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One








T
 oday
 is
 my
 twenty-ninth
 birthday. To so many, this year is insignificant. But to me, it signifies an inevitability, one I have been desperately running from since I was born; a truth I am woefully unprepared to handle. The reality that one year from now, when the sun sets, I will be forever changed. My thirtieth year will mark either the start of my immortal life as a mated vampire, or my spiral into madness.

Before I go on, I think it is important to explain the origin of my kind. The truth, not the fabrications spewed by humans for millennia. First, vampires are born, not made. I have a mother and a father. I also have seven siblings. We are carried in the womb and born in the same manner as a human baby.

Second, we are creatures of light, not darkness. However, we are forced into the shadows by the lies told by a species frightened of anything “different.” A species that has vilified us because they are too ignorant to learn and accept our differences.

Third, we do have elongated upper canines—“fangs” as humans like to refer to them. However, they are not retractable, and they are not two inches long. In fact, unless you were really looking, the slight differences between vampire and human teeth are hardly noticeable.

The canines are a leftover evolutionary facet. In the early days of creation, vampires had to hunt their own food. Just like those of gorillas or big cats, elongated canines helped them take down their prey. We have no need for such things now.

Vampires walk among you. Since the first human evolved, there has been a vampire right beside them. Many stories and mythologies paint us as the devil’s spawn, born from darkness and evil. Another flagrant lie. Vampires are simply a different species, evolved with a different genetic code.

The sunlight does not scorch our flesh; we do not burst into flames at the sight of a cross. Hallowed ground is sacred to our kind just as much as humans. We live and love, but we are
 cursed. Humans got that right.

Our elders would frown at the term I use. To use the word cursed
 implies something more than what it is—a simple glitch of nature. Unlike humans, a vampire must have mated by the end of day on their thirtieth birthday. I don’t mean in the physical sense. A vampire must find their mate, their other half. Why? We do not know. Vampires have spent countless years searching for the answer, but it eludes us still. Our knowledge is based on the results of thousands of years witnessing the poor, unfortunate souls that were unable to find their match in time.

Humans have depicted vampires as blood-sucking animals. I will admit, there is a degree of truth to it. But what the human world fails to explain is why a fraction of our species behaves in such a way. Let me enlighten you.

As the sun rises on a vampire’s thirtieth birthday, a cellular change begins. If that vampire has found their true love, their immortality is guaranteed. Destined to live for thousands of years in bliss alongside their mate.

However, if the vampire begins this change without their soulmate, the process is corrupted. Instead of bliss, the vampire descends into madness, craving human blood with an insatiable thirst. Those are the vampires etched frighteningly into the human psyche. Laughable really when you examine the history of humanity and the countless bloody wars they waged in the name of power and greed. For us, it is unavoidable. Our choice is taken from us the moment the sun sets on our birthday. Of the two species, who are the real monsters?

Another by-product of our condition—that’s how it should be defined, I think; if it’s not a curse, it is a condition, and one that must have an answer—is our fertility. The only way vampires can bear children is if they are mated. A vampire can sleep with the world’s population before they change and no pregnancy will occur. It is an impossibility. Thankfully, our condition does not discriminate against those of us who are attracted to their own sex. Our community helps same-sex couples find surrogates and sperm donors. We celebrate life and often have large families. Although that isn’t a given. Each vampire couple determines if they wish to be parents or not. Which wasn’t always easy before birth control. A vampiric invention, I might add.

Another glaring difference between humans and vampires, don’t you think?

My kind works together, celebrating love in its purest form, no matter how that may look. Humans ostracize, discriminate and persecute their own kind because one woman may love another. Shame is brought upon families because a man fell in love with another man. Again, I ask you, who are the monsters?

It is my dislike of humans that fuels my desire to keep a distance from them. My parents wish for me to interact with humans. They feel we should embrace them, teach them about our kind. Come out! I wholeheartedly disagree with their beliefs. Why try to teach them about our kind? Humans don’t even want to learn about their own species.

“Happy birthday, Amelia.” My eldest brother Laurence perches on the end of my bed. Oh, yes, we sleep in beds. Not coffins. Although, it is fun to play up the stereotype at Halloween. Inside jokes and all that.

“Good morning.” What I am least looking forward to today is the worry on the faces of my family. Every member of the Loch family found their mate, except the youngest. All of them before their twenty-fifth birthday. I am the last but one of our family and I am no closer to finding love now than when I was as a young vampire.

“Brought you breakfast,” Laurence says, handing me a plate of pancakes and a mug of type A. Yes, we drink blood, we have to. Our blood requirement is the same as a human’s need for water. But—and this is a big but—we do not feed on humans. We do not hunt them… Only the unmated are responsible for those kinds of behaviors. Those of us under thirty and those who are mated drink only animal blood. The taste of human blood is repulsive. It doesn’t sit well in our stomachs.

“Thank you.” I take breakfast and begin eating. Laurence sits there watching me. I know he wants to speak of the coming year. Over the past six months, he has tried in vain to get me to talk about my upcoming birthday and what it means for me.

“Amelia, we need to talk.”

“About?”

“Playing dumb doesn’t suit you.” Laurence shifts a little closer. He is a handsome male. Tall, closing on six-foot-five, thick dark hair, perfectly styled. Our family is blessed with good physical genetics. We all have good looks. It’s not my ego talking, it’s the truth. We are a family of raven-haired beauties.

“Laurence, there isn’t anything to discuss. I have a whole year to find my mate, otherwise I will go insane. There. Topic covered. Can I eat my breakfast in peace now?”

“Why are you taking this so lightly, sister?”

“How else should I take it? Be realistic Laurence. It’s unlikely I’m going to find the one
 . All the family, including our youngest cousins, matched well before their thirtieth birthday. Julien found his mate at sixteen. I am the odd one out, the blip on the family’s immaculate record. Instead of worrying about me finding a mate, I suggest you worry about which one of you has to take me out.” I’m not being dramatic or fatalistic, but realistic. There is no point ignoring the obvious. I am an anomaly in the Loch family.

“Do not let Mother and Father hear you speak of such things, Amelia.” Marcus, the second eldest, marches in with a severe face. He has been listening at my door. This is why I dread coming home to stay. Everyone gets far too comfortable in everyone else’s business.

“Marcus, you must see that I’m right?” Marcus is a realist like me. If anyone should see my point of view, it’s him.

“I understand your point of view.” Marcus earns a scowl from Laurence. “But I don’t think you have given it your all to find someone.”

“I agree,” Laurence barks.

“I go out. I socialize. No one has pinged my interest.”

“When was the last time you went out, Amelia? Hm? I’ll tell you when. Three months ago, for my wedding anniversary.”

He’s right, of course. I’m not the type of woman to go out on a Friday night. Well, not every Friday night. Not when I have a good book waiting for me in the comfort of my own home.

“Laurence is right. Staying in with your books is okay after
 you have found your mate. Now is the time to be scouring the land. I will not lose you, Amelia.” Marcus has a fire burning in his eyes. I can feel the fear radiating from him…the fear of losing me to madness, the fear of watching as I become unhinged.

I have been awake for ten minutes, and already I want the day to be over. Laurence and Marcus are just the beginning. My other siblings will be on the same mission. As for my parents, I know they will have plans in place. I expect to be set up on multiple dates.

“Amelia, you own three bars and two nightclubs. Why on Earth aren’t you frequenting them, looking for your woman?”

“First, I have four bars and three nightclubs. Second, they are all unfortunately overrun with humans. Not so good for me. Third, I have staff who manage and run those establishments, meaning I don’t have to go there.”

“They are not overrun
 with humans. You’re just bitter that Mother wouldn’t allow you to make your establishments vamp-exclusive.” Laurence rolls his eyes at me.

“Do you blame me?” I feel indignation course through my veins. Humans offer us nothing but pain and suffering. Of course, the general population of humans is unaware of our existence, but there are few among them that hunt us down. Believing in the bile spewed by uninformed hypocrites. Claiming to do the Lord’s work. It makes me sick. What’s so wrong with me wanting to stay away from them? Be amongst my kind, safe?

