betrayed her. It’s like I’m ripping her to shreds again, with my own hands.” Tor scrubbed his hand across his mouth, hesitated for a moment, and then buried his face in his hands. 

	“You can still visit her from time to time,” Anock offered, but even as the words came out of his mouth, he realized how absurd they sounded.

	“What a fantastic idea! I can’t believe I didn’t think of it myself! I’ll just walk into her cell and say ‘Hi, Ari! Look, I brought you some strawberries! I miss you so much! See you next week!’” 

	Hey! It wasn’t that absurd. “Why not? There’s no rule that you can’t see her. You’ve restricted her communication with the Order and ensured that she won’t be able to use her powers. So why not visit her? I’d do it if I were you.” 

	“You know what, Anock? Just go. You’re talking nonsense. I don’t want to see her again, ever.” 

	“Being immortal, sir, you should know better than to talk about anything again, ever. Things change all the time.” 

	“Anock, please go. I want to be alone.” 

	“No. Not yet.”

	But right then there was the subtlest of sounds at the study door—Ken, bringing what Anock had asked for—and Anock turned to answer it. He cracked the door and found both Ken and Shakir standing there, asking him with their eyes whether they were needed. 

	He shook his head no, but as it turned out, he did need them: just as Anock accepted the small bottle Ken slipped into his hand, Tor came flying past him and collided with Ken and Shakir. Out of some kind of bodyguard reflex, they grabbed the King. 

	“No. I’m going back for her,” Tor protested, his face wet with tears. He struggled a little, halfheartedly, but it was obvious that being stopped for just that second or two had killed his momentum and he recognized that it wasn’t a good idea. He let Anock lead him back into the study and return him to the chair, and he stayed put as Anock got him a glass of water.

	Anock took two pills from the bottle and handed them to Tor. “Here, take these; they’ll help you calm down and go to sleep.” 

	Tor acquiesced without another word, swallowing the pills and handing Anock the empty glass. 

	Anock watched Tor closely. The King probably assumed he’d taken run-of-the-mill anti-anxiety meds or something like that, but these were hard-core, designed to work with vampire metabolism. They’d kick in almost immediately, hitting Tor like a truck and putting him out completely.

	“Anock, make sure she has everything she needs. Take care of her. She’s not to be treated like ... like common bloodstock.” 

	In mid-sentence, Tor’s eyes had glazed over, and he stood up and stumbled to his bedroom. Anock stayed close, making sure the King didn’t lose his balance and fall over—but Tor got himself across the room and dropped onto the bed without incident. He rolled onto his back and looked up at Anock, eyelids drooping.

	“Anock, what did you put in the ... ?” 

	And with that, he was out. Anock covered him with a blanket and then just stood there, watching over him. Tor’s suffering was like a knife slicing through his heart. 

	Anock might have stayed there all night if his phone hadn’t rung, calling him away for Guardian business.

	He finally managed to drag himself back to the bloodstock wing several hours later after realizing that he’d been making excuses to avoid it. But he’d promised Tor that he’d personally see to Arianna’s well-being. 

	As the elevator doors opened to let Anock out into the basement hallway, the human, George, stepped out of his office. It was typical practice for the Elite to employ humans to deal with bloodstock, glamouring them into believing that they were employed by some kind of top-secret organization—or, more accurately, a top-secret human organization. When at work, George was utterly lucid, an exemplary employee, but when he left the estate, George believed that he worked for a corporate research lab.

	“Sir?” asked George, bowing slightly. He seemed anxious—but that made sense; it was unusual for anyone in the pride to venture into the bloodstock area, and George had now had two visits in one day.

	“How many bloodstock do we have now, George?” Anock asked, simultaneously counting the metal doors. There were eight, but some of the cells behind them were probably empty. 

	“Six, counting the new one.” 

	“And how’s the new one adjusting?” 

	“Adjusting?” George looked at Anock with a strange, tight expression, like a discreet butler whose employer was doing something outrageous. “There’s no way they can adjust, sir. They just learn to tolerate it.” 

	“Tolerate,” Anock repeated, suddenly unable to tear his eyes away from the row of locked doors.

	Behind six of those doors were Amiti, living miserable, constrained half-lives. Were they stunningly beautiful, like Arianna and Ismen? Of course they were; all Amiti were. Unless the conditions in which they lived—in which they were kept—destroyed their beauty. He tried, and failed, to picture Arianna and Ismen bedraggled, dirty, ill-nourished.

	Were the bloodstock behind those doors fed well? Given clothes? Able to stay clean? He realized he was utterly clueless about the conditions in which they were kept. He’d never really thought about it, never wondered about them at all. 

	It occurred to him that indifference to bloodstock was completely integrated into Sekhmi culture, something no one ever noticed, just as they didn’t notice the air they breathed. Had those barriers always been there? If not, had they been carefully erected by the first Sekhmi to keep bloodstock—or had they just grown organically? 

	His musing was interrupted as another thought slammed into his consciousness with the force of a speeding train: behind one of those doors lived the Amiti whose blood he’d been living on for the past three years. 

	Blood was what kept all vampires alive, of course, but that didn’t mean that all blood—even all Amiti blood—was equal. Every member of the pride had their preferred blood. Of course, everyone thought their choice was objectively the best, but Anock knew everyone else was wrong. The blood he’d preferred for three years now was the most lovely he’d ever tasted. As far as he was concerned, it was the nectar of the gods, with a uniquely sweet aroma that he thought of as night-blooming lilies. Which might have been total bullshit: like all Sekhmi, he had a refined palate, but he didn’t usually put much stock in talking about it, and really, he wasn’t one hundred percent certain that he knew exactly what a night lily smelled like. But it felt accurate, and somehow he knew that what he was captivated by was the overall idea of the lily, so he didn’t want to overanalyze it. 

	But right now, his body was wound tight as a spring, his mind reeling as his vision of night-blooming lilies crashed head-on into the reality of those grim metal doors and the cells behind them. Behind one of these doors was a female—surely it must be a female—who’d been his personal blood-supply for the past three years. She lived in a tiny, windowless, underground cell, deprived of everything except what was absolutely necessary to keep her alive. How could a flower survive without fresh air and sunshine? 

	I need to see her. Goose bumps crawled up his arms. 

	He shook them off, forced his attention back to the task at hand. “Is there a way I can see the new girl without her being able to see me?” 

	“Certainly, sir. Follow me.” George opened one of the metal doors. “This is our office. Please come in.” 

	They entered a clean, spacious, well-lit room that was more medical lab than office. Monitors lined one wall; shelving lined another, holding sterile containers, blood bags, plastic-wrapped needles and tubing, and other equipment. A refrigerated unit stood against a third wall; Anock could see several containers of blood through its glass door. Man, that was a lot of blood.

	“We just had this week’s feeding. What are those? Leftovers? Or do we always keep this much backup?” 

	“No, sir. We were instructed to draw extra blood for cocktails; the pride is expecting guests tonight.” 

	“Right.” Shit. A couple of weeks ago they’d scheduled a party for tonight, for other Elite who wintered in Egypt. Obviously Tor wouldn’t show up, but it was too late to cancel or reschedule, so the rest of them would have to play host. 

	“The new bloodstock’s arrival was certainly well timed, sir. The existing stock have all been bled for the pride’s feeding and again for tonight’s cocktails. I was concerned that they wouldn’t tolerate further draining, but of course it wouldn’t do to run short on blood.” 

	Tolerate? Anock pictured the bloodstock fighting back. 

	Oh. George meant that the draining might have killed them. But wait—

	“Are you telling me that you bled the new bloodstock?” 

	It was only when George flinched and stepped back that Anock realized he’d gotten up in the human’s face.

	“Excuse me, sir, but isn’t that why she’s here?” 

	How much was he supposed to tell George about the situation? Tor hadn’t gone over that with him. 

	“No. Not that one,” he finally said, stepping back to give the guy some space. Wow, the human was gutsy. If Anock had been George, with a Sekhmi acting that aggressively, Anock would’ve ... well, he didn’t know what he would’ve done. Partly because he was thinking about his version of the same problem: Tor getting in his face and yelling Are you telling me that they bled her? Maybe—hopefully—Tor would never find out. But if he was going to find out, Anock would have to be the one to tell him before someone else could. Tor had made him responsible. It was bad enough that Arianna had been bled at all, but the King would kill him, maybe literally, if he found out from someone else that it had happened, that Anock had kept that from him—

	“Sir? You wanted to see the new bloodstock?” 

	“Yes, please.” 

	“Here she is.” George pushed some buttons on a control panel in the center of the bank of monitors, and four of the screens blinked, switching to display Arianna’s room from different angles. She lay curled on her side on the bed, a thin blanket pulled up to her chin. In the muted coloring of the security cameras, her bright red hair seemed to have lost its color, which saddened Anock for some reason. 

	There was more button-pushing, and then one monitor zoomed in on her face. It was totally expressionless, but streams of tears rolled from her eyes, and Anock could make out a wet patch on the pillowcase under her head. 

	“She’s been like that since the King left,” George was saying. “Most new bloodstock resist when we draw their blood, but she acted like we weren’t even there. We didn’t even have to bind her. Though of course we did,” he added, as though worried that Anock might accuse him of breaking a rule. 

	Anock was opening his mouth to respond when the office door flew open and Theores burst into the room, yelling “where is she?” 

	“Who, madam? The new bloodstock?” George looked stunned. For a moment, Anock pictured the scene through the human’s eyes, and it did seem totally crazy. Anock almost felt sorry for the guy. 

	“How did this happen?” Theores demanded, addressing Anock, ignoring George completely. 

	Anock took her by the elbow and led her into the hallway to explain everything privately. 

	“This is completely unacceptable,” Theores snapped when he’d finished. “We have to fix it, somehow.” 

	What the hell was going on? Yeah, okay, it was “unacceptable”—though Anock would have used a different word—but it was also what they’d agreed on. What would they do other than accept it? And what was Theores trying to fix, anyway? As far as Anock could tell, there was nothing to fix, nothing fixable. Other than Tor’s broken heart.

	“George!” Theores yelled, heading back into the office, leaving Anock to follow her. “The new one is not to be drained. Do I make myself clear?” 

	The human nodded, but Theores wasn’t paying attention. She’d torn open the refrigerator door and was pulling out containers one by one, removing their lids and sniffing them. Then she took one container—presumably of Arianna’s blood—to the sink and dumped its contents down the drain. 

	Anock watched, dumbfounded at the waste. All Amiti blood was worth its weight in gold, but the Queen’s was surely priceless. 

	Theores washed the container, leaving it in the sink, and turned to Anock. “This never happened. Her blood was never taken. I want us all to stay alive.” Anock nodded silently. 

	“Now take me to Arianna’s cell,” Theores ordered George. As she and the human left the office, she called to Anock, over her shoulder, “I’m going to live with her.” 

	What the hell? Anock thought for what felt like the hundredth time in the past few hours. First of all, no way would Theores make it through even one night in a bloodstock cell. She could rough it with the rest of them when absolutely necessary, but staying in a cell when she had all the luxury she’d ever want in her own private suite a couple of floors up? Why would she even make that offer? It was crazy. 

	Motion caught his eye and he focused on the monitors again, watching their different views of Theores and George entering Arianna’s cell. Theores spoke to George, apparently dismissing him, because he backed out of the cell and closed the door behind him. Then she approached Arianna, her lips moving, and began to stroke her hair. Arianna ignored her.

	It seemed that Anock’s work down here was done; there was nothing he could do for Arianna that Theores couldn’t do at least as well. He’d come back later; Theores would probably lose interest soon.

	But then he looked at the monitor to the right of the ones showing Arianna, and he actually heard himself gasp. It showed another female curled on a bed in almost exactly the same position as Arianna, though all he could see was her back. He knew, right away, that this was her, the night-blooming lily. Suddenly frantic, he scanned the other monitors, but she didn’t appear in any of them. 

	He was standing over the control panel, about to switch the four central monitors’ view from Arianna to his Amiti, when George came back into the office. Anock found himself looking at the human, pointing at the monitor as though he was asking George a question.

	“Would you like to see her?” 

	Anock hesitated. Did he really want to? Could he face her? He froze, an unaccustomed feeling of shame swelling inside him at his sudden, alien indecisiveness. Why was this so hard? 

	He shook it off. “Yes. Take me to her.”


Chapter 55

With growing anxiety Anock stepped into the gloomy cell. The female on the bed reacted only by slowly raising her head, her eyes betraying mild surprise that he wasn’t George. 

	Goddess, those eyes: huge, sad, jade-green. 

	The world tilted on its axis. It was the female from his dreams.

	He’d been searching for her for three years, knowing that someday they’d find each other. But not like this! Imprisoned. His bloodstock.

	Anock’s mind rejected the idea. It couldn’t be. The whole time he’d been dreaming of her, searching for her, his angelic, affectionate, beautiful girl, his goddess with the captivating eyes, had been imprisoned in the basement, beneath the floors on which he walked every day—and within his reach—and her sole purpose in life had been to provide the blood needed to enjoy the life he lived: his Ferrari, scuba and sky diving, rock climbing, racing, travel; good times with his pride, brothers, and friends. 

	Speechless, Anock backed out of the room. “Bathroom ... ?” he asked George hoarsely. 

	“Of course, sir. Follow me.” 

	When he got there, Anock locked the door with trembling hands and leaned against it for a moment to catch his breath. Then he bent over the sink, turned on the faucet, and splashed cold water on his face, trying to quell the nausea churning through his gut. Since that seemed to help , he stuck his head under the stream of cold water. This was ridiculous. Breathe, Anock, he told himself—And stop being such a pussy. You’re the leader of the Guardians. Suck it up. 

	Finally, after gathering his confidence and checking that he was breathing normally and steady on his feet, he returned to the cell. 

	“My name is Anock Sabe, the Wise,” he said as he approached her bed. 

	Dear Sekhmet, she looked so helpless. He took her hand and stroked her thin fingers. They were so cold, so pale. 

	Oh. It was because of the blood loss. She’d been drained enough that she couldn’t keep herself warm. 

	“Can you speak?” 

	She inclined her head slightly without taking her eyes off him. Could she be as awestruck as he was? 

	“What’s your name?” 

	“Cara,” she murmured, barely moving her lips. 

	“What a beautiful name. What does it mean?” 

	“Beloved.” 

	Anock had no idea what to say or do next. He felt an urge to thank her, or apologize, or maybe comfort her. It was all too awkward. So he just stood there, dumbstruck, and gazed into her eyes. 

	She was so close, so dear to him already. He knew that on some level he was blood-bonded to her. He thrived on her blood; her blood was in his veins. Maybe that was why for the past three years she’d been coming to him in his dreams? Was it possible that she’d also been searching for him in her dreams? Had they found each other at last? He bent over and gently brushed her forehead with his lips. 

	The girl’s eyes widened. 

	As Anock withdrew, he realized that it was the first time in at least three years that anyone had touched her with any intention other than to take her blood. It suddenly seemed more horrific than the other deprivations she’d suffered. Now he understood why Arianna always longed for Tor’s company and hated being separated from him for even a few minutes. After having been kept in one of those cells for nearly a year, and then experiencing the King’s adoration, how could she possibly survive in one of these cells again? This type of torture was beyond comprehension. 

	For the first time Anock thought that maybe the Keepers of the Key had a point. Vampires were monsters; maybe they did deserve to die as punishment for the cruelty they inflicted. 

	Anock wheeled around and left the room without looking back.

	Totally bewildered, he returned to his apartment and tried to bury himself in Guardian business, going through the database and answering emails from his people, but his mind kept obsessively returning to Cara. Her sad eyes and cold, pale hands filled his vision. It was unbearable. He had to do something for her. But what?

	A few hours later he was called to join the pride downstairs and greet the arriving guests. He’d forgotten completely about the party—and having been reminded, he didn’t want to go. 

	By the time Anock had changed into a black shirt and slacks and sauntered into the main hall, all the guests were already there, circulating through the room in evening gowns and tuxedos, chatting amiably and sipping their drinks. 

	Leon immediately approached Anock and pulled him aside. “Where’s the King?” 

	“He’s not coming.” 

	“What are we going to tell the guests?” 

	“Dunno. Sorry.” Maybe they should have cancelled the party? Even Theores wasn’t there, and she was the best stand-in for Tor. But it was too late now; Anock and the other pride members had to play host and take care of the guests. 

	“A drink, sir?” A waiter emerged in front of him with a tray. Automatically, Anock selected a Pink Sunset and brought it to his mouth—and then froze. The night lily! The drink had Cara’s blood in it. 

	Slowly, controlling his rage, he looked around the room. Almost every Sekhmi there was holding a Pink Sunset as they laughed and flirted, enjoying the euphoric combination of Champagne and Amiti blood. 

	In Anock’s inner vision he saw once again the dim cell and an exhausted, slender female on a small cot in the corner. His jaw tightened. Goddess, how much he hated being one of the Elite. He turned on his heels and stalked out onto the sundeck. 

	The air was saturated with the scent of the seaweed that the tides had brought to rest on the shore. Cara couldn’t smell it. Bouquets of celestial white roses in extravagant crystal vases adorned every corner of the deck. Cara couldn’t see them. Two cats sprawled leisurely across the deck’s wooden planks: the pride’s Bengal, Basted; and Ismen’s Persian, Lovely. Setting his drink on the rail, Anock squatted down, rocking back on his heels, and sank his fingers into Lovely’s lavish fur. Cara couldn’t feel it. 

	Anock shook his head to clear it. This was madness. Was he now condemned to view every experience in light of Cara’s inability to have it?

	“What happened, brother?” He was startled by Ken’s voice behind his shoulder. Anock had been totally oblivious to his surroundings. He couldn’t afford to be this distracted; no one should be able to get that close without Anock noticing. 

	“I saw my bloodstock. Her name is Cara, and I can’t stop thinking about her. I don’t know what to do, Ken.” 

	For a few moments Ken cocked his head, thinking, and then he said, “Go a couple of weeks without taking blood, then try to do it for a month. This is a proven practice. It will clear your mind and everything will fall back in place. You are the Elite, and bloodstock is bloodstock.” 

	“No, Ken. It won’t help. She’s become real to me. She is real. It can’t be undone. She’s sad, and beautiful. Her eyes are green and her hair glows like the sun touching the horizon. And”—he glanced at the drink in Ken’s hand—“I can taste her in those. It’s not just bloodstock blood in this drink. It’s hers.” 

	“Damn you, An.” Ken grumbled, glaring at his drink. “Now I can’t drink it either.” He set his Pink Sunset on the rail next to Anock’s. “And that’s why we never meet the bloodstock. We’re not supposed to meet them.” 

	“Why can’t we blood-bond with bloodstock?” 

	“Because she’ll never forgive you.” Ken put his hands on Anock’s shoulders. “I want you alive, brother. Promise me you’ll never see her again. If you do, she’ll do everything she can to seduce you, pretend that she loves you. As soon as you bond with her, she’ll burn you alive. Promise me you won’t go there.” 

	“I don’t care; let her burn me. I deserve it. We all deserve it.” 

	Anock turned to leave and almost crashed into a server holding a tray of elaborately decorated pastries and fresh fruit. 

	The guy managed to keep the tray upright and didn’t miss a beat. “Some dessert, sir?” 

	Cara would probably like them. 

	“Yes. Thank you.” The waiter held out the tray and then gasped a little when Anock took the entire tray. His reaction suddenly struck Anock as hilarious, and he had to stifle a laugh. 

	But it wasn’t really the server’s shock that was making him laugh, Anock thought as he held the tray high, navigating through the crowd to the elevator. It was joy at the prospect of seeing Cara again, of taking her this decadent platter of treats. He was overflowing with it, felt as though giddy, iridescent bubbles were streaming from his body. 

	The bubbles were fragile, though, and popped when he got to the basement. Doubt replaced them. I’m going to look stupid, he thought as he stopped in front of the door to Cara’s cell. 

	Turn back, Anock. You’re playing a deadly game. This can’t end well. 

	But he’d gone too far. It was too late. George entered the code and opened the door. Anock stepped into the cell.


Chapter 56

Not a day passed that Anock failed to visit Cara. He brought her ice cream, sweets, books, flowers, even stuffed toys. He’d become obsessed with her, unable to concentrate on his work, unable to make important decisions because his mind wasn’t capable of focusing on anything but her. He passed the time away from her anxiously, thinking about what to bring her that day and what he was going to say to her. Cara seemed to look forward to his visits, too, and was always grateful for his little gifts. 

	Anock was not naïve; he understood that, from her point of view, he’d been sent by the Goddess. He was her only hope of ever getting out of that cell. She had to act appreciative and not do anything to annoy him if she wanted him to keep coming back. But her possible ulterior motives seemed trivial; he just needed some time, and he’d overpower them with the depth of his love.

	He wouldn’t allow anyone to take her blood, and he wouldn’t drink the blood of any other bloodstock. It was challenging to go without his feeding. Initially, the bloodlust was bearable; Anock had practiced methods of controlling it for centuries. He knew he could survive without going insane for about a month, and then—well, Anock didn’t want to consider what would happen then. 

	When he really confronted what was going on inside him, he knew he was secretly hoping for a miracle. He avoided naming it, but it was a blood-bond he longed for. 

	Anyone rational would have told him that unless something changed, the end of his life was rapidly approaching—but on this issue, Anock wasn’t rational. All he felt was joy as Cara began to regain her health, seeming more alive with every feeding he skipped. He also thought he detected a tentative affection in her eyes. Goddess, could it be that she had feelings for him? 

	Every night, lying awake in bed, Anock envisioned a glorious joining of their bodies. She hugged and kissed him just as she had in his previous dreams, as he ran his fingers through her divine hair. She’d stopped being just her, an alluring phantom; she was a real female with a given name and a physical body that radiated warmth, a body he could touch ... maybe, one day. It was torture to know that she was so close to him, in the same villa, only a few floors away. She belonged here, with him, in his bed. So why wasn’t she here? 

	His inner struggle went on like this for a month. Anock’s tolerance was being strained to the breaking point; he was miserable, anxious, and depressed. 

	One morning after another sleepless night, utterly debilitated, he got up and scowled at himself in the mirror. You can’t live like this any longer, my friend. She’s your mate. Stop being an idiot. Go to her and bring her here, where she belongs. And just like that, it was decided.

	He flew to Cara’s cell as though he had wings. Quietly, so as not to awaken her, he entered the cell. He went to her bed and sat on the floor next to her, gazing into her beautiful face, wanting to sweep her upstairs to his room but not wanting to disturb her sleep.

	Finally Cara opened her eyes. “Anock,” she murmured, smiling. “Has something happened? You never come at this time.” 

	He took her hand and pressed it to his mouth, kissing each of her delicate fingers. Her skin was soft and smooth and her night-lily scent filled the room. Dear Sekhmet, he loved that scent; it would forever be his favorite. His bloodlust surged, but he chocked it back. 

	“Do you have a family, Cara? If I can get you out of here, do you have someone who can take care of you and help you hide?” 

	“You can get me out?” She lifted her head, disbelief in her voice. 

	“Yes, but I’m torn. I want you free, but I want you here with me. I’m selfish; I’m sorry. Is there someplace I can take you?” 

	She sprang out of the bed and wrapped her arms around him with such fervor that Anock almost lost his balance. She’d been getting stronger since the bloodletting had been stopped.

	Anock was stupefied. It was the first time she’d actually hugged him. He didn’t know if he’d be able to let her go; she felt glorious, and he could feel the blood pumping through her heart.

	“I can’t believe it.” Cara cupped his face with her palms and kissed his cheeks. “Thank you, thank you, thank you.”

	Anock soared into an altered state, afloat on an ocean of joy, oblivious to his thirst. Was this how the love of your mate felt? Anock had never experienced true love, only a stable of sexual partners whose names and faces blurred together in his memory. Hell no, she’s not going anywhere! What was I thinking?

	“Where can I take you?” What was he doing? Why was he saying that, like he’d take her anywhere but up to his quarters? He couldn’t let her go—not now, not ever. She’d be his forever.

	Cara shrugged uncertainly. “I was raised in a foster family, a human family. I had no idea I was Amiti until I was kidnapped when I was twenty-two. I learned about vampires and Amiti from another bloodstock, Dina. We were put in a cell together from time to time, so she told me about Sekhmi, and how they treated Amiti—and what the rest of my life was going to be like. It was so shocking. Why couldn’t I have just been born human?” 

	Anock could hardly contain his wild exhilaration: Cara had no place to go except back to her human foster parents. Had that other bloodstock even explained to her why she couldn’t do that?

	“Well, you can’t go back to your human family. You must know that being drained regularly makes Amiti lose their powers, and you won’t be able to shield for a long time, maybe even years. That means you’ll just be captured again. Do you understand that?” 

	She nodded gravely, bitter disappointment in her eyes. 

	“But I have an idea,” Anock continued. “Please, be my mate. I will love you and take care of you for the rest of your life.”

	He didn’t know how he’d gotten the words from his brain to his mouth, but once he did, all his anxiety dissipated, and he felt only relief and tranquility. Reaching into his pocket, he brought out a gold bracelet engraved with a lioness head, a Sekhmi symbol of commitment like human engagement rings. He’d purchased it several years ago thinking that the day would come when he could present it to his mate. He’d been carrying it with him ever since. 

	“You. Are. Proposing. To me?”

	“Yes. Please do me the honor of being my mate” His gut had never lied to him; he was on the right path. No ifs, ands, or buts.

	Cara threw her arms around his neck and sobbed into his shoulder, soaking his shirt with her tears. 

	“I’m taking that as a yes.” He lifted her in his arms. “Now let’s get out of here.” Cara closed her eyes and sighed contentedly.

	Her eyes were still closed a few minutes later, when Anock set her down on the white leather couch in his living room. 

	“You can open your eyes. This is where you’ll live from now on.” 

	“No.”

	“Why not?”

	“If I open them, you’ll disappear and I’ll be alone again. I want to keep dreaming.” 

	“You think you’re dreaming?” He almost choked on the words. 

	“Of course I am, because this can’t be real. I’ve been dreaming about you for three years.” 

	“You ... you saw me in your dreams?”

	“Yes. Exactly as you are. Resplendent, like an Olympic God, strong and kind, loving and tender, with amazing blue eyes. It was so lonely in my cell, and in my dreams I had a partner, a mate. We met often and spent a lot of time together.” 

	“What did we do?” 

	She blushed. “I can’t tell you.” 

	“I already know.” He pulled her closer. 

	“How?” 

	“Because I saw your dreams, Cara. I was there. And I believe I felt everything you felt. I think we shared the same dreams.” With the tip of his tongue, he licked her tears away, moving from her chin up to her eyes, covering her eyelids with his lips, indulging himself in her night-lily scent and the salty taste of her tears. 

	“Have you run out of tears yet?” 

	“I don’t know.” 

* * *

Cara’s mind was working feverishly. She was out of the cells. She had to run, had to find a way out. She’d lie to him; she’d tell him whatever he wanted to hear. Let him think that she’d been dreaming of him when in reality all she ever wanted was her freedom back. Every single day, in spite of all the torment, the sickness, the abomination of the catheter piercing her skin and drawing the blood from her body, and the agony of loneliness, she’d managed to keep focusing on visualizing herself free. Cara was a realist; she’d been sure she’d die in that cell, and the only means available for her to fight for her freedom was the power of her mind and manipulative skills. For three long years, losing hope with every passing day and slipping into dark periods of despair, she’d had to pull herself back, again and again, fanatically centering on her goal. 

	Then Anock had appeared in her cell. It was a miracle that he was interested in her. What was it that made her so special? She seriously doubted that she was even attractive; three years of bloodletting had reduced her to no more than a shadow of her former self. But there must be something that kept him coming back. She had to discover what it was and use it to her advantage. 

	For the past month she’d been studying him intently. It was clear that he had an image of her in his mind, and she knew she had to discern the contours of that image, and then do whatever she could to mirror it, to reflect back to him whatever his fantasy version of her was. If she could, odds were she’d get out of the damned cell. 

	She taught herself to read even the merest hint of changes in his body language, facial expressions, tone of voice. He wanted to protect her; therefore, she must pretend to be fragile and helpless. So she did. His heart melted when he saw her smiling sorrowfully. So she did. He longed for her to anticipate his visits eagerly and greet him with affection in her eyes when he arrived. She did, she did, she did. She recreated the image of herself she saw in his mind and became its living embodiment. 

	Now, finally; she was out of the cell. But she still wasn’t free: she had no place to go, no documents, no money, and worst of all, no powers. No shielding. 

	He’d brought her here to toy with her—even if he thought he loved her, Cara knew that Sekhmi didn’t know how to love—and the moment he got bored he’d send her back to the bloodstock cell. She had to find a way to hold his interest for however long it took for her powers to come back. 

	“Are you feeling better, Cara?” Anock’s low voice interrupted her thoughts. “How would you feel about a nice bubble bath?” 

	“A bubble bath?” Of course: he wants to see me naked. 

	“Yes. A bubble bath.” He lifted her again and carried her around a corner of his room she hadn’t registered earlier, to a huge, luxurious bathtub. Behind it, floor-to-ceiling windows overlooked a beautiful garden with a koi pond, and the opposite wall held a plasma TV and stereo speakers. 

	Wow, this guy must really love taking baths.

	Anock sat on the side of the tub, holding Cara on his lap while he turned on the faucets, adjusted the temperature, and sprinkled in a scented powder that immediately started transforming into a decadent mound of bubbles. Then he rose again and turned to sit her down on the edge of the tub. 

	“It’s all yours.” He started to leave the room. 

	“Anock,” she called quietly, rising to her feet. “Stay.” 

	She didn’t have to fake the tremor in her voice. The real performance was about to begin, and she was terrified that she’d screw it up. 

	He stopped and turned around slowly. 

	She reached behind her to undo the buttons holding her tunic together and then let it slide to the floor, revealing her naked body. Hold on, Cara. This is what he wants to see. 

	Anock was moving toward her slowly, his lips parted, transfixed. 

	He wants you innocent. It arouses him. He likes you shy. Fighting her instinctive need to keep her eyes on a potential predator, she lowered her gaze and willed herself to blush.

	Anock came closer. His shirt rubbed against her bare skin. 

	“Give me your lips.” 

	Cara raised her face slightly, willing herself to be subtle. A single mishap now could destroy her, would certainly cost her her freedom. Careful, Cara. Don’t do anything; let him do it. 

	He brushed her lips with his. “Do you want me?” he exhaled. 

	She knew, of course, that the answer was supposed to be yes—but she also knew that he wanted her shy, innocent, too afraid to tell the truth. If she didn’t answer, would her body do the talking for her? Would he interpret her pounding heart as a sign of arousal? 

	But even as she hesitated, she sensed his desire surging even higher, and she remembered that the predator in him would be drawn to her fear itself, to her hesitation. Ironically, the thought made her feel more confident that she’d get what she needed from him, and she had to work to hold onto the fear. 

	Your heart’s beating fast; you’re scared. Think of the cell; think of the cell.

	Anock grabbed her by the waist and pulled her body against his—and then he was the one who hesitated. He was still for a moment, and then slowly raised one hand to brush his fingertips across her lips.. 

	“Part your lips.” 

	Think of the cell, think of the cell. He loves your fear, wants you to obey. Submit. It’s the price of your freedom. 

	She parted her lips. 

	Anock caught her lower lip with his teeth, then pressed his lips to hers, pushing her mouth open, pushing his tongue into her mouth. Possessively, he wrapped her hair in both hands and held her steady while he was kissing her. Then he set her on the edge of the tub and parted her legs. 

	“Unbutton my shirt,” he ordered. 

	Arms shaking, you are very nervous. She began unbuttoning his shirt but her fingers wouldn’t cooperate. Anock pulled his shirt apart, buttons flying off and clicking as they landed on the floor. He pressed his lower body between her legs. She could feel his pulsating cock through the fabric of his pants. 

	Like an animal totally separate from herself, her body responded with a surge of desire and a flood of wetness between her legs. 

	Cara was appalled by her reaction. Her thoughts blew past her, out of control, and she tried to rein them in. Was she really attracted to him? No, she couldn’t afford that luxury. Sekhmi meant nothing but captivity for Amiti, and she wanted nothing but freedom. Come back, Cara. Tune in to him. What does he want now? Give it to him. 

	But regardless of her intentions, she was enraptured. No, no, no, you can’t let that happen. You’ll be signing your death warrant, sending yourself back to the bloodstock cell.

	But ... what difference does it make whether I pretend to enjoy this or just let myself really enjoy it? She knew—didn’t she?—that there was all the difference in the world. 

	Bewildered, she sat unmoving and hardly breathing, trying to fight her craving for him, but it was too late. 

	“Tell me you want me.” Anock’s voice was a growl.

	Cara’s answer was the pulsating heat between her legs. 

	“Tell me.” Anock repeated, his hot breath on her neck sending her intentions adrift. 

	What was she supposed to say? It had slipped her mind. 

	“Cara,” he groaned, lifting her face, devouring her with his mouth. His every touch burned through her skin. 

	“Tell me ... Tell me you love me. Don’t lie. I will feel it. Tell me ... ”

	She remained silent as her eyes filled with tears. Her world was a broken hologram and every piece reflected him. 

	Anock.


Chapter 57

Cara woke up to the kind of afterglow only Amiti experienced, her body thrumming and congested from overproducing blood. She pushed the discomfort from her mind, focusing instead on the very pleasant sensation of lying in Anock’s arms, and like a gasp, memories of the previous night came rushing back to her. 

	Was it her imagination, or did remembering what they’d done make her body surge all over again, go even further into overdrive?

	She didn’t have time to think about it much, because just then she felt his body shift. He knew she was awake; he must’ve noticed the change in her breathing. One of his hands slid along the curve of her back just above her buttocks; the other dropped down to cup her waist. To her swollen flesh, his touch was right on the boundary between pleasant and unbearable—or maybe it was both at the same time.

	Oh, this could be her ticket to freedom. When they were making love, she’d been sharply aware of Anock’s attention returning to her vein again and again. He’d placed his mouth on it, sucked on the thin skin of her throat, even bit down slightly, but never pierced her skin. But maybe now, sleepy, with her blood throbbing hard through her body, practically begging for him, maybe this was her moment. And if she got the blood-bond, not only would it give her power over him; it would also act as a catalyst, kicking her powers into gear.

	“Anock,” she murmured, pretending she was still half-asleep, stretching languorously under his touch, ignoring her body’s protests. “Good morning.”

	“Good morning, sunshine.” He rolled her over and propped himself above her, smiling, his gaze scanning her face and then coming to rest on her exposed neck. 

	Remember, when in doubt, do nothing. He must think it’s his decision. She lay motionless, focusing on Anock, trying to tap into that legendary Amiti intuition and understand the struggle going on inside him.

	Suddenly Anock rolled away from her and crashed to the floor, writhing as if he’d been set on fire.

	Her concern for him was utterly real. She threw herself off the bed and knelt next to him. “Anock, what is it? What’s happening?” Gently, she shifted his head so she could cradle it in her lap. 

	“Nothing,” he gasped, and then seemed to collect himself for a moment. He shoved himself off of her, up off the floor, snatched his clothes, and staggered out of the room without putting them on. 

	Cara panicked. What had just happened? Did he think it was her fault? Was it her fault? Maybe it was; she had no clue. More importantly, what was he going to do next? Would he send her back to the bloodstock cell? She had no choice: she had to run. Now might be her only chance.

	The blood overproduction was worse than she’d realized, not just discomfort but weakness and pain. Her legs buckled when she tried to spring her feet, and she felt her stomach lurch with nausea, but she pushed through it and managed to stumble to the closet. Grabbing one of Anock’s shirts, she tried to shove her arms into the sleeves. But she was shaking so hard that her hands couldn’t find the openings. 

	Wait. What am I doing? She stopped. Am I losing my mind? What was she thinking? Really, she was going to just run away from the Royal pride’s residence, which was probably as heavily guarded against Amiti like her as it was possible to be? And even if by some miracle she did manage to escape, hadn’t he said that she’d be back up for auction faster than she could blink?

	Discouraged, she sank to the floor, then almost immediately rose to her feet again. No. Anything, anything but the cell.

	She had to stop panicking and calm down so she could think straight again.. 

	When her gaze caught on the bathtub, her instincts screamed that a bath was the opposite of what she should be doing; they wanted her in full flight, halfway out of the country by now. But a reasonable voice in her head was remembering that lukewarm baths lowered fevers, so getting into the tub was likely the best way to get her temperature down and her strength up. The same reasonable voice was also observing that it would keep her instincts from seizing control and sending her running off in a blind, reckless panic, which would buy her some time to get her head screwed on straight before she did anything stupid. 

	She went over to the tub, turned on the water, squeezed lavender-scented bubble potion out of a bottle perched on the tub’s rim, and watched the falling water and frothing bubbles until she calmed down a bit. When the tub was full, she sank into it, closing her eyes. 

	The tepid water made the ache in her body tolerable while the lavender relaxed her mind, and Cara had almost drifted off to sleep in a post-adrenaline fog when she sensed someone watching her. Expecting Anock but not knowing what he’d do, she opened her eyes—and then quickly crossed her arms across her breasts. Two very tall, very handsome males stood in the middle of the bedroom staring at her. Vampires. She started to slip under the water, then stopped when she realized it was a little late to hide from them—and even if it hadn’t been, submerging herself would not be a solution. She settled for making sure the bubbles covered her nakedness—though she had no idea what she’d have done if they hadn’t.

	“Hold up; we’re not here to hurt you. I get it now. This is why Anock has been acting so weird. I would’ve done the same thing if I had such a beautiful mermaid in my bathtub,” one of the vamps said, smirking. They both came closer to the tub and sat on the edge of the pedestal. 

	“Hi, I’m Kennet—Born of Fire—or just Ken, and this is my brother Shakir, Grateful.” 

	“I’m Cara,” she stammered. 

	“Don’t be afraid; we’re not going to harm you. Obviously you belong to Anock and he brought you here. We’re here because we’re worried about him.” 

	“Why?” 

	“He’s skipped his scheduled feeding three times already. That’s too long even for a Sekhmi as strong as he is.”

	“Why did he do that?” Pay attention, Cara; this is important. 

	“We’re assuming that he doesn’t want anyone else’s blood but yours.” Ken replied. “So here’s our question for you: do you want to stay with Anock?” 

