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When Bryn finds out she’s pregnant, she’ll have to deal with the fact that Sinjin doesn’t believe the baby is his—how could it be? He’s a vampire, after all, and incapable of reproducing. At least that’s what everyone thought…

As if dealing with Sinjin isn’t enough, Bryn and Dureau have decided to move forward with their plan to contact Luce’s tribespeople through their dreams. Bryn and Dureau both hope to enlighten Luce’s people that they’ve been fed nothing but lies and that a better future awaits them if they agree to join Jolie’s court. But, that plan doesn’t exactly go as Bryn and Dureau hoped it would…

How will Dureau respond when he finds out Bryn’s pregnant? And what happens when Bryn and Dureau are forced to accept the help of Monsieur D? And will Sinjin ever believe he’s the father of Bryn’s child?

Find out in The Champion, the seventh book in the Bryn and Sinjin series!
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CHAPTER ONE

Bryn

I drew back from Sinjin as if I’d been stung, hardly comprehending the words that had just come out of his mouth.

“What do you mean I’m with child ?”

I didn’t know how it was possible.

Pregnant? Me?

“It’s impossible,” I said as I shook my head and faced Sinjin. Somehow, he was mistaken. He had to be.

“The notes in your blood are as clear as words on a page,” he answered staunchly. His voice was deathly quiet. Measured. With something indefinable lurking underneath.

I stared into my lover’s eyes—azure, penetrating, containing so much that I couldn’t begin to imagine—countless scenes from his past six centuries as a vampire.

“What does that mean?” I demanded.

The forest around us suddenly seemed darker somehow. I’d stumbled across Sinjin here as he searched for the ingredients necessary for Mathilda’s potions—elder grass and lavender. And, on seeing him, I’d had the sudden incredible urge for him to drink from me.

Sinjin swore up and down that no one’s blood could rival mine, and I’d wanted to share myself with him, to give him the sustenance he desired. In the process, he’d picked up a different note in my blood and made the startling announcement that I was “with child,” as he’d termed it.

“It means, my dear,” he answered, clearing his throat in a way that said he was uncomfortable, “That you grow within your belly a sprog.”

“A sprog?”

“A child.”

I shook my head again. “It’s not possible. You must have gotten it wrong. Maybe you detected extra hormones in my blood or something because I’m getting close to having my period?” I wasn’t even sure if I was getting close to my period, but it seemed like a good possibility, so I ran with it.

It was Sinjin’s turn to shake his head. “You are most certainly with child.”

I didn’t know what to think. He had to be wrong! That’s all there was to it. “It’s not possible, Sinjin,” I repeated. “You’re fully aware of the fact that I’m barren.”

“I believed you to be barren, such that you believed yourself to be barren, but clearly you have proven us both incorrect.”

I chewed on my lower lip. “Sinjin, when I was a prisoner in Luce’s camp, he sent numerous tribesmen to me for weeks at a time, every day,” I started.

At my words, I was transported back to the worst time of my life, when I’d been captured and brought back to Luce’s camp and forced to join my former leader’s vile breeding program. I was raped countless times over a three-week period. Regardless, I hadn’t gotten pregnant, a fact I’d taken as proof of my inability to do so.

I was infertile. I was convinced of it.

Yet, Sinjin was convinced of the exact opposite. And when was Sinjin wrong? Or, more pointedly, when were Sinjin’s taste buds wrong?

Could it possibly be true? And if it were true, that meant that I … that we … something new ignited inside me. Was it hope mingled with excitement?

“I am fully aware of your time in Luce’s camp,” Sinjin answered, his jaw growing tight. His expression blanched into one of anger, and as I watched, he focused on the rolling green hills in the distance and his eyes took on a whitish, glowing hue.

“And try as hard as Luce did, I never became pregnant,” I continued, realizing this was a difficult subject for Sinjin to discuss, mainly because he felt as though he’d failed me. In his mind, he hadn’t rescued me soon enough. Yes, Sinjin had returned to Luce’s camp in order to exact his revenge, but he hadn’t been able to kill each one of my attackers, and that was another point that left him riddled with regret.

“I admit this discovery is quite… surprising,” he started as he faced me again and the anger leaked out of his expression. “And I cannot comment on why or how your body was unprepared to enter this state in the past.” He paused, seemingly to weigh his words. “But, regardless of the reason, the truth remains that a babe grows within you.”

“I just don’t…”

“Perhaps you should play devil’s advocate for a moment,” he interrupted.

“Okay, why?”

He was quiet for a few seconds, and his attention shifted towards the forest in the distance, only to move to the creek that ran between the trees. A soft wind whistled through the trees and moved Sinjin’s pitch-black hair, and I was suddenly struck by how impossibly handsome he was. With his ice-blue eyes, black eyebrows and hair, high cheekbones and defined jaw, he was easily the most handsome man I’d ever seen.

Maybe Dureau Chevalier, the French Fae who rivalled Sinjin for my affections, was just as handsome. Dureau, with his dark brown hair and eyes and a smile that always managed to bring a smile to my own face. Dureau… the man I could have loved if not for Sinjin.

As I glanced over at Sinjin now, I realized he’d won my heart from the moment I first saw him. Granted, he’d been my enemy at that time, but even then, I couldn’t deny the fact that there was something between us—something magnetic.

“If we both accepted as true that you were with child,” he began as he looked over at me with searching eyes, “Who would be the father?”

The full impact of his words didn’t hit me at first, but then I felt my heart drop down to my toes. I couldn’t believe he’d just asked me this question! How could he even wonder who the father could be?

“What?” My tone was scathing, biting, and revealed my shock. “What are you talking about?”

“I am asking who the father is.”

“I heard you the first time.” I spat the words back at him.

“Clearly, I did not play a part in your… fertilization,” he continued, and I suddenly wanted to punch him right across the face.

“Of course you played a part in it! It’s hardly the second immaculate conception!”

“That is not what I was implying.” His tone was harder now, his voice louder, and I fully grasped the meaning behind his words.

“You think I’ve been sleeping with someone else!”

“It is the only possible explanation to this scenario.”

He stood at a distance from me, regarding me coolly. While he might have been detached and cold, I felt the heat of outrage building inside me.

“How dare you?!” I shouted.

“I might well enquire the same of you. Trying to hint to the fact that the child is mine.”

“If there is a child, it would have to be yours!” I yelled at him.

He smiled without mirth as he shook his head. “My dear, I am a vampire. It is therefore quite impossible for me to father a child.”

The way he spat out the words “my dear” made it abundantly clear that I was anything but dear to him at the moment. I echoed his sentiment.

“Well, it must be possible, because you’re the only one I’ve had sex with.”

He shook his head sadly.

Rage began to blossom within me, and at the feel of that all-too-familiar heat, I made a supreme effort to calm myself. I couldn’t let the Flame overtake me now. How on earth would it affect … the baby?

The baby.

Oh my God.

The full ramifications of my possible condition began to hit me. I was a warrior. A fighter. How on earth was I supposed to defend my people of the Underworld, especially on the brink of war as we were, with a tiny person growing in my belly?

“It is not possible for me to father children, Bryn,” Sinjin repeated, pulling my attention back to him and the fact that, if I’d never wanted to murder him before, I did now.

“Just like it’s not possible for me to mother children,” I barked back at him.

“We are playing devil’s advocate, let me please remind you,” he returned, his tone sharp.

“Then let’s expand this fun devil’s advocate game to also include you,” I spat back at him. Then I realized my comment didn’t make much sense, so I further explained, “Let’s assume, for a minute, that you were capable of fathering children.”

“I am not.”

“Sinjin,” I started as something occurred to me and the dawning realization spread through my mind.

“I am going to ask you a question, Bryn,” he started, and for the first time since I’d known him, he appeared… nervous. “And I wish for you to answer it honestly… please.”

“I’ve never been anything other than honest with you.”

He was quiet for another few seconds. “Have you ever… had relations with Chevalier?”

I felt ill. “You think the baby is his?” I asked, and then doubled back on myself. “Err, I mean, if there is a baby?”

“There most assuredly is a baby,” he answered with a clipped nod. “And it would not be out of the realm of logic for me to ask you whether the father is Chevalier, owing to the dreaded love triangle in which the three of us have been involved for far too long.”

I felt heat in my cheeks as I faced him, and my eyes narrowed of their own doing. “I have never been… physical with Dureau,” I answered.

Well, there had been that kiss we’d shared… Okay, so my comment wasn’t exactly true, but Dureau and I had never had sex, so there was no way this baby was his.

If there was a baby.

Yes, it was true that Dureau and I were close. How could it be otherwise? The powerful Fae man had been visiting me in my dreams my whole life, and if it hadn’t been for him, my childhood and adolescence would have been completely unbearable. How could I not love him, in a sense? But I had made the ultimate decision that Sinjin was the only man for me, although I was beginning to rapidly change my mind about that.

“I have never been more insulted.” Or hurt , I added silently.

“My dearest tempest, not even you are capable of defying logic.”

“Well, you must be wrong about the pregnancy, then,” I spat back at him. “Because there hasn’t been anyone else.” Only you, Sinjin.

“One of us is lying,” he responded archly. “Was it Odran?”

“Odran?!”

I didn’t even want to dignify his question with a response. Odran was the King of the Fae, an ape-like man who carried his brain around in his dick.

“You have not responded,” Sinjin announced as he speared me with his angry expression.

“Because that question doesn’t even deserve a response,” I said, and glared at him. “Odran, Sinjin? Really?”

Sinjin continued to observe me closely, as if searching my face for evidence. He didn’t say anything for a few moments, but just stared at me, and I returned his stare. Finally, he nodded, as though to say he believed me. Then he turned his attention back to the glistening water of the creek, and his expression was full.

“After what happened to me in Luce’s camp,” I continued, feeling the need to drive this point home, “I never had sex again until… you and I did.”

He turned his eyes back to me and we studied one another imploringly, as though we sought to exact the truth from one another’s eyes.

“I believe we are at an impasse,” he said as his lips grew tight.

“If you aren’t willing to believe me,” I started.

“What you ask me to believe is an impossibility,” he interrupted, and brought his hand to his forehead, closing his eyes and rubbing his head as though he were in the midst of a migraine. When he faced me, he sighed.

“Given your condition, you’ll have to stop fighting. And training.”

“You don’t tell me what I can and can’t do!” I was fully yelling at him now.

“Regardless of the nature of the situation between us,” he began, his tone as cold as steel, “I am, first and foremost, your protector—that is to say, I am the protector of the queen and her own.”

“I don’t want your protection and I don’t need it,” I shouted at him. “You disgust me, and I want you out of my sight!”

And with that, he was gone, dematerializing in an instant and leaving me all alone with my raging torrent of emotions. How dare he say the things he did, insinuate the things he had! I could barely take it all in. The tears I’d been holding back began finding their way down my cheeks, as though making up for lost time.

Sinjin couldn’t be right about my being pregnant, could he?

I placed my hand on my belly again, in that gesture as old as time. Sinjin was a lot of things, but misled wasn’t one of them. It was time to face the impossible yet probable fact: I was going to have his baby.

CHAPTER TWO

Sinjin

I went to the only place where I was guaranteed absolute solitude—save for a few bats, who ignored me fully, as I ignored them.

This place was a cave on an island in the middle of the ocean bordering Kinloch Kirk, where—ironically—I had assisted in the birth of my queen’s baby girl, Princess Emma. The memory of said event only served to add to my despair, and I cried out in my anger and pain.

The bats awoke in alarm and exited the cave en masse, in a flurry of black, beating wings. I sincerely hoped they were the only ones who had witnessed my distress. As a rule, Sinjin Sinclair did not do vulnerability. No. It would not be wise for me, the Lord Protector, to reveal a chink in my emotional armor.

It turned out that vocalizing my rage was not enough. I commenced kicking, then punching the walls of the cave, which loosed a few rocks that scattered on the ground. One of these rocks was quite a large mass, and I reached over, picking it up. Then I punched it right in the center, thus smashing it to smithereens. I punched the cave wall again and again until I felt my anger beginning to dissipate, after which time I collapsed into a crumpled heap on the ground. Now only sadness remained. I believe that was even worse.

How could she betray me?

The woman I had chosen above all others. The woman who had haunted me day and night. The woman whose body and blood transported me to a state of absolute bliss. A woman who had made a heaven for me upon this Earth.

She is not the woman you believed her to be!

All along, she had been lying with another man! And I was more than convinced this other man was that French fop, Chevalier. It was the only viable explanation. It had to be! Although I could scarce believe it, even as the truth in the subject revealed itself plainly.

But how could she play me so wrong? How could she treat me so terribly? Did I mean nothing to her?

We had been through so much, Bryn and I, from the moment she first arrived as a prisoner at Kinloch Kirk and I had been assigned as her guardian. Once upon a time, she had even tried to kill me. But since then, we had fought valiantly alongside each other on the battlefield and overcome so many trials and tribulations. Our bitter rivalry had yielded to an awkward friendship which had, in turn, blossomed into a mutual love and physical desire.

I had truly believed this was it— she was it. I had believed, however foolishly so, that I had finally found my mate.

If a vampire could have cried tears, I would surely have shed them then. But I was no more capable of producing saltwater from my eyes than I was of producing sperm. Would that I could. To be the one capable of filling Bryn’s belly … to produce a child with that most remarkable and beautiful of women. But it appeared that even Bryn possessed a traitor’s heart.

Who was it, then? If not me… Who the bloody hell was it?

Almost certainly the frog.

At the return of this most lowly thought, I felt my very being become infused with rage once more, as I pictured the fop with his artfully tousled hair and his affected ways. For all I knew, he was not even really French! Perhaps he just affected the accent in a bid to woo the ladies.

I would not put such artifice past that treacherous fool!

In my worked-up state, I chose to ignore the fact that I was familiar with his sister, Audrey, and she was most certainly of Gallic ancestry. But, no mind! Logic had no place in my enraged world at this particular moment. Logic could be damned, for all I cared.

An image of Bryn and Chevalier together assaulted my mind’s eye, and I nearly felt my heart rip in two at the thought of their limbs glistening and entwined, his lips covering her glorious body with kisses, whilst he entered her and took from her the passion she had bequeathed upon me…

Another roar escaped me, and this time I punched a hole right though the cave wall, allowing me to see the ocean beyond. The thunder of the sea instantly became more audible and powerful, echoing my own internal din.

What was I to do? What the bloody hell was I to do?

I ached to wring Chevalier’s scrawny neck. Better still, to drain him of his blood. He was a formidable foe, it was true. But I was certain that I, the legendary master vampire Sinjin Sinclair, could take his sorry arse—or ass, as the Americans had taught me to say.

The thought of slaking my anger upon Chevalier began to fill my mind. Of course, he must have realized Lady Bryn was lying with me, just as she was lying with him. Perhaps the two of them laughed behind my back. Perhaps he was fully aware that her womb was full of his seed.

Yes, revenge would be mine, and it would be sweet.



Bryn

“Devastated” did not begin to describe the depths of my feelings. Devastation and confusion, actually.

I was still shocked that there was a chance I was pregnant. After that initial shock wore off and I began to accept the possibility of my condition, other feelings began to take over. But those other feelings were anything but joyous.

And that reality bit me hard.

Why? Because this should have been one of the happiest moments of my existence: discovering I was having a child with a man I loved. And this realization came after I’d truly believed I wasn’t even able to have children.

And then I was overcome by a horrible thought—a ripe, ugly, festering, awful thought.

Could this be Luce’s doing?

Had he infiltrated my mind to such an extent that he was capable of knowing my deepest desires? Had he manufactured a fake pregnancy inside my body—one that was so believable that Sinjin had detected it in my blood?

Did Luce have that sort of power?

No, I didn’t think he did. I dismissed the idea as farfetched. Even Luce—the man I’d once erroneously viewed as a father figure—didn’t possess such magical powers. There had to be another explanation, and I was determined to find it.

But, first, I needed to discover whether Sinjin was even correct in his announcement that I was pregnant. I mean, all this mess could be for nothing if we found out Sinjin had just gotten it wrong.

That would be a humble pie I’d thoroughly enjoy watching him eat. Or would it be crow he’d be eating?

As I wandered listlessly through the forest alongside Kinloch Kirk, I realized I was coming closer to Mathilda’s house. Had this been my subconscious intention all along? Because God knew I could certainly do with the sage advice of the most powerful and ancient fairy woman. Not to mention her warmth and comfort.

Mathilda’s garden was, as ever, a huge source of pleasure to me. Medicinal herbs grew in a higgledy-piggledy fashion alongside flowers selected for their beauty and fragrance. The whole feel was that of an old-fashioned cottage garden in which Mathilda’s charming cottage nestled. I was so preoccupied with looking at the plants, that I almost collided with another person doing exactly the same.

Dureau.

My heart sank when I found myself standing before him as he smirked down at me. I inwardly kicked myself for forgetting Dureau was under ‘house arrest’ in Mathilda’s cottage, or ‘quarantined,’ as he’d termed it. Regardless, Dureau had been ordered to remain with Mathilda until we could figure out how to strengthen his mental defenses against Luce.

As we’d all just learned, Dureau was subject to a curse—it was a curse that had been placed on his entire family and one that ensured his sister, Audrey, was unable to leave her swamp home in Louisiana, or she would forever remain in her alligator form. Luckily for Audrey, Dureau was able to reverse her curse with the help of Monsieur D’s magic.

Unluckily for Dureau, he wasn’t able to reverse his own curse, a curse that forced him to spend as much time in the dream world as in the real one. And the longer he lived with this curse, the more the real world began to blend into the dream world. He worried that fairly soon, he wouldn’t be able to judge what was real and what was imaginary. Furthermore, his weakened state had allowed Luce to attack him in the dream world. Thus, Dureau was considered a liability to the rest of us, which was why he was ‘quarantined’ within Mathilda’s cottage.

“Bryn!” He seemed happy to see me, which made me feel even worse. “Please tell me you’ve come to visit me to take my mind off this boring place?”

“Um, yes. We have some… uh, things to discuss.” This much, at least, was true.

Dureau nodded. “Shall we walk?” He gestured to the path ahead.

I nodded and fell into step with him. We both were quiet for a few seconds, and I glanced up at his face. His head was down, as if he was examining the ground, and I was struck by how sad he looked. And there was something else there, too…

There was an air of distraction about him. I had the weird impression that he wasn’t really here with me. Even though the thought made little sense, it scared me all the same, especially since I’d so recently learned that his curse forced him to live half his life in the dream world.

“Dureau?” I asked softly.

No response.

“Dureau?” Louder this time.

He jerked his head around and faced me, blinking several times. I smiled at him and watched his expression soften.

“I think it’s time we discussed how we’re going to go about invading the dreams of Luce’s tribe,” I said.

I’d discovered, a short time ago, that my former leader, Luce, had been lying to his tribe about their origins for years. I, too, as a former tribe member, had once fallen for these same artful dishonesties.

After realizing the truth regarding the lineage of Luce’s people, I felt certain that once the tribe learned the truth—that they were much more closely related to us, the people of the Underworld, than they realized—some of them would desert Luce and his cause in order to join us. In this way, I hoped to avoid any future bloodshed. The truth was, both sides had already shed enough blood.

But how to tell Luce’s people the truth? That was the sticking point.

We’d decided that the best way was for Dureau and me to use our telepathic link to visit the tribe members in their dreams. In doing so, we would plant the true story of their ancestry into their minds as they slept.

Of course, this plan wasn’t without its difficulties.

Dureau began shaking his head at me.

“Bryn,” he started. “I think you’re missing a crucial detail.”

“What do you mean? What crucial detail?”

He frowned. “How can we even attempt this plan while my defenses against Luce are so low? It wouldn’t be safe. For either of us.”

“You’re right.” Of course, he was right! And I should have already realized as much.

Well, my mind has been overwhelmed with… other subjects lately! I thought to myself.

“I’m surprised that realization didn’t dawn on you already,” he said as he looked down at me.

“I’ve had a lot on my mind.”

“We’ve all had a lot on our minds,” he answered, and sounded… angry? Sad? A mixture of the two? I wasn’t really sure.

“Is everything okay?” I asked, wanting to play the part of friend. Truthfully, for whatever confusion existed between Dureau and me—I mean, we were attracted to each other—we were first and foremost friends.

“No,” he answered, sounding angry. I wasn’t sure what to think.

“Okay, did you want to talk about it?”

“Yes, I want to talk about it!” he railed at me.

I swallowed hard because I wasn’t sure where this bitterness was coming from. He seemed angry with… me?

“I don’t hear you talking,” I said.

He ran an agitated hand through his hair and exhaled through his nose as he stared down at the ground and seemed unsure where to start. “I can’t handle this waiting anymore, Bryn,” he said as he turned to face me.

“This waiting?” I repeated as I realized what he was talking about. “I’m sure it won’t be much longer until we’re able to find an antidote to the curse, Dureau. And then you won’t have to stay here, with Mathilda, for very much longer.”

“That’s not what I’m talking about.”

“Oh.”

“I’m talking about you , Bryn.”

“Me?” I asked, sounding as confused as I felt.

“Yes, I’m driven mad by not knowing what this is between us.” He took another big breath and held it before looking at me and sighing again. “What is this between us?”

I gulped. I looked forward to these types of conversations about as much as I’d look forward to getting my arm amputated with a cold spoon.

Dureau’s face was uncomfortably close to mine. I could feel his hot breath fanning across my cheeks. I could smell the red wine that still tainted his mouth. Was he drunk? I hoped so. It might soften the blow. Because he wasn’t going to like what I had to tell him. Yet, it was something that had to be said, all the same.

I sighed. “I’m sorry, Dureau.”

“Sorry … for what?”

“I… I can’t give you what you’re asking of me,” I said in a small voice.

“What am I asking of you?”

“Well, I guess you aren’t asking anything of me, other than my feelings for you?”

“Yes.”

“You know I care about you,” I started, feeling heat building up in me and staining my cheeks. God, how I hated this crap. “And I have cared about you, ever since we were kids. But that caring is in a friendship sort of way.”

“Then you don’t feel as if that friendship could grow into something else?” he asked, his tone hopeful.

I shook my head, even as I felt terrible doing so. “No. It’s… it’s just friendship that I feel for you, Dureau.”

He nodded as if he understood but was hurt by my words all the same. “It’s Sinjin?” he asked as he turned to face me.

Even though I wasn’t on speaking terms with the vampire at the moment, I still nodded weakly.

Dureau shook his head and looked at the ground once more, as if disbelieving his ears. “Really?” he asked at last.

“Really.”

“I have to know, Bryn,” he said as he glanced over at me. “What does Sinjin have that I don’t?”

“It’s not about that.”

“It must be,” he argued, and I could see the anger in his gaze and hear it in his voice. I couldn’t blame him. I’d just hurt him, and I hated myself for having done so. Furthermore, I couldn’t fully understand the reasons why I’d chosen Sinjin, myself.

I mean, Dureau was handsome, kind, charming and strong, and he’d been a true friend to me in my many hours of need.

But Sinjin… there was just this … bond between us that I couldn’t explain. Even now, after the terrible fight we’d just had, I couldn’t deny the ties holding us together.

“So that’s it, then?” Dureau asked.

I could barely stand to look at the pain on his face. There were many times that I didn’t like my newfound sensitivity to the emotions of others, and this was one of those times. As a member of Luce’s tribe, I’d been taught to disregard feelings, and while this approach definitely had its cons, it made life simpler.

“Yes,” I said, softly. “I’m sorry.”

Dureau sighed, and the sound seemed to come from the pit of his being.

“Then there’s nothing more to say.”

And with that, he walked away. I wanted to call him back to try to explain. To tell him that he was handsome and amazing and that I cared for him so much. It was just … What was the point? How could I ever make Dureau understand a decision that I didn’t even fully understand myself? In the end, it was kinder just to let him go.

As I watched my friend disappear into the trees of the forest beyond Mathilda’s cottage, I made a silent vow to myself. No matter what it took, I was going to find a way to rid Dureau of his curse. Even if it meant wringing Monsieur D’s neck. Come to think of it, I’d probably enjoy doing just that.

CHAPTER THREE

Sinjin

I smashed up more rocks than I cared to count. I felt marginally better, but …

I strode up the corridor of the main house of Kinloch Kirk, where the queen and her silly paramour, Randall, made their home. I did not wish to go back to the guest house in case Bryn had also chosen to return.

Sometimes having adjoining bedrooms was a blessing, but at other times, such as now, it was a curse. I was in search of a suitable darkened room in which to retire. I was still consumed with rage and did not relish the idea of my fellow creatures of the Underworld seeing me in such a manner. I had a certain reputation to uphold, after all: Sinjin Sinclair, master vampire and Chief Protector. I prided myself on appearing cool, calm and collected at all times.

And after my rock-crushing interests of late, I imagined I must look quite dishevelled. Dismantling rocks did not do wonders for one’s hairstyle, as it were. And I could not, for the un-life of me, get my incisors to retract. I abhorred this lack of self-control as it was quite plebeian.

There was no shortage of guest rooms in the vast mansion house. I ascertained that my best chance of finding one unoccupied was to go upstairs. No sooner had my foot touched the first step of the staircase than I was halted by a familiar female voice.

“Sinjin.”

I looked up. Standing at the top of the stairwell was none other than Audrey Chevalier, sister of the dastardly Fop Chevalier.

I stepped back to the ground floor and inclined my head by way of greeting. “Mademoiselle Chevalier,” I said.

The lady giggled, and the sound reminded me of pealing bells.

“Mademoiselle Chevalier?” she repeated with another laugh. “Sinjin! Why the formality? Surely we know each other well enough by now to be on first name terms?”

I presumed she was referring to the fact that we had come excruciatingly close to having carnal knowledge of one another. Her wicked smile quite convinced me that she was, indeed, thinking of that incident.

And I had to admit Audrey was looking particularly fetching on this occasion. She wore an extremely short floral frock, which brought back pleasant memories of my time posing as a beatnik on London’s Carnaby Street in the 1960s, surrounded by long-legged lovelies in their Mary Quant mini-skirts. Ah, those were the days!

Audrey’s skirt was indeed very short, and, as she was standing atop the staircase, her legs slightly apart, I was gifted with quite an excellent, intimate view of her womanly delights. That view, coupled with the tonal quality of the way she pronounced my name in that alluring French accent of hers, added to the way in which she smiled at me … ahem.

“What were you doing?” she asked, fluttering her eyelashes in quite a flirtatious manner.

“I was looking for an unattended room.”

“I have a room,” said the lady, twirling a strand of her lustrous hair around her finger. “Say no more.”

I paused for a moment as an image of Bryn briefly flitted before my eyes. The image caused me only a moment of pause before iron-hot anger welled up within me.

What was wrong with me? Bryn had certainly made it quite clear that she and I were certainly not monogamous with one another, so why should I feel even the slightest pang of guilt at Audrey’s invitation? Perhaps it would be quite funny, actually—the thought that I was bedding Audrey and Bryn was bedding her brother.

But there was nothing funny about the thought of Dureau Chevalier inside my woman.

She is not your woman, you fool, I chastised myself. Proof enough is that another man’s child grows within her.

In one enormous leap, I cleared the first two stairs and took Audrey by her proffered arm. I considered that a few hours with Audrey would dispense with the last vestiges of my anger. And other appetites which gentlemen do not discuss…

I dematerialized and transported us both directly to Audrey’s bedchamber. Why waste time walking? I remembered well where her chamber was located. I deposited the lady onto her bed and immediately commenced removing my clothing.

Audrey giggled coquettishly. “Why, Sinjin. You are in a hurry!”

“Well, we do have unfinished business to attend to.”

I was naked in no time. My vampire blood was already heating up, and so was something else. Audrey smiled in approval.

I jumped on top of her, causing her bed to creak in quite an alarming manner.

Audrey shrieked with laughter. “Careful! We will end up on the floor.”

“I do not care.” I growled into her neck, hearing her pulse pounding in my ears. I wanted nothing more than to taste the bouquet of her delicate flavor, to feel the hot warmth as it seeped over my tongue.

“What’s gotten into you today, Sinjin?”

“It must be your charming frock,” I answered, though I must admit my mind was elsewhere. With increasing urgency, I slid my hand up the back of her luscious thighs, all the way to her panties.

“First things first,” I started, “Let us rid ourselves of these offending undergarments.” She giggled as I slid her panties all the way down to her ankles. “You can keep the frock on. I will just undo a few buttons …” I commenced to do so, concentrating on the area where her breasts strained to break free of the flimsy material. I relished the way her breathing became increasingly ragged and the scent of her desire filled the room.

My form covered her fully now as she arched ever upwards, her body language begging me to take her. Her naked breasts smooshed against my chest, and our groins ground against each other rhythmically.

“Oh, Sinjin.” She sounded quite breathless. “I’ve wanted this moment so much… ever since we were interrupted by Bryn.”

Bryn …

And just like that, it was all over.

It imploded upon itself and sealed its own doom.

The unfortunate mention of Lady Bryn at such a crucial moment rendered my John Thomas immediately flaccid. I cursed under my breath and climbed off Audrey, sitting at the edge of the bed, my forehead in my palm.

Bloody fuck.

“What is it? What’s wrong?” Audrey sat up and placed her hot little hand upon my shoulder. I believe she saw my dilemma.

“I am ruined,” I muttered as I opened my hands and stared down at my palms, as though they held the answer to this most sorry episode.

“Ruined?” Audrey repeated with a girlish laugh. “Let Audrey make it all better.”

But, alas, I knew myself too well. That ship had already sailed. My fury returned with a vengeance, and I struck the nearest wall in frustration. A massive crack immediately appeared, and a lump of plaster fell from the ceiling, narrowly missing the dressing table.

“ Faites Attention , Sinjin!” Audrey cried out in surprise and offense. “What’s wrong with you today?”

“Nothing,” I replied, my tone scathing.

“There is something most definitely wrong!” she said as she sat upright and stared at me with wide, pretty eyes. “You are acting very strangely and quite … unpleasantly.”

“Apologies,” I said testily. I did not like my own behavior, yet I seemed powerless to stop myself.

“What has caused such a foul mood?” Audrey continued as I eyed the entrance to her room with interest. At that moment, I wanted nothing more than to make my exit. “Sinjin?”

I turned to face her, but said nothing as she nodded and a knowing expression spread across her face.

“Bryn,” she said. “Bryn has put you into a foul mood.”

“What do you mean? How can this have anything to do with Bryn? She’s not even present!”

“ Mais non . I am afraid Bryn is present everywhere you go, my dear Sinjin.”

“That is the most ridiculous thing that I have ever heard.”

“Is it? Why else would your petit mon go ‘floop’ every time we are about to indulge in one another’s bodies?” She held up her pointing finger, then allowed it to go limp in demonstration, much to my chagrin.

Naturally, I was quite put out. It was never acceptable to have one’s manhood insulted.

“That is preposterous!” I railed at her, even as the truth of her statement resonated with me, below my pride. “There is nothing between Lady Bryn and me.” Another image of Chevalier and Bryn nailed me full force. “In fact, I have excellent reason to believe she is currently involved with your very own brother.”

“ Non! She isn’t!”

“Oh, yes, she is!”

“I would know if Dureau was having a relationship with Bryn.”

“Perhaps not.”

“We are not only brother and sister, but we are Fae, Mr. Sinclair,” she rebutted. “That means Dureau and I share a psychic connection that alerts us to such matters in each other’s lives.”

“What does that mean?” I asked.

“It means if Dureau and Bryn were involved, in any way, I would know, as I would have felt it myself.”

“If they were involved in any way?” I repeated, eyeing her narrowly.

“Are you worried my brother knows Bryn carnally?” she asked, eyeing me just as narrowly. Her lips turned up into a knowing smile. She did not wait for me to answer, but continued, “Because he doesn’t.”

I was quite stunned. So, if the father was not Chevalier, then who …?

Could it really be Odran?

Goodness, I hoped not.

Audrey alighted from the bed and adjusted her clothing to cover her womanly parts. She held her hands on her curvaceous hips, an indignant expression on her undeniably fair countenance. Such a pity I could not transfer my affections from the wanton Bryn to her. But alas, that was not the way such matters worked. I did feel my anger with regard to Bryn and Chevalier draining away somewhat, which I suspected could only be a good thing. Yet, I was still quite perplexed and confused about Odran.

“So, you admit it?” Audrey pressed.

“Admit what?”

She cocked her head to the side as she studied me. “Is it Bryn who prevents you from performing when you are with me?”

“I cannot deny it,” I responded, though I was not pleased to do so.

Audrey took several steps forward until her face was inches from mine. The fury that had been mine moments before had transferred to Audrey, as reflected in her red cheeks.

“Then what the hell are you doing here?” the lady practically hissed into my face.

“You invited me.” Yes, it was a stupid response, I was well aware. And unfortunate too, as my words had the effect of inflaming Audrey even further.

“I’ll tell you what you were doing here, shall I?”

I nodded mutely, finding her anger surprisingly intimidating. I did wonder if she could still turn into an alligator at will. This was a very small room in which to be confined with such a large reptile. Thankfully, Audrey remained in human form, but, in any case, hell hath no fury like a woman scorned!

“You were using me, that’s what you were doing!”

I shook my head, preparing to deny the allegation, but, alas, I could not get a word in edgeways.

“Not just for your own sexual pleasure, but to get revenge on Dureau and Bryn!”

“That is quite unfair, Audrey!”

I would have further argued my innocence, but I was rendered mute. Audrey let out an impressive howl of rage and commenced throwing my clothes at me.

“Get out!” She yelled. “Out!”

I arose from the bed just in time to see my boxer underpants land on my head.

“Out, out!”

She flung open the door and bundled me and my clothing out into the corridor, whereupon said door was slammed in my face with such force, the chandelier overhead rattled in quite an alarming fashion.

I stood, blinking for a half a minute or more, listening to the commotion that was still going on inside Audrey’s bed chamber. She appeared to be throwing items and muttering in an agitated manner. I assumed that I was being thoroughly cursed in the French language. I had always known that the frogs were a fiery lot but, mon Dieu ! Turned out I did not know the half of it.

There appeared to be nothing else for it.

Thus, I reinstated my clothing and headed home.

CHAPTER FOUR

Bryn

I was now on my second attempt to visit Mathilda.

It seemed urgent at this stage, and in order to avoid Dureau, I chose the dead of night. Furthermore, I didn’t want anyone else to know the secret I carried in my belly. That is, if I was, in fact, pregnant.

Yes, I was en route to Mathilda to inquire whether she could help me with… that. Maybe she would tell me that Sinjin had gotten it wrong and I wasn’t going to be a mother, so I wouldn’t have to worry about what being a mother entailed. Instead, I could just go back to my warrior life and things would be much simpler.

Speaking of the vampire, there was a real danger that I could bump into him at this ungodly hour, seeing as how he was a “creature of the night.”

So, I walked carefully, keeping to the shadows, as silent as could be.

I could only hope Mathilda was still awake. I knew she kept odd hours, as she’d told me she hardly slept at all. As I came closer to her cottage, I noticed a few lights glowing from within the small space.

Yes! I was in luck. I could see her as I approached the cottage, framed in the light of her kitchen window. She was fiddling around with mysterious looking ingredients, just as I imagined she would be.

I rapped gently on the glass, mindful not to wake anyone else, namely Dureau. Mathilda turned around in surprise, then beamed as she recognized me. I smiled back at her. Mathilda had a way of making me feel so welcome. She was like the kindly grandmother I’d never had.

She opened the door for me, and I entered the warm and cosy interior of the kitchen. Bunches of dried herbs hung from low wooden beams, jostling for position beside copper pots and cans. An old fashioned black, iron cauldron bubbled comfortingly on the Aga, beneath which was curled her black cat, Pyewacket. The cat started purring loudly as I came closer. The room was all clutter and disorder, but I could bet that Mathilda was able to put her hand on anything you asked for in an instant.

“What brings you out on such a cold, blustery night?” she asked.

“I couldn’t sleep.”

“Thus, you decided to visit me?” she asked with a knowing smile.

“Well, that’s not the only reason,” I answered.

“Of course, Bryn, my dear. Whatever it is, you know my door is always open to you.”

I relaxed and breathed in deeply, so grateful for Mathilda. “I’m not interrupting anything? You seem to be in the middle of making a potion …”

“Ach, no. I was just about to make myself a cup of cocoa. Would you like to join me?”

I almost laughed out loud. It was somehow the last thing I expected the most magical of the magical to say.

“I would love a cocoa,” I responded, after scanning my mental list of all the foods and drinks that were supposedly forbidden to consume while pregnant. Not that I could remember any of them. Shrimp, maybe? Pretty sure cocoa wasn’t on the list, anyway.

That is, if I was actually pregnant.

The verdict was still out.

Drinks prepared, we sat opposite one another across the jumbled kitchen island. I surprised myself by feeling suddenly shy. I didn’t know how to start the conversation. This was new territory for me.

“Um. So how are you and Mercedes getting on in your efforts to locate Luce?”

Mathilda’s expression became sadder. “Not very well, I’m afraid. That man has himself very well protected. We’ve yet to find a way to penetrate his defenses. He’s a wily old fox, I’ll give him that.”

I shrugged. “I think that might be an insult to foxes.”

Her features brightened once more. “It might well be.” She fell quiet then, as if giving me the space to talk.

I still wasn’t ready.

“How is it having Dureau living with you?”

“He’s a dear boy. It’s not a bother having him around. In fact, he’s quite handy when I have to reach the higher shelves.” She smiled her beautiful smile. Yes, she was tiny in stature, although it wouldn’t surprise me to learn that the powerful Fae woman could levitate.

She became quiet again, and the silence grew all around us, until it almost seemed like another presence in the room.

Eventually, she spoke. “Bryn, my dear girl. Why don’t you tell me why you really came here this evening?”

I glanced across at her. Her eyes were so full of kindness that I finally managed to gather up my courage.

“I think I might be pregnant.”

Her eyes widened and she gripped my arm excitedly. Her hand felt surprisingly strong. I sensed that she was about to offer her congratulations, but something stopped her. Maybe it was my expression.

“And are you happy about the possibility?” she inquired.

“I don’t know,” I answered as I took a deep breath and shook my head. “I’m more confused than anything. I don’t even know if I really am pregnant, I mean, as far as I knew, I wasn’t even capable of having a baby.”

“Have you told Sinjin yet?”

I felt profoundly grateful that Mathilda had no doubt as to whom the prospective father could be. What a shame he was the only one who refused to acknowledge as much.

“Sinjin was the one who told me.”

“And what makes him so certain you’re pregnant?” Mathilda asked. “Presuming he is certain?”

“Yeah, he’s pretty convinced.”

“Why?”

I hesitated and felt my cheeks redden.

“Um. Well... He tasted it in my blood.”

I was highly embarrassed at this admission. But Mathilda simply nodded thoughtfully, no judgement in her expression.

“Well, I must admit, Sinjin is probably right.”

I’d been afraid she was going to say as much. “Why do you say that?”

“There are few more experienced than him. There’s not a lot he hasn’t seen in nigh on six hundred years walking this Earth. And you know how acute the senses of a vampire are. So, chances are …”

“But … when …” I cleared my throat, not sure how to discuss this next part. “Um, you know what happened to me when I was captured and taken to Luce’s camp, right?”

“I do, my dear. Unfortunately.” The look she gave me was so full of compassion, it almost made me cry.

“Well, I didn’t get pregnant then. And Sinjin insists that it’s impossible for a vampire to father a child, so… that only leaves… God.”

Mathilda laughed and then shook her head as she rested her small, pointed chin in her hand. Her large, faded yet glistening green eyes stared off into the middle distance.

“Hmmm,” she said. “You do have powerful magic running through your veins. Maybe your body found a way to protect itself during your time in the camp.”

“Maybe.” I’d considered this myself.

“And as for Sinjin …” Mathilda appeared thoughtful.

“He doesn’t believe the baby is his. He thinks it’s Dureau’s or… Odran’s.”

I couldn’t say much against Odran because Mathilda adored him—probably owing to the fact that, as they both were Fae, he was her king.

“Oh, my poor pet.” She took my hands in hers, her expression so sympathetic that this time I did start to cry. I just couldn’t stop myself. With anyone else, I would have been acutely embarrassed by such a sign of weakness, but Mathilda made me feel so safe and accepted. I could forget I was a warrior with the responsibility of protecting everyone else. She allowed me to show my vulnerable side.

A few minutes later, my tears dried up and my cocoa mug was empty.

“Mathilda, I still don’t know if I’m pregnant. And the reason I came here tonight… I was hoping… is there any way you could tell me if I am? I mean, some sort of spell that could say whether or not I’m pregnant?”

“I do happen to know of such a thing.”

“Really!” This was great news. I leaned forward in anticipation. “What is it?”

“It’s called a pregnancy test.” Mathilda smiled broadly at me, her eyes twinkling.

“You mean …”

“I mean a common pregnancy test that you might find at the store. Take yourself down to the chemist in the village first thing in the morning, my dear. It’s as simple as peeing on a stick! And then you’ll have at least one of your questions answered.”

“Oh,” I said, not meaning to sound disappointed, but there it was.

It seemed Mathilda gave good practical as well as magical advice.



8:55 the next morning saw me pacing impatiently up and down the sidewalk, outside the village pharmacy. I’d been there for nearly an hour already, hoping they’d open at eight. But no such chance in a sleepy little village like this one.

I’d never been here, to this drugstore, before. Never had a reason. I was surrounded by so many magical healers in Kinloch Kirk, and I was no slouch in the healing department myself. But this situation was different. Night and day different.

A vehicle came around the corner and pulled up alongside the building. A woman got out of the car and approached the door of the pharmacy, unlocking and opening it. The moment of truth was almost upon me. Now, I just had to walk inside.

So why couldn’t I?

My feet seemed to be rooted to the spot, and my heart was pounding, my breathing coming fast.

Pull yourself together, Bryn! What’s gotten into you? I thought to myself, trying to rouse my courage. Don’t tell me you’re afraid of a little plastic stick!

It turned out I was.

I just couldn’t do it. I turned around and started walking back down the street.

The consequences were too big. Me being pregnant would change, well, just about everything. Part of me didn’t want to know. A big part.

But there was another part of me that did want to know—that had to know.

I stopped walking.

What to do?

I glanced back at the pharmacy door and knew I wouldn’t go in.

Maybe I just needed moral support? Maybe this was something I couldn’t do by myself? Well, luckily for me, I happened to know just the woman for the job.

I hadn’t been planning to tell my sister, Jolie, about my possible pregnancy until I was completely sure that I was, in fact, pregnant. But, seeing as how I hadn’t managed to get any closer than ten feet to the pharmacy door, I obviously needed help.

Queen of the Underworld she might be, but Jolie was also my sister. She could be as wise and level-headed and practical as they came, but she was also caring and compassionate. And she was my only family, not to mention a first-time mother herself.

Knowing my sister, she’d be beside herself with excitement at my potential news. I wasn’t sure if I was ready to deal with her emotion as well as my own. But the fact was, I needed support. And who better to give it than a kind, loving sister—and, as she had now become, my best friend?



I saw Jolie before she saw me. She was sitting in the family room of Kinloch Kirk, playing with her daughter, the princess. She and Emma were enjoying what looked like a blissful morning, seated on the carpet, surrounded by brightly colored toys. My sister was busily making googling sounds at her daughter and sounded as well as looked completely insane.

That was one thing I didn’t ever think I’d be good at—playing baby games.

I focused on my sister and tried to prepare myself for the conversation that was about to take place. As I walked into the room, I was struck by how similar in appearance I was to my twin. Her hair was blonde and straight and fine, and mine was honey brown, thicker and wavier, but apart from that, it was almost like looking into a mirror.

I imagined that if we had lived our whole lives together, I might be used to it by now, but since I’d been unaware of her existence until less than two years ago, the similarities between us still hit me pretty often.

It looked like her Warlock husband, Rand, wasn’t around, which was just as well. The last thing I wanted to do was talk about my possible pregnancy with Rand in attendance.

Emma spotted me first, over her mother’s shoulder, and commenced smiling goofily and making sweet gurgly noises. Something hit me in the pit of my stomach. Could I really have one of those little things in nine months? The reality was almost too much to take.

Jolie turned in the direction of her daughter’s attention, and her face lit up as she saw me.

“Bryn, what a surprise! Come in, come in.” She patted the chair beside her. “Have a seat and let’s have some adult conversation please!”

I sat and greeted my beautiful niece.

“Here. Hold her for a second while I straighten myself out,” Jolie said as she handed Emma to me, without allowing me the chance to say no.

I held her, awkwardly, worried as usual that I was going to drop her or do something to otherwise upset her and cause her to cry. Really, I was all nerves around babies. I was in stark contrast to Sinjin, who was as suave with children as he was with people in general.

Thoughts of Sinjin caused a sour taste in my mouth.

Emma gave me a gummy smile, pulling my attention back again.

“Okay. Ready.” Jolie scooped her daughter up again and sat on the couch opposite me. “What’s up?”

“Does something have to be up for me to come see my sister and niece?”

“Come on, Bryn. We know each other too well. You’re worried about something—I could tell as soon as you walked in.” My sister and I shared a telepathic connection, which made it difficult for me to hide anything from her. I took a deep breath.

“Are you busy this morning?”

“Not particularly. Why?”

“I need you to come somewhere with me,” I said as I exhaled. “Unless, of course, you are busy, in which case…”

“Where?”

“The pharmacy.”

“The one in the village?”

“Yes.”

“Don’t you know where it is?”

The village was only a ten-minute walk. “Yes, I know where it is.”

“Well?” Jolie started.

“It’s not that… it’s that I, uh...”

Jolie looked confused.

“You’re not sick, are you?”

“Not exactly.”

“What is it, Bryn?” Jolie demanded, frowning at me. “You’re starting to make me nervous.”

“It’s just that … I need to buy something, and I don’t really want to do it alone. I know that sounds weird, but I’m... looking for moral support.”

“Okay,” Jolie started. “What do you need to buy?”

Here goes. “A pregnancy test.”

The look on Jolie’s face was priceless. She went from confusion to shock to joy back to confusion again in the span of ten seconds. Not taking her eyes off my face, she placed Emma on the carpet and threw herself at me, almost strangling me with the force of her hug.

“Oh my God, oh my God! That’s amazing, Bryn!”

“Well, don’t get carried away,” I started. “I mean, I don’t know if that’s what this is yet.”

“Yes, you’re right. You’re right.” She tried to compose herself. It didn’t really work. She grabbed her purse off the table and then reached down, collecting her daughter, before standing up again and facing me with urgency. “Let’s go. We can take the car; it’ll be quicker than walking.”

“What, right now?”

“Yes, right now.”

“Okay.”

I got up and followed the whirl of activity that was my sister, as she located her car keys and gathered up all the equipment necessary for the shortest of trips with an infant. Looked like my days of travelling light might be over…

Maybe.

Luckily for all of us, Rand chose that moment to make his arrival.

“I’m home!” He called out. He walked into the family room, looking eager to see Jolie and Emma. When he did, he threw his arms around his wife, giving her a warm kiss as he reached for Emma and she began making all sorts of sounds at him.

I thought of Sinjin, then banished the thought immediately. It wouldn’t help.

“Babe, can you take Emma for a bit?” Jolie asked.

“Are you going somewhere?”

“Bryn and I are just heading …” I shoved her in the side, none too discreetly, with my elbow. The last thing I wanted was this information to get out. Wasn’t there a rule about that, anyway? That you weren’t supposed to talk about pregnancies for a few months?

“Um, we’re just going down to the village for a little while.”

“For what?” He looked from one of us to the other with curiosity.

“A new cafe just opened. We wanted to try it out,” I blurted.

“Really?”

I didn’t blame Rand for being surprised. Gossiping in cafes wasn’t really our style. Especially now, with the Underworld under imminent threat from Luce. But it was all I had.

“Can Emma and I come?” he asked, innocently.

“No, babe,” Jolie said, and reached up to kiss him on the lips to soften her refusal. “We just need a girly chat. You’d be bored anyway. I promise we won’t be long.”

“Well, have fun.”

We left poor Rand looking disappointed and bemused at the same time.

CHAPTER FIVE

Bryn

Jolie pulled up outside the pharmacy. She turned off the ignition of Rand’s big Range Rover and shuffled around in her seat, then faced me.

“Does Sinjin know?”

“He was the one that told me,” I answered, frowning all the while. The last subject I wanted to broach at the moment was this one. Sinjin was still on my shit list, and I didn’t see that changing anytime soon.

I unbuckled my seat belt and started opening the door.

“Oh. How did he know?”

I cleared my throat and suddenly felt hot. “He tasted it in my blood.”

“Oh.”

I was looking straight ahead, but I could feel her examining me with her eyes. I was sure my closed expression and body language didn’t explain much, but I wasn’t in the mood to explain much. Not to mention the fact that I was in the process of attempting to escape the car.

“Is he pleased?”

I’d known this conversation was coming. It was a natural progression. But that didn’t change the fact that I really didn’t want to have it. Especially not right now. I felt my lips go tight as I answered, “He doesn’t believe it’s his.”

“What?!”

“He says it’s impossible for a vampire to get a woman pregnant.”

“Hasn’t he seen the Twilight movies?”

“The what?”

“Never mind. Remind me to give you a crash course in popular culture sometime.”

I shook my head and stepped out of the car as Jolie did the same. We both turned around to face the pharmacy, and I took a deep breath as Jolie gave me a broad smile. Then she tucked her arm through mine.

“What are we waiting for?” she asked.

“I don’t know.”

“Let’s go, then. No time like the present.”

She had to physically pull me forward because it felt like my feet were stuck in cement. I guess Newton had it right about an object in motion staying in motion, because once I started walking, I didn’t stop. In fact, I walked right past the front counter, where Jolie stopped to ask the pharmacist where we could find the pregnancy tests.

There was no one else in the store except us and the elderly pharmacist behind the counter. She smiled at us both and waved her hand at the display cabinet in front of her as if she was a magician’s assistant. I glanced down and noticed the numerous pregnancy kits that were lined up in a row. I grabbed the one closest to me and handed the pharmacist the money. Maybe it was because she was so old, but it seemed to take her a few millennia to complete the transaction.

Afterwards, Jolie and I got back into the car like two naughty school kids buying their first pack of cigarettes.

“Where shall we do it?” asked Jolie excitedly.

“We?”

“Sorry,” she said, but her smile was still in full effect. “You. But you’ll let me be there when you do it, right?”

“As long as you stay outside the bathroom.”

She giggled and nodded. “Will we take it back to my room?”

I was about to object when I noticed a figure wrapped in dark clothing that was loitering at the far end of the street. As soon as I spotted the figure, it leaped behind the back wall of the pharmacy.

“What the hell?” I was immediately on high alert.

“What?”

“Someone was looking at us and just hid.”

That got her attention. We looked at each other, sharing the same thought. Had Luce sent one of his henchmen to spy on us—or even launch an attack?

“Oh, that sounds weird.”

“Yeah,” I started. “Really weird.”

Exercising great caution, I slowly got out of the car, simultaneously feeling for the boomerang that was habitually concealed at the back of my yoga pants.

“You stay here,” I said as I turned to face my sister. She just nodded.

Then I hurried to the side of the building, where I was fairly concealed by the bushes and trees. Scaling the wall, I nearly reached the end of it when the figure crept around the same wall, his gaze searching the sidewalk, in the area where Jolie and I had just been standing.

I was maybe twenty feet from him and held the boomerang up high as I released it in one swift, smooth movement.

“Ow!”

Result! I had temporarily disabled my target. The boomerang whizzed back into my hand and I sprinted around the corner of the building, where my target had pulled back. I was now prepared to make my follow-up move. A large male figure shuffled out from behind the foliage, clutching his forehead.

“That was uncalled for!”

Of course, I knew him immediately, although he was so muffled up against the daylight that I could scarcely see his face.

“Sinjin!” Jolie came up behind us, and I was so flustered with Sinjin, I didn’t bother reprimanding her for breaking my order to stay in the car. “What on earth are you doing?” she demanded of the vampire, who looked more like a homeless person in his various mismatching layers and the scarf wrapped around his head and face.