“Vampires aren’t saints, Amelia.” Laurence laughs mirthlessly.

“I’m not saying we are.”

“We’re getting off topic,” Marcus growls. Out of all my siblings, Marcus is the one I am closest to. “You have to start trying harder. Whether or not humans are there.”

“Fine, I’ll go out. I’ll visit my bars and clubs.” I don’t have the energy to fight them. A drink in each place should suffice. Prove to them it’s a futile exercise. “Can you go now, so I can dress?” Neither brother looks satisfied with my answer, but it’s the only one they will receive.

“Fine, we’ll meet you downstairs, but Amelia…this conversation is not over.” Laurence warns.

As soon as they are gone, I flop back down to my bed. I want nothing more than to close my blinds, hike up my duvet and sleep the day away. My desire is rudely ripped from me, as are my covers. Lucille, my sister, stands glaring at me. We are usually the more combatant family members. Lucille is the opposite of me. Where I like quiet and comfort, she likes noise and turbulence. Lucille loves humans—I do not. She has them rotating in and out of her bed daily. The thought makes me gag.

“Get up,” she orders.

I have lost count of the physical altercations I have had with Lucille. Although I can be the calm to her storm, I am no pushover. When things get heated between us, there is usually a wake of damage left behind.

Vampires have a couple of traits that bear a resemblance to the stories crafted over time. Our physical strength is elevated. We can’t lift cars or bend metal, but we are slightly stronger and faster than our human counterparts. Our vision is generally better, too.

“If you leave, I will dress,” I hiss.

“You have five minutes, then I’m coming back up here and dragging you downstairs. The entire family is waiting for you.”

It’s my twenty-ninth birthday, the day the clock begins its countdown to my impending fall into madness.
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T
 he
 breakfast
 with
 my
 family is going as well as I imagined. When I first sat down, I got the perfunctory Happy Birthdays, which lasted all of thirty seconds before the hard-hitting questions. Mainly from my parents.

Harlan and Victoria Loch are formidable people. They have walked the Earth for over two hundred years. They caused quite a stir when they mated, by refusing to procreate immediately. Instead, they took their time traveling the world, gaining skills in a myriad of sectors. That is why the Loch family is the third richest vampire family in existence. Only the Grand Master and his brother outrank us.

When they finally birthed a child, Harlan and Victoria became dedicated parents. We wanted for nothing. They showered us with love and affection. All of us are successful in our own rights, thanks to their tutelage.

It seems, though, that I am now letting the family down. Distress and frustration are rife between us. My parents want a plan of action. They cannot fathom why I haven’t made more of an effort to find my true love.

Perhaps they are right. Surely there should be a sense of urgency overwhelming me, but there isn’t. It’s possible I have accepted my fate. After my twenty-fifth birthday passed, it was as if something in me cracked. Any hope I once had faded. It’s possible that not all of us are destined to find our soulmates. There has to be a reason, I’m sure. That’s when I decided to simply live my life. Every member of my family may find my inaction frustrating. They may think I am willingly wasting my life by reading at home. It doesn’t matter. There is nothing I can do to change the outcome.

If it were as simple as an arranged marriage, I would have done it, but love is about free will and that internal fire that is stoked by the other half of a person. Love can never be feigned or coerced. Let’s be realistic, the planet has nearly eight billion people on it. I think anyone who successfully finds their mate is beyond lucky.

“Amelia, my love, please, you must make more of an effort.” Victoria, my mother pleads. It’s as if she thinks I’m being difficult on purpose.

“Mother, I cannot force a match,” I hiss. I have endured breakfast for half an hour and my usual calm is waning. Do they not realize that every time they pester, it is a vivid reminder of what will become of me?

“Amelia, please don’t speak to your mother that way.” Harlan, my father, interrupts. I get my quiet calmness from him.

“Sorry, Mother.” I take a few calming breaths. “Laurence and Marcus have already raked me over the coals—”

“We did not,” Laurence interjects. “We were simply stating what needed to be stated. You have to make an effort, Amelia. There is a mate out there, if you would only look a little harder.”

“And as I said in my bedroom, I will make the effort.”

“Yes, you will,” Lucille barks, “tonight, in fact.”

“Oh, are we having a night out?” Maria asks. She is the second youngest child. She and Lucas, the baby of the family, are close. Maria found her mate last year. A delightful vampire called Mitch. His family is respectable, and he loves Maria. That’s all I need to know about him.

“Yes, we are,” Lucille answers. “Tonight, the Loch siblings are out for blood,” she cackles. I roll my eyes. Lucille loves drama.

“Surely I should have a say about where and what I wish to do on my birthday.”

“Last year, yes. This year no. You’ve wasted too much time and now we are intervening,” Lucille replies, a devilish glint in her eyes.

“It’s a good idea, Amelia,” my mother adds.

I will not win this fight. I nod in acceptance. How I wished I’d stayed in my room with the pancakes Laurence brought me.

“That’s settled then,” my father comments. “Time for birthday gifts.”

I smile gratefully, even though I want for nothing. My parents always give lavish gifts. I’ve had more cars than I can count. A house and expensive jewelry. In reality, my tastes are much simpler, but I won’t let on to them, not when their faces light up so brightly when they get a chance to spoil one of their children.

This year’s gift is a vacation to Hawaii. I’ve been several times already, and I love it there. For once, I’m glad they went all out. A break from the constant chatter will be a godsend. A full year of listening to each member of the Loch family harp on about my final months as a sane vampire is enough to send me over the edge before I turn thirty.

“Thank you, really, this is perfect.” I kiss both my parents.

“It’s open-ended so you can go when you please. Hopefully with a woman,” my father winks. I grin, but it’s fake. I will be going to Hawaii alone; I have no doubt.

“We all got you a new bike,” Aliah, sibling number four, chimes.

“A bike?”

“Yes, a Ducati.”

“It cost a fortune, so you better use it,” Lucille adds. There is always a tinge of anger in her words, especially when directed at me.

“Of course I will. In fact, I think I’ll take it out this morning.”

My love of motorbikes comes from my mother. I have loved every single bike she has owned, even the ones I was too young to remember. There is an entire room dedicated to her passion in the house. I remember spending hours in there with her, poring over old photographs. Most of her machines are displayed in a garage she had specifically designed as a showroom.

“Maybe I’ll tag along,” my mother adds. I smile widely for the first time today. Spending some quality time riding my bike with my mother is the best birthday gift I could ask for.

The rest of breakfast passes cordially. My family has finally stopped talking about finding a mate. Well, at least for now. I know this evening will be about my siblings throwing women at me, left, right, and center. Not that I’m going to complain. I won’t find my mate, but I might get a birthday fuck out of it.

The day is bright and warm, as is the norm in California. I take my time studying my new Ducati. It is beautiful. Matte gray with black trim. My siblings chose well. I’m not the kind of woman who likes flashy colors. My tastes must come from my mother in that department too. Her Yamaha pulls up alongside me. She’s dressed in all black like me. Her bike is dark blue with black trim. I chuckle to myself because we fit the human stereotype for vampires. Long dark hair, rather pale skin and clad from head to toe in black.

“Ready?” Mother asks.

I place my helmet over my head, taking one last look at my new bike before straddling it. There is nothing like the feeling of 168 hp between your thighs to make you feel alive.

We pull off and my heart soars. I can feel the power beneath me, ready to be unleashed. But until we hit the coastal roads, I have to restrain myself. As we join the Pacific Coast Highway, I feel my body itch with anticipation. We can’t speed unreasonably, but we can let go a little. As if my mother has read my mind, she opens the throttle and takes off. I smile and follow suit. The ocean shimmers beneath the sun, reflecting like diamonds on a blue velvet bed. This is the best way to spend my birthday. Cruising along, forgetting about the doom and gloom that awaits me.

We have been riding for roughly an hour. Time means nothing to me, though, not only because vampires have more of it than most, but because pure joy cannot be caged by time. In this moment of euphoria, linear timelines dissolve into nothingness. I am one with my bike.