	“If he wants me to stay. I can’t bear the thought of losing him.” The only thing I can’t bear is the thought of never escaping from your damn pride.

	“Then you need to figure out how to resolve this feeding problem. Otherwise, we run the risk of losing him.” 

	“The feeding problem?” 

	“You’re well aware that Anock is a Sekhmi vampire and needs to feed on blood to survive, correct?” 

	She nodded. 

	“And do you know that Sekhmi vampires live on Amiti blood, like yours?” 

	Sure I know; I’ve been a bloodstock here for years, you idiot. “I understand. I don’t mind, but he hasn’t asked for my vein.”

	“Taking your vein is out of the question. Don’t even think of blood-bonding with him. If you kill our brother, we’ll find you no matter where you run and you will die.” 

	“Why do you think I would kill him?” 

	“Isn’t that what you’re planning? To lure him into a blood-bond? You have so much extra blood in your body that I can hear it gushing through your veins from here. And we know you can control it. Don’t even think you can fool us.” Both of the vampires were still smiling when Ken finished talking, but their eyes had changed. Cara thought it was the creepiest thing she’d ever seen. 

	“Control it? Seriously? Do I look like someone whose plan is going really well? Anock’s gone. Do you think I’d be here, like this”—she gestured at them, at herself in the tub, sending bubbles flying through the air—“if I could control it?” 

	“Relax.” Ken flicked some bubbles into her face. “We have no plans to hurt you—yet. This is just a warning. I know you understand what we’re talking about.” 

	She nodded again. 

	“Good girl. And here’s your chance to show us that you have good intentions.” 

	He produced, seemingly from nowhere, a small wooden box inlaid with mother of pearl. Setting it in front of him, he unlatched it and raised the lid. Cara stared at the familiar blood-drawing paraphernalia, a dressed-up version of what she’d seen on a weekly basis down in the cell, tucked into red velvet as though it was part of a beautiful ritual, not a tool for the subjection of Amiti.

	“Get rid of some of that extra blood. Feed him.” They rose and left the room. 

	So this was what they thought she needed to do. Her mind rebelled; too many traumatic memories were linked to these tubes and needles. But Cara was determined: she was not going to faint; it was just another catheter, and she was doing it herself, of her own accord. Kind of. 

	And maybe they were right about the extra blood. Draining some of the excess off seemed appealing, as if it would unburden her. 

	She stepped out of the bath, wrapped a huge, cushy towel around her, grabbed the case, and set it on the nightstand. Sitting on the bed, she pulled out the equipment, and tied the tourniquet tightly around her upper arm. Someone had connected all the equipment already: plastic-capped needle to tube to bag. How thoughtful. She got everything into position and braced herself. Inserting the catheter into her vein was much easier than she’d expected, her vein practically leaping toward the needle. And the physical relief was enormous, her mind clearing and her limbs and torso growing lighter, more mobile. 

	So this was to be her plan. She’d feed Anock her blood from a glass for a while, get him addicted to it, and then she’d refuse to be bled again. He was so smitten with her that he’d never force her to do it, so he’d be trapped into blood-bonding with her. Then, as soon as she got her powers ... So long, gorgeous. 

	Unexpectedly, she felt sad at the thought of leaving Anock, but she shook off the feeling, pushing herself back in line, focusing on her goal.

* * *

Anock returned to his apartment several hours later and immediately collapsed on the couch, throwing his arm over his face to cover his eyes. He had taken a sick day, something he’d never done before. Even yesterday, with the bloodlust as strong as it had ever been, he would’ve said that the term didn’t even exist in his vocabulary. But their lovemaking had nearly killed him and now Anock felt worse than ever. 

	He’d heard about what Amiti could do to vampires—making their bodies fill with blood for their vampire lovers—and about how mind-blowing sex combined with feeding could be. What he hadn’t noticed was that no one described how miserable sex not combined with feeding could be; all vampires did was admonish each other not to try it. And now Anock knew why, firsthand. He’d paid for it at the time, and he was still paying now; his bloodlust had gone through the roof. 

	Damn, if this was how it was going to be, he wouldn’t be able to have sex with Cara ever again. How would he ever manage to overcome this kind of bloodlust? 

	Fuck. He needed to lie still. Very still. 

	On his first deep breath, his nose caught the familiar scent of night lily. Anock let the fragrance fill him; it was comforting and seemed to soothe the pain in his body. He took another deep breath—

	Great Sekhmet, it was blood, her blood. His own blood chilled. Where was it coming from? An image exploded into his mind’s eye: Cara, lying on the floor by the tub, a red pool spreading beneath her. 

	“Cara!” he shouted, pushing himself to his feet and hurling himself toward the bedroom. “Cara! Cara! Cara!” 

	He almost ran into her just inside the door. He would’ve, if she hadn’t reacted fast, stepping back just in time. “What’s wrong? I’m right here.” 

	“Cara! My dear Cara, you scared me.” Thank Goddess she was here, alive.

	He was about to gather her in his arms when he saw the glass in her hand. Well, that explained the smell of blood.

	“Where did this come from?” he demanded, pointing to the glass.

	She smiled serenely. “It’s my gift to you, Anock. You’ve given me so much, I wanted to give you something in return. I know you need to feed; please, take it.” 

	“You’re giving me your blood?” 

	The Sekhmi in Anock roared with triumph. He had accomplished the impossible: an Amiti voluntarily offering him her blood. Now he could have the best of both worlds—a blood source and a lover, without the risk inherent in the blood-bond. 

	But something about it didn’t feel right. He wanted Cara as his mate, the female he was going to spend his life with, in joy and in sorrow, in pleasure and in pain. Mates should have equality in a relationship, shouldn’t they? Was he taking advantage of her, destroying the potential for real, lasting love?

	On the other hand, was equality really possible between vampires and Amiti? If they were bound to be unequal, he definitely wanted to be on top.

	And besides, all of this shit was just symbolic. Cara had been raised by humans; what did she care about symbolism?

	“What are you thinking about?” 

	“Do you understand what you’re giving me when you offer your blood to me like that?” 

	“It means I care about you and I want you to be healthy and happy.” Her face was kind, concerned.

	He couldn’t think about it any longer; his hunger was killing him. 

	“Thank you. I accept your gift.”

	Or was it just that it was so much easier not to think? 

	Ignoring that possibility, he tipped the glass to his lips and let the still-warm liquid nourish him.


Chapter 58

Arianna had been pacing her cell all morning. The space had been totally transformed since her first day there. Theores had been responsible for the change, bringing in everything she could think of to make Arianna’s life more bearable: books, a DVD player and TV, a comfy chair, a dresser with a mirror, plus small amenities like amazing-smelling shampoo, body wash, lotions, moisturizers and conditioners. 

	The day Tor had brought her here, Theores had stayed with her, even sleeping in the bed with her, holding and consoling her as she sobbed her heart out. Without Theores, Arianna thought, she might have died of grief that night. Theores had sworn to her then that she’d move into Arianna’s cell with her, but she hadn’t even made it through the next day. Arianna couldn’t blame her, really: Theores loved luxury. And honestly, what Arianna needed was companionship, not big-personality Theores living with her in this tiny, crowded cell. 

	Theores had followed through on her promise to visit Arianna often, even joining her for dinner every night, having trays of the same food the pride was eating delivered to the cell. She came at other times, too, bearing armloads of clothes, fresh fruit and flowers. 

	When Theores wasn’t around, Arianna kept herself busy reading books and watching DVDs and television. She often caught herself staring at a page or the TV screen, completely tuned out. Half the time she didn’t even know what had distracted her, registered her mind as completely blank. The other half, she knew exactly what it was: Tor.

	In an endless loop, again and again, Tor would sweep into her cell, say everything would be okay, and take her back upstairs, back to life, carrying her in his arms just as he had the first time. Tor also invaded her dreams. Every night, she both dreaded and secretly longed for the moment when the world fell away and she’d feel him, tangibly, holding her, kissing away her tears. And then, each morning, waking up alone in her bed, she’d spend another moment feeling utterly desolate before gathering herself together, pushing away the thoughts of him, and starting over again. 

	At times it felt like this torture was far more advanced and sophisticated than any torture she had endured from Khay. Khay had abused her physically, but she’d learned to separate herself from the pain. The torture that Tor was putting her through was like a cancer that was eating her alive. She’d put so much energy into conquering the pain that it seemed it was the most exhausting work she’d ever done. Sometimes she thought it would end up being fatal, to have felt and given that kind of love, and then to be tossed aside like a broken toy ... 

	Enough. She had to let it go, had to get a grip, once and for all. It had been two months. She marched herself to the dresser and stared at her reflection in the mirror for a minute, seeing her eyes narrow with determination. It was time for a world-class pep talk, time for the Queen of the Amiti to call the lovesick girl onto the carpet. 

	“Your life with Tor is over. He’s not coming back. You knew going into this that the two of you had no future, and it’s time to suck it up and stop mooning over him. There is nothing you can do to change this situation.”

	Strange. Something about this seemed to be working. 

	“Tor did what he did because he’s the King, because he’s the leader of his people and he has to have the strength to make difficult decisions. His people will always be his first priority and he will protect them by any means. Isn’t that what you’re supposed to do for your people? You need to learn from Tor’s example. It’s time to stop mourning the loss of your love and put your personal feelings aside. It’s time to become the Queen of your people, the leader you’re destined to be.”

	By the time she’d finished speaking, she had entered an otherworldly state, fixating on the eyes reflecting back at her from the mirror. Her green eye was softer, deeper, like the side of her that was in love with Tor. She covered it with her palm. If she hid that love, what would remain? 

	Her golden-amber eye stared back at her from the mirror. As she focused on it, it began to transform, the pupil narrowing, elongating, until it was a cat’s eye.

	She dropped her palm away from her other eye and gulped. It had changed, too. Her eyes were those of a lioness—the Lioness—as if Sekhmet herself was alive within her. 

	Startled, she suddenly saw the truth, everything clicking into place at once. She’d done it all wrong. She had sacrificed herself for Tor, just as her mother had. If she was going to sacrifice herself, let it be for the sake of her people, thousands of Amiti, not for one male. 

	In that moment, she was reborn.

	“Now, Goddess, I claim my powers. I’m ready for them.”

	Determined, she inhaled deeply once, then again and again, feeling dark malice rising in her, black rage soaking into the cells in her body. Heat gathered in her solar plexus. Energy raced through her veins fast, too fast, demanding an outlet, seeking an escape route. 

	Focusing her awareness inward, she froze in awe. It wasn’t the Gift of Ra emerging, as she’d assumed. Arianna had tapped into a power far greater, far more dangerous. It was the dark power sleeping deep within all Amiti: Sekhmet herself. Welcome, Goddess! 

* * *

Arianna had told Theores she could come on in without knocking, but Theores always tried at least to give her fair warning by being loud about it. 

	“Hi, beautiful!” she called out as she pushed open the door to Arianna’s cell. “How are you? I brought you something different today.” She held up a tray of sweets. “Why is it so hot in here?” 

	As though she’d only then registered Theores’s presence, Arianna slowly turned—too slowly, but Theores didn’t register the problem until it was too late. When Arianna raised her eyes, Theores stepped back and the tray tumbled to the floor. 

	“What,” she gasped. “What happened to you?” Arianna’s eyes had gone wrong, glowing golden and—something else that Theores couldn’t place.

	“What do you mean?” 

	Arianna’s voice was wrong, too—unrecognizable, distorted—and the cold, blank look on her face rooted Theores to the spot. The tiny hairs on the back of Theores’s neck tingled, reacting to the presence of a predator. A very dangerous predator. 

	The Lioness.

	“Your eyes ... they changed color ... ” 

	Arianna said nothing, her eyes still locked on Theores’s. 

	“I ... I ruined your treat; I’ll go get you another one. I’ll be right back.” Theores backed out of the room, trembling with dread, her voice failing her. “I’ll be right back ... ” 

	As she closed the door behind her, she heard that cold, distorted voice again.

	“Don’t bother,” Arianna said. “I’m not into sweets right now.”


Chapter 59

On her way out of the basement, Theores texted Leon and Anock—Tor’s study, now!—before tearing upstairs to meet them there. 

	Tor was on the phone, and held up a hang on a second finger without making eye contact, but then he seemed to do a double-take, registering how flustered she was. Just as he was saying “Let me call you back” and hanging up, Anock and Leon burst into the room. 

	“We have a problem,” she began, still a little breathless. “A huge one.”

	“Sit down, Theores, and then tell us about this huge problem.” Tor’s voice was calm, but his body language betrayed him: he’d gone onto high alert. Theores could tell that he knew something was seriously wrong, and she’d bet he also knew it was about Arianna. 

	Theores took her seat and blurted out, “Arianna’s powers are coming online. I just went down to see her, and it was like the whole cell was charged up with power. Even her eyes are different: they’re both amber now, and her pupils are narrow, like a cat’s.”

	“That’s really weird,” observed Leon. The two other guys nodded as if Leon had made a really insightful point.

	“What it is is unprecedented,” Tor added after a moment. “I’ve never seen that before; even her mother’s eyes never did that.”

	“For the record, I strongly objected to moving her to a cell. She was already ours.” Theores had kept her mouth shut about this for long enough, not wanting to make Tor any more miserable than he already was. “The girl was yours, heart and soul. Sure, you hadn’t blood-bonded with her, but our plan was working. Of course the Order wanted to contact her; she’s their Queen, and they need her on their side. But the contact was irrelevant.”

	“No, it wasn’t,” interjected Anock. “We have a reliable source reporting that the Amiti have five Keepers now. That means that some time in the past year or so—even though she spent most of it imprisoned—Arianna found a way to name a new Keeper of Death to replace Marcus. And I don’t need to remind you that they have Simone and that she’s the Keeper of Life. The Keepers are determined to follow through with their plan. Etain consulted an oracle who confirmed that the Key will be turned. Do you understand what that means?”

	When they all just stared at him instead of answering, Anock continued. “What it means is that as far as we know, there is nothing standing between them and that fucking Key being turned—except the fact that they don’t have Arianna. And so there’s nothing more important than keeping Arianna locked in that cell, so the Keepers will never be able to use her.” 

	Theores could practically see the gears spinning in Tor’s brain as he tried to process it all. She felt bad for the guy. It was hard enough for Theores to deal with her conflicting feelings about Arianna—wanting the blood-bond, fear for what Arianna could do, and her affection for the girl—and Tor had the added complications of his duties as King, not to mention his love and his broken heart.

	Thinking about that, she was caught off guard when he spoke again. “So tell us more about what you saw.”

	“When I went in there, it felt like a furnace room. She didn’t say much, but when she spoke, her voice sounded like it wasn’t just her in there, if that makes sense. And she seemed ... determined. As though she’s gotten tired of being miserable and now she’s angry. But it’s a cold anger, not a hot one. Distant, frigid.”

	“Well, that’s not good news. Anger is one of the strongest emotions; it’ll facilitate the development of her powers.” Leon leaned back, his eyes narrowing. “And I’m going to go out on a limb and say that once she gets them, odds are she’ll use them against us.”

	“It doesn’t matter what the odds are; it simply cannot happen. We can’t let it happen.” Tor drew in a breath, his eyes scanning the room as though looking for options, and then heaved a sigh. “Tell the handlers to begin draining her regularly, starting tonight.”

	Theores choked. “You can’t be serious.”

	“I’m deadly serious.”

	“But—”

	“Theores, let me remind you that I am the King here. Until you decide that you want to challenge me for that position and then managed to defeat me in a duel, my word is law.” Tor’s voice was arctic.

	“I’m not going to challenge you, Sire. I’ve never doubted your authority, and I follow your orders without question. But you’ve always encouraged us to voice our opinions. I just felt that I was free to express myself, following your instructions.” Theores lowered her head, demonstrating her subordination.

	“Good. Arianna is your responsibility from now on. Now go make sure that my order is executed. You, too, Anock and Leon. Theores’ll need backup this time. And no hesitation. She’s powerful; treat her as a potential enemy. Shoot first, ask questions later, got it?” 

	Theores rose and left the room, churning with rage and frustration. She’d come up with the perfect plan—and, maybe more to the point, the only plan—and it had almost worked, and now everything was going haywire. Why couldn’t they understand that they were actually making the situation worse? Arianna had been their ally; even when they’d locked her up, some part of her had understood their need to do so. But given what they were about to do? They were turning her into an enemy who wouldn’t hesitate to turn the key. 

	And, of course, that meant that Theores would die along with everyone else. She had to swallow her personal feelings—her desire for the blood-bond, her sympathy for Arianna—and focus on the interests of the pride and her race.

	Arriving in the bloodstock wing of the basement, Theores stuck her head in the door of the handler’s office. Good: two of George’s assistants were in there with him. “George, prepare a catheter and follow me,” she commanded. “All of you.” She didn’t wait for them to respond, just paced the hallway while they gathered their supplies. 

	Theores let the humans go first. She told herself it was because they knew the routine, but it was a lie. She just wanted to delay facing Arianna—in both of her aspects, the Sekhmet-possessed one and the betrayed-friend one—even if it was only for the split second it took the humans to get through the door. 

	It turned out to be a lot more than a split second: George froze in the doorway so abruptly that the other humans actually collided with him. The predator in Theores thrilled at the smell of his fear, then balked at the memory of the more powerful predator inside the cell. 

	Theores gave him a moment to wrap his mind around the transformed creature in the cell; when he didn’t keep going after that, she shoved all three humans through the door. “Move along; do your business.”

	She followed them in. Arianna was standing right where she’d been when Theores had last left the cell. 

	“I’m sorry, Arianna. They have to draw your blood,” she said firmly, deliberately avoiding meeting her eyes.

	A harsh noise like a snarl filled the room, and then Arianna leapt at them. Theores saw the handlers’ bodies flying through the air like rag dolls, felt Arianna throw her into the wall, too, before Theores could even think to react. Arianna was at the threshold about to rush out of the cell when she suddenly lost balance and collapsed, a silver-steel arrow—the weapon used to paralyze Amiti and their powers—sticking out of her shoulder. Beyond her, Theores saw Anock, a crossbow in his hands. He threw the crossbow to the floor, lifted Arianna and carried her to the cot.

	“Do your job,” he commanded coldly as the handlers struggled to their feet.

	Arianna’s eyes were open. It was obvious that she was totally aware of what was happening but she could neither move nor speak. She just stared at Theores in silent rage. Theores’s heart was breaking as she pulled a chair up next to the bed and sat down.

	“I’m sorry, Arianna. Forgive us; we have to do this ... ”

	Anock and Leon leaned against the wall, arms folded across their chests. All three watched silently as the handlers followed the protocol, restraining Arianna—even though there was no need to do so—and then inserted the catheter into her vein. 

	Theores watched the blood flow into the container, her mind in chaos. She hadn’t realized it would be so hard to witness a blood draw. As the blood drained from Arianna’s body, so did her powers. Although she couldn’t stand to look at Arianna’s eyes before, Theores couldn’t help but stare at the evidence of Arianna’s powers receding: her pupils changing shape, one iris turning green again. 

	When the handlers were done, Theores stood, picked up the jar containing Arianna’s blood, and left the room without looking back. 

	She sensed Anock and Leon behind her, but she couldn’t deal with them right now, so she hurried to the elevator, got in and closed the door before they could get on, almost in their faces. She just needed to be alone for a minute. She leaned against the wall and broke into wracking sobs. When the elevator stopped on Tor’s floor, she wiped away her tears with the back of her hand and stared at her reflection in the mirror on the landing, arranging her face into a mask of indifference.

	She entered Tor’s quarters without knocking. Tor was sitting next to the fireplace browsing through papers. She walked quietly to his desk, set the container down and left the room.

	But instead of walking away, she turned and watched Tor through the half-opened door. He sat quietly for a few minutes just staring at the jar. Then he picked it up and hurled it against the wall. The container exploded, and the blood ran down the wall, forming a puddle on the floor. Tor dropped to his knees next to the puddle and covered his face with his hands. 

	Theores quietly closed the door and headed down the hall, torn between sympathy for Tor and a strange sense of satisfaction that the whole thing was ripping him apart as much as it was her.


Chapter 60

Santorini, Greece

The meeting of the Order took place, as usual, in their headquarters in the villa in Santorini. Eight of them were present, the members of the Inner Circle of the Order: two elder Keepers, Oberon and Deimos; two representative Amiti elders who were always invited to the Inner Circle in order to demonstrate that other Amiti were also involved in decision making; and four Avengers: Erec, Kassi, Lexis and Serena. 

	Cynical, for more than a year, Serena had been observing Oberon’s fruitless efforts to bring Simone to their side. The idea had been abhorrent to her from the very beginning. There was no way that a vampire, even a half-Amiti one, could ever be loyal to the Order. The only viable course of action was to get rid of Simone and let the Queen appoint a new Keeper of Life. But Serena’s views had not been heard; Oberon, as the Keeper, had more power than she did. But not any more. Serena had now completed her quest and acquired her powers as the Keeper of Death; now she and Oberon were equals. Now, when she spoke, both Oberon and Deimos would have to take her opinion into consideration. 

	As soon as the preliminaries had been dealt with and the meeting was underway, she stated her case. “For the first time, we face the prospect of having five viable Keepers. Obviously the three of us”—she gestured around the table at herself, Oberon, and Deimos—“are on board to turn the Key. And Arianna’s totally committed to the Amiti. She’s suffered a great deal of abuse in the hands of Sekhmi; she won’t shy away from her duty. That means that Simone is the only obstacle blocking us from executing our plan. The fifth Keeper should not hold us back. We weren’t moralistic when we killed our own Queen; why should we let a vampire princess stop us from achieving our goal?”

	Serena paused, making eye contact with everyone in the room to make sure she had their full attention. She did. 

	Good. She was running the show. It was time for a checkmate. She turned to Oberon.

	“Oberon, I totally understand your attraction to the girl. But you should know, even better than most, that we cannot let our personal feelings get in the way of our mission. I’ve told you before and I’ll tell you again, Simone is of no use to us. As far as she’s concerned, she’s a vampire; all she feels about her Amiti blood is shame. I demand that she be eliminated. That will allow Arianna to name a true Amiti to be the Keeper of Life, and we’ll have the five we need. 

	“I suggest that it be one of my Avengers. They all have proven their dedication to our goal. They’ve been with us for centuries, have gone above and beyond any one else in exterminating vampires and protecting our race.”

	Deimos looked thoughtful for a moment, and then said, “I think Serena’s right. I support her proposal one hundred percent.”

	“We can vote,” added Serena, but she knew it would be just a formality. They’d abide by her suggestions. Except for Oberon, none of them knew Simone personally, but they loathed her for the sins of her mother and for being the vampire King’s daughter.

	Her gaze rested on Oberon. She wondered if he knew that his sister was blood-bonded with the head of the bloodstock Hunter pride. If he did, he was totally untrustworthy. If he didn’t, he was a complete idiot. Serena had been tempted to tell Oberon about Desiree many times, but each time had decided not to interfere in family business. Let Oberon figure out for himself what to do with his traitor of a sister. Meanwhile, Desiree was a good trump card if Serena ever needed one. It was always a good idea to keep track of the Amiti who were loyal to vampires; they were priceless leverage.

* * *

Oberon was trapped. He knew how the Order would vote. They’d always been extremists. They had to be, especially now: they’d lost the war and their people had almost been eliminated. Ordinarily, Oberon considered himself as extreme as any of them, and was proud of it.

	“Yes, let’s vote,” Erec said. Erec was one of the most skillful assassins and a longtime friend of Serena’s. His back, right shoulder, and right upper arm were covered in tattoos of ancient Egyptian letters and symbols. Five hundred and fifty eight of them marched in neat columns across his flesh, each one representing a dead vampire. Like Serena, Erec had been killing vampires for centuries. His kill count currently trailed Serena’s by six. It was an unspoken competition between them, his tattoos versus the beads strung on a cord around Serena’s neck. Two other Avengers, Kassi and Lex, had less than three hundred vampire kills. And killing traitorous Amiti blood-bonds didn’t count; that was considered a pro-bono obligation. 

	Oberon knew Erec would just love to take Simone’s assassination upon himself, to earn yet another tattoo.

	Deimos called the vote, and seven hands raised without hesitation, everyone but Oberon voting in favor of assassinating Simone. He couldn’t do it. Those Amiti who had never had a blood-bond—except, of course, the Avengers, who blood-bonded only for the purpose of killing—didn’t know how heartbreaking it was even to think about killing one’s blood-bond. 

	The blood-bond connection was incomprehensible to those who hadn’t experienced the depth of spiritual connection and love it made possible. It allowed Amiti to access their blood-bonds’ innermost dreams and desires, struggles, and, most importantly, their insecurities and vulnerabilities. This knowledge altered Amiti’s perception of reality. 

	Oberon knew that firsthand, because it had happened to him: Simone had revised Oberon’s lifelong concept of vampires. Even his blood-bond with Theores hadn’t managed to do that. Theores had been raised among humans, without exposure to vampire culture and traditions, so even though she’d had all the vampire characteristics, Oberon had perceived her as something like a “vampiric human.” In contrast, Simone, as daughter of the vampire King, had been raised in the very center of Sekhmi culture, embracing their customs and values from her first breath and totally identifying herself with Sekhmi. 

	During the past year with her, Oberon had learned a lot. He’d seen through her façade of bravado, her confident and self-sufficient persona, to the vulnerable soul hiding underneath. She longed for love and recognition, just as everyone did. But her half-Amiti, half-vampire parentage made her feel defective and misunderstood, unable to believe that others loved her. Trying to make up for it, she tried on one identity mask after another and often felt lost. Learning all this about her, Oberon discovered that Simone had become precious to him, and he wanted to help her find her true self, wanted her to feel accepted and understood for who she was, with all her imperfections.

	And his growing intimacy with her had destabilized his convictions about all vampires. In Oberon’s eyes, vampires were suddenly demystified and became more than just bloodthirsty monsters without souls or any redeeming qualities. They became just another species, one among many inhabiting the planet. He’d started reevaluating options, trying to find a solution to the unacceptable impasse they faced. But, sadly, he couldn’t see how the situation could ever be resolved.

	As for Simone, he didn’t know whether she loved him or not. He wasn’t entirely clear as to whether he loved her, either. But he didn’t need to know. What he did know was more important: that his entire being celebrated their union.

	He also knew, of course, that she was bored out of her mind, sitting in a locked room in a human research station. Setting her free was out of the question because she was a Keeper, so he did the best he could to make her existence bearable. He entertained her by making each feeding an adventure, opening portals to the white sandy beaches of uninhabited islands, the ruins of ancient temples, hot springs, mud baths, a tent on a mountaintop, any exotic location that might bring her surprise and delight.

	With each passing week, he became more certain that Simone would never become his obedient plaything. She never gave of herself completely as other females seemed to, particularly Amiti. She maintained her distinct personality and opinions, and he respected her all the more for it. The strength of her character, her refusal to bend to his will, fascinated him. And he knew it wasn’t in spite of her being vampire; it was the Sekhmi blood in her that made Oberon’s blood race wildly through his veins.

	“Oberon.” Serena’s voice jolted him back into the present. “The Order’s decision is final. Now, we need to choose who will carry out the execution.”

	Oberon wanted to kill Serena right then and there; she’d just sauntered in and taken over the Order. It had only been six months since she had been named Keeper and she was already acting as the Order’s leader. It seemed likely that had been her intention from the beginning; and he wondered how Serena planned to get rid of him. Had she guessed that he had feelings for Simone? It appeared that she had. She was smart. If he helped Simone escape, Serena would try to get him executed as a traitor and assume the leadership position in the Order.

	“I offer my service.” Erec raised his hand.

	Shit. Of course he did. Killing Sekhmi was Erec’s passion; he’d kill Simone without a second thought, and he’d enjoy it. Oberon pictured Erec torturing her to death, prolonging her suffering as long as he could—and then coming back to entertain his friends with a play-by-play.

	"No, Erec, I’ll do it,” Oberon heard himself say in a firm voice that left no room for negotiation. 

	He needed time to come up with a plan to save Simone—and he had to do it fast, and without any possibility of detection. The Avengers would be tailing him, watching his every move.

	“Well, Oberon? Care to elaborate?” asked Deimos.

	“No. I think everything is clear. We’re done here. See you all in a month.” He stood and prepared to open a portal.

	“Let me remind you, Oberon, that following our tradition, you must send Simone’s head to her family. It will be a well-deserved gift to the King.” Serena smiled, her eyes sparkling.

	“Let me remind you, Serena: you are not the leader of this Order. You have no right to command me.” Barely containing his rage, he threw open a portal and stepped into the merciful darkness.

* * *

Not the Order's leader yet, Oberon. Things have a habit of changing. It won’t be long, my friend. Serena waited for everybody but Erec and Kassi to leave the room.

	“So, what do you think?” 

	“He’ll let her go. No question about it,” Erec sneered. 

	“Absolutely,” added Kassi. 

	“Follow him. I’ll guide you to where he takes her.” As a Keeper, Serena now could easily track Oberon. “When he lets Simone go, execute the sentence. But not before then. We need Oberon to show his true colors.”


Chapter 61

The Order’s residence, Tuscany

Simone was pissed, waiting to ambush Oberon when he came into her room. But even though her aim was spot-on, his reflexes were faster: he saw the huge book flying toward his head and ducked just in time, so it missed him by a few inches. 

	“Hey, hey, hey! Are you trying to kill your blood-bond, Princess? What did I do to upset my love?”

	“You’re late. Where have you been?” Simone put her hands on her hips and frowned.

	Oberon smiled and threw his arms around her waist. “I’m sorry, my beautiful, that I made you wait. I’ll make it up to you,” He lifted her in his arms and opened a portal. “Where do you want to go?”

	“Take me to the dungeon so I can punish you.”

	She could feel his whole body spring to attention.

	He transported her to the dungeon in the basement of the same villa in Tuscany that he’d brought her to for their first feeding. It was one of their favorite places for certain types of entertainment. Probably dating to the fourteenth or fifteenth century, it was humid and murky, with walls made of large stone blocks and only one tiny window at ceiling level, unreachable to anyone below and blocked by wrought iron bars. The ancient restraints had suggested all sorts of possibilities to Simone, and Oberon had been enthusiastic about all of them. Since then, he’d equipped the dungeon with a variety of sex toys: chains, whips, gags, velvet and leather masks, ropes, and daggers.

	Stepping into the cell, she immediately unbuttoned Oberon’s shirt. “When I’ve been waiting for you, I get so angry that I promise myself I’ll bite you hard.”

	She drew her head back to appreciate the veins throbbing under the skin of his powerful neck. Her gaze dropped lower, to the thick pectoral muscles still half-hidden under the thin fabric of his shirt. She placed her index finger on his sternum and scraped her fingernail a few inches down to the middle of his chest, relishing the red mark it left on his skin, before lowering her mouth to his throat and gliding her fangs slowly along his neck. 

	She loved tormenting him, making him tremble with anticipation, his breath hitching in his throat. She knew it turned him on, and she’d also discovered that his blood tasted even better than usual when he was aroused.

	“Now go to the wall and spread your arms. Make it easy for me to punish you,” she commanded.

	Oberon obeyed, leaning against the wall and placing his wrists into the metal cuffs embedded in the wall. Simone locked the cuffs and left him like that.

	A moment later, she returned looking like Catwoman in a black latex bodysuit, her hair pulled into a high, thick ponytail. She’d accessorized with black leather: thick studded cuffs at her wrists and a braided whip at her waist.

	She strode over to an ancient wooden table covered with brown stains that had once been blood and made a show of carefully selecting a dagger from the collection organized there, tracing her fingers along several before picking up her favorite. Walking slowly and deliberately toward Oberon, she sliced through all his clothing, removing it and his weaponry piece by piece before wiping off the dagger and returning it to its spot. Turning back to face him, she tilted her head to appreciate the sight of him: completely naked, vulnerable, and helpless—and hard for her, of course. Good. 

	Reapproaching him, she showed him her fangs and then lowered her mouth to his jugular and bit into the skin lightly, releasing only a few drops of blood. She lowered her head to his chest, tracing the muscles there with her tongue, and then, using her fangs as daggers, she pierced his skin in unexpected places: his chest, shoulders, biceps, abs, hips. The blood oozed from the cuts, and soon Oberon’s body was covered with crimson streaks that formed random, vivid patterns across the golden skin of his torso and legs.

	“You look incredibly sexy,” Simone heard herself saying as she shifted into an altered state, seeing nothing but this tantalizing male body bleeding for her.

	She dropped to her knees and slowly began collecting his blood with her tongue, licking it from his legs, up to his abs, digging her long nails into the muscles of his buttocks, feeling with utter satisfaction how he calmed down and submitted to her. Amiti males were incredible. Sekhmi could never be this much fun; they were too consumed with their dominance, and you couldn’t drink from them.

	Her hands reached for Oberon’s shaft and she squeezed it, hard, sliding her hands back and forth. Oberon’s legs buckled and his head sagged, his hands clutching at his chains to steady himself.

	“You made me wait. Now suffer.” She laughed, whipping him into a frenzy, and then abruptly released her hand.

	“Sim ... have mercy on me,” Oberon moaned. “Please, don’t stop.”

	She laughed again and stabbed his hip with her fangs, sucking in a mouthful of hot, euphoric blood, reveling in having him vulnerable to her every whim. Then, leaving the blood to flow, she moved back to his cock, circling her tongue across the tender skin, attuned to every nuance of Oberon’s reaction, every shift of his mood. It was easy for her; he was her blood-bond. 

	When she sensed he was on the verge of climax, hoarsely calling out her name, she shifted her mouth from his cock to the vein in his groin and jabbed her fangs into it. Spasms of rapture rippled through Oberon’s body and blood shot into Simone’s mouth like molten lava. Her orgasm hit her like a truck, knocking the wind out of her. She felt her head falling away from Oberon’s flesh, her body sinking to the floor ... 

	Opening her eyes, she found herself prostrate in the pool of blood that had formed under Oberon, who was still hanging from his chains above her, fighting to stay conscious. She turned on her side and pushed herself up to lick her way up his body, sealing his wounds with her tongue. When she released him from his chains, Oberon sank to the floor, propped himself against the wall, and sat with his eyes closed, his head lolling on his shoulder.

	Simone fondled him, snuggling herself under his arm. These moments with him were usually utterly peaceful—but she wasn’t feeling it today. Something was out of whack with her blood-bond; he was obviously distracted.

	She lifted her head to look at him. “What’s wrong?”

	Without any preamble, Oberon said, “The Order has issued a warrant for your execution.”

	“What?” 

	“They want to kill you, Sim. They want to turn the Key, and they don’t think you’ll ever support their cause because you are a vampire.” 

	So that was it. Simone had known that it was only a matter of time; she was the Keeper who stood in the way of the Order’s goals. She’d been repressing the idea, pushing it out of her awareness, but it was time to face facts. Now that the decision had been made, they’d stop at nothing to destroy her. 

	“So, what do we do now? I can’t go back to the research station; that would just make me a sitting duck, right?”

	“Right. Especially if the guy assigned to be your executioner is me.”

	Simone searched Oberon’s face, trying to read him. The blood-bond gave him absolute power over her life or death. If he decided she must die, she would die. She was completely defenseless against the blood-bond.

	“Are you going to kill me?” Her hands were fisted so tightly that she was piercing her skin with her fingernails.

	“Of course not.” He pulled her back to him and pressed her head under his chin. “You’ll be okay. You’re not going to die at the hands of the Order.”

	Simone felt his warmth, his appreciation of her. She believed him even though he was holding her prisoner. She refused to consider the possibility that she could be in love with him. No, actually, she could consider it: she wasn’t in love with him. He’d used her as a lab rat for a year; she’d never forgive that. But she did have deep feelings for him. The problem was that they were equal parts affection and anger.

	“Then let me go. Right now. I’ll buy a ticket and fly to Nice.”

	“You’ll be dead before you get on the plane. The Order knows I’m going to free you, so they sent Avengers to finish what I can’t.”

	“Avengers?”

	“Assassins. Real pros. They’ll have no trouble killing you, believe me.”

	“So what do we do?”

	“I have a plan, but you need to follow it strictly, to the letter. No deviation whatsoever. Understood?”

	Simone nodded.

	Oberon leaned over and pulled his cell phone from the pocket of what was left of his pants. “Call someone from your pride, whoever you’re most confident can protect you. We’ll meet that person—alone—at the Temple of Hathor in Dendera, in Egypt, tonight at midnight.”

	Once she reunited with her pride, he explained, she was to go immediately to Arianna and surrender her powers as Keeper. As soon as the Queen accepted her resignation, so to speak, Simone would be free. Once she was no longer a Keeper, the Order would lose interest in her.

	“What if I don’t want to surrender my powers?”

	“You have no choice, Sim. The Order will hunt you down; they’re not going to give up until they get what they want. Please do what I ask of you.”

	Simone nodded in agreement, but told herself no way. She wasn’t an idiot; giving away her powers as a Keeper meant returning those powers to the Amiti. “Will I see you again?”

	Oberon didn’t answer, and Simone realized that he was telling her goodbye. Her chest constricting, she lifted her face and caught his lips, devouring them. Then she broke the contact and demanded, “Promise me that I’ll see you again.”

	“Make the call, Sim.” 

	“I want an answer,” she insisted. “Tell me. Will you come to me if I need you?”

	“I will,” he finally said. “Now call.”

	She reached out through the blood-bond, trying to determine if he was telling the truth, but got nothing. What could she do but accept the words he spoke?

	“What about Odji? Will you let him go too?”

	“No, only you. Odji is our only leverage now that you’re leaving.”

	“But—”

	“Simone, this is not negotiable. You’ll be the only one leaving.”

	Of course he wouldn’t let Odji go. Why should he? She’d figure out a way to free Odji later; Goddess knew she wasn’t helping him from behind her locked door at the research station. 

	Okay, who should she call? Who could protect her from the Avengers? 

	The answer was obvious. She dialed Anock.


Chapter 62

Anock reached out to silence the ringing phone without taking his eyes off the computer screen, totally absorbed in his task: searching through the Guardian’s database, studying what little information he’d managed to find on Cara.

	It had been a month since he had brought her to his apartment, a truly blissful month for him. All his problems seemed to have been resolved: he had an incredible lover in his bed and his own personal blood source. But the most remarkable wonder of all was that he felt loved every time he took Cara’s blood. For the first time in his life he was thriving on blood that was voluntarily given by someone who cared about him. 