He ignored the question and addressed me again. “You got me in the bloody head!” He had the nerve to sound indignant.

“Good. I’m glad. You deserve it for spying on us and making us think you were one of Luce’s soldiers.”

“Luce’s soldiers!” he said, sounding offended. “And I was not spying on anyone.”

“What were you doing, then?” I insisted.

“I was … keeping an eye on you both. Making certain you were safe.”

“I was with Jolie and therefore, I was keeping her safe!” I railed at him.

He frowned at me. At least I thought it was a frown, but it was difficult to make out, owing to the scarf. “I am the Chief Protector, in case you have forgotten. And we are on high alert. When the queen and the princess take it upon themselves to leave Kinloch Kirk for no apparent reason and without notifying me, I make it my business to monitor the situation.”

“Bullshit,” I said. “Why were you hiding behind the building, then?”

“I did not wish to intrude.”

“Never bothered you before.”

“What were you doing at the chemist, anyway?” he asked.

“Hah! So you were just being nosy.”

“Guys, guys,” Jolie said, staging an intervention. “This is getting us nowhere. Sinjin does have a point, Bryn,” she continued as she turned to face me. “His job is to protect us.” Then she faced Sinjin. “But why all the cloak and dagger stuff, Sinjin?” She cleared her throat. “And why are you dressed like that?”

“I wear no cloak and I carry no dagger,” he muttered. “And, in case you haven’t noticed, there is a decent level of sunshine, and as I am vampire…” His voice faded away as he motioned to his clothing.

“And what’s this about you not believing you’re the father of Bryn’s baby?” Jolie demanded as she threw her hands on her hips.

“Jolie!” I said, my mouth dropping open. “That was supposed to stay between us!”

“So that is why you were in the chemist?” Sinjin said as he eyed me narrowly. “Well, you have just wasted your money. I have already confirmed you are with child.”

“Forgive me if I’d prefer a second opinion,” I grumbled.

He shrugged.

“You know,” said Jolie as she faced us both, “I think I should just leave you guys to it. You have a lot to discuss and you don’t need me along as a third wheel.” Then she faced me. “But call me as soon as you have any news?”

“Yes, I will,” I managed as she nodded and gave us both a smile before she piled back into the Range Rover and pulled out into the cobbled street.

Once the car disappeared around the corner, Sinjin and I both stood there, feeling as awkward as we looked. There was just so much to say, but where to start?

Sinjin cleared his throat. “Would you do me the honor of accompanying me on a walk, Bete Noir ? There is a delightful brook close by.”

I was surprised by his friendly tone. Maybe he’d realized he was acting like a prick and this was his way of apologizing?

“Shouldn’t I do the test first?”

He appeared resigned. “As you wish. There is a public latrine at the start of the river walk.”

A public latrine? That sounded just charming! But any port in a storm. “I guess that will work,” I grumbled.

“Shall I join you?”

I turned to face him with a frown. “To watch me pee on a stick?”

He grinned and then nodded.

“You can wait for me outside.”

Which was just where I found him a few minutes later.

“Right,” I said, my heart doing strange little backflips as I walked out of the restroom and then stood underneath a leafy tree just off the path. I glanced down at the white plastic object in my hands and couldn’t help my nerves.

“How does it work?” Sinjin asked.

We both stared down at it. “Two blue lines means I’m pregnant. It takes a couple of minutes to develop.”

“It is a matter of supreme indifference to me, my dearest heathen.”

I looked at him sharply, trying to decipher his expression. It was completely unreadable. I did notice, though, that he was staring at the test intently. Just like I was.

Slowly but surely, a first blue line made itself known.

“One line,” I said.

“The second will arrive shortly,” Sinjin answered, sounding bored.

And just as he predicted, the second blue line became more and more visible until there was absolutely no denying it.

“It’s true.” I said, after a while, shaking my head as dawning realization claimed me. Sinjin was right. I really was pregnant.

“Of course it is true. Do you doubt my abilities?”

I glared up at him. “Do you doubt my loyalty?”

I couldn’t see his eyes behind his sunglasses. But my instinct told me that my last comment had hit home.

“Let us walk,” he said as I found a trashcan and did away with the plastic indicator.

He’d been right about something, else too. The river walk was breath-taking. The last blooms of summer were still in evidence, and two adult swans drifted by with their scruffy-looking cygnet in tow. There was something very soothing about the sound of the water as it trickled over the rocks.

Sinjin and I walked about a foot apart, and there was an awkward silence between us. I stole a sideways glance at him and found him looking straight ahead, walking with his arms behind his back. Bundled up as he was, he looked completely ridiculous. Even so, I wished he’d just put his arm around my shoulder and tell me everything was going to be okay. After the way he’d behaved and the things he’d said to me, I figured I must be getting soft.

“I want you to know something, Bryn.”

I could always tell he was about to discuss something serious when he used my actual name instead of one of the many ridiculous nicknames he had for me.

“What?”

“In spite of what has happened between us, I will not take it out on your child. Your blood and that of the queen will still run through this baby’s veins, and I will be his or her sworn protector.”

“Sinjin.” I’d heard enough. “Stop talking and look at me.”

He broke his long stride and turned to face me.

“Take off those sunglasses, please,” I said. He did as he was told, and his ice blue eyes met mine. I felt my heart rate increase and I swallowed hard. “ You are this baby’s father.”

“I am afraid that is quite impossible, as I told you earlier.”

“It’s not impossible because I haven’t had sex with anyone else!” I was almost shouting now, trying to find a way to get through to him.

His expression remained implacable.

“I’ve said all I can say,” I announced with finality, then sighed. If there was no getting through to him, there was no getting through to him. I turned around and faced the way we’d just come. “I’m going home.”

“Allow me to transport you.”

“No, thanks.”

“A woman in your condition …”

“Oh, bugger off,” I said very Britishly.

He did not bugger off, of course. He shadowed me all the way to Kinloch Kirk while I tried but failed to ignore him. But he was still there all the same, unseen but in the shadows. He disappeared once I walked inside Kinloch Kirk.

I bounded across the foyer and up the stairs until I reached Jolie’s door. I knocked a few times, and she opened it in seconds.

“Well?”

“It’s positive,” I answered, and then promptly burst into tears.

CHAPTER SIX

Bryn

Sinjin’s attempts at forcing me to stop training had the effect of making me double my sessions. I hated being told what to do. Especially by a man. Especially by a six-hundred-year- old vampire who didn’t believe that he was the father of my child.

The asshole.

On this particular evening, I was training some of the more junior members of the tribe. Their inexperience tested my patience— a lot. But I kept reminding myself that they were trying their best.

“Right,” I said. “Next, we’re going to try … we’re going to try …”

Oh God! I was going to be sick!

Unable to speak, I held my hand up to the bemused-looking group and ran to the nearest grove of trees, where I promptly puked behind an enormous oak tree.

Tears stung my eyes as I fought for breath and turned around, panting as I leaned against the tree.

This must be the famous morning sickness that Jolie had warned me about. Although I didn’t know if you could get morning sickness in the evening. I’d have to ask Jolie, my font of pregnancy wisdom.

Composing myself, I walked back to the edge of the grove and called out to my group.

“That’s enough for now, guys. Well done, and keep on practicing. Same time, same place tomorrow.”

After a mini-discussion, in which they were probably debating what the hell was wrong with their trainer, the group dispersed, leaving me mercifully alone. I walked to the nearest oak tree and laid my forehead against the trunk. I felt weak, and I still felt nauseous.

“Lady Bryn.”

I was so startled that I almost hit my head on a low hanging branch. I turned to face my least favorite member of the Underworld: Varick.

Varick was a master vampire, like Sinjin, and had, in fact, been Sinjin’s former teacher and creator. But between Sinjin and Varick, it became a case of the pupil surpassing the teacher in terms of both status and power, something Varick didn’t like one little bit. He seethed with resentment for his fellow vampire.

Sinjin claimed that Varick was only jealous of his stunning good looks, but, of course, Sinjin would say that.

Varick had never been easy on the eye. He was thin to the point of being emaciated, with hollow, red-rimmed eyes and yellowed teeth. But I’d never seen him look so awful as he did right now. His skin had an unsavory grey-green pallor, and he appeared stooped over and frail.

“Varick, you look like shit,” I said, shaking my head as I took him in. “Are you sick?” Was it even possible for a vampire to get sick? I wasn’t sure.

“I am quite well, princess, but thank you for asking,” he muttered.

His words were polite, but, as always, I sensed a hostile undertone. Even the way he said “princess” made my skin crawl. It would be fair to say that everything about Varick gave me the creeps. I’d tried my best to like him in the beginning, seeing as how he was an important member of the council. And as a master vampire, he was undeniably powerful in terms of both his magical abilities and physical strength. But I was learning to trust my instincts more and more, and now my instincts were talking loud and clear, saying stay away .

“Oh.”

“How’s my favorite pupil these days?” Varick asked.

I frowned. “You mean Sinjin?”

“Who else, my dear?”

“Well, I’d hardly call him your pupil. It’s a long time since you had anything useful to teach him.” I took a breath. “And I’d hardly call him your favorite… anything.”

Varick glared frostily at me. I set my shoulders back and stood up straight. I refused to be intimidated. I also wondered why I was bothering to defend Sinjin when he was so busy being a dickhead.

Varick, who, up until now had been sauntering slowly towards me, suddenly dematerialized and reappeared inches away from me. He leaned up against the oak tree, towering over my body in what I supposed he imagined to be a threatening way. I backed away without even thinking about what I was doing.

“Actually,” he said, “you are quite wrong. Sinjin has a great deal to learn from me, only he chooses not to do so. Only recently, I offered him extremely valuable information, but he foolishly turned down my remarkably generous offer. Still, what else would you expect from such a … buffoon.”

“Sinjin is not a buffoon! He’s ten times the vampire you’ll ever be!”

Again! The idiotic defense of Sinjin. Varick just stood there and laughed.

“My, my,” he said. “You are clearly quite taken with Mr Sinclair, are you not? What a lucky fellow he is.”

“I’m not taken with him at all,” I lied. “I just … don’t like hearing our people bad-mouthing each other. It’s not conducive to teamwork.”

“Methinks the lady doth protest too much. But as you wish, dear. It is really no concern of mine.”

I realized that while we’d been talking, Varick had moved imperceptibly closer to me again. Not taking my eyes off his hideous face, I inched slowly backwards. I wasn’t sure what his game was or why he’d come to visit me in the first place.

“So, anyway, my dear,” he continued.

“I’m not your dear, so don’t call me that.”

He chose to ignore me. “This information I just mentioned still happens to be up for grabs. To the right bidder, of course.”

“What information?”

He smiled, and it was all yellowed, crooked and broken teeth. “A little birdie told me you were interested in removing Dureau Chevalier’s curse.”

I felt surprise ricochet through me. Who had told him?

“I’m listening,” I said.

“For the right price …”

“Before I agree to pay you anything, I need more details. What’s the nature of this information, and where did it come from? And what sort of payment are you looking for?”

“Though my source must remain concealed, I thought you might be interested to know how Luce came to be aware of Dureau’s curse.” He paused—probably for dramatic flair.

His words, meanwhile, hit me in the solar plexus. Yes, it was information I would very much like to know.

“And your price?”

In an instant, Varick transported himself right beside me. I could smell his foul breath as he whispered into my ear.

“A mere taste.”

I was just in time to see Varick’s vile, yellow fangs descending as he lowered his mouth to the side of my throat. I drew back in horror and shoved him in the chest with all the strength I possessed. He barely budged, but I was strong enough to make him miss his target and he had to right himself to keep from tripping over. Regardless, I was dismayed by how solid he felt. Varick looked as if he could be blown away by a strong breeze, but pushing him had felt like pushing a brick wall.

“How dare you?” I yelled, feeling the fury rising up, knowing I could use it. I backed away and adopted a fighting stance.

“Come on, Bryn,” he answered with another smile. “You know you want to.”

“I can assure you it’s the last thing I would ever want.”

“No need to be coy, now. I know you like it when a vampire feeds on you. And word on the street is that your blood is beyond compare. I’ve even heard tell that it contains remarkable properties. It’s quite a few centuries since I have been able to take a stroll in the sunshine. I should dearly like to do so again.”

I was shocked. How did he know my blood could render a vampire immune to sunlight? Had Sinjin told him? If so, I’d kill him the next time I saw him. But first, I had to get through this situation. It didn’t help that Varick’s actions were bringing back, in vivid and horrific detail, the time I’d been imprisoned and used as a “breeder” in Luce’s camp.

I would never let another man force himself on me again. I could feel the Flame ignite somewhere deep inside me, but I immediately quashed it. What if it harmed the baby? I would have to fight Varick the old-fashioned way.

“Come and get it, then,” I said, and held up my fists to show him I wasn’t going to go down easily. No, he’d have the fight of his life, and hopefully, he’d realize it wasn’t worth it.

Varick threw back his odious head and laughed like a cartoon villain. “Quite the feisty one, are you not? I can see why Sinclair finds you so appealing. It is not just your alluring curves or your honey tresses or … your soft, warm, creamy skin.”

And just like that, he was on me again, one hand on the small of my back, the other yanking my hair as he aimed for my throat with his hideous mouth again. Without missing a beat, I brought my knee up sharply and got him directly in the balls. Varick immediately let go of me and howled in pain. He grabbed at his dick and staggered for a moment or two. But he was only disabled for a distressingly short amount of time.

Never underestimate your opponent! The words echoed in my head.

And whatever you do, don’t ever, ever underestimate a master vampire.

Varick launched himself at me once more, his face contorted with rage. I reached for the dagger I kept concealed at the back of my shin and raised it threateningly. But rather than being deterred, Varick grabbed me by the wrist and twisted the dagger out of my grip. Now it was my turn to howl in pain. Our eyes met. His glowed almost completely white: a bad sign.

I was in trouble, as I was no match for his enormous strength, and he was intent on his prize. Inches away from becoming Varick’s latest donor, I made a snap decision. My baby couldn’t live if her mother had no blood to give her. So I called forth the Flame.

I watched as Varick’s expression changed from ravenous to horrified, as the fire danced on my skin and burnt through to his. He released me instantly, and I saw with satisfaction the fear and pain in his eyes.

“Don’t you ever come near me again, you pathetic fucking bastard,” I spat.

I saw the hatred written all over his face.

He as good as hissed at me before dematerializing and leaving me alone with the trees. I forced myself to take deep breaths and gradually extinguished the flames that danced and lapped on my skin. As usual, I was left unscathed. I could only hope the same could be said for the baby.

CHAPTER SEVEN

Sinjin

I must admit that this vampire knew not what to do with himself. Bryn’s pregnancy had caused so many conflicting emotions to arise within me. But, by now, my anger had more or less burnt itself out and been replaced with a deep sense of ennui.

We were on the brink of war with a most formidable enemy, and I knew I should be doing everything I possibly could to prepare for such an eventuality. But all I wanted to do was lounge about on my bed like some ineffectual teenager and feel sorry for myself. I could not actually remember what it felt like to be a teenager—it was a frightfully long time ago, after all. But I had been observing Damek of late, especially in his mooning after Dayna.

Damek was half-Daywalker and half-Elemental, and she was pure werewolf. Surely the stars were not aligned with such a pairing? I could not imagine it was meant to be. But there was no telling Damek that. Teenagers always thought they knew everything, despite overwhelming evidence to the contrary.

But really, the situation with Bryn and her pregnancy was eating me up inside. Was Audrey correct about her brother never having consummated his love for Bryn? Audrey had sounded utterly convincing. Yet how? … If Chevalier were not the father, then who? … I decided to silence this infuriating internal monologue once and for all by going straight to the horse’s mouth. Or rather, the frog’s mouth.

I knew just where I should find Chevalier, as he was under house arrest at Mathilda’s. I mused that if I had to choose somewhere to be under house arrest, I might well choose Mathilda’s—her cottage had a tranquil, comforting feel to it. Thus, I did not feel too much sympathy for him. None, actually.

I saw Chevalier immediately, through the window in Mathilda’s sitting room. He was leaning back into the corner couch, an arm stretched out on either side of him and his legs casually crossed. I could hear strains of Mozart coming through the open window. I was partial to a bit of baroque myself. Regardless, I could not fault his taste in music, or women, as it so happened.

Upon my approach, he saw me and immediately stood up. I waited at the door for him to open it.

“Sinjin.” He nodded formally. “If you’re looking for Mathilda, she …”

“Actually, it is you I am looking for.”

Did the words sound threatening? I certainly hoped so. A few seconds of silence followed, interrupted only by the ticking of Mathilda’s grandfather clock. Chevalier opened the door a little wider.

“Come in, then.”

I strolled past him, hands clasped behind my back, and into the sitting room. Once there, I settled myself into an overstuffed armchair and regarded him coolly as he sat down opposite me. This time, his posture was not quite so casual. He switched off the music with a remote control and turned his full attention to me.

“What do you want, Sinclair?”

“The truth.”

He raised an eyebrow.

“The truth? As in, the meaning of life? I’m quite flattered you’ve come to me.”

The bloody tosser.

“I am referring to the truth about you and Lady Bryn.”

He flicked back his ludicrous mop of hair and glared at me. I returned the glare forthwith.

“What business is it of yours?”

Arsehole.

I leaned forward in my seat. “I will tell you.”

“Please do.”

“Lady Bryn is with child.”

It was clear from his stunned expression that he had not known about her condition. He looked up into the air above him, as if for answers.

“Why didn’t she tell me?” he said, mostly to himself.

I felt my ever-present fury, which until now had been dormant, rear its ugly head once more. It brought me to my feet.

“And why would she tell you, Chevalier, unless she owed you an explanation of such a subject?”

He looked at me in surprise. Then comprehension dawned on his stupid face. “You believe I’m the father.”

“Well,” I continued as I wrapped my arms against my chest, “Are you?”

He laughed. Laughed!

“You wouldn’t like that, would you?”

The fury was unleashed. Without consciously intending it, I dematerialized and reappeared inches from the man, my hand gripping his throat. I could see the fear in his eyes. Such fear was rapidly replaced by his own anger.

“Get your filthy hands off me, vampire.”

And with that, he dematerialized also—all the way to the other side of the room. I had forgotten he had received such lessons from Varick. I was impressed, in spite of myself. But did I show it? Of course not!

“I can assure you, Monsieur Frog, that my hands are never filthy,” I said in a seething tone. “I take the precaution of carrying hand sanitizer with me wherever I go.” Irrelevant, perhaps, but I felt compelled to make the point, all the same. I was certainly not filthy.

“You needn’t worry,” he said, testily. “There is absolutely no chance of me being the father of Bryn’s child.”

“You mean ...?”

He nodded. “We’ve never had intercourse.”

“Oh.” I could not conceal my delight. This was welcome news indeed. That delight faded somewhat as I turned to face the mystery still afoot—that being, just who was the father of the child?

“I would have backed off way before now, had I known she was carrying another man’s child,” Chevalier continued in that insipid manner of his.

Just so. I nodded, understanding the sentiment absolutely.

He approached me slowly and warily. I was on high alert, scanning his body for signs of concealed weaponry. But the fop merely held out his hand.

“Congratulations,” he said.

“What …?”

“On the baby. And on winning the affections of Lady Bryn. I concede defeat.”

I hesitated for a moment but then shook his hand, even as I was perplexed by his commentary. His shake was surprisingly firm for such a dandy.

“I appreciate your congratulations, but clearly, I am not the father of this infant,” I said, eyeing him narrowly. “Obviously.”

“Well, I don’t know about that,” he said as he shook his head and walked to the other side of the room. There, he picked up a decanter that stood upon a tray beside the sofa. He poured himself a drink of something that smelled like gin.

“How can you not know about that ?” I asked.

“I’ve learned in the last few years that nothing is impossible,” he said as he returned with his beverage and held it up to me as though to toast. “I would offer you one, but we both know liquor is not the beverage in which you indulge.”

“Quite so.”

“As I was saying,” he continued, and he swirled the contents of his glass quite thoroughly. “The world of magic is a weird and wonderful place. It’s best not to discount anything, as… impossible as it may seem.”

I considered his words. Could he be correct?

“I consider the option that I am the father of the babe to be highly improbable,” I responded, even as a congenial smile spread across my face. “However, I appreciate this … frank discussion. I wish you well in fortifying your mental defenses against Luce.”

He nodded at me, looking mildly surprised. Not to mention amused.

Idiot.

I was scarcely down the garden path when a high, shrill voice called out my name in greeting. It was immediately recognizable to me.

“Mathilda. I thought you were out.”

“Just collecting plants in the woodland, my dear. Were you looking for me?”

“Actually, I was just having a word with Chevalier.”

“Now, Sinjin. I hope you two weren’t having unfriendly words. I don’t like that sort of negative energy in my home.”

She looked up at me fiercely. Or as fiercely a woman four times smaller and lighter than me could look. But I would have been a fool to underestimate her magical Fae powers. I was struck once more by her ethereal beauty, quite exceptional in one so ancient. As always, she appeared to glow, and her long, silver ringlets seemed to move of their own accord.

“I can assure you, my dear lady, that we had a most civilized, if brief and slightly… confusing discussion.”

“About?”

“Whether or not Chevalier was the father of Lady Bryn’s child.”

“Oh, good gracious!” she said, her eyes going wide. “And you didn’t come to blows?”

“Certainly not. What do you take us for?”

“I’d prefer not to answer that.”

I smiled. “Anyway. All is well that ends well. I bid you good day, Mathilda.”

“Hold your horses, Sinjin. You might not have been looking for me, but I have been looking for you.”

“Oh?”

“Where have you been hiding lately? I haven’t seen you.”

I shrugged. “Just keeping a low profile.”

“Well. Be that as it may, I have something important to discuss with you.”

“I am all ears.”

“It’s quite private,” she said as she glanced over her shoulder as if afraid someone was lurking there. She faced me again. “Why don’t we take a stroll through the orchards?”

“As you wish.”

We fell into step beside each other. I must admit that Mathilda had piqued my curiosity. She was not the type of lady to waste one’s time with inconsequential ramblings.

“You recall our dear friend Monsieur D?”

“How could I forget?” I responded immediately, as Monsieur D was not the type of man one could forget, try though one might. “He is no friend of mine.”

“Indeed. Well, you’ll also remember the loopholes he so enjoys putting into all his contracts.”

I frowned. “Of course.”

“Well, I’ve developed a theory which I believe to be credible.”

“Pray tell.”

“I think I’ve worked out what your loophole and Bryn’s loopholes were. And they’re both related.”

Interest blossomed within me. “Are you referring to the lady’s pregnancy?”

“I am. We know that Bryn believed herself incapable of becoming pregnant, and there was ample evidence to corroborate this theory.”

Mathilda did not spell out that the evidence involved Bryn’s time in Luce’s camp as a “breeder”, but I could tell by the intense way she looked at me that such was what she meant. I merely nodded. She continued.

“Well, what if the loophole for Bryn was that she can now have a baby?”

“What was her contract with Monsieur D again?” I asked.

“To learn how to use the Flame.”

“Ah, that is right,” I said as I nodded. “And what do you believe my loophole to be?”

She glanced up at me with a sly smile. “I think you can work it out, laddie.”

It had been centuries since anyone had called me that. And there were precious few people who could get away with calling me, Sinjin Sinclair, master vampire and Chief Protector to the Queen and her own, a “laddie.” Fortunately for Mathilda, she was one of them.

“You think my loophole was that I no longer fire blanks?”

“Not just that,” she said, and shook her head. Then she faced me resolutely. “I believe you retained several of your human characteristics. I mean, you didn’t think you just spontaneously grew a respiratory system overnight, did you, my dear?”

My instincts told me that Mathilda was spot on, and I had learned, through almost six hundred years of trial and error, to always trust my instincts.

“Hmm,” I said. “I think I might have an apology to make.” Quite a big apology, as it were.

Mathilda made a noise which could be best described as a snort.

“You think?” She put her hands on her hips in a time-honored fishwife pose. “What you’ve put that poor girl through is nothing short of shameful! You just upped and turned your back on her in her time of greatest need, not to mention insulting her integrity in the process.”

“But I thought she and Chevalier …”

“And what did Dureau say when you asked him, hmm?”

“That they had never … well, you know.”

“Aye. And if you weren’t such a numbskull, you would have known that from the start.”

“Numbskull! That is rather harsh, Mathilda, is it not?”

“I don’t believe it is.”

A silence ensued in which I absorbed her words. “Very well,” I said finally. “Let us say that I am indeed a ‘numbskull.’ What course of action would you recommend?”

“If I were you, I’d get down on my hands and knees and beg that girl’s forgiveness.”

Hands and knees. Moi! Still, if that was what it took … I had certainly put my foot in my mouth and made a mess of things.

“And do you think the lady will deign to forgive me?”

“I don’t know.”

I must have looked particularly woebegone, because Mathilda’s face softened as I gazed upon her, and she even smiled a little.

“You are a handsome devil, to be sure. You’ve got that going for you, anyway.”

I grinned at her.

“Try smiling at her like that. It might work.”

“Thank you, Mathilda.”

I grabbed the diminutive woman by the shoulders and planted a firm kiss on each of her cheeks. Then I went off in search of my lady love.

CHAPTER EIGHT

Bryn

Thirty minutes after my encounter with Varick, I was still shaken. My walk in the forest wasn’t helping, either. Usually, the forest calmed my nerves—more specifically, the sound of birds singing, the stream as it gurgled over the rocks, or inhaling the scent of the numerous pines, but nothing seemed to be helping now.

I’d felt, during our confrontation, that I was facing real evil. Varick had never been the most appealing of characters, but something seemed to have gotten into him lately. Something that was beyond just disagreeable. It was as if the deterioration in his physical appearance was mirrored by a deterioration in his character. I couldn’t put my finger on it, but something weird was happening to him.

“Bryn.”

The sound was so soft, I thought I was imagining it at first, mistaking it for the wind in the trees.

But then Sinjin stepped out from behind a particularly large trunk. My initial impulse was to fling myself into his arms, I was so happy and relieved to see him. But then I remembered what a jerk he’d been lately, and I stopped myself, putting up my proverbial mental and emotional shields.

“What do you want?”

He didn’t reply. Just stared at me in a strange way. I couldn’t guess at the thoughts going through his head.

“Well?”

“Can we talk?”

“Why? So you can insult me and accuse me of things that aren’t true?”

I was surprised to see him wince. I hadn’t really expected my words to hit home. When Sinjin thought he was right about something, he was unbearably arrogant.

“I will not insult you or accuse you of anything,” he responded.

“Well, you can talk if you like, but make it quick because I’ve got things to do.”

I began to walk away from him.

“Please, Bryn.” He caught me by my upper arm.

I considered shaking him off, but something in his voice stopped me.

“Okay. You’ve got two minutes.”

“That long?” He smiled ruefully.

“Take it or leave it.”

“I shall take it.”

I nodded and folded my arms across my chest. I refused to look at him.

“I have just come from Mathilda’s residence,” he began.

When I didn’t respond, he continued.

“I spoke to Chevalier.”

This did pique my interest.

“About what?”

“You.”

I chanced looking at him. Dammit, he was too gorgeous for his own good. For my own good, anyway.

“So, the two of you talked about me behind my back?”

“No. Well, yes, but suffice to say, that is not what I am attempting to tell you, albeit rather poorly.”

“So?”

“Chevalier told me that you and he had not had a physical relationship.”

“So what?” I demanded as I held my chin up high. “I already told you that.”

“Right.”

“And you didn’t believe me.”

He nodded. “Right.”

“But you believe Dureau?”

“I do.”

“Well, at least you believe one of us,” I grumbled, shaking my head.

“I owe you the deepest of apologies.”

I could hardly believe my ears. Was the great Sinjin Sinclair saying he was sorry? And more than that, admitting that he’d been wrong in the first place?

“So, let me get this straight,” I started, unable to control the anger in my tone. This was just too little coming way too late. “Dureau told you exactly the same thing I did, but you believed him, and you didn’t believe me? That’s the gist of it, right?”

“I just required… confirmation.”

“And you’ve got that confirmation now.”

“Yes.”

“Good for you.” I started to walk away.

“Bryn, there happens to be more.”

I stopped walking, but I didn’t turn around. I was so angry, my hands were fisting at my sides and the nausea returned with a vengeance, which made me even angrier. “This better be good.”

“After speaking with Chevalier, I spoke to Mathilda.”

“And?” I demanded.

“She said I was a numbskull.”

I laughed in spite of myself. It sounded like something Mathilda would say. “I could have told you that.”

“Indeed. She also has a very interesting—and I daresay, convincing—theory regarding Monsieur D and the loopholes in his contracts.”

I turned around to face him, deciding I’d rather look at Sinjin than the trees surrounding me. After a while, they all started to look the same. That didn’t mean I was any less irritated with him, though. “Go on.”

“Mathilda believes the loophole in your contract has allowed for your pregnancy.”

I frowned as I studied him. “So, the contract I made with Monsieur D, a contract which allowed me to further understand how to use the Flame, also allowed my body to… get pregnant?”

“Yes, quite so,” Sinjin answered with a clipped nod.

“Hmm,” I said while I considered it.

“And she believes the loophole to my contract was that I retained certain human characteristics.”

“The ability to father a child,” I finished.

He just nodded, and we stared at one another for what seemed like an eternity. My head was whirring with the information I’d just been given, but whirring in such a way that all the puzzle pieces were beginning to fit together, and an image was taking shape. It all made perfect sense! Mathilda was right.

Without breaking eye contact, Sinjin took a few steps towards me. “I am so sorry, Bryn,” he said, his voice low and his eyes wide pools of regret. “My behavior towards you has been appalling and I am beyond ashamed of myself.” He took a breath, and it surprised me. This breathing thing left over from his humanity took some getting used to. “I should have believed you immediately. I was so eaten up with jealousy and … hurt.” His voice trailed. “I could not see past it.” He paused for a moment. “Can you find it in your heart to forgive me?”

I was aware of my pulse racing and knew that Sinjin, with his heightened vampire senses, would be acutely aware of it, too. The truth was, I was powerless to resist him. I needed him too much, wanted him too much. Loved him too much. And now that his child was growing within me, I needed him more than ever before.

“I forgive you,” I whispered.

He didn’t say anything or do anything right away. But after a few more seconds, he took a step closer to me, and I allowed it. Then he closed the distance separating us and pulled me into his arms.

Before I knew what was happening, his lips were on mine, and the feverish passion behind his kiss was all-encompassing. He held me against his chest for a long time. Or, at least, it felt like a long time.

“We are going to have a child together,” he whispered.

“I know,” I swallowed hard as I rested my head against his chest and breathed him in. He smelled so crisp, so clean, so masculine, so Sinjin. “And it scares me.”

“Do not be scared,” he said immediately as he wrapped his arms around me more tightly. “I will be there to support you every step of the way.”

Regardless, the idea of motherhood did scare me because it was just so… so foreign.

What would it mean to be a mother? Was I even capable of taking care of a child?

I mean, I wasn’t exactly the motherly type. I’d been so convinced all this time that I was incapable of having children that I’d sort of turned that side of me off.

And yet, I was overly fond and doting towards my niece, the Princess Emma.

But being a doting aunt is very different from being a mother, I reminded myself.

“You appear lost in your thoughts, my little tempest,” Sinjin said in a tone of voice that revealed he was guilty of the same.

“I was lost in my thoughts,” I said as I took a seat on the slight incline of the grassy hill and allowed the breeze to caress my face. It did little to relieve the anxiety warring through me. I stared out at the forest in front of us, wondering at the sheer number of the trees.

“Bryn?” Sinjin said my name in a soft tone as he took a seat beside me. Then he gathered me back into his arms. “Are you okay?”

I nodded, but then shook my head as I turned to face him. “What am I going to do?”

“What do you mean?” he inquired, frowning his confusion at me. “You shall do what nature intended—become a mother.”

“That’s just it, Sinjin!” I said as I threw my hands in the air and shook my head. “I was never meant to be a mother!”

“Clearly, you are quite mistaken, my pet.”

“Look at me!” I nearly shrieked at him.

“I am doing just that presently,” he responded, his lips turning up in that little smirk of his that normally drove me crazy. This time, it barely even registered.

“I’m not meant to be a mother, Sinjin. I’m… I’m not like my sister. I don’t have any maternal tendencies. I’m a warrior, a fighter. I’m not meant to… play this role.”

“I believe those natural inclinations will come with time,” he responded, pulling me even closer. But feeling him beside me did nothing to alleviate my nerves. This was all just… too much. Too real.

“Breathe, my dear,” he whispered into my hair before kissing the top of my head. “We will take this one day at a time.”

I smiled and decided not to tell him about Varick for the time being. It would only ruin the moment.



The relief I felt about my relationship with Sinjin left me free to concentrate on other subjects. One such subject that offered no relief at all was the fact that I was soon to become a mother. As the days passed, the reality of my situation was no easier to face. Instead, I busied myself by concentrating on other important subjects, such as infiltrating the minds of Luce’s tribe in order to convince them of his treachery.

But for this, I needed Dureau.

“Sinjin?”

He looked up from the map of Luce’s compound he’d been studying. We stood within the Green Room of Kinloch Kirk, the room where Jolie made her decisions regarding the future of the Underworld.

“Yes, my love?” Sinjin asked, eyeing me with interest. I noticed his attention had been unwavering lately—he was always worried about the baby and about me.

“I need to speak to Dureau.”

His azure eyes bored into mine.

“Very well,” he began.

“Alone,” I added.

I could see him composing himself. “Ahem,” he cleared his throat. “Very well.”

I was impressed. “You’re not going to go all jealous on me again?”

“I can assure you, my darling tempest, that I have learned my lesson and I have learned my lesson well.”

“Hmm. I’ll believe it when I see it.” I smiled at him and kissed him lightly on the forehead before heading for the door. “See you later, then.”

“You are leaving now?” he asked as he turned his back on the map laid out before him and faced me fully. His expression was alarmed.

“Yes. I won’t be long.”

I could see him struggling to compose himself, and his jaw was tight. Almost as tight as his lips. Clearly, there was still some residue left over from the fact that Dureau had once challenged Sinjin for my interests.

“Give Chevalier my best,” he said at last.

I nodded and walked a few more paces towards the door.

“Bryn?” he said, and I turned back to face him, a smile on my face.

“Sinjin?”

He cleared his throat again. “Do not forget you possess a quite astonishingly attractive and ravishing boyfriend whilst you are absent.”

I shook my head and laughed. “I won’t, silly.”



Poor Dureau looked like crap. I wasn’t sure why, but it seemed life wasn’t going very well for him at the moment. He had black circles beneath his eyes that spoke of his lack of sleep, and his hair looked as though it hadn’t seen a comb in far too long. His shirt had spots on it, and there were empty bottles of liquor all throughout Mathilda’s cottage. I could only imagine her chagrin over the fact that it seemed her roommate had developed a drinking problem.

I had to find a way to help him, because this was the lowest I’d ever seen him. We sat opposite each other at Mathilda’s kitchen table. She’d discreetly absented herself. We both held steaming mugs of strangely scented tea.

“What is this stuff?” I said.

“ Je ne sais pas ,” said Dureau, in as unconcerned a manner as was possible.

I’d noticed him slipping into French more and more lately. I was pretty sure he didn’t even realize he was doing it. I took this as a sign of his increasingly tenuous grip on reality.

“Dureau,” I started, wanting to pull his attention away from the floor. “Do you remember the idea we had to enter the dream worlds of Luce’s tribe members together?”

“Why didn’t you tell me you were pregnant with Sinclair’s child?” he demanded as he faced me, and his expression was hard.

“I …” I didn’t know what to say.

“I would have stopped chasing you immediately, had I known.”

I gulped down a response and just sat quietly for a few seconds, staring at my hands as I searched for the right words. “I’m sorry,” I said finally as I looked up at him. “I haven’t known that long myself. And everyone says you aren’t supposed to tell anyone about a pregnancy until it’s for sure.”

“I’m not anyone.”

I nodded as I swallowed hard. “I know.” Then I grew quiet again. “I’m only just getting used to the idea.”

“I thought we were friends. Non ?”

“We are friends. You’re one of my closest friends, Dureau, and the last person I would want to hurt. I couldn’t be sorrier.”

He stared balefully at me as I spoke. After a few seconds, he nodded and looked away. That’s when I remembered his current state and the fact that it appeared he was losing control of… his life.

“Let me help you, Dureau,” I said as he turned to face me. “There must be something we can do to lift this curse.”

“There isn’t.”

“I don’t believe that,” I said as I leaned forward and eyed him narrowly. “I’ve always suspected that there was something you were holding back,” I admitted.

“What do you mean?”

“Dureau, is there something you haven’t told me?”

He stared down at his hands for a long time. I was beginning to think he was asleep, or maybe inhabiting the dream world again, when he surprised me by speaking.

“There is something,” he admitted as he looked up at me with eyes full of something—longing? Regret?

“What is it?”

“The D in Monsieur D,” he started, but then his tone of voice dropped as his gaze settled on the ground.

“Yes?”

He looked up at me then. “It stands for Dureau.”

My mind started ticking furiously, going in all sorts of directions that didn’t make any sense. “But Dureau isn’t your last name, so, it’s not like you’re related to Monsieur D. I don’t understand …”

“There is a custom en ma famille to include the mother’s surname within the name of the child.”

“So Dureau is …”

“My mother’s family name, oui .”

“So, you are related …”

“Audrey and I are related to Monsieur D on my mother’s side, yes.”

“I see.” We both were quiet for a few seconds. “So, what is Monsieur D to you?”

“He’s my great, great, great grand uncle.”

“He’s really not that great,” I said with a little smile, hoping to lighten the mood. It didn’t work.

“Okay,” I said with a sigh as I tried to piece together the significance of the information. “So, why would your own family member put a curse on you?”

Dureau laughed without humor. “You think all families get along, Bryn? You think all family members love one another like you and your sister?”

“I guess not.”

“There’s nothing more vicious than a family feud,” he responded as his hands fisted around the arms of his chair. He glanced out the window and shook his head. “It tears a family apart.”

I nodded.

We were both quiet for a while. I guessed that for him, this was a lot to disclose. For me, it was a lot to take in.

“It is tres difficile to talk about,” he said, still waving in and out of his French. “I’m most ashamed of my family’s past.”

“Well most families have a few skeletons in their closets,” I said.

He faced me with eyes that were angry. “My family has a whole graveyard full of skeletons.”

“Oh.”

“The Dureaus were slave owners in Louisiana.”

He looked at me searchingly, as though examining me for signs of judgement.

“You aren’t your family, Dureau,” I said.

He nodded and then sighed. “They were one of the richest and most respected families in New Orleans. But their wealth was built on the suffering of others.”

“Okay.”

Dureau took a deep breath. “Monsieur D is the product of rape,” he said as he faced me and then stood up and approached the window, his back to me. “I’m afraid to say that one of my… family members … forced himself on one of his female slaves.”

“Monsieur D’s mother.”

“ Oui .”

“I see.”

He turned around to face me, and I held the intensity of his gaze. “I don’t blame you for any of this, I hope you realize.”

“I appreciate the sentiment,” he answered in a way that said he might appreciate my words, but they were meaningless to him.

He took a seat again and lifted his tea. We both stared into our mugs, which were no longer steaming. The information sickened me, of course. But, at the same time, I was glad for it, as it might prove useful. At the very least, it allowed me to better understand Monsieur D. And, what was more, I felt sympathy for him.

“So, tu comprends ,” said Dureau, “that Audrey and I are paying for the sins of our forefathers.”

I nodded. Then I reached out and took his hand in mine.

“You know that whatever your ancestors did, it doesn’t say anything about you, right?” He didn’t say anything but glanced down at our clasped hands before looking up at me again. “You’re a good person, Dureau,” I continued. “Just because your great, great, great, whatever did something vile, doesn’t mean you’re in any way like him. And you don’t deserve this suffering.” I took a deep breath. “I swear to you, we’ll find a way to break this curse.”

Dureau squeezed my hand and glanced down at the floor again. He looked like he was close to tears. We sat in silence for a while.

Then I stood up and walked over to his side of the table.

I kissed his cheek. “Do I have your permission to share your secret?”

He looked up in alarm. “Is it necessary?”

“Yes,” I nodded. “I mean, not everyone has to know, of course. Just a few. So we can work together to get rid of the curse.”

He nodded, his body language heavy and slow. “You have my permission.”

“Thank you, Dureau. You won’t regret it, I promise.” I paused for a moment or two. “I think the first person we need to tell is Jolie.”

“Very well.”

“Will you come with me to see her?”

He looked taken aback. “When?”

“Well, now.”

“I can’t go now! I haven’t showered! Look at me!” he said as he glanced down at himself. “ Mes cheveaux !” He ran his hand through his oily hair. “I’m not dressed properly to see the queen.”

“Okay, okay.” I tried not to laugh. He was almost as vain as Sinjin. “Can you meet me in the foyer of Kinloch in half an hour?”

“Half an hour!” He looked at me as if I’d lost my mind. But as a woman who scarcely wore makeup and lived most of my life in yoga pants, it only took me minutes to get ready. “All right. An hour, then.”

“Very well,” he responded as I shook my head.

Men!

CHAPTER NINE

Sinjin

I smelled Bryn before I saw her.

Then I dematerialized forthwith and landed flat on my back, upon my own bed. It would not do for my little heathen to know that I had been pacing back and forth in front of Kinloch for the entirety of the time she was with Chevalier. Jealousy was a terrible affliction! You would think that at my age, I would know better. But, alas, from the moment Lady Bryn came into my life, my jealousy levels had reached new heights. And I did suspect that my recent stint being human had ramped up my tendency towards jealousy even further. Quite a burden!

My pet knocked softly upon my door.

“Sinjin. Are you awake?”

Oh, how I loved the cadence of her voice. “Yes, Bete Noir . Do come in.”

She entered my bedchamber, a look of excitement on her exquisite face.

“You’ll never guess what I just found out.”

I patted the side of my bed, encouraging her to sit. “Why not enlighten me, my dear pagan?”

She sat down, and I thrilled at her closeness.

“Audrey and Dureau are related to Monsieur D!”

And she proceeded to relate to me the entire sorry tale.

She finished with a sigh. “Poor guy.”

Hmm. I did not like this newfound sympathy for Chevalier. “He will continue to survive, such that he has the entirety of his life.”

“You realize you’re much harsher in your criticism of Dureau than you are of any other person?”

I considered her statement for a moment. “I believe I am equally harsh with Randall.”

“Maybe you were in the past.”

“Perhaps.”

I ignored the look of amusement she threw in my direction. “Have you devised a plan, then, to help your most lowly friend?” I asked. “Of course, I refer to Chevalier.”

“I know, Sinjin,” she responded with a smile. “And, yes, Dureau’s meeting me at Kinloch in an hour and a half.”

“Just the two of you are meeting there? No one else?”

Bryn took my hand and smiled at me. “Would you like to come, too?”

“If you insist.”

She laughed. “I do.”

“Very well, then. I shall accompany you. I take it the idea is to relate this story to Jolie and then ascertain how to proceed?”

She nodded. “Work out what to do next. Yes.”

“In an hour and a half, you said?”

“Yes.”

“Which gives us time to …”

I pulled her on top of me, her delicious weight and softness pressing upon my body. I could scarcely suppress a moan. Bryn giggled.

“Don’t you think about anything else?”

“It is said the average man thinks about sex every ten seconds. For a vampire, it is approximately every five.”

“But that’s ridiculous. How could …”

I silenced her words with the deepest of kisses.

We made the appointment at Jolie’s by the skin of our teeth.



The queen appeared quite alarmed to find the three of us upon her doorstep. Perchance she thought Chevalier and I were going to challenge each other to a duel, in order to win the fair hand of Lady Bryn (I must admit, the idea had occurred to me in the past). I knew we should have messaged her first.

“What is it?” she asked, her blue eyes so like Bryn’s, yet somehow purer in expression.

“Nothing to worry about,” answered Bryn, barging in past her sister. I am afraid that Luce had not prioritized teaching his charges the fundamentals of manners. Jolie held the door open, and the fop and I trooped in after her sister.

We all sat at various locations around my queen’s spacious living room. To my great disappointment, Princess Emma did not join us, as she was otherwise occupied with a nap.

“So, what’s the occasion?” Jolie asked as she looked at each of us in turn.

“I think Dureau should tell you,” said Bryn. “He has information that might help us lift his curse, and then help us win this fight against Luce.”

“Let me tell Rand,” she said, and then proceeded to text message that most disagreeable of warlocks.

Randall arrived within ten minutes, and with visible reluctance, Chevalier recounted his tale. He would receive no judgement from me. I had carried out so many abominable acts in my long life that I had forgotten half of them. I was in no position to point fingers.

When Chevalier had finished speaking, Jolie leaned back in her chair with a faraway look in her eyes. I could only presume she was processing what she had just heard. She nodded her head several times, as if agreeing with a voice in her head. We all waited patiently for her pronouncement.

“Okay,” she said eventually as she leaned forward and began nodding in quick succession. “This is what we’re going to do.” She faced her sister. “Bryn and Dureau, you will contact Monsieur D via the dream world. Use your telepathic connection to keep in contact with and protect one another while doing so.”

Bryn nodded. “Okay.”

“Then give Monsieur D a message from me. Tell him that I know he’s betrayed us by giving information about Dureau’s curse to Luce, therefore making us extremely vulnerable to attack from our enemy. Tell him that I, Queen of the Underworld, am incandescent with rage.”

I looked across at Bryn, and she raised an eyebrow. I surmised that she, like me, was wholly unable to imagine our dear queen even close to incandescent rage . The most I had ever witnessed from her was mild annoyance. Still, if anyone harmed Emma …

“Let Monsieur D know that if he doesn’t lift Dureau’s curse forthwith, I will banish him from the underworld, with no option of a way back… forever.”

I gazed with admiration at my queen and was reminded, once more, as to why she had been elevated to her position. A worthy monarch, of that there was no doubt. She combined kindness with a sense of justice and a sharp mind.

However…

“My queen, I am afraid I must object to your plan,” I started.

“Sinjin?” Bryn ground out as she faced me and huffed to show her irritation. “What’s wrong with the plan? It sounds pretty damn perfect to me.”

“I am not doubting the brilliance of my queen’s mental machinations …”

“Oh, for God’s sake, Sinclair,” Randall started. “Blurt it out!”

“As you know,” I continued, facing each person in the room minus Randall. “The Lady Bryn is with child.”

“What?” Randall responded.

“Sinjin, not everyone knows,” Bryn said as she inhaled deeply and then sighed.

“Well, they do now,” I responded.

“Congratulations,” Randall told her.

“Thanks,” she answered.

“The father?” Randall continued.

Bryn merely pointed at me. Randall followed her outstretched index finger with his eyes and then returned his gaze to his wife’s sister. “My condolences.”

“Very funny, Randall,” I managed.

“Back to the subject, please,” Bryn grumbled.

I nodded. “As I was saying,” I began, “Owing to the fact that the princess is with child, I consider it most inadvisable to knowingly put her in harm’s way.”

“How could I be in harm’s way?” the little twit demanded. “I’ll only be entering Dureau’s dream. I won’t even be leaving Kinloch Kirk.”

“Forgive me, my dear Bryn, but I fear that you are being most disingenuous. If past experience has taught us anything, it is that the dream world is anything but safe,” I responded.

“What business is it of yours?”

I looked at my tempest with some consternation. “I think you know exactly why it is my business.”

“Look. While this baby is inside my body,” she seethed. “I am in charge. Got it?”

Really! Sometimes I wondered why I had chosen such a disagreeable mate.

“If I might intervene.” Jolie looked from one to the other of us and spoke in a cautious manner. “Sinjin, I understand your concern, and it is noted. However, as queen, it is my duty to weigh competing interests. Consequently, it’s my opinion that the risk to Bryn and her unborn baby upon entering Monsieur D’s dream territory is minimal.”

“Minimal!”

“Sinjin,” Bryn said as she shook her head at me. “Please.”

“Monsieur D is not violent in nature,” Jolie continued. “It’s not as though I’m asking Bryn to enter Luce’s dreamworld, for instance.”

“And Monsieur D has given us reason to believe, in the not-too-distant past, that he would like to ally himself with us,” Bryn added.

“Yes,” her sister agreed. “So, for these reasons, I don’t believe he’ll be hostile.”

“And the potential benefits of a successful outcome are enormous,” Bryn added. “If we can lift Dureau’s curse, then we can execute the next part of our plan.”

“Which is?” I asked.

“Entering the dreams of Luce’s tribe and attempting to change the nature of their beliefs, once we reveal to them the truth of their ancestry,” Bryn responded. “If we can do that, we manage to avoid major bloodshed on both sides.”

Jolie nodded. “Yes. I am decided. Dureau and Bryn are to contact Monsieur D.” Then she faced me. “Although it would mean quite a lot to me if I had your support, Sinjin.”

I bit my tongue and merely nodded.



So, the stage was set for contact to be made with Monsieur D.

Mathilda and Mercedes—otherwise known as the Prophetess—had prepared a room in one of the unoccupied lodge houses. They were busy with all their witchy shenanigans, burning oddly scented herbs and muttering strange incantations. The room was by no means full.

Present were me, Jolie, her irritating husband, Mathilda, Mercedes, and an Elemental by the name of Rachel. Rachel was the mother of Damek, a hybrid Elemental and Daywalker. She, too, had been forced to be a member of Luce’s hideous breeding program. She’d been brought along today because she possessed a telepathic connection with Bryn. Perchance we would require assistance in pulling her back …

And, naturally, the couple of the moment was also present: Bryn and Chevalier. It irked me considerably that Mercedes deemed it necessary for the two to lie on a bed together in order to contact Monsieur D.

Even worse, she wanted them to hold hands! I attempted to talk myself out of my jealousy, but the green-eyed monster sat permanently on my right shoulder, peering down at the couple on the bed. I told myself it was the only opportunity Chevalier would ever get to sleep with my darling tempest. It felt like cold comfort.

My lady Bryn appeared anxious. “But what if Monsieur D’s not asleep and dreaming?” she asked Mathilda.

“Well, we’ve picked a time which corresponds to the middle of the night for him,” Mathilda responded. “And if he’s not dreaming, then nothing will happen, and we try another time.”

“Okay.” The words seemed to calm her.

“Right. We’re ready to go,” announced Mercedes.

She handed both Chevalier and Bryn a cup of specially concocted dream wine. You could say what you liked about the Prophetess, but there was no doubt that she knew what she was doing when it came to potions.

Bryn’s eyes sought me out. She held out her hand to me, and I took it and settled on the edge of the bed. It was unlike her to exhibit a public display of affection, especially in front of the frog. Either she was scared witless or the pregnancy hormones were making her go soft.

She downed the concoction, and I took the glass from her. In a few more minutes, I could see her eyelids growing heavy. Chevalier’s had closed already. The drink was designed to transport them rapidly to the REM stage of sleep, where dreams occur. I felt uncomfortably helpless as I watched my beloved yield to the magical potion. I dearly wanted to follow her, to ensure her safety, but I could not.

As the sleepers’ eyes began to show the tell-tale signs of REM sleep, I could only comfort myself with the knowledge that my mate was one of the most formidable warriors I had ever met.

CHAPTER TEN

Bryn

The first thing I saw, in the realm of dreams, was the now familiar flame that I’d come to expect. This had nothing to do with the Flame that lived inside me—that faery force of nature that only revealed itself once in every few generations. It was, instead, a physical touchstone. If Dureau and I wanted out of the dream, it would be vital for us to locate the flame because it represented the passageway home.

“Can you remember where it is?” he asked me.

“Yes,” I said, taking in my surroundings and committing any landmarks to memory.

“Good. In case we get separated.”

We were still holding hands, as we had been in the real world. I gripped his more tightly.

“Let’s try not to get separated,” I said.