The lights and sirens of a police car interrupt my bliss. Instinctively, I check my speed. Yes, I’m a little over, but not by much. Sighing, I follow my mother, indicating and pulling over to the side of the road.

Taking my helmet off, I slowly climb off my bike and prepare my license. I know exactly who has pulled us over and I find myself amused. Officer Dana Brooks is a forty-year-old-looking vampire that I have had a few fun nights with. You might wonder how that works, seeing as she must have found her mate. Dana found her mate when she was sixteen. Dana and David are polyamorous. But no matter how many others they invite into their bed, they are soulmates.

The male of the species has never attracted me, so thankfully I got a one-on-one experience with Dana, sans David. It was a good time. My mother has also dismounted and removed her helmet.

“Dana, good to see you,” she calls as Dana approaches. They hug. The vampire community is a tight-knit group. Nearly everyone knows everyone.

“Victoria, you look beautiful as ever.” Dana is an incorrigible flirt.

“As do you, Dana.”

Dana turns to me with a wicked smile. “Happy Birthday, Amelia.” Her embrace is tight, and she squeezes my ass. I laugh because she is terrible.

“Thank you. Is that why you pulled us over, to wish me a happy birthday?”

“Yes, actually, although you were pushing the limit back there.”

“Only a little,” I pout.

“Hm. Well, I’ll let you off this time,” she says before moving closer to me, so her mouth is just by my ear, “Only if you let me get you off later?”

My mother has taken a few steps away, seemingly interested in the ocean below us. “Are you going out tonight?”

“Maria invited me to your birthday bar crawl.”

“Then yes, I’d say there is a fine chance you will be getting me off.”

“Excellent,” she purrs and then bites my earlobe. “I’ll let you be on your way. Have a fun ride and please try to stick to the speed limit.” Her warning is soft but directed at both my mother and me. I’m not the only speed freak in the family.

We decide to turn back and head home. If it were up to me, I’d continue until we hit San Francisco, but alas, I have a birthday to get back to. The return journey is not as relaxing. All my thoughts turn to tonight’s festivities. Instead of having a fun night with my family, I’m going to be thrown in the middle of their meddling. Despite my repeated explanations that a match cannot be forced, they persist in their attempts to make it happen.

The house is a hive of activity when we pull up. Laurence and Marcus are playing with their children in the pool. Aliah, Maria and Lucille are sitting on the patio drinking, discussing which club we should go to first. Lucas and Jacob are in the kitchen cooking an early dinner for us all. My father is poring over papers laid out on the dining table. Considering they are in separate areas of the house; the Loch family makes a racket.

“Come on,” my mother urges. “Let’s go say hello.” She knows I want to go to the library and hide away amongst the books.

“Fine,” I mutter.

I’ll have all the time in the world when I get home to read. Well, all the time that three hundred and sixty-five days provides. After that, my reading time will be the last thing on my mind.
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T
 he
 limo
 ride
 to
 Insomnia is a loud affair. My siblings are known to go a little crazy, and tonight is no exception. Insomnia is the biggest club I own, spanning several floors. Maybe you can guess from the name that it operates until the sun rises. It’s been a few months since I have visited, mainly because Insomnia attracts hordes of humans.

The champagne is flowing and I’m happy to acquiesce. If I’m to survive tonight, I will need liquid courage. We all topped up on Red before we left the house. Red is how we refer to blood. Lucille is in fine form. Sadly, she left her husband at home to babysit. Trent is a lovely man, with whom I get along rather well. It baffles me as to why he finds Lucille attractive. Not physically, but emotionally. Her character is… Well, I think he deserves better, but once again, it’s not my choice or theirs. They mated, and that’s that. He turns a blind eye to her revolving door of human bedmates. Trent loves Lucille and their son Benjamin. For him, that’s enough.

Lucas turned twenty-one last month, so this is his first official outing. I’d prefer to celebrate that than my birthday. He looks overly excited, which makes me smile. Lucas is a kind soul. I might be closest to Marcus, but Lucas is the one I think will resemble me, personality wise. He reads and writes. More often than not, when I call him, he is in his library. Lucas has yet to find a mate, but he has nearly a decade. I’m not worried.

Maybe I should be worried by the amount of alcohol he is consuming at an alarmingly fast rate.

“Will you stop worrying?” Marcus laughs. “Tonight is about fun. Lucas will be fine, and so will you if you just let go a little.”

“He’s going to be ill if he doesn’t slow down.”

“So what? That’s his choice. Amelia, please try to enjoy tonight.”

“Easier said than done, Marcus, especially when you all start throwing me to the wolves.”

“Throwing you to the wolves?” Aliah laughs. “Amelia, women are not wolves.”

“Some bite.” I wink, causing everyone to laugh.

“Well, maybe that’s what you need. Anyway, yes, of course, we are going to be on the prowl, but I promise, the most important thing for all of us tonight is that you enjoy yourself and celebrate your birthday.”

“Fine, let’s party.” A loud cheer echoes through the limo. I can’t help but laugh. I love my family, even when they infuriate me.

The driver comes to a stop outside Insomnia. There is a line around the corner which makes me happy. Usually when I stop by my clubs and bars, I park around the back and discreetly enter that way. Not tonight, though. Oh, no, the Loch family have arrived in style.

I see patrons straining to get a look at the people in the obnoxiously large and flashy limousine. Our family is well known among humans. We have our hands in many things. I’m sure to them we are just entitled assholes. They aren’t privy to the centuries of work it took my parents to get us where we are today.

Lance the door man greets us enthusiastically. I like to think I treat the staff well. I know them all by name and I am aware of their personal lives. The majority of people who work in my clubs and bars are vampires. There are a few humans, too. I leave the managers to do the hiring and firing, unless I feel the need to intervene.

The club is thumping and I’m certain it’s almost to capacity. We deposit ourselves in the VIP section. There are bottles of champagne in metal buckets on the tables. Lucille is already opening one. She’s going to be trouble tonight; I can feel it.

In the distance, I see Claire, the club manager, making her way over. She is tall and slim with raven colored hair, similar to mine. Hers falls in waves though, whereas mine is pin straight. We’ve known each other for years, and when I opened Insomnia, she was the only option to run the place, in my eyes.

“Happy birthday, boss,” Claire laughs, pulling me in for an embrace.

“Thanks. How is everything?”

“Perfect. The club is the number one place to be.”

“Excellent. Any issues?”

“Amelia, it’s your night out, not a work meeting.”

“I’m just asking.” I’m not just asking. I was hoping Claire could distract me from the sudden nervous energy that has sprung up in my stomach.

“Okay, I’ll give you a quick rundown. I fired Todd and hired Erin.”

“Todd, he was a recent hire. What happened?”

“Caught him banging a patron in the storeroom.”

“You did well.” All employees know that engaging in sexual activity with a patron is off limits. “And this Erin?”

“She’s twenty-seven, has worked in bars and clubs since college. Her cocktails are excellent, and she is a hard worker.”

“Sounds like the perfect replacement.”

“Now, back to the party,” Claire laughs. “I’ll get some more drinks sent over.”

Half of my siblings are on the dance floor, making some questionable moves. I forget sometimes that Laurence and Marcus are closing in on forty—as far as humans are concerned, anyway. The aging process may stop at thirty, but it can take a little time, which gives us some leeway. After that, we rely on humanity’s vanity. In fact, humans make it too easy sometimes. Half of Hollywood strives to remain ageless. Plus, filters. That was one of our better inventions. You’re welcome.

Even though they have stopped aging, it seems their characters are still hurtling towards middle age. Lucille has already latched on to some poor human. I hope he has health insurance. Lucas is still sitting in the booth, looking a little green.

“Drink this,” I say, pushing over a bottle of water. He takes it and sips it gingerly. He is going to feel like death in the morning. I swallow down my champagne and decide to hit the dance floor. I might as well enjoy myself.

Thankfully, I wore a light black bodysuit. The swarm of bodies is making the temperature soar. I weave my way through the crowd, trying to reach my brothers. I see the looks of want from more than a few men and women as I pass. None of them pique my interest. I can smell they are human.