	Anock was aware that the longer he continued to take Cara’s blood, the harder he had to fight against the pull of the blood-bond. He knew that the day would come when he no longer would be able to deny its power, and he’d give in. He needed to find out everything he could about the woman he was going to surrender his life to. 

	He pulled up Cara’s file and reviewed the information in it again. Hunters had captured her in the small town in Arizona where Cara was living with her foster family. There was no information about her biological parents, just a mention that her mother was a young, unmarried female who had abandoned Cara in a hospital after her birth. Anock guessed that her mother had also been captured by the bloodstock hunters. And then, as she’d said, Cara had been kidnapped when she was twenty-two. She’d been sold to the Royal pride almost immediately thereafter. Theores had purchased her because she was intrigued by the taste of Cara’s blood. 

	Knowing that Cara had only belonged to his pride, had never been shared with others, comforted Anock. It meant that no one else had fed on her blood. Actually, it was a good deal more than comfort; Anock couldn’t bear the thought of someone else feeding on his female. It was hard enough knowing that members of his own pride had done so.

	He checked again for possible connections to the Order. Nothing. She was clean, another comfort. Even though she’d been here, with him, ever since he’d first checked her file, a small part of him always worried that new intelligence would emerge.

	The phone rang again, and this time he checked the caller ID on his phone, seeing a number he didn’t recognize. Well, the outside world was calling; he couldn’t keep ignoring it. He answered—and almost dropped it when he heard Simone’s voice.

	Five minutes later, Anock sat transfixed, the phone still in his hand. As if it was still going through the Guardians’ database, his mind was in search mode, scrolling through the mental records he’d stashed in years as a Guardian, finding everything he’d learned about kidnappings, hostage and prisoner exchanges—all the myriad ways in which captives ended up back home. 

	Experience told him that the risk of walking into a trap were high. In their very brief exchange, he hadn’t been able to read Simone’s voice, but that didn’t matter; she might be spoiled, but her loyalty was indisputable. If there was a trap, it wouldn’t originate with her. Then who? 

	Oberon. He’d bet his life on it. 

	So tonight, at midnight, Anock would have the honor of personally meeting the most powerful of all the Keepers and the leader of the Order. It was the chance of a lifetime, one Anock could not afford to lose. He closed his laptop and hurried to find Tor.

	Half an hour later they’d come up with a plan and Anock called Crian. “ I have some business I need your help with, my friend. What would you say if I told you that we have a very good chance of capturing Oberon?”

	“You’re kidding.”

	“Can you shield Oberon’s powers?”

	“No, not alone. He’s too powerful. But if I recruit my mother and a few of her relatives on the sorcerer side of the family, we should be able to. What’s the plan?” Then after discussing the details he added, “There is one more thing I want in return, Anock, as a price for my services. I need Oberon alive.”

	“What for?”

	“He knows something that’s very important to me.”

	“He won’t tell you anything.”

	“I know how to make him talk.”

	“You must have some pretty strong leverage against him. I’m sure that no matter what kind of torture you come up with, he won’t cooperate.”

	“Oh yes, he will. I won’t even have to torture him. What I have is far more effective. Do you give me your word that you won’t kill him before I talk to him?”

	Of course Anock did. As a matter of fact, he'd be keeping Oberon alive for a while; he had far better use for the bastard.

	What Anock learned in the helicopter only confirmed that conviction. Ken and Shak had everything under control up front, so Anock took his seat across from Etain and asked her for a reading. 

	Etain’s Tarot cards confirmed that it would indeed be Oberon with Simone at the Temple of Hathor at midnight.

	“But there is more information that I need to tap into,” she said as she wrapped the cards lovingly in their velvet cloth and returned the deck to its intricately carved olive box. “I’m feeling that it’s critical, something you need to know.”

	“Please, Mother, what is it?” Crian’s voice was tender. Something about Crian being both Alpha of the Hunter pride and doting son just didn’t compute in Anock’s brain. But it was obvious: the guy totally adored his mother. “She has access to the Akashic Records, a universal database,” Crian explained pompously.

	“I know what it is.” Anock stifled the urge to roll his eyes at Crian, then turned to Etain, eager to hear what she had to say. “Please Etain, do a reading. Your knowledge is invaluable to us.” 

	Etain leaned back and closed her eyes, her facial muscles visibly relaxing, and slipped into a trance. She began to speak in a slow monotone. “The Keepers are very close to succeeding with their ultimate plan. The Key will be turned unless drastic action is taken.” 

	It was the second time Etain had warned them, but this time it was more urgent, more final. Everyone was quiet, their eyes riveted on Etain.

	“It can’t be inevitable. Is there a way to prevent it?”

	“All of the Keepers must be destroyed. As long as one Keeper lives, the powers of the Keepers will always be redistributed. If you want to save your race, the Keepers must be eliminated.” She paused, her eyelids fluttering.

	“Simone is a Keeper, but we can’t kill her. She’s one of us. Is there a way to get rid of the Keeper without killing Simone?”

	Etain was silent for a moment, her brows furrowing, and then her eyelashes flew open and her clear emerald eyes focused sadly on Anock’s. “That’s all of it. The information we seek is hidden. I can’t go any further. I must be respectful of the Field. If I’m too intrusive, I can be forever denied access to the Records.”

	“It’s very helpful nonetheless. Thank you, Etain.” And at least it’s something, thought Anock. If this operation went as planned, they could use Oberon to locate the remaining Keepers; meanwhile he’d find a way to save Simone. Anock did not believe in dead ends. There was always a way out; he just had to look harder.

	He was still thinking about how things would go down when Ken announced that they were about to land and Anock turned his attention to the terrain below him. The location couldn’t have been more appropriate. The Temple of Hathor occupied a secluded area about two miles from the city of Dendera. At this hour—around eleven, an hour before the scheduled meeting time—the area was completely deserted. The sorcerers wouldn’t even have to erect an invisibility shield around the helicopter. 

	The helicopter touched down and Shakir and Anock got out to check out the area before gesturing for the five sorcerers to join them. 

	“Let’s get to work, my friends” Etain began, clasping her hands. The five sorcerers came together in a huddle, then took two steps backward, forming a small circle. For a moment, they stood completely still as if reading the atmosphere, then all of them simultaneously relaxed.

	“This will work just fine,” Etain said. The other sorcerers nodded and then turned to fan out around the perimeter of the temple. 

	Anock caught up with Crian. “What are you doing?”

	“We’ll be forming a pentagram around the temple, creating an energy field that will incapacitate Oberon’s powers,” explained Crian. “We’ll use Celtic magic, Sekhmet forgive us. It should be stronger because Celtic magic isn’t recognized here, and since it’s not local, no defenses have been established against it. My mother’s very smart, isn’t she?” Crian’s eyes glowed in the darkness like a cat’s. “Oberon will be immobilized the instant his feet touch the ground inside the field. Then you can do whatever you want with him—as long as you leave him alive, of course. Good luck, my friend.”

	Once the sorcerers had dissolved into the black, moonless night, Anock took several tentative steps toward the temple. He’d known, of course, that this millennia-old monument was dedicated to the Amiti’s Goddess, Hathor, but actually being here was more intimidating than he’d anticipated. He reached the stone wall and stroked it with his fingertips. What he was going to do was wrong. There would be retribution. Would the Goddess kill him right now?

	He raised his head, feeling Hathor’s eyes on him. Each of the columns towering above him was carved with an image of Hathor’s face. No, She didn’t look alive; it was only stone. And yet he could feel Her presence settling onto his skin as if it was carried on the fine particles of the mist surrounding the temple. 

	“Please, Great Goddess, forgive me. Forgive me that I am a vampire and that I must protect my race from yours,” Anock whispered. “I don’t want to hurt your children, but we are in a deadlock. I don’t see any other solution. But if there is one, please show it to me now.” 

	He stood motionless, staring at the columns, hoping she would answer him, but the silence around him was absolute. Hathor was ignoring him—or maybe the Goddess wanted Anock to find the answer on his own?

	“Anock.” 

	The voice crashed through the silence so unexpectedly that his mind first registered it as Hathor’s. Anock jerked around, his heart leaping in his chest. 

	“Simone.” The illusion was shattered instantly when he saw Simone standing between the columns, veiled in a dark haze. 

	“Are you alone?”

	Anock nodded, and the haze dissipated somewhat, revealing an exquisitely handsome male with long blond hair standing behind her, his hands gently holding her upper arms. As if she’s a lover, not a captive.

	“Oberon,” Anock exhaled forcibly, facing his nemesis for the first time.

	“Go on, Simone,” Oberon urged, ignoring Anock.

	Why isn’t he losing consciousness? He should at least be paralyzed by now. Anock’s mind worked feverishly. 

	Wait, he needs to enter the sorcerers’ energy field. 

	“Go.” Oberon repeated, releasing Simone’s arms. Simone stepped away and walked toward Anock, holding Oberon’s gaze for a long time, an emotion in her eyes that looked to Anock like longing, or maybe even love. For a moment, Anock thought that she might change her mind, but she finally turned to face him and stood by his side.

	“Thank you, Oberon.” Anock extended his hand, offering it to Oberon, and took a step toward him. Meet me halfway. Step forward.

	Oberon ignored the gesture. The mist grew denser around him.

	Anock had only a split second to react. With blinding speed he leaped at Oberon. Oberon deflected Anock’s charge with an Aikido maneuver, and Anock missed him entirely. But Anock had accomplished his goal: Oberon stepped onto the stone floor and collapsed.

	“Oberon!” Simone cried, falling to her knees beside him. She lifted his head, his blood smearing her fingers. “Oberon!”

	“Don’t worry. He’s not dead, just unconscious.” 

	“You bastard!” Simone shrieked, lashing out at Anock with her fists. 

	“Easy, easy, my princess. You need to calm down.” Anock pointed at her and released an energy blast. He caught her as she fell, then called Ken and Shakir to help load Simone and Oberon into the helicopter.

	As they lifted off toward the stars, leaving Hathor’s temple behind, Anock kept leaning over in his seat to study Oberon, his enemy, lying on the helicopter floor, defeated and helpless. 

	Anock waited for the thrill of victory, but it never came.


Chapter 63

The helicopter touched down at the pride’s private airport at Sharm el-Sheikh and the group split up. Ken and Shakir stayed with Simone in the helicopter for their trip back to the pride’s villa. The rest of the group—Anock, Oberon, and the sorcerers—crossed the tarmac and boarded the Guardians’ jet for Brussels. No way was Anock going to keep this notorious a prisoner anywhere other than the most secure, best equipped facility available. The sorcerers could make sure he stayed unconscious until they had Oberon totally secure.

	Fortunately, for the situation at hand, the best facility available was owned by the organization Anock led. The mansion outside of Brussels that had been selected as Guardian headquarters was as secure as any civilian-looking building could get, and was effectively under 24/7 lockdown, guarded by the Lioness’s warriors. But what really set it apart was that the building had been thoroughly retrofitted to contain Amiti prisoners. 

	When she’d created the Amiti, Hathor had spared them any of the metal sensitivities so common in immortal species, but apparently she hadn’t anticipated silver steel, an alloy invented about two hundred years ago. It had been another thirty years before Sekhmi had discovered that Amiti were vulnerable to it, but within months after that, the Guardians had outfitted the basement of their headquarters, and then all of their facilities, with large silver-steel cages. Collars, cuffs and chains to secure Amiti prisoners were also made of silver steel. At Guardian HQ, they’d also lined all of the mansion’s walls and window grates with silver steel.

	When they arrived, several Guardians were waiting to meet them, and they carried Oberon, still unconscious, downstairs to a cage, where they removed his clothing. A wide silver-steel collar was locked around his neck; it connected to a chain about ten feet long that was fixed to a silver-steel ring embedded in the stone floor. Even if Oberon could find a way to open a portal, he wouldn’t be able to go through it with the chain holding him in the cage. 

	Once Etain’s team cast a shield around the cage to further diminish Oberon’s powers, he was no more powerful than any other pathetic Amiti bloodstock. 

	But wait; was Anock absolutely certain of that? “He’s the Keeper of the Hidden. He knows things that we do not,” Anock pondered aloud, and then turning to his assistant, Blade, who stood next to him, he said, “It’s not enough. We need him weaker. Blade, I want him drained just to the brink of death and kept there. That will require twenty-four-hour monitoring by the handlers. By the time they get through with him he’ll have to be spoon fed.” 

	Blade nodded, his eyes glittering with anticipation. Anock and Blade had been close friends for centuries, and Anock had shared Blade’s devastation when the guy lost his blood-bond, Marina, almost eleven years back. The couple’s time together had been all too short, just a decade, and they’d never left the honeymoon phase. Their affection was a topic of jealousy and gentle ribbing among the Guardians. But then Marina had been killed by the Order. Blade had felt their bond sever, and then later that same day, he’d gotten a card depicting the Avenger’s trademark, three winged females in Greek tunics with seething masses of venomous snakes in place of hair. 

	Anock hadn’t left Blade’s side for weeks afterward. The guy suffered unbearably; he’d even attempted suicide. Over the next few months, Anock had seen Blade deteriorate still farther, beyond agony to rote numbness. He’d moved into the Guardians’ mansion and dedicated himself wholly to the Guardians and their cause, making them his pride, his only family. The Guardians had a name for warriors like him: Paladins. Their fervor usually lifted them to the highest ranks among the Guardians, and Blade was among the fiercest of them all, channeling all of the passion left in him into hating the Amiti with an intensity that left no room for mercy or compassion. 

	“I leave Oberon in your personal care, Blade. But don’t kill him—yet. We need him alive for a while.” 

	“It’ll be my pleasure to take care of him, boss.” Blade inclined his head. 

	Anock pulled up a chair and took a seat just outside the perimeter of the cage, crossing his arms over his chest and leaning back to watch the show. Check this out, Oberon. When Blade’s done with you, you’ll be begging me to let you talk.

	His face expressionless, Blade entered the cage, calling two of his assistants. “Wake him up.” 

	They followed the order, slapping and shaking Oberon, and as soon as he showed signs of life, they pulled him up and held him beneath his armpits. Oberon raised his head and locked eyes with Blade, the two of them starting silently at each other for so long that the tension started to rattle even Anock, who prided himself on keeping his cool. This was the moment Blade had been living for, literally, and Anock knew the guy would do whatever he could to make the rest of Oberon’s existence a living hell. It was payback time. 

	“Finally we meet, Oberon. I’m sure we’ll both remember the experience.” Without turning his gaze away from Oberon, Blade addressed the assistants: “Bring the handlers.” 

	The Guardians left and returned a few moments later with three human bloodstock handlers. 

	“Make sure that you leave him only enough strength to breathe,” Blade directed them, leaning back against the brick wall to watch as they lifted him onto a wooden bench and began their methodical work. 

* * *

The worst thing about being drained, Oberon thought as his blood was taken from him for the first time, was that it was just so degrading. He was a powerful Keeper of the Key; he shouldn’t be subjected to this type of treatment. How could this have happened to him? 

	Because he was a complete idiot, that’s how, making life-changing decisions based on his emotions. In renouncing the order to kill his Sekhmi mate, he’d joined a long line of blood-bonded Amiti who’d made the same choice. The difference was that in his case, his transgression had put everybody in jeopardy: the Keepers, the Order, the survival of the entire Amiti race. If the vampires didn’t manage to kill him, the Order would; Serena would take it on as her personal mission. 

	So be it. He deserved nothing less. Until recently, his life had seemed so meaningful, his mission clear. He’d assumed that that conviction would always be with him, but now it seemed to be evading him. So much so that seeing death looming just around the corner wasn’t as disturbing as he’d expected. 

	Floating in a sea of detachment, Oberon barely noticed the handlers removing the catheter from his vein and leaving the room with their equipment. With only slightly more interest, he registered his system shutting down; he’d been left with barely enough blood to carry oxygen to his vital organs. He felt like throwing up but he didn’t have the energy. Was there even a bucket in this cage? 

	“Oberon, you have company,” the one who’d ordered him drained said, his voice smug. With effort, Oberon lifted his head.

	Standing meekly outside the bars of Oberon’s cage were two bloodstock, a male and a female, both pale and thin, dressed in the ugly standard-issue bloodstock uniform of grey tunic and pants. They contemplated Oberon with devastated, hopeless eyes. Oberon’s heart was torn in half. His plan to free them all had failed utterly. He’d doomed thousands just like these two poor wretches standing before him—all for his selfish affection for the vampire princess. Nobody could be more disgusted with him than he was with himself.

	He pulled together the remnants of his strength to address them. “I’m sorry,” he told them, looking into their eyes so they could see his sincerity. “I am so sorry that I failed you. Please forgive me, if you can.” 

	“You’ll be even more sorry when we execute them on your behalf. You’ll have a front-row seat. Before that, though, I want you to personally experience a small fraction of the pain I felt when the Order killed my Marina, my blood-bond.” 

	“Blade?” Anock’s voice came as a warning. 

	“Don’t worry, boss. I won’t kill him. You said I’m personally responsible for him, so I thought I’d get a little personal. That okay with you?” 

	“Sure.” 

	One of the Guardians pulled Oberon up from the bench. “Get up, you piece of shit.” 

	His brain reeled, but he forced himself to stand. Right away out of nowhere it felt like a bowling ball crashed into his stomach. The force of the punch propelled him across the cage, where he was caught by another Sekhmi. This time, the blow was to his nose. He heard the crush of cartilage, felt hot streams of blood flowing down his battered nostrils. 

	He crashed into the wall and was caught by strong hands. The Sekhmi grabbed him by the shoulders and wheeled Oberon around to face him. Oberon’s nose was broken, but he was beyond feeling pain. All of his attention was centered on the chilling hazel eyes of the Guardian standing in front of him. Blade. 

	“She was a beautiful, gentle, kind female,” Blade said. “She’d never have hurt anyone, and the Order killed her for it. She died because she refused to kill me. And now I’m going to make you wish I’d killed you, Oberon.” 

	If Blade only knew how sorry Oberon was for the Order’s policy. It had been introduced long before Marcus’s leadership of the Order, then reinforced by Marcus and supported by all of the other members, including Oberon, who hadn’t backed off when he’d become the Order’s leader. But that had been before Simone, who’d swept like a hurricane into Oberon’s life. Now he saw how barbaric it was. Dear Goddess, he’d allowed so many blood-bonds to die. If only he could undo what had been done ... 

	Blade was right; he had to pay the highest price for a crime—crimes—so savage. He wanted to tell Blade how sorry he was, but whatever he said would fall on deaf ears; the Sekhmi would assume he was just saying whatever he needed to stay alive. It was worse than saying nothing.

	Blade’s fist smashed into his jaw, spinning Oberon around into the fist of another Guardian and crumpled to the ground. Kicks and punches covered every inch of his body. He choked on his own blood, spit out teeth. Cutting pain exploded within him as ribs broke and then pierced his organs. And the more he felt his body breaking and shredding, the blows sliding against his own slick blood as they landed, the more furious the beating seemed to grow, as if the Guardians’ rage was only mounting as they unleashed it on him. 

	“Enough!” Anock’s roar reached him through the spreading red mist. 

	Blade kicked him one last time and then left the cage. Feeling butchered, Oberon lay sprawled on the floor, willing his body to die. 

	“Does Simone know you killed her mother?” Anock’s quiet voice echoed in the sudden stillness of the basement. 

	It was the final blow, and Oberon realized that Anock knew that, had been saving it for him. He’d lost everything else, and now Simone, the last thread connecting him to sanity, disintegrated into billions of unreachable, shimmering stars. 

	“I’ll make sure she hears about it,” Anock offered coldly. “Or, you can bargain. The choice is yours.” 

	“What do you want.” 

	“Odji and the two remaining Keepers.” 

	“Fuck you. Go ahead and tell her. She’ll find out anyway.” 

	They’d get nothing more from him. He had already lost Simone. Now he was on his own for the rest of this life, and at this rate, he’d be on to the next one in the not-too-distant future. 

	“Then you leave us no choice.” Anock’s voice was placid, casual. “We’ll kill these bloodstock right before your eyes. It’s your call.”

	Astonishingly, he’d forgotten all about the bloodstock, who’d been standing there the whole time, and his heart broke all over again. He looked over to see Blade, now holding a sword, pushing the two Amiti to their knees. With the tip of his sword, he lifted the female’s hair off her neck. She flinched when the cold metal touched her skin. Gripping the sword in both hands, Blade raised it, preparing to strike.

	Oberon could hear the female’s heart pounding inside her chest. She was shivering and tears rolled heavily down her greyish cheeks, spilling onto the stone floor, but she made no sound. The boy stood like an oak, his gaze steady on Oberon’s face, clearly summoning all his courage to meet his death with honor. 

* * *

Anock swallowed to fight the tingling in his throat. He wasn’t a murderer; why did he have to do this? 

	He forced himself to recall the Sekhmi killed by their blood-bonds, then pictured the faces of his pride, his three brothers, and his dearest friends from the Guardians, who would all die if the Keepers won. 

	“I’ll count to three. On the count of three, their heads will be severed.” 

* * *

For a few short seconds, Oberon focused inward, drawing on the reservoir of universal energy that older Amiti learned to access, summoning it to help carry his body through this ordeal. Then he met the female’s eyes.

	“What’s your name?”

	“Lydia,” she said, apparently trying to keep her voice steady. “It’s okay, Oberon; I’m ready to die. I hate living like this ... ” 

	Oberon felt the depth of her despair and a black beast stirred within him. Once again he vowed to himself: if somehow, one way or another, he managed to get out of this alive, he would turn the Key, even if it sent Simone to her death. No more compromises. His people came first. The Amiti must survive, period. 

	He played his trump card. “I offer Odji for their life and freedom.” He’d failed to save all of his people; at least he could save these two. 

* * *

“Life only,” said Anock, his mind savoring his partial victory. He could spare these two. No big deal. The Guardians had ten other bloodstock in this building alone. He’d still have plenty of leverage against Oberon. 

	“Life and freedom,” Oberon mumbled stubbornly. 

	“They can’t shield. They’d just be recaptured immediately.”

	“Then one of your warriors will protect them until they learn to shield.” 

	“You’re kidding, right?” 

	“I guess that depends on how badly you want your brother back. These are my conditions.” 

	Wow, he had to hand it to the guy, bargaining in his situation. 

	He looked at the bloodstock again, weighing the danger they presented—wan, drained, cut off from their powers—against the possibility of getting Odji back. 

	“Okay, Oberon. I accept your terms.” Anock turned to the two Guardians who’d joined in the beating. “Who wants to take care of these two? You’ll have to protect them until they learn how to shield, and then you can let them go.” 

	They both looked at the girl, visibly thrilled. 

	“You’re volunteering for both or neither,” Anock clarified. The Guardians looked at the boy, then back at the girl, and stepped forward to volunteer.

	Anock was with them; he had the same strong desire to protect, not to kill. Cara had shown him that. The Sekhmi were fighting against their true natures; they just had to be made aware of it. If only he could find a way out of this bloody clash ... 

	Blade pulled Lydia to her feet. One of the Guardians lifted her in his arms and headed toward the exit. The boy hesitated, looking skeptical, and then following them out after the other Guardian waved him along. 

	Anock turned back to Oberon. “I did what you asked, Oberon. They’ll be safe. Now it’s your turn.” 

	“I’ll tell you, but I need to make a call first.” 

	“A call? Are you joking? Absolutely not. No more bargaining, Oberon. Where’s Odji?” 

	“I need to take care of someone before you go there. Just let me make the call. You’ll still get Odji.” 

	“I said no. What the fuck, Oberon? You know all it’ll take is a word from me and the bloodstock will be right back here with swords at their throats.” 

* * *

Oberon forced his way through the fog of his brain to think through the risks for a few moments. He didn’t care about the humans at the research station, and besides, they were protected by the Confederation Law of No-Kill. Odji would take care of Zlata. As for Desiree, she was blood-bonded to Crian, one of the most powerful Sekhmi, who’d never let anyone harm so much as a hair on her head. 

	Those two had been so naïve, thinking they’d kept their centuries-long relationship from Oberon. He was the Keeper of the Hidden; he’d known about them from the very beginning. But what could he do about it? Either he looked the other way or issued her death warrant—and she was his sister, his only family, so it was no choice at all. Hathor forgive him.

	“Odji’s at the human research station on Lake Baykal in Russia. Bring me a map and I’ll tell you what to do.”


Chapter 64

Anock held his breath, forcibly keeping himself from betraying his emotions, his face like granite. He had to restrain himself from dashing out of the basement, grabbing his crew, and rescuing his brother right then. That would have to wait; he had not yet finished with Oberon. 

	“What a perfect hiding place, Oberon. Who would have ever guessed?” He tucked the map back into his pocket and signaled to the handlers. “Bring two more bloodstock, both females this time.” 

	“Now, we continue our game, Oberon.” 

	He waited for them to return with the Amiti, keeping his face blank to heighten Oberon’s anxiety. 

	“I see you like to save lives. Let’s see how many more you’re willing to save.” 

	He nodded to Blade. Blade pulled one of the females forward and forced her to her knees in front of Oberon’s cage. 

	The woman reminded Anock of Cara: the same hair, same high cheekbones, same eyes. Strange. Very strange. 

	“The game we’ll play is one for one—you give me a Keeper, I give you the privilege of knowing you’re not responsible for the death of one of these bloodstock. Tell us where the Keeper of Death is and you’ll save this woman’s life. Don’t think too long. I’ll count to three. On three, her head will be separated from her body.” 

* * *

Oberon closed his eyes. He couldn’t do this; it was too much to ask. Odji was theirs, one of the Elite, so in revealing his location he’d just been returning to the Sekhmi someone who already belonged to them. But the Keepers were the Amitis’ last hope. No matter the consequences, he could not sacrifice the Keepers. It would be tantamount to forsaking the Goddess and dooming the Amiti race. 

	“I can’t do that, Anock.” 

	“Oh, but you can. You don’t want this female to die, do you?” 

	“No, I don’t, and I appeal to your mercy, Anock. You can spare her life; it’s your choice as much as it is mine. More than mine. I will not give the Keepers up. There’s nothing that you can do that will change my mind.”

	“Yes, Oberon, you will. At the count of three. One.” 

	“I am so very sorry.” Oberon glanced at the woman. She held her head down, but her shaking shoulders betrayed that she was crying. “There is nothing I can do for you. The Keepers hold our people’s survival in their hands. We can’t lose them, no matter what the cost.” 

	Please Goddess, kill me. Spare me from having to make this choice. 

* * *

“Two!” Anock was bluffing. He had no intention of letting the woman die. It was a test of wills. 

	“Please, Anock. You’re a warrior, not a butcher. How can you reduce yourself to this level? Torture me, kill me, do whatever you want, but please, don’t waste her life.”

	Anock looked one last time at the Amiti. 

	This is so wrong.

	“Three!” 

	Blade’s sword hissed through the air, slicing through the female’s neck. Her head hit the floor and rolled toward the cage, lifeless jade-green eyes staring into Anock’s soul. 

	It took a few seconds for the body to collapse to the floor. 

	The hysterical screams of the other Amiti filled the room. 

	Anock stared, transfixed, at the lifeless eyes. 

	Cara’s eyes. Oh Goddess. 

	“Take the bloodstock to her cell and clean the place up.” He ordered, his voice and brain totally disconnected, and left. 

	He barely made it to his office. He kicked the door open and flew to the bathroom, where he threw up for what seemed like hours. Every time he closed his eyes, he saw the Amiti’s head rolling across the floor and gagged again. 

	Finally he stood up, covered in sweat, legs wooden. He grabbed a bottle of cognac from the wet bar, taking deep swallows straight from the bottle until it was empty. 

	Those eyes, her eyes. He’d be haunted by them forever. 

	He went to his desk, booted up his laptop and logged into the Guardians’ database to run a query on the bloodstock whose execution he’d just ordered. Her name was Olivia—

	Horror exploded in his chest as he scanned her file: captured twenty-five years ago ... small Arizona town ... suspected to have hidden an infant among human children ... 

	He couldn’t bear to read any more, turned away to bury his face in his palms. 

	He’d just executed Cara’s mother.


Chapter 65

Hour after hour, Anock sat in front of his computer, staring mindlessly at the monitor. Kaleidoscopic images of a wonderful future with Cara as his blood-bond—images that would never become a reality—swirled through his mind. His dreams had been crushed, lost to him forever. He could never blood-bond with a female whose mother’s murder he had ordered. How could he possibly look into her eyes knowing what he had done? It was too disturbing to think about.

	With effort, Anock pushed all thoughts of Cara aside and concentrated on his immediate priority: Odji. For this mission, he’d chosen six of his best Guardians, plus Blade and himself. Oberon had drawn them what looked like a comprehensive map, and he’d told Anock that there were humans on site—which meant that Anock had to take the Confederation’s No-Kill policy into consideration when planning the attack. In order to disable the humans without injuring them, they’d be using canisters of sleeping gas. They’d enter the building after everyone was asleep and get Odji. 

	The team took the Guardians’ jet to Russia. At Irkutsk International Airport, they rented three SUVs and sped toward the Project station, stopping the cars two miles from their destination. Three warriors stayed with the vehicles, waiting for a signal to bring them to the station when the mission had been accomplished. The other five, including Anock and Blade, traveled on foot to the station, taking full advantage of their vampire speed. Oberon had warned them that there were psychically sensitive humans at the station who could sense immortals, so they had to move quickly, a coup de main before the mortals had time to wake up and react.

	With lightning speed the team surrounded the station, and at Anock’s signal, the Guardians threw the canisters of sleeping gas through the station’s windows. After giving the gas a moment to take effect, they pulled on respirator masks, blasted the door open, and rushed into the facility, fanning out to search the building. 

	Anock found Odji in a cell in the basement. He lay on a bed, either sleeping or unconscious, his body covered with wires connected to a row of monitors along the wall. 

	Grabbing Odji’s shoulders, Anock shook him gently, then harder. “Odji, wake up. It’s me, Anock.” No response. Anock pulled the wires from Odji’s body and checked his pulse. It was too weak. Something was seriously wrong with his brother.

	“Damn, what did they do to you?” Fucking primates, daring to experiment with one of the Elite. 

	He picked up Odji and carried him to the building’s entrance. 

	These humans were lucky there was a No-Kill law. 

	Anock wouldn’t kill them; the frost would do it for him.

	“I want every fucking window in this building broken before you leave,” he told his men.

	“Pleasure, boss.”

	Still holding Odji, Anock signaled to the guys who’d stayed with the vehicles and then waited at the entrance, listening as the Guardians moved around the house blasting the windows, obviously enjoying the destruction, wreaking havoc like oversized kids. He imagined the Siberian wind playing along with them, gusting through the openings, chasing the Guardians and caressing everyone asleep inside with its deadly breath.

	“We have to go,” Anock called out once he heard the clamor die down. Without waiting for them to answer, he started to step outside, but then turned to the Guardian behind him. “Did you make sure that there aren’t any other immortals in the building?” 

	He really didn’t need to ask; his men were all well-trained and familiar with standard procedure. In fact, two of them were already coming upstairs, each holding a sleeping immortal in his arms. 

	“There are two more downstairs,” one of the guys announced. “We’ll just get these two into the car and retrieve the other two.”

	“Make sure to contact their tribes and packs and see that they get home safely.”

	“Sure, boss.”

	“Look who I found.” One of the Guardians showed Anock a female he held, her golden hair swaying in time with his footsteps. Amiti. No mistake. What a fantastic stroke of luck.

	“Yes, the Goddess has smiled on us tonight,” Blade replied, coming through another doorway with a second female in his arms. Anock thought she looked familiar, and as soon as Blade turned and her face came into view, he recognized her. 

	“It’s Desiree, Oberon’s sister.” Even if Anock hadn’t recognized her based on pictures in the Guardians’ database, he’d never forget her role in getting Arianna busted for making contact with the Order. “So that’s why Oberon was so desperate to make a phone call.”

	“Something’s wrong here,” Blade muttered, looking at the unconscious Amiti in his arms. “Oberon would never have given up Odji’s location if it meant jeopardizing his sister. There has to be more, something he didn’t tell us that’s protecting her somehow.”

	“Put her in the car. We’ll figure out what to do with her later.”

	“What about this one?” asked the Guardian holding the golden-haired Amiti. 

	“Consider her your reward. Have a feast, my friends. Just make sure she’s not alive when you’re done with her. But do it quickly; we need to get Odji back home.”

	His men deserved a reward and acknowledgment of a job well done. What better prize could there be for a vampire than to take the vein of an Amiti without the risk of a blood-bond? Feeding directly from an Amiti was a fantasy of every Sekhmi, so this was a rare treat. 

	It was the beginning of February and a good thirty below zero centigrade. But the six Guardians, overcome by rising bloodlust, didn’t care what the temperature was. They dropped the Amiti onto the snow and pulled her clothes off, exposing her flesh to give themselves better access. Then in total silence, surrounding the girl like a pride of hungry lions, they took her veins at the neck, wrists, and groin. 

	“What about you, Blade?” Anock asked, watching the scene, more disturbed than he’d like to admit. Damn. He was supposed to be feeling satisfied, victorious. 

	“I pass,” Blade said gloomily. His body language was relaxed, but behind that façade, Anock detected a kind of vibration, like he was really tightly wound. Was Blade freaking out? 

	The Guardians stopped feeding and stepped away from the girl. It meant that her heart had stopped pumping blood; Sekhmi didn’t feed on the blood of the dead. 

	“It’s time to leave.” Anock stepped into the car. 

	The rest of the team followed. As they pulled away, Anock threw a last glance at the golden Amiti girl. She lay under the pine trees, surrounded by the halo of her glorious sun-colored hair, her still beautiful body smeared in blood. 

	At the airport, the Guardians loaded the unconscious immortals onto the plane and took their seats, belting in and starting to watch movies or flip through magazines as they lifted off. Anock’s mind was still churning with everything that had gone down in the past twenty-four hours, so he just closed his eyes and let his brain have at it. Maybe he’d find some insight that had been escaping him. Or maybe he’d fall asleep, which wouldn’t hurt, either.

	Just as the plane reached altitude, one of the Guardians broke the amiable silence that had settled over them.

	“She was really beautiful,” he said offhandedly.

	“Very beautiful,” someone else agreed. 

	For a moment no one said anything, and then a third warrior spoke up. “I could have sworn that I smelled Sekhmi on her.”

	The silence clamped down on them, suddenly ominous. 

	“Me too,” another Guardian finally said tentatively.

	“Yeah, me too.”

	The meaning of their conversation pierced the bubble of Anock’s distraction. Adrenaline slammed through his body in its wake. By the time he’d consciously registered what was happening, he’d already erupted from his seat and was leaning over the Guardian who’d first mentioned the scent issue. 

	“What?! What did you just say?” Anock got in the guy’s face, fisting the lapels of his jacket and pulling him forward. 

	“I said, boss, that I smelled Sekhmi on her,” he answered, sounding like he didn’t understand what the problem was.

	Anock stood up, pushing the guy back into his seat. “What the fuck were you thinking? Amiti smell like Sekhmi when they’ve been fed on by Sekhmi. And the only other Sekhmi in the building was Odji.”

	Their faces got solemn as they came to terms with what Anock was saying. Someone let out a low whistle. 

	“Damn.” Anock recalled that over a year ago, just before Odji’s helicopter had been swallowed by Oberon’s wormhole, Odji had kidnapped an Amiti girl from the altar of the hunters’ temple, where she was about to be sacrificed to Sekhmet. “It’s the girl Odji kidnapped from the hunters.”

	“Odji’s blood-bond” Blade murmured quietly, almost to himself. His face was bleak.

	Anock lunged toward the door separating the main cabin from the cockpit and threw it open. The startled faces of the pilot and copilot stared back at him. “Turn around. Now! We’re going back to Irkutsk.”


Chapter 66

Stas, the Project’s main guard and handyman, was driving back to the Station. He was pissed off: tomorrow was his day off and he’d planned to spend that night and the next in Irkutsk with Vera, his girlfriend. But right after dinner everything had gone wrong. They’d started fighting over something stupid, and eventually it escalated to her throwing dishes at him and screaming obscenities. When the neighbors started complaining and pounding on the walls, he pulled on his boots and coat and left the apartment.

	The last thing he wanted to do tonight was go back to the Station. But it could have been worse; at least this way he wouldn’t get hit in the head with a frying pan. 

	He drove the familiar route without paying attention to the road, when out of nowhere, he felt several cars approaching from the opposite direction. The hairs on his arms stood on end. What the hell? Stas was psychic, and the energies he was feeling were definitely nonhuman. Every fiber of his being screamed that something was seriously wrong.

	He cut the lights and pulled off the road into what he hoped was a relatively hidden spot before shutting off the engine and huddling down to wait for them to pass. 

	He floored the gas pedal, losing and regaining control of the car several times as he approached the station. The building was totally dark, and every window he could see was smashed, as was the main door. Stas swerved into the driveway and jumped out of the car, leaving the door standing open. He ran toward the busted front door, fear for his friends escalating. Out of the corner of his eye, he caught a glimpse of something out of place lying under the pines. Cautiously, he approached it. It was Zlata, one of the Project’s immortal research subjects, her pale form surrounded by red-stained snow. He almost fainted when he saw the savage bites covering her freezing body, which was turning blue from the cold. 

	He grabbed the girl and raced to the building. At the front hall, he set her on the couch and ran to check on the rest of the staff. He found them all in their bedrooms, freezing to death in their sleep. The winter winds circulated through the building, whistling through the broken windows and demolished door.

	Stas started yelling at the top of his lungs, trying to wake people up, but no one responded. Sniffing at the air, he noticed a faint chemical odor, quickly dissipating in the fresh winter air. Had it been a chemical attack? He didn’t have time to ponder that right now; he had to keep his people alive. 

	Trained to survive in Siberia, Stas knew that the priority was to block all of the openings letting in the frigid air. He dashed to the utility closet and grabbed a hammer, nails, and two large blankets. He covered the door with one of the blankets, nailing it to the door frame. Then he grabbed pillows from the linen closet and stuffed them into the small, porthole-style window openings. The heaters had been working furiously, and with the holes covered, the building began to fill with welcome warmth.