“Agreed.” He smiled at me, and I noticed something strange. Dureau seemed more together, more “with it”, than he’d seemed in the real world for a long time. It seemed like he was fully present for a change.

I didn’t know what to make of that, but it worried me. We needed to break this curse and we needed to break it soon.

We moved out of the deep, dark forest where all these dream escapades usually began. Did the forest represent the subconscious mind, I wondered? Maybe so. We stepped away from the line of trees and into what could only be described as a swamp.

“I know this place,” said Dureau. “We’re in Louisiana.”

Birthplace and childhood home of Monsieur D.

“So, you think we’re in his dreamworld, then?”

“There’s a very good chance, yes.”

We proceeded with caution, mindful of every step we took as we both fully remembered Monsieur D’s legion of undead soldiers—zombies.

“You don’t think there are …”

“Alligators?” Dureau finished for me. “Could be. We’re in a dream, so anything is possible. There might even be a sabre-toothed tiger, for all I know.”

“I hope not!”

Up ahead, as if to prove the point that anything was possible in dream time, Monsieur D himself sat at a fully set dining table on a tiny island in the center of the swamp.

“Ah, my friends! I’ve been expecting you.” He raised his arms expansively as though to hug the air around us. “Do come and join me.”

And just like that, we were seated at the table beside Monsieur D, being attended by his zombies, who served us dinner. A chandelier hung suspended in the air above our heads, seemingly attached to nothing.

“Have you ever tried gumbo, my dear?” Monsieur D asked in his French-Cajun accent. It took me a second or so to realize he was speaking to me.

“No. What is it?”

“A traditional Creole specialty,” he answered with his wide smile. “I know Dureau has tried it before. His family was from around these parts.” He looked over at Dureau and gave him a friendly nod, before turning back to face me. “Did you know that, Princess Bryn?”

“Yes, I did.”

Monsieur D smiled his oily smile and signalled for one of the zombies to ladle a helping onto his plate. The gumbo appeared to be some kind of meaty stew. As the zombie replaced the ladle, I couldn’t help but notice its thumb fell off into the pot.

Instantly, my stomach roiled, and nausea crawled up my throat.

“Won’t you have a taste, Bryn?”

“No, thank you, Monsieur D. I’ve… already eaten.”

Was it even possible to eat in a dream?

I noticed he didn’t offer food to Dureau, who seemed unconcerned by the fact.

“To what do I owe the honor of your visit, my fine young friends? And, by the way,” he laid a hand on my arm, a gesture which made me shiver, “I believe congratulations are in order.”

“How did you...?” I started before I remembered Mathilda’s belief that my pregnancy was owing to the loophole in my contract with Monsieur D. “It was you, wasn’t it?”

He threw back his head and laughed. The sound was hollow.

“I believe I can take some credit, yes,” he finished as he faced me again. “I suppose you’re going to make me the godfather, oui ? Or, at the very least, name the child after me.”

“You mean call the child Dureau?”

If Monsieur D was surprised by my question, he didn’t show it. Instead, he laughed again, this time sounding like a cartoon villain.

“So, our little secret is out, I see,” he said as he looked at Dureau. His laughter had most definitely not reached his eyes.

“Yes,” Dureau replied. “Bryn knows everything.”

“Does she indeed?”

Monsieur D took a sip from a wine glass containing a deep, red vintage that looked uncomfortably like blood. I put this out of my mind as I began my attempts to convince him to reverse Dureau’s curse.

“What happened to your ancestors was awful,” I started as I speared him with a narrowed expression. “Especially your poor mother.”

“Yes,” he answered, his gaze settling on the wine in his hand.

“But why should Dureau continue to pay for crimes he didn’t commit?”

“The sins of the father must be atoned for,” Monsieur D answered, and his voice was loud and booming as it echoed eerily through the swamp. It caused a flock of crows to rise upward. They filled the sky with their ragged black wings and cried discordantly. What little light there was was almost blocked out.

“I have atoned, as has my sister before me,” Dureau said in a low voice. “When will it ever be enough?” he finished, shouting against the beating of the wings.

“It will never be enough.”

Clearly, we weren’t going to convince him. Time for plan B.

“We bring with us a message from the Queen of the Underworld.”

The expression on Monsieur D’s face changed very slightly. I might have missed it if I hadn’t been watching him so closely.

“Then all of you are aware of your curse?” he asked Dureau.

“Not everyone,” Dureau responded. “But our queen is aware.”

“And she believes it to be a heinous curse you’ve burdened Dureau with.”

“No more than he deserves,” Monsieur D responded.

“It’s way more than he deserves,” I argued. “Those who should atone for their sins are long gone and, who knows? They’re probably atoning for them now,” I continued. “But Dureau is guilty of nothing. What you are doing in cursing him, Monsieur D, is something you’ll have to atone for.”

Monsieur D’s face betrayed no emotion.

“Queen Jolie also knows you’ve passed on details of this curse to Luce, causing our tribe to be vulnerable to him,” Dureau continued. “She has decreed that unless you lift the curse with immediate effect, you will be banished from the magical realms and never allowed to return.”

I nodded. “The alliance you’ve been seeking will no longer be possible. You’ll be cast out. Forever.”

“Do you have proof of this?” he asked me.

“You have my word,” I answered. “As Jolie’s twin and the princess of her court.”

“It was she who sent us here to discuss this with you,” Dureau added.

“Then what is it, exactly, that you are asking me for?” Monsieur D asked as he turned to face Dureau with a pronounced frown.

“I’m asking that my ability to enter the dreams of others not be taken away. But my inevitable descent into madness should be. And I shall be the one to decide when I enter the dream realm and when I return.” He took a deep breath. “I want total control of this… gift .”

Monsieur D chewed methodically on what I imagined was a tough piece of meat in his gumbo. Alligator, maybe? He kept his eyes on his plate.

“It shall be done,” he said quietly.

“What was that?” I asked.

“You heard me,” he said as he lifted his face and gave me an expression of anger. “Now, leave this place!”

This time his voice shook the mossy trees and the sodden ground. And out of that ground, out of the oozing mud, scores of zombies began to emerge.

“Run!” I yelled as I pushed back from the table and stood.

Dureau grabbed me by the hand, and we headed in the direction of the dark forest. We ran with all the speed and strength at our disposal, but still, the ground appeared to be dragging us down, as though it were quicksand. After another few seconds, I realized it wasn’t the ground at all, but the zombies.

The undead reached up and out of the swamp, grabbing feverishly at our ankles. I was forced to stab some of them with my dagger. I saw Dureau punching a few of their heads that rose up after their hands, wet flesh falling away from the bones of their faces. All around us, the sound of Monsieur D’s laughter mocked us and relished our plight.

Seconds later, we were out and away from the zombies, the swamp, and Monsieur D. We had done it. I stopped running and bent over to catch my breath, Dureau beside me. When I looked up, I spotted the flame where it burned mid-air, just to my right.

“Ready?” he asked.

I looked at him and nodded.



Sinjin

“Where is he? What have you done with my brother!?”

Audrey burst into the room, looking even angrier than the last time I had seen her—and that was saying a considerable amount. Mercedes approached her rapidly and grabbed her by the upper arms.

“Keep your voice down! If you wake them at this crucial moment, it could be fatal!”

Audrey twisted free and made towards the bed. Quick as lightening, I extended an arm and apprehended her before she arrived.

“And, you can go to hell, too!” She whisper-shouted, struggling fiercely against me, her face contorted with fury.

Mathilda rushed over to her.

“Hush, child. We mustn’t wake them now. We’re trying to help your brother, to lift the curse.”

“The curse?” Audrey started as her anger dropped and she shook her head in confusion. “But how …”

“Dureau and Bryn have entered Monsieur D’s dream. They are negotiating an end to the curse,” Mercedes explained.

“They’ve done what? But that’s madness!” Audrey railed back at her. “Do you have any idea what kind of man Monsieur D is? He hates our family! He will stop at nothing …”

“I have sanctioned it,” Jolie spoke calmly and firmly, her tone suggesting she would tolerate no argument. The contorted muscles in Audrey’s body relaxed as she released any remaining resistance. I, in turn, released her.

“It was the only way, my dear,” continued Mathilda in her soothing, sing-song voice. “You saw for yourself how much Dureau had deteriorated of late. The curse was becoming far too heavy a burden for the poor boy. It was only a matter of time before he …”

Audrey stared wide eyed at the supine body of her brother on the bed, her face paler than I had ever seen it.

“Why didn’t he tell me?” Her words were barely audible.

“Because he knew you would overreact,” I said bluntly.

“Sinjin!” Mathilda gave me a stern look, before directing a far softer gaze at Audrey. “He didn’t tell you, dear, because he didn’t want to worry you.”

“He’s the only family I have,” Audrey said in a haunted tone before her expression crumpled and she began to weep.

“Women,” I murmured, but only under my breath, lest I receive another barbed look from Mathilda. Then, I deftly whipped my ever-ready handkerchief from my shirt pocket and handed it to Audrey. She glared at me momentarily, but then she took it, blowing her nose in quite an un-ladylike manner before handing said hanky back to me.

“That is quite all right. You may keep the handkerchief,” I said with a pronounced smile.

She nodded and continued to dab at her eyes and sniff.

The spectacle did make me wonder. Would any woman cry for me if they should fear I was at death’s door? I looked about the room and concluded that every woman present, with the exceptions of Audrey and Mercedes, would most likely shed a few tears.

Audrey may well throw a party in the event of my imminent demise. And Mercedes? Well, I doubted the prophetess was capable of producing tears. Mathilda? I knew she loved me. As did my queen, as I was her friend and loyal protector. Rachel would cry for me, for the part I played in rescuing her from Luce’s camp.

And my dear Lady Bryn … she would cry, for I was the father of her babe. I must say, the thought pleased me greatly. There had been a time when not a living soul would have mourned the demise of Sinjin Sinclair. But I had found a family here at Kinloch Kirk, something I had never imagined I would ever possess. And now, I was soon to become a father … Wonders would never cease.

“They’re waking up.”

The voice was Jolie’s.

We all crowded around the bed and peered at the two sleepers. Their expressions had become more animated somehow, and their bodies were twitching. Then the frog’s eyes flew open, followed by Bryn’s.

“Dureau!” Audrey ran to her brother and this time, no one attempted to stop her.

I sat back down at the edge of the bed beside Bryn. She blinked a few times, as if trying to work out where she was, looking all about her with those mesmerising blue eyes. I must say, she looked most fetching, with her honey hair all fanned out on the pillow about her head, her voluptuous lips parted, and her cheeks flushed. And do not even get me started on her sublime body … I would have taken her then and there had there not been an audience.

Her gaze finally fixed on my own, and she smiled in what I believed to be relief. “Sinjin,” she breathed.

I grinned back at her. “Welcome home, darling.”

Chevalier sat up and ran his hands through his ridiculous hair.

“Well?” Mercedes demanded. “Did you find Monsieur D?”

“We did.” The fop smiled a smile that I imagined he thought of as winning . “And he agreed to lift the curse.”

“Really!? He agreed to lift the curse?” Audrey all but shoved an outraged-looking Mercedes out of the way and flung her arms about her brother’s neck. Then she immediately drew back again.

“But how can we know he’s not lying?” she asked.

“The queen threatened to banish him from the magical realm forever if he did not lift the curse,” Chevalier responded.

Audrey looked up at Jolie and smiled. “You have my eternal gratitude and loyalty, Queen Jolie.” She turned back to her brother. “But how can we test this? To be certain the curse is lifted?”

“I already know,” said Chevalier. “I can feel it. I haven’t felt this clear-headed in months. I am fully present, at last.”

The Chevaliers hugged each other, laughing intermittently. I must say, it would have been quite a heart-warming scene, had one of the players been anyone other than Dureau Chevalier.

I turned my attention to Bryn, who was grinning at the spectacle that the Chevaliers made of themselves.

“Are you unharmed, my tempest?” I asked in a whisper tone.

She turned her smile upon me, and it was quite dazzling.

“Totally unharmed,” she answered with a nod. “It went smoothly enough. Well, apart from the bit at the end when Monsieur D unleashed his horde of zombies on us, but we were able to get ahead of them.”

“He unleashed his zombies?” I asked, aghast.

“Calm down, Sinjin,” Bryn said as she patted my hand. “I’m fine. The baby’s fine.”

I felt inordinately proud of my indomitable little warrior. And there was more: I was proud she had chosen me as her mate. But even as my chest swelled with pride, the fop turned to face my woman and pulled her into an embrace. Which she returned. I had to restrain myself from dragging him away from her. But thankfully, they separated soon enough, and shortly after, they were both out of their respective sides of the bed. The consensus seemed to be that the mission had been a resounding success. Three cheers for the frog!

Bryn came up alongside me and linked her arm through mine. I was quite taken aback, as I was still unused to these new public displays of affection. But I had to admit, I very much liked them.

“You know what this means?” she asked.

“Do enlighten me.”

“That now we’ll be able to safely infiltrate the dreams of Luce’s tribespeople.”

“There is nothing safe about that plan, Bete Noir, ” I explained. “However, if you insist on going ahead, with it, I insist on being intimately involved in the planning.”

“Okay.”

I looked at her in surprise. “You are not annoyed?”

“Why would I be?”

I shrugged. “Usually you are quite put out whenever I impose my will upon you.”

She laughed. “Well, this time, I’d be very glad for your help. Especially since you’ve been inside the camp, which means you know the setup and the layout almost as well as I do.”

I nodded. I did agree that I was in possession of vital knowledge, as was often the case.

“But I do want to discuss something with you first, Sinjin.”

“Oh?”

“Let’s talk outside.”

“You had better get clearance first from all these bossy women,” I said, and then motioned towards the bossy women in question.

She laughed. “You’re right.” She faced the room. “Jolie, are we free to leave now?”

“Certainly not!” Mercedes said as she approached Bryn with an evil smelling and smoking concoction in her hands.

“You must allow me to inspect you first. And you need to drink this.”

“What is it?”

“The final part of the spell,” she insisted. “It must be imbibed in order for the new contract to remain in place.”

Bryn took it from her and downed it in one go, making a face to reveal the hideous taste.

“Disgusting,” she pronounced.

“Yet quite effective,” Mercedes replied, a wry smile writ across her face.

Jolie joined us, then. She, too, hugged her sister. This, I did not mind.

“Mission accomplished,” she said.

“Yep. Although …”

“I know.”

I could tell by the way they were looking at one another that they were communicating telepathically.

“I say,” I said. “I think it is the height of bad manners to do that when there is someone else present! Particularly when that someone else is me. Honestly! It is worse than whispering!”

Jolie laid a placating hand on my arm. I could only guess that it was an excuse to feel my muscles because they are quite robust. And her warlock husband had certainly neglected his physical exercise.

“You’re absolutely right, Sinjin,” Jolie said, giving her sister a smile before facing me again. “Communicating with Bryn through our thoughts just comes so naturally, I forget sometimes. I’m sorry.”

I sniffed and attempted to appear wounded, as I do enjoy playing the part of victim at times. But my queen well knew that I could not stay offended with her for long.

“What Bryn and I were saying is that we both worry that lifting Dureau’s curse might have some sort of loophole attached to it.”

“Hmm,” I started as I rubbed my chin.

“And we were worried that Jolie could be the target this time,” Bryn finished.

I nodded as I considered her words. It did make sense. Monsieur D had already trifled with the rest of us, and he was likely to be displeased with Jolie’s ultimatum. Yet, she was his queen, so to trifle with her would undoubtedly become the biggest mistake he would ever make.

“I admit it is a real possibility, my queen,” I said with a clipped nod. “We shall just have to remain ever vigilant for signs of Monsieur D’s underhanded ways.”

“Regardless, today is a day for celebration,” Jolie said as she faced the others. “We have our friend back in one piece, and we’ve won a significant moral victory. And I, for one, believe this to be an important step in our fight against Luce.”

I was inclined to agree, although Chevalier was no friend of mine.

“Sinjin.” I felt Bryn’s hot breath on my shoulder.

“Yes, my sweet?”

“That thing I wanted to talk to you about. It’s important.”

CHAPTER ELEVEN

Bryn

I could feel Sinjin looking curiously at me.

“What do we need to speak about, Princess?” he asked. “Should you not be resting after what you have just been through?”

“I’ve only just woken up, remember?” I smiled at him.

“Well, I would not exactly call that a good night’s sleep.”

“Maybe not, but I do feel wide awake now.” It was true. I felt incredibly energized. Maybe that feeling of enthusiasm was owing to whatever was in that second drink Mercedes had just given me. Or maybe I was just so happy and relieved to have Dureau’s curse lifted. And to finally be able to move on to the next phase of our plan: to be one step closer to defeating Luce, at last.

I led Sinjin further away from the room where we’d just made contact with Monsieur D. I didn’t want to be overheard. We walked outside of Kinloch Kirk, to the courtyard, where I settled on an old, moss-covered stone bench, situated just at the edge of the forest. Only the birds could hear us now.

I studied Sinjin’s face, took in his furrowed brow. “Sit,” I said as I tapped the open space beside me. He did as requested and then faced me with a concerned expression.

“You are beginning to worry me, Bryn.”

I smiled and smoothed his furrowed brow with my thumb.

“Sinjin, I need to know what Varick wanted that day I came across the two of you in the forest,” I started. “It was the same day I found you talking together, just before …”

“Just before I drank from you and discovered you were with child… my child.”

I gulped. “Yes.”

“Why?”

“We will get to that part later,” I said. “For now, I just need to know the specifics of what he said to you that day.”

“He said he had information I might find useful,” he answered.

I nodded as I breathed in deeply and then sighed. “The reason I asked is that Varick approached me too.”

“What do you mean ‘approached’?” He spoke quickly, harshly. I could see the suspicion lurking in his eyes.

“I mean he approached me, and he said the same thing to me that he did to you—that he had information.”

“And what information was he offering you?”

“Varick informed me that he knew how Luce had gained knowledge about Dureau’s curse.”

“He said exactly the same thing to me.” I saw Sinjin’s expression change as he moved on to the next thought. “And what price did he seek to exact for this information?”

“If I tell you, you have to promise me you’ll retain your composure and not go completely psychotic.”

“What did Varick want?” he demanded.

I could already see signs of fury in him.

“Sinjin… composure. Remember?”

“What did he want, my pet?” he asked, in a softer tone.

I nodded. “He wanted to feed from me.”

“He what!?” He shot up into a standing position. I stood up next to him and gripped his arms.

“Sinjin! Calm down! Nothing happened! I refused him, and he accepted it and went quietly on his way,” I answered, which wasn’t exactly the truth, but the last thing I wanted to do was set Sinjin off to the point that he couldn’t pay attention to the rest of this discussion.

He looked down at me, his eyes dangerously white. “Varick accepted your refusal? Just like that?”

“Just like that. Now sit down, please.”

With some difficulty, I managed to pull him back down to the mossy bench. I watched the signs of anger move through his body and gradually, very gradually, dissolve. It was only when his eyes had returned to their normal color and I felt his muscles relax that I released my grip on his arms.

It became very clear to me that I could never tell Sinjin the truth about what had happened with Varick—that Varick had tried to force himself on me. Sinjin would kill him with his bare hands. I could see that now.

“Varick hinted to the fact that he desired something from me also, in exchange for this information,” he said.

“Okay.”

“But he would not say what that something was.”

“Hmm. That’s odd.”

“Yes. That was the conclusion I reached, as well.”

“So, what on earth could he be up to?”

Sinjin cupped his chin in his hand and adopted a thinker’s pose. I feasted on his good looks as I wondered if our baby would look like him. If it was a boy …

“We must find out,” he said abruptly, knocking me out of my fantasy.

“Okay. How do we do that?”

He looked at me and frowned. “Bryn, are you quite sure you do not require rest? You appear quite… distracted.”

Concentrate, Bryn. “Well, did you notice how terrible Varick looked?”

“He always looks terrible.”

“No, I mean… he looks sick.”

“Yes, I did notice as much, as it happens.”

“Well, do you think his health might have something to do with the reason he wanted my blood?” I asked. “Maybe he’s dying or something?”

“A vampire cannot die other than by violent means.”

“That’s what I thought.”

We both grew quiet. Sinjin was the first to speak. “Well, it appears to me that neither of us has any clue as to what Varick is up to, thus our best option is to watch him very closely.”

“Okay, like spy on him, you mean?”

“That is another way to put it, yes.”

I worried my lower lip as I considered it. It wasn’t a bad idea, and since neither of us knew what in the hell was going on with Varick, I didn’t really see any alternative.



Varick was not the easiest to spy on. Not only was he as wily as an old fox, but he also possessed super-duper vampire senses. Which basically meant that he could out-see, out-hear and out-smell me. How was I to track someone like that? Especially when he tended to only come out at night, when I was either sleepy or flat out unconscious. Luckily, Sinjin was able to make up for my shortcomings.

I had every faith in Sinjin’s abilities. And I was sure Sinjin would be able to outsmart Varick. Especially now, with Varick appearing to have lost his edge. There was definitely something off about that vampire. The more I thought about his behavior that day in the forest, the more it struck me just how reckless his actions were. To attack me like that! True, most of the trainees had gone home by then, but there were still a few stragglers floating around. And he knew about the Flame. Logic should have told him that he couldn’t defeat me, yet he went ahead and assaulted me anyway. It was the act of a desperate man. Or a mad man.

I felt my anger rise up again. Whatever was driving Varick, he needed to be stopped. The only reason I was able to defeat him was because I had the Flame at my disposal. Which meant that practically every other woman would be defenseless against him. And that was a thought that really didn’t sit well with me.

Hmm, maybe I should go ahead and tell Sinjin that Varick had tried to force himself on me, I thought. Let Sinjin kill him!

But Varick was still on the queen’s council. Jolie had relied on him many times in the past, and she valued his experience and wisdom. Was that reason enough to allow him to freely roam after he attacked me? No, of course it wasn’t. But if something did happen to Varick at Sinjin’s hands, that would remove the chance that we would ever find out exactly what Varick knew about Dureau and how.

Furthermore, did we really need a major in-house fight now of all times? A house divided wouldn’t be strong enough to withstand an attack by Luce.

Not to mention that if Sinjin knew the truth and went after Varick, maybe Varick could hurt him. Yes, it was farfetched because Sinjin was so much stronger than Varick, but the chance was still there, and the last thing I wanted was for Sinjin to get hurt.

So I would stay quiet about it. For now, at least.

I decided to go and visit Jolie for a bit of a break from all this spying, which was getting me exactly nowhere.

It was four minutes later that I opened the doors to Kinloch Kirk and took the stairs two at a time until I knocked on the door to the nursery, where Jolie usually spent her time when she wasn’t busy playing the part of Queen of the Underworld. My sister swung open the door with baby Emma in her arms.

“Bryn! Come in, how are you feeling?”

“Good, thanks.”

I settled into her enormous, comfy sofa and allowed myself to relax. This room, designed for maximum comfort, coupled with my sister’s calming presence, felt like a refuge from the storm that was my life. I was grateful for it.

“Jolie. Can I ask you something?”

“Ask away.”

“Breastfeeding. Would you recommend it?”

“Yes, I think anyone and everyone would. Why do you ask?”

She lifted her daughter around to face her, and the baby squealed in what seemed like agreement.

“Well, what if the baby has fangs?” The words came tumbling out.

Jolie clasped her hand over her mouth. Her eyes widened.

“I never thought of that!” Then she started to giggle.

“Don’t laugh!”

“Sorry. It’s just that … a baby with fangs …”

She seemed to find the idea hilarious, and I couldn’t help laughing along with her, but still, I was worried. There were just so many things with this pregnancy that were probably going to be undocumented.

“Well,” Jolie started. “If the baby does have fangs, it would be understandable if you didn’t want to breastfeed. I guess you’ll just have to wait and see.”

“I guess.”

Wait and see was all I ever seemed to do.




Sinjin

Lady Bryn was a woman of many talents, but tracking ancient master vampires was not one of them. I was secretly pleased. Not only did it give me a chance to display my own superior skills, but it served to keep her out of harm’s way. Her and the baby.

As regards Varick, he was a slippery customer, to be sure. I knew he was up to something because of his long, unexplained absences from Kinloch Kirk. Judging by his lack of sartorial elegance, he was certainly not indulging in shopping trips. Nor was he going to fancy restaurants in order to feed upon the guests—his increasingly emaciated appearance proved that.

So, just what was he doing? I had to find out, and soon. Complicating matters was his tendency to dematerialize at the drop of a hat. It was, of course, something that all vampires could do. I was no slouch myself in that department.

But Varick had been a vampire for so long now, he had centuries of practice under his belt. This made dematerialization second nature to him. He was inordinately quick and, as I knew from learning from him in the past, exceedingly accurate in his relocating. No arriving several miles away from his intended destination for that vampire.

I had to be at the top of my game to catch this one. I could allow nothing to distract me, least of all my impending fatherhood. And that was a subject that crept into my thoughts much too often. I was beyond eager to have a sprog of my own, it was true. But my own excitement regarding this subject was most certainly getting in the way of my reconnaissance mission.

I waited patiently for hours outside Varick’s lair. He did not believe in creature comforts, and his living quarters were austere in the extreme. He lived as far away from the main house and the adjoining lodges as was possible. The shack Varick had chosen to call home had once been a shed. It appeared almost as derelict as Varick’s own body. Jolie had offered, on several occasions, to give the place a lick of paint and to rebuild anything requiring it, but Varick had steadfastly refused.

I could well imagine the inside of Varick’s shed was as bare as a monk’s cell. It was almost as if the vampire disdained pleasure and comfort in all its forms. It would not have surprised me if Varick had chosen to slumber in a coffin, old school style. But he slept on a simple, single bed, with a hard mattress and threadbare sheets.

The nights were drawing in, as the locals were wont to say, and it was fully dark by nine o’clock. We vampires relished the long, dark winter months and looked forward to them in the same way that humans anticipated their summer holidays. More time to hunt. More time to play. Varick was no exception to this rule. He exited his front door at a quarter past nine, and this time, I was ready for him. I watched from behind a massive beech tree as he locked his front door and looked about himself in a furtive manner. Most definitely the behavior of a man with something to hide. I braced myself as he made his first dematerialization.

And I was on him, almost as if I were riding on the wind currents he left behind. Yes! I had managed to keep up. His first materialization brought us to a rocky outcrop. I materialized at roughly the same distance from him as I had been in Kinloch Kirk. There was less shelter at this location, and I deftly ducked behind a rock. But I need not have worried. Varick did not suspect he was being followed and did not so much as trouble to turn his head.

Sometimes the natural arrogance of a vampire can be used against him. Instead, he leaped on, and again, I was on him like a “duck on a junebug”, as Klaasje would say. This time, we landed beside an enormous lake. At least, he landed beside it. I landed in it, almost up to my knees in murky water.

Bloody hell.

I had just about managed to silence my curses and again, we were off, to an ancient fortress dominated by a ring of large, grey stones. Then swiftly on to a tiny, silent fishing village. At each re-location I feared losing the bloody bastard, as I had on all my previous attempts, but this time was different. This time, I was on my game. I had been studying him and I knew how to keep up.

Another re-location. Instinct told me this would prove to be his final destination. On this particular occasion, he did look around, but not to see if he had been apprehended. It was immediately clear to me that he was here to meet someone.

We stood at the peak of a snow-capped mountain. I knew it at once to be the mighty Ben Nevis, the tallest mountain in the United Kingdom. The wind cut right through me, and I was greatly relieved that I could not feel the cold.

Who on earth could he be meeting up here? It must indeed be an excessively big secret. I had no time to enjoy the captivating views, for Varick was immediately joined by another figure, who materialized right beside him, a mere minute after his own arrival. I recognized the stranger immediately and was seized with a sense of dread.

Because Varick was meeting none other than our archenemy, Luce.

It was true that I no longer held my former teacher in any great esteem, but I would not have taken him for a traitor. In an effort to give the bastard the benefit of the doubt, I thought there was a chance I was jumping to the wrong conclusion. Perhaps it was Luce that Varick was double-crossing, in service to his own? I moved closer in order to listen in on their conversation.

“How much have you got for me?” Luce spoke, his tone demanding.

“Two vials.”

“Is that all?”

Varick appeared vexed. “You ask much of me, Luce. I am a finite resource. My health has already suffered considerably.”

“We have been through this before.” Luce sounded irritated. “Power comes at a price. If you are not willing to pay that price …”

“I did not say that.”

“Good. Now hand them over, please.”

Varick handed Luce two vials containing a dark red liquid. “How are the experiments coming along?” Varick asked.

“The results are encouraging. Several Daywalkers that were ailing considerably are now much stronger. And we have just had another who has survived his twenty-fifth birthday.”

Varick nodded. “And now you must fulfil your part of the bargain.”

Luce nodded and, to my amazement, placed his palm on Varick’s forehead. There was a distinctive buzzing sound, and my impression was that a lightning bolt had passed from Luce’s body into Varick’s. Luce’s form shuddered and twitched, while Varick’s shook violently and he fell to his knees. It was clear what was happening: Varick was giving his own vampire blood to Luce, in return for Luce’s magical powers.

I knew first-hand how valuable vampire blood was to Luce. In the not-too-distant past, I had been captured by Luce and his tribe and all but drained of my own life blood. I would have died, had Bryn and Jolie not rescued me just in the nick of time, and had Bryn not donated—for the very first time—her own sweet, sweet blood.

Luce used vampire blood to boost the health and extend the lives of his army of Daywalkers. These creatures were similar to vampires, with the exception that they could exist without limit in daylight. I had also heard it said that they were swifter and stronger than we nightwalkers, but I strongly doubted such was the case. Besides, what good were they when they could barely survive beyond their twenty-first birthdays? I was looking forward to my six-hundredth celebration.

Varick recovered himself and labored back to his feet.

He seemed satisfied, as if he had gotten what he desired. Luce, too, nodded in approval.

“What you lose in blood, vampire, you shall gain in magical powers.”

“And my other powers?” Varick asked.

“I have not forgotten. When we rise up and defeat Jolie, you shall become my second in command.”

I was flabbergasted. Rise up and defeat Jolie? I could scarcely believe my own ears. My worst fears had come to pass and Varick was, indeed, betraying his own tribe!

I sensed their meeting was coming to an end. Rather than risk apprehension, I dematerialized, several times, back the way I had come. I did not stop until I reached the safety of the Kirk. Once there, I sat on the side of my bed for a long while, trying to process it all, before I shared the information I had just gleaned. To call it sensitive was an understatement. Explosive might be more accurate.

I was pulled out of my reverie by a light rap on the door. I caught her delightful scent before I saw her.

“The door is unlocked,” I said.

She opened it and faced me expectantly. “Well?” she asked.

“How did you know I was back?”

“I thought I heard something,” she answered with a shrug before she showed herself into my dormitory and sat upon the edge of my bed. “Did you find anything out?”

“Oh, yes.”

“Tell me.” Bryn was all eagerness.

“It is worse than we feared.”

“What?”

I regaled her with the details.

She was silent for a good minute afterwards, clearly shocked at my story.

“How could he?” she said at last.

I shrugged. “Power corrupts. Absolute power corrupts absolutely. More than anything, Varick craves power. He has resented me greatly ever since my abilities and status began to exceed his. And he has always felt that he would be a better leader than Jolie. I can only surmise that he considers joining forces with Luce to be his best chance of achieving his dastardly goals.”

“I wish it wasn’t true.”

“As do I, princess.”

“I guess we have no choice but to tell Jolie right away.”

“Quite so.” I sprang to my feet. “Shall we?” I held my arm out for Bryn, which elicited a little giggle. Nevertheless, she placed her own in the crook of mine and we retired to Jolie’s.

The irritable warlock Randall answered the door, dressed inappropriately in his bathrobe. He frowned at us in quite an unwelcoming manner, first class tosser that he was. Honestly, I had no idea what my queen saw in him.

“What is it, Sinclair?” he asked, sounding vexed. “It’s past ten o’clock, you do realize. Do you want to wake up Emma?”

“Of course we don’t want to wake up Emma,” answered Bryn crossly, thereby saving me the bother. “Do you really think we’d be here this late if it wasn’t important?”

“Bloody hell,” Sir Grumpus responded, and opened the door. “Come in.”

“Thanks for nothing!” said Bryn.

“Charmed, I am sure.” I gave him my best sardonic smile, and he scowled at me.

“Just wait until your baby is born and you’re up half the night.”

“As it happens, I am already up all night, so I do not anticipate a problem.”

He slammed the door behind us, quite loud enough to wake the baby princess, I might add.

“Who is it, Rand?”

Jolie emerged from her bed chamber clad in a white bath robe. Her hair was in a messy braid and her cheeks were flushed, suggesting that we had, indeed, awoken her.

“I told them it was too late,” whined the tosser.

“It’s all right. Bryn. Sinjin. What is it?” Alarm flooded her features. “Is it the baby?”

“No, no,” Bryn reassured her. “Nothing like that. But Jolie, we do have some very bad news. You’d better sit down.”

“Okay.” Her flushed cheeks grew instantly paler, and we all followed her into the kitchen and sat around the table, where I proceeded to relate the night’s happenings and the background to our surveillance of Varick.

“Oh, God.” Jolie held her face in her hands when I had finished my devastating tale. The tosser rubbed her shoulders reassuringly.

“Varick can’t get away with this,” he said.

“On that we are in agreement,” I said, and nodded my assent.

“What are you going to do, Jolie?” Bryn placed her hand over her sister’s, and we all looked at the queen.

After several seconds, she took a deep breath and squared back her shoulders.

“This is the ultimate betrayal. And the ultimate betrayal must be paid for with the ultimate punishment.”

“You mean …” I started.

“I mean Varick must be put to death.”

CHAPTER TWELVE

Bryn

I shocked myself by being shocked. My upbringing in Luce’s tribe had been harsh. I’d seen fellow tribe members executed for all sorts of crimes, big and small. I’d been able to accept that as a necessary part of life. The rotten elements were excised for the good of the whole. But since then, my world view had changed drastically. And such an execution seemed so out of place in such a beautiful location as Kinloch Kirk.

I couldn’t get over Jolie, either.

My sweet, kind sister ordering the death of a man she’d considered a trusted advisor. Just like that. It was hypocritical of me, really, when I thought of the amount of lives I’d taken in battle. I just didn’t think of Jolie that way. But she was the queen, of course. She was just doing her duty for the good of her people. Someone had to make the tough decisions, and the task fell to her.

We left Jolie and Rand shortly afterwards.

I knew my sister wouldn’t get any sleep after this discussion. I might struggle with it myself. At least I felt comforted by the large, solid presence of Sinjin by my side, as we linked arms on the way back to our rooms.

But when we reached our bedrooms, he stopped abruptly.

“ Bete Noir ,” he began as he turned to face me. “I feel the need for a head-clearing stroll. Care to join me?”

“I’d love to.”

Sinjin inclined his head and smiled a smile that made my stomach lurch. He changed direction and led us towards the cliff path—a place that seemed to be his favorite, as I’d found him here many times before.

The views were magnificent. The moon was almost full and reflected vividly in the ripples of the ocean. Wispy clouds blew across the moon’s milky white in the indigo sky, concealing its silvery light, then revealing it in turns. I glanced up at Sinjin as he stared beyond the sea, towards the horizon. My heart caught in my throat, and I was sure I’d never seen a more beautiful man. The moonlight was his natural element, and it enhanced his features to perfection. But he looked so serious, too. Almost troubled, something which was absolutely unlike him.

“What is it, Sinjin?”

“I have known him for a very long time.”

“Varick.”

“Yes.” His voice sounded faraway. “Centuries, even.”

“You’re sorry that he’s going to be executed?”

He turned to me slowly, his hands behind his back, his face a solemn mask. “No, Bete Noir . I am sorry that I am the one who must do it.”

“You?” I said, and shook my head. “But, why …”

“It would become part of my duty as Chief Protector.”

Of course. “I’m sure if you had a word with Jolie…”

He shook his head decisively. “No, it is my duty and, thus, it must remain my duty.” He resumed staring at the ocean. “He taught me everything I know,” he said, after a while.

At the strange sense of fondness in Sinjin’s tone, I knew the time had come to tell him what Varick had done… or attempted to do to me.

“There’s something you need to know, Sinjin.”

He looked down at me with arched eyebrows and curious eyes. “Pray tell.”

“When Varick offered to give me the information about Luce and Dureau’s curse,” I started.

“When Varick wanted to feed from you,” he corrected me. His jaw clenched as he said the words.

“Yes… there was more I didn’t tell you. A good bit more.”

He was fully facing me now. “What? Why did you fail to leave details out?”

I took a deep breath. “Because I wasn’t ready to share them yet,” I started.

“Why?” he asked with narrowed eyes. “What more went on?”

“When I wouldn’t let Varick feed from me, he… didn’t take no for an answer.”

Sinjin’s expression instantly changed, and the anger in his eyes was palpable.

“Go on,” he urged.

“He tried to force himself on me and I had to use the Flame to get rid of him.”

“Varick forced himself on you?!” His eyes were white and incandescent, and his hands were fists at his side.

I nodded mutely.

Sinjin turned to face the sea again. He took a few steps forward until he stood perilously close to the edge. Then he held his arms out to the side, as if summoning the elements. He lifted his head and let out an almighty roar, full of rage, hurt and fury.

My stomach dropped down to my toes. “Sinjin?” I started.

He turned his glowing eyes on me, and his expression betrayed nothing.

“Did he hurt you?” he demanded.

“No,” I said as I shook my head. “I… was able to fend him off.”

“You should have told me immediately,” he said as he inhaled deeply.

“I’m sorry,” I answered as I chewed my lower lip. He was right—I shouldn’t have held back. Not to protect Varick, at any rate. “Does it count that I’m telling you now?”

His fangs were longer than I’d ever seen them, glistening in the moonlight and nestling on his full ruby lips.

“Oh, yes,” he said.



Sinjin

How to capture the bastard and bring him to justice...

It would be no mean feat. Varick would no doubt use his dematerialization skills to great advantage. I could make sure I followed him, wherever he went, but I would need more muscle at my disposal, too.

Having received my queen’s express permission, I approached Odran, King of the Fae, a trusted member of Jolie’s council of advisors. Odran and I had a checkered history. Unfortunately, he knew that I held him in the greatest of contempt, as I considered him more ape than man. We had also vied for the affections of Bryn when she first came to Kinloch Kirk. Naturally, she had chosen yours truly, even though Odran had asked her to marry him! The nerve of the fool!

The blond oaf was lounging on his chaise when I located him, munching on a bunch of grapes like a Greek god of old. He eyed me suspiciously upon my arrival in his chambers.

“What dae ye want, Sinclair?”

“A fine way to greet a compatriot, I must say!”

“Ye’re nae compatriot o’ mine.”

“Charming,” I grunted. “Very well. I shall get right to the point. I require… your assistance. Your queen requires your assistance.”

“Aye? In what?”

“To assist me in the apprehension of Varick.”

“Apprehension?”

Did I mention Odran was thick as two short planks? Nevertheless, I did my best to explain to him, in common layman’s terms, everything that had transpired with Varick. His mouth gaped open unattractively, full of half-masticated grapes, as he attempted to digest my story and the grapes.

Disgusting sot.

“Nae!” he said finally, sounding quite like a horse. “Ah dinnae believe it.”

“You have my leave to clarify everything with our queen.”

“Aye, that Ah will. An’ Ah dinnae need your leave tae do so, vampire.”

“Very well. Let us depart.”

And with that, I grabbed Odran by his trunk-like arm and dematerialized with him, only to reappear moments later outside Jolie’s front door.

“How dare ye funnel me here without askin’ me permission!” the King of the Fae spluttered in disbelief, even as his pallor looked a bit green. Sometimes those who were not prepared for my mode of travel suffered for it. Were I in a favorable mood, I might have found that little tidbit amusing.

I rang the doorbell. “Oh, do shut up, you bloody Neanderthal,” I grumbled. “Do you not realize that time is of the essence here?”

“Even so …”

Jolie opened the door, mercifully silencing Odran’s tiresome protests.

“Odran, Sinjin, come in.” She ushered us into the house and took one of Odran’s shovel-like hands between her own. “Thank you so much for agreeing to help us, Odran. Your people really need you, and I appreciate the fact that you’ve risen to the occasion.”

“Och … aye … boot o’ course, ma queen. Anythin’ fer ye an’ our people.”

I rolled my eyes, mostly to myself.

“I knew I could count on you,” Jolie continued as she gave him another wide smile. “It’s not a pleasant task, I know.”

“Sae it’s true then?” the ape asked.

“Yes, when you rub two sticks together, you can produce fire,” I mumbled.

Jolie looked at me and tried to hide her smile, but it was quite obvious in the lines around her lips.

“Aboot Varick,” Odran continued, completely unaware of my jab.

“Unfortunately, yes,” Jolie responded.

She then proceeded to give the King of the Oafs a potted summary of everything that had transpired, in terms that even he could understand. I decided not to mention the part where Varick had attempted to force himself upon my lady. That was Bryn’s story to tell, not mine.

“Okay,” Odran said when she had finished. “Ah never had a great likin’ for that vampire, or any other vampire for that matter,” he shot a daggered look my way, to which I offered him a gentlemanly smile. “Boot Ah never would have suspected Varick o’ this.”

Jolie sighed. “I know. It’s all very shocking. And upsetting.” She squeezed Odran’s arm. “But I’m so relieved I can rely on you.”

“Ye can, mah queen.”

He looked inordinately proud at her words, the dim-witted fool.

“So, can we get on with it, then?” I masked a fake yawn.

Jolie smiled at me, and Odran scowled.

“Yes, good luck, gentlemen,” she said.

I would need all the luck at my disposal to keep this idiot from messing everything up. Involving him already felt like a colossal mistake. But I needed someone strong, and ape-man here fitted the bill.

I had to admit, his Fae magic was powerful. That might come in handy, too. I had no idea what magical powers Varick had received from Luce. I had considered involving Damek. The boy was strong and getting stronger every day. But he was still young and inexperienced and prone to being overwhelmed in stressful situations. There was a time when I might have considered asking Bryn, fearsome warrior that she was. But there was no way I would risk her now, not to mention the upcoming sprog. Unfortunately, Odran was the best I could come up with on short notice.

Egad.

“What’s the plan, Sinclair?” he asked as we walked away from Kinloch.

“So simple that even you might understand.”

He stopped walking and turned to face me. “It’s nae too late fer me tae change ma mind, vampire.”

“Apologies.” I really had to keep myself in check, for I did not want to go up against Varick alone. “The plan is to wait for Varick to arrive back at his place, and once he does, we grab him.”

“That’s yer plan?”

“Yes.”

“Did ye come up wif it all by yerself?”

“I beg your pardon?” I glared at him.

Odran tittered. Tittered!

“Do you have a better plan?”

“Och Aye. Ah do, as it happens.”

“Do tell.”

This should be good.

“We wait till he’s asleep an’ grab him then. Take him unawares.”

It was not a bad idea, but I was not about to admit as much.

“Sounds rather cowardly, and it would require that we wait. I prefer to strike while the iron is hot, as the saying goes.”

“I’d rather be called a coward than dead. An’ there’s naethin’ wrong with gainin’ the element o’ surprise.”

“Hmm. I suppose we could attempt such a ruse.” I bounced my fingers against my chin as I considered the options before us. “Though it would mean we should have to go after him when it is daylight, which would find me at a detriment.” Unless I were to sample the blood of my beloved, in which case the sun would bother me naught.

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Sinjin

“Is he there?” the idiot asked as we lurked outside Varick’s accommodations.

“How the bloody hell am I supposed to know?” I responded, rather testily.

“Do ye vampires nae have a way o’ trackin’ each oother?”

“We are hardly bloodhounds,” I responded.

“Whit dae we do, then?”

“Well, we could always try the traditional method of looking in the window.”

“Ah’m nae lookin’ in,” he said with a pronounced shake of his head, which set his overlong blond tresses to cascade around him as though he were in a shampoo commercial. “He might be in his coffin, naked. Or hangin’ oopside doon like a giant bat… naked.”

“In his coffin! Upside down!”

“Aye, Ah’m in nae mood tae see Varick’s old, shrivelled balls.”

“Jesus,” I grumbled. “Neither am I, for that matter.” The thought of Varick’s old, shrivelled balls quite turned my stomach.

“Ye look in the window,” he said.

“Bloody hell,” I grumbled, but proceeded to do just that.

It was not as easy as it sounded. The sole window into the property was small and criss-crossed with metal bars. To make matters trickier, the glass had not been cleaned in what looked like eons. Still, I could see the edge of Varick’s bed and what looked like a figure lying upon it. I went back around to the front of the house, where Odran waited for me beside the door.

“Well?”

“I think he is inside.”

“Ye think, or ye know?”

“Well, it is quite dark in there, and the window is filthy, thus making it difficult to decipher just what is inside!” I responded in an irritated tone. If I never had to deal with this behemoth again, it would be too soon. “You try if you think you can do any better.”

Of course, he did not.

“So, say he is inside, how do we get tae him? Batter down the door?”

“Now, now, gentlemen. Is that not a tad extreme?”

The voice came from directly behind us, and I do not mind admitting that I nearly jumped out of my skin. I witnessed Odran doing the exact same as he exclaimed, “Och, man!” When he reached for his rear end, I worried the bloody ape had just shat himself.

And that was a situation I could not handle in any capacity.

Varick stood at the entrance to his property, his front door closed and most probably locked behind him. I cursed myself for my carelessness. It was he who was meant to be losing his edge, not I.

“You could have just knocked, you know,” he continued as red-hot anger began to burn inside me, owing to his smug smile.

“Perhaps we could have had a nice cuppa,” he finished.

“I’ll nae be havin’ a drink wi’ the likes of you, Vampire.”

For a moment, I cursed Odran for this open display of hostility but gradually I began to again worry he had shat himself for he did not release his bum.

“Are you quite well?” I whispered to the sot.

“Aye,” he said, though I was uncertain if perhaps he was just embarrassed to admit to his soiling.

Of course, I could smell nothing so there was that.

Then it occurred to me that Varick probably knew why we were here, especially after hearing our discussion about battering down his door. Thus, there was no reason to spare words.

I faced the vampire and shrunk back at his appearance which was quite shocking. One almost got the impression that one could see right through him, and his clothes hung off his form in a grotesque way. Quite the worse thing, however, was the pallor of his skin, which was an unsavory shade of greyish-green.

“Whit happened tae ye?” Odran sounded shocked as he took the vampire in from head to toe. “Ye look like ye was eaten by a were an’ shat back out!”

I could barely keep my snicker to myself, as it was a good description of Varick’s hideousness.

“Shit happens, my dear Odran, as it so often does,” Varick responded with little interest.

“I was worried of just the same,” I said as I studied Odran again with narrowed eyes.

“Whit man?”

“Nothing,” I responded.

We all three stared at one another in consternation. Varick was the first to break the silence.

“Well, gentlemen, I should love to stay and chat, but as far as I’m concerned, it’s the middle of the night, so if you don’t mind …”

I had had enough of this artifice and pretense.

“We know you have been conspiring with Luce, Varick,” I announced. “You are a traitor to your people, and you have plotted to depose the rightful queen. Thus, you are under arrest. Come quietly with us now and give yourself up to her majesty’s justice, and things shall go easier for you.”

Varick emitted a sorry attempt at a laugh. “If you think I’ll cooperate with you, Sinclair, you are sorely mistaken.”

“So be it.”

I was ready, but not as ready as I thought, apparently. Varick shot out his hand and fired what looked like a bolt of lightning from his palm. I did not have the opportunity to think, as the bolt hit me right in the abdomen and knocked me six feet backwards. I would have gone much further had my fall not been broken by a stone outbuilding. Nevertheless, I was back on my feet immediately, only to see Odran receiving the same treatment. He landed against the trunk of a horse chestnut, where he lay sprawled out and groaning.

“Odran!” I called out sternly. “This is no time for lying around!”

As I had calculated, my words angered him, and he clambered rapidly to his feet, muttering incomprehensible Scottish curses that sounded quite vulgar. Or perhaps that was just the language.

Varick directed another bolt my way, this time aiming for my head. I ducked just in time, the bolt landing harmlessly on the ground behind me.

“Trying to ruin my looks, Varick? I always knew you were jealous.” Then, before he had the opportunity to take aim at me once more, I flew at him, knocking him to the ground as I attempted to pin his arms to his sides. I could feel him preparing to dematerialize.

“Odran!” I called out.

The King of the Faeries came to my aid, focusing his strength on Varick’s legs to prevent him from kicking out at us. Varick uttered a cry of frustration, and the three of us half-dematerialized.

We did not arrive at a destination. Instead we flickered back and forth from our now-reality outside Varick’s house to a blank white space, a kind of in-between place. My feeling was that Varick was trying to get somewhere specific, but could not make it. Either he lacked the capacity due to his current weakened physical condition, or Odran and I were literally weighing him down.

Then, unexpectedly, the wind started to blow. The morning, up until then, had been completely still, with barely the whisper of a leaf. The suddenness and the strength of these gusts convinced me that they were Varick’s doing.

I glanced at his odious face and saw that his eyes were shut tight. He appeared to be in deep concentration. The gale grew to an almighty proportion. It took all my strength to remain clinging to his body.

Thirty more seconds and Odran was blown off altogether, and I received a flash of insight as to the powers that Varick had received from Luce in return for his blood. Luce had been imbuing him with the ability to harness the elements. An awesome power, indeed, and one I could imagine Varick being willing to pay for with his life’s blood.

Relieved of the burden of Odran, Varick attempted once more to dematerialize. This time he succeeded, and I was relocated along with him. I looked around in alarm, the surroundings instantly familiar. We were in one of Luce’s training camps. It was not possible to tell which one it was, as they were all laid out identically to one another. But there were Daywalkers.

Lots of them.

All headed our way.

Varick smiled his vicious smile, his eyes glowing white.

“You almost made it, Sinclair, but not quite.”

The Daywalkers were almost upon us.

But, no, this would not be my end. I would not allow it to be. I had not survived six hundred centuries to finish my days in this inglorious way.

I had Bryn now. And the baby.

I was going back home to them, no matter what. That fact was absolutely non-negotiable.

Summoning up the last of my strength, I let out an almighty roar and transported Varick and myself back to Kinloch Kirk. Odran awaited us right where we had left him. I can honestly say that I had never been so happy to see the oaf.

He raised his ham-like fist and catapulted it across Varick’s face, nearly smashing into mine in the process. “Take tha’, ye blood soocking scum!”

And, with that, he knocked Varick into total unconsciousness.

The worst was over by then. All that remained was to carry Varick back to the main courtyard. We bound and gagged him while he was still out. I was shocked at the lightness of his form. Lifting him was as easy as lifting a cat. It had not always been this way. When I had first encountered him, a couple of hundred years hence, he had been remarkably strong and solid as an ox. Now he appeared half-dead already. I almost felt a hint of pity for him. But then I recalled what he had attempted to do to Bryn, and I felt nothing but burning hatred towards him.

A small, exclusive contingent had gathered in the courtyard. The morning was unrelentingly grey, and a steady rain fell slant-ways from the sky. The weather seemed fitting for what was about to occur.

I looked around at those present, searching first for Bryn, who stood next to Jolie, as if in solidarity. She held herself erect, shoulders back, head high. Her honey hair was pulled back from her face and braided neatly, causing her features to look stark in their beauty.

Randall stood on the other side of Jolie, his face pale and grim. Mercedes stood opposite, typically inscrutable, her usual sidekick, Mathilda, notable in her absence. I was not surprised, being well aware of the faery woman’s distaste for violence in all its forms.

Rachel was present, her arm wrapped tightly around the shoulders of her son. The Chevaliers huddled against each other, as if freezing with the cold, with Klassje to the right of them, clad entirely in black, her vivid eyes hidden behind a new pair of shades. She clutched a burning torch in her right hand, sheltered by an enormous black umbrella. Odran and I completed the group.

Varick knelt in the center, beside a simple wooden block. Jolie stepped forward.