My body reacts instantly to the bass. I move and let the music run through me. Now and then I feel a brave soul try their luck by dancing close to my back. I move away without interacting. I know I come across as a cold bitch, but I don’t want to spend all night explaining why I don’t welcome their advances.

Sweat is dripping down my forehead. I’ve been dancing nonstop for a while. My brothers are still in the dad dancing zone, so I head to the bar. The crowd is three deep, even with three bartenders.

Being the owner has its advantages, like slipping behind the bar to serve myself. I’m just bending down to one of the under-counter fridges when I feel a presence behind me. I catch their scent, which momentarily makes me freeze. It’s not a scent I have encountered before. It’s sweet like cherries. Not the usual smell of either a vampire or human.

Before I can stand up to see who the mystery person is, they bark at me. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

I stand up straight and turn around. The woman looks incensed, her eyes are shimmering with anger.

“I’m getting a drink,” I reply calmly.

“I can see that. Surely you aren’t stupid enough to think you can just nip back here and help yourself. What kind of bars do you usually go to?”

My amusement must show on my face because she visibly reacts by straightening herself to her maximum height. Which isn’t terribly impressive, if I’m honest. I’d say she hits five-foot-four, maximum. And yet, even though I tower over her, she still postures. I want to laugh. This woman clearly has no idea who I am.

“I rarely go to bars,” I answer. She looks confused.

“Maybe that explains this then,” she says, waving her hand between me and the fridge. I take a moment to look at her fully. She’s dressed in the bar’s signature black shirt and trousers. Her hair is tied into a high ponytail. The golden hues shine under the many strobe lights. Her eyes are piercing blue. And, without sounding too lecherous, her tits are amazing. Even hidden underneath the shirt, I can tell she has a pair of tantalizing assets.

“I’m not sure why you’re getting so upset,” I say casually. Cracking open the water bottle and taking a sip. Fire burns in her eyes.

“Are you fucking kidding me?” she explodes. Her outburst turns me on. “You don’t work here, dumbass. You can’t just saunter back here and help yourself.”

I don’t think I’ve ever been called a dumbass to my face before. It’s quite refreshing, and funny. I then remember the conversation I had with Claire. The firecracker in front of me must be the new hire, Erin. I smile at her before stepping past and making my way back to the VIP area. I can feel her eyes burning holes in the back of my head.

“What was that about?” Aliah asks. I turn to look back at the bar and sure enough, Erin is still standing ramrod straight, shooting daggers at me. I chuckle and turn away.

“That’s the new bartender.”

“You looked like you were arguing.”

“Nope, she just wanted to know why I was back there grabbing water.”

“Why would she want to know that?”

“Because she has absolutely no idea who I am.”

“Oh shit, what did she say when you told her? Fuck, I bet she was mortified,” Aliah laughs.

“I didn’t tell her,” I grin.

“Oh, you’re mean.”

“Well, she didn’t ask, so…”

We’re interrupted by a white piece of paper being slammed onto the table. Looking up, I see Erin, who is standing there scowling. I look at the item she nearly put through the table. It’s a bill for the water. I can’t help the laugh that I release. Reaching into my purse, I pull out a fifty-dollar bill and hand it over.

“Keep the change,” I say. Her scowl deepens as does my laugh. She storms away and I lose sight of her.

“You are so mean,” Aliah cackles. That was the first genuine bit of fun I’ve had with a woman in a long time. I don’t have long to mull over what occurred because Dana arrives. She’s wearing a dress that could be classed as a belt and I know it’s for my benefit.

“There you are. Come on, let’s dance.”

We head back into the fray. Our bodies meld together, and I know for certain I will take her to bed tonight, or to the table, possibly on the couch. Wherever we decide, it’s going to be fun. Dana is adventurous, and she’s not afraid to ask for what she desires.

Even though we are surrounded by hundreds of people, I am still acutely aware of Erin. It’s like I can feel her presence, which is strange. Without looking, I can pinpoint her. The memory of her scent clouds my mind. Such a sweet and inviting smell. But that’s not what I’m thinking about. I’m wondering why I have never come across someone with that scent. Vampires and humans all have the same underlying scent that distinguishes us. It doesn’t matter which perfume or cologne is worn; the scent of a species is always the same. But not Erin.

I’m pulled out of my fog by Dana cupping me. She’s tired of dancing and wants to take the party elsewhere. I have a penthouse apartment above the club, which will suffice. Grabbing her hand, I lead her to the back of the dancefloor. A panel conceals a set of stairs. It’s bio locked, so only I have access.

We head upstairs, but before I lose sight of the room, I shoot one last look over at the bar. Erin is busy serving. She’s graceful and efficient. My heart stutters, and then Erin looks up. Our eyes meet and I see the look of confusion on her face. I wink and pull the panel closed.

For now, I need to put Erin to the back of my mind. Dana is ready to help me celebrate my birthday and I need what she’s offering.
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I
 wake
 up
 alone,
 which isn’t surprising. Dana likes to have her fun and then leave as soon as possible. It doesn’t bother me. I prefer mornings to myself. Normally I sit on my balcony with a cup of coffee, watching the city come alive. Since staying with my parents, I haven’t had the chance to have a morning to myself, not with so many siblings loitering around. I swear none of them, except Lucas, understands the need for peace and quiet.

Thankfully, my apartment above Insomnia is kept fully stocked and cleaned. I never know when I will need to use the place. Not that I stay here regularly. Like I said, it’s been months since I last visited.

Stretching reminds me of all the acrobatic sex I had last night. Dana put me through my paces. My legs ache as much as my pussy. Hell, everything aches.

I make my way over to the kitchen on wobbly legs. The penthouse is an open concept. Everything in the kitchen is top of the line. It came that way when I bought the building. I like new things but the sterile chrome and white isn’t my style, I just haven’t bothered to decorate it to my taste. What’s the point when it’s more like a hotel room than a home?

Once my coffee is brewed, I head to the balcony. I don’t bother with clothes; I’m too far up and frankly, I don’t care who sees me. The morning sun is already hot, showing another glorious day.

Sipping my coffee, I recall yesterday. I replay the conversations with my family over and over. Maybe they are right, and I haven’t been putting in the effort to find my mate. I always believed my mate would find me
 if I’m honest. I romanticized everything, and when I realized that wasn’t how my story was being written, I…what? Gave up? Have I given up?


The result of not being mated isn’t lost on me. I know my family believe I’m being too laid back but in reality I’m terrified. No vampire wants to end up unmated. My thoughts wander to last night and to Erin. Her mystery scent is still puzzling to me. The way I could track her movements also causes distress, but I’m not sure why.

Insomnia will open at nine this evening. There is a cocktail hour before the DJ arrives. I wonder if Erin will be working again. Maybe I should introduce myself? I’m secretly looking forward to seeing her face when she realizes who I am.

That still leaves me with the rest of the day. I should head back to my parents, but I’m enjoying the solitude. I’ll stay here for a little longer. It would actually be a good idea to go over some work things while I’m here. Claire takes care of everything, but she knows I like to be kept in the loop.

After a satisfying shower, I can walk properly again. Dana really went at it last night. I take the stairs back down to the club and make my way to the office. The silence is inviting. When I first bought the place, I often wandered around the rooms when it was closed. I would make myself a drink and lounge around, taking it all in. Maybe I’ll have myself a drink by the bar after I have gone through the finances.

As usual, Claire has left the office immaculate. She is organized and efficient. I never have any problem finding what I need.

As I thought, the profit margins are excellent. I couldn’t ask for better. Maybe I could look into opening another club. A sister club to Insomnia. New York maybe?

Time has passed quicker than I thought, and I have to get back to my parents. My mother will throw a fit if I just disappear on them. The drive back takes less than fifteen minutes. Like yesterday, the house is full of people and noise. Before I endure the onslaught of questions, I run to my room and change into a bikini. I may as well lounge by the pool for a few hours.

“There you are!” my mother shouts when I stroll over to her lounger.