	When the immediate danger had passed, he took the second blanket, wrapped it around Zlata, and carried her downstairs to the medical suite. He laid her gently on the heated pre-op table and checked her pulse. There was none. He’ d have to try CPR. He rolled his sleeves up and began systematically compressing her chest and breathing into her mouth.

	“Davai, davai, prosnis,” he was repeating over and over again in Russian. Come on, come on, wake up. When five minutes had passed and Zlata remained lifeless, Stas brought out the big guns: his unique gift, his healing power. He placed his palms on Zlata’s chest and connected to the Earth beneath his feet, stretching his consciousness down to the core of the planet. For Stas, the Earth was alive, so he greeted Her like a living being as he drew a ray of luminescent green light from the center of the planet to his body and then projected it into the girl’s heart. In his inner vision he watched the ray explode into billions of living sparks, forcing Zlata’s heart to beat again, reviving and reawakening every cell of her body.

	Zlata’s body spasmed violently, and then she drew a hoarse, gasping breath and her eyes flew open. She blinked uncertainly at Stas. 

	Her face changed abruptly, as her body tensed again Stas could tell that she was remembering what had happened to her. She began to shiver as though she hadn’t been brought in from outside, her teeth chattering. Clutching at Stas’s arm, she seemed to be trying to say something, but then she passed out again, her hand going limp and dropping from his arm.

	It was just as well, he thought. Whatever had gotten to her, it would take a lot of work, and a lot of time, to get over the attack. Meanwhile, he’d work on her physical healing. 

	He examined her wounds. Her body was covered in punctures, which in several spots seemed to have torn, creating bloody slashes across her skin. The girl had lost so much blood that her skin was translucent. The first thing she needed was an immediate blood transfusion. Stas searched the refrigerated blood supply for an Amiti sample. There weren’t any. What was the best alternative? Human? He went back through the stash, considering each bag and whether it might resemble Amiti blood.

	“Take mine. It will work.” English words spoken in a husky female voice broke the quiet of the laboratory. Startled, Stas looked up to find three people standing in the doorway: two stunning young females and a striking male as handsome as any movie star he’d ever seen.

	“Who are you?” Stas asked, also in English. They were not locals. It was obvious. 

	“We’re her relatives,” said the female as she approached him. She looked, Stas thought, as if she’d stepped right out of an ancient Egyptian fresco, with golden skin, straight black hair cut in long bangs to just below her eyebrows, and almond-shaped eyes thickly lined with kohl. Stas stared at her, mesmerized by her beauty.

	The female waved her hand in front of his eyes. “Hellooo! Hey, you: wake up. We don’t have much time.”

	“Oh. Sorry. What did you say? And who are you?”

	“I’m Serena. But that’s not important. Now hurry up. She needs blood.” She rolled her sleeve up and extended her arm to Stas.

	“How do you know that your blood will work?”

	“I told you already. We’re her relatives and I ... I’m her sister. You’re psychic; sense me.” 

	Was she flirting with him? He let himself bask in the idea for a second and then got back to business, opening his sensory channels and focusing. 

	Yes, this female had the same vibrations as Zlata.

	“You are Amiti,” he said, relieved. Amiti generally weren’t hostile toward humans. “How did you get here? How did you find us?”

	“Not now! Hurry up. We need to save the girl.”

	“OK, sit down and put your arm on the table.” Stas set up the transfusion and soon Zlata’s eyes fluttered open. Her cheeks took on a pink tinge and her skin seemed to come back to life, losing the eerie transparency it had had just moments earlier.

	“Can you move?” Serena asked, leaning over Zlata. Zlata nodded. “Good. Get up. We need to go, now.”

	“Go where?” 

	“As far away from here as we can get.”

	Still weak and visibly shaken, Zlata got up from the table, wrapping herself in the blanket. “My clothes are gone.”

	“I brought you some.” The other female produced an armful of clothes and a pair of boots and dumped them on a counter near Zlata. “I borrowed it all from a staff member here. Sorry if they’re a little big; at least they’ll keep you warm.” 

	While she was speaking she stared pointedly at Stas. He got the message and averted his eyes to give Zlata some privacy—never mind that he’d already seen her naked and she didn’t look like she was ready to start getting dressed yet.

	“Who are you?” Zlata asked them cautiously.

	“My name is Kassiopea. Call me Kassi. And this is Erec.” On cue, Erec flashed a million-dollar smile. “And this is our leader, Serena. We’ll be your family from now on.”

	“And we need to get the hell out of here.” Serena’s brow furrowed as she listened to something nobody else could hear. “They’re coming back for her.”

	He didn’t need to ask who Serena was talking about. 

	Fear surged through Stas, and he looked over at Zlata, who must be out of her mind with terror. But she mostly seemed out of it. She shouldn’t have been trying to stand in the first place—she was still too weak—and he saw her sway, then tilt against Kassi, who was struggling to help her get dressed.

	But then she shrieked. “Oh my Goddess! I’m blood-bonded to all of those Sekhmi! I can sense all of them. And Odji. They’re coming for me! We need to run. There are too many of them.” Zlata grabbed Serena’s hand and pulled at it. “Quickly—we need to run, now!”

	“Do. Not. Panic.” Serena’s command got even Zlata’s full attention. “It won’t help. I will shield you. Stand still, everyone.” She raised her hands toward Zlata, her fingers spread wide, a large sphere held between her palms.

	Stas felt the energy in the room begin to shift, the molecules rearranging, and then Zlata transformed, becoming insubstantial, like mist.

	“Now you’re fine,” Serena soothed. “You can sense them, but they cannot sense you. Consider it a great victory. You are in control of their lives now. Seven Sekhmi. This is unprecedented. You will join us and become one of us, an Avenger. Come now. We must make haste.” She took Zlata by the hand and started toward the door.

	“Wait!” Stas called out to them. “She can’t leave. She’s a research subject.”

	“I’m sorry, my friend, but you’ll have to find another subject for your experiments. By the way, how much do you owe her for her services? We’ll send you a bill.” Serena smiled at him as they walked toward the door.

	Stas stepped forward to stop them and ran into an invisible barrier. The Amiti had formed an energy field between them. When he tried to blast it, the blast ricocheted off the shield and knocked him over. Sprawled on the floor, frustrated, he watched as the four immortals disappeared into the night.

	When the shield dissipated and Stas could walk through the building again, he began cleaning up the mess left after the night’s attack. He was so consumed by the task that he didn’t notice that the blankets covering the entrance door had been pulled aside.

	“Come here.” Stas heard a voice that curled his spine. Slowly, he turned around, hearing the mop he’d been using clatter to the floor.

	Eight male vampires, beastly, gorgeous and intimidating, stood before him. Hold on, he ordered himself, they’ll try to hypnotize you. Don’t let them see that you’re immune.

* * *

Anock fixed his gaze on the human, who, for some reason, wasn’t asleep and now stood in the middle of the lab, his mouth agape. He held the poor guy immobilized while his men searched the building. It was taking all of Anock’s focus; he was a tight bundle of nerves.

	Just before the plane had touched down, all six of his warriors had sensed the golden Amiti girl, their new blood-bond. She was alive. All six prepared to die, expecting any second to be disintegrated into ashes. She had all the right reasons; they’d meant to kill her and left her in the snow for the wolves to finish off.

	They’d said final prayers and given each other farewell hugs. But then slowly, like an ancient tortoise, the torturous minutes passed one by one, with no signs of burns on the Sekhmi’s bodies.

	Anock had no recollection of renting the cars and driving back to the station. All he could think about was how mindlessly he had sacrificed six of his people. Their deaths would be on Anock’s conscience. 

	When the team was halfway back to the station, everyone simultaneously lost awareness of the girl.

	“She disappeared, boss,” reported one of his warriors.

	Damn. The girl was too young to shield, which meant that someone else had found her and shielded her.

	They arrived at the station, parked the cars and raced to the building. They practically tore the facility apart searching for her, but the Amiti girl had disappeared.

	“Maybe he knows where she is?” Blade suggested, pointing at Stas.

	“Where is the girl?” Anock narrowed his eyes on him. But the stupid human only stared at him in a trance.

	“It would be Amiti elders or the Order who came for her.” Blade gestured toward the blood transfusion equipment still strewn across the table. “I smell Amiti blood. They performed a blood transfusion and took the girl. We lost her. Now all we can do is pray to Sekhmet.”

	“What the hell are you talking about?” Anock hissed at him. “Six of my guys are blood-bonded and all you can suggest is praying to Sekhmet?”

	“Our only hope is that the girl is Odji’s true blood-bond. Maybe that’s why our people are still alive.”

	“That won’t make it easier. Do you realize that I allowed my people to feed on my brother’s blood-bond?”

	“Yep. He’ll kill you for this. And maybe them, too.”

	“Good. I deserve to die.” Anock released the human from his hypnotic grip. “We’re leaving.”

	An hour later they were back on the airplane. It had been the worst day in Anock’s life. He dropped into his leather seat across from Blade.

	“Kill me.”

	“Relax, boss. We’ll survive.”

	“If my people die, I’ll never forgive myself. The Order took her; I feel it in my gut. Do you understand, Blade, what that means?”

	“It means they have some very strong leverage against us. But hang in there. It still might work out. Odji might be able to stop her.”

	“Is he awake?”

	Blade shook his head. Anock got up and went to check on Odji, who lay motionless in one of the reclining chairs. His mind flashed on the pale, naked body of the golden Amiti girl left by his team on the snow. She’d never recover from the trauma of six Sekhmi feeding on her, and she’d never forgive Odji for not protecting her. She was lost to Odji forever.

	How Anock and Odji could be possibly brothers and friends again after what Anock had done to his blood-bond? And after all this, how could he even think about blood-bonding with Cara when Odji would be grieving the loss of his mate? How could he fix the situation? 

	Anock couldn’t undo what had already been done, but he could share his brother’s misery. He pulled his cell phone from his pocket and called Ken.

	“Anock, what’s up? Did you find Odji?”

	“Yes, and we’re bringing him home.” Anock waited for Ken’s victory whoop to die down before continuing. “Ken, I need you to do me a favor, brother.”

	“Sure. What can I do for you?”

	“Take Cara back to the bloodstock cell.”


Chapter 67

Desiree woke up with a splitting headache, so she stayed in bed, perfectly still, eyes closed, waiting for it to pass. 

	It didn’t seem to be going anywhere. She desperately needed an aspirin. Actually, what she really wanted was for someone to bring her an aspirin. Maybe if she stayed here long enough, Oberon would come find her. Or better yet, Crian. She wouldn’t need an aspirin when he was done with her. The only kind of pain he ever left her with was the kind that brought back very, very pleasant memories.

	Finally giving up on being rescued, she opened her eyes—and found herself looking at a dull grey ceiling and walls. What the hell? She closed her eyes and opened them again. Nothing had changed. She sat up, her heart racing. This can’t be! She pinched herself, slapped her face. 

	It wasn’t a nightmare. She’d been sucked back into her past, the three miserable years she’d lived locked up in a bloodstock cell. This room was like a modernized version of that cell, equipped with shower and a real toilet instead of a bucket. 

	The confusion flew from her mind and reality struck. She was in a bloodstock cell! 

	“No!” she shrieked. “No, no, no!” 

	She sprang from her bed and threw herself at the door, kicking it and pounding it with her fists, yelling “let me out of here!” But her pleas bounced off the metal and dissolved in the silence of the room. The cell, she corrected herself. There’d be no response, no matter how loudly she screamed. She fell to her knees, then face down, prostrate on the floor. This would be her grave. She was being buried alive ... 

	She was still lying there, unmoving, in a deep, dark hole saturated with moisture, waiting for the last shovel of soil to bury her completely, when she felt strong arms grab her and lift her up, pulling her back to life, back to the sun. Desiree rolled onto her back and covered her face with her arms, shaking uncontrollably, sobbing with relief. How could she have forgotten? Crian. Her mate. Her blood-bond. He had found her.

	“Crian, Crian, Crian,” she repeated his name like a prayer, overcome with gratitude that he’d soon come for her. She didn’t care anymore what he did for a living. The only thing that mattered was that he loved her. Her senses were so overflowing that she didn’t register the sound of the heavy cell door opening. 

	“Ma’am.” A male’s voice called to her. 

	Desiree eased her hands from her face and sat up, straightening her back and summoning all her dignity. With frigid hostility she glared up at the two Sekhmi standing in the doorway. Crian would kill them if they dared to touch her. 

	To her astonishment, the taller one said, “Please accept our sincere apologies, ma’am. We didn’t know that you’re blood-bonded to Crian. If you’ll come with us, please, we’ll take you to the guest quarters.” He handed her a cell phone. “This is for you.” 

	She took the phone with shaking hands and heard Crian’s voice. At this moment, for her, it was the most marvelous sound in the entire galaxy. 

	“Desiree, my love, calm down; no one will harm you. I’ll be with you in about an hour. I’m on my way. Go with Anock; he’ll take care of you. Let him know if you need anything. Everything will be all right.” 

	“Crian.” It came out as a whimper, all she could make herself say. 

	“Desi, go with Anock,” Crian repeated, his voice tender. “Now give Anock the phone, please.” 

	Desiree handed the phone back to the tall Sekhmi. “You must be Anock,” she said, wiping away her tears with the back of her hand. 

	“Yes.” Anock put the phone to his ear. 

	She heard Anock say “Sorry, again. I didn’t know ... No, don’t worry.” 

	The other Sekhmi helped her off the floor and draped a long velvet cape around her shoulders. She was still wearing the pajamas she’d had on when she’d gone to bed last night. “Please, follow us, ma’am.” 

	Without a word, she clutched the cape to her neck and followed them out of the cell, suppressing the impulse to shove past them and run out of there as fast as she could. She looked at the floor as they walked along the corridor, saw in her peripheral vision as they passed locked silver-steel doors, one after another on either side. She’d been behind one of those doors; she knew what it was like, yet she’d chosen to bury her head in the sand. Her mate was the very embodiment of evil, the head of the bloodstock hunters. He organized auctions where her people were sold to spend their long immortal lives locked behind these doors, their blood being drained to feed vampires. How could she possibly love him? 

	She was a coward with no integrity who lived a lie in fear of being judged. She didn’t even have the courage to openly express her connection with Crian like her cousin Ismen and some other blood-bonds did. Who was she, really? A lost sailor who had abandoned her ship and never found another one. 

	Don’t think about it. Keep going. You can’t save the world. Save yourself.

	The Sekhmi delivered her to a deluxe guest apartment on the second floor of the Guardians’ mansion. The windows were open, allowing the fresh, crisp winter air into the room. Off-white walls were covered with modern paintings. Soft, warm grey drapes framed sliding glass doors that led to a wrought-iron-railed balcony. The matching dark silver brocade furniture was a pleasant complement to the rich charcoal carpet. She belonged in this sumptuous world. She could never survive underground again; she’d rather kill herself. 

	“Please, ma’am, take a seat,” Anock offered, gesturing toward a chair. “Let me get you a glass of wine. It’ll help you relax.” 

	He poured her a goblet of cabernet. Still in a state of mild shock, Desiree accepted the drink. She’d known that Crian had authority in vampire society, but the sheer clout he’d wielded just now was eye-opening. A few words from him and she’d been propelled from bloodstock to lady of leisure. Maybe she really did need to reconsider his proposal and go with him? He had all the money anyone could ever want, luxurious estates and private jets, and all of it could be at her disposal. Maybe she was an idiot for having wasted so much time hiding? 

	But what about her brother? What about the rest of her people locked behind the doors she had just passed? 

	It was too disturbing to think about. Desiree shook her head and focused on Crian. She could feel him coming. Right ... now.

* * *

Crian descended on the Guardians’ mansion like a furious snowstorm. He had stayed in Brussels to take his mother and cousins to a show and spend some time with them. The show had barely started when Crian sensed that Desiree was in trouble. 

	Locating her through their blood-bond, he saw her locked in a bloodstock cell; zooming out, he discovered that she was here in Brussels, at the Guardians’ headquarters. Barely containing his rage, he excused himself and went to the lobby. He called Anock and threatened to kill him with his bare hands. 

	Anock couldn't apologize enough. He assured Crian that he’d personally take care of his blood-bond and that she’d be treated like a queen. 

	“She’s safe, and awaiting you in the guest apartment,” Anock reported as Crian flew up the stairs.

	Ignoring him, Crian kicked the apartment door open. Desiree threw herself on him. He caught her and they held each other tightly, feeling their hearts beating in unison, neither able to move or utter a word. If anything had happened to her, Crian would have wiped out the entire Elite, doing the Keepers’ job for them. Desiree was the pinnacle of his existence, the center of his universe.

	“I’m here,” Crian finally murmured, breaking the silence, pressing his mouth to her moist lips. “Why are you still crying? I’m here. You’re safe and always will be.”

	“Bite me.” She leaned her head back, offering him her neck. “Bite me; it’s so comforting.”

	Crian’s eyes gleamed. “Bite you? Just right here?” 

	Feeding in the presence of others was a statement of one’s commitment to the other. Was she going to admit to the world that he was her mate? Crian pushed away his excitement, but part of him begged, say yes.

	She nodded. 

	Triumphant, he shot a fast look at Anock, Blade and the three other Guardians standing in the doorway, transfixed. Let them be green with envy; let them dream about something Crian would have forever and they might never experience in their lifetimes.

	He placed his mouth on Desiree’s pale neck and paused, enjoying the skyrocketing energies of bloodlust and arousal in the room around them. Reacting to the magnetic attraction of the blood-bond, heat rose in his body, splitting out into his aura and seeming to push the air out of the room. From the corner of his eyes he saw that the foreheads of the vampires standing nearby were covered with sweat. Good. He couldn’t say why he enjoyed torturing them by putting on a show, but it was intensely stimulating. 

	He waited as Desiree gratefully relaxed into his arms, surrendering herself to him, and then his fangs found her vein. She moaned as they were enveloped in a cocoon of electrifying vibrations. The blood-bond was like a nuclear generator, releasing colossal powers previously locked up and inaccessible, breaking the raw emotions into their component particles to produce something else. The temperature in the room shot up. Gusts of wind swirled around them. 

* * *

Swallowing hard, Anock turned around and walked away from the group. He felt the power and he was in awe, shaken. Their energy was still circulating through him even as he increased the distance between them. If someone else’s blood-bond affected him like this, how would it be to experience a real one? His own? 

	Cara, his never-gonna-happen blood-bond and mate, was taking shape in front of his eyes ... 

	He rushed to his apartment, into his bathroom, slamming the shower door closed. Blindly he reached for the faucets and turned on the cold water, praying that an icy shower would restore him to his numbness. Leaning his head back, he began swallowing great gulps of water; then, soaking wet, he got out of the shower, pulled off his clothes and dried himself with the towel. He wiped his face several times. 

	Why was it still wet, dammit? No! He was not crying.


Chapter 68

Anock wrapped the towel around his hips and walked to the living room of his apartment. He pushed the window open and filled his lungs with the bracing night air. He had an hour, maybe two before Crian finished his rendezvous.

	He clasped his hands behind his back, watched snowflakes drift to the ground and disappear. Every snowflake reflected Cara’s face: her eyes, her lips, her glorious hair ... Anock extended his hand and one of the flakes landed on his open palm, then instantly melted, leaving no trace, not even a hint of moisture. If only it could be that easy to erase Cara from his memory. Was she going to haunt him for the rest of his life? 

	It had been only three days since he’d last seen her; but it felt like an eternity. He hadn’t even called Ken; he dreaded hearing confirmation that Ken had followed through with his request and Cara was back in the cell. She had bloomed like a flower when she lived with him. What would happen to her back in that underground world without sunlight and fresh air? What happens to flowers in the darkness? 

	Come on, Anock. Say it. She will die. 

	You’re killing her.

	Shut up, he told the voice in his head. 

	He was happy for the distraction when the door swung open. Crian strutted like a peacock to a large leather armchair and draped himself on it. He reminded Anock of their Bengal cat after a heavy feast: satiated and content. It was disgusting. 

	“Okay, my friend.” Crian purred. “Pour me a glass of that cognac and I’m all yours.” 

	Anock walked to the wet bar and poured Crian and himself drinks, dropping several cubes of ice in each glass. As he watched the cubes collide under the surface, then bob back up again, he tried to pull himself back together, called on his rational self. 

	“So, Crian, how long have you been blood-bonded?” 

	“Eight hundred years.” 

	Anock almost dropped his glass. 

	“Eight hundred years! Are you telling me she’s been living in hiding all this time?” 

	“Not all. There was a time when we lived together.” 

	“What happened?” 

	“I’m not going there.” 

	“Sorry.” The topic was obviously painful for Crian, but it was unprecedented that a true blood-bond refused to live with their mate. Anock was curious. “Now that her secret’s revealed, do you still plan to live apart?” 

	“She won’t live with me unless I stop hunting Amiti. I told her I’ll stop as soon as I find and kill Serena, my enemy. But honestly, I have no intention of quitting. What would I do? Live peacefully with my mate, watching TV and going to baseball games on weekends? I’d die of boredom. This work excites me. The rush of the hunt, the feeling of ownership and power over other immortals. I thrive on being an Amiti’s master. I want to move it to the next level: I want to find a way to transform the Amiti species so they’ll accept vampires as their masters. They’ll never even think of freedom; it’ll be a given that they are our bloodstock, that it’s their natural state of being. Then we won’t need to keep them in cells. They can live among us like pets and serve our needs. We’ll have the perfect setup: we’ll be able to enjoy their beauty and their blood without all this anxiety about being blood-bonded. It will resolve so many problems. And at the very least, it’ll remove the sense of guilt some of us feel.” He glanced significantly at Anock as if the last sentence was about him, as if he could see through Anock 

	The cold air in the room had finally gotten to him, so Anock excused himself to go get dressed. He had to admit, Crian’s confession excited him. It would resolve their major problem. And wouldn’t it be a win-win situation? Amiti would have enjoyable lives, be provided for by vampires, and in return vampires would get blood—and lovers—without blood-bonding. Sure, Amiti would have to sacrifice their powers: donating blood would weaken them, but that was a small price to pay in exchange for freedom. It was ideal, really. Free bloodstock—beautiful, gentle, vulnerable. Like Cara. In spite of all the controversy and inner conflict he experienced, he loved seeing her like that. Part of him—a big part—relished having control over her, seeing her powerless and totally obedient to him. 

	“I’m sure the majority of Sekhmi will support your idea, Crian. We’re not monsters, and having free bloodstock makes us pretty nice guys in our own eyes. But first things first—” 

	“I know. The Keepers.” 

	“And the Oracle’s prophesy.” Anock picked up a remote control from the side table and pushed a button. The fifty-two-inch monitor on the wall lit up and Theores and Leon appeared on the screen. 

	Theores waved to Crian and Anock. “How are you, my friends? Tor will be with us in a few minutes.” 

	They waited for about ten minutes, catching up, before Tor appeared on the screen and took his seat, looking exhausted and withdrawn. 

	“Thank you for joining us, Crian.” 

	“My pleasure.” 

	“My understanding is that Oberon refused to talk and we have no way to convince him to do so.” 

	“Yes, sir. Unfortunately, the leverage Crian was talking about, Oberon’s sister Desiree, will not work. Oberon knows that she is Crian’s blood-bond.” He left out the fact that he couldn’t bear to execute more bloodstock after what had happened. 

	“I have an alternative plan.” Theores spoke. “All of you know that the Keepers can locate each other, but to do this they must be at their full power. Simone is still a Keeper in quest. We need to help Simone earn her Keeper’s powers so she can find the others for us. Keepers must pass trials—they call them Keepers’ quests. To claim her powers as Keeper of the Mystery of Life, Simone has to perform three life-affirming deeds. I’ll bet she’s done at least one, and that’s how Oberon managed to locate her.” 

	“So we need to come up with one or two more for her,” concluded Anock. “Does the princess know where Arianna is?” 

	“No, she doesn’t. Nobody told her.” 

	“Can you make sure she finds out?” 

	“You want to give Simone a chance to free Arianna,” concluded Theores. 

	“Yes, and I’m sure she’ll try. Arianna is her sister.” 

	“I assume she doesn’t need to succeed; it’s the attempt that counts, correct?” Tor interjected, his voice brittle. “We’ll let her do it and believe she has succeeded. It’ll make her feel better about herself.” 

	“And the next step will be Oberon.” Crian interjected. “I’ll ask my mother to lift the shield long enough for Simone to sense him. Surely, she’ll try to free him as well.” 

	“And she’ll succeed. Almost.” Anock could hardly restrain his excitement. “And once she completes her quest, she’ll give us the locations of the remaining Keepers. If she hesitates, we know how to convince her.” 

	“I think that for a project of this significance, we must secure the Lioness’s support.” Theores leaned back in her chair. “We must make a sacrifice to the Goddess.” 

	“Good thinking,” Crian nodded in agreement. “Shall we each contribute a bloodstock for the ritual? That will give us three: one from the hunters, one from the Royal pride, and one from the Guardians.” 

	Anock’s heart began to race. “How do we choose bloodstock for the sacrifice?” 

	“A random pool, as usual. It’s the Goddess’s choice.” 

	“Who will do it?” He was terrified that they’d ask him. 

	“Our priestess, Riona. She’s in Monaco right now. I’ll send a jet for her.” 

	They scheduled the ritual in two days. Then the Royal pride disconnected and Crian left. 

	Anock walked to the wall and pushed a concealed button. A panel on the wall glided soundlessly aside revealing Anock’s weapons collection. He grabbed one of his favorite daggers and sliced his left palm, cutting deep, down to the bone. Why the hell did it not hurt? It should. But the only effect it had was to spill blood across the Persian rug he stood on, ruining it forever. 

	The voice in his head grew louder.

	There are five bloodstock in the Royal pride. That’s one out of five chances that Cara will be chosen for the sacrifice. What are you going to do about it, bastard? 

	If I call Ken and ask him to bring Cara back, he’ll lose all respect for me. 

	Yeah, right, as if you care. 

	Leave me alone. The decision has been made. If Sekhmet chooses Cara, so be it. It will be for the better. At least then she’ll leave me alone, stop invading me, confounding me ... 

	He sliced into his palm once again and watched how quickly his injury closed up, new tissue forming almost immediately. Within a few short minutes the only mark on his palm was a thin pink line, and then even that disappeared. Why couldn’t the scar on his heart heal like that? Why, dammit, wouldn’t it stop bleeding?

	Goddess, where did I make my mistake? How could everything have gone so wrong? He swallowed the knot in his throat. His soul was screaming her name. Cara, Cara, Cara ...


Chapter 69

“Riona’s here in Brussels.” Erec burst into the room and stopped abruptly in front of Zlata, blocking the TV screen. He was drenched in sweat and wearing only exercise shorts. The priestess’s visit had to be quite an event, Zlata thought; Erec never interrupted his daily workout routine. 

	He pulled at the towel from his shoulders and wiped the sweat from his forehead. “Well, kid, get ready for the show.”

	“Show?” Zlata raised her eyes to meet his. She tried to be quiet and fade into the background around Erec. She had no doubt that she irritated him. He obviously resented having to stay with her in the hotel and babysit. Today it was his turn, while Serena and Kassi were out shopping and looking for Sekhmi to seduce. 

	The four of them had stopped in Brussels on their way to New York and rented an apartment in one of the city’s modest hotels. Zlata was thrilled; after a year of confinement in the human research lab she was finally free and among Amiti friends. These Amiti were powerful elders who could shield and shift and do things that absolutely blew Zlata away. She adored both Serena and Kassi—they were so kind to her—but for some reason Erec just filled her with a vague sense of dread.

	“The bitch came to perform a ritual,” Erec continued, venom dripping from his voice. “They’re going to sacrifice another three of ours.”

	“Erec!” She leapt from the couch. “What are we going to do?”

	“Just follow the plan. Now sit back and enjoy. I’ll be teaching you some useful tricks on the way.” Erec disappeared into the bathroom and soon Zlata heard the sound of running water. A few minutes later he reemerged, fresh and drop-dead sexy, his thick, wet auburn hair combed straight back. 

	“Lesson number one, kid: always look sexy. Vampires are all about sex, and you’ll attract them as much with your butt as with your blood.” As he spoke, he strolled into his bedroom. Just beyond the doorway he dropped the towel from his hips so Zlata could appreciate his toned buttocks. Well, yeah, he might be right—at least with that butt. He returned wearing blue jeans and a black turtleneck. But even in these unpretentious clothes, he looked more than provocative. 

	“Lesson number two. The technique is called the call.” He dropped his graceful body onto the couch next to Zlata and stretched a hand to her shoulder. “I’m dropping my shield and focusing on my blood-bond, calling her and letting her know that I’m in deadly danger.” His pupils narrowed and his eyes, yellow like a wolf’s, glazed over as his whole awareness drew inward. 

	“What if she won’t come?”

	Erec’s sensual lips spread in an enigmatic smile. “She will, kid. Nobody can resist the call of the blood-bond.”

	“How did you blood-bond to her?”

	“Easy, the same as I always blood-bond with any Elite female. Or male,” he added, and grinned. “She fell in love with me. It must be because I’m soooo irresistible.” 

	Erec was beyond irresistible. His beauty was that of a wild beast daring to be tamed. Females were hypnotized by him like cobras by a snake charmer.

	There was a light tapping on the door. 

	“Come in, Riona. I’m here.”

	The door pushed open and the scent of extravagant perfume filled the room. An elegant slender female in an outrageously decadent fur coat—was that chinchilla? Zlata had only ever seen it on chinchillas—threw herself at Erec. “Erec! What happened? You’re alive. Thank the Goddess. You scared me.”

	“Riona.” Erec caught her mouth with his, closing the door with his boot, and then breaking the kiss he said, “I missed you too, darling. Thank you for coming.”

	The next moment Riona’s lids opened wide and she tumbled to the floor, clutching at a glass dressing table and taking it crashing down with her. Her skin began turning red, then purple, and erupting with large, bulbous blisters that bubbled and burst open, draining over her exposed flesh. Her face crackled and the smell of burning tissue filled the room. 

	Her mouth opened in a silent scream; huge eyes locked with Eric’s in terrified understanding, reflecting the agony of betrayal and a broken heart. Erec stood propped against the wall with his arms across his chest, his face expressionless. 

	“Erec, stop it! She’s in pain!” Zlata yelled. 

	“Of course she is. When you burn your blood-bond, kid, you always have to remember their victims. How do you think her victims felt when they were on the altar having their hearts cut out?” He leaned over Riona; his words were for her ears. 

	Riona only squeezed her lids tight, unable to endure the torture, blood and tears pouring from beneath her burned eyelashes. 

	“Stop it!” Zlata shrieked again, grabbing at Erec to pull him away from Riona. Annoyed, Erec pushed her away. 

	Zlata yanked a fire extinguisher off of the wall at the entrance to their apartment and smashed it against Erec’s head. Erec’s eyes rolled back into his head and he crashed to the floor.

	Zlata knelt next to Riona and lifted her head. It was a bleeding, burning mess, totally unrecognizable as the once well-sculpted, classical face of Sekhmet’s high priestess. Zlata forced her wrist to Riona’s mouth. “Drink. Fast.”

	The priestess clenched Zlata’s hand, and her fangs ripped into the Amiti’s flesh. She sucked greedily, pulling the blood from Zlata faster than she could swallow it, choking on it. When Riona’s flesh stopped burning, Zlata withdrew her hand and stood up, trying to pull Riona to her feet. “Get up. We need to get out of here.”

	Riona tried to stand but she was like a newborn deer, her legs spreading apart and buckling. “I can’t.”

	“I’ll help you.” Zlata focused on her blood cells in Riona’s body, charging them to stop the pain and expedite the healing. The ugly blisters on the priestess’s face began falling off, revealing new pink tissue.

	“Get up now. Hurry; you can walk.” Zlata pulled her up, supporting her with a hand around her waist, and kicked the door open. She grabbed her jacket and a scarf from the closet by the door and walked Riona down the hall to the elevator. 

	Once they were inside, Zlata leaned against the wall, her mind muddled. This was the same priestess who, if Odji hadn’t interfered, would have butchered her on the Sekhmet’s altar a year ago. 

	The elevator stopped. Zlata wrapped her scarf like a hood around Riona’s head to conceal her still gruesome face, put her hand back around Riona’s waist, and slowly proceeded with her through the lobby to the front door. She flagged one of the taxis parked at the curb and they got into the back seat.

	“Where should we go?” she asked the shivering Sekhmi. Riona gave her an address, which Zlata recognized as Guardian headquarters. Serena had made her memorize it, explaining that it was one of the Sekhmis’ primary nests. A gazelle was heading into lions’ territory.

	“Here we are,” the taxi driver announced as he pulled up to iron gates emblazoned with two shields depicting standing lions in a swordfight.

	Two huge, intimidating Sekhmi promptly approached them. Recognizing Riona, they opened the door for her. After a brief discussion, one of them made a phone call while the other walked with Riona over to Zlata’s side of the taxi.

	“Get out, girl.” Riona opened the taxi door for her. “You’re my blood-bond. I can’t let you leave; they’ll kill you.”

	Zlata allowed Riona to pull her out of the taxi and, with her brain feeling like scrambled eggs, watched the gates open and four more vampires appear. One of the vamps fixed his eyes on the taxi driver, obviously working his vampire mojo. Another one, who had long, shimmering white hair and ghostly pale purple eyes, approached Zlata. “Surprise, surprise.”

	He was incredibly spooky, the kind of person whose aura could haunt you forever even if you only met them once. Zlata recalled that he was the Alpha of the Hunter pride; she’d first seen him in Venezuela where she was held prisoner before they decided to sacrifice her. Her courage disconnected itself from her body and leaped into the nearest bushes. 

	“It’s the girl we lost a year ago. How could anyone ever forget this hair?” The white-haired vampire picked up a lock of her hair and wound it around his finger. Then, addressing Riona, he asked, “How did you capture her?”

	“I didn’t,” Riona answered, moving to stand next to her. Was she protecting her? “This Amiti girl saved my life.”

	She removed the scarf, exposing her face. It was in the final stages of healing, but traces of the burns were still visible. All of the vampires, including the white-haired one and the jaw-droppingly beautiful one with the sexy obsidian hair and angel-blue eyes, stared at her in stunned silence, understanding everything without any words being spoken.

	Zlata took advantage of the moment. “Well, I guess I’ll be going now. Riona, it looks like you’re safe here.” She took an unsteady step away from the group toward the road leading to the city, but one of the vampires appeared behind her, placing his hands on her shoulders. “Why in such a rush, kitten?”

	The blue-eyed one, whose whole demeanor conveyed that he was their Alpha, gaped at her as if he’d seen a phantom. “I know her too.”

	His gaze into Zlata’s eyes was direct, kind. “You’re Odji’s mate. I thought we’d lost you. Thanks Sekhmet, you are back. Come on, treasure.” He took her hand. “What’s your name?” 

	Zlata’s courage, which had been hightailing it down the road to downtown Brussels, skidded to a halt, turned around, and flew back into Zlata’s body, settling into place and inflating like a hot air balloon. Serena was right; the Sekhmi knew she was Odji’s mate. They wouldn’t dare touch her. On the contrary, they’d protect her as a real blood-bond. Now you can show your teeth, girl.

	“My name is Zlata, Golden.” She used their way to introduce herself. “But it doesn’t matter, because I’m leaving now. And you will let me go.” 

	“Nice to meet you, Zlata. I’m Anock. Consider me your brother-in-law. And as your closest relative here, I’m personally responsible for you. Now, would you please come with me.”

	It was incredible, the distance between bloodstock and blood-bond. A year ago she was a nobody, a bloodstock prepared for a sacrifice. Now she was a treasure. Nice. 

	She had to play these cards wisely. She might be able to save the Amiti who were going to be sacrificed.

	“Here’s the deal, Anock. If you want me to go with you, then free the Amiti you’re getting ready to sacrifice for your damn bloody ritual.”

	He didn’t respond, just contemplated her with his heavenly eyes. 

	Hmm, looked like she needed a much stronger motivator.

	“See these two.” She pointed at two Guardians standing a few steps away from him; they were among her six blood-bonds. She sensed them, and she could tell they recognized her too. 

	“If you want them to live, you’ll release the sacrificial Amiti.”

	But instead of following through with her demand, Anock asked, “Why did you save Riona?”

	He was playing games with her. Zlata wasn’t stupid. I’ll play with you anytime, gorgeous, but you’ll have to play my game.

	“Honestly? At the time, I didn’t know. I just couldn’t bear to watch her burning. But I think I know now. Violence creates more violence, and we’re trapped in this endless cycle. I guess I was trying to break it. I’m returning your priestess in exchange for the Amiti.”

	“Okay, you’ve convinced me, golden child. We’ll let the bloodstock go, as you request. But you stay here. That is my condition.” He wrapped his arms around her and picked her up.

* * *

Anock had cracked this tiny girlfriend of Odji’s like a nut. She wasn’t a murderer; she wouldn’t be killing anyone. It required certain character traits to kill someone, and she didn’t have them. She was a pure child of the Goddess of Love; the Lioness’s powers were not yet accessible to her. At least for the time being, Odji, Riona, and his six Guardians were all safe. 

	Zlata was among those blood-bonds who would rather die than kill, which made her precious to the Sekhmi—but it also made her harder to deal with, because the methods they ordinarily used with Amiti would not work with her. She had more rights than a bloodstock. 

	So let’s be flexible with her. Someday I may owe this girl my personal happiness.

	Zlata’s unexpected appearance had turned his Wheel of Fortune. Things were back on track; he was no longer responsible for the disappearance of Odji’s mate. It meant that Odji would have his blood-bond. And so might Anock, someday; Cara hadn’t been among those chosen by the Lioness for the upcoming sacrifice. 

	Anock winked at Crian, his eyes cunning, and Crian replied with a subtle nod. Then Anock carried Zlata into the mansion and upstairs to a guest apartment with windows facing the central alley.

	“Now we look this way.” He set her down and talked to her as he would to a child, turning her head so she could see the front entrance. His hand glided along her hair; it was so smooth and soft. She would make a nice pet. Crian was right. Amiti were born to be Sekhmis’ pets. Anock felt a sting of guilt for what he was about to do, but right now it was his only option. Sorry, kitten; I do what I must do.