“Varick. You are accused of high treason. You have plotted against your people and your queen and placed at grave risk the lives of everyone dwelling here. What do you have to say for yourself?”

Varick raised his bloodshot eyes to Jolie, and his lip curled into a sardonic smirk.

“I hope Luce slaughters every last one of you and that you all suffer long and painful deaths.”

Several long seconds passed, and no one spoke a word. My queen met my gaze and nodded. Then she revealed, from within her long, dark cloak, a ceremonial sword. I strode towards her and took it from her outstretched hands.

This is for trying to force yourself on her, I thought to myself as I glared down at the man who had once mentored me.

Odran and Randall wrestled Varick to the block and laid his neck across the dipped center. He did not put up much of a fight. I stood above my former teacher and master, legs astride, arms raised. Summoning all my strength, I brought down the blade with one almighty blow.

Varick’s head was separated immediately. It rolled several feet away and leered up at us eerily. Klassje approached with the torch, setting alight both Varick’s head and body. Each caught ablaze immediately, and within a matter of minutes, all that was left of what once had been a powerful master vampire was a paltry pile of ash. The small crowd gradually dispersed, leaving Varick’s remains smoldering in the rain.



Bryn

“Are you okay?” I asked Jolie as I linked her arm in mine and we walked away from the courtyard, a place that would, from now on, always remind me of Varick’s execution.

She squeezed my arm. “Yes,” she said quietly.

“Are you sure? It’s not every day you have to order someone’s death.”

“It wouldn’t be the first time, Bryn.”

“Really, who …”

“You wouldn’t know them. Before your time.”

I didn’t press her. It was obvious she didn’t want to talk about it. I guess being Queen of the Underworld wasn’t all fun and games.

“And what about you? Are you all right?” My twin turned and looked at me.

The truth was, I was almost ashamed at how all right I was. But there was no point trying to hide that from Jolie, who could read me like a book.

“To be honest, I’m relieved. Since that confrontation I had with Varick, I’ve felt really uneasy. Not so much for myself, but for every other woman here.” I nodded as I sighed. “Varick was bad news. Not to mention totally ruthless. I know it’s not considered polite to speak ill of the dead, but we’re all so much better off without him.” I paused for a moment or two. “He was evil, Jolie.”

“Hmm,” she nodded in agreement. “I have to say, finding out what he did to you made my decision so much easier. I know some might find it harsh, but …”

“Let them say what they want. You and I both know you did the right thing—he was a traitor, a would-be rapist, and who knows how long he’s been calculating behind all of our backs.”

“Yes.”

I kissed her on the cheek. “Now, if you don’t mind, I’m off to find Sinjin.”



Except I couldn’t find Sinjin. Anywhere. He’d quite literally vanished. I didn’t like it. I didn’t want him to be alone at a time like this. I knew Sinjin was used to handling everything on his own. He’d been doing just that for centuries. But I wanted him to know he didn’t have to handle everything on his own anymore. He had me now.

I scoured the coastline, retraced the steps of every walk we’d ever taken. After hours of trying, I had to admit defeat. Which I hated. What I hated more was that I was so worn out and breathless after all my efforts. I was used to operating at the peak of physical fitness, but the pregnancy was already starting to take its toll. And I wasn’t even showing yet! What the heck would I be like when I had to carry around a great big bump?

I let myself back into my room, relishing the prospect of sinking into my soft, comfortable bed. The room was dark, as I hadn’t bothered to open my blackout blind that morning. I yawned as I eased off my sneakers.

“Hello, my pet.”

“Holy shit!” I screamed as Sinjin scared the life out of me. It took me a second to calm my breathing, and that was when I noticed him sitting on the chair in the corner.

“You scared me half to death!”

“I do apologize.” He sounded genuinely sorry instead of sarcastic for a change.

I sat down on the side of my bed, allowing my heartbeat to return to normal.

“Where have you been? I’ve been looking everywhere for you.”

“Have you?”

He sounded subdued almost. And I remembered the reason I’d been looking for him in the first place.

“Are you okay, Sinjin?”

“Yes. Why do you ask?”

“Because you just chopped the head off your former mentor, the man who turned you into what you are today.”

“Oh, that.”

“Yes, that.”

I waited for him to reply, but the reply never came, so I changed tack.

“There can’t be that many master vampires in the world?” I asked.

He cocked his head to the side. “There are six … were six. Now there are five.”

“Including you.”

“Including me.”

“That’s one exclusive club.”

He lifted his hand from where it was resting on his chin and looked over at me. I’d never seen him like this before—thoughtful, but in a very glum sort of way.

“I would not call it a club, exactly. We do not meet up for Christmas dinner and the like.”

“Maybe you should. It might make life a little less lonely.”

“You think my life is lonely?” He spoke abruptly.

“Well, I don’t know. I have no idea what it’s like to be you. You don’t exactly have many peers. I thought it might be nice for you to be with others of your own kind, who know what it’s like to be so …”

“Old?” he asked with the start of a smile.

I returned it. “Well, I was actually going to say powerful.”

He nodded, looking satisfied.

A thought suddenly occurred to me. “Are there any female master vampires?”

“There is one,” he said with a nod.

“Oh, who?”

“Her name is Jane Ransom. Last I heard, she was living it up in Bali.”

“That’s a very … plain name for a vampire.”

He laughed. “Nothing plain about that one.”

“Is she very beautiful, then?” I felt a ridiculous stab of jealousy that didn’t make any sense and irritated me thoroughly.

He appeared to consider it. “Let us just say Jane is… remarkably well preserved for a five- hundred-year-old.”

Hmm. I decided not to pursue that subject in case I learned something I didn’t want to know.

“Will the other master vampires know Varick is dead?”

“They will hear it on the grapevine, no doubt. Might take a while.”

“So, you don’t have to let them know or anything?”

He leaned forward in his chair and smiled at me. “I will not be sending carrier pigeons out this evening, no, Bete Noir .” He paused for a moment as he watched me. “Besides, I only answer to my queen.”

Sinjin then came over and sat on the bed beside me. I felt my heart speed up, and it was annoying to know he was aware of it, too.

“I brought you something,” he said, reaching into the deep pocket of the big, black overcoat he was still wearing. He handed me a small stack of books.

I read the title to the first one out loud. “ What to Expect When You’re Expecting .” I looked up at him. I wanted to laugh, but he appeared so serious.

“I read these when Jolie was expecting Emma,” he said, “So I could be fully prepared for all outcomes. You could say I am quite the expert.”

“You! Expert! I was the one who had to deliver Emma while you hid on the roof of the cave!”

He frowned at me. “I think we both know I was not exactly hiding.” Essentially, he’d been hiding, because all the blood was too difficult for his vampire constitution to handle, so he’d removed himself from temptation.

“Might as well have been hiding, for all the help you were to me.”

“Now, that is hardly fair, my little tempest. I distinctly remember shouting instructions at you through the hole in the roof of the cave.”

We looked each other directly in the eyes and both burst out laughing. God, I loved his laugh. So deep and gravelly. He took my hand.

“May I?” He was looking at my belly.

I knew immediately what he meant. I nodded silently.

He gently laid his palm across my navel. I could feel the ice of his skin through the material. We sat there for the longest time. It almost felt as if time stood still. I broke the silence eventually.

“It’s too early to feel the baby kick,” I said.

He nodded. “I can hear the child’s heartbeat, though.”

“Really?!” I clasped my hand on top of his.

“Not through my hand, silly,” he reprimanded with a big smile. “I can hear it.”

“Is this the first time you’ve heard it?”

“Yes.”

“What does it sound like?”

He laughed. “Like a heartbeat.”

“Sinjin!”

“Ba-dum.” He mimicked. And again. “Ba-dum. Ba-dum. Ba-dum.”

I laughed, too, then almost immediately started to cry. I tried unsuccessfully to hide my tears and began sniffing and swiping at my eyes.

“It is all going to be fine, Bryn.”

Sinjin used his thumb to tenderly wipe a tear from my cheek.

“No one knows what’s going to happen, Sinjin,” I answered in a worried tone. “With anything—the baby, Luce, Luce’s people…”

“I will be here at all times to protect you and the sprog.”

I smiled up at him, and his eyes met mine. He leaned forward and ran his fingers down the side of my face.

“There’s something I’ve been wanting to ask you,” I started.

He raised an inquiring eyebrow.

“Do you want to find out if the child is a boy or girl?”

“No, I do not,” he answered immediately, appearing stern. Then, as an afterthought, he added, “Why? Do you?”

“I wasn’t sure, but if you feel that strongly about it, I’m fine keeping it a surprise.”

He inclined his head. “Thank you, Bete Noir .”

“Can I ask why?”

He was quiet for a few seconds as he apparently considered the reasons. “When you get to my age, life does not hold many surprises anymore. I would dearly love the birth of my child to be one of them.”

“I understand,” I said softly, trying and failing, yet again, to imagine what if must be like to be Sinjin Sinclair, six-hundred-year-old master vampire.

He was staring intently at me again.

“What you said earlier, about my life being lonely,” he started.

I nodded.

“It is not lonely any longer.”

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Bryn

The way was finally clear. Dureau’s curse had been lifted, and the threat that had been Varick was gone forever. The time for waiting was over, and the time for action was on us.

I rushed to tell Sinjin the news, bursting into the Green Room excitedly. I knew I’d find him there, pondering strategy, as he always seemed to be doing lately.

“Guess what?!” I asked.

He looked up from his maps and papers.

“What is it, Bete Noir ?”

The look on his face when he saw me gave me the shivers. It made me feel so … wanted. As if to prove it, he was suddenly inches away from me, causing me to jump. But the feeling wasn’t unpleasant. More thrilling. Sinjin wrapped me tightly in his arms. I could feel his supernatural strength, but he was careful not to hurt me. He buried his face in my hair, which was loose and freshly washed. He inhaled deeply.

Luckily, it was just the two of us in the room. Of course, I half-wondered, if someone else had been here with us, would it have stopped Sinjin? I doubted it.

“There is no scent quite like yours,” he murmured as he stroked the back of my neck and caressed my cheek with his own. I’d almost forgotten what I’d come to say when he pulled back abruptly.

“What did you want to tell me, my darling heathen?”

“Um. Right. Jolie thinks it’s time for Dureau and me to infiltrate the dreams of Luce’s tribe.”

“Hmm,” he answered, and didn’t seem exactly thrilled with the idea. “And what is the plan, exactly?”

“Something very similar to when Dureau and I met Monsieur D in his dream.”

I watched his face turn to thunder. “You mean you have to lie in bed and hold hands with that fop again?”

“Sinjin, it’s only …” I started with a smile. His jealousy was… kind of cute, I had to admit.

“I will not have it!”

“What do you mean, you will not have it?” I said, my smile beginning to fade.

“I swore to myself that the time with Monsieur D was the last time you two would be in bed together.”

“We weren’t in bed together!”

“You were lying side by side.”

“In the most non-intimate way possible,” I corrected him.

“With a man who has been pining after you since he made your acquaintance,” he grumbled.

“Sinjin, I’ve never heard anything so ridiculous in all my life.”

“Ridiculous, am I?”

“Yes,” I answered, growing annoyed. His jealousy wasn’t as cute as I’d thought. “You don’t own me. You don’t get to say what I can and can’t do!”

“You are my girlfriend and you are carrying my child.”

“I’m carrying our child. And my mind is still my own. And so is my will,” I answered as the anger continued to grow. “As I have a duty to my queen and our people, I’m doing this, whether you like it or not.”

With that, I flounced out of the room, slamming the door so hard that it rattled on its hinges.



Sinjin

Six hundred years is a long time for one to get to know oneself, but I must admit that I was baffled by my own behavior. Logically, I knew there was nothing going on between Bryn and Chevalier and that the frog was no longer a threat to our relationship. And I knew that this course of action, planting seeds in the dreams of Luce’s tribespeople, was eminently worth trying. It might even save countless lives. It was not as though Bryn and Chevalier would be alone in bed together. The room would be crammed full of observers, including myself, if I so chose. And, of course, I would. I had seen it all before. I knew the setup. So why was I behaving in such an irrational manner?

Baffled, I decided to seek out Mathilda, on the pretext of seeing how preparations were going. It was she who initially prepared the dream potions, mixing the magical plants and probably adding all sorts of secret, unappetizing ingredients. Mercedes then imbued the potion with further, even more powerful magical properties.

I found Mathilda busily mixing away at her extraordinarily messy kitchen table. She looked up and smiled upon my arrival.

“Sinjin! Pull up a chair, my dear.”

I did as I was bid and waited patiently for her to finish what she was doing. Finally, she wiped her hands on a multi-colored cloth and gave me her full attention.

“What can I do for you?”

“This ceremony. Is it really necessary for the dandy and Bryn to hold hands?”

“The dandy?”

“Chevalier,” I muttered.

“Ha,” she laughed and then shook her head. “Naughty, Sinjin.”

“Always,” I grumbled.

She began to nod. “Aye, it is necessary for them to hold hands, dearie. It helps them considerably in staying together in the dream world, and especially in arriving together. Otherwise they might land in separate parts of the dream and not be able to find each other. Or find their way back.”

“Very well. I accept that. But what of the bed? Surely that is an unnecessary prop? Why can they not sit on chairs?”

“Well, technically, they could, I suppose,” she said as she worried her lower lip. “But they would not be nearly as comfortable. A bed is more conducive to the deep sleep needed to penetrate the dream of another.” She frowned at me. “What’s this all about, Sinjin?”

“I do not think it is fitting that Bryn should lie with another man.”

A tinkly laugh ensued. “You’re jealous? Is that it?”

“Jealous? I can assure you I am not, good lady,” I grumbled before taking a deep breath in order to explain. “I am merely attempting to ascertain the most efficient way for the dream ceremony to be carried out.”

“Hah.”

She appeared to find this even more hilarious. I was beginning to regret coming to see her.

“Sinjin, my dear. Can’t you see what is happening here?”

“No, I cannot. Pray tell, what is happening here?” I was aware I sounded testy.

“The fact that Bryn is carrying your child is making you… act in ways you ordinarily wouldn’t. In fact, I would go so far as to say it has made you territorial.”

There was a certain amount of sense to the argument, I had to admit.

“But you have to remember, Bryn is an independent being,” she said as she held up her index finger, as if she were a teacher and I an insolent student. “Being protective is one thing. But dictating her actions is quite another. Bryn does not strike me as the type of young lady who appreciates overbearing men.”

“You can say that I again.”

Mathilda chuckled.

“So, you just have to trust her. And be there for her and believe her.”

I nodded, feeling most contrite.

“But don’t be too hard on yourself, dearie. This is all new to you. You’ve never experienced impending fatherhood before. I’d imagine few vampires have, if any. No one can tell you what’s normal and what is not in the circumstances. You and Bryn must find your own way.”

As usual, Mathilda’s special brand of wisdom was spot on. “Thank you, Mathilda. You feel like my grandmother, even though I am considerably older than you are.”

She chuckled. “Probably because you’re wearing a bit better than I am. Anyway, I’m finished here. Let’s go to the ceremonial room. You can help me carry a few things.”

“The ceremony is happening now?”

“Why, yes. In about half an hour. We’ve waited long enough.”

“All right, then.” I held out my arms, and Mathilda loaded them with all manner of pots and containers. At least I would be present in order to keep an eye on the frog and ensure that nothing untoward was going on.



Bryn

“Who the hell does he think he is?!” I yelled as Jolie found me on her doorstep.

“Let me guess? Sinjin?”

“Who else? He thinks he owns me now, if you can believe that.”

“Would you like to come in?”

“No, I would not!”

“Okay.”

“Sorry,” I said as I realized I was taking my anger out on the wrong person. I inhaled deeply and faced her with an apologetic smile. “I didn’t mean to snap. It’s just. That man! He is so infuriating. You have no idea, Jolie.”

“You think? I want to kill Rand at least twice a week.”

“Really?”

I was genuinely amazed. I considered Jolie and Rand to be the perfect couple, so much so that they were practically nauseating.

“So, it’s normal, then? To want to kill your partner?”

“Oh, yes.”

Jolie said this with such a sweet expression on her face that I couldn’t help but laugh.

“Only yesterday, he forgot to put Emma’s nappy on under her onesie, then took her for a walk in her buggy. You should have seen the mess. Poop everywhere.”

“Nappy? Buggy?” I repeated. “It sounds like you’ve become fully British, minus the accent.”

She laughed as she nodded, pulling the front door shut behind her. “I guess it does, doesn’t it?”

It was a beautiful day in Kinloch Kirk, sunny and not a cloud in the sky—good for everyone except vampires. The sun beat down warmly on our heads, and birdsong filled the air.

“Nervous?”

I could feel Jolie looking at me.

“Not really. Dureau and I have gone over this a bunch of times already. We know exactly what we want to do. I don’t consider it high risk.”

“Me neither. Which is why I’m allowing you to do it. But I don’t think I have to tell you to never underestimate Luce.”

“Noted. Hopefully, he won’t even know we’re there.”

“Hopefully.”

We walked around the main house and headed into the forest before taking a quick detour that led into a meadow. Within the meadow was a small building that had been erected for magical séances and ceremonies. It was here that the dream ceremony would take place. When we entered, I noted that Dureau had already arrived. He was sitting on the side of the queen-sized bed, talking animatedly to Audrey in French. It was good to see him looking so well again. Mercedes was floating around, lighting candles and muttering to herself. There was no sign of Mathilda yet. Or Sinjin. I told myself that I was glad. The last thing I needed was him trying to order me around.

I had lied to Jolie. I was nervous. So much depended on this going well. I wanted to avoid bloodshed if possible. I shook my head slightly, marvelling at how much I’d changed since my arrival as a prisoner in Kinloch Kirk. In those bad days, I’d regarded myself as nothing but a warrior. Killing was second nature to me then. Now, I was more about bringing life into the world. I smiled and held my hand discreetly against my belly.

Another cause of nervousness was the knowledge that I might soon be entering the minds of men who had physically violated me. Fellow Elementals who I had previously regarded as my brothers in arms. I knew that some of them had enjoyed brutalizing me. I was relieved it would not be up to me to decide which of them should live and which should die. That decision would be given to the women of Luce’s tribe—those who had endured far more than I had, and for longer. My heart ached for them. More than anything, I wanted to end their suffering. I hoped that I would soon get my chance.

The door opened to reveal Mathilda, all floaty and glowing with happiness as usual. My heart double-skipped when I saw she was closely followed by Sinjin. I hadn’t really expected him to come, although I’d been hoping. He looked almost comical, playing the part of Mathilda’s lackey, laden down with so many different containers.

“What a lovely day for it!” Mathilda proclaimed in her sing-song voice before joining Mercedes in her preparations.

Sinjin half-placed, half-dropped the containers on the nearest surface. Then he looked over towards me, his expression sheepish. He approached slowly. I instinctively straightened my back and folded my arms defensively across my chest.

He cleared his throat. “Good day, Bryn.”

He was in serious mode—obvious by the fact that he’d used my actual name.

“Hello, Sinjin.”

“I believe I … what I mean is … I must apologize for my unseemly outburst earlier. I do not know what came over me.”

“An attack of stupidity, maybe?”

“You do not make it easy for a man to apologize, my dear tempest.”

I shrugged.

“Do you accept my apology?”

“As long as you realize and admit that you’re not the boss of me.”

He smiled. “I can assure you; I am very well aware that I am most definitely not the boss of you, my darling pagan.”

“Good. I accept your apology then.”

“Okay, people, gather ‘round,” Mercedes said as she clapped her hands and moved to the center of the room.

Everyone else stopped what they were doing and focused on her.

“The preparations have been completed and we are ready to proceed with the dream ceremony. I don’t have to remind anyone of the importance of what’s about to take place. Therefore, I would ask for absolute silence from everyone. We don’t want to risk disturbing the dreamers’ quest. And I would also ask that the door be locked for the duration of the ceremony.”

Damek, who had slipped in a few moments earlier with his mother, Rachel, bolted the door behind him then nodded at Mercedes.

“Very good,” she said. “Now, if we are all clear, let us take our places and begin.

“I’m going to get on the bed now,” I said to Sinjin.

“I know.”

“With Dureau.”

“Yes. I know.” It sounded as if his teeth were clenched. I could see his jaw twitching.

I grinned at him. “Just so we all know where we stand… or lie.”

I sat down on the bed beside Dureau.

“Hi,” I said.

“ Bonjour. ”

“Are you ready?”

“As ready as I’ll ever be.”

“So, we stick to the plan. And I’ll meet you back at the flame.”

He smiled. “I’ll be there.”

Mercedes handed us both a goblet containing a goopy-looking solution. We clinked glasses.

“Bottoms up,” I said.

“ A votre sante .”

We both knocked the contents back, knowing it wasn’t likely to be tasty.

“Ugh!” I said as I swallowed the last of it and wiped my mouth with my sleeve. “That’s absolutely gross, Mercedes!” I shook my head as the ghost taste continued to haunt me. “Can’t you do something about the taste?”

“Repugnant,” agreed Dureau.

Mercedes smiled, in quite a gentle way for her. “I’m afraid not. It’s time for you both to lie back and relax. Good luck.”

We both lied down and settled ourselves into comfortable positions. As Mercedes began her slow incantation, I felt Dureau reaching for my hand. I allowed him to take it in his, then looked over at Sinjin. I immediately found his eyes blazing into my own. I had just enough time to wink at him before sleep overtook me and I was gone.

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Bryn

I felt sick as I recognized my location. There was no mistaking Luce’s training camp. They were all the same. Like a robot factory, I thought, churning out automatons .

Well, that was about to end.

Dureau squeezed my hand.

“Are you all right?” he asked.

“Yes. You?”

“Yes. But I can’t tell where we are.”

I glanced around and then frowned at him. “Luce’s training camp. Isn’t it obvious?”

“No, all I see is fog.”

And I realized then that it wasn’t that I could see the camp, but rather that I could feel it. The emotions of the inhabitants were horribly familiar to me, as they used to be my own. And that awful, sterile, loveless feeling … I would have known it anywhere.

Dureau and I moved slowly away from the flame through which we’d arrived, noting its location for future reference. We didn’t release each other’s hands, in fear we’d never find each other again.

Dureau was right—the fog was thick and as grey as smoke. I could see his face and my own hand stretched out in front of me, but that was about it. Our plan had been to split up and infiltrate as many individual dreamers’ minds as we could, but considering the task before us now, this might not be possible.

“What is up with this fog?” I asked, my skin prickling. I couldn’t explain it, but it almost felt like the fog was alive somehow. I’d imagined several times already that I could see images in it, but then they’d shift and change until I was left thinking it was just my imagination.

“I believe it’ s a collective dream fog .”

“A what?”

“I’ve come across something similar several times before,” Dureau continued. “But not to such a large extent. Often collective dream fogs occur when there are many people all asleep at the same time and in the same place.”

“Hmm.”

“It can also mean that we’re too far away from the sleepers to access their dreams.”

“But you were thousands of miles away from me when you visited me as a child… in my dreams,” I argued.

“I know,” he said as he glanced over at me. “But that was one-on-one. With so many people, the rules aren’t exactly the same.”

“Oh. Well, we should try to reach them anyway.”

“Agreed. We’ ve come this far...”

I nodded and squeezed his hand a little tighter. “Don’t let go.”

“I won’t.”

We walked slowly and cautiously. Before long, we came to an even thicker patch of fog. The images within the roiling white denseness became more delineated, more defined.

I grabbed Dureau’s arm. “Did you see that?” I asked.

“I did.”

“Was it a …”

“A bear. I think.”

We looked at one another. Dureau was aware of my experience as a teenager, when Luce had forced me to fight a bear to the death to prove my worth as a fighter. Was it a coincidence that I saw a bear in the fog now? A shriek suddenly moved through the fog, and I felt it shiver through me as well.

“What was that?” I asked.

“It sounded like a scream,” he responded and then appeared to relax a little. “Someone must be having a nightmare.”

A gap appeared in the fog, revealing a prefab building.

“We’re here,” he said as he motioned to the nondescript structure looming before us. “Everyone must be sleeping within that building. That’s what was creating the collective dream fog .”

I didn’t reply. Couldn’t really. The building was an exact replica of the one I’d been incarcerated in when Luce captured me and forced me to become a breeder. I thought I might throw up.

“We have to get them out!” I said urgently.

“Get them out?” he repeated, frowning.

“The women.”

“What women? We don’t know who … Bryn!”

I’d stopped listening to him, and I dropped his hand as I started forward and began circling the building, frantically looking for a way in.

“Bryn!”

“We’ve got to get them out.”

Dureau grabbed me by both shoulders and jerked me around so I was facing him. His expression was harsh, and when he spoke, there was urgency in his words.

“We’re in a dream. It doesn’t work like that. We can’t get anyone out! This isn’t a physical location, Bryn. It’s not real!”

I stared hard at Dureau, his words starting to sink in as I realized the truth within them. “You’re right. I’m… sorry.”

“No apologies needed. Just … are you okay now?”

“Yes.”

He faced the building again and sighed deeply, making sure to reach down and grab my hand, squeezing it tightly. He didn’t face me as he spoke but continued to study the dormitory before us.

“This isn’t going to work.”

“Why not?”

He shook his head. “Either there are too many of them or we’re too far away from them in real life, or both.” He looked over at me and sighed. “There’s nothing we can do.”

“Then…?”

“We might as well go back to the flame.”

“Really?” I asked with obvious disappointment. “But we’ve only just gotten here, and we haven’t accomplished… anything.”

“Doesn’t matter. I can’t see a way around this… issue.”

“What’s the issue?”

“I believe we’re too far away to access the dreams of the sleepers because we’re in Scotland and they’re in America. Not to mention that there’s so many of them and there are only two of us. I’m not sure how we’d be able to visit each one of them.”

“Okay, then we admit defeat?”

“For now, we admit defeat.”



I came up coughing, as did Dureau. It was as if the dream fog had become lodged in our throats, even as we woke up in the real world. Sinjin was there in an instant, lifting me into a sitting position as he smacked my back a few times in quick succession.

“What is it, princess? Are you injured?”

I shook my head, collecting myself, my coughs lessening. “I’m fine,” I said, as soon as I could.

I watched the relief pass through Sinjin’s body. Then Jolie’s concerned face came into my line of sight as she leaned over Sinjin’s shoulders and inspected me.

“You got very agitated before you came back,” she said. “Were you attacked?”

“No. It was just …”

“ Eerie, ” Dureau finished.

I nodded. “And we weren’t able to do what we set out to.”

I was happy to let Dureau give the account of our dream journey. Mercedes, in particular, hung on to his every word.

“So, you don’t think it’s possible to reach the tribe members in the dream state?” she asked.

“Not when there are that many of them and only two of us. And not when we can’t access their sleeping bodies when they’re physically so far away from us .”

“Damn.” She stood up and began pacing the room.

I could relate to how she was feeling. I was desperately disappointed myself.

“Okay, everyone,” Jolie said, taking charge. “Looks like we’re all done here—for now, anyway. Thank you for your efforts. It’s back to the drawing board, I’m afraid.”

“Let’s discuss other options,” Dureau said as he faced his queen.

She nodded and faced the rest of the room. “We’ll reconvene in the Green Room after dinner. All council members are to attend. The meeting will also be open to any tribe members who feel they have something to contribute. All ideas are welcome. Spread the word, please.” She took a breath and offered each person a quick smile. “See you later.”

The small group broke up and scattered in different directions, leaving just Sinjin, Mercedes, and me.

The prophetess spoke. “I think I might know of a way to make this work.”



Sinjin

The Green Room was abuzz —quite a contrast to the quiet space I was accustomed to when I came alone to plan my battle strategies. Almost everyone had turned up. Odran with his plethora of faeries, predominantly female and predominantly pretty. A cohort of werewolves sat in the opposite corner of the room, stinking the place up with their appalling wet-dog odor. Jolie sat in the center of it all, wearing her crown of office, looking a tad more solemn than usual, waiting patiently for the chatter to die down. Her dud of a husband stood alongside her.

I noticed the din in the room did not evaporate, thus I felt compelled to step in, as was befitting my role as Chief Royal Protector.

“Silence for Her Majesty,” I boomed.

The silence died down in seconds, interrupted only by the odd comment and one of the fairies giggling. When I shot her a stern look, she smiled flirtatiously back at me.

There would have been a time … but those days were long over, and I was pleased with this fact. The more I considered the subject, the more amazed I was at my lack of interest. It had merely taken six centuries, the lady Bryn and impending fatherhood to halt my womanizing ways. And a good thing, too.

When the room was sufficiently quiet, my queen cleared her throat and convened the meeting. I took my place to her right , opposite Randall, the bore.

I spotted Damek, looking more grown up than ever, making googly eyes at Dayna, the werewolf we had rescued from one of Luce’s abandoned camps. Clearly, Damek liked his women hairy.

Klassje, my vampire sister, sat with the Chevaliers, as she was wont to do of late. They seemed to have developed quite the alliance. I ignored Audrey’s resentful stare and returned Klassje’s exaggerated wink.

Mathilda sat smiling to herself, as if she had discovered the secret to happiness itself, with Mercedes to her left, scowling as was her custom—or was that just her resting facial expression? I must say, Mathilda and Mercedes were an unlikely pair, but they did seem to get on. I supposed they had much in common, both being such powerful magi.

Damek’s mother Rachel, a new and valuable member of our tribe, sat alongside Betta, who I had to thank for saving Lady Bryn from Luce’s camp. The friendship between Betta and I was still a tad awkward, owing to the time I drank from her and she admitted her amorous feelings towards me. I supposed we would get over the awkwardness at some stage. Or not.

And then there was Bryn, sitting in the front row, staring intently at her twin . Her lips twitched and moved in that particular way that alerted me to the fact that they were communicating telepathically. I did find it a little irritating at times, being left out of their conversations. What did they talk about? Females often had the tendency to chatter aimlessly. No doubt they discussed me at times—my astounding good looks and my charm and rapier wit. Well, so be it. Despite the occasional feeling of being left out, I was overwhelmingly pleased that the two sisters had each other. I could clearly see the strength they gleaned from one another.

My Lord, Bryn did look remarkably fetching tonight. It was quite the task to peel my eyes away from her and remember my Chief Protector duties. She was wearing a vibrant blue, tight-fitting top which set off the color of her eyes to perfection. It also set off, I dare say, her remarkable bosoms.

Was it my imagination , or were they even larger than usual? It could well be a charming side effect of her pregnancy. She caught me looking at her—or should I say them—and blushed. Her condition was definitely making her softer, a change I appreciated. There was a time, not so long ago, when such attention on my part would have won me a magnificent glare. I sighed deeply, longing to touch and hold her. I must have been louder than I realized, because Randall turned around to look at me quizzically.

“Thank you so much for coming here tonight,” my queen began.

I forced myself to concentrate on her words rather than her sister’s ample bosoms or her husband’s pronounced glare.

CHAPTER SIXTEEN
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“Now, before I deal with the main matter at hand,” the queen continued. “I feel compelled to mention an absent member of our tribe. You will all, no doubt, have heard of what happened to Varick.”

Jolie paused , and murmurs rippled across the room. “Varick betrayed us in the most heinous of ways,” she continued. “And he paid for that betrayal with his life.” The murmurs stopped amid expressions of shock.

“I deeply regret the manner of Varick’s end, but there was no other choice.” She paused for a moment or so. “The safety of my people matters more to me than the life of a traitor,” she finished to the sounds of applause.

“In spite of his … inglorious end,” she continued, “I feel that it’s only fitting to acknowledge that Varick wasn’t always a traitor. He was a valuable member of the Underworld for many years, and he provided me with sage counsel on numerous occasions. He fought alongside us against our enemies and was truly formidable in his strength and magical abilities. Therefore, to provide closure, I suppose, I have opened a Book of Condolences. It will be available at the lectern at the back of the room when the meeting is over. I have signed it already. You might want to use its pages to pay tribute to Varick, or you can vent more negative feelings, if that helps you to come to terms with recent events.”

Jolie sounded relieved to have the matter of Varick off her chest. Personally, I felt the Book of Condolences was unnecessary, but I knew when to keep my mouth shut—sometimes. As far as I was concerned, Varick had got his just desserts, trifling with my woman as he had. Not to mention his treachery.

“If one of our strongest can be lured over to the dark side by Luce,” Jolie continued, “Then imagine the threat Luce still poses to us all. He must be defeated.” Jolie spoke emphatically, and her words were met with whoops of approval and applause.

“Most of you might have heard by now that plan A has, unfortunately, failed,” she continued. “Bryn and Dureau were unable to infiltrate the dreams of Luce’s tribe members earlier today. So, I ask you now for your ideas as to what should be done next.”

“Attack the bastard!” Odran was immediately on his feet, brandishing a dagger above his head, his kilt swinging alarmingly high in all the excitement. His bloody todger was seconds from announcing itself to the good people in the room—a sight I could, most assuredly, do without.

“We’ve waited long enough !” he continued. “It’s time tae show him we’ll take nae more.” This provoked a resounding cheer from half the assembled crowd, the faery contingent, of course, being most vociferous in their support.

Mercedes was instantly on her feet, calling for quiet. There was never a time I liked her more.

“Silence!” I yelled, deciding to come to her aid, in the hopes that she would deliver one of her stinging put-downs to Odran.

“Such action would be most imprudent!” she called out over the cacophony. “Not to mention potentially catastrophic!”

“Quiet!” I yelled, and the room settled once more. Mercedes glanced at me and gave me a quick nod of gratitude before facing the room again.

“I have it on good authority that Luce is expanding his army rapidly,” she said.

“All the more reason tae attack right away!” Odran called out.

“Odran, I hadn’t finished speaking,” the prophetess reprimanded him. “And for God’s sake, close your legs!” This was delivered with the most withering of looks. Titters erupted all over the room.

“Ye’ll be laughin’ on the other sides o’ yer faces, when I’m finished with ye!” Odran spoke to the room at large, waving his dagger around again. But he did sit down, and he did put his knees together, thank bloody God.

“As I was saying, before I was so rudely interrupted,” Mercedes continued, “Luce has an ever-growing number of Daywalkers at his disposal. His troops outnumber ours considerably.”

“What do you suggest, Mercedes? ” asked Randall the Dull.

“What I suggest is that we do not abandon the idea of infiltrating the dreams of Luce’s tribe right away,” she responded. “We have only made one attempt thus far, after all. I believe it’s worth another try.” Then she turned to face Chevalier. “Dureau is of the opinion that the attempt failed either because there were too many of them or because he and the princess Bryn were too physically far away from the sleepers.”

“That is correct,” the fop concurred, nodding his stupid head for emphasis.

“So, we can’t do anything about their numbers, but we can get closer to them,” Mercedes said.

Jolie began to shake her head. “I’m not sure about that, Mercedes. There would be risks involved, and with Bryn in her current condition, she shouldn’t be …”

My beautiful hellion sprang to her feet. “I should be the one to decide what risks I’m willing to take,” she announced. “And if there’s a way to access the tribe members through their dreams, that’s the safest way possible. If there’s a way, I say we take it.”

An argument erupted back and forth, with many parties speaking over one another. My own feelings were mixed. I was proud of my tempest’s fierceness and courage. On the other hand, like her sister’s, my first instinct was to protect her from all danger.

Mathilda finally broke up the melee with her tinkling laugh. She stood on her chair so she could be seen and clapped her tiny hands together. The room immediately quieted.

“Come now, my people. Please allow Mercedes to explain her whole plan.”

“Thank you, Mathilda.” Mercedes glared at everyone else before continuing, “I am aware of a portal, not very far from here, that we could use to access Luce’s new compound in New Orleans relatively easily.” She was quiet for a moment. “If Bryn and Dureau are literally closer to Luce’s people in terms of location, they should be able to more easily access the sleepers’ dreams.”

I saw various tribe members muttering to one another and frowning in confusion.

“What portal is this, Mercedes?” asked Jolie. I’ve never heard of such a thing in Scotland.” “Me neither,” said Randall.

Me neither , I thought.

“The prophetess speaks o’ the fabled portal in Balmoral,” boomed Odran.

“Where’s Balmoral?” Bryn mouthed to the werewolf sitting to her left.

My word, but the girl had the most horrific gaps in her education! Ask her about the book The Art of War and she could quote it to you verbatim, but she’d never heard of the Scottish holiday residence of the Queen of England?! I could see I was going to have to take her in hand, and soon!

“It doesnae exist, woman. ‘Tis only a myth,” Odran continued, appearing quite put out.

“I beg your pardon!” Mercedes looked positively outraged. I supressed a smile. Odran was in for it now! “The portal at Balmoral does so exist! I have read many accounts of it. And if you were not such an enormous ignoramus, you might have read them too, seeing as how they pertain to the history of the Fae!” She took a deep breath. “And another thing, you are never again to address me as ‘woman.’ My name is Mercedes, or, if you prefer, the Prophetess.”

Yes! Oh, happy day!

Mercedes’ attacks were most amusing when they were being directed at some one else, and chiefly, at the Scottish ape. But the “enormous ignoramus” was not quite finished yet. His massive ego had most probably been wounded, and he still had a few more nails to hammer into his coffin.

“If it ever existed, it doesnae exist anymore, Prophetess,” he spat the final word. “That’s ancient history yer talkin’ aboot. The Balmoral portal has been out o’ use for hoondreds o’ years.”

“Hardly that long,” Mercedes countered with disinterest. “And where there is a will, there is a way.” She looked up at my queen. “Your Majesty, do I have your permission to investigate the portal and ascertain its viability?”

“Certainly, Mercedes. We have nothing to lose by learning more about it and everything to gain. Any opportunity to prevent bloodshed is one worth taking.”

Mercedes smiled in a self-satisfied way that I may well have found irritating in other circumstances. But she had done quite a good job of belittling Odran, thus she was in my good books for the time being.

“Thank you, Queen Jolie,” she said.

Odran sat down in disgust, muttering about “fool’s errands.”

“When would you like to travel to Balmoral, Mercedes?” Jolie asked.

“I think you will agree, Your Majesty, that time is of the essence.”

“It certainly is.”

“Over the next few days, then,” Mercedes responded. “I do have preparations to carry out first. But as soon as those are completed …

Jolie nodded. “And do you need anyone to assist you? Either with the preparations or the travel?”

“Both might be very helpful, my queen. It would be beneficial to be accompanied by others with superior magical abilities.”

“I presume you will be bringing Mathilda?” Jolie asked.

“If it please Your Majesty.”

“Of course. You just name those you would like to go with you, and if those parties are in agreement …”

Me.

I was most certain Mercedes would request my companionship for the trip, as I was a master vampire, after all. As to whether I would go, I did not want to leave my little hellion to fend for herself, but perhaps such would be the case. I did imagine I would only be gone temporarily.

“I believe it would be very helpful to have the Chevaliers with me,” Mercedes finished.

I admit, I was quite surprised to hear Mercedes’ response, and I noticed with disinterest that the fop nodded enthusiastically.

“Great. Anyone else?” Jolie asked.

Me.

“I believe Damek, as the only Daywalker among us, might be an asset,” Mercedes continued.

Damek proudly nodded his assent as I silently wondered how it was possible that I ranked third on this list. Certainly, Mercedes had gotten her order quite skewed.

“And …”

Me.

“The princess, Bryn, would be …”

“Absolutely not.” Jolie shook her head, her lips pursed together.

“Jolie!” My hellion’s exclamation was almost anguished. “What do you mean? Of course I should go! They might need the Flame.”

“But Bryn, you’re …”

“I’m pregnant, not helpless!” she railed. “And it’s not for anyone else to decide what I can and can’t do! Not even you.”

“Bryn, can we discuss this later? I really …” Jolie started.

“What if Sinjin goes too?” Bryn demanded as she turned to face me.

All eyes looked my way. I looked at Mercedes. “I am not certain that I want to go,” I started, feeling quite ruffled over the fact that I had not even made it on the list.

“I’m sure Sinjin was soon to be mentioned on your list, Mercedes,” the princess said as she faced the prophetess, and her eyes widened slightly, as though she were trying to make a point.

Mercedes instantly nodded. “Well, yes. I was about to ask if Sinjin might accompany me.” She cleared her throat. “He would be… most useful on such a scouting expedition.”

I grinned. Of course I would be! My combination of brains and brawn could not be beaten.

Jolie sighed. “Sinjin?”

“If the princess goes, I shall not allow her to leave without me,” I answered.

Jolie frowned at her sister. “I guess, if Sinjin is going, then I am okay with Bryn going.”

Bryn sat back in her seat, looking both belligerent and triumphant, and she gave Mercedes a small nod that made little sense to me. The prophetess returned it.

“I think that should be enough, your majesty,” Mercedes continued. “Best to keep the group small. We don’t want to draw undue attention to ourselves.”

“Okay. That’s agreed then,” Jolie said. As an afterthought, she looked towards Odran. “Um, Odran, would you …”

“Ah wouldnae waste my time, Yer Majesty.” He sat with his arms folded across his chest, knees akimbo once more.

“That’s fine.” My queen smiled with what was probably relief. I presumed she felt compelled to invite him out of courtesy. “So, it looks as if we have our plan B,” she announced as she scanned the room. “If no one has any objections, I declare this meeting adjourned.”

No one objected, and a cacophony of noise burst forth as those assembled discussed amongst themselves what had just occurred while filing out of the Green Room.

Quick as a flash, I was alongside my tempest, eager to plan our adventure to Balmoral. Her face was not immediately suffused with pleasure at the sight of me, which I considered odd.

“Don’t think you’re going to be protecting me on this trip,” she ground out.

“But Jolie …”

“I don’t give a rip what Jolie says, queen or no queen!” she continued, in quite the mood. “I am perfectly capable of looking after myself. I haven’t suddenly become an invalid just because I’m pregnant! And I’m sick to death of being treated like one!”

“But I did not …”

“Is that clear?”

Crikey, she did look furious.

“Crystal clear, my darling heathen.”

“Good. Now tell me all about this Balmoral place.”
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We chose dusk for our visit to Balmoral, on the basis that we were less likely to be observed the closer it was to evening. Sinjin and I were the first to arrive; he had dematerialized us both. We waited for the others to arrive by more traditional methods, namely two cars.

“It’s beautiful,” I breathed as I glanced around and took in the opulent beauty of the verdant stretches of green grass as far as the eye could see and the rolling green hills in the background. Balmoral Castle, itself, was… impressive with its numerous white panelled windows, its gray stone façade, its numerous turrets and the ivy creeping along its walls.

“Yes, it certainly is,” Sinjin responded.

“Fanciest place I’ve ever seen.”

“Indeed.”

I turned to him and watched him curiously. “What’s the fanciest place you’ve ever been to, Sinjin?”

“I would say the Palace of Versailles has to be quite at the top of the list.”

I stared at him, open-mouthed, aware that he might well have visited when Versailles was actually a working palace. For all I knew, maybe he and Marie Antoinette were friends!

“And the residence of the Romanovs, near St. Petersburg, was quite spectacular, it has to be said,” Sinjin continued. He held a far-away look in his eyes, as though he were lost to his memories. “But I’ve always been fond of Balmoral,” he finished with a sigh as he focused on the castle before him.

“When was the last time you were here?”

He tapped his long fingers against his chin as he attempted to remember. Finally, he looked at me with arched eyebrows.

“The 1860s, I believe it was.”

“What … why …?”

“I was invited to visit the queen and Prince Albert.”

“So you knew them?”

“But of course, silly,” he reprimanded with a smile. “One does not receive an invitation if one does not know the person extending it.”

“How did you know them?” I asked, finding all of this amazing. Sinjin never stopped astonishing me, it had to be said.

“At the time, I was moonlighting as an architect,” he responded as my eyes went wide and I shook my head, wondering if there would ever come a time that I felt I knew all his secrets. Doubtful. “Prince Albert consulted me in relation to the ongoing construction of the new castle. The old castle was far too small, you see. The queen and the prince had nine children!”

“Nine?” I echoed.

He nodded. “They bred like rabbits, those two, and that’s not to mention the staff …”

“Hold on a second,” I started as I held up my hand to silence him, the truth in his words sinking into me. “So, you’re telling me you helped build Balmoral Castle?” Then I glanced at the castle in the distance. “That?” I finished as I pointed to it.

“Not actually build it, my pet. One in my position at the time would never have deigned to get his hands dirty. But I did have a hand in the design, quite so. See those pepper pot turrets over there?” He pointed to a distant tower.

“Yes.”

“Those are my design.”

I faced him in disbelief. “You’re making this up.”

Sinjin laughed. “I can assure you, my darling hellion, that I most definitely am not.”

“Um… I don’t even know what to say.” And it was the truth. I turned back to face the castle and just shook my head. “Jeez Louise.”

“Which was the name of one of their children.”

“What?” I asked as I faced him.

“Louise,” Sinjin answered with another smile. “She was one of Victoria and Albert’s children. Little minx, as far as I remember.”

This was too weird. “So, if you’ve spent time here, you must have heard something about the portal.”

“Oh, I hav e heard rumors.”

“Do you think they’re true?”

He returned to drumming his fingers against his chin. I was still in shock over the realization that Sinjin Sinclair, egotist and the father of the “sprog” growing inside me, had had something to do with the erection of the majestic castle before me. He never stopped surprising me.

“I would consider it highly likely that the se rumors are true, yes,” he finished.

“Really? What makes you say that?”

“Think about it,” he said with a shrug. “If you were the Queen of England, where would you choose to have your holiday home?”

“Um. Somewhere sunny, maybe?”

“Precisely,” he answered as he reached out and tapped me on the end of my nose. “And as we both know from personal experience, Bete Noir , Scotland is not highly acclaimed for its sunny climes.”

That was true. Even so …

“But in those days, there were no cheap Ryanair flights to Europe,” I argued. “The Queen of England now probably keeps Balmoral for the sake of family tradition.” I glanced around again. “Even if it is cold in Scotland, the scenery is still stunning here.”

“The British royal family have always been aware of the existence of the Underworld,” Sinjin said flatly as I turned to face him so quickly, I gave myself a neck crook.

“What? You’re kidding!”

“Not at all. How do you think they were able to become so powerful in the first place?”

This was too far- fetched, even for him.

“I don’t know, by winning battles and amassing fortunes? By their bloodline?”

“Ah, but how were they so successful in winning those battles in the first place and amassing those fortunes? And where did that bloodline begin?”

“You’re not trying to tell me that the royal family have alliances with the Underworld? That they know about faeries and vampires and elementals and …”

“But of course!”

I was flabbergasted. I saw Sinjin enjoying the expression on my face, which made me wonder if this whole thing was just a fabrication so he could laugh at me afterwards, making fun of the fact that I was extremely gullible.

“So, did Queen Victoria know you were a vampire, then?” I asked in a facetious tone.

“Hmm. Let us just say that she strongly suspected.”

As I stared at him, my mouth probably hanging open, we were interrupted by the purr of two cars slowly pulling up to our designated meeting point at the wall of the Balmoral Estate. Mathilda and Mercedes were the first to step out. Mercedes nodded at us.

“This conversation isn’t over, by the way,” I said to Sinjin with a side glance as I turned to welcome the others.

“I did not imagine it would be, Lady Macbeth. I did not imagine it would be.”

“Hello, dearies!” Mathilda trilled before double-kissing both of us on the cheeks. Sinjin almost had to bend in two so she could reach him.

The inhabitants of the other car stepped out. Audrey alighted from the passenger seat, dressed head to toe in black, as though she imagined herself to be a burglar. Dureau appeared from the driver’s side. Damek and his “friend,” Dayna, both stepped out of the back seat.

“What on earth is she doing here?” Mercedes rounded on them both furiously as she faced Dayna and didn’t seem pleased.

“D … Dayna wanted to come,” Damek stuttered.

“She wanted to come?! Wanted to come, you say?” Mercedes roared, and both Damek and Dayna seemed to shrink before her. “What does her wanting to come have to do with anything? Does she have express permission to be here? No, she does not!”

Damek cowered at Mercedes’ wrath. Dayna stood there shyly, a sheep in wolf’s clothing, with her head bowed down.

“S … sorry … I thought …” Damek stammered.

“Thought! It’s quite obvious, boy, that you did not think at all! I purposely kept this group to the minimum. This expedition is of utmost importance to our people! If you wish to take your girlfriend on a day trip, I suggest you do it in your own time.”

“She’s not my ...” Damek began.

“Come on, Mercedes. They’re both young, they made a mistake,” Audrey began, her voice pleading.

“Youth is no excuse for stupidity!” Mercedes insisted.

“The girl is a were, after all, and not without magical abilities,” Dureau added as he faced Dayna and offered her a smile of encouragement. “She might even prove useful.”

“I seriously doubt it.”

“Even so, she’s here now,” Audrey said. “It would not make sense to drive all the way back to Kinloch to drop her off.”

“Hmm.” Mercedes appeared to be considering it.

“We may as well bring her with us ,” Mathilda offered. “It’ll do nobody any good to have her loitering around here on her own. She might give the game away.”

“So, it’s decided, then,” I said. “Dayna comes with us.”

The prophetess marched over to Damek and Dayna and waggled her finger in front of the faces of the two young people. “You can both come with us on condition that you don’t spend all your time mooning at one another and getting in everyone’s way! You are both to concentrate on the task at hand at all times. The success of our mission might depend on it.”

They both nodded as if their heads were going to come off, Damek’s face a deep shade of beet red.

Mercedes turned her attention back to the rest of us. “Are we all clear as to the plan?”

“We stick together, ” said Audrey. “Stay to the outskirts of the property until we reach the south side of the tower.”

“And no mooning at one another,” Sinjin added with a pronounced smile as Mercedes glared at him.

“Keep to the shadows,” she said.

“Are there likely to be any tourists still about at this time?” questioned Dureau.

“There are no tourists this time of the year.” Sinjin’s voice dripped with disdain. “The queen and Prince Philip are currently in residence.”

“The Queen of England! She’s actually here? Right now?” I blurted out, shaking my head at the mere thought.

“Why, yes, my dear hellion,” Sinjin responded in a saccharine tone. “They come to Balmoral this time every year.”

“Holy cow!”

“If everyone is quite finished, we do have important business to attend to,” Mercedes interrupted, glaring at me.



The wall surrounding the place was both colossal and appeared impregnable. We came to a side gate, guarded by a single sentry.

“Sinjin,” muttered Mercedes, “could you please do the honors?”

“Certainly.”

My God, he wasn’t going to kill the man, was he? Luckily, the reality was a lot less sinister. Sinjin strode up to the man while we hung behind.

“Who are you?” To my disappointment, the guard didn’t have on one of those tall, fuzzy hats they wore at Buckingham Palace. He was dressed far more casually. However, he was immediately on high alert.

“Ah, delighted to meet you, my good man,” Sinjin said in that way of his that made me roll my eyes. He clasped his hands behind his back and looked like he belonged in the nineteenth century beside some immense fireplace in a Victorian home. “We are here to find an ancient magical portal. We shan’t be long, and we certainly shall not bother Her Majesty.”

The guard looked at Sinjin as though this were a normal and reasonable statement, but it was obvious from the glazed look in his eyes that he was under the influence of a powerful vampire glamor.

“Very good, Sir,” he said before letting us in with nothing more than a nod.

As we all filed in behind Sinjin, he looked back at me over his shoulder and grinned. “Easy peasy,” he said.

I could only smile as I shook my head and wondered at all the mysteries that had created Sinjin Sinclair.

We kept to the edge of the castle grounds, not wanting to draw undue attention to our motley crew. It was easy to keep out of sight; there were so many ancient and massive trees to hide behind.

“There’s the tower, ” said Mathilda eventually, and only then did we venture out from under the cover of the trees. We’d nearly made it when the most godawful racket broke out.

“ Merde !” said Dureau.

“What the hell is that?” I asked, glancing around, but I couldn’t see anything that appeared out of place.

“It’s the horses screaming, ” Sinjin replied with a shrug. “They picked up my scent.”

“And Dayna’s,” added Mercedes pointedly. “Damn. I forgot about the stables. Everyone keep a wide berth.”