“Here I am,” I reply.

“I thought you would have been home hours ago.”

I suppress my eye-roll. I haven’t called my parents’ house home for years.

“I stayed at the club to get some work done.”

“It wouldn’t hurt to take a few days off, Amelia. Maybe that’s why you haven’t found your mate.”

“Yes, paperwork is the reason,” I mutter. “You know, it’s not my fault, right?”

“What do you mean?” Mother raises her sunglasses to her head, her eyes lock on to me.

I don’t know where my emotions are coming from, but I’m suddenly pissed that my family is constantly making me feel like it’s my fault I haven’t found a match. Like I warrant the future that lies ahead of me.

“I’ve looked, Mother, I’ve been out. I know you all think I sit around doing fuck all in my library and sometimes, on an evening, that’s exactly what I do. But not all the time. It’s not my fault I haven’t found her, so will you all stop making me feel like a fucking failure! I get it. I’m the disappointment and I’m sorry that one of you will have to put me down, but it’s not my doing.” My voice has risen and I’m panting. I can feel the blood rushing through my ears. Where this sudden outburst has come from, I don’t know. What I do know is that I need to leave.

Turning on my heel, I run back inside, ignoring a blur of shocked faces as I go. Sprinting upstairs, I change into my leathers and run to my bike. Nothing and no one is going to stop me. Turning the throttle, I wheel spin out of my parents’ garage.

My mind is racing. Is the madness already starting? I’m the calm daughter, the rational, reasonable one. Not the child that acts in anger or with vats of emotion. Is this it? Am I seeing what will happen to me? Will I decline from now on?

I kick up my speed, tearing through the streets until I hit the 101. I don’t give a shit about the speed limit now. I’m determined to outrun my spiraling mental state.

I couldn’t tell you how many hours pass. Eventually, though, my mind and my speed reduce to a safe level. The sun is setting, and I know I have to go back.

As I pull into the garage, I see my mother leaning against her Yamaha. We remain silent as I park the bike next to hers. Taking my helmet off, I struggle to look in her eyes.

“Where did you go?” she eventually asks.

“Nowhere in particular,” I answer. We grow silent again. I take a chance and look up. Her eyes are soft and understanding. They are also marred with fear.

“My darling, I… We never meant to make you feel you were failing us. Your father and I never want you to think that. Do you understand?”

I nod but find it impossible to answer with words. My throat feels raw.

“We’re just scared, honey. I’m sorry that has come across as blame-shifting. We just love you so much and the thought…”

Her voice cracks and I move to take her into my arms. The reality of the situation is that the Loch family is scared. Holding her tight, I let my tears fall. I might be a realist, but I’m still a person. A vampire that doesn’t want my life to end in one year. That doesn’t want to put my loved ones through that kind of pain.

We hold each other until our tears have dried. Taking my hand, Mother guides me back into the house. The dining table is set, and all my siblings are sitting waiting, along with my father.

“I’m sorry honey,” he whispers as he hugs me.

“We don’t blame you,” Laurence adds. “We’re just scared.”

“I know. I’m sorry for getting so worked up. I don’t know what that was.”

“It was natural, sis,” Lucas says. “I don’t think any of us realized how much pressure we were putting on you.”

“I’m still setting you up,” Lucille calls from the far end of the table. I roll my eyes, but for once I don’t feel she is being antagonistic.

“We’re here for you, Amelia,” Marcus whispers in my ear as I sit next to him. I squeeze his hand in a silent thanks.

The chatter breaks off into individual conversations, which makes me feel better. I’d prefer a mundane chit chat rather than another round of “woe is me, I’m going to die soon” type of conversation.

“Hey, did you tell that new bartender who you were?” Aliah asks, amused. The table grows quiet, and I can see the questions on their faces. I laugh and recount what happened with Erin.

“Oh my, she sounds feisty,” my mother laughs. That’s one way to describe Erin. She’s definitely feisty.

“I’m going to stop by this evening and introduce myself,” I say. It’s on the tip of my tongue to mention that strange scent I got from her, but something makes me hold back. Maybe I’d drunk too much, and it distorted my senses. I’ll find out this evening.

It’s almost nine by the time I excuse myself from the table. This evening’s attire is a black cocktail dress. It’s not too fancy but makes me feel sexy. I pair it with three-inch heels and some simple eye make-up. My hair is in a high ponytail, and I know I look damn good.

Insomnia is relatively busy by the time I arrive. It’s still very early for a club, but I’m happy to see there is a decent crowd at the bar. Deciding I want a few minutes to observe Erin, I lower myself onto a bar stool at the far end. I have a clear line of sight and I like what I see.

Erin is still as graceful as she was last night. However, tonight she is less fire and brimstone and more earthly paradise. She’s laughing with Kit, our other bartender. Kit has been in my employ for seven years, at least.

They work together well. My eyes wander over the crowd at the bar, and, to no surprise, Erin has more than a few admirers. One guy in particular seems taken with her. He’s handsome if you’re into that kind of thing. I wonder if Erin is. So far, she has remained completely professional with him. He has tried to buy her a drink three times in the few minutes I have been sitting watching. Each time she blows him off without being rude. She has more patience than I do.

Claire enters the bar from the office, and I slink farther back into the shadows. I don’t want to be spotted just yet. Claire, Erin and Kit share a laugh about something. There is a great working dynamic between them all.

Mr. Pushy leans over and touches Erin’s arm. Her eyes flash with anger. It’s the first sign of that feisty woman I met last night shining through, and I like it. She takes a step back, regards him, and then leans forward, whispering something in his ear. Mr. Pushy pales and sits back, scratches his neck and then promptly leaves. I want more than anything to know what Erin said to him.

Claire approaches her, and they speak for a second. Now they are laughing again. A spike of something shoots through my chest. It’s a feeling I’m unfamiliar with and that makes me feel uneasy.

I square my shoulders and shuffle over slightly so that I’m in the light. It’s time to find out about Erin.
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T
 he
 moment
 Erin
 spots
 me, I want to break out in laughter. The airy fun Erin disappears in a flash and the angry hellion appears once more. I wonder what she is going to do. Will she try to evict me? Maybe call security?

“At least you figured out which side of the bar you should be on,” Erin snaps as soon as she lands in front of me.

“It’s not too busy this evening, so I don’t mind waiting to be served this time.”

I know I should put an end to the games, but she’s too much fun to play with. Plus, I want some time to… Okay, this will sound creepy, but I need to smell her.

Cherries. She still smells like cherries. How is that possible? Who is this woman, and how the hell am I supposed to find out if she’s a vampire or a human? Claire must know, surely. Yes, I’ll ask her. Now, I’ll continue to irritate my new playmate.

“If I see you approach this side of the bar again, I’ll have you thrown out. Do you understand?”

“My, my, you are a feisty one. What’s so special about your bar?”

“Listen, lady. You might dress fancy and think you are God almighty, but when you step into this club, you are a customer. Do you know what could happen if you had an accident? Insomnia is insured for workers only. You do not step behind this bar. Please don’t make me call security on you this evening.”

Wow, I’m wet. This woman is all kinds of hot when she’s on her high horse. Holding up my hand in a scout’s honor, I promise not to go behind the bar ever again.

“Can I have a glass of water, please?”

“Water? That’s all you want?”

“Yes, please.” Watching Erin walk away is a lovely sight to behold. Claire has spotted me and wanders over.

“Wow, twice in twenty-four hours. What’s the occasion?”

I know the game is up now. I can’t continue playing with Claire hovering, so I decide she should be the one to let the cat out of the bag. Erin returns with my glass of water. She is looking between me and Claire, obviously trying to work out what’s happening.

“Thanks, Erin,” I say when she sets the water down.

“How do you know my name?” She asks. I smile. Claire is looking confused.

“Of course she knows your name. Amelia knows every employee.”

“Oh, so you’re a regular?” Erin asks innocently.

“Erin, Amelia is the owner.”

“No, she’s not.”

I burst out laughing at Erin’s indignation. The mere thought that I, the pain in the ass customer who has riled her up to perfection could be the owner of this fine establishment is unthinkable.