	They watched two Guardians lead three Amiti, one male and two female, out of the building. A car appeared in the driveway and stopped next to the group. The Sekhmi driver got out of the car and waited until the Amiti had all gotten into the back seat, then closed their door and got back into the driver’s seat. The vehicle sped toward the open iron gates, soon dissolving like a ghost in the gathering mist of the Brussels suburb.

	“You see,” Anock breathed into her ear. “They’re gone. The ritual has been canceled. You saved them. Are you satisfied?”

	Zlata turned to him, her eyes two clear lakes reflecting a glow of sincere gratitude. “Thank you.”

	“My pleasure.” Damn. 

	You cheated a naïve girl, hero.

	Shut the hell up! The voice in his head was grating on his nerves. He turned his attention back to Zlata. “I’ll take you to Odji shortly. He’s at the pride’s estate. Unfortunately, he’s still in a coma. But until I’m done with my work here, I need you to stay here in this room and wait for me.”

	“But ... ”

	“Hush. There is no but; there is only yes, Anock. Got it?” He placed a finger to her lips and smiled. “There will be Guardians at the door. I don’t trust you—yet. If you try to run, you go to the cells. The choice is yours. Behave well and you’ll get everything you want. Got it?”

	She blinked. 

	“Good girl.” He kissed her forehead. Exceptionally beautiful girl. Odji does have excellent taste.

	He left her room and called two of his Guardians. “She is not allowed to leave this apartment. But treat her well. Bring her chocolates, ice cream, magazines, whatever, anything girls usually like.”

	Anock walked to the elevator that descended to the basement and then to the floor below the bloodstock cells, where the Guardians maintained their sacred chamber of Sekhmet. Crian, Blade, Theores, Ken, and Leon, plus five other hunters and twenty or so Guardians had already arrived. 

	Riona, dressed in her ceremonial robe, took her position next to the black marble altar of Sekhmet. Something was not right about her; even though her face had healed completely, her skin was as pale as snow and her eyes had lost their usual spark. They were ... lifeless. Anock understood: to be almost burned by one’s blood-bond was a deathblow to a Sekhmi’s ego. 

	Carried away by his thoughts, he missed the grating sound of the heavy metal door opening and saw three bloodstock hunters in white robes leading three Amiti to the altar—the same male and two females who just a half an hour ago drove away from the mansion, for a few brief minutes believing that a miracle had happened and they’d been freed.

	Anock attuned to them and suddenly slipped into a separate reality. He saw himself drowning in a bottomless ocean, surrounded by black water and deathly, dark skies sprinkled with blind, heedless stars. He was struggling to keep himself afloat, but a sinister force kept dragging him down beneath the black surface. He was utterly alone, forgotten and abandoned by everyone. There was no one to hear his final howl or his last breath of agony. 

	Anock raised his eyes, fixing his gaze on the Lioness, a statue in the center of the chamber. Do you really want this sacrifice, Goddess?

	He waited. Stillness. In exasperation, he shouted in his mind, projecting his plea through the dark matter of the universe, tearing apart the fabric of space, trying to reach the Goddess’s ears: Talk to me! Talk to me! Talk to me!

	His eyes began to sting and his vision blurred. Was he crying? He blinked and saw a bloody tear slide down Sekhmet’s cold black marble cheek. Anock blinked again, and it was gone; there was nothing there. Had he been hallucinating? He looked around; had anybody else seen it? Everyone’s eyes were on the first Amiti sacrifice, who was lying in position on the altar. No one seemed to have noticed anything unusual. 

	“Stop the ritual!” Anock stepped forward; all eyes turned to him in surprise. Riona froze, her dagger held high above the female’s chest. 

	Crian frowned. “Anock, what’s the problem?”

	“The Goddess rejects our sacrifice. Don’t you get it? She sent Odji’s mate to save our priestess. The girl was acting on her behalf. She communicated it pretty clearly; Riona’s life was spared in exchange for the sacrificial victims. Sekhmet doesn’t want them killed; She wants them freed.”

	Anock’s words echoed around the chamber. No one spoke. 

	Finally Riona lowered her dagger and placed it on the altar at Sekhmet’s feet. 

	“Unlock the cuffs,” she commanded, pointing to the Amiti female spread on the polished altar. “Anock is right. Too many synchronicities. The Great Lioness is definitely communicating with us. We must follow her will.”

	“Or Hathor’s,” Anock quietly added under his breath.


Chapter 70

The Royal pride’s residence, Sharm el-Sheikh

It had only been three days since Simone had regained her freedom. Now she was locked up again, exchanging one prison for another. At least this time it was her own apartment at the pride’s residence in Egypt. She was under house arrest. But what for? What had she done? Sure, she’d attacked Ken and Shakir and threatened to kill Anock, that son of a bitch who’d broken his word and hadn’t come for her alone. He’d captured her blood-bond, her Oberon, and now she had no idea what had happened to him. Their bond was silent; she couldn’t sense him. Could he be dead? No! Just the thought of it made her feel sick. Maybe a shield was concealing him? Whatever was happening, Anock knew where Oberon was. She just had to find a way to reach that bastard. She’d had enough and wasn’t going to sit in this fucking room any longer waiting for them to kill Oberon. 

	Simone slammed her fist against the door and viciously kicked it. “Hey, someone, open the door, damn it. Open the door! Helloooo!” 

	No response. 

	She hated this feeling of helplessness. They had no right to treat her this way. She was one of the pride, the Elite, the fucking princess! She picked up a chair, and holding it like a baseball bat, slammed it against the window. Not even a scratch: the windows were bulletproof and the chair just bounced to the floor. Simone went on a rampage and broke everything in the room, starting with the TV, then the stereo, all the mirrors and the remaining furniture. She ripped her pillows, blankets, and sheets apart. When the feathers flying around the room made her sneeze, she stomped into the walk-in closet and roughly yanked all the clothes off their hangers, enjoying the sounds of ripping fabric, and then kicked her way through the clothes into the bathroom, where she smashed the wall mirror and swept all of her cosmetics and perfumes off the vanity. Then she decided to create a flood. 

	She cranked the taps in the bathtub and the basin as far as they’d turn, plugged the overflow drains with pieces of the ripped sheets, and then just stood there, watching the water rise. By the time the it started overflowing the bathtub, her anger had subsided. She sloshed across the soaked floor and dropped, exhausted, onto her bed. 

	She was awakened by the gentle touch of fingers stroking her hair. She jerked her head around and found Ismen sitting on the bed next to her. The room was a disaster, broken furniture and shards of mirror glass everywhere. She didn’t hear the sound of running water, so Ismen had probably turned it off, but the carpet looked completely saturated. The bottom half of the drapes was soaked as the water wicked upward, the curtain rods bowing under the extra weight, and she could make out puddles of standing water on the floor, feathers floating in thick layers on their surface. What a mess! she thought, with evil satisfaction. 

	Then she growled at Ismen. “What the hell are you doing here?” 

	“I came to comfort you. The pride thought that you might talk to me because I had nothing to do with having you locked in here. I am so sorry for you, Sim, that your own family would treat you this way. It’s horrible.” 

	“Go to hell. I don’t want to see anybody.” Simone turned away from her and pulled one of the torn covers up over her head. 

	“Don’t be angry with me. It really isn’t my fault. I even brought you something to eat. You must be very hungry.” 

	Simone pushed the blanket off of her and sat up. The food did look tantalizing. She was not going to punish herself by staving herself to death; she’d suffered enough already. Snubbing Ismen, she began ravenously devouring the food. 

	“I brought you something else, too,” said Ismen as she pulled a glass jar filled with fresh blood out of her shoulder bag. “It might help you calm down. Please, my princess, try it.” Ismen handed her the jar. 

	Simone had fed four days ago from Oberon, so she wasn’t bloodthirsty, but what vampire would refuse such an offering? Blood did more than just meet nutritional needs; it was calming and soothing, and the Elite often used it as a tranquilizer. It would help her calm her conflicting emotions and think more clearly. Simone needed a cool head on her shoulders right now to deal with her family; anger wouldn’t help her negotiate with them. She took the jar and removed the lid.

	A painfully familiar scent, like gardenia on an ocean breeze, caressed her face. 

	Simone squeezed the jar so hard that she almost broke it, her senses reeling. No, it couldn’t be a mistake. All vampires had a highly developed sensitivity to blood. Once they’d had someone’s blood, they could remember the taste forever and distinguish it from thousands of others. This blood was Arianna’s. Simone would bet her life on it. 

	She took a sip. She would never forget this taste. The blood of the Amiti Queen. The purest of the pure. 

	“Where did you get this?” She had to be very careful. 

	“Get what?” 

	“The blood.” 

	Ismen shrugged. “Where they always get it; from the bloodstock.” 

	“Do you know whose blood it is?” 

	“How would I know? I called the bloodstock handlers and asked them to prepare some fresh blood for you. You know how they operate; they’ll get it from whoever’s next in the rotation. So it’s random. If you don’t like it, I can reorder.” 

	“No, I like it.” Simone hurried to finish her drink. So Arianna was here, down below in the cells. It wasn’t just some anonymous Amiti who’d been drained for her; it was her sister, who she knew and ... loved. Yes. She did love Arianna. She’d made a mistake. So what? Who hadn’t? 

	Simone got up and walked to the window, sloshing through the water on the floor. The old Simone would have had fun and splashed around, but she couldn’t imagine doing that now. She hated Ismen’s scrutinizing eyes; she needed to learn to master her emotions better and stop being such an open book.

	What could have happened? How had Arianna managed to escape from the pride that had kidnapped them both? Had they sold her to the Royal pride? Why hadn’t Simone’s pride told her that Arianna was here? What was Simone going to do now? Was she going to abandon Arianna again, just keep feeding on her blood? 

	No, Simone was not the selfish bitch they always accused her of being. She was a female of virtue and merit. In fact, she realized, her heart swelling with satisfaction, her pride knew that: they hadn’t told her about Arianna because they knew she’d try to rescue her. 

	Getting Arianna out of the cells wouldn’t be a problem; the area was managed by humans, and Simone could easily hypnotize them. But then what? Where could she take Arianna so she’d be safe? 

	She glanced back at Ismen, still sitting quietly on her bed, then down to the floor. Splinters of wood floated on the surface like hundreds of miniature islands. Anavilhanas. Her memory filled with images of Sargas flying with her on his hip, high above the spectacular archipelago. 

	Of course! The Legacy. They’d protect Arianna. They had promised her Sanctuary, had given it to her before she’d been kidnapped. Simone just had to get in touch with them and work out a plan.

	First things first, though: she had to have the run of the villa. She’d be no use to Arianna locked up in this room. She’d have to behave herself, win her freedom back. 

	“So, Ismen, the pride sent you to talk to me?” She returned to her bed and sat down next to the Amiti.

	“Yes. They don’t want to keep you locked up, but you were so angry that they wanted to give you time to cool down.” 

	“Well, I managed to do a pretty decent job of venting my anger on destroying this place, so I guess that cooled me down. I feel much better. Can you tell them that I apologize for my behavior? Actually, I’d like to do it personally. Ask them if they’ll allow me to join them for dinner.” 

	“Of course, Simone; I’ll tell them. We’re all happy to have you back home.” 

	In about an hour Simone and Ismen joined the pride at dinner. Simone couldn’t bear to face the disaster of her closet, so she’d borrowed a cute blue spaghetti-strapped dress from Ismen. Dinner was served on the open terrace with a view of the magnificent Red Sea. Colorful party lights and candles decorated the terrace, creating a comfortable and relaxed atmosphere. Quiet music was a perfect addition to the peaceful setting. 

	Simone was the embodiment of graciousness. She smiled and joked with everybody, answering questions about her adventures with the humans. There was a lot to catch up on. 

	Theores assured everyone that the human research station would be put on the Council’s agenda and that it was a matter of great concern that the humans were experimenting on immortals. Everyone was anxious for Odji to come out of his coma and looking forward to what he would have to say. Not one of them mentioned Oberon or Arianna. They were all casually chatting and appeared to be in a good mood. The life of the pride was back to normal—except, that is, for Tor. 

	The King was unusually silent. He made no effort to smile and several times completely missed jokes that someone told. He was reserved and formal. Simone had never seen her father like this. She wanted to ask him what was wrong, but changed her mind. She had more significant things to think about, and besides, she didn’t care what his problem was. 

	After dinner, everybody left and retired to their quarters. As Simone’s apartment was uninhabitable, she went to one of the many guest rooms. She locked the door and checked the windows, and then she stood very still, sharpening all her vampire senses, listening, making sure that nobody was spying on her. The villa was enveloped in a blanket of stillness. Everybody appeared to be sleeping or preparing to go to bed. She was safe. She grasped the phone and dialed the Legacy’s number. An unfamiliar male voice on the other end of the line made her a little nervous, but she ignored her intuition, cupping the receiver in her palm and saying in a low voice.

	“This is Simone. I need to talk to Antar.” 

	“He is currently unavailable, Miss.” 

	“Then I need Rock or Sargas or someone from his family.” 

	“The whole Alpha family is away on important business. I can’t connect you with any of them, I’m sorry. I’m substituting for Antar; my name is Sharrit. Maybe I can help you?” 

	“I ask Sanctuary for a female.” She’d take the risk of talking to this stranger. It was the Legacy who provided Sanctuary, not Antar. “She is in danger. Can you provide her Sanctuary and guarantee her safety?” 

	“Yes.” 

	“I also would like the Legacy to take this female out of the country and hide her somewhere far, far away. Can you do this?” 

	“Yes, of course. Where is the female?”

	“In Sharm el-Sheikh in Egypt.”

	“Bring her to the Sharm el-Sheikh International Airport. Our people will meet you at the entrance to the car rental lot. Look for the warriors with Tyr’s tattoo, an upward-pointing arrow, on the back of their right hand.” 

	“Thank you, thank you, thank you. I will never forget this.” 

	“When are you going to deliver her?” 

	Simone glanced at the clock. It was just after midnight. “Let’s do it in two hours. But I might be late, so please wait for me for another couple of hours just in case I run into any problems on this end.” 

	“Don’t worry. They will wait as long as needed.” 

	They disconnected. 

	The plan was in place; now Simone just had to make it work.

* * *

“Good job. You were very convincing.” Anock clapped Blade on the shoulder. He’d just hung up the receiver. They were in the Guardians’ office in Sharm el-Sheikh, monitoring all outgoing calls from the Royal villa. “She believed you. Now, who should we send to meet Simone and the Queen at the airport?”


Chapter 71

Simone walked through her rescue plan, considering every potential loophole or setback, thinking it through in precise detail. Clothes: she needed to get Arianna something other than the bloodstock uniform. What an idiot she’d been to trash her own apartment; as far as she knew, she’d destroyed every piece of clothing she owned. But there must be something she could work with. She could give Arianna the dress and wear whatever she could find. 

	Soundlessly, like a hunting feline, Simone stole back to her apartment, where she rifled through the sodden pile of clothing on her closet floor until she found a pair of black linen pants and a tight black tee-shirt, wet but intact. She wrung them as dry as she could, then took Ismen’s dress off and put them on, checking herself out in what remained of the big closet mirror. The wet clothes clung to her body and absorbed the light, making her sleek and dark like a cat burglar. 

	Before leaving the room, Simone grabbed the least damaged blanket from her bed, but on her way to the garage she had a better idea and stopped at a linen closet to exchange the blanket for a buff-colored one that closely matched her car’s interior. She stopped by the garage to drop off the blanket and check her car’s tank. Good: it was almost full. Having taken care of the transportation, she took the elevator to the bloodstock cells beneath the estate.

	In the gloomy corridor she was greeted by a handler. “May I be of assistance to you, ma’am?” 

	“Yes, you may,” answered Simone, capturing him with her hypnotic eyes. “Take me to the redhead.” 

	“Do you mean number six, ma’am?” 

	“I don’t know her number! Take me to the bloodstock, the girl with long red hair and different-colored eyes.” 

	“Of course. Follow me please, ma’am.” The handler turned around and walked to the last door on the right. Simone followed closely behind him, a numbing terror working its way through her. She had never felt this depth of fear, not even at the arena under the threat of a death penalty. Was she a spineless coward or just neurotic? 

	She had every reason to be either—or both. It had been a year and a half since she had last seen Arianna. For Simone, the time she’d spent with Arianna, their closeness, was like something out of a past life. But she had never stopped thinking about her sister. The guilt of her betrayal had seared an open wound into her heart that would never heal. She had a recurring dream of falling through a black abyss and never reaching the bottom. The dream was bugging her so much that she wished she’d just hit the heavy rocks already, her skull cracking open like a ceramic pot and spilling her brains out onto slick, algae-greened stones. Maybe that would stop the dream from repeating.

	“Open the door,” she told him in a voice that she hoped was casually authoritative. 

	The handler dialed the combination on the door and it swung open. Simone stepped into the dark, miserable cell. Arianna was lying on her bed. If she’d been any paler, she could have passed as a corpse. Her blazing red hair had grown so long that it fell to the floor like molten lava. She had awoken at the sound of the door being opened and stared at Simone. 

	Simone stood rooted to the spot. The female on the bed was not the sister she once knew. She still had Arianna’s angelic features, but something about her had changed dramatically. This female looked more mature, and there was ancient wisdom and dignity in her eyes. She was a stranger—and to Simone, an enigma.

	Simone took a few hesitant steps toward the bed. Arianna struggled to lift her head. Damn, she was as weak as a newborn kitten. She had recently been drained—of the blood that Ismen had brought to her. Disoriented, Simone’s first impulse was to get the hell out of there and bury her head in the sand like an ostrich. She should just leave everything as it was and accept that this was the way things had been between their two races for thousands of years. Her sister had been born Amiti, so it was her fate. It was as simple as that. Just accept it, and you’ll forever free yourself. No more inner tumult. No guilt, no self-loathing, no self-judgment. Just the peace of mind she yearned for. She could walk away from all this and just luxuriate in her carefree, comfortable, and elitist existence as one of the master race ... 

	“Arianna,” was all she could say. 

	“Why are you here.” Arianna’s voice was flat.

	“I just found out that you’re being held here, and I’ve come to get you out. Here, put this on.” She handed her Ismen’s blue dress. It would be huge on her, but so would anything else Simone would be able to dig up, so it would have to do.

	Arianna struggled to sit up in bed. Then, with her frail hands, she began pulling off the bloodstock uniform’s top but it got tangled around her neck. Still not entirely sure what she was doing, Simone helped her change and get off the bed, but once she tried to stand, Arianna swayed and lost her balance. Simone caught her and called the handler into the cell. 

	“Pick her up and carry her to the elevator.” Being able to hypnotize humans definitely had its advantages. 

	She ignored her flashback to the first human she’d hypnotized, the one she’d drained, killed.

	The handler carried Arianna into the elevator and down to the garage. Simone opened the back door of her jaguar and had the handler lay Arianna on the floor behind the front seat. “Now lie down. Quiet as a mouse, okay? We need to get through security at the front gate.” 

	Obediently, Arianna pulled the blanket over herself and flattened herself along the floor. She was so tiny and thin that she disappeared into the floor. 

	Simone started the engine and turned to the handler. “Now, go back to work and forget everything that’s happened during last half hour.” 

	She opened the garage door and drove to the gate, her heart pounding. Please, Goddess, please make this work.

	As she’d expected, a guard stepped out of the guardhouse and approached her side of the car. He smiled as he recognized her. “Good evening, Princess.” 

	She smiled in return. “Hi.” He wouldn’t question her; it was none of his business where she was going at this late hour. 

	She was right. He pushed a control and the heavy gate opened. “Have a great time, miss.” 

	“I will.” Relieved, she waved cheerfully at him as she drove through. Once she was safely out of sight, she accelerated and sped off toward the airport. 

	“Ari,” she called to Arianna as they left the villa far behind. “We’re out of danger now.” 

	Arianna kicked the blanket off and pushed herself up onto the seat. She rolled the window down and let the ocean breeze rush in. The road wound along the coastline, and all the way to the airport Arianna stared at the dark waters of the sea as if she couldn’t get enough of it. She still hadn’t once looked at Simone and hadn’t spoken a word. The silence between them was intense. Simone tried to read her mind, but Amiti weren’t like humans—there was no way to get into their thoughts—and Simone had broken their blood-bond by bonding with Oberon, so she couldn’t use that channel either. 

	But, really, Simone didn’t need to read her sister’s mind. Her conviction that Arianna hated her grew with every passing minute, every turn on the highway. As Arianna’s aura spilled over her, Simone vividly felt her hostile energies, along with expanding vibrations of confidence and self-sufficiency. 

	The predator in Simone sensed another predator—and something unforeseen happened to Simone’s inner lioness. She tucked her tail between her legs and bolted to the farthest corner of Simone’s mind. The last traces of Simone’s dimming enthusiasm winked out. Her intuition urged her to turn back, but without knowing why, she stubbornly ignored it and kept driving, even though she knew without the slightest doubt that she’d regret her actions. 

	At the airport, Simone followed the signs to the rental car lot and pulled off to the side at the entrance gate.

	“I trust you had a safe trip, Princess?” asked a sonorous male’s voice. Three athletic, well-toned males were approaching them; Simone immediately sensed that they were some type of wereanimal. On the back of each of their right hands was an upward-pointing arrow tattoo, the rune Tiwaz that was the Legacy’s symbol. Simone heaved a sigh of relief, the infusion of air to her lungs making her realize that she’d barely breathed throughout the entire trip. 

	“Thank Goddess that you came.” 

	“There was no question of it. Our word is our bond. I assume this is the female you requested Sanctuary for.” The weres squinted golden-brown eyes at Arianna. Simone nodded and lowered her mouth to Arianna’s ear. 

	“Ari.” It sounded foreign on her tongue; the name didn’t suit her sister anymore. “The Legacy will take care of you. They’ll give you Sanctuary, and you’ll see Antar soon. He’ll make sure you’re okay.” She stopped briefly and exhaled. “I wish you happiness, and ... ” she paused again, drawing on all her courage, “Arianna, please forgive me.”

	Arianna just looked through her, impassively. Finally, she slowly nodded her head, the nod of a Queen. 

	Not even a single word? That’s it! Simone wanted to scream. She’d risked everything for her and couldn’t even get a simple thank you? 

	“Okay, ladies. We need to keep it moving so we can leave while the corridor’s still open.” One of the warriors helped Arianna out of the car and into the back seat of their car. From there, Simone assumed, they’d head across the airport to the Legacy’s private jet. 

	Feeling defeated and incomplete, Simone got back into her car. There was nothing else to say. She watched them drive away and disappear into the night.


Chapter 72

After watching the lights of Sharm el-Sheikh fade into the distance, Arianna turned in her leather seat, assessing her surroundings. The three Legacy warriors—werehyenas, they’d called themselves—sat in rows near her, occupied with magazines and movies. The plane stretched back behind her, and she thought she felt the presence of more passengers, but she’d have to stand up to be sure and she didn’t want to call attention to herself.

	Everything seemed normal, but Arianna couldn’t shake the nagging sensation that something was wrong, had been wrong ever since Simone had shown up in her cell. It didn’t make sense that they’d been able to get away that easily. Tor and the Royal pride were powerful enough that once they made the decision to lock her up, she’d stay that way until they decided otherwise. 

	Yes, something was definitely very wrong here. 

	“Hi, beautiful. Champagne?” With a flute of champagne in each hand, Anock settled into a seat across from her.

	Well, if that didn’t confirm her suspicions, she didn’t know what would have. Her saviors, the three werehyenas, weren’t with the Legacy at all; they were working with the vampires. She was right back where she’d started—or worse, depending on why they’d bothered staging such an elaborate setup.

	Now save your butt, girl. Do something before it’s done to you. This might be the best chance she had, and she had to take it. She couldn’t fight all the males on the plane, but maybe she could gain control over the one sitting in front of her, the one who was calling the shots. 

	“Thanks.” She accepted the glass with what she hoped was a purr and a provocative smile. She couldn’t afford to drink the champagne at all, really: she needed her wits about her, and she had no food in her stomach and no flesh to metabolize the alcohol. But she closed her eyes and took a tiny sip, rolling it on her tongue and letting its decadence help her get into character for just a second. Yes, she’d been drained, and what was left of her felt leaden, hardly in a good position to play the seductress, but she was running out of time and options. Time for a pep talk.

	No bloodletting now could ever rob her of her immutable nature; she was the child of the Love Goddess; she was sexy and alluring. It was Tor who had taught her to believe in herself. He’d seen her beauty, and through his eyes Arianna had learned to see it, too. Goddess, how much she missed him ... as much as she hated him. When she got her powers—and she knew she would; her rage would unlock them—there’d be retribution. An eye for an eye; blood for blood. Tor would be the first to experience her wrath. She’d burn him alive with the rays of the sun, the power of Ra becoming lethal in her hands. She’d do it slowly, very slowly, watching him convulsing in agony for hours, days—no, better even, for centuries—and she, impervious and callous, would watch him weep bloody tears while the flames devoured his merciless evil heart. She’d revel in his pain like he must have reveled in hers. And when there was nothing left of his magnificent body but ashes, she’d collect them and hide them under her pillow drenching it with her tears every night for millennia ... Goddess, help her have the courage to kill him. 

	Well, that wasn’t how she’d imagined psyching herself up, but it would work just fine. Revenge was a powerful motivator, helping her tap into more energy than she’d thought possible.

	She opened her eyes to appraise Anock with a provocative smile and crossed her legs, letting the hemline of her dress ride up to expose her thigh, high enough to make him want to see more.

	“Where are you taking me this time?” She held Anock’s eyes over the champagne flute as she pretended to take another sip. 

	“To Brussels. Does it matter?” 

	Arianna shrugged. “No, I guess it really doesn’t. You don’t provide luxury apartments with nice views or anything fun to do. In fact, the life you offer is boring. Why don’t we enjoy ourselves while we still have a chance?” 

	Coup de main: a surprise attack. She cupped the delicate crystal glass in her palm and squeezed with all the strength left in her. The glass broke and sliced into her palm, releasing the rich scent of her blood—the Amiti Queen’s blood—to fill the air. She jumped up and closed the distance between Anock and herself. Using the largest shard of crystal, she sliced an X across her chest, then slashed across her cheek, splattering blood everywhere. 

	“What are you doing?” Anock leaped to his feet and grabbed her wrists, taking the piece of glass from her. “Get back in your seat,” he commanded, shoving her back. 

	Blind rage exploded in Arianna at the thought that she’d lost without even having a chance. “Go to hell!” she shouted, attacking him and reaching for the glass. He gripped her shoulders, pressing her down, but she kicked him in the groin, brutally, ruthlessly, twisting herself free, and bolted toward the back of the plane. 

	She found the other passengers she’d sensed on the plane when she crashed into them. Two Sekhmi loomed in her path and tried to catch her, but she dropped to the floor and slithered between them, elusive as a snake. One seized the skirt of her dress just as Anock caught her in his arms and pulled her up, tearing the thin fabric apart. She twisted and kicked like a wild cat, biting into Anock’s biceps. 

	She screamed as a searing pain sliced down her back and shoulder. Anock shoved her behind him.

	She turned to see two werehyenas stalking them, their features melting like wax as they morphed from human to hyena before her eyes. It was hideous, and even in her panic she wanted to gag.

	Crap. They were reacting to her blood, too.

	This hadn’t been part of the plan. Between the weres and the Sekhmi, everything had changed. For now at least, Anock was her ally and protector, seemingly the only one on the plane who wasn’t trying to rip her to shreds. She pressed herself against his back.

	The weres attacked.

	In a blur of motion, Anock threw them aside like toys, and then his voice boomed out over the roar of the plane. “You need to Stand. Down. Now. Get back to your seats. Don’t make me kill you. You know I will if I have to.”

	But it was clear that the hyenas had totally lost control. She thought that on some level, they’d heard Anock—they weren’t just rushing at her again—but their pupils were dilated and fixed on Arianna as if Anock wasn’t even there. One took a step forward, and then all three were prowling slowly toward her. 

	“Get on the floor,” he said, shoving her down between the seats with one hand just as the first werehyena flew at them. Anock’s other hand snapped out and smashed the attacker between the eyes. The were’s skull cracked like an eggshell and bits of brain splattered like jelly across the cabin. 

	The remaining weres leaped—and then Arianna was jerked violently away from Anock and flattened against the wall by the two Sekhmi. One of them lunged for her vein. She screamed curling herself into a ball just as his fangs found her throat. The Sekhmi sucked in a mouth full of blood—but choked on it, his eyes glazing over, he crumbled to the floor and his head rolled under a chair, his body sprawled in front of Arianna. The last Sekhmi hurtled over the seats but crashed to the floor as Anock’s blast hit him in the center of his back.

	Delirious, she stared at Anock, his face and hands coated in blood and a grey substance she assumed had been someone’s brains a few seconds ago.

	She began inching her way toward the cockpit, trying to put distance between herself and him. 

	“You can't run from me.” He snatched her by the waist and lifted her off the floor, bringing her face level with his.

	What should she do now? Arianna’s brain was spinning. She had to get ahold of herself. It’s just you and him and the pilots. His bloodlust must be screaming right now. Play your ace.

	She threw her arms and legs around Anock and molded her body to his, feeling the blood on her chest slick against his, writhing a little to make sure he could feel it too. His eyes closed and she could hear the rhythm of his heartbeat speed up. 

	Good. She’d get him to blood-bond with her or she’d die trying. 

	She took his face in her hands and pressed her mouth to his, caressing his fangs with her tongue. He groaned in response, inspiring her to intensify her attack. Breaking contact with his mouth, she rubbed her lacerated, bleeding cheek against his lips, smearing them with her blood. Surrender, damn you.

	Still holding her, he dropped to his knees, laying her in the aisle between the seats, and ripped off what remained of her clothing. The gashes in her naked back screamed in pain. The carpet under her was soggy with still-warm blood, but she didn’t care, all her attention focused on Anock. Get him or you are dead, girl. 

	His hand slid along her waist, down her hip to her inner thigh. Encouraged, she arched her back, showing off her blood-smeared breasts, and spread her legs slightly. His face covered her solar plexus and his tongue traced the stream of blood up to the wound on her chest. 

	Then without warning, he recoiled. 

* * *

What am I doing? She belongs to the King. Tor loved her and Anock could never betray him. Summoning all his willpower, Anock pulled himself away from her, stood up and reached across the seats to grab a blanket.

	“Cover yourself,” he told her, tossing her the blanket.

	“Why? What happened? Don’t you want me?” 

	“No.” 

	“Anock ... ” 

	“I said no, Arianna. No. I. Do. Not. Want. You. Got it?” He reached down and spread the blanket over her. 

	She kicked it back off and then ran her hands across her chest, cupping her breasts, her hands sliding through the blood and making the scent even stronger. If that was possible. “That’s not true. I felt your passion. Please, Anock, be with me.” Trembling slightly, she moved her hands lower, down her side and between her legs. “My body’s made for love, and it’s aching for you. Come to me, Anock. We’re alone here; nobody will ever know.” 

	She was like a Siren luring him to his death. Anock shook his head violently to rid himself of her spell and walked quickly to the bathroom to splash cold water on his face. 

Come back to your senses, Anock, he told his reflection in the mirror. She doesn’t want you. She’s just a desperate female fighting for her life. You can control your urges. Get ahold of yourself. 

	One more thing, and then he’d be able to refocus on his mission. He went to the small refrigerator in the back of the plane, relieved to find two containers of Amiti blood, He opened both of them and drank deeply, not stopping until he’d swallowed every drop, and then took deep, stabilizing breaths until the blood worked its magic and he felt like himself again. Grabbing the first aid kit and a bottle of water, he returned to the cabin. 

	Arianna hadn’t moved and was still lying there naked. Now that he was lucid enough to notice something other than the blood, he could clearly see the damage she had done to herself. The cuts looked mostly superficial, but serious enough to need attention, and he needed to take a look at what the werehyena had done to her back.

	He got her back into her seat and had her lean forward so he could inspect her back. It looked pretty bad, so he started there, cleaning the wound first with water and then with disinfectant, and then bandaging it with gauze and tape. He repeated the procedure on her front. As he put the last Band-Aid on the laceration to her cheek, he admonished her gently. “You see what you did? Now you’ll have a scar on your beautiful face.” 

	“Who cares?” She smiled sadly. 

	Anock wiped the rest of the dried blood from her skin and wrapped the blanket around her. 

	“Thank you, Anock. You are so kind. How can you be so gentle and so cruel at the same time?” 

	“Cruel?” 

	“You killed all of them,” she said, looking at the dead bodies around them. 

	“If it weren’t for you, they’d still be alive, and you accuse me of cruelty? Why the hell did you cut yourself?” 

	“Because I can’t go back into that cell. Please, Anock, help me.” Her eyes were pleading. “I haven’t done you any harm; I haven’t harmed anyone. Being there is a living hell. Please, Anock, help me.”

	Anock sat down on the seat across from her, contemplating the situation. He didn’t have anything personal against Arianna. During the few short months she’d spent with Tor and the pride, he’d learned a lot about her. She was just a young girl from the California beaches, kind, gentle, and compassionate. She’d had human friends and a normal human life until the Sekhmi interfered. She’d done nothing to deserve what they had waiting for her when she got to Brussels. But as the Queen and a Keeper, she presented a direct threat to his race, and that threat had to be eliminated. 

	That dilemma was killing Tor, too. The King, ordinarily capable of making even the most difficult choices without blinking an eye, had secluded himself from the world as if spending his days alone, thinking, would help him find a different solution. 

	If only ... if only Anock could find a way to save her.

	“It would be so much easier to save you if you were just a common Amiti. Is there any way that you can surrender your powers as a Keeper and the Queen?” 

	She shook her head. “Any of the Keepers can surrender their powers to the Queen, but the Queen’s powers are inherited. They’re transferred only from mother to daughter.”

	Poor girl. If only she’d just been a regular Amiti, she would have lived the life of a queen—Tor would have given her the world—but because she was born the Queen, she had to die.

	He swallowed through the lump in his throat. What should he do? Tell her she was going to be released and then lock her up in a bloodstock cell? 

	He remembered Tor bringing her down to the cells and slamming the door behind him, leaving her alone in that damn freezing hole like he was tossing her into a grave. He recalled how desperately she had clenched his hand; she hadn’t known where he was taking her. It would stretch the limits of cruelty to put her through it again. No, Anock could not do it. He might be a monster, but he still had a heart.

	“Tell me honestly: if I let you go, what would you do?” 

	She looked down at her hands, her fingers stroking the blanket. 

	“You see? You’re not answering me because you know what you’d do—and you know that I know it, too. You’d destroy my people. You’re the Amiti Queen.” 

	She just kept stroking the blanket. 

	“I respect you for that, Arianna. You’re not like the Amiti who live comfortable lives with their Sekhmi mates pretending that the rest of their people don’t exist. That’s the Amitis’ main problem: you each only care about yourself. That’s why you’ll never defeat us. We Sekhmi stand for each other and fight for each other to the death if necessary. Our prides are our fortresses, and we’re an organized force that can unify and strike at any time. That’s what has given Tor the strength to stand for his people over you even though he loves you with all his heart. It might bring you some comfort, by the way, to know that he cried when he left you locked in that cell.” 

* * *

She didn’t want to hear about Tor anymore. Not ever again. He’d broken her heart, and that would never change. She just had to accept that; it was beyond her capacity to carve him out of her heart. 

	What was tearing her apart right now was that Anock was right about her people. There wasn’t any unity among them; no all for one and one for all as there was among Sekhmi. The Amiti philosophy was I’ll take care of myself and the rest of you can go to hell. And that’s why they were in hell. If every Amiti blood-bond, including her mother, had stood their ground, all Amiti would have been free long ago. As the Queen, could she change it? What would it take to unite her people? Goddess, there was so much she didn’t know, so much she still had to learn. If only she had someone wise to mentor her—but she could only think of one person who could do that, and unfortunately, he was her deadly enemy. She had no time for trial-and-error, no time to learn from her mistakes. She had to hit the jackpot right away, or her people would die out completely.

	“So you’re putting me back in a bloodstock cell?” She already knew the answer; she just wanted to make him say it to her face.

	“Yes.” 

	“How long are you going to keep me there?” 

	“I don’t know. It’s up to the King to decide.”


Chapter 73

Four cars and eight Guardians were there to meet them on the tarmac when the plane landed in Brussels. Arianna was wearing one of the flight attendants’ extra uniforms. It was huge on her, but who cared; she’d soon be trading it in for a bloodstock’s. 

	One of the Sekhmi stepped forward and opened the back door of the second vehicle for Arianna. Anock went around the car and slid in beside her. As soon as the car pulled away, Arianna unexpectedly dropped her head into Anock’s lap.

	“What are you doing?” Merciless bitch. She was still playing with him, making it impossible for him to focus on his mission. 

	His only thought now was to take the car and drive her somewhere far, far away, where she would be secure and safe. Where she could live her life the way she was supposed to, surrounded by people who loved her and with the male she loved. 

	Anock’s shoulders stiffened. He was a monster and belonged to a race of monsters. After they’d gotten rid of all the Keepers, he’d blood-bond with Cara and then tell her the truth about the monster who dwelled within the depths of his soul. Let her kill him. He’d rather be toast than keep living this fucking life.

	“What are you doing?” he repeated, staring at the flowing red hair spilling across his lap. 

	“I just need to feel someone close. I won’t have a chance to anymore once I’m back in a cell. Can you stroke my hair, please?” 

	Anock had dealt with hardened criminals; he had tortured and executed people, and he’d never let it get to him like this. What was she doing to him?

	“Please, Anock.” 

	Gently, he put his hand on her hair, feeling the silky texture under his fingers, leaned his head back on the headrest, and closed his eyes. This girl was born for love. Tor would have given the world to be in his shoes right now. 

	“Anock,” she said softly. “When one person gives something to another with good will, what is it called?”

	“A gift.”

	“When one person takes something from another without permission what is he called?”

	“A thief.”

	“A thief is a criminal isn’t he?”

	“What do you want from me, Arianna?”

	“Why do you Sekhmi choose to steal instead of receiving a gift?” 

	He lifted her head from his lap. “Stop philosophizing with me.”

	“Answer me.” She placed her chin on his shoulder.

	“Leave me alone.”

	“You don’t want to answer because you don’t know?”