No sooner had she spoken, then lights came on in the section of the castle we were closest to and someone opened an upper window.

“What is it, Philip? We heard an old woman’s voice.”

“God knows. Probably that fox again, setting the horses into a panic.” The man raised his voice. “Stop that infernal racket, this instant!”

The horses ignored him.

“I think I’ll head down with my gun, Lizzie.”

“Don’t be ridiculous, Phil. Come back to bed.”

“Oh, very well.”

And with that, the window was slammed shut.

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Bryn

We made o ur journey to the south side of the tower without any further interruption. It was almost completely dark by now, the bats our only company. They seemed to wheel around Sinjin’s head in particular, which caused me some amusement. He barely noticed them.

“This is it,” announced Mercedes. “This is the spot.”

We all gazed up at the impressive coat of arms embedded into the castle wall. The arms were supported on either side by a unicorn in chains.

“Why unicorns?” I asked.

“The unicorn is the national animal of Scotland, dearie.” Mathilda beamed at me.

“Are unicorns real, then?”

“Of course they’re real!” Mercedes looked at me as if I were so stupid, she could hardly stand it.

“They’re very shy creatures, Bryn,” said Mathilda. “Few have been lucky enough to see them. I’ve only set eyes on one once, many years ago, when I was but a girl. Usually it takes a severe crisis for a unicorn to reveal itself.”

“Now if you don’t mind,” Mercedes spoke brusquely, “I need to concentrate, so quiet, everyone.”

We all looked at one another. Audrey made a face that said Mercedes wasn’t her favorite person, and Damek rolled his eyes. But everyone shut up all the same.

Mercedes stood directly in front of the coat of arms with her arms raised. She closed her eyes and began to mutter in a strange language I’d never heard before. Something told me the words were ancient.

She began to chant, rocking side to side, her voice becoming louder and sounding more urgent as she continued. I stared at the unicorns, willing something to happen. It did seem, after a while, that the coat of arms and the section of wall around it began to glow ever so slightly. But the glow only lasted thirty seconds before dissipating, and even then, it could have been my imagination. Eventually, Mercedes opened her eyes.

“Mathilda. Will you chant with me?”

Mathilda nodded silently and stood beside her taller friend. When she raised her own arms, the tips of her fingers were as high as the top of Mercedes’ head. She joined her voice to that of the Prophetess, uttering the same incomprehensible language. Mathilda’s voice was thin and reedy at first, but then something strange began to happen.

First a strong wind started to pick up. I instinctively looked around at the surrounding trees and saw that they were perfectly still. The wind was locali zed to the few square feet where we all stood. Then Mathilda’s voice began to change. It got deeper and louder, and after a time, it seemed other voices had joined it—other voices that were coming from inside her.

She’s calling on her ancestors for help , I said to myself, not even sure how I’d come to that conclusion. This time the glow was definitely not my imagination. Sinjin and I gave each other a confirmatory look. I thought I heard another underlying sound, too—a grinding sort of sound—but after a few minutes, nothing else happened.

Mercedes and Mathilda stopped chanting abruptly, as if in mutual agreement, and the wind immediately disappeared. Mathilda turned to the rest of us and smiled.

“Not quite powerful enough ,” she said, appearing as normal and innocent as everyone’s favorite grandmother.

Mercedes appeared drained. Frustrated, too.

“Damn,” she said to no one in particular. “I was sure …”

“Something was definitely happening,” I said. “The portal is there, all right. Maybe we should all try together?”

She looked at me and nodded. “Yes.” Then she faced everyone else. “Everyone join hands.”

But that was easier said than done. There was absolutely no way that certain members of the party were going to join hands with certain other members of the party. Audrey, for instance, made a show of putting a big distance between Sinjin and herself. I had to wonder what had gone on there.

I remembered walking in on them in an intimate moment not that long ago—maybe that was why?

Furthermore, there was no way in hell Sinjin was touching Dureau. As for Damek and Dayna, they were holding hands half a second after Mercedes said it, grinning sloppily at one another.

I smiled at Dureau and held out my own hand. He took it and gave it a squeeze. We both knew now that there would never be anything between us, but he would still be my forever friend. And no sooner had I joined my hand to Dureau’s than Sinjin materialized at my other side, clasping my free hand possessively in his own.

“Oh, for God’s sake!” said Mercedes. “Can you just organize yourselves quickly! We haven’t got all night!”

We hastily formed a semi-circle and raised our hands together before the coat of arms. Again, the spooky words rang forth, recited by Mercedes and Mathilda. This time, the wind truly buffeted us. The wall glowed whiter than white, and the grinding sound increased. But minutes later, nothing major had occurred. Mercedes and Mathilda lowered their arms in unison, and everything stopped. We all lowered our arms and looked at them for guidance.

Mercedes sighed. “It simply won’t budge. I’m not sure why.”

Mathilda reached up and placed a comforting hand on her shoulder. “We tried our best, my dear. Nobody can ask anything more.”

Mercedes nodded glumly and we all made our sorry way home.



Sinjin

“Of course I’m going! How can I not go? That’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard. Dureau needs me !” Bryn nearly yelled at Jolie as the two faced each other in heated anger.

After our failure at Balmoral, we had returned to Kinloch, and upon the announcement from Mercedes that we needed to travel to New Orleans via aeroplane, Jolie had most staunchly opposed the idea of Bryn accompanying us.

“It’s not safe!” Jolie responded.

“Did you or did you not already give your blessing in the Green Room?” Bryn demanded.

Jolie wrapped her arms against her chest as she faced her enraged sister. “No, I did not! I gave you permission to join Mercedes’ team to try and locate the portal at Balmoral, in Scotland ! Balmoral is a hell of a lot closer than New Orleans!”

“So what?”

Jolie shook her head. “I don’t see why Rachel can’t go in your place. It makes perfect sense,” the queen argued. “She can communicate telepathically, and she knows Luce’s tribe as well as you do. Besides, Rachel isn’t pregnant.”

“Oh, don’t be so stupid, Jolie. You know as well as I do that Rachel can’t communicate with Dureau!” Bryn argued.

Jolie’s eyes narrowed, presumably over being referred to as “stupid.”

“Rachel can learn,” Jolie spat the words out. “Dureau and Rachel can have a few days of intense practice before they go.”

“What do you mean before they go? They’re not going anywhere. I’m going,” Bryn pronounced, throwing her hands on her hips and glaring at her twin. “And how can Rachel recreate in a few days the telepathic bond that I’ve built up with Dureau over a lifetime? It’s impossible! Tell her, Sinjin.”

“I …”

“You’re not going and that’s my final word as queen!” Jolie yelled. “It’s too dangerous, and it’s… completely insane in your condition. Tell her, Sinjin!”

I had encountered many dilemmas in my six hundred years as a vampire, but being asked to take sides between my mate and my queen was right up there with the most insolvable.

“I would prefer to sit this one out, if you do not mind, ladies,” I said.

“Careful you don’t get a splinter up your ass when sitting on that fence on the sidelines, Sinjin!” My hellion sounded quite vicious! Luckily for me, she turned her attention right back to her twin.

“How would you have liked it if Rand had treated you like some kind of imbecile when you were expecting Emma?”

“ I’ m not treating you like an imbecile, Bryn! Stop acting so dramatic!” She took a breath. “And I happened to love it when Rand was protective of me when I was pregnant!”

Bryn all but snorted in disgust. “Well, Sinjin can come with me and be as protective as you like, if that’s what it takes to make you happy. Can’t you, Sinjin?”

“I can indeed, my dear tempest.”

I had not, for my part, agreed that Bryn traveling to New Orleans was such a good idea as she seemed to believe. But I figured that if she insisted, and if I were there to protect her, I should be okay with it.

Furthermore, t here was no way I was allowing her unsupervised in New Orleans with that French fop.

“Sinjin,” Jolie began, facing me earnestly, “please tell Bryn that she and the baby would be much better off here in Kinloch Kirk.”

“My queen,” I began as I faced her and cleared my throat, “ I have observed that the act of telling Lady Bryn what to do merely causes her to do the exact opposite of my request. Furthermore, the stricter one is in imposing one’s will upon her, the quicker and the more strongly she will move in the opposite direction. Therefore, I must decline.”

“Yes, you’re right,” Jolie admitted as she glared at her sister. “Bryn is incredibly stubborn.”

“It runs in the family,” Bryn responded.

Then something extraordinary happened. The two sisters looked at each other and simply burst out laughing! I was quite flummoxed by the whole situation and confused, to say the least. How did they go from intense anger to laughter? Truly, the female sex was quite unstable.

The baffling outcome of all of this was that Jolie eventually gave her consent for Bryn to travel stateside with the frog, in order to gain closer access to the dreamers of Luce’s tribe. I would accompany her, as would Audrey and Damek. We three were to provide protection to Bryn and the frog as they dreamed.

I was quite excited about this impending trip, as I was inordinately fond of New Orleans. I had spent a great deal of time there during the nineteenth century, sampling the many delights of the city and its inhabitants. Its vibrant nightlife made pickings easy, and the city imbued within me a deep appreciation of jazz. It struck me that with my new respiratory system, I could now realize my ambition of learning how to play the saxophone. I always liked to develop new skills. Doing so was said to keep one young.

It would be a tad awkward dealing with Audrey and her sullen ways, no doubt, but that could not be helped. I could hardly blame the poor girl. It stood to reason that one denied the charms of Sinjin Sinclair was bound to be bitter with disappointment.

I was heartened , however, by the idea of travelling with my surrogate son, Damek. He was beyond excited himself at the notion of travelling to New Orleans. The only fly in his ointment was that he had not been permitted to bring Dayna with him. I warned him not to attempt to smuggle his hairy paramour in his suitcase. We did not want a repeat of what had transpired at Balmoral. Customs would be even less forgiving than Mercedes.

Upon discovering that I had more than a passing familiarity with the city, Damek questioned me constantly about it, looking to me to verify facts he had learned from Google. He tended to say “wow” rather a lot.

“Have you ever been in the French Quarter, Sinjin?” he asked on one such occasion.

“Indeed I have, my dear Damek. And I had the pleasure of hearing the great Satchmo himself, Mister Louis Armstrong, play in a musical establishment on Bourbon Street.”

“Who’s Louis Armstrong?”

“Good Lord! Ask your friend Mister Google.”

Which he proceeded to do.

“Wow!” he exclaimed, minutes later. “And did you ride in a streetcar?”

“I have had the pleasure, yes.”

“Wow! I’d love to do that.”

“Well, then you shall, my dear Damek. You and I shall ride in a streetcar together. It is my solemn promise to you.”

“Wow! And can we go on a steamboat too?”

“If the opportunity arises, I do not see why not.”

“Awesome!”

And there it was. The tiresome overuse, not to mention misuse, of the word “awesome.” The word was clearly designed to be employed when one was confronted with the prospect of a magnificent sunset or something similarly spectacular, not as a casual descriptor for the prospect of a ride on a common mode of transport. Children these days! Although I had to admit that Damek could scarcely be described as a child any longer. He was nearly as tall as me, and his five o’clock shadow usually appeared around three o’clock. Nearly a fully-fledged man on the outside, but inside, he was still just a babe.

CHAPTER NINETEEN

Sinji n

Preparations were under way for our trip.

Lucky I was such an expert when it came to packing, as my dear hellion did not have a clue. She just threw random items into the case provided, without even so much as folding her clothes! When I kindly offered to demonstrate how to fold, or rather, roll them correctly, she just laughed and called me an old woman. Me? An old woman?

I did not even bother suggesting a packing list. I feared my darling Bryn was somewhat of a lost cause when it came to housekeeping . Perhaps she would never become a domestic goddess. Luckily, she was quite the capable warrior instead. I knew which one I preferred.

The day of departure arrived, and we all duly gathered together at Glasgow Airport. Although only five of us were making the trip, quite a crowd had assembled from Kinloch Kirk to see us off, mostly to issue instructions. I did not do well at being instructed, but I made the appearance of listening patiently, especially to my queen.

“Now, you know you’re not to let Bryn out of your sight,” she began.

She had the good sense to utter these words out of the earshot of her sister.

“That is my absolute intention, my queen.”

“I know. I know it is. I’m just worried, you know. She’s my only sister.”

“I understand. She is my only mate.”

Jolie tipped her head to the side and looked sickeningly sentimental. “That is so sweet, Sinjin.”

Good grief!

I thought it was quite touching that Klassje had also come to bid us adieu. It was not really her style, practical girl that she was. But imagine my consternation when I spied her kissing Chevalier farewell—on the mouth, no less! Yes, Chevalier! The fop!

The man moved from one woman to the next with such speed, it was a shock he did not suffer whiplash. As I watched the two, they appeared quite loved up, huddling together in a corner whispering to each other.

What on earth was Klassje thinking? I would have assumed the girl had better taste —she and I had been an item, once upon a time. To rise so high, only to fall so low!

Of course, I could not fault Chevalier in his selection, as he was getting a good deal. A vampire was always a sterling choice of mate due to our innate superiority in almost every way. But the frog! What in blazes did females see in him? First Bryn, now Klassje? Eminently sensible women in numerous other ways!

I could only shake my head at the apparent absurdity of the whole situation. Would this bloody dandy remain a thorn in my side forever? Alas, it appeared so.

I stole a glance at Bryn to see if she had noticed what was going on between them as well. I could tell from her shocked expression that she had. I sincerely hoped it was not jealousy that I detected in her countenance.

Damek and Dayna were there, making idiots of themselves as usual. Young love was overrated, in my opinion. Mercedes and Mathilda were present, of course, handing vials of dream juice to one another and issuing advice as to how to get said vials through customs. Not only were we attempting to smuggle the vials through customs, but a plethora of weapons as well.

“It is time, ladies and gentlemen,” I began as I addressed those in attendance. “We must advance presently in order to reach our gate in a timely fashion.”

Those who were not traveling with us gradually dispersed. Dayna was the last to go. She was led away sobbing, Mathilda’s arm about her shoulders. Klaasje blew imaginary kisses in Chevalier’s direction, which only furthered my confusion. She caught my eye, and I shook my head at her in a reproachful manner. She just grinned in that irrepressible, cheeky way of hers. When she, too, had disappeared, that left but five of us: Bryn, myself, Damek, Audrey and the fop. We stood in a rough circle and looked at one another—or rather, I glared at Chevalier and Audrey glared at me.

“This is going to be such an awesome trip!” said Damek.

Indeed. I could hardly wait.




Customs was a doddle. A collective glamor from me rendered our contraband undetectable to the officers. Ah, yes, the abilities of the vampire are truly unprecedented.

I reflected on the last time I had traveled on an aeroplane. I had been journeying to America on that occasion also, to rescue my little hellion from another of Luce’s training camps. Thoughts regarding that occasion made my vampire blood boil in my veins and steeled my determination to defeat Luce once and for all. I would not rest until that creature had been taken down.

To see my tempest walking ahead of me now, in the fullness of her health, my child growing inside her, no less, filled me with such gladness. Furthermore, I had an excellent view of her bottom.

My word, the woman had the most delectable rump ! I could have sworn it was growing even more luscious, but I would certainly not inform Bryn of this fact. I had learned from much experience that ladies did not appreciate having such vital statistics pointed out to them. The answer to “Does my bum look big in this?” was always a resounding no! If there were an exception to this rule, I had yet to come across it.

I thought, too, about the last time I had been in customs and the flirtatious way in which I had dealt with the female customs officer. I realized that I no longer had the desire to be frisked by anyone other than my little hellion. Funny how things could change so dramatically in a relatively short amount of time.

This would also be my first flight on which I would not join the mile-high club, with either a female passenger or a flight attendant as my tasty snack. I could ask Bryn to oblige me, of course, but I had the distinct feeling she would tell me where to go in no uncertain terms.

And, lo, how I enjoyed it when she did! That fire in her voice, the glare in her eyes!

As it turned out, it was Audrey who joined the mile-high club on this particular trip. Those faeries are quite the promiscuous lot.



Bryn

I’d gotten quite a shock seeing Dureau and Klassje kissing like that. I struggled to decipher my feelings because they didn’t make a whole lot of sense to me. I was relieved on the one hand but irritated on the other.

But why did I feel irritated?

It was none of my business what Dureau was up to, and I liked Klaasje. Furthermore, they were both free agents…

But it wasn’t that long ago that Dureau claimed he was in love with me , I thought to myself. Yes, I’d rejected him, and yes, I’d chosen Sinjin.

So, did I want Dureau to pine for me for the rest of his life or something?

Of course not! I wanted him to be happy, just as I was happy. So why was I feeling this way? Was my ego such a fragile and petty thing? It was an embarrassing question to face.

Growing up in Luce’s camp, emotions were something I’d learned to suppress. If feelings did surface, they were quashed immediately, as they were considered a sign of weakness.

Since my arrival in Kinloc h Kirk, where the expression of emotion was not only allowed, but actively encouraged, I’d tried my best to both express and understand the confusing array of human emotions on offer. The task often overwhelmed me. Jealousy was one of the hardest feelings to deal with, I found. It was something I absolutely didn’t want to feel, but seemed completely powerless to stop when it overtook me.

I decided to put the whole Dureau/Klassje thing aside for the time being. I was here on important business. Time to focus on the matter at hand.

But then I saw New Orleans .

Our taxi pulled out from the airport and into the city at sunset.

“Bourbon Street, my good man,” Sinjin instructed the driver.

He looked over at me as he settled into his seat and reached across, squeezing my thigh. I covered his hand with mine and he immediately looked at it, almost as though in surprise. But then he looked at me and we smiled at each other as the last rays of sun glinted against his incisors. Were they longer than usual, or was my imagination playing tricks on me? Sinjin also seemed to have a new glint in his eye. In fact, our whole group appeared to have been infected by a kind of feverish excitement. It was as if the city itself was reaching its fingers through the cab windows and luring us in. I wondered if my face held the same sense of adventure and excitement as theirs.

When the car pulled up to the side of Bourbon Street, Sinjin and I piled out. I immediately noticed that the street was jam-packed and noisy as hell. And dirty. At first, I assumed it must be a shopping street, but closer inspection revealed it to be lined with restaurants, bars and night clubs. Groups of revellers wandered by, many looking the worse for wear. We caught snatches of music from open doorways as we wandered by, not to mention a cocktail of exotic scents.

Two other cars pulled up behind us, and the rest of our group piled into the street, all of them craning their necks to take in the sights—and smells (not all of them good)—surrounding us.

“ Mmm, ” Audrey raised her nose to the night air. “Jambalaya. Let’s go in here,” she said, and didn’t wait for a response, just wandered into the nearest restaurant as if under a spell. The rest of us followed because we didn’t know where else to go, I assumed. As for me, my mouth was watering.

The interior of the restaurant was dark and atmospheric, with strange, hypnotic beats emanating from the speakers. Sinjin led the way to a table by a large window. Damek sat beside Audrey, who sat beside her brother on the opposite side of the table from Sinjin. I sat beside him, of course. From our table and the large window, we could watch the ragtag mob that was New Orleans as it walked by. Sinjin ordered a round of mint juleps, mine without alcohol, which suited me just fine.

“ Mon Dieu , Sinjin, you are so old fashioned. Garcon !” Audrey called back the waiter after giving Sinjin a thunderous look.

“A bottle of bud, please, ” she ordered. Then, to Sinjin, she said, “I don’t need a man to order my drinks for me.”

Neither did I, but the mint juleps were delicious all the same. No complaints from Damek, either. Any alcohol was just fine as far as he was concerned. He couldn’t keep the grin off his face as he knocked back his drink.

“Young man, you would do well to consume your cocktail less rapidly,” Sinjin said. “You are unused to spirits.”

“Well, why did you buy him alcohol in the first place?” Audrey demanded. “It is irresponsible.”

Clearly, Sinjin wasn’t her favorite person, and I had to wonder why. I reminded myself to ask Sinjin about it later.

“Hey, I’m legal in Scotland,” Damek argued with a shrug.

Audrey looked at Sinjin and shook her head. “He is a minor here.”

“I beg to differ. Damek has the physical and mental age of someone in his early twenties,” Sinjin argued. “You will have observed that the waiter did not even trouble to ask for his I.D.”

“He didn’t even exist a year ago!” Audrey nearly yelled. “That makes him a baby in my eyes!”

“She might have a point, Sinjin,” I said, cautiously, not wanting to gang up on him because that wouldn’t end well. “In fact, should any of us be drinking? We’re here on important business.”

“Nonsense!” Sinjin responded. “One aperitif before dinner signals the height of sophistication! Even in an establishment such as this.” He wrinkled his nose as he looked dubiously around at the decor.

Audrey snorted in disgust. “You are such a snob.”

He completely ignored her. “And besides, we already agreed we all need a good night’s sleep before tackling our mission. Not to mention a decent meal. It is a well-known fact that an army marches on its stomach. Bottoms up, everyone!”

Sinjin held up his glass for those who were so inclined to clink. The only one who refused him was Audrey, who looked away with a stubborn expression on her face. Dureau touched his glass to Sinjin’s, an amused look in his eye, and Damek clashed his glass so violently against Sinjin’s that he spilled half his drink on the table. Which was no bad thing, as he was already slurring his words. Sinjin looked at me and rolled his eyes.

“One sniff of the barmaid’s apron …” he said.

Luckily, the food arrived, preventing any further arguments. Sinjin sat back and watched us devouring our dinner with what seemed to be genuine pleasure. It made me feel a little guilty.

“Don’t you miss eating?” I asked .

“ Au contraire, Bete Noir . My lack of need for food has made me a very rich man. Imagine how much money I have managed to save on grocery shopping and eating out alone.”

I’d never considered his vampirism in such an economical way before. Sinjin tapped the side of his nose and grinned.

“Time and compound interest, my dear. Besides, there are other sensual pleasures I am still more than capable of enjoying.”

The way he looked at me when he said those words caused my stomach to perform a little flip. I blushed and looked down at my plate, which was already almost empty. I glanced around at everyone else’s plates and saw they were still half-full.

Well, you’re eating for two, I told myself. It was a good excuse, and I was sticking to it.

When we were finally all so stuffed that we couldn’t possibly eat another thing, and when Damek was so drunk (on his one drink) that he could barely stand, Sinjin called for and paid the bill. My conscience was clear, having just discovered how well-off he was. Dureau thanked him graciously, and Audrey uttered a kind of “harrumph.” Damek sat slumped with his head on the table and drooled.

“Come on,” said Dureau, taking Damek by the shoulder. “We’d better get this boy back to his hotel room.”

“Agreed,” said Sinjin, taking Damek’s other shoulder.

“Is the hotel far?” I asked.

“It is but a stroll, Bete Noir . An opportunity, if you will, to admire the city at night-time.”

Sounded good to me.

CHAPTER TWENTY

Bryn

With Audrey grumbling , our group of five made its way slowly up Bourbon Street. The atmosphere was electric and like nothing I’d ever experienced before. I was reminded of how sheltered my life had been up until now. Yes, I had fought battles and won against formidable foes, but my day-to-day life had been very basic. I had really only ever been in Luce’s training camps—which looked identical, wherever in the world they were located—and Kinloch Kirk, which, although a place of outstanding natural beauty, was not exactly famous for its night life.

I’d been on a couple of road trips in middle America, but nowhere nearly as big and exciting as New Orleans. Clearly, I had to get out more.

The streets of the French Quarter had become a kind of labyrinth, and there was no way I would have been able to find my way back to the restaurant once we arrived at our hotel. The Pontchartrain, Sinjin had called it. Apparently, he always booked this hotel when he visited New Orleans, as it was one of the best.

Audrey and Dureau had heard of the hotel, too, and even Audrey looked pleased at the prospect of staying there. I was savoring the idea myself when I happened to look down one of the alleys bordering the hotel. I did a double-take because I thought I saw someone standing and watching us, but when I blinked, the figure was already gone.

Yet, I remembered exactly what the person had been wearing—dressed all in black and wearing a distinctive top hat. It couldn’t be, could it? Furthermore, how would he have known we were here, anyway?

“Um.” I chose my words carefully. “Where does Monsieur D live again?”

“He has many residences,” said Dureau, “but he calls New Orleans home. Why?”

“Um.”

Dureau stopped walking and looked at me. “Bryn. Did you see him? Or sense him?”

“Might have. I’m not sure. I just saw a figure down an alleyway and I thought …”

Dureau and Audrey exchanged an urgent look. “He knows we’re here.”

“But how could he know?”

“Monsieur D knows everything, Bryn. He is extremely powerful.” I didn’t appreciate the tone that Audrey used when speaking to me. It was obvious she still resented me for being with Sinjin. We would have to have a talk. But not now.

“Perchance it can work in our favor,” said Sinjin.

“How do you mean? ” I asked.

“Well, he is somewhat obliged to Jolie at the moment,” Sinjin responded. “Monsieur D wants to defeat Luce, and he knows the area well … perhaps he would be prepared to assist us.”

“Hmm. Maybe, ” said Dureau. “You never know with him, though. He’s such a slippery customer.”

“Be that as it may,” Sinjin replied. “It might be better to keep our enemies close.”

“Perhaps.” Dureau’s shrug was non-committal.

“Aha.” Sinjin stopped and smiled. “The Pontchartrain Hotel. A sight for sore eyes, indeed.”

“And for sore feet,” I said. To my dismay, my feet had started to swell when I walked long distances, and the flight hadn’t helped.

I hung back, supporting Damek as best as I could, as Sinjin and Dureau handled the check-in process. I was intimidated by the fancy lobby, but the two men looked like they were born to it, which they probably were. The male receptionist frowned at Damek and muttered something to Sinjin. Sinjin responded by slipping him a wad of bills, and his expression changed drastically.

We were all handed real, old-fashioned looking metal keys to our rooms. Four sets of keys in all. Because Sinjin and I were sharing a room.

Not just a room, but a suite.

“Oh my God,” I said as he unlocked the door and opened it for me and I walked in.

“Do you approve?”

“Um, I don’t even know what to say.”

I could feel Sinjin’s pleasure as he saw me taking everything in: the opulent arrangement of flowers in the cent er of the room, the luxurious silken drapes, the exotic basket of fruit, but most of all, the enormous bed. I walked to the window and looked out at the view beyond. When I turned back to face my room, I decided I preferred this view—Sinjin lying on the bed, his legs crossed at the ankles and his arms clasped behind his head, wearing his customary black. He was easily the most beautiful thing in the room.

I sat down gingerly on the edge of the bed beside him. He fixed his azure gaze on mine.

“Well, my darling tempest, what say you?”

I gave a little laugh. “What’s not to like?”

“Is that a yes, you approve?”

“Yes, Sinjin. That’s a resounding yes.”

His mouth curved into a smile. He looked like the cat that had gotten into the cream.

“I mean, it is a bit much,” I said as I glanced around and thought about how much my life had changed in such a short amount of time. I wasn’t accustomed to luxury like this. “We definitely don’t need this amount of space, and we could have managed with something less fancy. But it’s … very nice.”

“I wanted to spoil you. We’ve never been on holiday together before.”

“I’d hardly call this a holiday!”

“Well. Mini-break, then.”

“If you ignore the fact that we’re here to infiltrate the thoughts of an enemy tribe,” I started with a laugh. “And that we have three others tagging along with us … I guess you could call this a mini-break, yes.”

“I want to show you the world, Bete Noir .” He surprised me by taking my hands in his and staring at me intensely as he sat up. “I want to spoil you, to treat you to the very best of everything. I want to make up for lost time.”

“Okay,” I said uncertainly.

“There is so much beauty in this world of which you are not aware. We could go anywhere, explore anything!” His smile was wide, and I couldn’t help but smile myself. “I desire to see the world through your eyes, to experience everything in a way I have not in hundreds of years.”

I was beyond taken aback. And touched.

“But … but we have important work to do first,” I stammered.

“That is true, Bete Noir . But life is for living also. And your entire life has been about conflict. You have always had to fight, so much that you think that is all there is. But there is so much more to life! Such as … pleasure.”

And in the blink of an eye, I was lying on the bed, wrapped in Sinjin’s arms.

“That’s not fair …”

He silenced my words with the deepest of kisses, and I forgot all my objections. Instead, I gave myself up to the delicious sensations that were coursing through my body. The fulfilment of my desire—that was what was urgent now.

With unbelievable skill, almost sleight of hand, Sinjin removed my clothing. My top first—over my head in one fell swoop. Then he released my breasts from my new, black sports bra, and I saw him relishing the way they bounced free. He groaned with pleasure as he took my left nipple into his mouth, massaging the other with his long, elegant and skillful fingers. I thought I must have died and gone to heaven. He removed my yoga pants and panties, discarding them in a black puddle on the floor, and proceeded to cover my naked skin with dozens of kisses.

“You too,” I said, reaching up to unbutton his black linen shirt, revealing his perfect torso, relishing the feel of his skin against my skin. It was a joint effort to remove the rest of his clothes, both of us feeling an uncontrollable urge to feast on each other’s bodies. As we writhed on the bed, I knew I’d made the right choice. Sinjin was the man for me. Any remaining thoughts of Dureau disappeared into the ether.

Sinjin entered my body and I clung to him fiercely.

“Feed on me,” I breathed, knowing how much Sinjin loved my blood.

He stopped moving and stared deep into my eyes. I felt as if he was looking into my soul.

“I don’t want to steal blood from the baby,” he said, and he was completely serious.

I laughed. “I’m producing extra blood now, silly. I can take it.”

“Bryn.”

“It’s completely fine.”

“Hmm,” he said, and then remained quiet for a few more seconds. “Just a sip.”

“It’s been so long, and I want you to be able to walk in the sunlight with me while we’re here.”

“Very well.” I knew he wouldn’t take much convincing. “May I use a glamor to take away your pain?”

“Yes,” I said urgently, longing for him.

Sinjin cast his spell on me, then sank his fangs into my throat. I arched my back to receive him, then gave myself up to the sensation. The knowledge that he relished my blood above all others gave me the most pleasure of all.



Breakfast was a sumptuous but stilted occasion. The tension with Audrey was becoming unbearable. I needed to sort it out once and for all. We’d be attempting our first dream invasion in less than an hour, and I didn’t want her distracting me.

I caught up with her as she headed back up to her room.

“Audrey?” I asked. “Can we talk?”

She stopped at the base of the stairs and turned to look hard at me. “About what?”

“You know what.”

Her eyes acknowledged the truth. “I have nothing …”

“Not here. Let’s take a walk around the garden.”

The day was heavy and humid and alive with the noises of the wakening city. The atmosphere between us was also heavy. It was time it changed—hopefully for the better. “Look, Audrey,” I started, “I know that you and Sinjin had something going on.”

“Hmph,” she interrupted. “If by something you mean he used me to make you jealous, then yes, we did.”

“Well, if that’s true, then that was wrong of him,” I said. “And he owes you an apology. I promise you, I’ll be having words with him about this matter as well. But for now, I want to tell you that I can’t stand whatever this is that’s going on between us anymore.” I took a breath. “I considered you a friend. I do consider you a friend. We’ve been through a lot together, and it makes me sad to know we’re not close anymore.”

Audrey stared at her feet, but I could tell I had her attention. “I feel the same,” she answered.

“I hope so,” I said with a smile. “Can we please go back to how we were? Can we please be friends again?”

“I have never had a problem with you, Bryn,” she responded. “It is just … awkward, you know.”

“I know.”

“My anger is towards Sinjin alone.”

“Do you think an apology would help?”

“ Oui .”

“Right. Wait here.”

I ignored Audrey’s startled expression and high-tailed it out of the garden, up the sweeping stairs of the hotel and into the suite I shared with Sinjin. He was reclining on the bed, reading an Anne Rice book, chuckling on and off. His face lit up when he saw me.

“Ah, my princess. Where have you been? I have been longing for you. I thought we might indulge in a little … how can I put it … post-breakfast delight.”

I stood with my feet planted firmly shoulder-width apart and my arms crossed tightly across my chest. “Sinjin Sinclair. You are to get up this instant!”

He looked alarmed and sprang to his feet. “What is it? What is the matter?”

“You. You are the matter!”

He frowned. “I do not understand, Bete Noir .”

“I just had a conversation with Audrey, and she told me that you used her to make me jealous before we got back together.”

He lifted his chin. “That is a preposterous allegation.”

“So you deny trying to make me jealous?”

“I …” His face clouded with uncertainty.

“So you did!” I said triumphantly.

“My darling tempest, I was distraught at the thought of you laying with another man …”

“Which I had not!”

“Yes, I now fully accept that I was in error, and we need not resurrect that dead subject.” He took a breath. “I am afraid Audrey caught me at a rather low moment.”

“So it was her fault?!”

“That is not what I meant at all.”

“What did you mean?”

“That I acted out of weakness at a weak moment, at a time when I was hurting. I tried to bury myself in another woman.”

“Bury yourself in another woman?” I repeated, frowning.

He held up his hands and shook his head. “Wrong choice of words.”

“Did you and Audrey…” I started.

“No, we most certainly did not!”

“Okay,” I said, and felt relief suffuse me. “Well, you need to apologize to Audrey, because whatever happened between the two of you, she’s still pretty mad about it.”

“I agree. As soon as the opportunity arises.”

“She’s waiting for you in the garden right now.”

“She is … what? Right now?”

I nodded. The expression on his face was priceless. I struggled not to laugh. Sinjin Sinclair, Chief Protector, ultimate warrior, looked scared shitless.

“Off you go,” I said, mimicking his English accent.

“Very well,” he grumbled, and stood up, starting for the door. He paused and turned to look at me. “And when I return, Bete Noir ? A little post-breakfast delight?”

“Is that the only reason you’re doing this?”

“Yes.”

This time I did laugh. “Sinjin Sinclair, you are incorrigible.”

He grinned. “I believe that is one of the qualities you most admire in me, my little hellion.”

“I wouldn’t bank on it. And there’ll be no ‘post-breakfast delight,’ as you call it. We’re due to attempt the dream ceremony, remember? The reason we came here in the first place.”

“Afternoon delight, then?”

“Sinjin!”

He was gone.

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Sinjin

Audrey was nowhere to be found in the garden.

Using my expert vampiric sense of smell, I tracked her to therooftop bar and was immediately struck by the stunning vista of the city. The bar was sparsely populated, as one would expect at this hour of the morning. Consequently, I was easily able to spot Audrey, seated alone at the edge of the rooftop. She looked small and vulnerable from this vantage point, and I must admit to feeling rather ashamed of myself because it was quite clear to me now that I had never had any interest in Audrey. I had shown interest in her merely with the hopes of overcoming my feelings for Bryn—an enterprise wholly unfair to Audrey, I now realized.

The blood I had received from Bryn the previous night made it possible for me to cross the unsheltered portion of the rooftop in spite of the relatively bright morning. I must say, I found the sensation of walking in the sunlight most exhilarating.

Audrey turned at my approach , and her expression became immediately guarded. I noted her squaring her shoulders, as if in preparation for confrontation.

“Audrey,” I said by way of greeting.

She merely regarded me stonily, saying nothing.

I cleared my throat. “I believe I owe you an apology.”

“Damn right you do! Pity you don’t mean it.”

“I can assure you, Mademoiselle, that I do indeed mean it.”

“You’re only apologizing because Bryn forced you to.”

“While it may be true that Bryn has … encouraged … me to make this apology, I can assure you, my dear lady, that the sentiment is my own, and it is entirely genuine.”

Audrey studied my face as if trying to fathom me out. “You used me to try and hurt my brother and to make your now-girlfriend jealous.”

I bowed my head. “Although I did not think of those reasons at the moment of… courting you, I can look back upon the incident now, with a clear head, and see that such was the case.”

“And you didn’t care about hurting my feeling in the process.”

“May I suggest, my dear lady, that it is, in fact, your pride that is hurt rather than your feelings?”

“How dare you! I …”

“Come now, Audrey,” I insisted. “You must admit it is a little disingenuous of you to claim that you had serious feelings towards me. We both know we were in it purely for the fun.”

I fixed her with a stern expression, which she returned for several long seconds, after which she started to laugh.

“You’re right,” she said. “I was no more in love with you than you were with me.”

“So we are even, then?”

“Now, I wouldn’t go that far. I didn’t use you to make someone jealous.”

“Hmm, I would not say I used you to make Bryn jealous,” I corrected. “It is more fair to say I… tried to numb my feelings for her by indulging in you.” I took a deep breath and offered her as sweet a smile as I could wrangle. “I was wrong to trifle with you. Can you possibly forgive me?”

“I suppose so,” she answered on an exhale, and then began inspecting her fingernails as though she were quite bored with my company. “It’s getting a bit boring being in a huff all the time, anyway.”

“And you are so comely when you smile.”

“Careful.”

“Sorry. Can we shake hands and put this whole unfortunate business behind us?” I held out my hand to her.

“Why not?” She took it and shook. Then her brow furrowed.

“Hey! What the …? Your hand is warm. How …?”

“It is a long story,” I said, shaking my head as though to say I did not wish to enter into such a long story at the moment. “May I accompany you, my good lady, to your brother’s bed chamber? I believe it is almost time for the dream ceremony to begin.”

“Lead the way.”



The others had already assembled in Chevalier’s room by the time we arrived. Bryn and the fop were deep in discussion, something I did not approve of, but supposed I had to accept all the same. This friendship she insisted on maintaining with the dandy was quite trying.

Poor Damek was slumped on a chair in the corner , looking entirely wretched. It was quite amazing the devastation a single cocktail could inflict. Clearly a hybrid Elemental and Daywalker could not take his alcohol. It was a lesson learned. He groaned as I approached him.

“I think I’m dying, Sinjin.”

“Nonsense. You are simply experiencing the right of passage known as the hangover, which is quite necessary for all young men.”

“Why does anyone drink?” His plea was impassioned.

“Why indeed? Now, I suggest you keep to yourself this morning, Damek. Let Audrey and I handle matters. Capiche?”

“Ca-what?”

“Never mind. Just stay out of the way.”

He nodded weakly and closed his eyes, frowning and making a face as though the taste in his mouth were quite bitter.

Thankfully, Bryn had completed her intense discussion with the frog. She approached me, wearing a quizzical expression.

“Well?” she said.

“I can confirm that matters between Audrey and myself are fully resolved.”

“Good.” She exhaled deeply. “Now I can concentrate on more important things.”

“I am glad you are pleased. I shall look forward to my reward.”

“Your what …?”

“I always collect on my debts, as you know.”

“Let’s just get this done,” she grumbled, shaking her head all the while.

“Agreed.” I turned to address the other inhabitants of the bedchamber. “Let us begin.”

Everyone took their positions, which unfortunately involved my tempest and the fop lying down on his bed together and joining hands. I had already steeled myself for the prospect. I stood on Bryn’s side of the bed and Audrey stood on her brother’s. We each handed them their respective vials of Mercedes’ dream potion. Damek merely remained in the corner and moaned gently.

Bryn placed her spare hand on my forearm just before she drifted off.

“You’re so warm,” she murmured.

“Thanks to you.”



Bryn

I recognized the location instantly, and I had a feeling that wasn’t a good sign.

“ It’ s the exact same as the last time,” said Dureau as he shook his head in consternation. “We should be inside the dreamers’ minds, not outside the building where they’re sleeping.”

“I agree. But it doesn’t mean we shouldn’t give it a try, right? Let’s get closer to the building.”

“Very well.”

We moved through the dreamscape, which was still thick with fog, away from the edge of the forest and the flame through which we had entered and towards the main camp. As usual, I felt as if I were in a watercolor painting—everything was swirly and indistinct. I wondered if it was the same for Dureau. He had spent so much time in the dream world that, at this stage, maybe it felt completely natural to him.

The dormitory loomed in front of us, swirling in the mist just like before.

“Should we try to get in this time?” I asked.

“I guess so. There’s nothing else for us to do,” Dureau said, and nodded as we began to circle the building, going in opposite directions. I gently tapped and felt along the walls, the fog so thick that it was difficult to see a foot in front of me. When I tapped on the wall and received a different sound than the earlier one, I realized I’d struck a door.

“Dureau! Over here.”

He was next to me within seconds. Without saying anything, he reached forward and felt through the fog until he found the handle. He turned it and the door opened.

The room was almost completely bare except for four beds. Closer inspection revealed that the beds were occupied by one man each. The scene wouldn’t have appeared as anything out of the ordinary were it not for the weird clouds floating above each man’s head.

“What are they?” I whispered to Dureau and pointed at the clouds in question.

“Their dreams,” he said. “Take a closer look.”

I inched a little nearer to the closest bed and peered into the cloud. It was the weirdest thing. I could clearly see images moving, as though a movie were being projected against the cloud. Then I looked down into one of the dreamers’ faces and recoiled in shock.

“What is it?” Dureau asked, and he was at my side immediately.

“It’s him, ” I said.

“Who? Bryn. You’re shaking.”

I looked down at my hands and saw my fingers trembling.

Pull yourself together, Bryn, I told myself. You’re going to get through this, just like you planned. No freaking out. Just stick with the plan.

“He’s … um …”

“One of the men who abused you.”

I gulped and nodded. It wasn’t just any man. It was Jack, the Daywalker who had survived longer than any other in Luce’s tribe. He had to have been close to thirty now, which was unheard of, since most Daywalkers died around the age of twenty-one. As I looked down at his odious face, I wondered if he’d been given any of Varick’s blood. The possibility made him all the more repellent to me.

“He’s also the one that brought out the Flame.”

“This is him?” Dureau knew the story.

My whole body started to shake. Dureau put his arm around my shoulders and squeezed.

“Do you want to leave?”

I drew a deep breath. “No. We’re here now. Let’s do this.”

“Okay, b ut I’ll take this one. Why don’t you see if you recognize any of the others?”

I nodded and moved slowly around the room, hoping not to recognize another face. It would just make things so much easier if I didn’t have to come face to face with a man who had abused me. To my tremendous relief, the next two men were strangers, which made me speculate that they could have been newly created Daywalker-Elemental hybrids.

No different than Damek, I thought. There was hope for them, if only they could be convinced of the truth about Luce.

The fourth man was familiar. I felt a shiver at the memory of our last encounter, but nothing like the horror I experienced at being so close to Jack. In the time that I was imprisoned and kept as a breeder, this young Daywalker was sent to mate with me. I was able to easily talk him out of it, however. I remembered his gentle disposition—he wasn’t a bad person. I would try to reach him, I decided, although I had no idea how to enter his dreams.

I looked over at Dureau for guidance. He stood over Jack’s bed with his eyes closed and his two hands on the surface of the dream cloud which floated over Jack’s head. I mirrored his actions, cupping my hands around the cloud nearest me.

The sensation was bizarre. As I touched the cloud, my fingertips tingled, and a buzzing rang through my body. Strange images filled my head—images of places I’d never been and people I’d never seen. I understood that these images were from the dreamer in front of me, and they were entering my own mind. Overwhelmed, I pulled my hands away and looked over at Dureau. I whisper-called to him. When he didn’t answer, I walked towards him. His hands were fully immersed in Jack’s dream cloud.

“Dureau. Can you read his dream? Do you think you can put your own thoughts inside it?”

Dureau opened his eyes and looked at me in alarm. “I can’t get my hands out.”

“What do you mean?”

“They’re stuck. It’s like I’m being sucked in.” To illustrate his point, he started to lean over Jack, as though the cloud were pulling him in.

I grabbed his arms and started to pull back. Nothing. If anything, he was sinking in further. I looked down at the sleeping Daywalker. Horror overtook me as his eyes flew open and he looked right at me.

“Bryn,” he said, and smiled.

I felt myself scream as I stepped away from Dureau, who was still fighting against the cloud. Jack sat bolt upright and grabbed my arm, attempting to twist it behind my back. I was too quick for him, anticipating the move. He was strong, there was no doubt about it. But I was the more skilled fighter.

He was on his feet now. Dureau, meanwhile, was still stuck in the dream cloud, straining to pull himself out. At least he didn’t seem to be getting sucked in further.

“Come back for a second helping, did you?” Jack grinned nastily at me.

“You weren’t very successful in getting your first helping, Jack.”

This annoyed him. He lunged at me, but his anger caused him to misjudge, and I side-stepped his move and assumed a fighting stance. I stole a look at Dureau. Still stuck. This wasn’t good. The other three might wake up at any second. I didn’t think my chances would be good against the four of them.

I had to be quick. Before Jack had a chance to make his next move, I reached for the boomerang I always wore concealed in the back of my yoga pants. But would it have traveled with me in my dream?

Yes! Gripping it, I hurled it forward. Jack didn’t even see it coming. It struck him on the temple, and he immediately crumpled into a heap on the floor. Dureau’s hands were instantly released. A second later, one of the other Daywalkers sat up in his bed.

“Let’s get out of here!” I said.

“Right behind you.”

We ran as fast as we could out of the dormitory and into the forest as the fog continued to snake around us, completely submerging our surroundings until everything was bathed in white.

“Don’t let go of my hand,” Dureau said.

“I won’t.”

Our progress was slow in the soup-like, dream-like conditions. We heard shouts behind us at first, but after a time, it was clear that we were no longer being pursued. We slowed to a walk, still holding hands so we wouldn’t lose each other in the mist. Then, through the silence, came a sound that was eerily familiar. It was a laugh, growing louder and increasingly mocking.

I looked at Dureau, startled. “Is that …?”

He nodded and looked grim. “It’s Monsieur D.”

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Bryn

When I came to, I felt a profound sense of grogginess, not to mention enormous relief. I was vaguely aware of someone shaking me by the shoulder.

“Bryn? Wake up!”

Opening my eyes, I found Sinjin staring down at me. There was an intense look on his face—concern combined with relief combined with something else I couldn’t put my finger on. Fear, maybe?

“I worried you were not coming back,” he said.

“Why would you think that?”

“You began flailing around like mad and I could not rouse you. What happened?”

I held out my hand as I attempted to sit up, and Sinjin helped me into a sitting position. Dureau was already sitting up, and Audrey was fawning all over him. We looked at one another.

“That was close,” he said.

“What was close?” Sinjin demanded as he took me by the chin and rotated my face so I was looking at him. “Bryn, tell me. What was close?”

I’d never seen Sinjin look so alarmed. I might have described him as hysterical.

“The fog was still there, and we were facing the dormitory where Luce’s soldiers slept,” I started, my voice sounding haunted. “We went inside and…”

“Yes?” Sinjin prodded.

“We saw Daywalkers,” I finished.

“You mean those bastards who abused you?” Sinjin filled in.

I nodded mutely.

Sinjin let out a roar that took everyone by surprise. It even woke Damek. “You are not going back there again,” he said as he shook his head, then ran his fingers through his hair as he began pacing back and forth. “It is too dangerous.”

“But ...” I started.

“But nothing!” he shouted, and then, to everyone’s amazement, he threw his hands into the air and slammed out of the room, like a child having a tantrum.

Dureau, Audrey and I exchanged surprised glances.

“Mon Dieu !” said Audrey. “I have changed my mind! You are welcome to him!”

I couldn’t help but laugh. Dureau smirked beside me as I wondered why Sinjin had decided to leave the room. I’d never seen him so flustered before.

“Anyway. Come on! Tell me what happened,” said Audrey insistently.

We told her everything in as much detail as we possibly could. She listened intently, especially to the part about Monsieur D. When we’d finished telling our tale, she sat back in her chair, adopting a far-away expression.

“What do you think?” Dureau asked her after a while.

“I think Monsieur D wants us to ask for his help.”

“Why would he want that?” I asked.

She shook her head and laughed sardonically. “You don’t know him like I do. Monsieur D likes to have a finger in every pie. He wants to be involved in everything. He feels it gives him power.”

“Maybe he can be of assistance to us,” said Dureau.

“Maybe,” Audrey replied dubiously. “ Je ne comprends pas . I do not trust him.”

“Well. Maybe we don’t need to trust him,” I started with a shrug. “Maybe it’s enough to use his help, but stay wary of him all the while,” I continued. “The stakes are so high here. It might be worth the risk.”

“I agree with Bryn,” Dureau said with a quick nod. “This dream infiltration isn’t working.”

“But why not?” Audrey sounded frustrated as she shook her head. “We are so much closer to the sleepers now, and Mercedes made the potion even more powerful!”

“It must be a numbers thing,” Dureau said as he inhaled deeply, the expression of confusion still on his face. “There are simply too many of them.”

“But would that explain why Jack woke up?” I asked.

Dureau shrugged. “That took me completely by surprise. I don’t know how he knew we were there.”

“Unless Monsieur D had something to do with it?” I asked.

Dureau cocked his head to the side. “I don’t know why he would do that.”

“To prove we need his help?” I asked.

He nodded. “Maybe. I mean, I suppose it’s possible.”

“I think there’s a reason Monsieur D showed up in the dream world, and I think there’s a reason I thought I saw him earlier, in the alley. He wants to make contact with us,” I continued with a firm nod. “And I think we should let him.”

Audrey sighed as she looked at me. “We will ask Monsieur D for his help. But don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

“Noted,” I answered. “Now, how do we find him?”

“Pas de probleme . He wants to be found. He will make it easy for us. He might even come to us himself.”

“That would make things significantly easier,” I said as I stood up. “Now, if you’ll both excuse me, I’d better go and find Sinjin.”



It took me a good fifteen minutes to find him. He was up on the roof again, leaning over the edge, looking as if he was about to take off. I noticed a table of older ladies looking at him in alarm.

I approached him slowly. “They think you’re going to jump.”

He whipped his head around to look at me. There was still some anger in his expression, and something else that I couldn’t define.

“Who thinks I am going to jump?”

“That table of little old ladies over there,” I said as I motioned to them with my chin. “If you’re not careful, you’ll give one of them a heart attack.”

He looked across at the table, then stepped away from the edge of the roof.

I reached out my hand to him, and he took it. I noted the audible sighs of relief coming from the ladies behind us. “Come sit with me,” I said.

I took him by the arm and led him to a cushioned seating area that was far from the other tables, most of which were empty anyway. We had this area to ourselves, and I was glad for that, because Sinjin and I needed to have a conversation. He took a seat on the outdoor sofa and crossed his legs, folded his arms and continued to look tense. This wasn’t the devil-may-care, confident to the point of arrogant vampire I’d come to know so well.

A waiter approached us.

“Can I get you something to drink?”

“I’ll have a sparkling water, please,” I said, suddenly realizing how thirsty I was.

“And for you, Sir?” The waiter smiled charmingly at Sinjin, and I realized he was gay and probably taken by the incredibly handsome vampire. Sinjin didn’t even look at him.

“No, thank you. There is only one beverage I am interested in.” He stared at me pointedly as the waiter cleared his throat and appeared uncomfortable. Not that I blamed him.

“Um, just the water, please.” I smiled at the waiter and willed him to go away.

Thankfully, he did.

“What’s going on, Sinjin?”

“Do you have any idea what it is like?”

“What what’s like?”

“Watching you disappear into the dream land with no one but that ridiculous fop to protect you! All the while knowing you are putting yourself in harm’s way!”

“Now, hold on for a second. I think I’ve proved more than once that I’m more than capable of protecting myself.”

“You are missing my point, Bryn.”

“What point is that?”

“You have no comprehension of how helpless I feel! I am meant to be your protector! I am meant to ensure you are safe!” He shook his head, and his attention settled on the miles and miles of city lights in the distance. “Watching you writhe around on the bed earlier, knowing you were likely in mortal danger, and not being able to do a single, solitary thing to assist you,” he said, his voice low. “It was nothing short of… hell.”

I stared at him and didn’t say anything because I wasn’t sure what to say.

“And now, you carry my unborn child, and every instinct within me is screaming to protect the two of you! And when I cannot follow you on these… dream excursions… it is enough to drive a man insane.”

I placed my hand on his, which was still lukewarm from the last time he’d sampled my blood.

“I’m sorry, Sinjin. I had no idea how hard it was for you.”

He stared at me, his brilliant blue eyes imploring, then lowered his gaze. “Please do not return to Luce’s dream world again, Bryn. I am afraid something horrible is going to happen to you.” He grew quiet for a few moments. “And I could not bear it if such a thing happened.”