“Erin!” Claire admonishes.

“Claire, it’s fine. I’ve been playing with her a little.”

“Oh, Amelia,” Claire whines.

“I’m sorry. Erin, that goes for you, too. Please let me introduce myself properly.” I extend my hand. “I’m Amelia Loch.”

“Erin Hanson,” she replies robotically.

“I’m sorry, but how the hell did this happen?” Claire asks, so I recount our meeting last night.

“Shit, Erin, that’s on me. I should have introduced you. We were just slammed.”

“No, it’s on me. I’m sorry, Ms. Hanson, really.”

Erin is clearly torn between wanting to tear me a new asshole and being a respectful employee. I kind of feel bad now.

“It was nice to meet you, Ms. Loch. I need to get back to work, please excuse me.”

“Oh shit, she’s pissed,” Claire laughs.

“I was only playing. I didn’t mean to make her that angry.”

“Erin is a tough nut to crack. She doesn’t take shit, and she doesn’t enjoy being made to look a fool.”

“What should I do?” Suddenly, making Erin happy again is the most important thing for me to do.

“Nothing, she’ll cool off. Anyway, it’s not like you’ll be around here much longer.” The barb stings. Claire is a brilliant manager, and she’s my friend. I haven’t been a very good one of those recently.

“I know. I’m a shitty friend. Forgive me?”

Claire rolls her eyes. “Obviously.”

“Hey, by the way…” My voice trails off because I’m not sure I should ask my next question, but I need to know. “Is Erin a vamp?”

Claire furrows her eyebrows and stares at me like I’m stupid. “No, of course not. Can’t you smell her?”

Shit! Erin is human. And I couldn’t tell. Oh, fuck, it’s starting already. I’m changing. “I…”

“Amelia, you couldn’t smell the difference?” Claire’s eyes betray her concern.

Looking from Claire over to Erin, I weigh up how much I should say. “I… She smells different.”

“What do you mean?” Claire whispers, leaning closer to me.

“She smells of cherries.”

Anyone would think I’d just taken a swing at Claire the way she reels back, her eyes bugging out her skull. What the hell did I say?

“Amelia…”

“What?” I’m panicking now. Does Claire think I’m already starting to fall into madness?

“We need to go. Come on.”

She leaves no time for a reply. Claire scurries off, speaks to Erin before rounding the bar and grabbing me forcefully by the elbow.

“Claire, what the fuck?” I protest, but it falls on deaf ears.

Claire is on a mission. I’m stuffed into the back of her car. Claire tells her driver to take me to my parents’ house. That’s when I know my fears are coming true. For whatever reason, my descent into crazy town is being accelerated.

My head is pounding, and I can’t organize my thoughts to produce a coherent sentence. Claire has tapped her heel the entire journey and I’m about ready to tear her leg off but thankfully we arrive, and she whips open the car door dragging me out.

My parents look equally shocked as I do when Claire tears into their home, calling for the Loch family to gather. My siblings must hear the panic in Claire’s voice because they all come running. We are standing in the kitchen and I’m pretty sure I’m going to vomit.

Should I tell them to put me down now? That would be best for everyone. Do the deed before I become something they don’t recognize.

“Amelia, repeat what you said,” Claire barks.

“About what?”

“Erin?”

“What about her?”

“Tell them what she smells like?”

“Cherries?” I answer, and there is an audible gasp. “What, what did I say?”

My mother rushes over and grabs my shoulders tightly. Her eyes are boring into me. “You smelled cherries?”

“Yes, why?”

“Are you sure?” my father asks.

“I know what cherries smell like.”

“It could have been her perfume,” Marcus adds.

“Unlikely, you know our scents can’t be masked like that,” Laurence says.

“What the hell are you all talking about?” I practically shout.

“Amelia,” my mother starts. “You’ve found her!”

“Found who?” I can’t process what they are saying.

“Your mate, dumbass,” Lucille shouts.

“No, you’re wrong,” I say with certainty.

“We’re not wrong,” Father replies.

“You could be,” Claire interrupts because, like me, Claire knows something they don’t. Erin is a human, and vampires cannot mate with humans.

“What aren’t you telling us?” Jacob asks.

“Erin is a human,” I say.

The silence that falls is deafening. My mother and father share a look, but it’s not the one I expected. I thought, for sure, they would regard me and then each other with sadness. My chance, slipping through my fingers, but that’s not what is happening.

The thing about being married for a couple hundred years is the ability to talk without using words. They’ve always had the ability to know what the other is thinking, and it is infuriating. Now more than ever.

“Why are you doing that weird, silent conversation thing?” Lucille asks, and I actually chuckle.

“Everyone sit,” my father calls. We follow his demand and take our usual seats around the table. Claire sits on Maria’s knee. They’re close friends too, so it’s not weird. “Amelia, this is going to sound…”

“Unbelievable,” my mother finishes.

“Okay.” I have no idea where this conversation is going.

“There have been a few cases of vampire-human mating.”

“Gross,” I mumble.

Mother ignores my childish outburst and continues. “Each time the…the vampire still fell into madness.”

“Wonderful,” I laugh mirthlessly. Basically, what I am being told is that my stupid body has mated with a species that is incapable of fulfilling what I need to become immortal.

“There are stories,” my father begins. “Stories that tell of a vampire, ages ago, who mated with a human successfully.”

“And are those stories based on truth or legend?” Marcus asks.

“We don’t know,” Father answers.

“So let’s get this straight,” Lucille interrupts. “Amelia has found her mate, but it’s likely she will still turn nuts.”

“Lucille,” Mother snaps.

“No, she’s right. If all the vampires who mated with a human still turned, I think it’s time to face the truth. I know we’re all scared, but this pretty much seals the deal, right? In twelve months, one of you will have to kill me.”

Another collective gasp. I’m too numb to react to my own words. Probably because the truth is finally sinking in, and I have to be okay with it. For their sakes as much as my own.

“It is not a foregone conclusion,” Aliah says forcefully. “We need more information. There is too much speculation to know completely.”

“Aliah is right. We will look into it. In the meantime, you, Amelia, need to get better acquainted with your mate.”

“She’s not my mate,” I reply through gritted teeth. “She’s human.”

“Oh Lord,” Lucille laughs. “Amelia, don’t be thick. Your dislike of humans is ridiculous. Let it go. So some of them hate us, big fucking deal. Most of them have no clue we exist.”

“And how, dear sister, do you think Erin is going to react to that? Hm? Oh hi, Erin, I’m your soulmate and a vampire. Care to get hitched?”

“Moron,” Lucille hisses. “Obviously, it will take time. The situation needs to be handled with delicacy, but it’s not impossible. The only thing in your way is you.”

Our tempers are flaring as they usually do. I’m ready to launch myself across the table and beat the shit out of her. Fighting Lucille feels like a good plan to me. I know it’s not right, and it’s definitely childish, but she irks me, and I need an outlet for all this pent-up rage.

“Will you calm down!” My father’s booming voice cuts through the din. We all fall silent, just like when we were kids, and pushed him too far. “Thank you. Now, I know this is a lot, honey. But please, Amelia, see it for the miracle it is. You have found your mate. This time yesterday, each one of us feared the worst. But we have hope. And we have a full year to figure this out.”

Once again, in my selfishness, I forgot how my parents would feel. Yes, I’m slightly horrified I have mated with a human, but on the other end of that is the light. The fact that I’m not broken or different from my family. It’s also given them the hope that I will be okay. I mean, not completely, because let’s be real. The odds don’t seem to be in my favor, but they are better than they were yesterday.

“Another slight hiccup,” Claire chimes in, and I know what she’s about to say.

“Now what?” Maria asks.

“Well, Erin isn’t exactly Amelia’s number one fan.”

“Is she even into women?” Lucas asks. Good question really.

“Yes, she is, but after what Amelia pulled, I’m not sure she will be into her.”

“She’s the bartender you teased?” Laurence sighs.

I stifle a laugh because it’s still funny. If only they could see how cute Erin is when she’s all fired up.