	“Yes. No. I don’t know, but I understand what you’re trying to say. Here’s the thing: the Amitis’ gift to Sekhmi is a Trojan horse. That is my answer.’

	“You created the problem. This is my only chance to talk to you. You have a heart, Anock. I know it. You hate what you’re doing, and like me, you’re trying to find a solution.”

	“We already found one.”

	“To kill us?”

	“Only the Keepers. We need the rest.”

	“This is wrong.”

	“No, Arianna. This is right, because if we don’t kill the Keepers, you’ll kill us, won’t you?”

	“That’s what I thought at first. But then I realized that would be wrong, to wipe out an entire race. What has come to life has a right to exist and evolve. That is the rule of the Gods, and as the Keeper of Balance, I have no right to interfere with it. My job is to make sure that the balance on this planet is preserved. Earth is a planet of polarities; their constant tension keeps things moving. If one of the opposites is removed from the equation, it will create a dramatic shift and alter the balance of the entire planet.”

	“Glad you understand.”

	“Yes. I do. That is why I’m telling you that I will not turn the Key—at least not with the purpose of annihilating the vampires.”

	“I don’t believe you. But out of curiosity, what is your plan?”

	“I don’t know. I can’t stop thinking about it, and I feel that an answer will come to me, but I’m running out of time. You’ll kill me, yes?”

	Damn, why is the traffic so slow? Move. Anock was losing it; he had no idea how much longer he could deal with her.

	“But if you keep me alive and help me, we might find a solution.” She touched his cheek with her lips.

	He sucked in a breath. She was a trickster, appealing to him as a male and as one of the vampires’ leaders. Come back down to earth, Anock, she’s playing with you. She’s fighting for her life. Don’t believe her.

	The car drove through the iron gates of the mansion and pulled up at the rear entrance, where they were met by three Guardians. One of them approached the car and opened the back door. 

	“Get out.” He nudged her. “We’re here.” 

	Arianna stepped out and froze, staring at the magnificent eighteenth-century building, her new prison. “Is this where you live in Brussels?”

	“Yes and no. Now move.”

	“What is this building, Anock?”

	“We’re not here as tourists. Move.” He pointed toward the entrance. 

	With no warning, Arianna dropped to the ground. 

	“What the hell are you doing?” 

	“If you seriously think that I’m walking to prison on my own two feet, you can think again. I’m not going to make this easier for you.” 

	Anock expelled a heavy sigh, bent down, and lifted her in his arms. “Well then, I guess I’ll have to carry you.” 

	Arianna cuddled up to him like a lover. It felt like a sword gashing his flesh.

	“You feel so good.” She bit his ear gently as he hurried down the stairs with her. “Anock, you’re going the wrong way! Isn’t your bedroom upstairs?”

	She was mocking him. “Shut up.” 

	What he was doing was wrong. He should be following his soul, not his rational mind. 

	The door to the cell was standing open and three handlers were ready for her, lined up along the wall of the corridor. Anock brought Arianna in and dropped her on the bed. Just as he stepped through the door, she called to him. “Anock.”

	Reluctantly he turned around, his throat tight as if there was a pebble lodged in it. Please, please don’t cry. I can’t survive your tears. 

	“What?” He swallowed hard. 

	She didn’t cry, just raised her beautiful eyes to him and said in a small voice like a child’s, “Anock, would you please bring me a kitten? I can’t bear being alone again.” 

	If a grenade had exploded right then, Anock wouldn’t have noticed; it would have been drowned out by the detonation of the world disintegrating around him. He fled from the basement, pushing aside the handlers and the Guardians, and rushed to his apartment, his mind filled with hatred for his life and for Sekhmet. 

* * *

Arianna watched as the door closed behind him. She pressed two fingers between her eyebrows, suppressing her tears. She would not cry. She would not. What was the point? Crying wouldn’t help; it would not resolve her problem. They were going to kill her, she knew it. Her intuition had never deceived her. She had to do something, and she had to do it now. 

	They might have bled her powers away, but there was one that didn’t drain out with her blood: the power over her blood-bond. For the first time, she was really glad she’d let that filthy pig Khay live. She’d initially agreed to do so out of respect for Serena’s plan, waiting for the signal to obliterate the blood-bonds—and then she’d found a perverse satisfaction in the knowledge that he lived in constant fear that she could kill him at any moment. And now she’d finally found a way for that miserable bastard to make himself useful after all. 

	She sent Khay a mental image of him burning to death, writhing in agony before dissolving into ashes. I’ll kill you, Khay. You have no control over me anymore. So I recommend that you answer me. Now. 

	No reply for a moment, and then his gruff voice in her head: What do you want? She could feel him freaking out; somehow he’d come to believe that she would leave him alone, and now he was terrified. Arianna’s lips curled into a smile of contempt. It’s payback time, Khay. This is just the beginning. 

	She projected another image, this one of Antar. Find Antar and let him know that I’m in Brussels, in the basement of an old mansion where Anock lives. Tell him that I ask to reenter Sanctuary. If you do this, I will spare your life. 

	At least for a while, she added to herself.

	Bitch, he replied, but she knew he’d do what she had ordered him to. 

	It was her first victory. She’d given a vampire an order and he would obey. Goddess, it felt addictive. Now she understood the vampires’ struggle for superiority and control. 

	A plan began to form in her head. If she escaped from this trap, as the Queen and the Keeper of Balance, she’d find a way to turn the tide. The Amiti would become the master race and the vampires would serve them, forced into submission through the blood-bond. 

	After all, hadn’t that been the plan from the very beginning?


Chapter 74

Anock had food delivered to his apartment and tried, really tried, to focus on his meal, but his mind kept stubbornly returning to Arianna. What was in store for the girl was beyond unfair. 

	All things considered, his world was totally unmanageable right now, and he couldn’t stop thinking about everything that was happening and his own role in it all. It was wearing him out, and if he didn’t get a break, he’d lose his mind. 

	He put the dish aside and went to find Riona, who was currently the most accessible of his regular lovers. After her tragic encounter with her blood-bond, the traumatized priestess had needed time to recover in a place where she felt safe, so she’d been staying in one of the Guardians’ guest apartments. 

	Riona was just stepping out of the shower when Anock entered her bedroom. She smiled encouragingly and dropped her towel. He lunged at her, stripping off his clothes on the way. Grabbing her by the waist, he swung her onto her bed. 

	After twenty minutes of mindlessly, mechanically using each other’s bodies, they lay exhausted, staring at the ceiling. They’d brought each other to climax, but Anock could tell that neither of them had achieved the release they’d both been seeking. 

	“So, what’s it like being burned by your blood-bond?” asked Anock, avoiding looking at her, needing to know but feeling her distress. 

	“It hurts.” 

	“Tell me more about it.” 

	“Why do you want to know?” 

	“I’ve been contemplating a blood-bond and at the moment, she hates me.” 

	“Then why would you want to blood-bond with her?” 

	“Well, why did you blood-bond with yours?” 

	There was a long pause, and Anock knew she was crying. 

	Finally she spoke. “I loved Erec. You won’t believe me, but even though he tried to kill me, I think I actually still love him. I really doubt my sanity when it comes to this ... but there’s a bond that occurs when you fall in love with an Amiti, like your two hearts become one. One doesn’t exist without the other. When you lose your loved one, you lose your heart and there’s just a dark hole in your life. If you’ve never had an Amiti lover, you wouldn’t understand. It’s like nothing else in the universe.” 

	“They become your obsession, they invade your dreams and your thoughts. They’re so much a part of you that there’s no way to rid yourself of them.” 

	“How do you know?” 

	“I have an Amiti lover. Or rather, I had one.” 

	“And? What happened?” Riona turned to look at him, her tears still flowing.

	“I can’t talk about it.” 

	“I still want him back. How can that be? He tried to kill me and I still believed he loved me. But it was all a lie. He’s an Avenger; love doesn’t exist in their world. It didn’t exist in mine, either, until I met Erec. He turned my entire universe inside out; I became a different person. He evoked something hidden deep, deep inside me, something primordial. For the first time in my life, I learned to feel. Before him, I was like a robot, aimlessly going about my business. Now I want to die, Anock, I can’t go back to my old existence. And live feeding ... Once you’ve experienced it, it’s impossible to go back and feed on bloodstock blood. It’s not a life. If I can’t have my Amiti mate, I just want to die.” 

	Anock remained silent, reflecting on Riona’s disclosure. Cara had the same power over him. She’d ripped him apart. Anock existed now as two separate entities engaged in an ongoing battle. The clash left him frazzled, but how to find a resolution or a compromise—or even a truce between the two opposing parts of his personality—Anock had no idea. But there was one person who might be able to help him.

	He got up and started to pull on his clothes. “I need to go. Thank you for sharing, Riona. Remember, this too shall pass.” That last part was more for himself than for Riona. If only it was true. 

	He left Riona’s apartment and took an elevator downstairs to the bloodstock cells. 

	“Tell me, do you use some sort of spell to captivate us?” he asked Arianna as he sat in the chair in the farthest corner of her cell. 

	“What do you mean?” She leaned on her elbow, puzzled. 

	“It has to be a spell. It seems that everyone I know who loses an Amiti they love also loses themselves. You’re bewitching us, right?” 

	She shook her head. “No, Anock. There are no spells.” She pulled herself up and sat on her bed, leaning against the wall. As she gazed at Anock, she looked astonishingly wise, as if she had lived a long, long life. It couldn’t possibly be a twenty-two year old girl sitting in front of him. 

	She sighed and continued. “We evoke the love buried inside you, and you suffer because the Sekhmi part of you rejects it. Our two races are each other’s opposites. We act as if we have nothing in common, but in reality, what’s on the surface of one is hidden deep within the unconscious of the other and vice versa. It’s just like the Lioness was chained within Hathor, and Hathor within the Lioness.” 

	“So you’re telling me that I, a Sekhmi, have Hathor within me?” 

	“Yes, and because you refuse to accept this loving part of yourself, you suffer. You feel as if you’ve been torn apart, and there’s a never-ending battle raging within you. The love in your heart demands to be acknowledged. It has the right to exist. I understand it’s hard to admit that you can be tender, nurturing, and compassionate. In Sekhmi society, it’s probably even harder to admit that than it is to acknowledge that you’re hurting innocent people for your own selfish purposes.”

	Anock stared at his watch as if mesmerized by its long hand rhythmically counting off the seconds. The qualities she was talking about were what had brought her race to their knees. That wasn’t what Anock wanted for himself or his people. 

	“What about you?” he asked. “According to your theory, the Lioness is hiding deep within the Amiti, and we Sekhmi must be evoking Her.” 

	“Yes. By abusing us. You’re playing with fire. Do you remember what happened when the Lioness broke free from Hathor?” 

	Oh yes, Anock knew the old legends. The Lioness had come very close to destroying the world. Could it be true that the Amiti held this power within them? If it was, they didn’t even need to turn the Key; the Great Destroyer was already there. 

	It dawned on him that only being drained prevented the Lioness from emerging within the Amiti, and that those Amiti who were free were lethal; the Lioness’s wrath began to consume them. Now he understood the Avengers and some of the blood-bonds who killed indiscriminately. 

	With that revelation, all his doubts about the rightness of his mission evaporated. 

	“I need to go. Thank you for the consultation.” He got up and walked quickly to the door. 

	“My pleasure. Come again, Anock. It’s so lonely here in this cell.” 

	Anock stopped, regarding Arianna thoughtfully. 

	“Tell me, Arianna. If Tor walked through that door right now, begging to take you back, would you forgive him?”

	“Why do you ask?”

	“I have to know.” 

	“Why?” 

	“Because I made a stupid mistake and I don’t know if it can be corrected.”

	“Will my answer help you?”

	“Yes, but please don’t lie. I need an honest answer.” 

	“No. I would not.”

	“So: you also prefer Sekhmet’s rage and power to Hathor’s love and forgiveness?”

	“Hathor brought me here; Sekhmet will set me free.”

	“I understand.” He left her cell. 

	Arianna’s confession was worth pondering. There was destruction and death within the Amiti. And Cara would not forgive him. Both races had chosen the Lioness and forsaken Hathor. If it went on like this, they were doomed forever to continue their bloody run—until they totally annihilated each other.

	Anock reached for his phone and opened the photo album he kept stored on it. He spent a few minutes looking into the faces of his friends who’d been killed in this war, remembering them, focusing on his mission. Then he went through the heavy doors to the high-security wing of the basement. He was almost finished. Just one more thing to deal with: Oberon.


Chapter 75

Two of the Guardians were just leaving the secure wing of the basement. “So how is our guest?” Anock asked them.

	“I think he’s had better days.”

	Anock approached Oberon’s cage. The once handsome and powerful Keeper of the Hidden was barely recognizable, his motionless body a pile of bruised flesh. Blood pooled around his head and his face had been battered and swollen, his eyes reduced to slits, his lips split and three times their natural size. His arms and legs lay in unnatural positions, with fractured bones breaking through the flesh. 

	“Nice job,” Anock said to Blade, who stood over Oberon’s form. He turned to Etain and Crian, stationed just outside the bars of the cage. “I apologize for this unsightly view, ma’am, and thank you for coming. We couldn’t have done it without your help.”

	“I’m also doing it for myself. I will never forgive the Amiti for the death of my two grandchildren. I lowered the shield several hours ago and just put it back into place. I hope it was enough time for whoever is seeking him.” 

	“We’ve taken all necessary precautions,” Blade reported. “Oberon was bled prior to his beating, and, as you can see, is helpless. And, of course, the silver-steel chain and cage bars will help keep him in place.”

	“Very good.” Anock’s phone rang; he picked it up and listened. “Perfect.” He tucked the phone into his pocket. “Our plan has worked. Simone’s here.”

* * *

Simone parked at the front entrance to the Guardians’ mansion. A few hours earlier she’d become aware of her blood-bond with Oberon. Tuning into it, she saw him lying unconscious and bloodied on the floor in a dark place. She went ballistic when she saw his condition. Zooming out, she discovered that he was being kept as a prisoner at the Guardians’ headquarters in Brussels—and she went even more ballistic. She hauled ass out to the pride’s airfield, calling the pilot on the way and demanding that he prepare the jet and take her to Europe. She had a rental car waiting for her at the Brussels airport, and after about an hour’s drive at eighty-five miles an hour she was at the Guardians’ mansion. She blared her horn at the gates; the guards recognized her and let her in. She skidded to a stop in front of the mansion and shot out of the car and into the building. The guard at the door ran after her. 

	“Sorry, Princess, how can I help you?”

	“I want to see Anock.”

	She knew the Guardians wouldn’t just let her stroll in to see Oberon, and she had no power to fight them. The only person who could really help her to get to Oberon was her former lover and current enemy, the filthy pig Anock Sabe. 

	“Please, if you will, wait just a moment,” the guard asked, making a call to announce Princess Simone’s arrival. He listened for a minute, then said politely, “The commander will be right with you. Would you like to take a seat while you wait?”

	Simone bit her tongue. How dare he? A princess had to wait for him, her father’s bodyguard. Outrageous! She was furious, but it didn’t matter. She’d survive the indignation; what mattered was that she needed to save Oberon. 

	“Simone.” Anock was coming down the stairs with a broad, welcoming smile on his face. “Nice to see you again, Princess. I hope you’re feeling better than the last time we met. What brings you here today? Something I can help you with?”

	“Don’t pretend to be surprised. You know exactly why I’m here. Take me to Oberon. I know he’s here.”

	“Okay. Follow me.” He headed toward an elevator. 

	That’s it? He was just going to take her to Oberon without argument or even negotiation? Something was seriously out of whack here. 

	In the elevator, neither spoke, engaged in some sort of silent duel. Having known each other for many years, they easily felt the other’s animosity. At the lower level, the elevator stopped and Anock stepped out and signaled Simone to follow him. He led her to a pair of massive metal doors. He dialed a code and the doors separated, revealing not the long corridor Simone had expected but a vast underground room containing several large cages.

	Simone spotted him immediately. Oberon was in the central cage, prostrate, seemingly lifeless, in a pool of coagulating blood. The strong, grassy, unforgettable scent of his blood filled the air. Terrified that he might be dead, Simone rushed to the cage.

	“Open it!” she yelled.

	Anock nodded and one of the Guardians unlocked the cage. Simone dropped to her knees in front of Oberon’s brutalized body. Shuddering, she raised his head and turned his face toward hers, choking on her own breath. If she hadn’t known it was Oberon, she would have never recognized him. Never had she seen anyone so severely beaten. Stroking his cheek, she brushed the blood-soaked hair from his face and was deluged with his unbearable physical pain, deep sorrow, overwhelming grief and self-reproach. 

	She was reading him. For the first time in her life, Simone had completely entered another person’s essence, felt what they were feeling. She felt empathy for another living being. It was life-altering. At that moment she was ready to do anything to relieve his pain.

	One of Oberon’s eyes opened a fraction of an inch. “Simone.” His voice was so low that she barely heard him.

	She tilted her head and lightly brushed her lips across his forehead. She flashed back to the white sands of the ocean coast where he’d often taken her, her fingers running through his straw-blond hair, damp with ocean water. She blinked and was back in the cell. Oberon’s hair was saturated, but it was with blood.

	“I feel your power, Sim. You’ve completed your quest.” Oberon coughed, spitting out blood. 

	“I have?” Simone asked, astounded. She went motionless, sensing, ancient knowledge welling within her and reaching her conscious mind from a deep, indefinable source. He was right; she had just gone through the Third Door and claimed her powers as Keeper of the Mystery of Life. 

	But what were those powers? Were they enough to free Oberon? She tuned into them, but other than knowing that she was now a Keeper, she didn’t feel any different. 

	“I feel nothing,” she murmured, disappointed. 

	“You unlocked the powers; they’ll begin unfolding one at a time. It takes time to explore them and master them. But you don’t have time. Listen to me, Simone.” He raised his head, his hand clutching her arm with surprising strength. “You have to surrender your powers as Keeper to the Queen. Your life is in danger.”

	“Surrender the powers? Never.” She had just tapped into a force unparalleled in the entire universe, and before she even knew what it was, he was asking her to renounce it? Not going to happen. She had always dreamed of being exceptionally powerful. This was her golden opportunity to finally experience it. Yes, Oberon had explained the situation with the Order to her. But still ... 

	“I don’t care about your fucking Order. They can’t do anything to me.”

	“Simone ... “

	“Don’t argue with me, Oberon. Keep your mouth shut. You’re too weak to be talking. Now we are getting out of here.” She rose from the floor and cast Anock a black look. “I’m taking Oberon with me. Have one of your warriors carry him to my car.”

	Anock grinned. “Well, I think we need to discuss that. Let’s go to my office and talk.”

	“There’s nothing to discuss, Anock. You will do what I command.”

	“Let me remind you, your highness, that this is my territory and I am the one who gives the orders here.” Anock’s tone cut through her like a knife. “Now, if you want to help your blood-bond, be a good girl and follow me.”

	Simone scowled at Anock with raw hatred and then glanced back at Oberon. What choice did she have? None. This was the Guardians’ headquarters and Anock was God here. A little humility would be a better strategy. Maybe if she played nice she could manage to negotiate Oberon’s freedom? 

	She knelt down again to address Oberon. “I’ll be back soon, and get you out of here.”

	He slid a weak hand toward her and touched her cheek, bleak hopelessness reflected in his eyes. 

	“Please, Simone. I’m begging you: don’t be so stubborn. Surrender your powers to Arianna. If you won’t do it for yourself, do it for everybody who loves you ... do it for me, Sim.”

	Nobody loves me but you, Oberon. That’s why I’ll fight for you to the end. To what end she didn’t know, but she was determined not to give up.

	As she reached the door, Oberon quietly called to her.

	“Please don’t reveal anything. You’re half Amiti. Have mercy on them. Don’t destroy them.”

	Reveal? What was he talking about? 

	Simone went very still as it came to her: she knew who the Keepers were and where to find them! All of them but Arianna, whose energies were still inaccessible to her, probably because Arianna still hadn’t completed her quest.

	Simone also knew that the location of the Keepers would be the price for Oberon’s life.

	Who did she belong to, divided as she felt right now? She shook her head, casting off her paralysis, and followed Anock to his office.

	“Please be seated, Princess.” Anock’s voice was cool and official as he pointed to the chair in the center of the room. Slowly, mustering her dignity, Simone took the seat. Anock, Blade, and two other Guardians she didn’t recognize remained standing against the walls. Crian was also there, languidly stretched out in another chair, sampling the Red Sunset.

	“I feel like I’m in an interrogation room.”

	“Would you like a drink, Princess?” Crian winked at her. 

	“No, thanks.” The whole idea was a world of wrong: her stomach didn’t want anything at all right now, thank you very much, and she couldn’t afford to drink alcohol, and the very thought of drinking any blood but Oberon’s felt like a betrayal.

	“I really recommend that you have one. At least have the blood.” Without waiting for her to reply, Anock sauntered to the wet bar and poured her a glass. “It’ll relax you. This conversation might be exceptionally unpleasant for you.”

	He handed her the drink. She took it, her hand shaking, and her stomach lurched in response. She shook off the feeling, but set the glass down on the desk in front of her. “So?”

	“I’m sure, Simone, you’ve figured out why you are here.” Anock folded his arms across his chest. “Before we proceed, I need to inform you that the Guardians have received permission from the King to do with you whatever we find necessary to maintain the safety of the race. Do you fully comprehend what that means?”

	She’d always known that her father had never really loved her and that her loss would not affect his day-to-day life. The survival of his people was his only concern; nothing else mattered to him. The Guardians weren’t going to let her leave this mansion until they had what they wanted. She was the sacrificial lamb. Could she find a way out of this in time to save herself and Oberon? Was there a way out of this?

	“What do you want?”

	“We want you to tell us where the Keepers are.”

	She sat in silence, thinking. Oberon had asked her to have mercy on the Amiti—and despite herself, she was feeling a connection with these creatures of love. As hard as it was to admit, she was half Amiti. Did she have the right to give up the Keepers to the Guardians and to blot out the Amitis’ last hope? 

	At the same time, the Keepers were a terrible threat to the vampires, which meant a deadly threat to her pride. So she must surrender them. Maybe she should try to kill two birds with one stone, give up the Keepers and negotiate Oberon’s freedom. 

	But would Oberon even accept his freedom knowing what it had cost? Never. She’d lose him forever. 

	“I’m sorry, Anock, I can’t do that.”

	“I knew that would be your answer. Now I want you to listen very carefully,” Anock stood in front of her and leaned forward, gripping the arms of her chair. “You can’t play for two teams at the same time. Either you’re a vampire or you’re an Amiti. It’s your choice, Princess.”

	“What are you talking about?” No. She couldn’t be Amiti, not even half Amiti. They’d lock her in a bloodstock cell. She was a vampire, with all of the vampires’ characteristics. She fed on blood, she’d experienced bloodlust, she had the same fiery temperament and dominant nature; she thought and acted like a vampire. 

	“Of course I’m a vampire. How dare you question that?” Determined, she imagined expelling her Amiti-self out of her consciousness, out of her system, severing it and feeding it to the dogs.

	“Then, if you’re a vampire, be a vampire. We stand unconditionally for each other. Stand for your race, Simone. You have a unique chance to guarantee our survival.”

	“I want to, but I can’t. I really don’t know what to do, don’t you understand? I want to, but I just cannot.”

	“What holds you back?” 

	“It’s not what, it’s who,” Crian interjected. 

	“Oberon,” Anock confirmed. “Well, I think we can help you with this dilemma.”

	Anock moved behind his desk and pushed some keys on the computer, then turned the monitor around to face Simone and picked up a remote control. The monitor showed Oberon, sprawled on the floor. 

	“As I said, it’s your choice. We spare you having to face him; you’ll decide in this room, and he’ll never have to know that you had anything to do with his fate—or that of the Keepers. Now I’m giving you the opportunity to save your blood-bond’s life.”

	Simone saw a Guardian wearing a black executioner’s mask enter the cage. the light glinting off a long saber in his right hand. Simone stiffened.

	“No!” she pleaded. “You can’t do this. No!”

	“Oh yes, Simone, we can.” Anock’s voice was cold, detached as he pushed a button on the remote control. The executioner in Oberon’s cage seized Oberon by the hair and pulled his head off the floor, raising his saber high and preparing to strike. 

	“Your choice: the Keepers or Oberon.” Anock’s voice filled Simone’s head with deafening thunder. “I will count to three. On the count of three, say farewell to your blood-bond. One ...”

	Keepers or Oberon? Keepers or Oberon? The choice ticked back and forth like a metronome counting off the seconds. But wait, was it even a choice? They only needed to find two other Keepers: Deimos and Serena. She didn’t even know them. In fact, the only thing she really did know about them was that they wanted to kill her so they could give her powers to another Amiti. Why should she care? 

* * *

“Two ... ” Anock watched Simone’s reaction. He was getting really tired of all the threatening he’d been having to do lately—and tired of the bloody follow-through —but he was also tired of fucking around. Oberon was as good as dead anyway. Anock would get all the information he needed. He was opening his mouth to say three when Simone leapt up from the chair and shouted.

	“Stop! I’ll tell you.”


Chapter 76

They captured Serena in her art gallery in midtown Manhattan shortly after her return from Brussels. Serena had just finished unpacking the boxes of the newly acquired art pieces when she felt the menacing glow of an energy field rise up, surrounding the building. She turned toward the door, her intuition screaming for her to run, to escape. But when she tried to move she felt as though she was caught in a gigantic, glutinous spider web. Stepping back to avoid it, she felt the web begin to wrap itself around her, spinning around her body as though creating a cocoon, and she tumbled to the floor. Four vampires emerged at the doorway. The tallest of the group stepped into a beam of sunlight streaming through the window. 

	“Anock Sabe.” Serena said, feeling the blood drain from her face. She had never met the leader of the Guardians, but she had seen pictures of him on the Order’s database. He was at the top of her kill list.

	“Nice to meet you at last, Serena,” Anock said politely, smiling to reveal a neat row of perfect white teeth, not a fang in sight. He was showing her that this was business, not revenge, and somehow that was even more terrifying.

	Another vampire, with shimmering white hair, came up to her. At first she could see only his boots. She slowly raised her eyes to meet his: cold, piercing, pale purple eyes.

	“Crian,” she whispered, and she knew then that she was facing her death. 

	As the Keeper of the Mystery of Death, she could create tsunamis, tornados, hurricanes, earthquakes, and floods. She could set buildings on fire and produce other forms of mass destruction. But the energy shield around her wouldn’t allow her to access any of those powers. And even if she could have, she realized, she wouldn’t. Below her, on the ground floor of her gallery, were two restaurants and a bar full of unsuspecting people. Exploding the building would kill hundreds of humans. Serena was ready to die, but she could not sacrifice the lives of innocent people. She was not a murderer; she was an Avenger.

	She tried to move, but her body felt like she was being sucked into quicksand. There seemed to be a heavy load on her chest, making it almost impossible to breathe. In despair, she watched helplessly as the Sekhmi got out their silver-steel restraints, locking a collar around her neck and cuffing her wrists. She was carried like a sack of potatoes and thrown inside the cargo hold of a van. 

	One of the vampires straddled her and held her down as the silver-steel needle slipped into her vein.

* * *

At exactly the same time, another group of Guardians captured Deimos, the Keeper of the Mystery of the Revealed. It happened in Phoenix, Arizona, where he worked as a sales representative at a Lexus dealership.


Chapter 77

Anock sat in his favorite chair, an untouched glass of Scotch in his hand, staring into space. Now that all the Keepers had been captured, confined in silver steel, and bled to near death, he was waiting for the final word from the King to follow through with their executions. 

	But Tor had been completely silent. 

	Of course he had. Tor faced a terrible choice. Executing the Keepers meant killing Arianna. Anock’s heart wrenched when he thought about her, this young, beautiful redhead who’d turned out to be so wise. He’d have no problem executing the three elders. As far as he was concerned, they deserved it: they’d been in the game a long time and had inflicted untold damage to the vampires. But Arianna ... her only crime was being born an Amiti Queen. More importantly, Tor loved her. Was it possible to sign a death sentence for someone you loved? The answer was beyond Anock’s comprehension. 

	If only he knew how to get out of this dilemma. Not one, but three sensitive issues: Arianna, Simone—stubborn brat refused to surrender her Keeper’s powers—and his own personal one, Cara. 

	Cara’s absence in Anock’s life was becoming increasingly painful. He’d even skipped his weekly feeding; he refused to take any blood but Cara’s. But it wasn’t only the unique properties of her blood that bewitched him; he was longing for Cara herself, his female. She was absolutely perfect, as if she’d been created by the Goddess for Anock. She was his escape, his refuge where he could rest and just be himself. With her he felt at peace. 

	“Hey An, are you okay?” came a familiar voice, jolting him back to reality. Kennet stood in the doorway holding what looked like a small shoebox. The pride had relocated to Brussels yesterday. Tor hadn’t offered an explanation—presumably it was related to the Keepers’ execution—but regardless, Anock appreciated having his pride nearby. It made it easier for his brothers to drop by like this. And it also probably meant that Tor was within an inch of signing the sentence. 

	“What brings you here, brother?” Anock asked. 

	“I have something for you, a special gift.” Ken handed him the box and took a chair opposite Anock. It wasn’t until Anock exhaled with relief that he realized how much he dreaded being handed the envelope containing the Keepers’ death warrants.

	The night lily scent hit Anock as soon as he opened the box. Even so, he pulled out the container of blood and opened it. Cara! 

	“Who drained her?” Anock’s eyes narrowed in rage. She might have been bloodstock, but she was his bloodstock. Who had dared to touch his female?

	“Well, you need to feed, and as far as I can tell this is the only blood you’ll drink. Is there a problem?” 

	Anock glared at the container. So they’d drained Cara for him. He hadn’t meant for that to happen. As Sekhmet was his witness, this was not what he wanted. 

	She’d never believe that. Now he really had lost her forever. 

	“What’s wrong, An?”

	“She’ll never forgive me for this.”

	“Forgive you for what?”

	“This.” Anock pointed to the jar of blood,

	“Isn’t that what she’s here for? She’s a bloodstock.”

	“Go, Ken, before I kill you.”

	Ken stood up. “You know what? Blame it on me. I was the one you got to take her back to the bloodstock cells. You were too busy, so you weren’t involved. Fine: I’ll be the idiot, monster, whatever you want to call me. Go to her. Be her savior again. She doesn’t need to know the truth; she’ll just be happy to get out of the cell. You’ll come out smelling like a rose, and she’ll love you even more. Who knows? Maybe it’ll even get you that real blood-bond you’ve been longing for.”

	Anock scowled at him, but the meaning of Ken’s words was sinking in. Cara really didn’t know the truth. And ... she never would. Ken had just offered him the perfect solution. 

	His hands trembling, he took a tentative sip of the blood. It was charged with the same vibrations of love and tenderness, peace and serenity, and all the goodness Cara had always showered on him. She knew how to transfer her message through her blood. 

	Anock placed his hands over his eyes. He’d sent her to the bloodstock cells and she still loved him. 

	“So she’s here? In Brussels?” 

	Ken nodded. Anock put the jar on the table and within a few seconds was in his Ferrari, racing to the pride’s Brussels residence. 

	There, in the underground cells, he found Cara. She was on her bed, feeble and pale, her skin so translucent that he could see the webs of veins crossing her skin. Her eyes flew open when she saw him. “Anock!” 

	He embraced her, nuzzled her ear behind the ringlets of her copper hair, and carried her upstairs, back to the upper world. “I’m not leaving you alone ever again. You get into trouble when I’m not here to protect you. You’ll be with me from now on, all the time.” 

	He took her back to the garage, placed her in the Ferrari and peeled away, taking her home. 

	“I knew you’d come for me. I told your brother, but he didn’t believe me ... ” she murmured as Anock navigated his way between the elegant eighteenth-century villas.

	“I’m so sorry, Cara. It was my fault. I left you alone.”

	“Where are we going?”

	“To my apartment at the Guardians’ mansion. I still have work to do. You’ll stay with me in my quarters. But first we need to do some shopping.” He couldn’t stand seeing her in the bloodstock uniform, needed to get her out of it and into some real clothes. And besides, it wouldn’t do for the Guardians to view her as a bloodstock. Anock wanted them to see her at the very least as his girlfriend. 

	He remembered an opulent, exclusive boutique where most of the sophisticated Elite females shopped and took her there. Entering the store, they were immediately surrounded by eager store assistants. The manager brought them coffee and two flutes of Champagne. 

	“This young lady needs a new wardrobe, head to toe,” Anock told them. “I rely on your experience. I want her to feel and look like a movie star.”

	“With beauty like this, she could already be walking the red carpet,” the boutique manager replied, oozing charm Anock was sure she saved for the most wealthy customers.

	Half an hour later, Cara had tried on a couple dozen outfits, all of which looked stunning on her. But the current one, an exquisite dress of heavy burnt-bronze satin with long sleeves and a scoop neck, was truly splendid. Her hair was pulled up to the crown of her head and bound with topaz and crystal bands. 

	Anock was dumbfounded. Of course he’d always known she was beautiful, but he hadn’t realized that she was as stunning as a goddess. He couldn’t have been more pleased. Everybody would envy him. In his mind he saw himself entering the Guardians’ mansion with her on his arm. He’d park at the front entrance, and everyone would watch him as he carried her upstairs to his bedroom. His chest swelled with pride.

	“We’ll also take this fur coat,” he said, pointing at a full-length Russian silver fox with a hood that folded over like a collar. When they handed it to him, he placed the elegant masterpiece around Cara’s shoulders.

	Anock arranged for most of the clothes to be delivered to the mansion and then escorted Cara back to the Ferrari. It was staggering, he realized, how much clothes could change the way a person was perceived. Now he knew why the bloodstock were all dressed in identical grey shapeless clothing: to conceal their magnificence, to make them look and feel less than what they were. 

	From the corner of his eye, he watched Cara sitting next to him, stroking the soft coat lovingly with her fingertips. Anock smiled, overjoyed at the look on her face. His heart ached with love for her. It felt so normal, so perfect to drive like this along the evening streets of the Belgian capital with his female by his side. He placed his right hand on her thigh as if confirming that she was really physically here and not just a mirage. She was, and she was his.

	“Can I have an ice cream?” Cara suddenly asked as they approached an ice cream shop just ahead of them. 

	“Anything you want.” Ignoring the traffic signs, Anock pulled up right in front of the shop. “What flavor do you want?”

	“Chocolate. And vanilla.”

	Anock nodded and leapt out of the car, leaving the engine running while he ran into the shop. 

	A moment later, he heard the screech of tires and looked out the window to see the Ferrari disappearing from view. Damn. He dashed back to the street, thinking for an instant that someone had taken Cara—but when he got outside he realized that there was only one logical explanation for what had just happened. His world came crashing down. The female he loved had run away from him. 

	Bolting to a nearby car, he tore open the door, yanked the driver out, jumped inside, and floored it. Stupid girl thought she could get away from a Sekhmi. She couldn’t even shield. Every pride in Brussels would be after her, hunting her down.

	Five minutes later, Anock was stuck at a complete standstill in bumper-to-bumper traffic. Cursing, he got out of the car and tuned in to Cara’s Amiti energy. He located her in the middle of a crowd that had formed around the car wreck ahead of him, the one that had caused the traffic jam. He bullied his way through the crowd, ignoring the hostile glares and remarks he got.

	Cara had crashed into a police station. How convenient. She’d already been handcuffed and was surrounded by police officers. The back of his demolished Ferrari was projecting from the broken windows of the building. Shit! Any other time he’d have felt crushed about losing his favorite boy toy, but right now he wasn’t interested. He had to get his female back. 

	Stepping forward so she could see him, he called to her. “Cara!”

	She flinched and looked in his direction, her eyes flashing with fear. Anock’s heart dropped; she was afraid of him. 

	The truth hit him like a sledgehammer. It had all been an illusion. She’d never loved him. Everything she did was out of fear, not out of love. His soul cramped in agony. You fucking idiot, you deserve it. You locked her in the bloodstock cells. Accept reality: she hates you. 

	Someone bumped into him, and he had to stifle his impulse to kill the bastard. It was a reporter, and when he looked around, he saw hoards of them, like ants. Armed with microphones and followed by their cameramen, they circled Cara like sharks. It was a fantastic story, Anock realized bitterly: a young woman who looked like a movie star and wore a designer fur coat had just driven a red Ferrari through the front window of a police station. One of the reporters shoved a microphone at Cara’s face, asking her what had happened. 

	“Are we on the air?” she asked ignoring his question.

	The reporter nodded. Cara reached for the microphone and said, “I am asking the Legacy for Sanctuary.”

	“Sorry?” The guy apparently had no idea what she was talking about. But Anock knew. Everything fell into place: the crash had been deliberate, the police station probably chosen purposefully to attract as much attention as possible and to heighten security until the reporters showed up so that she could ask—

	“—the Legacy for Sanctuary,” he heard her repeating firmly. 

	If someone from the Legacy had heard her, they’d be here within minutes, maybe seconds. He had to act fast. Anock shoved the reporter aside and stood in front of the cops, locking his eyes with theirs. “Excuse me, officers, this is my wife and she needs to go with me. Please, remove the handcuffs.”

	Hypnotized, they all stared at him agreeably, and one of the cops did what he’d asked. As Cara’s hands were freed, Anock gripped her upper arm. “Cara, please come with me. You’ll be safe, I promise you.” 

	“Never!” She snapped.

	“Cara, please. Let’s go.” He was working hard, very hard, to control his temper. 

	“No! Let go of me! No!” Cara protested, trying to squirm out of his grip.

	“If a female says no it means no, Anock.” 

	Anock wheeled around. The Legacy. Fuck. Three of them. And, damn, it was some old buddies of his. 

	“Mind your own business, Sargas. This is my female. She goes with me.”

	“I ask for Sanctuary.” Cara wrenched her arm from Anock and ran to the closest Legacy warrior. “He’s abusing me. Please help me.” 

	“I am what?” Anock was speechless. He had just rescued her from the bloodstock cells and spent a fortune on her. 

	“Cara.” He moved toward her, but Bruno stepped between them while Sargas picked her up and disappeared through the crowd. 

	“Get out of my way,” Anock snarled, shoving Bruno aside and lunging after Sargas, muscling his way through the crowd only to see Sargas setting Cara into a car, parked on the far side of the street. Anock shot toward her but bumped into the huge, bulky body of Rock. 