I’d never heard Sinjin plead before. Demand, yes, but never plead.

I sighed. “I have to.”

“You do not have to!” he railed at me. “It serves no purpose. This plan of yours is not even working! We are wasting our time here. I say we return to Kinloch Kirk without delay and think of an alternative plan.”

“I know it looks like it isn’t working right now,” I started as I squeezed his hand. “But each time we try, we get a little bit closer and we learn a little bit more.”

“Yet each time still remains a failure.”

“I wouldn’t say that,” I responded, shaking my head. “You didn’t stay long enough to hear everything that happened this time.”

“I heard enough.” His voice was gruff.

“Well, I don’t think you did, so I’m going to tell you now.” I took a deep breath. “Monsieur D made his presence known again. Audrey thinks he wants to get involved, that he wants to help us.”

“Monsieur D!” Sinjin said, throwing his hands into the air as he shook his head. “Why would we allow that … guttersnipe … to be involved?”

I didn’t even know what a guttersnipe was, but I assumed it wasn’t a compliment.

“Because he’s extremely powerful and knowledgeable, and he could well hold the key that allows us to unlock the dreams of Luce’s tribe.” I decided against telling Sinjin that Jack had woken up during our visit. Better to leave some things unsaid.

Sinjin was quiet, apparently considering my words.

“I do not like it,” he said eventually. “Monsieur D is unpredictable and dangerous.”

I sighed. “But Sinjin. Life is unpredictable and dangerous. And we need all the help we can get.”

Another protracted silence. Then it was his turn to sigh. “Very well.”

“You agree to it?”

“To enlisting the help of Monsieur D, yes.” He was quiet for a few seconds. “It does not appear I have much of a choice in the matter.”

“What made you change your mind?”

He laughed humorlessly. “I have not changed my mind. I still think it is a terrible idea. But I have learned that trying to prevent you from doing something is not only pointless, it also makes you all the more determined to move forward with whatever that thing was.” He faced me and shook his head. “If you cannot beat them, join them, I suppose.”

Fair enough.

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

Sinjin

It was Audrey’s foolish idea to go wandering about the streets of New Orleans, hoping for a glimpse of Monsieur D. She insisted that our best hope of finding him was to make ourselves available, as she believed he was just as eager to find us as we were to find him.

I sighed noisily as I went along with her charade, irritated all the while.

The frogette turned and looked at me sharply. “Do you have something to say, Sinjin?”

“I have nothing to declare except my genius,” I replied, quoting Oscar Wilde.

Audrey rolled her eyes in an impressive way and turned back to her brother, whereupon they both recommenced muttering in semi-audible French.

“Can you stop provoking her?” Bryn whispered as she elbowed me in the arm. “And will you stop sighing, or whatever the hell it is that you’re doing?”

“My darling hellion, I am merely breathing,” I replied with a shrug. “Since acquiring my own respiratory system, I am taking enormous delight in using it.”

Bryn rolled her eyes, quite similar to the way Audrey had just done. It must have been the New Orleans air that was having such an effect on the women folk.

Damek walked a couple of paces behind Bryn and me. He was almost restored to his former good health, although he was sporting shades, as the light still hurt his eyes somewhat. He cut quite the dashing figure as he strode along the French Quarter, and I had to admit he had grown into a handsome young man.

Children grow up so fast nowadays, particularly when they are Daywalker-Elemental hybrids. A couple of young girls nudged each other and giggled as they walked by, clearly taken by him.

“My, my,” I said. “Our young Damek is attracting all sorts of admiring glances today. What a pity you are already promised to the lovely Dayna. Otherwise you could be sampling all manner of delights in New Orleans.”

“Sinjin!” Bryn said as she elbowed me for the second time.

Damek blushed profusely.

“Stop stirring up trouble, you,” she said but a smile ghosted her lips.

“I am merely stating the obvious, my little pet.”

All of a sudden, the Chevaliers, who were walking directly in front of us, halted abruptly, almost causing us to collide with their backs.

“What is it?” I asked.

“Shhh,” Audrey said. “Did you hear that?”

“Hear what?” Bryn asked.

“Whistling,” the fop responded.

“I didn’t hear any whistling,” Bryn said.

“Nor me,” I added.

“Me neither,” said Damek.

“If you all would stop talking for a second, you might hear it!” Audrey railed at us. None of us said anything then, all of us remaining quiet as I wondered how she could expect to hear anything as discreet as whistling on such a noisy street, especially without the aid of vampire super senses.

“I must have been imagining it,” she said after a while. “Sorry.”

She and her brother resumed walking, and the three of us followed.

The day was quite glorious, as was the atmosphere. It was not the time of Mardi Gras, but New Orleans always had somewhat of a festive feel to it. It might have been the jazz musicians playing on the street or the sounds and scents emanating from the countless restaurants we passed. Perhaps my little hellion, too, was infected with the excitement of it all, for she slipped her hand into mine as we walked along. A small gesture, I know, but I was still quite taken by it. I looked down to find her upturned face smiling up at me. It may have been my imagination, but I believed she was starting to exude that pregnant woman’s glow.

So caught up was I in admiring my hellion’s beauty that I all but collided with Audrey and the fop, who had stopped walking once more.

“There it is again!”

“Goodness, you are going to ensure I walk headlong into your heads!” I muttered.

“I heard it this time, too,” said the dandy, clearly ignoring me.

“So somebody’s whistling. So what?” Damek asked in his inimitable teenage style. But I had to admit he had echoed my sentiments exactly.

“So it was Monsieur D, that’s what,” the frog answered testily.

“How do you know?” Bryn questioned.

“He’s done this before. Several times, in fact, to attract our attention,” Audrey explained.

“And is it possible that only you and your brother are capable of hearing this particular whistle?” I questioned her. “Because I most assuredly have heard nothing, and we all know how superior vampire hearing is.” The lady turned to me, and from the expression in her eyes, I could see that I was still not entirely forgiven.

“Of course, anybody can hear it!” she said. “If you and Bryn would stop mooning over each other for ten seconds, you both would be aware of it.”

Bryn immediately withdrew her hand from mine, and I could feel the embarrassment radiating from her.

“Very well,” I said frostily. “You can instruct us how to proceed.”

“Monsieur D is leading us in a particular direction,” the fop said as he faced each of us in turn. “I believe he wants us to follow him.”

“The last whistle came from over there,” Audrey said as she pointed and started in said direction.

I was dubious, but I felt I had no choice but to bow to the Chevaliers’ superior knowledge of Monsieur D.

And then I heard the whistling myself.

“It is coming from over there,” I said, and pointed to our right.

We all began moving rapidly in the direction of the whistles, as if fearful of losing our trail. After a time, it became clear that Monsieur D was leading us in the direction of Jackson Square.

The area was thronged. Artists sold their wares on the sides of the streets, and horses and carts trotted along, bearing tourists. But Monsieur D himself was nowhere to be found. Once I thought I saw the edge of his black top hat moving through the crowd, but it proved to be a silly man in a magician’s costume.

The whistles took us to the charming gardens in front of St. Louis Cathedral. There, seated casually on a bench, a mocking smile on his visage, was Monsieur D.

“Ah, my young friends. How delightful to see you once more.”

“I am not at all sure it is delightful,” I said.

“Come now. We have all been through so much together,” he said with his big grin. “And you would hardly travel all the way to New Orleans without the courtesy of a visit to dear, old Monsieur D?”

The gnarled looking African American man favored our group with another sinister grin.

“What can we do for you, Monsieur D?” Audrey’s tone was considerably more respectful than my own, probably she feared being turned into an alligator again.

“Ah, my dear Audrey. It is not a case of what you can do for me, but what I can do for you.”

At what price? The thought came unbidden to my mind.

“You know we’re here, in New Orleans, for Luce,” Bryn said, spelling it out in her usual frank, direct way. Bless her.

Monsieur D frowned. “Well, I can only assume you are not here to attack his new camp. There are too few of you and far too many of them. A reconnaissance mission, perhaps?”

“We have no plans to attack anyone,” I said, then eyed him pointedly. “Yet.”

“Good,” Monsieur D replied definitively. “It would be most unwise at this stage. Luce is breeding his army of hybrids at a most alarming rate. I fear you would be severely outnumbered.”

This was bad news indeed.

“How is he managing that?” asked the fop. “I know the hybrids grow and mature extremely quickly,” he cast a glance at Damek, “but Luce only has a finite amount of ...” he looked across nervously at Bryn, “breeders.”

Monsieur D nodded. “Luce now has several other camps across the region, housing females solely for that purpose.”

Breeding camps!

I saw Bryn and Audrey exchange a horrified look. Then Bryn turned to Monsieur D, and the expression on her face was one of utmost urgency.

“Monsieur D, we’re trying to infiltrate the dreams of Luce’s tribe with the hopes that we can undo the brainwashing Luce has forced onto them all these years.”

“The point being?” Monsieur D asked.

“To allow Luce’s people to see for themselves who and what Luce really is and what he’s done to them, and how they are really not so different from us.”

“Ah, yes.” Monsieur D nodded, a sage expression on his face. “Luce, the cult leader.”

“It is uncannily like a cult,” I concurred.

“And have you attempted this yet?” Monsieur D asked Bryn.

“You know we have.” The frog glared at Monsieur D.

The ancient gentleman merely smiled genially. “I make it my business to know what is going on in my neck of the woods, and I owe no apologies for that, young Chevalier. It is one of the reasons I have survived as long as I have.”

“Well, if you know so much about everything we’re doing,” Bryn continued, “then you’ll also know we’ve been unsuccessful so far.”

“Can you help us?” Damek’s voice was urgent.

“Possibly.” Monsieur D examined his fingernails in an irritating manner.

“Look. Can you help us or not?” Bryn folded her arms across her glorious bosoms. Never a good sign, in my experience. Patience was not one of my tempest’s virtues.

Monsieur D gave her a sharp look, but he did reply. “The level of magic you require is beyond even that of myself. However, I may know someone who can help you.”

“You may know someone or you do know someone?” Bryn looked like she was about to explode.

“Well, that all depends,” said Monsieur D, his tone growing harsher, “on how much respect I am given.”

I decided it was time to step in and save the day.

“Forgive my dear princess, Monsieur D. She is most exorcised about this particular matter. She means no disrespect.” Then, behind my hand—so that Bryn could not see, but Monsieur D could—I mouthed the word “hormones.”

Monsieur D raised an eyebrow and nodded slightly. Happily, he did seem appeased.

“I do know of… a lady who can help you.”

“Who is it, Monsieur D?” Audrey looked anxious.

“Her name is Guarda.”

“Guarda!” The Chevaliers spoke in unison, sounding equally horrified.

“Who is this woman?” I asked.

“You don’t want to know,” answered the frog.

“I can assure you I most certainly do.”

“She’s a witch,” Audrey said, and emitted a sigh which matched my own of earlier on.

“Guarda is not a witch,” Monsieur D said with a low chuckle as he shook his head. Then he faced me. “She is, however, the most powerful and the most feared voodoo priestess in the region. Have you ever heard of Marie Laveau?”

“Heard of her?” I muttered, shaking my head. “I lunched with the lady on several occasions.”

“You had lunch with Marie Laveau?” Audrey was, quite naturally, agog.

“Of course I did not partake of the food, but I do recall she was excellent company,” I answered. “The lady kept the most excellent wine cellar, as I recall.”

“Um, who …?” Bryn’s voice was quiet and uncertain at my side.

“Marie Laveau was quite simply the Queen of Voodoo in these parts,” I explained, the Chevaliers nodding in agreement. “Many feared her. Although, I must say, I mostly remember her for her lovely singing voice, and she was quite… attractive.”

“Anyway,” the frog interrupted. “Guarda is a relative of Marie Laveau’s,” he said to the princess. “The most powerful one, I believe.”

“Undoubtedly so,” Monsieur D agreed.

“But she’s also selfish, and her magic is cursed,” Audrey offered.

“Guarda and I go way back,” Monsieur D said as he faced Audrey with tight lips. “I can guarantee that you will befall nothing untoward from Guarda. Not when you are my… friends.”

“We aren’t your friends,” Audrey nearly spat at him.

“This Guarda woman,” Bryn said, stepping closer to Monsieur D. “You believe she has the power capable for us to reach Luce’s tribespeople?”

“I have no doubt,” Monsieur D responded.

Again, the insidious grin.

“At a price, no doubt,” I muttered as the old man turned his attention to me.

“My dear Mr. Sinclair. You and I have lived long enough to know there is no such thing as a free lunch.”

“Indeed,” I responded. “And what is for lunch this time?”

His laugh was more of a cackle. “I prefer to keep my menu a surprise.”

We all exchanged looks, knowing full well the risks involved in entering into agreements with Monsieur D. Last time I had done so, I had lost my vampire powers and become human. It was not something I relished going through again. The fop had only recently escaped being trapped in dreamland. And I was certain Audrey did not want to spend any more time in a Louisiana swamp in the guise of an alligator.

“May we confer, Monsieur D?” This from Audrey.

“Why, certainly. I am not in any great rush. You, on the other hand ...”

Leaving Monsieur D to his bench, the five of us huddled together several feet away.

“I say we do it.” Bryn was the first to speak.

“You would say that! You’ve never met Guarda,” said Audrey. “You don’t know what she’s capable of.”

“What’s wrong with her?”

“You mean what’s right with her?” Audrey responded.

“Well, Monsieur D said she has very powerful magic, and he made it sound like she’d be willing to help us,” Bryn said.

“Guarda is evil,” the fop explained. “She’s only out for herself. There’s no guarantee she wouldn’t betray us to Luce. Or exact a worse price for her help than even Monsieur D.”

“I don’t see that we have a choice,” Bryn said as she shook her head. “We can’t find a way to do it ourselves. And you heard what Monsieur D said about Luce’s army outnumbering ours.” A pained expression crossed my tempest’s face. “We have to get those women out,” she said.

I noticed Audrey nodding to herself. She appeared torn.

“How about a show of hands?” Bryn asked. “All those in favor of getting Monsieur D to introduce us to Guarda.”

Her own hand shot straight up. She looked at me pointedly. Well, of course I had to support the mother of my child. I, too, raised my hand, even though this Guarda character certainly caused me some unrest. The Chevaliers looked intently at one another. The fop shook his head at his sister.

“It’s not worth it, Audrey. No good will come of dealing with Guarda,” he said.

“I’m sorry, Dureau, but I have to agree with Bryn,” Audrey replied on a sigh. “I see no other way of freeing those women.” She raised her hand.

“My hand is raised too,” said Damek as he did just that. “Not that anyone cares!”

“Your support is much appreciated, young Damek,” I informed him before facing the others. “It appears to be four in favor of approaching Guarda and one opposed.”

We all looked at the frog. He shrugged in that Gallic way of his.

“So be it,” he said. “I don’t like it, but I’m willing to go along with it if I’m outnumbered, which it appears I am. We enlist Guarda’s help.”

All nodding in agreement, we returned to Monsieur D on his bench.

“Well, my friends. Have you come to a decision?” he asked, as if he did not already know.

“We would appreciate Guarda’s help.” Audrey’s voice was humble.

“Excellent!” Monsieur D said as he clapped his hands together and his grin became even wider. “A wise decision, if I may say so. When would you like to meet her?”

“As soon as possible.” The words tumbled out of my heathen’s mouth.

“Very well. Meet me in Slidell this afternoon. At the start of Davis Landing Road. You will need a sturdy vehicle.”

Hurrah! The opportunity to hire a car! A favorite activity of mine. I dearly hoped a Porsche would be available.

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Sinjin

“For the last time, Sinjin, we are not renting a Porsche!” my little hellion growled at me. “You heard what Audrey and Dureau said. We need an off-road vehicle, not a douchey sports car!”

“Douchey!” I could hardly believe my ears. “I can assure you, my dear princess, that there is nothing douchey about a Porsche. These vehicles are marvels of engineering!”

“Sinjin,” she said, as she turned to face me and her eyes narrowed. “We are renting a Jeep, and that’s the end of it.”

“A Jeep?” I repeated.

She nodded. “We can’t risk getting stuck in the mud on the way to Guarda’s and besides, we need a five-seater. We might have to drive Monsieur D as well.”

No doubt my little hellion was speaking good sense, but that did not mean I had to like it. I was bitterly disappointed as I had had my heart set on a Porsche.

“As long as we do not again find ourselves in a minivan,” I began.

“We won’t rent a minivan,” she promised. “It wouldn’t be four-wheel-drive.”

There were times when I wished I had chosen a more compliant mate.



The Jeep was an ugly monstrosity—large and amorphous and lacking any form of style.

But, alas, it was not a minivan.

At least I was allowed to drive, having beaten off competition from the frog. He sat sulking quietly in the back, between Audrey and Damek. I took great pleasure in having Bryn beside me in the passenger seat. I could almost pretend we were off on a Sunday pleasure trip.

Of course, we would never be pleasuring in an American vehicle.

The city of Slidell was not much prettier than the Jeep, at least based upon the sections we passed through. The sat nav brought us to the oddly named Davis Landing Road, so I accordingly slowed and halted the vehicle. We appeared to be quite alone, with not another person or vehicle in sight. But then, as if by magic, Monsieur D materialized from out of the trees with that ever-present, irritating grin upon his face. He strode towards the Jeep, his gait oddly loose-limbed for a man of his advanced years.

“Good day to you all!” he announced cheerfully as he pushed his way into the back seat beside the others, who all grumbled their dissatisfaction. I found the whole situation quite comical myself.

Before long, it became obvious why a Jeep was a necessity and not a luxury on this occasion. We were driving on a dirt track through dense forest, and even the sat nav did not appear to know where we were. The only landmarks were burnt out automobiles and heaps of old junk.

“Are you sure we are going the right way, Mr. D?” I questioned, concern in my tone. “It appears we are in a trailer park.”

“It’s Monsieur!” he countered aggressively. That was the thing about Monsieur D—he could plaster a big grin on his face all he liked, but sooner or later, the underlying anger showed itself.

“I beg your pardon, Monsieur,” I corrected myself. “Do you consider us to be heading in the correct direction?”

“Oh, yes.” And the anger was gone, just like that. “Guarda prefers to stay well off the beaten track. As long as you keep the Old Pearl River in sight, you can be sure you’re going the right way.”

“Very good.” Indeed, a river periodically revealed itself through gaps in the junk that lined the potted road.

The pits in the road grew progressively worse. I was just beginning to doubt Monsieur D once more when we came to what I believed would be referred to as a “shanty.” Someone had painted it sky blue many moons ago, most likely around the same time that fire was discovered, but presently, it was a peeling wreck.

“We’re here!” Monsieur D announced cheerfully.

I would wager he was the only person in the automobile who looked in any way cheerful. What a dump! A most unwelcoming spectacle! A blue tarpaulin covered what seemed to be a stack of firewood, and a few bedraggled, black chickens pecked periodically at the earth. As we disembarked from the vehicle, the wind gusted and rustled up the sound of clanging glass.

“What’s that?” Bryn jumped and grabbed my arm.

It was not like my hellion to be so jittery, but I did not blame her. There was something about this place …

“It’s just the spirit bottles, Bryn, hanging from that tree,” The frog pointed to a tree which stood in what I supposed passed for the yard. The tree looked entirely dead. In fact, so did the yard. Everything around here appeared eerily dead.

“What’s a spirit bottle?” Bryn sounded worried.

“They’re meant to capture good and evil spirits to protect the home,” explained Audrey. “It’s said that the person who succeeds in imprisoning the spirit within the bottle can force it to carry out their will. They also say you can hear the spirits talking or singing inside the bottles. But that’s just hokum,” she added hastily at the end.

What was hokum and what was not hokum seemed hard to fathom just now. Bryn looked unconvinced by Audrey’s assurance, as, in fact, did Audrey herself.

“I think the young man should remain in the car,” Monsieur D announced.

“What!” Damek was outraged. “Why me?”

“I am not singling you out specifically, young man. It is just that Guarda is not too keen on strangers, so the smaller we can keep the group, the better.”

“Let one of the others stay in the car, then!” Damek ground out.

Monsieur D appeared to be considering the thought. “Perhaps Mr. Sinclair should remain outside also.”

“Not a chance,” I answered with a firm shake of my head.

“But ...” Damek started.

“Absolutely not! If Bryn is going in, I am going in.”

Monsieur D glared at me momentarily before nodding. I presumed he realized how intractable I was in my intention.

“Well, Dureau and Bryn have to come in, as they are the ones who will be doing the dreaming,” he announced. “And Audrey should come, as Guarda knows her and is aware of her pedigree. I’ll be making the introductions. Sinjin has made his intention clear. So, I’m afraid that leaves you, young man,” Monsieur D finished.

“It’s not fair!” Damek stomped off back to the Jeep, executing the perfect impression of a teenager, whereupon he flung open the back door, climbed in, and slammed the door behind him. Then he immediately affixed his headphones. I must say, I did not understand his great desire to enter the dismal shanty, but I suppose the young are bold and foolish. And no one likes to be left out.

The remaining five of us gathered upon the makeshift porch, which was constructed entirely of rotten wood, pockmarked with woodworm. I half-wondered if it would support our collective weight.

Monsier D knocked on the door three times. The sound rang out ominously. Then, within a matter of seconds, the door creaked open.



Bryn

I’d faced many foes in my time—armies of zombies, master vampires, the mighty Luce himself—but I’d never before been overcome with such a feeling of … evil as I was when I looked at Guarda. Every cell in my body wanted to run as fast as possible in the opposite direction. I might even have done so if it weren’t for Sinjin standing directly behind me, like a giant bulwark. He felt reassuringly solid.

The old woman, maybe eighty, stood before us, saying nothing. She was small in stature but gigantic in presence. She wore a blue bandana around her head. It was pulled down tightly over her ears so you couldn’t see any hair. She could have been as bald as a billiard ball, for all I knew.

She wore a loose blouse and a long skirt which grazed the ground—so much so that it was torn at the hem and stained heavily with mud. Her face was long and lean, with sharp, prominent cheekbones and dark, dusty-looking skin. She was heavily wrinkled and marked with numerous age spots. But what captivated me most were her eyes. Even though they were clouded with cataracts, they seemed to pierce through you.

Guarda opened the door wider and hobbled a few steps back. Monsieur D took this as an invitation to enter, and the rest of us followed. Audrey and Dureau looked about as happy to be there as I felt.

We entered directly into a poorly lit room, probably owing to the fact that all the windows were either boarded up or were otherwise covered. A few candles burned around the small space. The smell was intense. I couldn’t quite put my finger on it, but it made me uneasy. It was something earthy, but not in the good way. It smelled like wet dirt—dank and musty. Behind it was another scent—incense? Musk? The air was surprisingly warm compared to the crisp coldness of the outdoors, and it was stuffy. You wouldn’t want to be claustrophobic in a place like this.

My eyes adjusted to the dark, and the full horror of our surroundings revealed itself. The windows were darkened over with either cardboard or a rough material. The only source of light came from candles. The candle’s glow illuminated rows and rows of what were clearly human skulls mounted on the wall directly across from us. Some of the skulls were complete, but others lacked jaws.

There were two small altars erected in each of the far corners. One was a small table covered in a white cloth. On it stood another human skull, a mound of assorted fruit, bottles filled with goodness knew what, and a substantial gold cross which glimmered in the candlelight. On the opposite wall, another small table had been placed, this time covered with red material. Centered on it was what I could only assume was a cow’s skull, complete with horns, more candles, and, most sinister of all, four jars stuffed with naked baby dolls. My hand flew involuntarily to my belly.

I felt certain, somehow, that Guarda had noticed this gesture, even though I hadn’t even looked at her. I withdrew my hand immediately. What the baby dolls in the jars represented, I didn’t know and didn’t want to know.

“Madame.” Monsieur D took Guarda’s gnarled old hand and kissed it. “So good of you to entertain us.”

Was this what passed for entertainment in these parts?

“You must be quick. I do not like so many in my home.”

Her voice was extraordinary. It had a deep grittiness to it, yet, at the same time, it was barely more than a whisper. When she spoke, she revealed several missing teeth. Her tongue poked out of the front of her mouth when she formed her words, reminding me of a soft, pink serpent. Not for the first time since entering the shack, a shiver passed through my body.

“Madame Guarda,” Dureau began, “we wish…”

“I know what you want.” The reply was a hiss, sudden and hostile.

“Of course.” Dureau lowered his head and moved a step back from Guarda. I didn’t blame him. Sometimes retreat was the best strategy.

“Are you able to help our young friends?” asked Monsieur D, his voice singsong and light. It was as though he wasn’t in the least bit concerned about the human skulls, the weird smell, the darkness, the jarred babydolls, or Guarda herself.

“Of course I’m able to help them,” she responded as she looked at each of us in turn. Her gaze fixed on me, and she didn’t shift it. “But why should I?” She let out a weird clacking sound, which I later worked out was a laugh.

“Why, to defeat the common foe, of course,” Monsieur D responded.

“What makes you think Luce is an enemy of mine?” she asked him, finally pulling her attention from me. Thank God.

“Because he’s the enemy of all magical beings, that’s why,” Monsieur D responded. I noticed with interest that it didn’t seem like anyone else wanted to talk to her. “His aim is to crush all opposition and become supreme leader.”

“Luce and I have an understanding,” Guarda said as my heart dropped.

“What kind of understanding?” I asked.

She faced me, and those faded eyes made my knees weak. “I leave him alone and he leaves me alone.”

“And you trust him to honor that agreement?” I asked.

“I am no fool, girl,” Guarda answered.

“Of course, she was not hinting that you are,” Monsieur D interjected. I was interested in the fact that he seemed very aware of offending her.

“I expect Luce to swindle me, just like every other man I ever met,” Guarda continued as her attention moved from Monsieur D and settled on Sinjin. He stared right back at her.

“I see no reason to antagonize Luce in the meantime,” Guarda finished.

“Madame Guarda.” I could see that Monsieur D was choosing his words carefully. “If you don’t mind my saying, do you not think your approach might be a little short-sighted?”

Guarda glared at him. I wouldn’t have liked to be on the receiving end of that look. Monsieur D cleared his throat nervously and continued. It was the first time I’d ever seen him appear apprehensive. And that was saying something.

“Luce is adding to his armies daily,” Monsieur D continued. “I have it on good authority that he means to mount an attack in the very near future. He’s also gaining in magical power all the time. It would appear to me, my good lady, that a pre-emptive strike is desirable under the circumstances.”

The glare remained unbroken. It made me uncomfortable, and I wasn’t even on the receiving end of it.

It seemed an age before Guarda spoke again. I didn’t know where to rest my eyes. I couldn’t look at the baby dolls in their jars. I felt they were staring at me, imploring me to let them out. Not to mention the numerous skulls with their hollow eye cavities. This place was beyond eerie.

Eventually, Guarda turned without saying anything and limped awkwardly into another room. It was too dark to see what she was doing, but we could hear her rummaging around. We all exchanged glances. Only Sinjin and Monsieur D appeared relatively relaxed.

Guarda re-emerged, holding two bottles containing what looked like swamp water. A brown sediment had settled at the base of each bottle, and in the clearer liquid at the top, particles of what looked like dirt floated around.

She handed the bottles to Dureau, who happened to be standing closest to her.

“You and the girl drink a bottle each before entering the dream world,” she instructed.

“But Guarda,” Audrey spoke for the first time since we’d entered the house, her voice cracking a little. “We already have a potion prepared for us by the Prophetess.”

This provoked an enormous cackle, the sound uncannily like that of a death rattle.

“Is Mercedes still calling herself that? What a joke.” She stopped laughing. “Show me.”

She held out a claw-like hand. Audrey, who’d been charged with safeguarding the vials, removed them from where they were concealed in a special pack she wore at all times at her lower back. She passed them to Guarda, her own fingers trembling. The older woman clutched them greedily and opened one, immediately holding it up to her nose. She inhaled deeply, and I could hear the sound of liquid in her lungs.

“Pah!” she pronounced, after a few seconds. “May as well drink your own piss. Take my bottles instead. They will deliver what you need.”

“You mean we’ll be able to successfully enter the dreams of all of Luce’s tribe?” I asked.

My eagerness had forced the words out. I instantly regretted them, as Guarda fixed her attention on me again with those unnerving, unearthly eyes.

“Ah,” she said as she took a few steps closer. Before I could do anything—like run in the other direction—she reached out and gripped my wrist. I glanced down at her bony hand and noticed that her skin was as delicate as rice paper. I could see all the veins underneath—they bugged out of her skin like plump worms.

“The bearer of the Flame,” she whispered. “I have heard of you.”

I gulped. “You have?”

She grinned toothlessly at me, then, thankfully, abruptly lost interest and released my wrist.

“I’ll keep these,” she said, referring to Mercedes’ vials.

“But I thought you said …” Audrey’s voice trailed off as Guarda bestowed yet another of her killer stares.

“Madame. We are most grateful for your assistance in this matter,” said Monsieur D, removing his hat and bowing low.

“What’s in it for you, anyway?” Guarda barked at him, ignoring his expression of gratitude.

Monsieur D grinned widely. “Don’t you worry about me. I always get paid.”

She gave him a sour look, then turned her attention back to the rest of us. “Get out,” she growled.

We didn’t need to be told twice.

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

Bryn

Back in the Jeep, Damek scrambled into an upright position and removed his headphones as we flung open all the car doors and buckled ourselves back in.

“Did she agree to help us?” he asked.

“Well, she gave us two bottles of what looks like swamp water and she said it would help us. Might poison us first,” I replied.

“Now, now, my dear,” said Monsieur D. “I am certain Guarda will be as good as her word. Despite what she said, she’s well aware of the threat posed by Luce. It’s in her own self-interest to help us.”

“Let’s hope you’re right,” Dureau responded.

“Mercedes is going to kill me when she finds out Guarda took her potions,” Audrey muttered to no one in particular, looking out the window and chewing her lower lip.

“You were very quiet in there,” I said as I looked at Sinjin, who had turned on the engine and was thankfully driving us the hell out of dodge.

“I did not wish to draw attention to myself, my little hellion,” he said as he eyed the potted road and took each pothole slowly. Even so, all of our heads bobbed up and down. “The woman is a powerful and dark force. The less information she gleaned about me the better, in my humble opinion.”

“You’ve never had a humble opinion in your life,” I responded with a smile.

Sinjin grinned, and it was incredibly sexy. “I concur with your appraisal, princess.”

Going back to Sinjin’s point, he was probably right. Guarda definitely wasn’t the type of person you wanted fishing inside your head. My own interaction with her had been minimal, but still I felt filthy afterwards—inside and out. Like I was in need of a shower. When she’d touched me… the memory made my skin crawl.

“What was she like?” Damek asked, leaning forward from his seat and poking his head in between Sinjin and me, as he looked expectantly from one to the other of us.

“Exceedingly repulsive,” Sinjin answered.

“You’re lucky you didn’t go in. I wish I hadn’t,” I said.

“I don’t know what you’re all making such a big deal about,” Damek said with a shake of his head. “I saw her when she opened the door. She’s just a little old woman.”

“You would do well not to underestimate your elders, boy!” Monsieur D’s voice boomed from the very back of the Jeep. There was something supernatural about the tone. Regardless, it shut Damek up.

“You can let me out here,” Monsieur D announced as we neared the outskirts of Slidell. “I have business to attend to in town.” Sinjin pulled to the side of the road and stopped the Jeep as Monsieur D jumped out with an agility that belied his years. He doffed his battered, black top hat and bowed low.

“Ladies and Gentlemen, as usual, the pleasure has been all mine.”

We all murmured polite responses as he turned and walked away.

Good riddance to bad rubbish , I thought towards his retreating back, all the while realizing I was beginning to sound more and more British.



We decided to wait until the next day to attempt another adventure into the dream world. We were all pretty wiped out after our visit to Guarda. Dureau and Audrey, in particular, still seemed shaken, causing me to wonder about their history with the old woman.

I had to admit to myself that I was dreading going back to the dream world again, especially after what happened last time with Jack waking up. But I wouldn’t admit defeat yet, especially not to Sinjin, who was worried enough as it was.

He paced up and down our hotel suite as if he needed to pee badly and there was no toilet available.

“Would you sit down? You’re making me nervous,” I said.

“Am I? Sorry.” He plonked himself down in the nearest chair. He then started fidgeting with a complementary pen that had been left out on a side table. After ten seconds or so, he snapped it completely in two.

“Sinjin!”

“Sorry.”

“What’s wrong with you?”

“You know what is wrong with me!” he responded as he faced me with wide, concerned eyes. “I do not want you going back into that dream reality again.”

“You know I have to.”

“I am not sure that I do.”

“Look. We have Guarda’s potion this time, and whatever Guarda is, everyone seems to agree she’s very magically powerful. That means we have our best chance so far of succeeding once and for all.”

“We have no idea what those bottles contain,” he argued. “What if the contents harm the baby?”

“I’ll ask Dureau and Audrey if they believe the contents will hurt the baby. Undoubtedly, they have some type of magic that can tell. And if there’s any doubt, I won’t take it.”

I walked over to him and knelt between his legs, looping my arms around his neck and giving him a kiss on the lips. Then I pulled away, took his face between my hands, and stared deeply into his incomparable eyes. As often happened, I had the impression I was falling into them.

“We’ve got to have faith,” I said.

“Faith in what?” His tone was contemptuous.

I shrugged. “I don’t know. Faith that the forces of good will win.”

“The forces of what?!” He pushed away from me and stood up in disgust as he started pacing again.

“What? What’s wrong with that?” I asked.

“You think we’re the force of good?”

“Well … yes.”

“Maybe you are, Bryn. But not I.”

“I think you are,” I said quietly.

He rounded on me, almost in fury, his eyes as pale as ice. “I am a master vampire, for pity’s sake! I have been around for six centuries!”

“I’m aware, Sinjin.”

“Do you have any idea of the amount of immoral and … evil deeds I have perpetrated in that time?”

I stared at him long and hard. I didn’t suppose I did. Or ever would. It wasn’t really something I spent my time thinking about.

“That was then, and this is now,” I said.

“What is that supposed to mean?” At least he’d stopped pacing.

“The man I see before me …”

“Vampire, Bryn,” he spat. “I am not a man.”

“You’re my man,” I said simply, and stood up before approaching him. “And the father of my child. And I trust you. And I believe in you. There’s no one else I’d rather have by my side, either on the battlefield or … in the nursery.”

“The nursery?” His mouth twitched, and I was pretty sure a smile wasn’t far behind.

“That’s what they call it, isn’t it? A nursery? The place you keep the baby.”

“You should probably find out for sure before the baby arrives.”

“Yeah, I know,” I said with a smile. “I should probably read one of those books you gave me.”

Sinjin put his arms loosely around me and smiled. “Perhaps you should.” I could see that the anger had completely left his body. His eyes had returned to their usual, vivid blue.

Well done, Bryn, I told myself. Could be good practice for when I had to deal with a toddler.

“It’s time to invade some dreams,” I said.



“You go first,” I said as I faced Dureau. We were in his hotel room again. Dureau and I lay on top of his bed. Luckily, Sinjin had kept his complaints to himself this time.

“No, you,” Dureau answered.

“I said it first.”

“Oh, this is ridiculous!” exclaimed Audrey. “Both knock it back at the same time!”

Dureau and I looked at each other and nodded as we held the vials Guarda had supplied us. There was something familiar about the bottles—the look and the shape of them. I couldn’t quite put my finger on why, though.

“Okay. Down the hatch. Ready?” Dureau asked.

“And you’re sure this won’t hurt the baby?” I asked.

“I tested it by virtue of my own magic,” Audrey answered. “It is safe.”

We both held our noses and swallowed. The first drop of liquid reached my taste buds and I gagged involuntarily, Dureau mirroring my actions.

“That’s vile!” I said as I shook my head and wiped my mouth with my sleeve.

“C’est degoutant ,” Dureau spluttered in disgust.

“Remember, Maman always said the best medicine always tastes the worst,” Audrey reprimanded him.

“You drink it, then.” He held the bottle out to his sister.

She grinned. “Now, now, Dureau. No need to be petulant.”

He rolled his eyes, then turned to me.

“Okay. Let’s do this.”

I nodded. This time I really went for it, glugging the whole thing back, determined not to stop until I’d downed every drop. The sensation of the potion sliding down the back of my throat was truly revolting—alternately gloopy and gritty.

Finally, it was gone, and then so was I.




Right away, I knew this time was different. I blinked a few times, hand in hand with Dureau, and found myself standing beside the familiar flame. Dureau looked over at me and nodded.

This time, there was no fog to speak of.

“Looks like Guarda came through after all,” I said.

“Hmm. I shall reserve judgment on that for the time being.”

We moved cautiously together, away from the safety of the flame. The last time, the experience was like moving through a watercolor painting of dripping color. This time, it was more like being in the middle of an impressionist painting, random bits of color everywhere. Nothing was very coherent. I looked down at my feet and realized I couldn’t see the ground beneath them. It was then that I also realized I couldn’t feel anything solid. It was like I was walking on air.

“What is this place?” I asked.

“I believe we’re in the collective dream cloud ,” answered Dureau. “Just at the edge of it.”

“So, we’re walking on a cloud?”

“If you like, yes.”

“What do we do?” I asked as I started to get used to the feeling of air beneath my soles.

“We keep walking,” Dureau answered with a shrug. “Until we reach the dreams.”

“And how will we know when we reach the dreams?”

“You’ll know.”

I decided to take his word for it and began to almost relish the sensation of walking on a cloud. I was unlikely to ever experience it again.

Before long, strains of music could be heard. Slightly discordant, I thought at first. Possibly jazz. Then, through the mist of colors surrounding us, came a full-size, New Orleans jazz funeral. I only knew what it was because I’d seen the spectacle in real life while exploring the French Quarter a couple of days earlier.

First came two white horses, black feathers bobbing on their heads. They drew an open, black carriage, the coffin sitting on top. And sitting on top of the coffin was an Elemental who looked vaguely familiar.

The mourners came towards us, gathered around the sides of the carriage and trailing behind it. Some sang, some danced, others played brass instruments—saxophone, trumpet, French horn and drum. All moved slowly, dressed in variations of black or white. I was about to get out of their way, but Dureau held onto my arm.

“There is no need,” he said.

“But …”

Sure enough, the first mourner, an elderly man wearing a suit bedecked in flowers, passed right through me. I barely felt him—only a slight tickling sensation. Then half a horse went straight through my body right afterwards. It was like I was a ghost.

“Concentrate on the dreamer,” said Dureau. “Ignore the rest.”

The Elemental, seated on the coffin, was coming closer to us.

“We will take this one together,” said Dureau. “You follow my lead.”

I nodded, grateful that one of us knew what to do. I clearly didn’t have a clue.

As the coffin drew alongside us, Dureau leaned over and whispered in the ear of the Elemental closest to him, “Luce has been lying to you all these years. He’s been brainwashing you into believing things that aren’t true, just so he can control you.”

The reaction of the dreamer was curious. He looked up and around him, almost as if a bee were buzzing around his head. Then he stopped looking around and faced forward again, as if he’d convinced himself that whatever voice he was hearing was just his imagination.

I leaned in close to his other ear. “Luce lied to you about your ancestry and your lineage. Witches and Elementals are the same species.”

Again, the frantic head turning.

Dureau leaned closer to the man again. “The massacre in Austria wasn’t led by humans. It was an uprising led by Luce against the government of magical beings in place at that time. That government was known as the Council.”

“Luce has brainwashed you. He lied to you and he’ll continue lying to you,” I said. “You need to find out the truth for yourself. Don’t believe Luce’s lies. Find out the truth.”

“Find the portal that leads to Balmoral,” Dureau said.

I looked up at him, surprised because we’d never managed to get the portal opened. He looked back at me and merely shrugged.

While it was questionable whether or not this Elemental would take the time to find out what had truly happened in Gratz all those years ago, I figured it was the best way to plant doubt in his mind. If he did consult the magical history books—which he could find online and even Luce couldn’t keep his people from the internet—he would come to realize the message we bore was the truth.

We kept up with the coffin for a little while, then allowed it to drift slowly by. I looked down as the Elemental passed and was amazed to see the same man lying in his bed—which appeared to be about twenty feet below the cloud—fast asleep. Dureau turned to me.

“What do you think?”

“It’s more satisfying than I thought,” I answered.

“You think he’ll take the time to research the truth?” Dureau asked.

I shrugged. “There’s no way of knowing, but our only intention was to supply the spark of doubt, right? What they do with that spark is up to them.”

“True enough,” he said, and then sighed. “We have hundreds of dreamers still left to visit. We should split up. We’ll get through more that way.”

“Isn’t that risky?”

“Yes,” Dureau answered with a nod, and then took a deep breath. “But I think it’s a risk worth taking. We don’t know how long Guarda’s potion is going to last.”

“Okay. But we stay within sight of one another, as much as possible.”

“Agreed.”

We advanced cautiously. Every now and then, a gap in the clouds would reveal a figure sleeping in a bed below. At the sound of a noise up ahead, that of metal against metal, I watched as a scene began to paint itself before me—this one a training session.

I moved toward the sound and allowed the scenery to paint itself around me. The whole thing had a level of familiarity to it that bothered me. I’d taken part in so many such training sessions when I’d been a member of the tribe. To look at it now, I felt like I’d been thrown back into one of the training camps.

A pair of fighters passed through me, swords and all. Then my heart nearly stopped as Luce appeared directly in front of me, his long grey hair blowing back in the mist. He stared at me angrily.

And it was too late to do anything.

I opened my mouth to scream for Dureau, but before I could make a sound, Luce’s form shot through me. It took me a couple of seconds to understand that he’d just been part of the dream. He wasn’t real.

With my composure restored and my heart rate slowing, I studied the training scene before me. On closer inspection, I could see that one of the Daywalkers was more detailed than the others in the colors of his body and clothing and the lines that delineated them. He just seemed more … solid. I looked down through the first available gap in the cloud and my suspicions were confirmed. He was the one lying in the bed, dreaming. I positioned myself beside him and whispered in his ear, saying things along the same lines as Dureau and I had whispered to the first sleeper.

It was another few seconds before this particular dream scene drifted on, and I was on my own again.

I could have sworn I heard a baby laugh. Immediately, I thought of Emma, the princess. Of course, I wondered if I’d merely imagined the sound, or mistaken it for something else. But, no. The next scene drifted towards me, bringing with it the unmistakeable sounds of a baby.

This vista was smaller and more concentrated. It consisted of just two beings, a mother and her baby. I didn’t recognize the mother and imagined she must have been a new recruit.

The scene was heart-warming. The mother, a young woman, her brown hair tied back casually, knelt in what appeared to be a summer meadow. She lifted her child, a boy, above her head and beamed up at him. The child laughed down at his mother, waving his dimpled arms and legs in excitement. I knelt beside her. My mission here was slightly different. This woman already had a good idea of how awful Luce really was.

“It’s all going to be okay,” I whispered.

The woman looked around her, her expression of surprise and confusion similar to the expressions of the Elemental and the Daywalker.

“You will make it out of this place,” I continued. “There’s a better life waiting for you and your son. Queen Jolie and her people are your friends, not your enemies. There are those who , just like you, escaped Luce, and they’re now living happily in Queen Jolie’s court.” I paused a moment as I noticed a smile taking hold of the woman’s mouth. “Don’t give up.”

I had tears in my eyes as the two drifted by. But if felt good. Finally, I could do something for these women, if only in their dreams.

I lost count of the dreamers, just as I lost track of time. I whispered into countless ears. Some of the dreams were pleasant, even delightful, like the one of the mother playing with her baby. Others were more disturbing, and some were outright nightmares. More than once, I had to remind myself that they were no more than dreams. The images were so life-like, and twice more I came across Luce. Hardly surprising. He loomed so large in the lives of these unfortunate Elementals, Daywalkers and hybrids.

From time to time, as the mists parted, I caught glimpses of Dureau as he was doing the same. A day could have passed. A night? Both? I had no way of knowing. Time passed differently in the dream world than it did in the real world.

At last, Dureau and I reconnected. He came striding across the cloud, looking immensely satisfied. I smiled broadly at him.

“You’re a sight for sore eyes,” I said.

“You too. How did you get on?”

“Good. I’ve started to see a few dreamers more than once.”

“Me too.”

“Do you think that means we’ve covered everyone?”

“I hope so,” he answered with a nod. “I know I’ve reached a couple hundred, anyway. You?”

“Same.”

“I say we can go, then. Congratulate ourselves on a job well done.”

“Agreed.”

We clasped hands and walked in the direction from which we’d come, counting our steps all the way back to the flame—our way home.

But when we finished counting, there was no flame to be seen.

“We must have counted our steps wrong,” I said. “Let’s do it again.”

We did. Still no flame and no way out.

I was starting to get nervous. Dureau appeared calmer, so I kept my fears to myself.

“The flame must be hidden in the mist,” he said. “You go that direction and I’ll go this way.” He pointed ahead, and I nodded.

“Don’t go far, though,” I said.

“I won’t.”

The mist seemed to be moving faster now. It was almost as if it was being whipped up by a breeze. Then the breeze grew stronger, until it could be characterized as a wind. That was when I realized something was definitely wrong.

“Dureau!” I called, but the wind whipped the sound away.

I called out again, this time louder, but it was as if the wind swallowed any sound I made.

The wind was now a full-force gale. I had difficulty staying on my feet. What was going on? Was I in the eye of some dream hurricane?

Then I heard a strange, familiar clicking sound. A sound which passed as laughter in a certain shanty on the outskirts of Slidell. Realization dawned on me as I was knocked off my feet and carried away by the winds.

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

Bryn

It was the oddest sensation. Almost like being in a dream.

On second thought, it was more like those seconds between sleeping and waking, when you can’t remember the particulars of your life. You just exist. I could feel Dureau’s presence, but I couldn’t see him. Couldn’t see anything. It was all kind of … blank.

There was a recurring sound which I vaguely recognized but couldn’t place. A clinking sound. Glass against glass?

Dureau. I thought the word, trying to reach out to him telepathically, since I couldn’t seem to make my voice work. I could feel Dureau trying to push through whatever wall was keeping him out of my conscious mind. It felt like pressure—like a mild headache, almost.

Bryn? I heard his voice in my mind.

Yes, I’m here.

Thank God.

Why can’t I see you? Why can’t I see anything? What’s happened? I asked in thought as I tried to understand how it was that everything was so completely confusing.

Guarda.

Guarda? I repeated. I don’t understand. What has she done?

Even though I couldn’t hear it with my ears, I could have sworn I heard Dureau sighing.

She’s trapped us in her spirit bottles.

Her what? I asked as my stomach dropped and a sick feeling hit me.

Remember the bottles hanging on the tree outside her house?

Oh, God.

Yes. But, how …

She’s trapped our spirits in her bottles.

I couldn’t understand how or why. But what’s she done with our bodies?!

Our bodies are, hopefully, still safely on the bed in my hotel room.

It was hard to process.

So how do we get out of here? I asked, wondering if there was a way out of being trapped in a spirit bottle.

I don’t know, Dureau responded. He sounded annoyed.

The others will be wondering why we haven’t woken up yet.

Perhaps, he answered, and then his voice grew silent in my head. I realized he was just thinking. But we don’t know how long they think we’ve been gone. You know how time moves differently in the dream world. Maybe as far as they’re concerned, we’ve only been gone a few minutes.

That was a sobering thought. It could be days before they figured out something had gone wrong. And who knew where Dureau and I would be by then?

How did you work out where we were? I asked. I can’t see anything. Can you?

Your eyes will adjust after a while. I think I’ve been awake longer than you.

Before long, I started to become aware of my surroundings. I couldn’t explain why or how, but I started to see things. Only shadows at first. Then the colors—such as they were in this godforsaken place—began to seep through. I first became aware of Guarda’s shack. Black blobs moved across the ground, which gradually revealed themselves to be chickens. And the tree from which I hung, so dead-looking it almost seemed to be made of bones.

I had no actual tears to cry because my body was back in the hotel room. But my spirit cried. A passer-by might have thought it was the wind whistling through the branches.

Had I been asleep? It was hard to know. What was asleep and what was awake and what was alive and what was dead? Was the baby in here with me? I didn’t think so. Hopefully the baby was just blissfully asleep in my belly back at the Pontchartrain.

I focused on reaching Dureau again.

Are you still there? I thought.

Bryn? His voice sounded smaller and further away than before. I didn’t know what that meant, if anything at all.

There was a protracted creaking sound.

What was that? I asked. I couldn’t see anything.

It sounded a bit like … a door opening, he responded.

A dark shape approached the tree. I recognized Guarda.

What have you done to us? Let us go immediately! I tried to scream at her, but my voice wouldn’t work, so I was forced just to think the thoughts again.

She clacked her monstrous laughter.

Why would I do that, she hissed, when I could give you both to Luce? I’d imagine I’d get a very good price. Especially for you, my dear—his estranged daughter and bearer of the Flame.

I’m not his daughter and never was, I insisted, even as I realized it was silly to be focused on such a useless detail.

Turn us over to Luce and we’ll reveal the fact that you allowed us to reach his tribe in order to turn them against him, Dureau said. I doubt he would react well to that.

Well, then. Perhaps I will use you as my thralls. Get you to do my bidding.

We will never do anything for you! I railed back at her.

I think you will both find that you won’t have much choice in the matter. Your will is mine, now that you’re trapped in the spirit bottles.

She turned and hobbled back into her house as I wondered how in the world we were ever going to get ourselves out of this.



Sinjin

There were two things that kept me sane. One: Bryn continued to appear robust and healthy—and beautiful, though that went without saying. Two: the baby’s heartbeat continued to beat both steadily and rhythmically.

What exactly had happened to Bryn and Chevalier, we could not tell, but it had been two days now since they had first ventured into the dreamscape. Still, they had not awakened. They appeared to have lapsed into some sort of coma. Yet their health did not seem to be compromised. It was as if they were both in a deep and peaceful slumber. The trouble was that this sleep was too deep. They were not able to wake up. The three of us were quite at a loss as to what had happened, though we kept a watchful vigil at their bedside, ever alert for the tiniest sign of wakefulness.

Audrey looked wretched, the poor girl. Chevalier was the only family she had, she kept telling me. I knew how she felt. And I had not quite realized before how attached to Bryn Damek was. It seemed he viewed her as some type of honorary auntie or big sister. He wore his shades at all times—to hide his tears, I guessed.

“It’s Guarda,” Audrey said, not for the first time.

It was the end of day two of our vigil, and I had just undertaken a particularly vigorous bout of pacing, an activity which drove the other two to distraction. I confess I could not help myself.

“You think Guarda did this?” I asked as I looked over at Bryn. Her face was both wan and pale.

“She’s the only person who could do this… and who would do it,” Audrey said as she worried her lower lip.

“Very well. I will go see her.”

Audrey stood up in alarm. “Careful, Sinjin. You don’t know what she’s capable of!”

“I can see quite clearly what she is capable of,” I said as I motioned to the princess and the frog. I faced Audrey resolutely. “Guarda will reverse whatever she has done at once, or she will suffer my wrath.”

Damek rose also. “I’ll go with you.”

“No, Damek,” I said as I shook my head. “Although I much appreciate the offer, I will be quicker and more efficient if I go alone. And you are needed here to support Audrey and to protect Bryn and Chevalier while they are in this most vulnerable condition.” I took a breath. “Besides, I owe it to your mother to keep you safe.”

He sank back down in his seat, appearing crestfallen. I was not without sympathy. I knew first-hand how maddening it was to sit back and do nothing while your loved ones were in danger.

“Will you leave now, then?” Audrey asked as she faced me.

I was already gone.



No need this time to buy an ugly Jeep. Not even a Porsche was required. Unencumbered as I was by fellow travellers, I was able to transport myself to Guarda’s loathsome shanty by way of several successive materializations. I dare say my rage made me all the swifter.

The witch would pay.

I concealed myself in the trees at first, a tactic which also afforded protection from the relentless drizzle. From that location, I scanned the area. I saw no sign of anything untoward. All seemed unchanged from our last visit. It was time to approach the house, if such it could be termed. It was beyond me how anyone could bear to live in such filth and degradation.