“Okay, the first job on the list is to get Erin to like you.”

“Ugh, hard task. I’ve known her all my life and I don’t like her yet,” Lucille deadpans.

Yeah, I’m going to kick her ass.
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C
 onsidering
 I
 was
 only
 supposed to stay with my parents for my birthday and the day after, I’m a little shocked to still find myself here a week later. Ever since I smelled fucking cherries, my family has become obsessive.

My parents have spent every free hour talking to our elders and reading books. My siblings have been concocting ways to break the news to Erin that vampires exist. I have to say that Lucille’s idea is my favorite. Wait until Halloween, do the whole vampire family dress up thing and then casually drink the blood of a squirrel in front of her. Of course, Erin would just think we were a bunch of lunatics, but it would be funny.

For my sins, I have been trying my hardest to wrap my head around everything. The idea of loving a human repulses me because I know what they are capable of. What if sweet Erin turns out to be one of those assholes who believe vampires are a virus that needs wiping out? I could be exposing my family to danger. None of them have thought about that, though. Oh no, they are all on the train to Erinville. They think she is my savior, whereas I’m scared she’s my ruin.

Claire has been spending a lot of time at my parents’ home, trying to help in any way she can. It’s been nice to connect with her again. I hadn’t realized how isolated I’d become until this week. Clearly, I had already resigned myself to a brief existence because I’d effectively pushed away friends and family. So, maybe I’m less of a realist and more of a frightened child?

Tonight, I have decided to visit Insomnia again. Claire has provided me with Erin’s schedule. I need to see her again to figure out if she really is my mate. I’m struggling to come to terms with it. Yes, I felt something that night. Her no bullshit attitude was a major turn on, but being horny doesn’t mean we are destined to be together.

My parents spent a little time describing what it felt like for them. As did a couple of my siblings. Apparently, they all smelled fruit when they bonded with their mate. My mother described the same ability to track my father’s presence without looking, just like I had felt that night with Erin.

There is no doubt now that my body recognized Erin as being the other half of my soul. It’s my mind that cannot accept it. Another glaring problem is that each vampire is always looking for their other half. Erin isn’t, well, not that I know of. She has no reason to think I’m someone special to her. There is no guarantee she will ever feel anything towards me. Well, maybe anger. She displayed that emotion in abundance. What I’m saying is that Erin has no stake in this. Vampires’ bodies are wired to search for their missing piece. There has never been an instance where a vampire has been rejected by their mate. Erin could easily reject me.

With so much going on, I need to take a step back before I see her. My eyes need to be wide open for this to be a possibility. I have to connect with her and see if it’s reciprocated. If it is, and that’s a big if, I need to woo her. If I’d mated with a vampire, our bond would have solidified the moment we came together physically. For vampires to fulfill the mating need, they have to give themselves to each other emotionally and physically.

Lucille described in great detail how she did that with her husband. I wanted to bleach my entire body after hearing it, but it gave me some insight. Lucille and Trent met at a bar and were in bed together the same night. That’s how fast they cemented their bond. Both of them told me how they knew they were each other’s mate and that the thought of not being with each other was unfathomable from the moment they bonded.

It is going to be more of an uphill battle for me.

To win that battle, I need a strategy. Erin spends most of her time working, so it stands to reason Insomnia is where I need to be. Instead of moving back to my home, which is an hour away, I intend to move into the penthouse suite above the club for the foreseeable future.

Claire was more than happy for me to take over the running of Insomnia for a little while, especially because it meant she will have the opportunity to travel to my other establishments.

Instead of dressing for a night out, I slip into form-fitting black slacks, a white pinstripe shirt, and a black waistcoat. The impression I left on Erin was less than ideal, and I need to turn it around. None of my family notice me leaving. They are so wrapped up in plotting and researching.

To release some anxiety, I take my father’s Aston Martin. A car isn’t as fun as a motorbike, but the roar of the DBS is enough to elicit the same thrill. Cruising to the club takes less time than I’d hoped. Pulling around the back, I hand the keys to my private valet. The glint of excitement in his eyes as he regards the DBS is almost comical.

Slipping in through the back allows me a few extra seconds to compose myself. Tonight, I must be in business mode. I want Erin to see the real me, but that won’t happen until she has shed our past encounters.

There are still a couple of hours to go until the club opens. The bar is silent, so I take my time reacquainting myself with the area. With a glass of ice water in hand, I stroll between the tables, my eyes roaming every inch of space. Claire has done a fantastic job of running Insomnia. So well, in fact, I may ask her to continue traveling around my other venues, advising and managing on a full-time basis.

Losing myself in work is easy, even though it has been a while since I committed myself to running one of my clubs. I fall into it easily again. The hours tick by unnoticed until a sharp rap on the office door snaps me out of my fully immersive profit-and-loss world.

“Come,” I call, my eyes still scanning the documents in front of me.

The door opens almost silently. It’s only the small gasp that makes me look up into the startled blue eyes of Erin.

“Ms. Hanson, what can I do for you?”

“What are you doing here?” she blurts, and I try my hardest to smother a grin. “Shit, I’m sorry, that was rude. Good evening, Ms. Loch.”

“It’s fine. I don’t blame you. Actually, I’m glad you’re here. Take a seat.” She does as instructed. Her face is pinched, but she’s not radiating white hot anger, so that’s a step in the right direction. “And please, call me Amelia. None of my employees call me Ms. Loch.”

“Sure, Amelia. Call me Erin then.”

“Wonderful. Okay, so I want to clear the air. I owe you an apology for the first time we met. It was my birthday and even though I was far from drunk, I’d had a couple of glasses of champagne and was feeling a little playful. I certainly didn’t mean to make you feel deceived or foolish. Please accept my sincere apology.”

There, that was from the heart. Surely, she can’t still be mad after that.

“Thank you and I accept. Looking back, I know I came at you a little aggressively. It’s just that I take work seriously and I know Insomnia has a stellar reputation. It’s the reason I agreed to work here. When I saw you behind the bar, I panicked. All I could think of were the many, many
 health and safety violations being broken.”

“And I thank you for that. I want all my employees to take their job and this club as seriously as you do. So, can we start again?”

“Of course, Amelia, with pleasure.”

My belly flip flops when Erin speaks my name. The scent of cherries intensifies, and I have to take a beat to rein in my feelings. Feelings I’m not sure how to interpret.

“Claire tells me you are an excellent bartender. I haven’t had the time to peruse your file. Would you mind filling in some of your history for me?”

“Sure. I’ve bartended since college. I only started to help pay my way through school, but I soon realized I loved it. After college, I continued to tend bar. My interest was piqued when my boss introduced fancy cocktails to the menu. I trained as a mixologist and here we are.”

“What did you study in college?”

“Political Science and it bored me to tears,” she laughs, causing those flip flop feelings to ramp up a few notches.

“And you have no regrets? “

“You mean pursuing bar work instead of politics?”

I nod. I want to know what makes her tick. “Yes. Do you wish you had taken a different route?”

“Not at all. Honestly, I only studied Political Science because my parents hounded me to get a degree in something ‘solid,’ as they put it. But, when I had the space to explore what made me happy, it wasn’t politics, it was bartending.”

“What is it you love so much?”

“Talking to people, learning about their lives. Don’t get me wrong, dealing with drunk assholes is never fun, but nothing in life is perfect. I love the art of mixing a new cocktail, and the creativity it takes to come up with a new recipe.”

“Well, you certainly have me sold,” I laugh. Erin’s passion is intoxicating. Her entire face lights up when she speaks.

“What about you? I mean, I should know more about you considering you’re my boss and a Loch.” Erin looks a little sheepish. I’m not arrogant enough to think the entire world knows who I am because of my name.

“I’m child number three in the Loch family,” I begin. “I have seven siblings. Which is a lot,” I laugh. Erin chuckles along, too. “We all have different interests, but I would say we’re a close family. My parents worked hard to provide a life that allowed us to pursue our dreams. I always wanted to run bars and clubs.”

“Why?”