	“Calm down, Anock. The girl is under our protection.”

	“Fuck you. Get out of my way.” 

	Immovable, he shot a fist into Rock’s jaw. Rock took the blow and struck back. As Anock ducked to avoid it, he saw the car take off with Cara inside. His vision red, he swooped at Rock like a hawk. They fought like machines, on autopilot, until they were pulled apart by the Legacy warriors, who’d gotten backup from Ken and Blade. Anock tried to resist them, but finally gave up, dimly aware that he was being irrational and had to get away from the crowd. He let the Sekhmi drag him away and push him into the car. Blade jumped in next to him and Ken slid into the driver’s seat. As they pulled out, Anock smashed the window with his fist. 

	“What? You haven’t had enough pain yet?” asked Blade.

	“She hates me,” Anock howled, punching the car door. “She hates me, Blade.” 

	“Give him the blood,” Ken said to Blade, and then to Anock: “It’ll calm you down.”

	Blade withdrew a container from a bag on the floor. It was the same jar Ken had brought to Anock’s office earlier and Anock had left there unfinished. 

	He grabbed the jar and hurled it against the window across from him, shattering both the jar and the window. The night-lily scent filled the car, making Anock sick. 

	He leaned his head back and covered his face with his hands. His eyes were dry, but tears were flooding his soul. 

	Don’t say a word, or I swear I’ll kill you both, brothers. 

	“Take me to the Legacy.” 

	“Not now, boss. You can’t attack them. That’s not how it works. This is the Legacy you’re dealing with, and a female in Sanctuary.”

	“Take me to the Legacy, damn you. I want my female back.” 

	“Listen, Anock.” Ken’s voice was stern. “You’ve got to calm, down first. Blade is right. You’re not in any condition right now to demand anything. You’ll only ruin everything. They already think you’re crazy, and all that does is show them that she’s right to request Sanctuary.”

	“I don’t fucking care.” 

	“You should if you want to get your girl back,” Blade muttered, brushing shards of glass off his suit, as they pulled into the mansion’s underground garage.


Chapter 78

“Blade, call the Legacy and tell them that if any of their assholes dare to court Cara, I’ll rip their entrails out and sell them as pet food,” Anock growled as they walked to his office.

	“Okay. How ’bout I translate it for them. I’ll say that the girl is yours and you kindly request that they keep their filthy hands off of her.” Blade grinned at him before heading down the hall to his own office.

	When they got to his office, Anock went straight over to the wall behind his desk. Opening the panel that hid his weapons collection, he pulled out his latest addition, a Carbon Xtra CLS crossbow, and peered through the scope at Kennet. “So, what do you think?”

	“Come on, Anock. You can’t shoot a demon with that thing,” Ken said, rolling his eyes. “Let’s get back to business. The King wants to know about your progress with Simone.” 

	“No progress at all,” Anock replied, caressing his toy’s barrel. “She refuses to relinquish her Keeper powers. I’ve tried everything.” 

	“Tor understands and has offered to help you. Call him.” 

	Anock raised his brows. He hadn’t been able to reach Tor. The King had turned off his phone. 

	Ken answered his silent question. “He’ll be available this time. Go try Simone again, and call Tor if you need to.” 

	“Well, it can’t hurt to try.” Anock stood up and reluctantly put the crossbow away. 

	Heading over to the apartment where they’d been keeping Simone locked up, he opened the door to find her lying on her bed, face down, fully dressed. She showed no reaction as he stood in the doorway to her room.

	Anock sat on the edge of her bed. “Simone, we need to talk.” 

	Silence. 

	“Sim, come on.” Still no response. 

	Damn, why was it so difficult dealing with females? “I understand that you hate me and that you’re angry, but there are things that are more important than our personal emotions. I’m going to say it one last time: you must surrender your Keeper powers to Arianna.” 

	She didn’t move a muscle. Why hadn’t he brought his crossbow? Careful, Anock. Don’t project your frustration onto her; stay on track. 

	“Fine. You leave me no choice.” Anock called Tor. To his surprise, the King answered on the first ring. 

	“I’m with Simone, sir. She refuses.” 

	“Give her the phone.” 

	“Your father wants to talk to you.” Anock handed Simone the phone. 

	She took it listlessly from his hand. “Hello?” 

* * *

“Simone.” Tor’s voice was tender. “Listen, my daughter, I’m sorry that you’ve been locked in the apartment, but your behavior left me no choice. I want you to know that I love you, and I always have. I just haven’t been very good at demonstrating it. I know that sometimes I was distant. It was just that I’d never raised a girl before. I didn’t know how, and it was even harder knowing that you didn’t even have a mother to turn to. None of this is your fault, and I wish I could rewind and start over again. I’d have done everything differently. I ask for your forgiveness.” 

	Simone took the phone away from her ear and stared at it, astonished, as if it had come to life in her hands and was talking to her on its own. This was the last thing she’d ever have expected to hear from her father. He’d said he loved her—and he’d completely disarmed her. 

	She brought the phone back to her ear. Before Tor had started talking, all she’d wanted to do was yell and scream. Now she could barely speak through the tightness in her throat, and all she could say was “Father.” 

	“I know it’s hard, Simone,” Tor continued. “But there are times in our lives when we must make personal sacrifices, even terribly painful ones. This is one of those times. Please, Simone, it is very important for me that you surrender your powers as a Keeper. My daughter, please, if you refuse to do it for yourself, do it for me, because I love you.” 

	Simone knew then that he had won. If he’d been demanding, she could have refused without a second thought. But how could she reject him now, when he’d finally told her something she had been longing to hear her entire life? His voice echoed in her brain, again and again: “I love you and I always have.” With those simple words, he’d captured her. She would do what he asked. 

	“I will,” she told him quietly, feeling tears matting her eyelashes. “But I don’t know where Arianna is. And ... ” She paused, breathing in all her courage. “I want you to know that I was the one who helped her escape.”

	“Yes, I know. It’s okay.” Tor’s voice was still soft. “I respect your love for your sister.” 

	Then there was a long, loaded pause that lasted a lifetime. “I’m sorry, daughter. Anock will take you to her.” 

	Tor hung up. Simone just sat there in a stupor until Anock took the phone from her. 

	“Alright, Princess; let’s go see Arianna.” 

	“What?” What about Sanctuary?

	“She’s here. We couldn’t just let the Queen of the Amiti go free.”

	“So it was all a setup.” She felt the last remnants of her ego shred into little pieces that fluttered to the floor. It had been bad enough to betray Oberon, give up the Keepers’ location, and agree to give up her powers; this was the last straw. “No wonder everything went so smoothly.” She dropped her face into her hands and sat like that for several minutes, trying to tame the rage stirring inside her. 

	Finally she looked up at Anock. “Where is she?” 

	“I’ll take you to her.” 

	In a daze she followed Anock to the elevator and then down the stone corridor to the bloodstock cells. The place looked about the same as the basement of the pride’s estate at Sharm el-Sheikh. The thought of her sister doomed to spend the rest of her life in this dismal crypt was beyond painful, beyond what her defenses could withstand. She felt her mind check out. 

	When her sense of reality returned, she found herself facing her sister. Arianna looked just as she had when Simone had found her in the pride’s bloodstock cell, dressed in a dull grey smock, lethargic on her bed, apparently having just been drained again. 

	“Ari!” Simone mumbled. “Arianna, I’m so sorry. They set us up—it was a trap. I really thought I was rescuing you.” 

	Arianna stayed silent, her eyes expressionless.

	“Talk to me, Arianna. It’s me, Simone.” 

	“Why are you here?” Arianna finally asked, her voice apathetic.

	“She came to surrender her Keepers’ powers to you,” Anock interjected, taking a seat in the cell’s only chair, crossing his arms and legs and leaning back to tilt the chair against the wall. 

	“Fine.” With obvious effort Arianna sat up on the bed. “I’ll take them back. Give me your hands.” 

	Simone stepped forward hesitantly. In a split second, Arianna transformed; no longer a pitiful bloodstock, she became the Queen of the Amiti, holding herself with dignity and integrity. Her demeanor made Simone feel petty and worthless as she stood in the middle of the room, wishing for the earth to swallow her. 

	“Give me your hands,” repeated Arianna, reaching out, palms up. Simone placed her palms on Arianna’s. Her sister’s hands were as cold as a corpse’s, and Simone wanted to rub them, warm them with her breath. Arianna must be freezing down here, alone and surrounded by the stillness of the heartless cement walls. How could she possibly survive in this grave? Simone pictured her own room: comfy silk quilt and satin sheets, fresh roses and a bottle of cabernet on the side table, window open to the garden. How could she live her life from now on, knowing that her sister was deprived all of that? Of everything?

	“Now look into my eyes and say that you ask the Amiti Queen to take your powers as Keeper.” Arianna’s voice reached her from the underworld. 

	It was the underworld: Sheol, Hades, Tartarus. And it was Simone and her pride who’d doomed Arianna to this place. She shivered, trying to drive away the thought. 

	Arianna’s quiet voice pulled her back. “Do what I told you to. I’m tired, Sim.” 

	Mechanically, Simone repeated Arianna’s words. There was a sudden, jolting shift of air in the room, and she felt a powerful stream of energy leave her body and flow into Arianna’s. As Simone watched, Arianna’s green eye turned amber, and both pupils narrowed until they were vertical ovals. The transformation lasted for only a few seconds, and then her pupils rounded out again and her eye color returned to normal, one green and one amber. 

	“Now, Simone, you are free to live your life without the heavy burden of being a Keeper.” 

	“How do we know that her powers are gone?” asked Anock, startling Simone, who had totally forgotten that he was there.

	“You can feel it. You’ve been around Keepers; you should have a memory of their energy field. Sense her.” 

	Anock turned to Simone, narrowing his eyes and focusing for a moment. “She does feel different. Maybe ... lighter.” 

	Simone felt the shift, too. Anock’s description of her as lighter felt accurate, but something was missing. The deep knowledge she had previously sensed within her was gone. 

	“Let’s go.” Anock got up from his chair.

	She opened her mouth to argue, but caught Anock’s glance and choked on the words before she could say them. Never in her life had she felt so powerless. She understood that it would be a total waste of effort to demand Arianna’s release. They wouldn’t let her go, and there was nothing she could do to convince them otherwise. But she couldn’t leave Arianna without giving her at least a glimmer of hope. 

	“Ari, I’ll do everything I can to help you, I promise. Do you believe me?”

	Arianna didn’t answer, didn’t even look at her. She just dropped her head onto the pillow and closed her eyes. Her beauty had vanished. Her skin was pasty, the same shade as the pillow, and her face had grown sharp and angular, her features losing their softness. Her once dazzling hair had lost its lustrous shine; it was as lifeless as a cheap synthetic wig. She just looked ugly and depleted. 

	Simone caught herself wondering if she, too, looked ugly and depleted. Part of her recoiled with self-loathing for thinking that way—about herself or Arianna—but given everything that had happened, a little more self-loathing wouldn’t make a big difference.

	She had to be honest with herself: it was exhausting to be this miserable. Her inner vampire rejected the darkness her soul had descended into and demanded that she reclaim her life. She could no longer tolerate the emotional pain it caused her to think about Arianna and Oberon. It was so severe that she constantly felt sick. It was unfair. Did Simone have to stop living her life just because others were deprived of theirs? She wanted to party, laugh, dance, flirt, and shop, dammit. Their fate wasn’t her fault. It was not. 

	Or was she just a coward trying to escape a problem that required a colossal investment of her life energy to resolve? Would she really be able to live her fabulously privileged life knowing that people so dear to her heart were enduring such endless torture? 

	Nobody could answer those questions for her. She’d have to make these choices on her own. And if she made herself face the truth—not run away like she wanted to—she knew that what she did in this situation would set the course for the rest of her life. Her decision would define who she was, who she would ultimately become. 

	“I’ll be back, Arianna, whatever it costs me. I promise.” She glanced at Arianna one more time and left the cell. In total silence, she followed Anock back to her apartment. 

	Blade and Ken were waiting there.

	“What the hell are you doing here? Get out of my room.” 

	“Of course, Princess,” Ken said calmly. He and Blade both moved toward the door.

	As they passed Simone, she felt a vibration in the air, sensed the danger—but by then it was too late. She felt a swift, sharp pain like a bee sting in her shoulder, felt her strength dissipating in a rush. Ken caught her in his arms and carried her to the bed, while Blade threw a syringe into the garbage can. 

	“Sorry, Princess. It’ll be better for all of us if you sleep for a while,” Anock said, covering her with a blanket. “Good night, Sim. Sweet dreams.” 

	With helpless rage and blurred vision, she watched them leave her apartment before the darkness enveloped her.


Chapter 79

The war was finally coming to an end, and the vampires would win. All of the Keepers had been captured, bled and locked in silver-steel cells in the basement of the Guardians’ mansion, awaiting execution. But Tor wasn't feeling the thrill of victory. In fact, he couldn’t remember ever feeling so terrible. It was as if he saw a black hole before him, ravenously consuming all the mass and light within its reach, and he knew that whatever tiny remnants of light still flickered in his soul were rapidly approaching its event horizon, the point of no return where they’d disappear forever, leaving Tor in cosmic darkness. He was going to have to do the hardest thing he’d ever done in his life—sign death sentences for all the Keepers, including Arianna—and his hunt for an alternative, any alternative, was growing increasingly desperate.

	Deep in his heart, Tor had never given up the spark of hope that things could change, that some miracle would release them all from this situation, and that one day Arianna would be back with him. His life without her had turned into merciless torture. His emotional pain felt like an open wound, his heart ripped out of his chest, leaving him alive but torn apart and bleeding. He had hoped that with time the pain would lessen, but it just kept getting worse. Against the power of the Goddess of Love, his iron will was as fragile as a house of cards in a hurricane. 

	Tor’s only escape was his dreams. As he drifted into sleep, Arianna was with him, nestled against him, nuzzling his cheeks and throat, cuddling and kissing him. He felt the silk of her hair between his fingers and tasted her rich, powerful blood in his mouth. In his entrancing dream world, he felt loved and desired, his open wounds healing every night only to be reopened again in the morning. Wanting to keep dreaming forever, he started sleeping for eighteen or twenty hours at a stretch and almost got addicted to sleeping pills. In his delirium, he came to believe that his dreams were the gateway to a parallel world where things were right, where he lived with the female he loved and she was safe and happy forever, cradled in his arms. Worried about his sanity and health, members of his pride started waking him up, but then once awakened, he’d just sit motionless, staring into the flames in the fireplace. 

	He hadn’t slept at all over the past several days, though, spending all his time meditating on finding a solution to his dilemma. Executing all of the Keepers but Arianna would be a worthless gesture: since the Queen was the one charged with appointing new Keepers, she’d only have to name four new Keepers and they could all turn the Key right then and there.

	Desperate for guidance, Tor called for Ken and had him summon Crian and Etain. He was relieved to find that they were still in Brussels, and it was only a couple of hours before they were escorted to Tor’s study. 

	“Etain, Crian, thank you for coming.” He hugged them warmly and then directed his attention to Crian. “So, you have accomplished your life’s goal, my friend.” 

	Crian smirked. “Yes, majesty: Serena is finally in Sekhmi hands. We haven’t had a chance to face the bitch yet, though; the Guardians are keeping her unconscious and bleeding her daily. They’ve assured me that I will have a chance to confront her. Or, ideally, kill her myself.” 

	“But meanwhile, Serena is a very dangerous enemy indeed,” Etain added. “No one knows how many blood-bonds she has, and it’s likely that as soon as she regains consciousness she will burn them all. We’re trying to find a solution, but unfortunately there is no magic that can break the blood-bond.”

	“The blood-bond might be broken by another Amiti,” Tor suggested. “If all of her blood-bonds could be identified, we could ask sympathetic Amiti to blood-bond with them and break Serena’s bonds that way. Or you can rid yourself of her without letting her regain consciousness, which is the easiest way.”

	“But not nearly as satisfying. We’ll review both options,” Crian said. “But that’s not why you summoned us.”

	“I’m happy to serve you, your majesty.” Etain already knew the real reason, of course. 

	“Thank you, Etain. Yes, I need a reading. I want to know if there is any way of ensuring Sekhmis’ survival without killing Arianna.” 

	They each took a chair around the large table in the center of the room and Etain laid out the cards from her Tarot deck. After studying the cards for a moment, she closed her eyes and rubbed her forehead, obviously not liking what she saw. She spread the cards again, then again, then again. Finally, sighing deeply, she spoke. 

	“I’m sorry Tor, but the answers I’m getting are not what you want to hear. The Amiti will never be totally defeated as long as their Queen is alive.”

	“Well in that case, can Arianna stop being the Queen?”

	“That would require direct intervention by the Gods who granted her powers in the first place: Ra and Hathor.” 

	“Does Arianna herself specifically constitute a threat?” 

	“I’m afraid I can’t give you good news on that front either. Yes, Arianna does present a threat to the vampire race. There was something interesting in the first spread. The central card was The Lovers, meaning that according to her destiny, that card should have influenced all her choices. But somehow she has managed to push it away. The Lovers was at her feet in the second spread, and then it disappeared altogether in the third one. Arianna is rewriting her destiny. Love is not her priority in this life any longer. I’m sorry, Tor.” 

	“If it’s not love, then what is it?” 

	Etain shuffled the deck, pulled a card, and dropped it on the table in front of Tor. “Death.” 

	Tor waited silently for Etain to elaborate, and after a moment she continued. “Death is one of the most powerful cards in the Tarot, the greatest unknown, the end of the old era and the birth of a new one. It’s telling me that if Arianna stays alive she will bring an end to the world as it is now and give her people a new life, a rebirth from the graves where they currently reside. The transformation will be violent, involving enormous loss—likely the destruction of the entire vampire race. And it will be Arianna who initiates and fulfills it.” 

	“Thank you, Etain,” Tor said politely, but she’d been right: this was not the answer he wanted to hear. Not at all. “Can you also read the Akashic records?” 

	Etain rolled her eyes, but thankfully, she indulged him anyway. He knew he was grasping at straws, but what if there was another possibility? He couldn’t afford to miss anything, would never, ever forgive himself if a way out of this miserable situation became clear after it was too late.

	Over the next three hours, Etain read the Akashic records, tried several runic and druidic divinations, and even consulted a friend of hers who specialized in astrology. Tor asked the same questions over and over again, searching for any workable solution. And over and over again, he got the same answers, varying only according to the symbolic system Etain was querying at the time. All of them said that if Arianna lived, she would use any means she could to fight for the freedom of her people—and all predicted that the Key would be turned unless all of the Keepers, including the Queen, were eliminated.

	At last Tor could no longer ignore the sorceress’s growing impatience. If he was going to find an alternative, it wouldn’t be coming from her. He thanked Etain and Crian, let them go, and then went back to staring at the flames in the fireplace. 

	He’d done everything he possibly could to save her, but Arianna’s destiny was to die. 

	He tried to imagine his life without her, but he couldn’t. There was nothing there, just total darkness. There was no life. 

	He couldn’t live without her. Maybe love was no longer her life path, but it had become his. Love lived in the depths of his soul, in every cell of his body, in every breath he took. 

	It was Hathor’s retribution, he realized, the Goddess of Love relishing the chance to punish him for all the misfortune and misery he had inflicted on her children. 

	Fine: you win, Goddess. If he couldn’t live with Arianna, he could die with her. 

	A knock at the door distracted him.

	“Sir, Antar is here and requests an audience with you.” Ken reported. 

	“What does he want?” 

	“He won’t tell me. He insists on speaking only with you.” 

	“Show him in then.” 

	Antar entered Tor’s study and his powerful aura like a wild wind shifted the energy in the room. Tor smiled and hugged him. “What’s wrong, my son? What brings you here?” 

	“Father, we need to talk.” 

	“Of course. Please, have a seat.” Tor gestured to an oversized leather chair facing the fireplace, opposite his own. 

	“I got an anonymous call,” began Antar, “saying that Arianna is asking the Legacy to resume her Sanctuary and that she’s locked in the basement of Anock’s Brussels residence. The caller didn’t say whether he meant the pride’s or the Guardians’; I assume it’s the latter?” At Tor’s nod, he continued. “I called Anock, but he said he had no idea what I was talking about. When I requested that I be allowed to inspect the Guardians’ headquarters, he refused on the grounds that I had no authority over the Guardians; they obey only the King. You may be aware that Anock has a personal issue with the Legacy now. He’s irrational. It’s impossible to talk to him.”

	“Yes, I heard about it. You have his female.”

	“She asked for Sanctuary. I think he’s planning to storm us. But that’s nothing we haven’t seen before; when a female asks for Sanctuary she’s usually being stalked. But this isn’t about Cara; it’s about Arianna.” 

	“So you’re here to get my permission to search the Guardians’ mansion.”

	“Yes.”

	“And if you do find Arianna, the Legacy intends to grant her Sanctuary.” 

	“Yes.” 

	“Arianna’s there. You don’t need to search.” 

	Antar stared at Tor, his mouth hanging open. Under any other circumstances Tor would have laughed. 

	“Well in that case I guess I’ll go get her.” 

	“No. You won’t.” 

	Tor could see the conflict in Antar’s eyes. The Legacy answered to the Confederation, not the vampire King, but Tor and the Legacy had almost never come into direct conflict, even before Antar assumed the role of Alpha. 

	Antar cleared his throat. “We promised her Sanctuary and we’re keeping our word. Technically, in fact, she has been entitled to our protection since she requested and received Sanctuary prior to her kidnapping. I’m asking you to have the Guardians stand down so that we can protect her. Otherwise, there must be a fight, and I know that neither of us wants that.” 

	Leaving Antar waiting for a response, Tor stood up and walked over to the wet bar, pouring himself a cognac. “Would you like one?”

	“No. Thanks.”

	Tor was stalling. Inside, part of him was shouting that this was the opportunity he’d been looking for: he could say that the Legacy had jurisdiction here. They’d take Arianna, protect her, and it would be out of his hands. 

	But nothing Etain had said, nothing he’d heard anywhere else or thought of in all his time meditating, implied that there was even the smallest chance of the outcome being altered. Anything he did was just as likely to make things worse, and he didn’t want his actions to be the last nail in the coffin, what made the final destruction of his race possible.

	He returned to his chair and leaned toward Antar. “You know that Arianna is the Queen of the Amiti and one of the five Keepers of the Key of Life, the Ankh, right?”

	Antar nodded. 

	“And you know that Istara was killed by the Amiti because she refused to help the other Keepers turn the Key. She wouldn’t do it herself, and later she refused to name new Keepers who she thought might do it. Istara feared that turning the Key would unleash the destructive power of Sekhmet. I don’t need to tell you the magnitude of the devastation that could cause: natural disasters on a scale we’ve never even imagined; or, given modern circumstances, it might manifest as a nuclear war. It won’t just mean genocide for vampires; it could destroy all life on Earth. 

	“Right now there are four active Keepers. All of them—Arianna included—want to turn the Key, and we’ve got them all in custody at Guardian HQ. Arianna’s the only one capable of naming the Keepers. You must be able to see that there is absolutely no way we can agree to release her.”

	Tor could practically see the wheels turning in his son’s mind as he assimilated the information and considered what to do next. 

	“I need to meet with her,” Antar said after a moment. “She’s waiting for me; it would be cruel and cowardly not to respond. I’ll let her know why we can’t help her. I think it’s best to be straightforward.” 

	Tor nodded. “I’ll call Anock and ask him to take you to her. And I’ll tell him to put his personal issues aside for the time being so that you can work together. We can’t afford tension like that right now.” 

	When Antar stood in the doorway, about to leave, Tor stopped him. “Wait. There’s one more thing. Can you do me a favor, son?” 

	At Antar’s nod, Tor continued. “I think I know who your anonymous informer was. Arianna has a blood-bond; that’s the only way she could have communicated with you. His name is Khay. When this is all over, please see that he is eliminated. She said that she wants to kill him herself, but if she’s not able to ... ” And if I’m not able to ... 

	Antar just gave him a look that said consider it done and then left, closing the door quietly behind him. 

	His body leaden, Tor returned to his chair at the fireplace and called Ken.

	“Ken, I need to meet with Kohl. Send a jet for him.” 

	That evening, the Sekhmi lawyer Kohl —also known as Herr Bern Koch, a renowned attorney at law in the human world—sat on the same chair in Tor’s study that Antar had vacated just a few hours earlier. 

	“Where’s the fire, Tor? Your guys pulled me away from a hearing just as I was winning the case. Of course, I never mind seeing my King. But what’s going on?” 

	“Thank you for coming, Kohl. I’m sorry for inconveniencing you. I want to draw up my will.”


Chapter 80

“Antar!” Anock came down the stairs to greet Antar “The King called to say I should expect a visit from you.” 

	Antar knew Anock well enough to hear the false note in his voice, but at least the guy was making an effort to keep up appearances.

	“You’re here to see Arianna,” Anock continued. “If you don’t mind, brother, I’ll need to blindfold you.” It was an absurd request—everyone in the Legacy was well aware of the nature of the Sekhmi-Amiti relationship, and even blindfolded, Antar’s senses were keen enough that he wouldn’t miss a thing. And besides, Antar recognized a power play when he saw one. 

	“What’s the problem? Are you keeping her in the cells? What, it’s so bad that you think I’ll faint at the sight of it?” 

	“Hey, it’s just a precaution, standard operating procedure for non-Sekhmi. Please don’t make me get into the details of our security measures.” 

	“Whatever.” Antar really didn’t want to waste any more time listening to Anock’s diplomatic diatribe. Turning around, he let Anock tie a black silk scarf over his eyes and then lead him onto an elevator, in which they descended for what felt like two levels. They walked down what sounded like a corridor, stopping in front of a door that Anock unlocked by dialing a combination. Then they stepped through it and Anock removed Antar’s blindfold. 

	Arianna was so pallid she looked almost transparent. This wasn’t the resplendent young female he’d met a year and a half ago; it was her shadow, lifeless and colorless. Great Tyr, what had happened to her? Antar remembered her glowing skin; he’d always wanted to stroke it but never dared. He recalled her gentle touch, her terror and then her unselfconscious joy as they flew above Anavilhanas. 

	Seeing Arianna like this, his first impulse was to snatch her up and fly away with her, out of this grave. His nature shouted at him, demanding that he hide her somewhere and take care of her. Having been abused himself as a child, Antar couldn’t tolerate seeing it happen to others; that was why he’d created and remained so committed to the Legacy’s Sanctuary policy. Over the centuries they’d saved thousands of females. At least he hadn’t wasted his life.

	“I know what you’re thinking,” Anock muttered.

	“How do you know?”

	“I have the same thoughts.”

	“Why then do you keep her here? How can you?”

	“Did Tor not explain it clearly enough for you?”

	“Antar,” Arianna finally seemed to register Antar’s presence and struggled to rise into a sitting position, leaning against the wall behind her. 

	She looked visibly worse, Antar realized; just the effort of sitting up and speaking seemed to exhaust her. 

	He sat on the bed and took her thin hands in his. He addressed Anock without looking at him: “Tor told me why she’s being held here, but he said nothing about the abuse she’s being subjected to. You must stop it.”

	“She’s not being abused, Antar. She’s just suffering nausea and anemia from the blood loss. Nobody touches her except to bleed her. We’re having to draw a substantial amount of blood from her on a daily basis. It’s the only way we can guarantee that her powers won’t surface.” 

	Antar tilted his head, scrutinizing the helpless girl beside him. It was hard to believe that the vampires were afraid of this wisp of a girl. Even more, it was impossible to believe that she was one of the most powerful children of Hathor, the one capable of destroying the world. But Tor wouldn’t lie to him. The King had a heart; he would never doom one so young unless there was no alternative. 

	“Please, Antar, take me out of here,” Arianna murmured. “You promised me Sanctuary. I ask for Sanctuary. Take me out of here, Antar, please ... ” 

	Bleak hopelessness filled Antar’s chest, heavy as a boulder. Why had he come here only to hurt her more? He had never refused a female Sanctuary. Never. All females had the right to ask for it if they were in distress. Theoretically, they could be turned down, but it had never happened. For the first time in his life, he had to say no. She wasn’t just an abused female; she was a captured general. This was a political situation. The laws of Sanctuary did not apply. 

* * *

Arianna sensed his response before he spoke. 

	“Antar, please, take me out of here,” she repeated, staring into his deep, sorrowful eyes, reaching for the irrational male inside of him, for the wild, primordial instinct to protect. Antar was her last chance to get out of here and she had to make it happen, no matter what. Since they’d locked her in the Guardian’s dungeon, they’d been draining her daily, keeping her barely conscious. She felt worse than she ever had, but that very suffering had made her realize the truth: they did it because they were afraid of her power, of what she might be capable of if they weren’t taking so much of her blood. What they inflicted on her was a reminder of how important she was to her people. She had no right to die. For their sake, she had to survive. She must survive. She must. Goddess, help her. 

	“I can’t.” Antar forced himself to maintain eye contact with her so she could see how hard was it for him to say it. “I can’t, Arianna. The Legacy cannot grant you Sanctuary. You present a threat to all of us.” 

	“A threat to all of you?” She tried to look as harmless as she could. 

	“I know that you’re one of the Keepers, and I know what the Keepers want to do. You can’t be allowed to turn the Key. You can’t imagine the disaster you will create. You’re too young to have seen mass destruction. I’m not.” Antar stood up. “I’m truly sorry that I can’t keep my commitment to you. And I do feel for the plight of the Amiti. But the Legacy is accountable to all immortals, responsible for the safety of every immortal family, tribe, and pack. There’s too much at stake here; it overrides our granting of Sanctuary. Goodbye, Arianna. I pray that you can find another way to help your people.” 

* * *

Anock escorted Antar back to the building’s entrance. Outside, rain was falling in a steady downpour, but instead of waiting in the vestibule, they both descended the front steps. Antar turned his face to the sky and Anock did the same. Neither spoke; they just stood there for a moment letting the icy droplets burn their skin. It felt cleansing. 

	Sargas pulled up in the car and Antar climbed into the passenger seat. Anock watched the car move down the driveway to the front gate. Then he went back inside, scrubbing his hands over his face to wipe off the water, and returned to his office. 

	He found Ken standing by the window watching the rain. Wordlessly he handed Anock an envelope bearing the King’s seal. 

	Anock broke the seal and removed the single sheet of paper inside the envelope. 

	He sank into his chair to study the document, his eyes shifting from the text to Tor’s signature and back again, over and over. At first, his mind refused to assimilate the information; then it began methodically expelling anything—thoughts, feelings, sensations—that might prevent Anock from fulfilling his assigned task. 

	Once that process was complete and Anock was totally numb, he leaned forward to push the intercom button. “Blade.”

	Blade immediately appeared in the doorway. 

	“The Keepers are to be executed at sunrise,” Anock told him. “Take care of the preparations. And ... there’s one other thing. Please inform Arianna of the sentence. And ... ask if she has a last request.”


Chapter 81

Blade took the elevator to the cells, rehearsing in his mind, word for word, what he was going to say to Arianna. Just do it and get the hell out of there. He signaled a handler to let him into Arianna’s cell.

	She lay motionless on the floor in the middle of the room. 

	Blade rushed to her and lifted her tenderly, cradling her. “Are you okay?” Then realized how stupid his question sounded. “Which way do you want to go?” He nodded toward the bathroom and then the bed. 

	She pointed to the bed. He laid her down and put a blanket on her, covering her up to her chin like a child, and was flooded with memories of his lost mate and blood-bond, Marina. She was also tiny; he’d adored cuddling her, taking care of her. He even sang to her when she asked. No one else knew how he could sing, how beautiful his voice could be. He turned his eyes upward as if studying the light on the ceiling, blinking out his frustration with life. No, Blade didn’t cry. He was done with that.

	“I have bad news for you, Arianna. This is not easy for me to convey. The King has signed your death sentence. You are to be executed tomorrow morning at sunrise.”

	“Excuse me? Can you repeat that please?”

* * *

There was a loud humming in Arianna’s head that was interfering with her hearing. What had he just said?

	“You heard it right. I’m sorry. I’m also here to ask if you have a last wish.”

	“So, you must have captured all of the Keepers.”

	That was the only explanation for the timing. They’d execute everyone else first and save her death for the end, the coup de grace. The death of the Queen would mark the end of the Amiti.

	“I’m not supposed to talk about it. My assignment is to ensure that your last wish is respected—within reasonable limits, of course. I really recommend that you take advantage of this opportunity. I’ll give you some time to think about it.” 

	“No, I don’t need any time. There’s someone I want to see.”

	“Not Tor, I hope.”

	“No, it’s someone else.” 

	Arianna was having an out-of-body experience. She was an observer, sitting in the back of the balcony, watching the drama unfolding on the stage, watching the performers. One was a girl named Arianna, but it wasn’t her. Everything that was happening now was someone else’s experience, not hers. She felt sorry for the poor girl and grateful that it wasn’t happening to her.

	Another part of her, also watching events unfold, knew that the dissociation was the only thing enabling her to think clearly from where she stood: on a precipice, about to fall into the unknown.

	“When I was imprisoned by Khay’s pride, they brought me an Amiti girl to keep me company. She’d also been captured by the Sekhmi. Her name was Zlata, and she had the most amazing golden hair, like sunlight. We became friends. My last request is to have her brought to me. I’m sure you can locate her.”

	“Yes, we’re familiar with her. I’ll let Anock know.” 

	After Blade left, Arianna leaned against the wall and pulled her knees up to her chin wrapping her arms around her legs. She rocked silently back and forth, staring straight ahead, seeing nothing.

	It wasn’t possible; Tor couldn’t condemn her to death. She’d believed he loved her, been sure of it. How could you destroy something you love without even a second thought? It had to reflect what were truly your highest priorities. Obviously, Tor’s highest priorities didn’t include Arianna. Her courage was faltering. Her eyes stung and an invisible hand gripped at her throat, suffocating her. 

	But what about her? She had also tried to push love away out of her consciousness. Over these last months of imprisonment she’d tried so hard to convince herself that all she wanted was freedom, and she’d refused to think about love. Well, it was time to be honest: Arianna needed both freedom and love, needed them more than the air she breathed. Her rational mind yelled that it was crazy, but she would have given anything to see Tor one more time, to throw her arms around his neck and keep him close, feeling the comfort of his heartbeat. He was the one who’d made her suffer, the one who was about to kill her, and yet ... she still loved him. How was that possible?

	She sat there for a long time, completely still, in quiet contemplation of this great mystery. Eventually, without her knowing precisely what called it forth, a deep knowledge began to glow within her, and the meaning of love was revealed to her. Love at its best, she saw, was a reciprocal flow of energy, but even when it was not flowing in, it could still flow out. Like a bird, love made its nest in every heart, and like a bird, it needed to be nourished, fed with incoming love. But even in the absence of that nourishment it wouldn’t die. Abandoned love would find its way to the bottomless well of the Divine love within and feed on it instead. At that point, love became immortal and could flow freely into the world, never being depleted. It became a manifestation of the Gods themselves. 

	Now Arianna knew why she’d failed so wretchedly to root out her love for Tor. She’d been fighting against the Goddess. 

	At that realization, it was as if the sun had risen inside her. Tranquility spread through Arianna as she basked in its light. The answer she had been seeking was right here. She wasn’t alone anymore and never would be again. Hathor, her Divine Mother, was with her ... 

	She startled at the click and whoosh of the opening door. Blade stepped aside, allowing a slender girl with brilliant golden hair to enter the cell.

	“Ari!” Zlata flew at her. Arianna stretched out her arms and wrapped them around her friend. For several minutes they just hugged each other, feeling the exchange of love between them, absorbed in their emotions and memories.

	Then Arianna focused on her task. Making sure not to change her body language, she hid her face in Zlata’s thick hair, ensuring that Blade wouldn’t see the expression on her face. An intense flow of blazing energy streamed from her to Zlata. Arianna summoned a vision of herself in the full regalia of the Amiti Queen. She was handing Zlata an Ankh and saying I name you Keeper of the Mystery of Life. The picture in her mind grew brighter and brighter, fleshing out into three dimensions until it was nearly real—and then she projected the vision into Zlata’s mind.

	She felt Zlata stiffen slightly and then relax again: she understood. Relieved, Arianna sent Zlata another message: when you get in touch with your powers you’ll know what to do. Just follow the Goddess’s guidance. Zlata nodded against her and Arianna ended their embrace.

	“Blade,” Arianna called, looking toward the doorway where he still stood. The Guardian’s sorrowful, misty eyes surprised her; she’d thought Blade was made of steel, heartless and ruthless to the core and incapable of sympathy. “I want her free, and I want someone in the Elite to protect her until she gains her powers and learns to shield.”

	Blade nodded. “She’ll be protected, Arianna, and she’s already free. It’s time to go.” He took Zlata’s hand and led her to the door.

	“Bye, Arianna. I’ll be praying for you.”

	“Goodbye, Zlata.” Not a single word or gesture, not a hint to betray that what had just happened could shred the Sekhmis’ anticipated victory to pieces. No one knew what would happen if the Amiti Queen died without leaving an heir to the title—but now at least one Keeper remained. After the Queen died—after Arianna died—along with the others, maybe Zlata would become the Center and gain the power to name other Keepers. Maybe, after the death of Arianna and the Keepers, Zlata would be the One.

	The dread Arianna had been experiencing about her imminent death melted away. Given the choice, of course, she’d prefer to live, but it was comforting to know that she’d die having done what she could to take care of her people, having acted as their true Queen. 

	Now she had to prepare herself, to muster the courage she’d need to go through her final ordeal with the dignity of a Queen. She closed her eyes and envisioned what would happen. It would be swift, a quick flash of a sword. She wouldn’t even feel the pain. The body would die at the instant the sword sliced through her neck. 

	And then ... she’d meet the Goddess.


Chapter 82

“How long are you going to keep me here?” Zlata stopped in front of the door to the guest apartment and turned to glare at Blade. 

	“Our responsibility is to keep you safe until Odji’s conscious. We’re all here, so you’re staying here. After that you’re his responsibility again.” Blade opened the door and nudged her inside.

	“What will happen to Arianna?” She pushed him back.

	“I’m not supposed to talk about it.”

	“Blade ... ”

	“Go to your room, Zlata.”