All was quiet, save for the distant roar of the Old Pearl River and the clanging of the spirit bottles from the skeletal tree, which was strange, as there was barely a gust of wind. I did not trouble to knock this time, instead materializing right inside the entrance room where we had all gathered several days earlier.

Guarda was there, hunched over one of her bizarre altars, muttering incomprehensible words. I could sense she was aware of my presence immediately, but I was on her before she had a chance to react.

I got the repellent creature by the throat and held her up against the wall.

“Where is she?” I demanded through gritted teeth. “What have you done with her?”

Guarda clawed at my hands with her own, her evil-looking eyes fairly popping out of her head. She indicated that she wanted to speak, so I loosened my grip somewhat, at which point she grinned repulsively.

“You will never find her, vampire.”

I tightened my grip again and began to squeeze. It would be so incredibly satisfying to extinguish her hideous life force.

“If you kill me,” she somehow managed to hiss, “You will never see your love again.”

This did indeed stop me in my tracks. I released the wretched creature entirely. There was a fleeting moment of triumph on her countenance, after which the old woman disappeared. My head could scarce keep up with what was happening as her clothes fell to a heap on the floor, and a snake slithered out from the mound of fabric and disappeared through a hole in the floorboards.

Damn! The witch had tricked me good and proper, evading capture by way of shape-shifting. I cursed myself for my stupidity. I would not be able to catch her in her serpent form.

I stepped outside the shanty into the driving rain and transported myself back to the Pontchartrain.



Bryn

I felt Sinjin’s presence before I saw him.

My heart dropped to know he was here, with the awful Guarda.

I watched him move stealthily towards the shack, steely determination written across his handsome face. I called out to him, to no avail. I had no voice, of course. So I tried to reach him through my thoughts instead. But for whatever reason, I had never been able to communicate with Sinjin in this way.

Dureau! Sinjin’s here!

Dureau had been in a kind of drowsy stupor for a while. I’d noticed that he hadn’t been conversing as much, and when we did contact one another through our mind connection, his words were short and hurried. It was as if he’d simply given up. But giving up wasn’t like him, and I worried for my friend.

Dureau!

Hmm? He sounded groggy.

Wake up! It’s Sinjin.

What? Here?

Yes.

I don’t see him.

He’s gone into the house.

Merde! he swore. If he kills her, we might be stuck in these bottles forever.

What?

After a couple of minutes, Sinjin came out of the shack alone, his face a mask of despair, and he promptly dematerialized.

What happened? Dureau asked, and I had to wonder why he was asking me this question. Couldn’t he see for himself?

I don’t know .

Before long, we saw Guarda enter the house, which was odd, as I’d never seen her leave.

At least she’s still alive, I said.

It was cold comfort.

After Sinjin left and Guarda reappeared, I lapsed into a heavy depression. The elation at seeing Sinjin was matched only by the grief of seeing him leave and the realization that he had no idea what had happened to Dureau and me, or that we were suspended in the bottles. It was so frustrating!

I’d tried to telepathically connect with Jolie so many times. Nothing. I wondered if she was simply too far away. Or was it because I was stuck in this bottle?

Feeling like the entire world was caving in on me, I was suddenly reminded of a lullaby Jolie would sing to Emma before her bedtime. It was a song about rainbows and bluebirds and lemon drops. I started to sing the song in my head, focusing on the words in an effort to pull myself away from my reality.

Halfway through the song, the oddest sensation washed over me. I literally felt my sister moving through my being, almost as though we shared a body.

Bryn? she asked, her voice sounding in my mind.

Jolie!

Where are you? Our connection feels … strange.

Oh, thank God. Jolie, you need to listen! I need you to find help!

Help? Where are you?

You need to tell Sinjin that Dureau and I are trapped in the spirit bottles in the tree outside Guarda’s house!

You’re what ? The pitch of her voice rose with her concern. Who is Guarda?

Jolie, I don’t have time to explain, I said, still so happy I was even able to make contact with her in the first place. Call Sinjin! And tell Mercedes and Mathilda!

You’re trapped in the spirit bottles? Outside the home of Guarda? Jolie repeated.

Yes, and we need help.

And just like that, my mind went blank.

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

Sinjin

I hated telling the others I had failed. Not just because I loathed to fail, but because of the looks of disappointment on their faces—the way Audrey rose expectantly from her place of vigil by the bed, and her look of despair as she crumpled back down again when I told her my mission had been unsuccessful.

Bryn still lay as beautiful and peaceful as ever, with the fop breathing evenly beside her. I took my place at the edge of the bed and considered my options. My thoughts were rudely interrupted by the sound of the Clash singing “London Calling.”

“What the bloody hell?” I started, and it took me several seconds to realize it was my new ring tone.

I fished around in my trouser pocket until I located my phone and realized it was Jolie. Immediately, my heart sank. No one had informed the queen about her sister’s… situation. I supposed it was time to change that, though I hated the thought.

“My queen,” I started.

“Sinjin!” she interrupted. “What the hell is going on?!”

“Um …” I said with a frown as Audrey faced me and walked closer.

“I’ve just been contacted by Bryn,” Jolie said, and my spirits suddenly soared.

“You did?”

“Yes! She told me she and Dureau are in serious trouble! Why wasn’t I informed of this before now? Why did I have to hear it from her?”

“Did she say where they were?” I asked as a smile broke out across Audrey’s face. After another moment, Damek stood up and joined her. They both stared at me as I listened to Jolie.

“She said they were trapped in spirit bottles on the tree outside Guarda’s house.” She paused. “Of course, that didn’t make any sense to me at all! Who is Guarda?”

“I apologize, my queen, but I do not have time to explain,” I said as I faced the others. “Guarda trapped them in the spirit bottles.”

“Oh my God!” Audrey exclaimed.

“Sinjin?” Jolie called out on the phone.

“I am going after your sister,” I responded. “I cannot explain anything more. Please call Audrey and she will give you the details.”

I did not wait for the queen to comment. Though it was quite rude, I simply hung up. Then I turned to face the others. “Damek, you come with me. Audrey, you stay here and answer the queen’s call,” I started but was unable to finish as Audrey’s mobile phone began instantly chirping.

She reached for it, but before she answered, she faced us both. “Good luck,” she said as I nodded and the two of us started for the door.



I hired a Harley Davidson. Damek sat on the back, hardly able to contain his excitement. For myself, I was far too concerned about the fate of my dear Bryn to find enjoyment in the vehicle.

To have been forced inside one of those odious bottles—the thought was enough to cause an irate rage to seize me.

Guarda would pay.

“Hold on tight, Damek.”

I weaved recklessly through the rush hour traffic, ignoring the multiple car horns that were aimed at me. What did I care for humans and their rules? My hellion was in danger. And the frog, of course, but that was beside the point.

When I estimated that we were a five-minute walk from Guarda’s shanty, I brought the Harley to a stop and dismounted, parking it behind an outcropping of skeletal trees.

“Follow my lead, and do not do anything stupid unless I sanction it first,” I said as I faced the boy and inhaled deeply.

“Gotcha.”

“May your mother forgive me for involving you in such affairs.”

We moved stealthily in the direction of the shanty, startling woodland creatures as we went. It was only when the hut came into view that it occurred to me that I had no plan other than to force Guarda to release my love and the fop, which had not exactly gone well last time. I had half a notion to smash all the spirit bottles on the tree, but what if that killed them?

Perhaps I had been too hasty in my actions. It may have been wiser to gather a little more information before rushing out on this rescue mission. On the other hand, I was a great believer in the tenet that fortune favored the brave. And I would not risk Guarda harming Bryn whilst I tarried.

I wondered if Guarda had returned to her human form yet, or if she still slithered in the undergrowth outside her property. I warned young Damek to be on the alert. He kept watch while I drew cautiously ever closer to the house.

My question was answered when the front door opened and the hunched figure of the old woman emerged, hobbling gracelessly to the chicken coup. I watched her fish around in the hay and come up with a couple of eggs. My view was not the best, but the eggs appeared to be a rather deep shade of brown—appearing as if they were already rotten.

I was surprised to find Guarda going about her business, acting as though nothing were amiss. As though she had not stolen the souls of two people and shoved them into glass bottles. She must have suspected I would be back for her.

Perhaps she did not fear me. Well, she was about to find out that when one underestimated Sinjin Sinclair, one did so at one’s absolute peril.

“Madame,” I approached her nonchalantly, my hands behind my back.

She turned at my approach, looking unsurprised to see me and alarmingly unconcerned.

“You don’t know when to quit, do you, vampire?”

I continued to walk slowly towards her. “Not only do I not know when to quit, I do not know the meaning of the word.”

“It’s what smart folk do when they’re in over their heads.”

I did not fully comprehend her meaning, but it worried me not. “Where I am from, one protects and defends one’s friends.”

“Get off my property.”

“I will gladly remove myself from your… humble abode, as soon as you restore Lady Bryn and Dureau Chevalier to themselves.”

She laughed. “You can forget about your lady love. You won’t be seeing her again.”

Mistake.

Big mistake.

The statement lit me up with rage.

But before I could react, there was a blinding flash of light, and a searing pain ripped through me. I was flung to the ground, where I lay blinking and uncomprehending for several seconds. And in those seconds, Guarda disappeared. Again.

As soon as I was capable, I sprang to my feet and looked about for the old witch. The woman was nowhere to be seen, but at the sound of rustling, I turned, just in time to see a large snake disappearing into the undergrowth. I dived after her, only to miss her tail by inches. And that was when I saw Damek up ahead, a wood axe raised above his head.

“No!” I roared.

But it was too late. Damek brought the axe down with all his might and delivered a fatal blow to his target. The snake was cleaved entirely in two, at which point she began to sizzle loudly and smoke profusely, until there was nothing left of her but a charred-looking skin.

“Yes!” Damek punched the air. “Did you see that, Sinjin? I killed her.”

I nodded mutely, wondering if, in doing so, he had also killed Bryn.



Bryn

It was pretty startling, this abrupt return to my body. I didn’t realize what had happened at first. One second I was watching the altercation between Sinjin and Guarda, then she threw one of those eggs at him and all hell broke loose.

Next, Sinjin was shouting, Damek had an axe. Then …

My eyelids felt heavy, as if they hadn’t been opened in a long time and the room seemed to be unnaturally bright, even though, as I realized later, all the curtains were drawn. Audrey was asleep, sitting up, her head propped up on her hand. I could feel Dureau stirring beside me. I tried to say his name, but it came out as a croak. I cleared my throat.

“Dureau.”

But there was no response.

I turned my head to look at him. His eyes were still closed.

“Dureau?” I whispered.

His eyes popped open, and I gave him a few seconds to get his bearings.

“Are you okay?” I asked.

He turned to face me and just nodded. “What happened?”

His voice woke Audrey.

“Dureau?” she said as her eyes flew open, and she jumped up, running to the bed. She threw her arms around her brother and cried as she spoke to him in French.

“And Bryn,” Audrey said as she gave me a hug, too. Then she helped us both to sit up. I felt stiff and weak.

“What happened?” she asked. “How did you wake up?”

“Do you know?” Dureau asked me.

I nodded. “It must have been Sinjin and Damek. They killed Guarda, and doing so must have broken the spell.”

“They killed Guarda?” Audrey asked, appearing doubtful. “How?”

“She was in the shape of a snake, and Damek cut her in half with an axe,” I answered as I shook my head. I wasn’t sure why, but there was a part of me that doubted whether the old woman really was dead.

“That didn’t kill Guarda. There is no way to kill Guarda,” Audrey said as she faced her brother again and a new set of tears bled from her eyes. Dureau reached out and cradled her in his arms.

I realized, with a pang, how much I wanted to be held.

“I should call Sinjin,” I said as I searched for my phone.

“Use mine,” Audrey said as she handed her phone to me. I accepted it and dialed his number. No reply.

“Maybe they’re on their way back,” she said with a shrug. “Or maybe Sinjin believes it’s just me calling for an update.”



Sinjin

I took the stairs three at a time, not possessing the patience to wait for the elevator. I had not even turned off the Harley, just skidded to a halt in front of the hotel and left the machine for Damek to deal with.

I had to ensure that Bryn was still alive.

The door to Chevalier’s bed chamber was locked. I lifted my leg and kicked it in, with no other thought than to reach Bryn, to see for myself if she still lived.

“What?” someone burst out.

“Sinjin?” Bryn said as she turned to face me, the shock of the exploding door suddenly forgotten.

The sight of her sitting up in bed, smiling and flushed, may well have been the highlight of my existence thus far. I flung myself at her, thereby startling the dear girl—not to mention, I have no doubt, the Chevaliers.

“You are alive,” I said, my voice sounding haunted.

I took the steps that separated us and gathered her into my arms, vowing then and there that I would never let her go again.

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

Bryn

It was beyond good to be back at Kinloch Kirk, although the rain lost its appeal after a couple of days.

We were greeted like heroes by some of our people. Others were harder to impress. Their reaction didn’t bother me much, though. As far as I was concerned, our mission had been a success. Both Dureau and I felt that we’d successfully invaded the dreams of Luce’s tribe to the best of our ability. We wouldn’t be given another opportunity, so we could only hope the seeds we’d planted were strong enough to grow.

No one was more pleased to see me than Jolie, except maybe Emma, who gurgled with pleasure when placed in my arms. Maybe it was my imagination, but I could have sworn she was even more enthusiastic about her Auntie Bryn since I’d become pregnant. As she gurgled away, I told myself she was talking to the baby and that she already knew something the rest of us didn’t—maybe whether the baby was a girl or boy.

In honor of our return, Jolie planned a spectacular feast. We washed down the ridiculous amount of food with copious amounts of alcohol—well, everyone else did. Damek wasn’t allowed any, and after his last experience with alcohol, didn’t want it anyway. And Sinjin didn’t eat, of course. He whispered to me that he would taste it all when he drank from me later. So I ate for three: me, Sinjin and the baby.

I have a surprise for you , Jolie told me telepathically as the evening began to wrap up.

What is it?

If I told you, it wouldn’t be a surprise.

“Ugh, can you not discuss things in the open like ordinary people?” complained Sinjin.

“How did you know …?” I started.

He frowned at me before facing Rand. “It is quite obvious, is it not, Randall?”

“Yes,” Jolie’s husband agreed. “Quite obvious.”

“You’re just jealous, Sinjin,” Jolie said with a big grin. “Sinjin Sinclair can never be made to feel left out!”

“That is the truth,” I said with a laugh.

“Humph,” Sinjin responded, and frowned at us both.

Jolie laughed. “Well, Sinjin, you don’t need to be jealous. The surprise is for you too.”

“A surprise? Well, why did you not say so?” he asked, his expression changing to one of excitement. He looked like a little boy on Christmas morning.

Jolie laughed and stood up from the dinner table. “Follow me,” she said.

She led us out through the double doors of the dining room and past the apartment where Sinjin and I shared adjoining rooms. Then we started across the courtyard to the path that led down a small embankment and into the forest.

“Jolie, could this wait until the morning?” I asked, already yawning into my hand. “I’m exhausted after all the traveling, and my bed is calling my name.”

“Patience, Bryn,” she said.

“You cannot wait on a surprise,” Sinjin chided me as he shook his head.

Jolie stopped walking when we reached a guesthouse at the base of the grassy knoll. The guesthouse had once doubled as a storage shed. But now, as I looked at it, I realized she’d remodeled the whole thing.

“Ta da!” she announced.

“Ta da?” I repeated.

“Your new home.”

“Our what?” I asked as I turned to face Sinjin with wide eyes.

“My queen, I can assure you that this is most unnecessary,” Sinjin protested. “We were quite happy with our current arrangements.”

Jolie shook her head. “So speaks one who has no clue how much space a baby takes up.”

“A sprog is approximately twenty inches long,” Sinjin responded.

Jolie burst out laughing. “That’s what I used to think, too. But then I had Emma. Have you seen the amount of stuff she comes with?”

“It’s true, Sinjin. It is kind of unbelievable,” I said as I faced the newly remodeled guesthouse again. I couldn’t suppress the excitement that bubbled through me. Our own house! And it was beautiful with its numerous windows and dark gray shutters that bordered each one. The house itself was bright white, and there were flowers of all shapes, sizes and colors in the front, behind the white picket fence.

“It seemed a little silly to have the two of you living like roommates now that you’re expecting a baby together, so why don’t you just go in and take a look?” Jolie continued.

She unlocked the door, then handed me the key and stood back. “You can let me know what you think tomorrow. Anything you need changed, just ask.”

“Aren’t you coming in?” I asked as I turned to face her.

“No. I want you to both to be able to see it together,” she said with a laugh. “We’ll talk tomorrow.”

“Thank you, Jolie,” I whispered as I fought to keep the tears back.

“My queen, your kindness truly knows no bounds,” Sinjin responded.

Jolie didn’t say anything more but turned around and started back up the walkway leading to the main house.

Sinjin and I exchanged a long look.

“Well?” I said.

We opened the door and entered our new hallway. An expanse of hardwood floors greeted us, giving the place a warm feel. The floor plan was open, and with all the windows, it would bring in quite a bit of light in the daytime. I’d have to make sure Sinjin fed from me on a regular basis.

“What do you think?” I asked.

All was plush and modern, the smell of new paint pervasive, all the colors neutral. I watched Sinjin as he strolled thoughtfully around, looking this way and that, his hands behind his back.

“Hmmm,” he said.

“What does that mean?”

“It means I am quite humbled by your sister’s generosity, and I believe we shall be quite comfortable here.” He turned to face me. “It shall be nice to live together, my pet.”

I smiled as I seconded the notion and started down the hallway into the kitchen. The kitchen was bright and airy, with modern, white cabinets and a generous island covered with a granite counter.

“It’s beautiful,” I said.

“Pity we will not use it,” Sinjin responded.

“What do you mean?”

He shrugged. “I do not eat, and you do not cook.”

“Well, I guess I’ll have to learn,” I answered as we started into the master bedroom. “Wow,” I said.

Jolie had really outdone herself when it came to the bedroom. The room was huge and dominated by a large bay window, which looked out over the ever-changing ocean. Sinjin and I stood alongside each other, staring at it silently.

“Magnificent,” he said quietly.

“It’s like we have this amazing piece of art on our bedroom wall that’s constantly changing.”

“Well said, princess.” He looked down at me, and I heard the smile in his voice.

The room was mostly white, light-filled and airy, although the wall behind the bed was papered, with a pattern of delicate flowers and exotic birds in cages. I could tell it wasn’t Sinjin’s taste, but I didn’t really care. I loved it.

As for the bathroom, it was the size of a small bedroom!

“Bryn. Come and have a look at this.”

I followed his voice.

Sinjin stood in a doorway. He moved aside to let me through.

The room was green and white, the curtains white with images of animals all over them. The pictures on the wall were of various nature scenes. It was as if someone had tried to bring the outside in and succeeded. In the center of the room was a crib with a jungle mobile hanging overhead.

“Wow… just wow,” I said as I twirled around, allowing myself to take everything in.

“It truly is lovely,” Sinjin said as he took me in his arms and kissed the top of my head.

“It’s perfect,” I answered as tears threatened my eyes.

The moment was nothing short of magical. But it was also bittersweet, because it could all be taken away so quickly by Luce.

I vowed then and there that I would never allow that to happen.

My family would survive.



Sinjin

I had never lived with a woman before. It was a particular trap I had managed to avoid for nigh on six centuries. I had always been a lone wolf—such is the nature of the vampire. So, when Jolie sprung her “surprise” on Bryn and me, it was somewhat of a shock, to say the least.

Women could be such interfering creatures at times, and my queen was not immune to this foible of her sex. The fact that Bryn was clearly not in on the plan and was as surprised, if not as shocked, as me was the one thing that stopped me from becoming supremely irritated with the entire project.

Of course, my lady Bryn had never lived with a gentleman, either. Her fierce independence was one of the qualities I most admired in her. She constantly warned me not to invade her space. So, this new living arrangement was likely to be a challenge to both of us. Due to the impending sprog, however, I supposed we would both have to do our very best. The bed did look rather comfortable.

Deciding I could do with some sage advice on the matter, I went to consult with my good friend and de facto sister, Klassje.

As per usual, music blasted out of her apartment window upon approach. Ariana Grande, I believed it was. Ariana, whose great-great-great-grand uncle, an Italian Count, I had sparred with on one memorable occasion.

Typically, Klassje could not hear me, owing to the racket she was making, so I had no choice but to enter unannounced. I sincerely hoped I would not happen upon her and the frog in flagrante . That would be most embarrassing, not to mention distasteful.

“Klassje!” I called out several times.

Eventually, she emerged from her bedroom, carrying a big black sack.

“Oh, hi, Sinjin.”

“Aha! You have killed Chevalier and now you are disposing of his body in a black bag. Excellent plan. Do you require any assistance?”

She laughed her throaty laugh. “You wish! I was just clearing out some crap.”

I approached my dear friend and kissed her upon each cheek. “As beautiful as always,” I said.

“As handsome as ever,” she countered.

I nodded my acknowledgment. “So, tell me all your news, Klaasje, my dear. And especially why on earth you have taken leave of your senses and let that fop have his wicked way with you.”

“Don’t you worry, Sinclair. It’s me who’s having my wicked way with him .”

“Delighted to hear it. But still, I thought you had better taste.”

‘There’s nothing wrong with Dureau, silly.”

“There is little right with him.”

“Your Bryn seemed quite partial to him for a while.”

I glared at Klassje, who merely flashed me a brilliant smile. “I wager I asked for that.”

“You sure did.”

“But really, Klassje. My inquiry is genuine. Are you truly serious about the frog?”

She looked up at the ceiling, as if expecting to find an answer up there. “I guess I am.” She said eventually, looking as if she were surprised by her own reply.

“Good Lord,” I said. “Methinks we have both become soft.”

She laughed. “Who would have guessed?”

“Not I.”

“But seriously, Sinjin, I heard you and Bryn were moving in together?”

“Yes, hence my reason for seeking you out.”

“That’s a big step for the ultimate bachelor.”

“Quite so, my dear, quite so.” I grew quiet for a few counts. “Do you believe me capable of changing my life so drastically?”

She laughed. “Sinjin, you are capable of anything you set your mind to.”

“True. True,” I said as I rubbed my chin in contemplation.

“And, if you ask me, it’s about time you changed your ways!”

“Whatever do you mean?”

She shrugged. “You can’t play forever, you know? You’ve had a good six hundred years to chase women and live a selfish life. Now it’s time for a change.”

“Hmm,” I said as I considered her words. Then I began to nod. “I believe you are quite correct, my dear friend, and I am quite looking forward to this new chapter of my life. I must admit to feeling quite… lonely with my previous life.”

“There’s your answer, handsome,” Klaasje said with a wink.

I opted to take a stroll on my way back from Klassje’s apartment. New Orleans was charming, of course, and I always relished the opportunity to visit, but I had missed Scotland. The revelation surprised me.

Could it be that Kinloch Kirk was starting to feel like home? I was planning to raise a child here, after all.

Goodness. Was I really? How extraordinary! For the first time, I considered the possibility that I might have a child with a Scottish accent. Good Lord. Perhaps we should move without delay. Or, at the very least, send the whippersnapper to boarding school in England, so little Sinjin or little Bryn could learn to speak the Queen’s English correctly. If he were a boy, he would certainly attend Eton or Harrow, quite obviously. Because—horror of horrors—what if he ended up sounding like Odran?

For my entire vampiric existence, I had been a rolling stone—I had been one of life’s true wanderers. But now, I felt a peculiar contentment as I watched the wild Atlantic waves hurl themselves against the rocks. And I looked forward to meandering through the majestic pine forest, with which I had become so familiar. I went there now, the scent filling my nostrils, as I picked up the sounds of the deer and the red squirrels as they scurried to clear my path. They need not have worried. I was entirely satiated by my darling Bryn.

A random thought unsettled me. Was I becoming a boring, old fart? It was not that long ago that I had scorned familiarity, but now I seemed to crave it. Was I middle-aged now, or even old? It was impossible to tell when one was a vampire. Those kinds of parameters did not exist in our world. You lived for as long as you managed not to be killed. Other than that, there were no limits.

Such were the musings occupying my mind when I became aware that I was not alone in the forest. My senses immediately spun into overdrive. This was no squirrel or deer.

“Reveal yourself, Daywalker.”

He stepped out from behind a tree trunk, jet black hair, gray-white skin, about nineteen years old. He could have been a hybrid, in which case, perhaps he was as young as Damek. But that did not concern me now. What concerned me was what in the hell he was doing here. My best guess was that he had been sent by Luce to spy on us, or perhaps even mount an attack. Before he had an opportunity to make a move, I materialized directly in front of him, my hand around his throat.

“Don’t hurt me!” he squeaked.

“Tell me the truth as to why you have been sent and I shall make it a quick, clean death.”

“Please, I …”

“How many of you are there?”

“Just me,” he responded immediately. “Unless others had the same idea.”

“What do you mean ‘the same idea?’” I tightened my grip on his throat and he began to splutter. He was not all that strong for a Daywalker. Perhaps he was sickly.

“The dreams.”

Oh.

“What about them?” I loosened my grip somewhat.

“Bryn said we’d be safe here.”

“What do you know of Bryn?”

“She spoke to me in a dream. Only it was so real …”

“And have you ever met her outside your dreams?” The anger and suspicion that had been starting to subside began to grow once more.

“Yes, of course, I …”

“Did you ever force yourself on her?” I placed a second hand on his throat.

The Daywalker’s pink-rimmed eyes widened in alarm. “No, I never did!”

“And give me one good reason why I should believe you, Daywalker abomination that you are.”

“I swear I never laid a hand on her. Ask her yourself if you don’t believe me.”

That was an idea.

“Very well, I shall ask her. Lady Bryn can bear witness for you herself. And if she tells me that you so much as touched her, you are a dead man.”

The Daywalker nodded, his eyes almost popping out of his head. I released my grip and he collapsed to the ground. I was strong, admittedly, but he should have been stronger. After allowing him several seconds to recover, I hoisted him to his feet again and shoved him roughly ahead of me. There was still an excellent chance he could be lying. This talk of the dreams could be an elaborate ruse dreamt up by Luce. And there could be others with him. There were many trees here behind which to lurk, therefore, I remained on high alert.

“Excuse me, Mr Sinclair.”

“How do you know my name?”

He shrugged. “You’re well-known. You’re Sinjin Sinclair, master vampire. Your picture is on the wall in our command room.”

I felt my pride swell a little before my natural caution kicked in. It could be that he was attempting to flatter me, in order to knock me off my guard.

“You’re the one who ripped off Luce’s arm.”

“Correct! And if you do not speed up, you might be next!”

“Sorry,” he said, and gulped audibly.

I shoved him in the back. He was very slow for such a young man. I could not work out whether he was putting it on or not. “You would do well not to forget that you are dealing with Luce’s public enemy number one.”

“You’re not public enemy number one,” he said with a clipped nod. “But you are number two.”

“Who, then, is number one?” I insisted, not intending to sound offended, but there it was.

“Bryn,” he said simply.

Of course.

“Luce wants her dead more than anyone.”

The statement was chilling. Yet it steeled my resolve.

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

Bryn

I was still trying to get used to our new house. I had misgivings, lovely as it was. I wished that Jolie had discussed it with me first because I wasn’t sure if Sinjin and I were ready to live together. I wasn’t sure if I was ready to live with anyone. I knew logically that we needed more space, but still … was I ready? Was Sinjin ready?

I kept sneaking peeks at the nursery. It thrilled me and freaked me out at the same time. I was doing it again for the umpteenth time that day when the front door opened.

“Honey, I’m home!”

I grinned. Sinjin.

“Honey?” I heard another male voice before the door slammed behind them both. This person’s voice was one I didn’t recognize.

I walked out to the hall, wondering who Sinjin had brought with him. When I saw the two of them standing in the foyer, I couldn’t compute what I was seeing. Who I was seeing.

“Adam,” I said, uncomprehendingly.

“Bryn.” His voice was quiet.

“You know this Daywalker, then?” asked Sinjin.

“Yes, I do,” I answered, not sure what more to say.

“I found him in the woods. Spying,” Sinjin said.

“I told you, I wasn’t spying,” Adam protested weakly. Then he faced me. “I thought… I thought we were welcome here?” Then he began to shake his head. “Maybe it was just a dream?”

“No, it wasn’t just a dream,” I said as dawning realization overtook me. “You are welcome here.” I took a step closer and smiled at him.

Sinjin’s frown was full. “Then he never … took advantage of you?” he asked pointedly.

“No, he didn’t,” I answered.

Sinjin visibly relaxed at my response, his shoulders relaxing.

I took another few steps closer so I could see what condition Adam was in. He didn’t look healthy. He’d always been scrawny, but now he was positively emaciated, and his skin had such an unhealthy pallor. It was true that Daywalkers never exactly appeared to be glowing with health, but even by Daywalker standards, Adam looked sick.

I remembered, with a shiver, the day we’d confronted each other in Luce’s compound. Adam had been sent to breed with me while I was held captive. I’d used his hesitation to my advantage and convinced him not to go through with it. That was also the first time I’d heard about Luce’s plan to create a new super race of Elemental/Daywalker hybrids.

Adam looked imploringly at me now. He didn’t seem the least bit threatening. He just seemed pitiful.

“You said the dream was real,” he started as I nodded. “You said that Luce had been lying to us all along—about our ancestry.”

“Yes.”

“I looked it up myself, online,” he continued, his pallor growing whiter by the minute. “And the story Luce told us about what happened in Gratz, Austria, wasn’t true.”

“Right,” I said.

“So that’s why I came,” he finished.

“Then it worked,” I said as I faced Sinjin.

“Perhaps,” Sinjin responded. “But Bryn, can you not see that this could be nothing more than a clever manipulation on Luce’s part? He could very well have got wind of what we were trying to do, and now he attempts to use that information against us. He may be attempting to implant Adam as a mole.”

“Does he look like a threat to you?”

I looked back at Adam, who was slumped against the wall. He bent over and clutched his stomach, as if in pain. I approached him again.

“What is it, Adam?”

“I think… the breakdown… has begun.”

“How old are you?”

“Twenty.”

“You should be okay for a little while longer,” I said, feeling for him.

“I think the journey … might have been too much for me.”

I thought he might be right.

Daywalkers didn’t live far beyond their twenty-first birthdays. After that, they rapidly went downhill. Their bodily breakdown occurred so quickly, they often died within a couple of weeks. The only thing that could help them survive longer and restore their health was vampire blood.

“I think he’s telling the truth,” I said to Sinjin.

“I remain to be convinced.”

“Okay. But we need to tell Jolie anyway.”

“Agreed.”

“Should we bring him to Jolie now?”

“Absolutely not,” Sinjin said with a pronounced shake of his head. “I will not bring this potential enemy into the heart of my queen’s residence. I would be putting my queen and the baby Emma at risk, and I am not willing to do that. No. I shall bring Jolie here. Jolie and as many… bodyguards as I can summon.”

“Okay,” I said.

“I do not like the idea of leaving you alone with him,” he said as he glanced over at Adam, who had nearly collapsed to the floor by this point.

“I’ll be fine,” I said. “He can barely stand.”

“Even so,” Sinjin responded as he glanced around himself before disappearing. He reappeared seconds later with rope which he tied around Adam’s wrists, binding his arms behind his back. Then he did the same thing to Adam’s feet, after allowing Adam to lean against the wall for support.

“That’s really not necessary,” I said.

“I shall return momentarily.”

Sinjin dematerialized, and I was left alone with Adam. I crouched down beside him again. He was trying to say something.

“What was that?” I lowered my ear down to his mouth.

“I’m sorry, Bryn.”

“For what?”

“For what happened to you.”

“There’s no need for you to apologize, Adam. It wasn’t your fault.”

“But I didn’t do anything to stop it, and I knew it was wrong.” He grew quiet for a few seconds. “I knew it was wrong.”

A sense of jubilation and relief coursed through me. It felt good to know that I was no longer the only one of Luce’s tribe members who recognized the truth.

“Do you think others might follow you, Adam?”

“It’s hard… to know. It’s not like I… could ask any of them. You know that.”

I nodded.

“How did you get out of there?”

“I was sent to get supplies. I just didn’t go back.”

“And you knew how to find us?” I continued.

“Internet.” He smiled before a wave of pain stole the smile away again.

“You were brave,” I said, convinced I could see him fading away right before my eyes. “How did you get here? Did you take an airplane?”

No one had any money in Luce’s compounds. He controlled the purse strings entirely, telling his tribe members that they had no need for money, as he, Luce, looked after their each and every need, like a good and loving father. As for passports, I was convinced the majority of the tribe members had never even heard of a passport, let alone knew what they were for.

Adam seemed puzzled by my question. “I came through the portal.”

I frowned. “What portal?”

“The one at the castle. I walked the rest of the way.”

The castle?

“What castle?” I asked as I shook my head.

Adam looked at me quizzically. “Balmoral, I think it was called?”

“Oh!” I said as I realized we must have succeeded in opening the portal at Balmoral after all. I couldn’t wait to tell the others.

“You must be very tired,” I said.

“I am,” he responded, and suddenly, he looked so young. Not even twenty—he looked like he was twelve.

Adam would probably have drifted off there and then had Sinjin and Jolie not materialized right in front of us.

“Are you okay?” Sinjin asked me immediately.

“Of course I’m okay.” He could be so irritating at times.

Jolie addressed Adam. “I am Jolie, Queen of the Underworld.”

“And my sister,” I added as I faced Adam.

“Kindly state your business here,” Jolie continued, giving him a polite but distant smile.

“I seek sanctuary. As was promised.” It was obvious that he had difficulty getting the words out.

“He came through the portal at Balmoral,” I added.

“Then we did open it?” Sinjin asked.

“It seems like it,” I answered.

“Bryn, could I speak with you, alone?” Jolie asked.

I nodded, and the two of us stepped into the other room. “Do you believe him?” she asked. “Or do you think he’s somehow been sent by Luce?”

“I believe him,” I answered. “If Luce had chosen to send a spy, I doubt he would have sent someone who is clearly sick.”

Jolie nodded. “Yes, he did seem unwell.”

“He’s a Daywalker, Jolie, and he’s twenty,” I supplied for her.

Jolie sighed as she shook her head and the expression of sympathy pasted itself across her face. “I need to question him. Do you think he’s up to it? He looks to be in very bad shape.”

“I think he’s dying,” I said frankly. “He’s getting close to that dangerous age for a Daywalker, and I think the journey was too much for him in his fragile state.”

Sinjin walked up to us then. “I do not believe him,” he said.

“You wouldn’t believe your own mother,” I grumbled.

“Quite untrue, Lady Macbeth, quite untrue.”

“Why don’t you believe him, Sinjin?” Jolie asked as she attempted to hide her smile.

“He is a Daywalker.”

“Okay, and?” I asked.

“No and .”

“So, you’re saying the only reason you don’t believe him is because he’s a Daywalker, a condition he can hardly help?” I asked.

“I believe that sufficient reason, yes.”

I shook my head and faced my sister again. “He’s sick, Jolie,” I started.

“I am most assuredly not sick,” Sinjin interrupted.

“I wasn’t talking about you!” I said as I rolled my eyes. “Although it could be debated that you’re sick too.”

Jolie laughed as Sinjin wrapped his arms around his chest.

“So, you think he needs …” Jolie started.

“Vampire blood, yes.”

We both looked automatically at Sinjin.

“Oh no,” he said. “Absolutely not! I would rather die than allow a Daywalker to feed from me. And not only that, but he is a man !” Sinjin visibly shuddered.

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “He’s only a boy, Sinjin. And he’s going to die if we don’t do something.”

“He is here on Luce’s behalf. I am convinced of it.”

“You’re wrong.”

Jolie sighed. “Maybe we can ask Klassje.”

“Yes, ask Klassje.” The words flew out of Sinjin’s mouth.

“I can’t believe how selfish you’re being,” I said as I faced him, truly angry with him. “Think of all the women who have donated blood to you! That number must be in the thousands by now! Including me. And you won’t …”

“Yes, women . Not men . Do you realize what you are asking me to do?” he insisted. “It is the equivalent of asking a heterosexual man to have sex with another man!”

“Really?” I asked, frowning. I couldn’t help but notice Jolie as she immediately started laughing and then attempted, unsuccessfully, to bury said laugh in a cough.

“Yes, really.”

“Sinjin, someone drinking your blood is decidedly different than someone having sex with you!”

His expression was stony. “There is a female vampire available. I suggest you ask her.”

“It’s fine,” said Jolie. “I will ask Klassje myself. Because even if Adam isn’t telling us the truth, he’s still a lot more useful to us alive than dead.”

“He is a lot more dangerous to us alive than dead,” said Sinjin.

“He’s telling the truth,” I ground out.

“I’m beginning to think you have a soft spot for this Adam,” Sinjin said as he peered down at me.

“Oh, for God’s sake!”

“And now I must check on our Daywalker ward to ensure he has not escaped to wreak havoc among our people,” Sinjin said, and dematerialized.

That was the end of that.



Klaasje came bustling in, all business-like. She was accompanied by Jolie.

“Where is this guy?” she asked.

I gestured to Adam, who was now on the floor in a crumpled heap. I’d put a cushion under his head, but he didn’t look comfortable.

“Poor thing looks close to death,” Klaasje said.

I agreed with her.

“Will you let him feed from you?” I asked her.

She shrugged. “Well, if I don’t, he aint gonna last long. Look at him, he’s half-gone already. He might not even be strong enough to feed. He looks to me like he’s weak as a kitten.”

“He is,” I concurred as Jolie nodded.

“By the way, what’s up with Sinjin?” Klaasje asked. “He just passed by, looking like he’d found a penny and lost a pound.”

“He’s just being Sinjin. The annoying Sinjin, that is.” It was the only explanation I could think of.

“Gotcha,” Klaasje said, although she did look at me curiously. “Now, is someone going to wake this guy up or what?”

I knelt down beside Adam and shook him gently by the shoulder. “Adam, I need you to wake up for me,” I said in a soft voice. There was no response. I shook him again. “Wake up, Adam.”

“He’s not dead already, is he?” Klassje asked in a matter-of-fact way.

“No,” said Jolie, who was now kneeling on the other side of Adam. “He’s stirring. Look.”

Sure enough, Adam’s eyes began to flutter open. He looked from one to the other of us, as if trying to comprehend where he was. His eyes rested on me, because I was the most recognizable, I guessed.

“Adam, this is Klassje,” I said as I motioned to the pretty woman. “She’s a vampire. She’s going to let you feed from her.”

He shook his head and looked as if he was about to drift off again. I patted his cheek and noticed how clammy and cold he felt. “Adam! You have to stay awake.”

“I feel… so weak,” he muttered.

I shook his shoulder. “Stay with me, Adam.” I turned to Klaasje. “You need to do something. He’s slipping away.”

She nodded and held her wrist up to Adam’s mouth. Nothing. When that didn’t work, she brought her wrist to her own mouth. I watched in fascination as her fangs descended and she carefully punctured her vein. She then held her wrist under Adam’s nose.

The difference in his reaction was like night and day. It was as if Adam had suddenly been plugged into an energy outlet. His eyes flew open and appeared instantly brighter. His strength seemed to magically return as he instinctively grabbed Klassje’s wrist and plunged his own fangs into it.

It was fascinating to watch, the hunger and the pleasure in both of them. It was most definitely erotic. Good thing Dureau hadn’t decided to accompany Klaasje—I didn’t think he’d like this much.

Adam had his eyes fixed on Klassje with powerful intensity. Klassje’s own eyes were rolled in the back of her head, as if she was in orgasmic ecstasy. I exchanged a look with Jolie, and she raised an eyebrow. I could tell she felt exactly as I did, that it was almost embarrassingly intimate to watch.

“Imagine if it had been Sinjin,” Jolie whispered with a grin.

I immediately started laughing—so hard I had to excuse myself. After a few seconds of getting myself under control, I walked back into the room.

Klaasje and Adam both lay panting. But the difference in Adam’s appearance was remarkable. He was a changed man. His skin had lost its deathly pallor, and he was sitting up, looking entirely alert. I had a moment of misgiving. If I was wrong about Adam and he wasn’t genuine, we’d just succeeded in making our enemy far more formidable. Good thing he was still tied up.

He smiled at all three of us, but especially at Klaasje.

“Thank you,” he whispered to her. She winked at him, and his face colored. It seemed somebody had just developed a crush.

The lady of the hour had recovered herself, too.

“Wow,” she said. “I’d forgotten what that felt like.”

“Me too.” Adam grinned at her.

“Now don’t you be getting any ideas,” Klaasje continued with a smile on her face. “That was for medicinal purposes only. It won’t be happening again anytime soon.”

Adam nodded, continuing to look happy.

“And you can take that smile off your face, boy, because I’m taking you into custody until we can verify your story.”

“You can handcuff me if you want.”

Klassje gave him a wry look as she looked up at us and shook her head. “Handcuffs won’t be necessary.”

“Adam,” Jolie said, sternly for her. “Until we can be sure that you pose no threat to us, you’ll be considered a prisoner.”

“I understand,” he said with a nod. “I’m not a threat.”

“We gotta figure that part out for ourselves,” Klaasje said.

He smiled at her. “Will you come to visit me again?”

“Oh, Lord!” said Klassje as she pulled Adam to his feet. Then she faced me. “Can we keep him in your old bedroom, Bryn?”

“Sure.”

“I’ll stay and guard him.”

“Really?” Adam smiled happily.

“It’s not meant to be a treat!” Klassje did her best to sound gruff, but her smile was sweet.

“How will you judge whether or not I’m telling the truth?” Adam asked as he faced Klaasje and then Jolie.

“Hmm, that’s a good question,” I said as I faced my sister.

She nodded. “We will give him a trial,” she offered.

“Trial?” I repeated.

“Well, when I say trial, I mean an impromptu council meeting this evening so that everyone can hear what Adam has to say and we can decide whether or not we believe him.”

I nodded as Klaasje led Adam outside and the four of us walked to my old bedroom. Klaasje pushed Adam into the room whileJolie and I waited in the hallway.

“How are you getting on in your new house?” Jolie asked, facing me with excitement. “I’d been meaning to ask.”

“Um, it’s lovely, Jolie. Thank you.”

“Did you like the wallpaper in your room?” she continued.

“I love it, but I’m not sure about Sinjin.”

She nodded. “I thought it could be a risk where he was concerned, but it was just so pretty, I couldn’t say no.”

“I agree,” I said with a big smile. “Thank you, again. You are so good to me.”

“Well, you are my only sister, Bryn,” she said with a big grin.

Klaasje opened the door and slapped her hands together as if to indicate a job well done.

“Now,” she said. “We won’t be hearing from young Adam for a while.”

“Why? What have you done with him?” I asked, my eyes going wide.

“I haven’t done anything with him!” she answered with a laugh. “He’s fast asleep. That’s all I meant.”

“You think he’ll be good by himself for a while?” I asked.

Klaasje nodded. “He’s gonna be knocked out for a long time. Plenty of time for me to get a few others to sign up for babysitting duty.”

“Good thinking,” Jolie said.

“Did you give him a kiss goodnight?” I asked with a laugh.

“Very funny, Bryn.”

“Dureau has got himself some stiff competition,” Jolie said.

Klassje looked at me sharply. “About Dureau,” she said. “I hope you’re okay with all that?”

“Of course,” I said with a quick nod. “I can hardly be jealous when Sinjin’s baby is growing inside me,” I finished with a smile.

“Just wanted to make sure,” Klaasje said.

“I think the two of you are a really good match,” I said.

“Really?” Klassje looked delighted. “Because I really like him, especially the way he speaks French to me while we’re foolin’ around.”

“TMI, Klaasje!” I said with a laugh.

“Yeah, TMI,” Jolie added as the three of us headed back to Kinloch Kirk, smiling and laughing all the while.

CHAPTER THIRTY

Sinjin

I did not mind admitting that I was furious, having been put on the spot like that. Imagine anyone expecting me to allow a filthy Daywalker to drink my blood! Bryn was too young and inexperienced, and insensitive, to realize what she asked of me. I supposed I could forgive her, in time. But for now, I was most offended.

I sighed deeply. Of course, I would forgive her. I would forgive that woman anything. I just hoped she did not realize the power she had over me.

So consumed was I with my thoughts that I almost collided with someone. My first thought was that it was another Daywalker. I had almost gotten him into a headlock when I realized it was the fop.

“What are you doing here?” I asked—rather redundantly, I will admit.

“I live here now, remember?” he grumbled.

“Quite right. Apologies. I have much on my mind.”

“Is the great Sinjin Sinclair actually issuing an apology?”

I gave him an arch look. “Enjoy it, Chevalier. It is likely to be the only one you will ever receive from me.”

“I figured as much,” he grumbled.

“Have you heard yet about the Daywalker that has been apprehended?” I asked, wondering what Chevalier would think of the creature. Perhaps he would agree with me that the Daywalker was not to be trusted.

“What? Here? In Kinloch Kirk?”

“Precisely.”

“What’s he doing here?”

“He says he came because of the messages you and Bryn put into his dreams.”

“Vraiment! C’est fantastique !” The frog appeared to be over the moon, and I realized quickly that he would not have my back, as the Americans were wont to say.

“How quickly you are wooed to his side!” I said.

“What do you mean?”

I shrugged. “He could be making the whole thing up!” I said as I shook my head. “Luce could have sent him!”

The frog’s face fell. “Aaah. Oui .”

“He is in a terrible state, anyway. Half-dead. Klassje is just giving him some of her blood now.”

“What?” The fop’s face turned a deep shade of crimson, and I realized the implications of what I had just told him.

I smiled. “You heard what I said.”

“Is he feeding from her directly?” He looked like he was going to have a fit. I was very much enjoying his dismay.

“I expect so. It is the most efficient way, after all.”

“Excuse me, Sinjin,” he mumbled, his head lowered and his cheeks scarlet. He walked rapidly away.

I allowed myself an evil grin.

What fun to cause such discordance,

But I was missing Bryn. I had had enough of our silly argument, and I wanted back in her good graces. But how to get there?

Then it dawned on me—I would surprise her with a passionate show of my feelings towards her. She would be so enraptured with desire that she would forget our squabble post haste. No doubt she would be so pleased to see me that she would fall directly into my arms. Relishing the thought, I materialized into our new bedroom, hoping to find her having one of her now very frequent naps. But, alas, she was not present. Thus, I figured she was still sleeping in our old bedroom, as we had moved only a portion of our things to our new domicile. So, I dematerialized there, post haste.

The curtains were drawn, and there was a distinct lump on the bed. Perfect. I hastily removed all my clothing, black silk shirt first—Bryn did so admire my torso, thus I felt it should be on full display. Then my shoes, trousers, boxers and socks. One must never forget the socks. A man looks quite ridiculous naked but for his socks.

I climbed onto the bed, straddling my dearest, and inwardly congratulated myself on finding such a fitting way to end our quarrel.

“Darling,” I purred. “Wakey, wakey. Your Sinjin is here.”

I pulled down the duvet and found myself looking into a pair of eyes that definitely did not belong to my beloved.

“Ah!” I screamed.

It would be impossible for me to quantify who got the greatest fright: yours truly or the man in my bed. Not only was I shocked, I was outraged and naked!

“Thanks, Sinjin, but I… don’t swing that way,” the man said as I reached for my trousers where they lay upon the floor. I tried, in vain, to understand what this Daywalker was doing in my bed!

The bed chamber door was immediately flung open by Klassje, of all people.

“Sinjin!” she said as she was greeted by my bare arse. She immediately closed her eyes and held her hands up to her eyes as though blinded.

“And what in hell’s bells are you doing here?” I demanded.

“Guarding the prisoner. What do you think, you big idiot?” Then she opened her eyes and smiled gleefully. “You big, naked idiot.”

“I object to such name calling.”

Bryn came running into the room. “What’s going on? Why is everyone screaming?” Then she eyed me in my current state of dishevelment. “Why are you naked?”

“Because!” I railed.

“I tried to explain that I’m not interested in men,” Adam said from where he was sitting up on the bed, pulling the coverlet up to his chin. I noticed, with chagrin, that he was no longer bound by the ropes in which I had left him.

“Neither am I!” I leveled him with an angry expression.

“Sinjin, what do you have to say for yourself?” Klassje asked, her face warm with the weight of her smile.

“I thought I should surprise Bryn by arriving in our room and giving her… a present.”

“A present?” Klaasje laughed. “Is that what you call it?”

“When, lo and behold, what do I find, but a man in my bed !” I finished.

“And what do I find, but a naked man trying to get in bed with me ,” Adam added.

“I’m going to get miles out of this one,” Bryn said to Klaasje as she reached down and gathered up the rest of my clothing.

“I am, too,” she added.

“Come on, Sinjin, let’s get you dressed,” Bryn said.

“All right, everybody out!” Klassje said. “Except for you.” She pointed at the Daywalker. “You lie back down and behave yourself.”

I followed Bryn out of the room with what I would like to think was great dignity.

Klassje locked the door behind us and took up her post, seated on a chair directly outside the door. Bryn and I adjourned to our new living quarters.

My tempest turned to look at me and sighed.

“Can we talk?”

That is the one question no man ever wants to hear. “I can assure you, my dear, that I am not homosexual,” I started.

“I know, Sinjin,” she said as she shook her head. “I don’t mean about that,” she finished as she waved her hand in the air. “Whatever that was.”

“What is on your mind?” I asked as I dressed in the rest of my clothing, quite quickly, lest any other hiding Daywalkers assaulted me.

She sat down on our new plush sofa, and I settled beside her. Any anger I was still holding melted away, as it so often did when I was in close proximity to my princess. Her warmth. Her scent. Her incandescent beauty.

Her face was flushed, reminding me of the delicate petals of a wild rose, and her treacle- colored hair cascaded over her shoulders and down to her incomparable breasts. She looked at me candidly with those stunning, clear blue eyes of hers.

“Sinjin. I have a feeling … this living together …”

“Yes, my hellion?”

“It all happened very quickly, and I think it’s causing tension between us.”

“I am inclined to agree with you,” I said with a quick nod. “It would have been preferable had your sister consulted us first.”

“Yes.”

“So, how do you propose we deal with the situation?”

“Well.” Bryn looked at me searchingly, and I formed the distinct impression that she was attempting to gauge my reaction. “In a way, it’s kind of handy. What with the baby coming.”

“Yes, there is that.”

“And we have a lot more space.”

“That is undeniable.”

“And it is lovely.”

“I agree that my queen reigned in her tackier impulses when it came to decorating the place.”

“Sinjin!”

“Oh, you know exactly what I am talking about, my dear.”

Bryn shrugged and lowered her eyes, indicating that she knew precisely what I meant.

“But that’s not the point. What I’m trying to ask you is … do you want to live with me?”

I regarded my hellion closely, noted the candor and vulnerability in her eyes. “It is true, my beautiful darling, that it would have been better had we taken this one step at a time and in a manner of our own choosing.”

“Yes.” I could see that she was hanging on my every word.

“However, it has come to my attention that there is no other woman with whom I would prefer to spend my time. So, if Sinjin Sinclair must live with someone, let it be with his Bryn.”

Her face broke into the most charming smile, and she looked vastly relieved, the dear girl.

“On condition,” I held up a finger, “that my right to privacy is respected, and that I am permitted a reasonable amount of alone time.”

“The same thing goes for me,” she said. “I don’t want to be with you every single second of every day, either. You can be an annoying most times.”

“So I have been informed.”

“And you can’t disappear every time you feel like it when the baby comes along. I’m not having you dematerializing every time there’s a dirty diaper to be changed.”

What a perfectly horrifying thought. “Is it not possible to hire someone to carry out such tasks?”

Bryn laughed. Laughed!

“Don’t you want to look after your own baby?” she asked.

“I confess I had not given much thought to changing nappies, but now I see that I should have. I assumed we would have a nanny and a governess when the time came.”

“A governess! This isn’t the eighteenth century, Sinjin.”

“I am entirely aware of the century in which we are living, thank you very much.”

“Well, then we’re going to do things the modern way.”

“Very well.”

“Which means equal division of child-minding duties.”

I sighed. “I suppose that is only fair.”

“Yes. It is.”

Her mouth had that determined set to it, which I always found extremely attractive. Impulsively, I leaned over and kissed her.

I am happy to report that my kiss was returned most enthusiastically.

CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

Bryn

It was almost time for the council meeting, and I was feeling pretty elated. I had the feeling that everything was working out and would continue to do so. And when I compared my life today with the way it had been just a year before, I could hardly believe it.

I had this amazing and incredibly sexy man who seemed to adore me. I had my twin sister, who was also my best friend, in my life on a daily basis. Not to mention a niece. I had family! I was expecting my first child, something I never thought possible. I lived in a lovely house in a beautiful part of the world. Okay, the weather wasn’t the best, but you couldn’t have everything. I had friends, real friends who I trusted with my life. Most of all, I had love for the first time ever. And now the appearance of Adam gave me real hope that we could actually defeat Luce with minimal bloodshed.

Sinjin and I walked to the meeting together. We walked behind Klassje and her very willing prisoner, Adam, who stared adoringly at her for the entirety of the short trip to the Green Room.

“Will you quit staring at me?” Klassje sounded scary.

“I can’t help it,” Adam replied, never taking his eyes off her for a second.

“Oh, for Pete’s sake!” Klassje stomped on ahead, Adam following her like a lamb.

“Ah, young love! How delightful,” said Sinjin. “And won’t Monsieur Chevalier be pleased!”

“You’re bad,” I replied, only to have him grin down at me.

“You had better believe it, my tempest.”

The Green Room was already packed. News of Adam’s arrival had obviously spread like wildfire, and it seemed as if everyone had come to take a look. Jolie was already seated, with Rand to her right, as always. Sinjin took his usual place, standing at the queen’s shoulder, and I took up my own seat opposite them. The hubbub only increased when Adam was spotted, causing a reverberating, “Silence!” from Sinjin.

The room fell quiet.

“You will all, no doubt, be aware of the reason for this meeting,” Jolie began.

A murmur of assent filled the room.

“We have with us this evening a Daywalker by the name of Adam, who claims he has escaped from Luce’s camp.”

“Sent by Luce tae spy on oos, more like.” Odran’s booming voice filled the chamber.

His words were greeted by a chorus of approval, especially from the werewolves and the faery contingent.

“Silence!” Sinjin roared again. Was it wrong of me to find it arousing?

“Today I hope to discover the truth of why Adam is here,” Jolie continued. “We will weigh the evidence, and you will decide. But this Daywalker will have a fair hearing.”

“Let us hear from the boy,” Mercedes said, her voice full of authority.

Jolie nodded, and Adam was ushered into the center of the room, everyone craning their necks to get a good look at him. He seemed vulnerable and scared, and I couldn’t help but feel sorry for him. Stupid pregnancy hormones! The sooner this baby was out, the better, so I could go back to being the real me.

“How did you get away from your camp, dear?” Mathilda’s unmistakeable tinkling tones echoed through the room. The nicest possible start to Adam’s interrogation.

“I left to get provisions and never went back.”

“And you expect us to believe that your brethren didn’t follow you?” This came from one of Odran’s Fae henchmen.

“I wasn’t considered a flight risk,” Adam responded. “It was probably several hours before anyone became suspicious and raised an alarm. That gave me enough time to find and enter the portal.”

“The portal?” repeated Mercedes.

I turned and spoke directly to her. “Adam says he came out at the Balmoral portal.”

“Really?” Mercedes’ green eyes grew wider and she looked as excited as I’d ever seen her. She turned to Mathilda. “Did you hear that?”

“I did!” Mathilda beamed. “That’s wonderful news.”

“Aye, if it’s true,” bellowed Odran. “I thought ye said ye were nae successful in openin’ the portal?”

Mercedes turned her cool gaze on the faery king. “I believed we were not. That does not mean we did not witness some effect. It may be that the portal opened fully after our departure, or perhaps it only opened on one side and not the other.”

“Bryn and Dureau.” Again, Mathilda’s high-pitched voice. “When you entered the dreams of Luce’s tribe, did you tell them about this portal?”

“Yes,” I said, and looked across at Dureau.

He nodded curtly, and his expression was one of anger. I glanced at Klassje, who sat beside him and appeared equally furious. I guessed they were in the middle of a lover’s tiff.

“Well, then,” said Mathilda, as if that settled everything.

“That proves naethin’!” Odran declared emphatically. “Let me give him some o’ me enchanted mead, then we’ll know if he’s tellin’ the truth or nae.”

This prompted a roar of approval from all the faery folk.

Jolie held up a slender white hand. “I will not have anyone force-fed truth serum.”

I stood up. “Has it occurred to no one that this is exactly the result we wanted all along?” I asked them. “For Luce’s tribe members to come to us of their own free will, finally knowing the truth about their leader? And when they do, this is how we treat them—with suspicion and hostility.”

About half the room seemed to agree with me. A round of applause broke out in support of my words, and I watched my sister nod her approval.

“Would the boy be willing to take the enchanted truth mead voluntarily?” Mercedes called out.

Everyone fell silent as all eyes shifted to Adam.

“Yes,” he said. “I’ll drink it. I have nothing to hide.”

The response was loud and unruly. For me, the biggest surprise was that Mercedes had actually agreed with Odran. One of his faery minions rushed out to get some of this enchanted mead.

My cheeks glowed as I remembered the time Odran had plied me with his magic mead. I was new to Kinloch Kirk at the time and a complete novice when it came to men. I had no experience dealing with rampant man-whores like Odran. He gave me my first glimpse of the Fae kingdom, on the premise that half my heritage was Fae. But he was really trying to get the truth out of me as to why I was at Kinloch. Not to mention trying to get me out of my clothes.

The minion was back in no time, and the room was abuzz with speculation. I waited for Sinjin to roar his impressive, “Silence!” again, but there was no need. The noise abated straight away, and you could almost hear a pin drop as the mead was handed over to Adam.

He looked impossibly vulnerable, standing there alone, vial in hand. For all he knew, it contained poison. Mathilda’s thoughts must have mirrored my own because she got up from her seat and walked over to Adam. The room watched as she spoke to him gently. We couldn’t hear her soft words, but we could see the affect they had on Adam. His body visibly relaxed, and a ghost of a smile appeared on his face. He nodded at her several times, and after about a minute and a half, knocked back the mead. All eyes were on him.

This was strong magic—I could personally testify to that. In no time at all, Adam was a whole new level of relaxed. A silly grin played across his face, and someone got him a chair. He plonked down on it and leaned back casually. Who was to question him? The queen, of course.

I watched as my sister stood from her place at the front of the room and walked over to Adam.

“Wow. You’re really beautiful,” he said.

This caused much tittering from the audience.

“Thank you, Adam,” said Jolie, graciously. “Now we have some questions for you. Okay?”

He nodded so much it looked like his head was about to come off.

“You want the truth,” he said, his words slightly slurred.

“That’s right.”

“The truth is … I’m in love!” He emphasized the last word by flinging his arms out to the side expansively.

This caused a fresh outbreak of giggles.

Jolie looked amused. “In love?”

“Yes. With that woman over there!” He pointed at Klaasje.

Klassje covered her face with her hands and looked like she’d rather be anywhere else. Dureau sat beside her, looking furious, his arms folded tightly across his chest. I glanced up at Sinjin. He caught my eye and grinned in that devastating way of his, clearly enjoying the show.

“Okay, Adam, that’s great,” Jolie said as she tried not to laugh. “But I have some questions to ask you.”

He nodded again before leaning far back in his chair, his head hanging back.

“Why did you come to Kinloch Kirk, Adam?” she started.

“Bryn told me to come.”

I could feel many eyes on me.

“Did she tell you in your dreams?” Jolie asked.

“Yes. She said I would be safe here.”

“And does Luce know you’re here?”

“No! He’d kill me if he knew.”

That definitely had the ring of truth to it.

“Are there others like you that will come here?”

“I don’t know,” he said with a shrug. “Maybe.”

“Adam.” Jolie smiled at him reassuringly. “Can you tell everyone how you got here?”

“I came through the portal in the castle.”

“The castle is in Scotland?”

“Is this Scotland?”

There was a round of snickers until Jolie held up her hand to silence everyone. “It is.”

“Then the castle was in Scotland,” Adam said.

“And how did you know about the portal?”

“The man with Bryn told me.”

“In your dreams?”

Adam nodded, a silly smile on his face. His eyes were half-closed, and his head was tilted to the side. He looked as if he was about to fall asleep. Or off the chair. Or both.

Jolie looked up at the assembled crowd.

“Have we heard enough? Do you believe him? A show of hands, please.”

Hands gradually started to go up until about three-quarters of the room had their arms raised. I watched as Jolie turned to look at Sinjin.

“Oh, all right,” I saw him mouth, and he begrudgingly raised his own hand.

I smiled at him, my own arm high above my head, and he rolled his eyes theatrically at me.

Odran rose and cleared his throat. “If I may make a suggestion, yer Majesty?”

Heads turned to look at him. Apart from anything else, it wasn’t like him to be so polite.

Jolie beamed at him. “Of course, Odran. I welcome your contribution as always.”

She was smart, my sister, taking his ego into account.

“Ah propose a party sets oot without delay tae inspect the portal at Balmoral.”

“Oh, you admit it exists now, do you?” Mercedes threw at him, her green eyes blazing with indignation.

Odran ignored her. “Not only do Ah think we should verify his story. Ah happen tae think that the portal, if it exists, poses a real danger to our people.” Many heads nodded sagely. “If Luce is lookin’ for this Daywalker, he might well happen oopon the entrance himself. And that could put Luce an’ his army on our very doorstep.”

This caused a lot of consternation, and urgent conversation broke out all across the room.

What do you think? I heard Jolie’s voice ask in my head.

Odran’s right. We should check it out right away. And post an armed guard on the portal at all times.

“Can I have everyone’s attention, please?” Jolie started as she faced the room again.

“Order!” Sinjin roared.

The din died down.

“I agree with Odran’s assessment,” Jolie said. “A surveillance party will be sent out immediately. Odran, you may lead it.”

Odran nodded in agreement and sat back down, looking pleased with himself.

“And Mercedes and Mathilda, of course. And Sinjin and Bryn. Rand.” She turned to her husband and gave him a look of pure love. There was a time when such a look would have made me want to puke, but now I just thought it was sweet. “Would you like to go?”

Rand beamed at his wife. “Yes, I would.”

“Okay. And Adam should go to show everyone where he came through the portal, in case it has closed up again. Klassje, will you go along to guard him?”

“Absolutely not!” Dureau responded, sounding strangely similar to Sinjin.

Klaasje frowned first at him, then at Jolie. “Someone else can do it.”

“Alright. Who can we get to guard the prisoner, then?”

“I will do it,” shouted Dureau, a look of grim determination on his face.

“Are you sure?” Jolie raised an eyebrow. “I don’t want any trouble.”

“I can assure you, Queen Jolie, I am quite capable of controlling my impulses.”

“So be it. We have our surveillance party. Everyone, please make your preparations and meet outside this building in one hour. I declare the meeting adjourned.”

CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

Sinjin

I must say I was delighted at the opportunity to bring the Maserati for a spin—it had been quite a while since we had been acquainted, well before my sojourn to the United States. And the presence of only two seats meant it was just Bryn and me—no unwelcome passengers to put up with. If I was lucky, she might caress my thighs with those magical fingers of hers.

She turned to look at me. Those seductive eyes, that sexy smile. I was sure she was about to make such a suggestion.

“Sinjin?”

“Yes, my tempest?”

“When the baby comes, you’ll have to get rid of this car.”

A wasp stinging me would have provoked less of a reaction. I swerved and skidded in abject horror.

“Sinjin, watch out!”

I slowed to a halt and stopped the vehicle in a layby.

“What are you doing?!” Bryn actually had the temerity to look angry with me.

“I am stopping!”

“Why?”

“How can you ask me that?”

The princess looked as me as if I had taken leave of my senses.

“Um,” she started, her eyes wide.

“How can you make such a statement to a man and expect no reaction?”

“I was only pointing out that we’ll need a bigger car when the baby comes. It’s a perfectly reasonable thing to say.”

“Reasonable!” I could not comprehend what I was hearing. “Do you have any appreciation whatsoever, my dear hellion, for the miracle of design and engineering that this automobile represents?”

Bryn stared at me for a few long seconds. Then she started to laugh. Laugh! And I do not mean a mere chuckle. The little minx rolled about in her seat, clutching her belly, as if I had just made the most hilarious of jokes. Although it was true that I was a most amusing companion when I so chose, I did not appreciate being laughed at in such a manner.

“What is so funny?” I demanded.

This merely provoked even further mirth. My tempest grabbed my face between her two hands and planted a kiss of great passion on my mouth. This, I most definitely did not mind. I would put up with being the butt of all her jokes if this proved to be the end result. I had commenced returning her kiss with equal passion when she suddenly broke away.

“Oh my God!” she said.

“What is the matter, my dear?”

“Give me your hand again.”

I allowed her to grasp my hand and place it upon her slightly swollen abdomen.

“Can you feel it?” she asked as she looked intently into my face, her eyes wide with excitement.

“Feel what?”

And then I did.

“Good Lord. Was it the sprog?”

She nodded, the most spectacular smile upon her face, her eyes filling up with tears.

“It was our baby moving, Sinjin.”

I must confess that I felt quite overwhelmed myself.



Bryn

We weren’t the first to arrive at Balmoral, despite Sinjin driving at his usual breakneck speed. That was something else that was going to have to stop when the little one arrived. But I’d save that conversation for another day.

Odran and Rand were already at the portal, Odran scoping out the joint none too discreetly. He wasn’t doing a good job of keeping his voice down, either, clearly unworried that the guards would hear him.

“How about keeping it down to a dull roar, faery?” Sinjin’s tone was scathing.

“Why, what are ye scared of, vampire? Ye think ye cannae handle the guards here?”

“I merely have the wit not to bring unnecessary trouble upon myself,” Sinjin responded.

“Aye, because yer sceered.”

“Oh, will you two please stop waving your penises around!” I said.

Sinjin and Odran both gave me indignant looks.

Rand laughed. “Bryn is right. We’re all on the same side here, and we have an important task to carry out. Let’s focus on that.”

We all turned at the sound of a car approaching. It was Mathilda’s old jalopy. She refused to replace it and called it her “silver lady.” It stuttered to a halt and the occupants got out: Mathilda beaming her usual smile, Mercedes looking determined and eager, Dureau appearing shaken, probably due to the effects of Mathilda’s erratic driving, and Adam, looking dazed and confused, the mead starting to wear off.

“Okay, so we’re all here. How are we going to do this?” Rand asked, taking charge in his own inimitable way. The trouble was, I realized, that this group was chock-full of people accustomed to taking charge. How was that going to work out?

“Well, the last time, Sinjin placed a glamor on the guard and we all slipped in that way,” said Mercedes.

“I could jist as easily do that,” Odran declared.

“Do not put your faery abilities up to mine,” Sinjin said.

“Oh, for God’s sake.” Mercedes spat at them both. “Try and rein your egos in for ten seconds!”

“This is getting us nowhere,” Rand interrupted before turning to face Sinjin. “Sinclair, if you wouldn’t mind doing the necessary?”

“Certainly.”

Sinjin strode over to the nearest guard station, the rest of us following at a short distance.

“Good evening, kind sir,” he said to the guard stationed there. “You are going to allow us entrance without any unnecessary questions.”

The guard stepped back as we all walked past him, a silly grin on his face.

“Let’s hope it all goes as smoothly,” Dureau remarked.

He, at least, had seemed to drop his fierce rivalry with Sinjin. Maybe because he was too busy focusing on Adam, whom he shoved onward every now and then, none too gently.

Men!

We kept to the trees, as we had done the last time, since it had worked for us then. We mostly moved quietly, the odd petty argument breaking out every now and then. Darkness was closing in. I reached for Sinjin’s hand, and he clasped his fingers around mine. His flesh was warm, as it mostly was nowadays from the effects of my blood. This realization made me feel even more bonded to him.

We were almost at the tower now,the one with the coat of arms displaying the two unicorns, where we’d tried to open the portal before.

“Is this where you came out, Adam?” Mathilda asked, turning to him.

He pointed to the tower. “Yes, over there. Around the other side, I think.”

We all circled to the south side of the tower, careful to keep to the shadows.

It was almost completely dark now. The castle was floodlit in places, so the section of the tower where the unicorn coat of arms was displayed was lit up. Our little group stopped walking, and we all looked at one another, uncertain as to what to do next.

“Is this the place, Adam?” Mercedes questioned. I could tell she wanted to believe him— wanted to believe in the portal, and that her attempts to open it had been successful.

Adam nodded, although he appeared confused, almost as if he was beginning to doubt himself.

“It looks a bit different, though,” he said.

“There’s nae portal here,” Odran said gruffly.

“I hate to agree with Odran,” said Sinjin. “Believe me, I really hate to agree with Odran. But there is clearly no portal.”

“Everyone!” Mathilda turned to us, opening her arms expansively. Her face—actually, her entire being glowed—her long silver tresses appearing to move of their own accord.

“I am surprised at you. We are all magical beings here, every last one of us. And yet you do not appear to believe in the power of magic, its ability to make the impossible possible. Believe!” she cried out emphatically.

As if some force had heeded her words, a strange grinding noise could be heard. It sounded distant at first, almost like far-off thunder. But then it grew closer and louder, until it became obvious that it was coming from the tower.

“What is that?” I frowned, gripping Sinjin more tightly.

Mercedes’ hands flew up to her face in apparent delight. “It’s the portal! It’s opening!”

We all stood back and watched as the stones of the tower began to glow. At first, I thought it was my eyes playing tricks on me, but after a minute or so, the light was undeniable. The noise was louder, too, almost as if an earthquake was going on inside the building.

Just when I thought the rumbling couldn’t get any louder, a split seemed to appear in the building itself. Light spilled out, blindingly bright, through the jagged opening, which was gradually expanding. We all shielded our eyes, as if from the sun, with Sinjin, the night dweller, seeming to find the experience the most uncomfortable. He let out a gasp, which meant he was in pain. I pulled him closer to me, wanting to take away his discomfort and at the same time craving the security of his body.

Then, just as the light became unbearably bright, it stopped. And just as the noise became too loud, it stopped, too. All that was left was a big gap in the wall of the tower, like the opening to a cave. We all looked at each other.

“What now?” I asked.

“We go in. Explore,” answered Odran.

“No,” said Mercedes. “We wait.”

And there was something about the firm, calm manner of her words that caused everyone to listen to her.

As it turned out, we didn’t have long to wait.

Sinjin cocked his head to one side, benefitting from his super-human vampire hearing.

“Are those … voices?”

“Yes!” Adam sounded excited, and he stared into the portal, a strange expression on his face—one of confusion blended with hope. “It’s my people… I think.”

The rest of us exchanged concerned looks.

“What if they’re hostile?” asked Dureau.

“What if they’re armed?” I added.

“What if Luce is with them?” Odran all but shouted.

“For pity’s sake, keep your voices down. This is a time for caution,” Mercedes hissed.

“Mercedes is right,” said Rand. “We shouldn’t just stand out here in the open. We’re too exposed. Let’s shelter in that grove of trees over there,” he continued as he pointed to the place in question. “We still have a good vantage point. And anyone who has a weapon, prepare to deploy it if necessary.”

We all did as Rand directed, not taking our eyes away from the opening for a second. I felt for my boomerang, and for the dagger concealed on my left calf. The voices were louder now, and it was clear there were more than a couple of them.

My heart caught in my throat as the first figure emerged. It was a woman. She stumbled out into the clearing, looking bedraggled and exhausted. A young child—a boy who looked about four or five—clung to her hand. Two other women followed her, one limping slightly, the other gazing all around her as if in wonder.

I began to move out from under the cover of the trees. Sinjin gripped my shoulder.

“It might be a trap.”

I shook off his hand and continued to walk forward. The women saw me and stopped. Then they backed away slightly and huddled together.

“It’s okay. You’re safe now,” I called out to them.

“It’s the woman from our dreams,” I heard one of them say.

More women were now emerging from the portal, some alone, some with children. There must have been close to twenty of them.

“It worked,” I whispered to myself, awestruck over the fact that everything Dureau and I had worked so hard for was now yielding its rewards.

“Welcome to Scotland,” I said to the women as they emptied out of the portal. Each one eyed me with hope—and fear. I well understood their worries—yes, they wanted better for themselves and their children, but they were cautious. As well they should be.

I smiled and took the steps separating me from the woman closest to me. “You’re safe now,” I said as I reached down and took her hand.
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Neva

Air escapes me in an undignified wheeze as I hit the unfinished hardwood floor, and I curl onto my side to minimize the pain of what’s coming next.

The toe of Darius’ boot catches me in the ribs, just below my sternum, where he knows the bruises won’t show. Bruises don’t make money. And that’s what Darius is after. Even so, no man who’s entered the Wicked Lyre Tavern has ever had the chance to get a good look at my tits. No one except Darius, that is.

But that’s the price of sharing the attic space above the tavern with him. I’m given three meals a day, and a hit of the only thing that makes living in this miserable place remotely tolerable.

The force of his kick flips me onto my back and I turn my head sharply to the side, hiding my face behind the sable fall of my hair. I’m not giving him the satisfaction of seeing the tears that squeeze from the corners of my eyes.

“I said get up, slag. Are you deaf as well as stupid?”

I choke on my response, producing only a few inarticulate coughs instead of an answer. I do manage to prop myself up on one elbow, peeking up from beneath a fringe of hair to ascertain just how pissed he is. He wakes me like this most mornings, and I have to say, I prefer it to the mornings when he tries a gentler approach. Namely, when he prods me awake with his cock and demands I satisfy him. Somehow, the beatings seem a little more dignified.

“Maybe, if you hadn’t kept me up all night,” I grumble under my breath, crawling onto all fours. I keep my voice low, though. I’m sore enough as it is. Besides, push Darius too hard and he’ll decide to teach me a lesson. One I don’t want to learn.

“What was that, slag?” he demands.

Yes. Definitely pissed. I’m not sure what I’ve done to earn his ire this early in the morning, but it doesn’t bode well for the rest of the day.

I manage to get my shaking legs beneath me and climb to my feet, leaning against the opposite wall for balance. I hug the wall, feeling like the most wretched creature in the entire city of Ascor. I doubt there’s a soul between here and the Forest of No Return that feels as shitty as I do at the moment.

When I manage to stop shaking, I turn in a slow half-circle to face the man who’s both my tormentor and my savior. Darius leans against the vanity, careful not to disrupt the glass bottles and creams on its surface.

He watches me struggle, a cruel glint of amusement in his dark eyes. I wish he didn’t look so much like his father. It makes it harder for me to hate him as much as I should.

Gregory was the only man who ever showed me an ounce of kindness, and it chafes me that this little bastard wears Gregory’s face. It’s not an especially handsome countenance: too boxy to be traditionally handsome, the eyes too deep-set and far apart, nose too large and teeth not large enough. But where Gregory’s eyes were kind, Darius’ always have the mean, rangy look of a feral cat. And he has the temper to match. He’s also shorter and thinner than his father ever was.

“You’re dancing in the back room tonight,” Darius informs me, flicking the closet door open to reveal the small selection of gowns he’s procured for my act.

All are made of silky or sheer fabrics and would easily cost a year of my wages. They’ve more than paid for Darius’ tavern in the last few years. More accurately, I have more than paid for this tavern. After all, it’s my body men are flocking to see.

“Please.” The ragged entreaty is all I can force from my shaking lips.

He knows what I’m asking for.

Darius has kept it from me for three days. He can’t honestly expect me to dance while my stomach tosses like a ship at sea. I need a bump if I’m going to be able to make it on stage sometime tonight.

I can read the answer on his face before he ever opens his mouth. That hateful smirk tics up a few degrees; he’s clearly enjoying my distress. It’s a rare treat for him to hear me beg like this. The last time he got the satisfaction, I literally came crawling back on hands and knees, begging for another dose.

Hopefully I won’t have to do that again this morning.

He toys with the small, leather pouch at his waist, jiggling it in my direction as a taunt before flipping the material of his coat over his front to hide it from view.

“You’ll get it when you’ve earned it, slag.” Then he chuckles as he sneers down at me. “A group of merchants are selling their wares along Gendar Street for the next fortnight before moving north. At least half of ‘em will be downstairs tonight. You please them and then I’ll give you that bump you’re so desperate for.” His lips curl into a viper’s grin, dripping insincerity like cloying venom. “And if you please me tonight, I’ll give you another.”

With his toe, he nudges a bowl across the floor, and a portion of my daily slop oozes over one corner and onto the hardwood. For just an instant, I imagine scooping the bowl off the floor and grinding his nose into the congealed mass of tasteless slop. Let him feel the indignity of being fed and put through his paces like a fucking show pony.

But my fingers only perform an ineffectual flex at my side, instead of the suicidally stupid action I’ve just contemplated. This place isn’t palatial, my role is demeaning, my jailer is an arrogant prick, but I’m under no illusions. I’m better off here than I would be on the streets. That’s the only reason I’ve stayed as long as I have. Because, as shitty as this life is, it’s still better than being homeless in Ascor. I’ll put up with Darius until I can squirrel away enough gold pieces to buy myself a way out of Ascor and a way in to some other city. Any other city, where my face isn’t instantly recognizable as the salacious Snow White.

Darius selects a gauzy, multi-hued dress and tosses it lightly on the bed we share. I stare at it, mouth popping open in indignant surprise. I’ve worn this dress only once before, performing for Prince Achmed, who hailed from a place far, far away. A place called Agrabah in the Anoka Desert. The prince painted a hazy picture of Agrabah while I danced for him that night, dropping each layer of my gauzy drapings, one by one, until I lay mostly bare before him on stage. On the rare occasions I’ve dreamed of escaping, I’ve thought about traveling to Agrabah to find the prince again.

“The Dance of the Seven Veils?” I breathe, too tired to summon true outrage. “You can’t be serious.”

Damn Darius to the blackest regions of the nether realm! I’ve only done this dance once in front of an audience and that was a long time ago. Now he expects me to do it again without any practice, with barely a cup full of oats in my stomach and the fatigue of withdrawal threatening to drag me sideways to the floor? I’ll make a fool of myself and then Darius will punish me for it later.

Darius worms a hand into his coat and dips one finger lightly into the pouch at his belt. It comes away dusted in white, like a baker’s confection. He steps closer to me, offering the digit. I don’t normally like to take it this way, but he’s not leaving me much choice. This is all I’m going to get.

So I take his finger, guide it reverently to my mouth, and slide my tongue along every contour, trying to catch every speck of the priceless powder I can find. The process is over quickly, and my mouth tingles pleasantly as relief swells through me.

“Perform well, and you’ll get more,” Darius promises. “But, if you don’t...”

He lets the statement hang, a sword over my head, waiting to drop. The meaning is very clear.

Failure isn’t an option.



I tangle my fingers in the velvet folds of the navy-blue curtain and drag it back a few inches to peer out at the crowd beyond. Male voices overlap, sounding like a rumble of distant thunder. The room is hazy with pipe smoke, the heavy fog of it pressing into my lungs and further tightening my chest.

The number of men who occupy the chairs that ring the small stage staggers me, and I can tell there are still more I can’t make out clearly, arranged at the small tables or standing at the back. How many men are packed into this back room? Fifty? One hundred? I don’t think I’ve ever seen so many men crowded into the Wicked Lyre at one time, even around the annual festival, when spirits run high and men pay their last coin to see the creamy flesh of a nubile, young thing.

Every man in the room is wealthy. If their clothing isn’t a giveaway, their voices would be. Cultured speech, with accents that range from the clipped tones of Grimm, the airy sing-song of a Wonderland noble, or the lilting honeyed tones of a cove-dwelling merchant from the Sea of Delorood.

I let the velvet slide between my fingers, dread settling in the pit of my stomach like a heavy millstone. How the bloody hell am I supposed to pull this off? I’m dizzy already. I’m going to go out there, slide one veil off, and then trip and fall on my face. And that will be the end of poor Neva Valkoinen, the end of Snow White. They’ll find my body in an alleyway, a patchwork of blooming blue and purple bruises, swarmed by the city’s vermin.

Darius’ voice issues from the other side of the curtain, an ugly common accent among the sea of more pleasant voices. The room goes silent when he begins to speak, introducing me to the crowd as he has for years now. Is it four? I think it must be. Gregory died when Darius and I were seventeen. I’m twenty-one now.

And I don’t know what to make of those years. They’re gone and I have nothing to show for them. But nevermind. Thinking about the past only depresses me and my life is depressing enough as it is.

“And now, the main event! The greatest beauty you’ll find in Ascor. Perhaps in all of Fantasia! I give to you, the lovely Snow White!”

The curtains are drawn aside to the sounds of thunderous applause, revealing me in all my dubious glory. I’m bathed in the glow of a thousand twinkling faerie lights that illuminate the stage. The lights are another item that sets the Wicked Lyre apart from other taverns, besides the star attraction. Darius is the only man within the city able to afford to light the place with fae-spelled orbs, day or night.

The weight of a hundred gazes falls on me seconds later, tracing what little they can see of my silhouette through the veils. The one dangled above my head is taupe, and the colors grow increasingly bolder the closer they get to the center of my body. Light glints off every jewel and bangle adorning me. And there are many. They chime as my body moves to the beat of the sultry music.

It’s too bright. My head spins and I choke on bile. I feel as if I’m going to faint dead away. My eyes sweep the crowd, searching for something. Rescue? Pity? Perhaps a man who can look at me and see a sick girl being paraded on stage, instead of an object of lust to be used and discarded?

Every face I meet is eager, drinking me in like I’m a draft of Sweetland Port. There’s no one here who gives a damn about me, no one who…

My gaze settles on a man perched on a stool near the back. He was easy to miss at first, because he’s not nearly as rotund as most the men I see. Many men in Ascor wear the evidence of their wealth around their belt buckles, where girth stretches the seams of their fine clothing. But this man is different.

He’s as tall and lean as any farm hand, with a slightly golden cast to his skin that suggests he spends a great deal of time outdoors. His clothing is less elaborate than the rest of the men in the room—he wears a simple scarlet tunic draped over buckskin trousers. Only the gold buttons that stud both give away the fact that he didn’t just stroll into the Wicked Lyre by accident.

The understated wardrobe makes the artistry of his face seem even more absurd in contrast. His jaw is slanted at an angle that appears sharp enough to cut glass. A layer of golden stubble ripples across that strong line, drawing my eye to a perfect bow-lipped mouth. His hair has been swept to the nape of his neck, the flyaway golden strands gathered together by a leather thong. But it’s his eyes that strike me most. I expect them to be blue, like those of one of the savage Northmen. But they’re not.

They’re a perfect tawny color, like the piercing eyes of a hawk. He cocks his head in an almost bird-like motion, considering me with detached interest. There’s no ardent desire in this man’s gaze. He doesn’t even appear mildly aroused by my dance or by me. I can’t puzzle out what he’s doing here. Why come to this show, if he isn’t here to get a thrill by peeking at Snow White’s tits and ass?

I don’t know how long I stare at him, but the moment I realize I’m still swaying to the melancholic beat of the music, I snap back into myself. My body begins moving without conscious thought, like a snake before its charmer. I close my eyes, trying to block out the appreciative murmurs that run through the room as I sway this way and that, releasing my veils to the ground one at a time. Amethyst, sapphire, ruby, and topaz drop from my body, curling like colorful smoke before they fall to the floor.

I pretend I’m alone. Alone but for the curious stranger, with his odd eyes and his benign interest. I pretend I won’t be what these men, with their avaricious appetites, will be envisioning when they tug their cocks tonight. In my mind, the curious stranger and I are alone and this is art, not a tawdry peep show.

And then… it’s over. I find myself on the ground, bosom heaving, in the final pose of the dance, with my head bowed. I’m wearing only the shimmering and slightly diaphanous white material that makes up the undergarments Darius provides me.

I’m exhausted and I feel sick to my stomach. My ears ring and tears are already wetting my eyes. I can only hope I don’t heave up the contents of my stomach right here. But, then I remember there isn’t much in my stomach to heave up.

The applause is a dull roar in my ears. I climb unsteadily to my feet, gathering the veils I’ve abandoned as the stage is showered with coins. I take two of them—only two because they’re all I can hide in my tight brazier. Any more and I risk Darius’ wrath.

I spy him in the back, leaning against the bar, talking to the mysterious stranger in the buckskin trousers. I allow myself a curious flick down to the stranger’s groin and I’m offended when it appears I’ve had little effect on him.

Darius and the stranger are in deep conversation, to the point that I wonder if they’re arguing. About what, I don’t know, but I imagine the subject must be money. At the moment, though, I don’t really care. There’s only one reward I want for this night’s work, and it better damn well be waiting for me when I get backstage.

TWO

Neva

A dizzy sense of euphoria settles over me on the shaky inhale. My nose goes immediately numb on contact with the powdery white stuff, but it’s worth the momentary discomfort for the blessed peace I find afterward.

I eye the baggie Darius has given me, and my hands tremble with the effort of not sniffing the lot of it. Do that and I’ll just end up bloodying my nose and pissing off Darius. Better to tuck the baggie away and save it for another day. My employer’s moods are mercurial at the best of times, so I don’t want to chance being stuck without the cocaine when another bout of Darius’ temper strikes.

I examine my face in the small vanity mirror. Darius likes to buy mirrors and place them in every room of the tavern, so I can’t, for one second, forget the reason I’d been cast out of my parents’ home. Most women would spit on me for saying the beauty of my face is a curse; but then, most women don’t ever lay eyes on me. The Wicked Lyre tavern isn’t a place that boasts patrons of the female persuasion.

I run my fingers lightly over one cheek. It takes me being run damn-near ragged to put any flush of color into my ivory skin. My skin might have been fetching, if I’d been born with cornflower blue eyes and blonde hair. But the braided coil that gathers at my neck is a black so deep, it shines blue in sunlight. My eyes are large and luminous amber brown, like light shone through a glass of thick liqueur. They shine from a face that’s almost eerily symmetrical, like the crafted features of a porcelain doll, and I appear almost as lifeless.

My face has been described as off-putting almost as often as it’s considered desirable. If my heart didn’t thunder in my chest, most would have thought me a misbegotten beast from further north, one of the blood drinkers cursed for their part in what had been done to poor Princess Briar Rose.

The desire to shatter the glass of the mirror is potent, but I stay my hand. I’ve had enough bad luck to last me a lifetime. I don’t need to add still more to the already badly weighted cosmic scales.

Yet, I hate my reflection, all the same.

A knock on the door drags my gaze away from the vanity and the spoils of my performance. I’ve pulled on one of Darius’ heavy woolen coats to ward off the chill. The only remaining veil I wear is thin and offers little in the way of modesty or heat. I stuff the baggie away for safekeeping as two men enter.

Darius walks into the room first, just as agitated as I’d seen him last, running thick fingers through his dark hair. He flicks his angry gaze back to the doorway and then at me, completing that loop a few times before he heaves a sigh.

“Well, don’t loiter there,” he says to the man who stands behind him. “Come in, then.”

A second man appears in the doorway, and I recognize him instantly. He’s the man from before, the only one in the crowd who didn’t appear to be slavering over me. My breath catches in my throat now that I’m able to get a glimpse of what he truly looks like. From a stance, he appeared quite handsome. Now that he’s nearer, it’s all I can do to keep myself from running a hand along his lightly tanned skin to see if it feels as warm as it looks.

The man is truly stunning. The most beautiful man I’ve ever seen.

His scarlet tunic bunches around a belt at his waist and gives me a hint of just how muscled he must be beneath. A strange stirring begins between my legs, warmth pooling in my belly and every muscle within my body clenches tight. I’m actually shocked at myself.

Is this… Desire?

It must be! It feels exactly the way men have described the feelings I create in them. It’s also the first time I’ve felt this way in the presence of a man. Usually I try to imagine I’m anywhere other than this rotten tavern. I try to busy my mind as ugly and lecherous men stare at me and attempt to touch me.

And though I’ve known the feel of a man inside me—I’ve only ever known Darius. Yes, he’s been offered incredible amounts of coin by numerous men in return for my body but Darius always denies those requests. Why? Because he’s selfish and he’s greedy and he’s never wanted another man to know me as intimately as he does.

Not that I’ve minded—all the men who have asked to pay for my privileges have been ugly, usually as ugly as Darius, himself.

Regardless, Darius, as my only lover, has never been able to bring me to that final, shuddering point where women supposedly find their pleasure.

I can’t put my finger on why, but I have the impression this stranger’s hands could handle a woman’s body deftly. I find myself fixated on those hands, wondering if they’re as rough as the rest of him appears, or if they’re uncalloused from living a soft life of leisure.

I disregard the last thought as idiotic—to look at this man, one would immediately realize he’s never lived a day of leisure in his life.

Darius regards him with a scowl and the sullen air of a child who’s had his favorite toy stolen. The man only smiles back benignly, but even that touch of humor brightens his entire face, making him more lovely, more compelling.

“This man has just offered to pay for a night with you, Snow,” Darius informs me, turning his glower in my direction, as though it’s somehow my fault.

My eyes bug. Surely this is a joke? Because there’s no way this man, with his simple spun clothing and his unassuming demeanor, can afford the price Darius asks for such a thing. Even the exotic and incredibly wealthy Prince Achmed could only afford to monopolize one of my nights with private dances, wine, and conversation. An heir to the throne of an entire nation still couldn’t pay the sum Darius asks for me. An exorbitant sum because Darius knows no man will ever pay it. It’s his failsafe, his assurance that he’ll continue to be the only man who has even known the inside of Snow White.

Yet this man says he can pay that sum and will. Who in blazes is he?

“I’ll send in wine and food,” Darius continues in a sullen monotone. “When you’re finished supping, ring if you need me.”

With that, he turns, seizes the doorknob in a fist already shaking with rage, and exits, slamming the door behind him. I will pay for this later. And I’m afraid I’ll pay for it in ways I never have before.

Why did Darius ever agree to this when it’s clear he doesn’t want to? Clearly, there is a price for everything…

I turn my attention back to the stranger. He actually smiles at me, and it’s like watching day break against the sky. His smile makes me absurdly hopeful. For what? I’m unsure.

“What an unpleasant little man,” he murmurs, almost to himself. When he turns those piercing tawny eyes on me, the air batters around in my lungs again as my mind scrambles to remember just how to breathe. The man tilts his head curiously at me, observing me with no more than casual interest.

“Yes,” I say, unsure of what more I should say. If anything.

“Why do you stay with him?”

It’s my turn to lift a curious brow. It seems as though the stranger genuinely doesn’t understand. He waits in silence for me to respond, as if this question is an important one to him. Can’t he see just how helpless Darius has rendered me? Can’t he see that I rely on Darius for everything? For my very life?

But that’s going to change soon, or so I’ve promised myself. One of these days, when I save enough coins, I’m going to leave this wretched place. I’m going to steal away into the dark and I’m never going to look back. Without a drug to sustain me, I’ll have a wretched few weeks while I go through withdrawals. And, presuming I survive those withdrawals, I won’t have any other option but to flee Ascor. Too many people know my face here. Too many people know to whom I belong. All it would take is one lech to come after me and any gainful employment I’m able to accept would be stripped away. Staying with Darius isn’t a good option, but it’s the only one I have… at present.

I allow the stranger a shaky smile in lieu of a response. Scooping out a small portion of my precious winnings, I offer him a bump. “Would you like some?” I hope he’ll say no.

The man stares at the powder with a vaguely disgusted expression. That would be a ‘no’, then. Unthinking hurt flashes through me, though it’s completely ludicrous for me to care what this stranger thinks of me. He’s paid for one night, after all. I’m now his whore and in the morning, he’ll be gone and I’ll never see him again. I should probably just be grateful he’s even bothering to try to make conversation.

We stand in strained silence for a few minutes until Darius returns. I discreetly take the bump of coke, not looking up to see what this stranger thinks of it. In the background, I hear Darius as he drapes a table. I turn to see him smoothing the bumps of a linen cloth and then he places two glasses onto the table, alongside a platter of grapes, melon, figs, crackers and cheeses. My stomach does a joyful little pirouette at the sight of the fare being laid out. A growing part of me doesn’t care what this man does to me, so long as I’m allowed some of the meal. It’ll be the best thing I’ve eaten in weeks, maybe even months.

“Enjoy,” Darius bites out before backing out of the room again. He glares at me in a way that promises punishment when this man leaves tomorrow. I feel my stomach drop down to my toes.

When the stranger and I are alone again, the man gestures at the two chairs beside the table. “Sit and eat. You look famished.” As if to lead by example, he sits down and smiles up at me.

I hesitate, even as my stomach yearns toward the food and growls audibly, embarrassing me. The man offers me an understanding smile and waves toward the food once more.

What if he’s baiting me like a dog, and intends to hurt me the second I lay a finger on the meal? After all, I haven’t done anything to earn such a reward yet. Perhaps, if I sat on his lap? If I pretended to be more interested in his cock than I was in the food? Yes. That would entitle me to a bit at least, wouldn’t it?

He watches with concern as I stumble away from the vanity, still unsteady from the morning’s withdrawal. I’m already feeling miles better than I was, but it appears I’m a few apples short of a full cart.

The man inhales in what appears to be surprise as I sink onto his lap. His tawny eyes fly open wide as he stares down at me, even as those strong hands settle at the small of my back, keeping me from sliding off his lap.

“What are you doing?” His voice is a low, melodic murmur. I blink coquettishly up at him, forcing my lips to twist into a playful smile the way Darius has instructed me. Not only do I dance, but I have to pretend all my visitors… arouse me. And Darius has taught me how to wear such an expression.

“I’m sitting on your lap,” I purr. “Unless you want me to move?”

There’s a glint of dark humor in those fathomless eyes for a just a moment before his hands slide beneath my ass. They don’t curl around my flesh and squeeze, the way I expect. He just lifts me carefully and deposits me on the chair beside him. It’s all done so effortlessly and with such amusement, that I don’t feel the sting of rejection as strongly as I expect. He selects a piece of cheese from the platter and offers it to me.

I don’t understand what I’ve done to offend him. I looked at him the way Darius taught me to and I tried to show my interest by sitting on his lap. Yes, I’ve earned a reward in the form of a piece of cheese, but I feel like I’ve done the wrong thing, all the same.

“As lovely as you are, I prefer to keep this… arrangement professional, for the time being.”

Professional?

“You really should eat,” he continues. “You’re dreadfully pale.”

At last, a genuine smile stretches my lips, even as I’m offended by his words. “Eating won't help that, I’m afraid. I’m as pale as a fucking shade and always have been.”

He chuckles at this. “Good thing a Shepherd hasn’t come for you yet.”

I’m fairly sure Darius would beat off any Shepherd or Shepherdess that came to the door with their gilded lantern hung from a crook, priest in tow, with the intent to take my soul. The bastard would still try to sell me even if I died. But I’m not counting on meeting my end with the grim-faced reapers of souls just yet.

I should be so lucky.

“Darius wouldn’t even let a Shepherd take me without paying.”

The man snorts once in amusement and pops a grape into his mouth, chewing to disguise the distinct sound of his laughter. I take a tentative nibble on my piece of cheese and close my eyes when the sharp bite of cheddar washes across my tongue.

Gods above, it’s been so long since I had a decent meal.

We sit in silence for another minute or so.

I’m most of the way through the wedge of cheese when he finally speaks again.

“My name is Herrick. Herrick Vorst.” He watches my face for any flicker of recognition, as if he’s accustomed to people knowing who he is. I bob my head once, hoping he’s not going to grow angry when he realizes just how ignorant I really am. But I haven’t heard much other than whispers of gossip and rumors at the tavern since I came to live here at sixteen.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you,” I say honestly, even if I’m surprised and confused he hasn’t even tried to touch me yet. But I’m also grateful. Even if I end up fucking him at the end of the night (which is assuredly going to happen, considering he paid for me), this meal is still a kindness I hadn’t expected to enjoy.

Herrick cocks his head to the side, eyes narrowing on me again. I honestly don’t understand what he’s trying to puzzle out when he looks at me like that.

“What’s your name?” he asks, finally.

“Snow,” I start, figuring that’s the answer he wants—the thrill of hearing it repeated to him—that he will be the first man, outside of Darius, to bed the famous Snow White. As that realization hits me, I can’t hide the anxiety that flows through me.

What if I disappoint him? What if I’m as terrible at fucking as Darius tells me? What if I get yet another beating at this man’s hands?

“No,” he interrupts, shaking his head. “Don’t give me your stage name, please.”

“I don’t understand,” I start. What does this man want from me? Every time I try to give him what I think he’s asking of me, I’m wrong!

“Some of those simpletons might believe you’re really called Snow White, but we both know better.” He takes a breath as my heart starts pounding. “What’s your name?”

I swallow the last of the cheese thickly. I don’t know why he’s asking me this?

It’s just your name! I think to myself.

But, somehow, telling him my name feels more intimate than having sex with him. Thousands of men have seen me in the last few years, but only one of them knows my given name. Darius. If I tell this man my name, it would make him privy to a secret only Darius knows.

And it’s that last thought that spurs me to give Herrick Vorst an honest answer, because I dislike the thought of dying one day with only Darius knowing my true name.

“Neva Valkoinen.”

“Neva,” he repeats, wrapping his tongue around the contours of my name as though it tastes sweet. Then he laughs a little to himself. “So, perhaps I’m the simpleton, eh?”

“Simpleton?” I ask, frowning at him.

He nods. “Your name really does mean White Snow.”

I grin, despite my trepidation. This man is far smarter than a casual observer would be led to believe. “Yes.”

“How did you arrive with a name like that?”

“Well, my parents came up with it,” I answer.

“I meant how did you get your stage name?”

“Oh,” I answer. “Darius spent days poring over books, trying to come up with a stage name for me that sounded appropriate. He thought it would be clever to play off my actual name.”

“A clever thought for an idiot,” Herrick responds.

I immediately feel the smile on my lips. “You should watch what you say,” I whisper to him, confidentially. “You never know who could be listening.”

He nods and smiles fully, making me realize he has a dimple on one side of his mouth.

“Point taken,” he says.

I drop my gaze to the plate of food as my stomach growls again. He motions to it and this time, I stand up and help myself to each type of fruit, five crackers and another few wedges of cheese.

I return to the chair he set me in and face him again, only to find his eyes already focused on me. “You must be very well-traveled to know what my name meant.”

His eyes grow a touch more guarded, though his amused smile doesn’t fade. “You could say that, I suppose. I’m a merchant, after all.”

A merchant? Interesting. “And what is it that you peddle, Mr. Vorst?”

What could he possibly sell that would allow him the means to buy me? This man is strange. Then it occurs to me he must have stolen his way into my bed. Not that I care.

“I didn’t come here to discuss the mundane details of my business, Neva,” he says, rather hurriedly and I realize he’s ready to claim his prize. My anxiety increases tenfold and I nod as I put the plate of untouched food on the side table, next to the chair.

“Okay,” I say as I face him expectantly.

But he doesn’t move from his seated position. “Sit.”

“Okay,” I say again and sit, completely unsure of what to say or do. This Herrick Vorst is the most confusing man I’ve ever met. And he makes me nervous.

“I came because you pulled me here,” he says.

“More like the sign outside pulled you here,” I amend, taking a brave stab at humor now that he doesn’t appear too volatile.

He shakes his head slowly, and a few strands of that perfect golden hair escape the leather thong at the base of his neck. It’s distractingly touchable, and I fold my hands primly in my lap to keep myself from touching him.

Somehow my hunger is forgotten for the time being.

“No. You pulled me here,” he insists.

“I don’t understand.”

“I was trying to find the concentrated mass of magic that was hiding in this seemingly unremarkable tavern.”

“Concentrated mass of magic?” I repeat, shaking my head. What is he talking about?

He nods. “Yes. It felt familiar, and I was expecting to find an old friend within these walls. Imagine my surprise when I found a little witchling on stage instead.”

My brow creases as I try to make sense of these bizarre words. Magic? Witchling? What in the name of Avernus is he talking about? There hasn’t been a witch in any of the seven principalities of Fantasia for over a decade. Everyone knows that!

All the noble houses signed off on the decree in the only show of solidarity they’ve been able to display in a hundred years. The only magic users still around are the Shepherds, and they only remain because souls have to go somewhere after death. Not even the royals want spooks hanging around their cities.

I shake my head. “I don’t understand.”

He sits forward and reaches out, seizing my hand with enough suddenness to draw a startled yelp from me. He smooths his fingers over the back of my palm in a soft apology before he returns his gaze to mine and clasps my hands tightly in his, earnestness in those unnatural eyes.

“What… what are you doing?” I ask, suddenly afraid for the first time since he walked into my room.

“I won’t hurt you, Neva,” he says in a soft voice. “I just need to know what you are. It’s important that Guild members are hidden away in these troubled times.”

“Guild members?”

He nods. “It’s clear you have a connection to Tenebris. I just don’t understand why she’d leave you exposed like this.”

I draw my hands away, and smile up at him sadly as I take a deep breath. He’s clearly mistaken me for someone else. Hopefully he won’t be angry he’s paid so much money for me when he thinks I’m someone else. I’m not sure if I should break the news to him or if Darius should.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, sir,” I say and then inhale deeply. “Clearly you’ve mistaken me for someone else.”

“No,” he starts but I shake my head.

Hmm… this could cause quite the ruckus because I’m more than sure Darius won’t give Herrick his money back. And since that’s the case, Herrick might as well have his chance to enjoy me, given he spent an ungodly amount of money to spend the night in my bed. I stand and walk to him. I might as well get this over with.

“Unfortunately, Darius isn’t the type of man to refund you your money.” I take another deep breath as I approach him, placing each of my hands on the chair arms on either side of him. “I apologize for that, but I would like to try to make it up to you. If you’d kindly let me do my job, I’ll…”

Herrick stops me before I can sling a leg over his lap. His broad, calloused hands brace my waist and I come to a stop with my face inches away from his. I’m sitting on his lap and he’s close enough that the warmth of his breath tickles the loose strands of hair near my ear. My gaze dips unwillingly to that perfect bow-lipped mouth, and I wonder what it would be like to feel that mouth on mine.

“I should go,” he murmurs quietly. “I’ve upset you.”

“Go?” I repeat, suddenly disappointed even though I can’t fathom why. “You haven’t even kissed me,” I remind him.

“It’s okay,” he starts.

“But,” I say. “You paid enough gold for that privilege… and more.”

His gaze dips to my mouth just briefly and I see hunger in his eyes. When I blink again, his eyes are unreadable, his smile enigmatic.

“Gold is abundant and something I can easily find, Neva. A kiss must be earned, not bought.”

He finally smiles widely enough to flash teeth as he lifts me off his lap and sets me on my feet, and I take a wary step away. His canines are sharp enough to unnerve me. He can’t be a vampire, surely. His skin is sun-kissed and his eyes are too bright. Still, there’s something inhuman there.

“You ought to be careful about offering things like kisses to men like me,” he says and there’s a warning in his eyes.

“Why?”

He leans in just enough to tease my cheek with those soft lips. The whisper that traces the shell of my ear makes every part of me go warm and shivery.

“Because men like me are selfish and would steal you away.”

In the next breath, he pulls away and is halfway to the door, throwing me a cheery, “Have a pleasant evening, Ms. Valkoinen.”

“But,” I start again.

He motions to the plate of uneaten food. “Do eat the rest of your supper before that odious man returns.”

The door closes behind him with a barely audible click and I sink into his abandoned chair, my heart beating wildly in my chest.

Only one thought haunts my mind as I absentmindedly finish everything on the plate.

Who in blazes is Herrick Vorst?
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