	“Blade. What will happen to Arianna?”

	“Go to your room.”

	“Listen, Blade. You think I don’t see you, but I do. You think caring makes you vulnerable, so you hide behind a mask of indifference, scared that someone will see your true face. Well it’s too late for that with me, Blade, because I saw your eyes. You can’t hide from me: you have a soul, and you have a heart even though you pretend not to. Please, Blade. Arianna’s my friend; I need to know what’s going to happen to her.” She stood stubbornly in the doorway so he couldn’t close the door. “Are the Guardians going to kill her?”

	There was a flicker of pain in his eyes. He nodded. 

	“Why?”

	Silence.

	“You captured all the Keepers,” she guessed.

	Blade closed his eyes, part wince, part nod.

	“Are you going to kill them too?”

	He nodded again.

	“When?

	“At sunrise,” he exhaled, and she couldn’t tell whether he was exasperated with her or the situation. “That’s it, Zlata; that’s all I’m going to say. I’ve already told you more than I’m supposed to.” He pushed her into the room and shut the door between them.

	As soon as she was alone, Zlata felt something like an earthquake or hurricane: the floor and walls twisted and a heavy gust of winter wind slammed the windows open, tearing the silk curtains and smashing a crystal vase of roses to the floor. Zlata covered her face with her arms, hands clenched in tight fists. 

	After a few endless moments things seemed to quiet back down, and she lowered her fists from her face. Her room looked just at it had before, everything in its proper place, undisturbed. She stared at the lush roses without seeing them.

	So, they were going to kill Arianna. 

	The massive grandfather clock in the entry struck eleven, jolting Zlata back into the flow of time. She grabbed a pad of paper and pen from the desk drawer and rushed to the bathroom, cranking the shower on to cover unexpected sounds and discourage curious Sekhmi from wondering what she was doing. Then she sat down facing the long, mirrored wall opposite the shower and stared at her reflection as she waited for her colleagues to appear.

	When she’d blood-bonded with Riona, it had been a reflex reaction to seeing another being in agony, but then afterward, her vision had cleared when she’d found herself at Guardian headquarters, surrounded by the enemy—including more than a handful who had literally tried to kill her and were now her blood-bonds. That first night, frantic to find a way of reaching out to the Avengers, she’d remembered the mirror communication technique used by Amiti elders. It was usually beyond the capabilities of younger Amiti, but since she couldn’t think of any other options, she tried it anyway. Finding bath salts in the cabinet under the sink, she dissolved them in water and wiped down the mirror with the solution, and then she sat in front of the mirror for hours in hopes that someone would sense her trying to contact them. 

	Finally Serena had appeared in the foggy mirror and explained that the two of them had been able to make contact because they both had strong, psychically oriented powers. Zlata would be able to communicate with the other Avengers using the mirror, but they couldn’t hear her calling them unless they were close to a mirror. Once Erec, Kassi, and Lex had joined Serena and Zlata, they’d set up a schedule: they’d check in every night at eleven; if Zlata wasn’t there, they’d try again every two hours after that.

	Shortly after arriving in Brussels, the Avengers had started talking to Zlata about going to live with the Royal pride as Odji’s blood-bond, but she hadn’t been ready. Of course, the blood-bond with Riona had changed all that—and now moving in with Odji sounded fantastic compared to staying here with the Guardians. Zlata had thought Erec would be livid about her rescuing the blood-bond he’d been trying to kill, but they all knew he could be hot-headed, and everyone was delighted at the outcome, especially given Zlata’s ability to enter her blood-bonds’ minds and share their experiences. All Erec could do as Riona’s blood-bond was wait for the right time to kill her—which, Serena pointed out, he hadn’t done very well—but Zlata could use her power to tap into Riona’s knowledge of the Hunter pride’s activities and provide valuable intelligence.

	A few minutes after eleven, the mirror began to fog up, and then the mist dissipated and Zlata saw Erec, Kassi, and Lex, their faces grim. Clearly they already knew about Serena’s capture.

	She bent over the notepad. They have Arianna, she scrawled in big letters on the first page, then tore it from the pad and held it up with one hand so they could read it while she kept writing. 

	A. named me K. of Life. Guardians have 4 rem. Keepers. Execution @ sunrise. Need Plan!! She underlined plan three times and held up the notepad, watching their eyes travel across the words and then back to her. Flipping the pad back onto her lap, she scribbled again.

	How many BBs do we have? She flipped the pad around to face them, bracing it between her elbows and abdomen to free her hands, and held up eight fingers for her blood-bond count: Odji, Riona, and the six Sekhmi Guardians who’d fed on her at the Project. The Avengers in the mirror each raised their own fingers with their blood-bond counts. 

	Erec calculated for a moment and then wrote a number: 95.

	Zlata scribbled some more. Ultimatum?? “Free Keepers or we kill 95 BBs”—Incl. Odji, Riona, ...

	After reading what she’d written, Erec pointed at her and then mouthed You going to kill Odji?

	She nodded, trying to look like she meant it. Honestly, she had no idea whether she’d be able to go through with it when the time came.

	Erec had written a reply: We’ll discuss & let you know. 

	The mirror fogged up again, obscuring the Amiti in the mirror, and when it cleared, Zlata could see only her own reflection, her eyes wide and frightened, her skin wan. 

* * *

Erec closed the connection with Zlata and dropped onto the couch. Reaching over to the side table, he picked up a lit candle and held it in his hands, his eyes transfixed on the flame. “Thoughts?”

	“It won’t work.” Kassi sat down next to him and also stared at the candle flame. “They’ll sacrifice the ninety-five of those, no matter who they are—and actually the number’s a lot lower; you counted Serena’s, but she can’t burn hers. We’ll just waste the reserve we’ve been building up for decades. There’s no way they’ll let the Keepers and the Queen go. Really, guys,” she said, her serious gaze moving to Erec and then Lex, “it will not work.”

	“I don’t believe that our Queen will be that easy to kill. She’s too powerful.” Crossing his legs, Lex sat on the floor facing the couch. 

	“They keep her drained, though.” Erec held his hand above the candle’s flame so that it touched his skin, turning his hand to expose different areas, sinking into the pain. It was Amitis’ ritualistic gesture, a way to reconnect with and acknowledge the pain their people were going through. “We need to send her more power. All of us. Every Amiti we can summon must come together, combine our energies, and send them to Arianna.”

	They worked all night to contact all the Amiti they could find, calling all who were able to come to Brussels. Most Amiti would have to travel via ordinary means, so they wouldn’t have time unless they were already close by, but elders with highly developed powers could transport themselves through mirrors. It would be the first time they’d used Mirror Skill to bring their people together in almost twenty-two years; the last time had involved summoning everyone to Greece for Istara’s execution. This time, the reason was again the Queen, but the goal was quite the opposite. 

	They chose a secluded space, an old, empty mansion Lex had spotted a few days earlier in the suburbs of Brussels. Surrounded by vast, landscaped grounds behind a locked gate, the property was on the market and its owners had already moved out, making it ideal for the ritual they were planning. They didn’t even need to provide their own mirror: there was already a huge one affixed to a wall in the entry hall, and they used it to open the portal. 

	They had to begin the ritual about an hour before sunrise, and by then they’d managed to locate almost sixty Amiti elders and a handful of younger Amiti. The rain had stopped for the time being, so they held the ritual outside, gathering in a circle among the centuries-old oak trees behind the house. 

	Erec lit a thick black candle, and after touching the flame to the center of his palm handed it to the woman standing next to him. She repeated the gesture, keeping the candle at her palm a little longer than Eric had, and then passed it to the man at her left, who did the same. At the same time, Kassi, Lex, and four other Amiti elders, who stood evenly spaced around the circle, had each lit their own candles and begun the same process, holding the flame to their palms and then passing the candles to their neighbors. After all seven candles—seven being the sacred number of Hathor—had circled the whole group and returned to the one who lit them, they were set down in the wet grass, and the Amiti tightened the circle, taking each other’s hands.

	Almost immediately, the wind picked up, blowing out all seven candles in a single gust and then growing stronger and stronger as it circulated among them. As it continued to build, bending and breaking the branches of the oak trees, the area it covered grew, too, reaching wider and higher. The cloud cover over Brussels began to seethe and swirl, shifting until it formed a spiral over the Amiti, waiting to collect the energy they were gathering.

	When the force of the power the Amiti were generating reached its apex, as one they all released and raised their hands, sending the energy out into the atmosphere. Everything went quiet and still.

	Quiet as before a massive thunderstorm.


Chapter 83

Anock stood at the window watching the fading night sky. He’d been staring like this for hours, praying that the sun would never rise. And nature seemed to be responding to his entreaties: huge, dark-violet clouds were billowing across the sky, writhing and coiling into a spiral like at the birth of a tornado. It was totally anomalous weather for Europe—and it created the illusion that the sun was refusing to rise. Was it a message from the Goddess? Was Sekhmet, the Goddess of the Sun, trying to tell them that she would not condone what was about to happen down below, in the basement of this building? 

	“Anock,” called Blade from the doorway. “The preparations are complete.” 

	Numbly Anock turned and followed Blade to the elevator that would take them to the chamber of Sekhmet. 

	The Guardians’ chamber was constructed of large grey stones that had been fit together to form a huge dome. Sections of the stones’ surface had been smoothly sanded and etched with ancient Egyptian reliefs strategically highlighted by the dozens of torches positioned around the chamber. In the center, the black marble statue of the Lioness Goddess rose twenty feet above them. 

	The execution was to be a closed event. Only the Royal pride, the Guardians, and the hunters—at Crian’s insistence—were permitted to be present. There was too much risk involved to allow others to witness it. The present guest list was plenty, and besides, Anock thought, it seemed somehow ... distasteful to turn it into a spectator event. The death of the Keepers would be announced at a gala ceremony to be held at the mansion. That would be fanfare enough.

	Most of the Guardians, some hunters, and Crian and Etain were already there when Anock arrived. But where the hell was the Royal pride? Surely they’d know that he expected at least a representative member to be here? But there’d been no communication whatsoever; he didn’t even know whether to wait for them or not. Anock hated them for doing this to him. He was in a hurry now, wanting only to end this torturous process. Irritated, he texted Theores—are u guys coming?—and got a terse just go ahead. 

	Fuck. Anock took his seat at the oversized red velvet chair that stood like a throne on the elevated stage facing the statue of the Goddess. It was where the King would normally sit, but in Tor’s absence, Anock, as his second in command, would take his place. Fuck. 

	The executioners were in position: two of them, wearing black hoods, stood to the right and left of the idol of Sekhmet, the muscles of their bare, massive chests and arms gleaming in the torchlight. 

	“You may begin,” Anock said, not hearing his own voice. “The Queen goes first.”

	Two of his warriors disappeared behind the massive door and returned with Arianna. They’d skipped her last bleeding to leave her with just enough energy for her final trial, and it was astonishing how quickly her beauty had returned. The last time Anock had seen her, she might as well have been a corpse; today, she was paler then usual, but exquisite again.

	Despite her weakness, she walked steadily, her back straight and her head held high, staring straight ahead with dry eyes. She wore a floor-length, multi-layered gown of black chiffon. The layers floated and whispered, flowing like liquid as she walked. Anock had personally chosen her gown; he couldn’t stand the thought of her dying in the bloodstock uniform. She should die with honor, as befitted a Queen. The gown was a token of his respect for her.

	A bolt of pain shot through Anock. It was incomprehensible that this young, perfect body designed for love, life, and joy, would be destroyed in just a few moments. Her mystical goddess’s eyes would close forever and her lips would never smile again. She’d be reduced to a handful of ashes. 

	And what would happen to her spirit? Was there an afterlife? Having an immortal lifespan, he’d given little thought to whether he believed in what was supposed to happen afterward. As far as he’d been concerned, that kind of thinking was for frail-bodied humans; naturally, anyone with that short a life expectancy would find the idea of permanent death unbearable. But now Anock longed to believe that death was not the end, just the transition to another plane of existence. He wanted Arianna to go to her Goddess and be loved by her. Maybe one day Tor would join her and they could finally be happy together, basking in their love. Maybe. 

	Anock kicked the thought out. Tor was immortal; he wasn’t going anywhere. 

	Please Goddess, let it be over soon. Anock’s pain was becoming unbearable, his self-control wearing thin, and he feared that his façade of disinterest was about to crumble. His vision grew blurry, his eyes stinging, and it took all his strength to remain still and simply observe. Sekhmet, let me trade places with her. If only he could. 

* * *

Arianna glanced at one of the hooded males, her eyes traveling to the huge, heavy sword in his grip. Glowing with the reflection of the torches, the blade seemed to be alive, but cold and apathetic. It had nothing to do with her, and yet it promised to deliver her a deathblow. It was just the blade’s job, the same as for the hooded male. He also had nothing personal against her; he’d just sever her head and go have lunch with his friends. 

	It was so surreal how mundane her death would be. Twenty-two years of dreams and aspirations, joy and despair, pleasure and pain, love and hatred, efforts to understand herself and the world—and all these would end in a fraction of a second. A freezing fear crawled up her spine like a poisonous snake. 

	She lifted her eyes to Sekhmet’s. Please, Goddess—Grandmother—give me the strength and courage to get through this. 

	A flare burst through Arianna, as though a charge of energy had been projected from the Lioness’s heart into hers. She stared at the idol, trying to determine what had just happened. Had it just been a hallucination, or was the Goddess really supporting her? The Lioness’s dead, unseeing eyes gazed back, straight into her soul. Arianna’s breath began slowing and her heartbeat steadied. She’d asked for help from the warrior Goddess, and it had been granted: Sekhmet had tapped into the warrior spirit inside her. 

	Now she was ready to face her executioner. She regarded him without blinking, proud to claim victory over her fears. As if from a long distance away, she heard the reading of the charges against her and the executioner asking her to kneel before the Goddess. Raising the hem of her gown, she obeyed. Hold on. You can get through this. It’ll be fast. Don’t give them the satisfaction of seeing any weakness.

* * *

Suddenly, the door opened and Tor burst into the chamber, with Theores, Leon, and Rune at his heels, looking anxious and disheveled. The rushed decision and late arrival were totally out of character for Tor—but, Anock supposed, nothing was out of character for him right now, given the agony he was going through. 

	Everyone dropped to one knee to greet the King. Tor gave them a quick nod of acknowledgement and made his way to Anock.

	Anock rose to his feet. “I’m sorry, Sir—Your Majesty—we didn’t expect you. Please, have a seat.” 

	“I don’t need one.” Tor’s normally stormy grey eyes were lighter and softer. He put his hands on Anock’s shoulders. “Anock, I trust you to go through with the established plan.” 

	“Of course, your majesty.” Anock’s intuition was hollering into both his ears that something was wrong. Why would the King come here only to reiterate that Anock should follow the plan? Hadn’t Anock been doing that?

	“Anock. My son.” Tor pulled him closer and looked deep into his eyes, his gaze so intense that Anock could actually feel Tor’s love pouring into him, saturating even the darkest corners of his soul. “I also ask you not to interfere with whatever happens.”

	Anock stared at Tor, puzzled. 

	“Give me your word, Anock.” 

	Anock’s brain was pounding with danger signals. But it was Tor making the request, so whatever the problem was, it wasn’t as if Anock would have a choice about whether to do as he said. “You have it, Sir.”

	“Thank you, Anock.” Tor hugged him tightly and then added softly, “I love you, my son.”

	He turned around and walked over to Arianna, who was watching him transfixed, still on her knees in front of the statue of Sekhmet. For a moment Tor just stood before her, his gaze locked on hers, and then unexpectedly he dropped to his knees and wrapped her in his arms, pulling her to his chest, burying her head under his chin. She jerked and pulled back, her eyes flaring open. 

* * *

Arianna had thought she was already dead. She had lost all perception of her body. Tor’s appearance at her execution was beyond comprehension. She wanted to shove him away, to hate him, but at his touch, all her hostility melted away, his embrace like fire melting the heart she’d worked so hard to freeze. She was assaulted by the emotions swirling through her, propelling her to heaven and smashing her back to hell as if she was dying and being reborn over and over again.

	And then everything grew still, and she felt as if she were suspended in eternity. The revelation dawned on her: her life was worth living for this moment alone. In a state of utter paralysis, she was unable to speak, think, cry ... she could barely breathe. The universe had come to an abrupt halt and ceased to exist; the only reality that remained was this man holding her in his arms.

	Dear Goddess, how much she hated him ... how much she loved him.

	“Why are you here?” She whispered, but her voice sounded shockingly loud as it pierced the silence.

	Tor rubbed his cheek on hers and hid his face in her hair, and Arianna could feel all his love for her in this simple gesture. “I tried to forget you, but I can’t. I love you, Arianna. You are ... you’re my life. I can’t save your life—I can’t betray my people—but I can’t live without you, either. So I’ve come here to die with you.” 

	“What?!” Theores and Anock shouted. Tor raised his hand for silence.

	“I am still the King here,” he said, his voice clear, leaving no room for objection. “Anock, you gave me your word that you’d follow the plan. Now honor your word, my son. After we die, execute the other Keepers and choose a new King.”

	A shocked silence permeated the chamber. Arianna could hear the heartbeats of everyone around her, could sense their horror. She stared at Tor, her mind refusing to process what he’d said.

	Tor addressed the executioners. “I go first. I want her to know that she’s not alone.” Then he turned back to Arianna, his eyes fathomless. “I will wait for you there, my love, on the other side. Forgive me, if you can.”

	Before she could say another word he lowered his head and moved his gorgeous platinum hair aside, exposing his neck. “Do it.”

	The executioner raised his blade, and over the course of that one instant everything changed for Arianna. She could tell that the version of herself that watched the sword begin its upward arc was gone, transformed into a completely different being by the time the blade stopped moving. 

	Her vision was razor-sharp, her eyes drawn to the flickers of light reflecting off the blade that dared to be raised over the man she loved. She caught her own reflection in it and saw the glowing eyes of the Lioness, and then wild, primordial rage blinded her, roaring through her as though the Sun itself had gone supernova—and She was Arianna.

	After what seemed like centuries, she stood blinking in the darkness and quiet. She stood on a mountain of rubble, dust swirling around her, the black marble statue of Sekhmet lying in explosion of chunks and shards at her feet. And Tor, covered in blood and dust, blinking back up at her. The residual energy shuddering through her was rapidly dissipating, leaving her heart steady and her mind clear.







~ End of Book One ~


Glossary

Amiti

A subspecies of immortals created 8000 years ago by the goddess Hathor as a counterbalance to the goddess Sekhmet’s creation of vampires. Like other immortals, Amiti have a long lifespan and can reproduce with each other, other humanoid supernaturals, or humans. When born, they are virtually identical to humans; their powers begin to develop when they reach complete physical maturation at around 21 years of age. At around the same age, they begin to emit a unique energy recognizable to vampires in close proximity to them (or using devices to enhance their ability to feel that energy). As a defense, Amiti learn to shield that energy, but as with all of their powers, their ability to do so can be compromised.

Amiti blood has unique properties, including the ability to heal others and receptivity to the will of the Amiti whose body created it. Within the blood-bond, for example, Amiti can command their blood cells in a vampire partner’s body to create pleasure or pain, to heal or even bring the vampire back to life, or to kill the vampire. Amiti blood that has been “artificially” drained—via catheter or cutting, for instance—loses these unique qualities, although it retains most of the exquisite taste and scent that make it desirable to vampires. Legend holds that some Amiti have learned to control their blood even when it is removed from their bodies outside of the blood-bond.

	Amiti blood also regenerates quickly after any type of blood loss, and Amitis’ bodies generate extra blood during lovemaking in order to preempt depletion when they feed their vampire partners. 

Amiti powers. All Amiti possess three powers: (1) shapeshifting to mimic or impersonate specific humans, living or dead; (2) shielding themselves from vampires’ ability to sense them; and (3) the blood-bond, a physical and spiritual connection between Amiti and vampire partners that activates the properties of Amiti blood in the vampire and enables enhanced communication and sharing of powers. 

	In addition to these three powers, over time each Amiti develops one or more individual powers; the number, strength, and type vary from individual to individual, and continue to develop and accumulate with age. Powers may be physical (for example, manipulating air, fire, water, earth) or mental/psychological (for example, empathic aptitude, clairvoyance). Generally, Amitis’ powers are innate—that is, Amiti are born with certain powers hidden inside them, and those powers manifest as they grow older. However, certain Amiti roles bestow additional powers: the Queen has the Gift of Ra, and the Keepers’ powers correspond to the Mysteries they keep. Moreover, some powers, such as the Mirror Skill, can be cultivated by virtually any elder, experienced Amiti. 

	Blood-bonding with vampires can serve as a catalyst for activating or strengthening Amitis’ powers. Conversely, power can be limited or extinguished through bloodletting. 

	Amiti are sensitive to a metal alloy, silver steel. Used in the environment or in constraining devices, it weakens their powers; and when introduced into the bloodstream via weapon or injection, it can completely debilitate or even kill them, depending upon the Amiti’s overall strength and health. 

Avengers 

The highly trained, highly feared Amiti assassins of the Order of Eye of Ra. The Avengers are driven by their conviction that vampires and Amiti are children of a single goddess—Hathor–Sekhmet—and that vampires’ practice of keeping bloodstock is an atrocity beyond measure because it is a crime perpetrated on their own people. (In contrast, most vampire and Amiti recognize in the abstract that Hathor and Sekhmet are two manifestations of the same goddess, but in practice view Hathor as the Mother of Amiti and Sekhmet as the Mother of vampires.)

	The Avengers’ ultimate goal is to free Amiti from being bloodstock or living in terror of becoming bloodstock. During the early stages of the war between vampires and Amiti, the Avengers’ strategy involved manipulating vampires to blood-bond with them and then using the blood-bond as leverage to secure the release of those vampires’ bloodstock. However, this strategy evolved to include blood-bonding with and assassinating vampires simply to lower their population and, eventually, to exterminate them completely; it also incorporated assassinating Amiti who blood-bonded with vampires and anyone else the Avengers perceived to be a traitor to their cause. Accumulating and assassinating blood-bonds also develops and refines Avengers’ powers. 

	The Avenger’s trademark image is the Erinyes, the three Greek goddesses of revenge, represented as winged women in Greek tunics with writhing serpents emerging from their heads instead of hair.

Blood-bond

The blood-bond is a powerful physical and spiritual connection between a vampire and an Amiti, triggered when a vampire drinks from an Amiti’s vein. It is intended to take place within loving relationships of any kind, including romantic relationships but also relationships between friends or family members.

	Blood-bonding opens a communication channel between the Amiti and the vampire, enabling the pair to locate each other (unless the Amiti shields from the vampire) and to sense each other’s thoughts and emotions. Moreover, if they choose, Amiti can share their powers with their vampire blood-bonds, heal them, resurrect them, or kill them, any of which can be accomplished without bodily contact. The higher-caste Sekhmi forbid Nightwalkers blood-bonding with Amiti, in part because the blood-bond also enables Nightwalkers to tolerate exposure to the sun. 

	Amiti can blood-bond with multiple vampires, and will produce as much blood as needed with no adverse effects. A vampire, in contrast, can only blood-bond with one Amiti; if another Amiti’s vein is taken, the prior blood-bond is severed. If an Amiti dies after sharing powers with a vampire blood-bond, the powers remain active in the vampire, diminishing gradually over up to two decades.

	Both vampires and Amiti experience an extremely powerful urge to blood-bond. Hathor created the Amiti with the express purpose of making them complements to vampires and incorporated this attraction into their creation. Known colloquially as the pull of the blood-bond (or blood-bond pull), it emerges with particular potency during lovemaking, when Amitis’ blood production increases dramatically in preparation for feeding vampires. 

	The blood-bond can represent a loving, trusting relationship between vampires and Amiti (referred to by vampires as “real” or “true” blood-bonds), with practical benefits to both: for vampires, an ideal blood source and the possibility of accessing Amiti powers; and for Amiti, a catalyst for enhancing their powers. However, blood-bonding ultimately tips the balance of power in the Amiti’s favor by giving them the ability to kill the vampire. This power imbalance was part of Hathor’s plan, intended to protect Amiti from vampires, who are predators by nature. In that respect, vampires are both attracted to the prospect of blood-bonding and terrified of it. 

Bloodstock 

A term coined by vampires—combining blood and livestock—to describe Amiti who are captured and imprisoned for use as vampires’ blood source. Blood is extracted from the Amiti via catheter in a process similar to human blood donation, although more blood is removed. This method also depletes Amitis’ powers, enabling the vampires to maintain control over them. Bloodstock are kept locked in bloodstock cells, generally underground, and like animal livestock can be sold, traded, or killed. Vampires avoid interacting with bloodstock, hiring human bloodstock handlers to see to the bloodstock’s basic survival needs and perform the blood draining. Under vampire law, only members of the more powerful caste, the Vampire Elite (or Sekhmi) are allowed to keep bloodstock. The lower caste, the Nightwalkers, are forbidden to do so under penalty of death.

Code of the Confederation (The Code)

The Code was created by the Confederation to protect immortals from humans. It consists of just two laws: No-Kill (not killing humans) and No-Show (not demonstrating one’s powers in front of humans). Violation of the Code is punishable by death. 

Confederation of Immortals 

A governing body created in the 18th century with the purpose of protecting immortals from discovery and persecution by humans. General governance of individual subspecies (e.g., vampires, fay, elves, demons, shifters, wereanimals, sorcerers, demigods, etc.) is the purview of each group, each with its own system and set of laws; the Confederation is an umbrella organization whose jurisdiction is limited to enforcing The Code, the laws of No-Kill and No-Show, and performing a small number of related functions. The Confederation is led by the Council, and its law-enforcement arm is the Legacy of Tyr.

Council

The Confederation’s governing board and judicial body. Its members include elected representatives of all immortal subspecies. The head of the Council is the Chief, who is elected by Council membership. 

Gift of Ra 

The unique power granted to the Amiti Queen by the God Ra. The exact nature of the Gift is hidden. It becomes activated in extreme circumstance by the strongest intent of the Queen (or a vampire with whom she has blood-bonded and shared the Gift of Ra) and can unfold in unpredictable ways (for example, creating powerful energy blasts or explosions, shifts in time and space, opening portals to other realms or dimensions). 

Guardians of the Lioness

The vampire security organization created four millennia ago to protect vampires from all potential enemies. The Guardians include several thousand highly trained warriors stationed in facilities worldwide. Their headquarters are in Brussels. 

Hathor

One of the most important and popular deities in Ancient Egypt, personifying the principles of love, joy, and sexuality. In her aspect as Sekhmet, she was the warrior goddess. Hathor created the Amiti as a counterpart to vampires, to save humanity from the bloodthirsty children of Sekhmet. Hathor’s consort is the god Ra. 

Inner Circle

The Amiti’s ruling body. The Inner Circle is composed of all of the Keepers, the Avengers and three representatives selected from among the Amiti elders.

Keepers of the Key

Five Amiti named by Hathor to be Keepers of the Key of Life, the Ankh. As the ultimate safeguard to protect the Amiti people, the Keepers may unite and turn the Key, which will unlock the powers of the Egyptian gods. There is controversy among Amiti as to whether these powers would be the Amitis’ to command, or whether turning the Key would unleash total chaos and destruction. Keepers are appointed by the Queen and can surrender their powers back to her for reassignment to new Keepers. In order for their powers to fully manifest, Keepers must complete a three-stage quest. After that, Keepers at full power can communicate to each other telepathically and can locate each other at all times. 

	Each Keeper is connected to a major Mystery of the Universe and is granted additional powers related to their particular Mystery. The Keepers and their powers are as follows:

Keeper of the Hidden: knows undisclosed secrets and can open large portals or wormholes in space through which people or objects can travel. 

Keeper of the Revealed: can create illusions. 

Keeper of Death: can command the elements to create natural disasters (for example, tsunamis, hurricanes). 

Keeper of Life: can create and restore life within twenty-four hours of an individual’s death.

Keeper of Balance (the Amiti Queen): can create and restore balance.

Legacy of Tyr

An immortal law enforcement organization. The Legacy of Tyr has existed for several thousand years, but it rose to prominence following the establishment of the Confederation of Immortals, when it took as its primary goal enforcing the Code of the Confederation: the laws of No-Kill and No-Show. The Legacy consists of several thousand elite, highly trained warriors of different immortal subspecies who operate in groups of four or five called families and are stationed all over the world. The Legacy also created Sanctuary, providing shelter for abused immortal females. 

	The Legacy’s patron god is Tyr, the Nordic god of justice, law, and order who protects the two realms—of gods and humans—and keeps them from collapsing into each other and being annihilated. In homage to Tyr, Legacy warriors have his rune, Tiwaz, an upright arrow, tattooed on their right hands.

Life-Force

A living essence in immortals’ bodies that constantly regenerates and is the means by which they avoid aging. Vampires can exchange life-forces with each other by drinking from each other’s veins in a ritual called Shay-Nefer (Good Destiny), considered the ultimate expression of devotion. After completing the Shay-Nefer ritual, if one partner dies, the other dies as well because their life-forces have intertwined.

Mirror Skill 

A power granted by Hathor and accessible to any Amiti over five hundred years of age; it allows them to teleport through and communicate with each other using mirrors or other highly polished surfaces. Teleportation using the Mirror Skill requires two mirrors of sufficient size for the Amiti’s body to fit through, one installed at the point of origin and one at the destination. It also requires either another Amiti at the destination point, serving as an “anchor” for the teleporting Amiti to travel toward, or near-perfect visualization skills so that the Amiti can project an image of the desired destination onto the mirror in front of them.

Nightwalkers

The lower of the two castes of vampires. As distinct from Sekhmi, Nightwalkers are not pureblood vampires, making their vampire characteristics (heightened speed and strength, hypnotic power) inferior to Sekhmis’. Sekhmi used their superior powers to establish dominance over Nightwalkers and reinforce this dominance by commissioning sorcerers to develop a curse preventing Nightwalkers from tolerating exposure to sunlight and being able to sense Amiti energy. 

	Nightwalkers are forbidden, under penalty of death, from blood-bonding with Amiti or keeping them as bloodstock. Although some Nightwalkers obey this law, feeding only on humans or other immortals, others ignore the risks and find ways to obtain sources of Amiti blood. Indeed, blood-bonding with Amiti renders their powers equal to those of Sekhmi and nullifies the effects of the curse—effectively erasing evidence of their difference from Sekhmi so that they can survive undetected as Nightwalkers.

Order of the Eye of Ra (The Order)

A secret Amiti organization created several millennia ago with the goal of freeing Amiti bloodstock from the vampires. All Keepers of the Key and all Avengers are members of the Order, but other than that, the exact number and identity of the Order’s membership are unknown. 

Pink Sunset (or Red Sunset) 

The most popular drink among vampires, commonly offered at social and business functions. Pink Sunset is a blend of Amiti blood and alcohol, usually Champagne. It is mixed in different proportions; with a higher concentration of blood, it is referred to as Red Sunset.

Pride

The name given to Sekhmi family units who live together, borrowed from the term used for lions’ social units in honor of the lioness goddess Sekhmet. Prides may include blood relatives, close friends, and Amiti blood-bonds. The strongest member of the pride is the Alpha. Sekhmi in general are very wealthy, and members of Sekhmi prides share assets including real estate, bank accounts, businesses, vehicles, and bloodstock.

The Project

A secret international research organization run by humans. The Project conducts scientific research on immortals with the goal of unlocking hidden potential in the human brain and achieving immortality for humans. The Project’s staff includes ambitious scientists from various fields (medical doctors, neuroscientists, geneticists, biologists, physicists, etc.), entrepreneurs who believe in the Project’s work and provide financial support, and shadows, humans with highly developed psychic and other paranormal powers who serve as the Project’s guards. The Project owns thirteen laboratories worldwide, all of which are disguised as research stations conducting more conventional scientific research. 

Queen of the Amiti 

The ruler and protector of the Amiti people and the most powerful of the Amiti. In addition to possessing individual powers like those granted to all Amiti, the Queen has the Gift of Ra, is the Keeper of the Mystery of Balance, and has the power—and responsibility—of naming other Keepers of the Key. All of the Queen’s powers are transferable only from mother to daughter at the time of the Queen’s death. 

Ra

A primary deity of ancient Egypt, consort of Hathor, and god of creation and of the sun. The threat to Ra made by humans served as a catalyst for Sekhmet to manifest and almost destroy the word. Ra assisted Hathor in creating the Amiti people, granting a part of his power, the Gift of Ra, to the Amiti Queen, so that she could more effectively protect her people from the dangers and challenges of life on earth. 

Sanctuary

A system of providing shelter for high-profile immortal females whose lives are at risk and who lack other sources of protection. Most commonly, Sanctuary is provided to females who face abuse and whose abusers are too powerful for them to escape by other means. Sanctuary was created by and is provided by the Legacy of Tyr. Females granted Sanctuary live as members of Legacy families, with Legacy warriors forbidden to pursue them romantically or sexually. A female leaving the family to which she has been assigned loses the privilege of Sanctuary. 

Sekhmet

Egyptian warrior goddess; also goddess of destruction, healing, and the sun. Another aspect of Hathor, Sekhmet was locked in Hathor’s consciousness and broke free when the life of Hathor’s mate, the god Ra, was threatened. Sekhmet created vampires during her deadly rampage, and is vampires’ only deity. She is worshiped by both castes of vampires, Sekhmi and Nightwalkers. 

Sekhmi 

Also known as the Vampire Elite or simply the Elite, Sekhmi are the upper class of vampires, as distinct from the Nightwalkers. Sekhmi are all pure-blooded vampires, direct descendants of Sekhmet, from whom they took their name, which also translates from ancient Egyptian as powerful. The offspring of Sekhmi-Amiti unions are also regarded as Sekhmi; because Amiti were created to complement vampires, their offspring maintain all the powers of their vampire parent. Sekhmi are much stronger than Nightwalkers and they are immune to sunlight. 

Shadows 

Humans with highly developed psychic powers and other paranormal abilities who serve as the Project’s guards. Shadows also kidnap immortals to be used for the Project’s research. 

Shay-Nefer 

Shay-Nefer (translated from ancient Egyptian as Good Destiny) is a Sekhmi ritual involving exchange of life-forces. This exchange creates a mutual commitment that lasts until death: once the life-forces are intertwined, one partner’s death will result in the other’s death as well. It is considered the ultimate expression of devotion between partners—and because vampires generally do not believe in life-long commitments, it is extremely rare. Shay-Nefer can be established between any two vampires independent of gender and their relationship (e.g. blood relatives, friends), but it most commonly occurs within romantic relationships, viewed as a type of wedding and called the Shay-Nefer Mating Ceremony. 

Shield, or Energy Shield

One of most important of Amitis’ powers, enabling mature Amiti to block the unique energy they emit from detection by vampires. Amiti gradually develop their shielding ability beginning in their early twenties. As with other powers, shielding powers can be enhanced by blood-bonding. Skilled Amiti can shield the energy of other Amiti as well as themselves; for example, until shielding is mastered, Amiti parents shield their offspring. 

Silver Steel

A common metal alloy to which Amiti are vulnerable, silver steel is used by vampires to temporarily suppress Amiti’s powers. Used as a material in constraints such as chains or cuffs, it can weaken Amiti; a much more effective use is to introduce it to the bloodstream via weapon or injection. The extent and duration of silver steel’s suppressive effects varies widely, on average suppressing an Amiti’s power completely for a few hours. 

Three Doors to the Mystery (Quest, Keepers’ Quest)

The name of the quest every Keeper of the Key must undertake in order to claim their full Keepers’ powers. After being named a Keeper by the Amiti Queen, a new Keeper faces three challenges—difficult decisions or actions—related to the Mystery she or he was appointed to Keep. Typically the Keeper is unaware of which decisions or actions constitute the Three Doors, and their status can change to reflect changing circumstances. As soon as the third task is completed, the third door is opened and the full power of the Keeper is unlocked. 

Vampires

Immortal subspecies who must feed on the blood of humans or other immortals in order to survive. Vampires grew from drops of Sekhmet’s blood spilled during her rampage across Egypt eight millennia ago. They have an unlimited lifespan and can reproduce with each other, other supernatural subspecies, or humans. When born, they are virtually identical to humans, coming into their powers when they reach full physical maturity at around twenty-one years of age, at which time they also begin to require blood. Their preferred blood source, and the only source on which they thrive physically, is Amiti. Vampires are split into two castes: Sekhmi, or Vampire Elite; and Nightwalkers. The vampire leader is the king or queen, who wins the title in a physical battle for the throne. 

	All vampires possess extreme speed and strength; rapid healing; the ability to hypnotize humans; and simple energy manipulation (e.g. energy blast, moving small objects without touching them). Like most immortals, vampires can be killed only via methods that separate the head from the body or that destroy the body as a whole (e.g., burning, exploding). Contrary to popular mythology, death does not cause their bodies to disintegrate independently of whatever force has acted on the body. For example, the body will disintegrate into ashes only if it is burned; the misconception that all vampires’ bodies turn to ash at death may originate in the fact that the mode by which Amiti kill their blood-bonds is immolation, and because the Amiti blood-bond need not be present for this to occur, it is relatively common for vampires to burn into ashes with no clear cause. 

	Vampires are also sensitive to silver: used in the environment or in constraining devices, it weakens their powers; and when introduced into the bloodstream via weapon or injection, it can completely debilitate them. 

Wereanimals

A large immortal subspecies, also referred to as weres, consisting of creatures capable of shapeshifting from human to animal form, and in some cases an interim or hybrid form as well. To outsiders, wereanimals seem very similar, but they experience group affiliations primarily with wereanimals who share their animal type (e.g. werewolves, werejaguars, werehyenas, and weretigers each have separate group identities). 

Winged Demons

An immortal subspecies whose appearance is identical to humans’ but who possess retractable wings and can fly. Their strength and speed are almost as powerful as vampires’. They can sense violent death, human or immortal, within a radius of forty to fifty miles, and can tap into energies that reconstruct the incident for them, helping to identify the victim, culprit, and circumstances. Winged demons can also produce a powerful blue energy blast that immobilizes any immortal or human at whom it is directed. These powers make them indispensable to the Legacy’s mission, facilitating detention of suspects and investigations of violations of the Code’s No-Kill law. Every Legacy family includes at least one winged demon, and they make up much of the Legacy’s leadership.
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