“I’m not sure, to be honest. Maybe because they offer people some fun and freedom.”

Erin is studying me. How did my interrogation of her get turned around on me so easily?

“I have to admit I Googled you,” she finally says. “You’re quite the entrepreneur in the family. And…”

“And?”

“You have fabulous genetics. I saw a picture of your mother and she doesn’t look a day over forty.”

Ah yes, another advantage of our genetic coding. Aging slows down to a stop after a vampire mates. Mother and Father are well into their second century of life and yet neither looks older than forty.

“Can’t complain,” I laugh. “I hope I look as good as her when I’m…” I can’t finish that sentence because I have honestly forgotten how old mother would be in human years. “Anyway, how are you finding Insomnia? Everything you hoped?”

“Absolutely. I love the clientele and Claire is a fantastic boss.”

“About that. I will take over temporarily as the manager.”

“Oh, is everything okay?”

“Yes, I just want to give Claire the opportunity to spread her wings. She’s overseeing the rest of my venues for a little while.”

“Great, well, I look forward to working with you, Amelia.”

“Likewise. I see from your schedule that you work a lot of hours.”

This is where I try to find out subtly if she is seeing anyone. Claire didn’t think so, but I need to be sure.

“I hope you have a good work-life balance. I can’t imagine your partner being happy with the amount of time you spend here.”

Was that subtle?

“Oh, don’t worry, she’s fine with it.”

Did I hear her correctly? Erin has a girlfriend? Fuck!
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 to
 be conspiring against me. Surely you agree. Not only is my mate a human, but she’s also a human who has no clue that vampires exist, and has a girlfriend. I might as well let madness take me now.

The conversation with Erin ended pretty quickly after she dropped that bombshell. I hope I didn’t appear rude, but my brain kind of shut down. How could Claire not know Erin was seeing someone? Ugh, I can’t put this on Claire. I can’t even blame Erin; she has no responsibilities towards me.

Erin is busy behind the bar and I’m hiding. My grand plan has been cut off at the knees. What am I supposed to tell my family? Speaking of family, the she-bitch, aka Lucille, is here.

“How goes it, sister?” Lucille asks, sitting next to me. I commandeered a VIP booth for the evening.

“Fantastic,” I sigh. My mood is already bad, Lucille’s presence is guaranteed to make it worse.

“You’re such a shitty liar. What happened? Don’t tell me you fucked it up again?”

“Erin has a girlfriend.” I have neither the time nor the patience for this conversation.

“And?”

“Of course you wouldn’t see a problem with that statement.”

“Why would I? Erin is your mate. This other woman is temporary.”

“In normal circumstances, I would agree, but this is far from normal. Erin has a choice in this. She isn’t driven like me to bond with her other half. There is nothing stopping her from choosing to be with another, or if she so wishes, to be single.”

“So that’s it? One minor hiccup and you’re giving up.” Lucille’s gaze is all fire and I know she’s challenging me.

“I can’t force Erin to be mine,” I hiss.

“No, but you can fucking fight! You could do so much more than this,” she waves her spiny hand at me. “Sitting in the dark feeling sorry for yourself when you haven’t even begun. Who is Erin’s girlfriend? How long have they been together? Is Erin looking for casual, or more?”

I grit my teeth because admitting Lucille is right makes my blood boil.

“I don’t know,” I state as calmly as possible.

“No, of course you don’t, because the moment you stumbled at the first hurdle you gave up. How very disappointing, Amelia.”

Enough. “Why are you here?” I growl.

“I’m here to check out Erin.”

“Why?”

“Because, despite how much I dislike you ninety percent of the time, you’re still my sister.”

“Wow, Luce, that was almost nice.”

“Almost,” she grins, and I can’t help but return it. I sigh and tilt my head to the bar.

“That’s Erin,” I whisper. Lucille is as subtle as a turd in a swimming pool when she cranes her absurdly long neck in Erin’s direction.

“Yeah, she’s hot.”

“She’s also human and taken.”

Lucille rolls her eyes dramatically. “Excuse me,” she calls, and I belatedly realize she’s summoning Erin to the booth.


Dear God, what fresh hell is going to unfold now?


“Amelia, is everything okay?” Erin asks me, smiling sweetly at Lucille.

“Perfect, this is Lucille, one of my sisters.”

“Sorry to call you away, Erin. Claire and Amelia have had such wonderful things to say about the latest addition to Insomnia that I couldn’t wait to meet you myself.”

I’ll give Lucille one thing. She knows how to dole out the bullshit when needed.

“Wow, that’s lovely to hear.”

“We’re having a family barbecue tomorrow night. Of course you will come, and feel free to bring your other half, if you have one.”

Another quality Lucille has is pulling a plan out of her ass last minute.

“Yes, you must come along, Erin.” I add.

Actually, it’s the last thing I want to happen. My siblings are trying to push too fast in their excitement. The situation with Erin is delicate and needs a soft touch. Seven members of the Loch family hammering her with questions is not ideal. That’s not even including my parents.

“That’s a lovely offer, thank you, but I’m working tomorrow evening.”

“I’ll sort that out,” I say.

“Well, okay then. I’m looking forward to it.”

“Fabulous. Amelia will give you the address. It’s an entirely casual affair. Oh, Amelia, call Claire too.”

I nod and give Lucille a tight smile.

“I’d best…” Erin comments, pointing back to the bar.

“Of course. It was a pleasure to meet you.”

Lucille and I remain silent for a few moments. I watch Erin’s retreating form and Lucille watches me.

“I take it you have a barbecue to arrange now?” I deadpan.

“Indeed. You’ll thank me when you’re not about to be murdered by one of us in a year’s time.”

Frankly, that outcome is looking more appealing.

As fast as Lucille swept in, she’s flouncing out again. I see Erin track her movements before turning her eyes on me. I give her a small nod and smile, which she returns.

The club is picking up, and the bar is getting busy. I need a distraction, so I decide to help serve customers. It has been a while since I found myself working on this side of a bar, but I love it. My mixing skills are nowhere near Erin’s, but I’m not too rusty. I can still make a mean Mojito.

Erin has glanced at me several times since I started serving customers. I guess she is just surprised to see the owner on the front lines. Before I owned my clubs and bars, I started life as a bartender. Of course, I didn’t need the money, but I was never good at living off my parents’ wealth. In fact, it’s not in the Loch DNA to sit on our asses. That’s why each of the Loch children are successful in their own right.

Quality investments helped me finance Insomnia. After that, I continued to learn and work hard. Now I spend most of my professional time looking at spreadsheets. It feels good to hold a bottle of liquor in my hands again. Especially when I can still put on a show. Flipping and catching the bottle elicits a cheer and makes me smile. I see Erin raise her eyebrow and grin.

The buzz of the crowd and the music help stave off my personal issues for a little while. I truly can’t remember the last time I had this much fun. Erin and I work seamlessly alongside each other. Kit joins us a few hours later. The bar is at full capacity.

By the time I take a break, I’m sweaty and satisfied. Not in the usual way, but I’ll take what I can get. Calling Dana is out of the question now. If I had any doubt about Erin being my soulmate, I can put that to rest, because just the thought of touching anyone but her makes my insides coil hideously.

Throughout the evening, I tapped into that feeling I had when we first met. It took me seconds to feel Erin’s presence. At one point, I even tested it by sending Erin out into the club to tend to the VIPs. Even with hundreds of bodies occupying the space, I could pick out Erin’s movements with pinpoint precision.

Spending time with her in proximity has allowed me to study her better. Although she is small, she is strong. Her biceps and thighs flex when she serves or crouches. Her hair has an array of different shades of blonde in it and her eyes change color with her moods. Erin is fascinating, and my body hums when she is near. It’s almost like an electrical current.

My feet ache and all I want to do is slink off to my secret staircase so I can go to bed in the penthouse. But I won’t. For once, I’m going to take Lucille’s advice. There is still a lot to learn about Erin, and I would harm myself and my family if I simply threw in the towel.

Erin’s shift ends, and she heads to the back room. I’m already there with a travel mug of red. I’m parched from all the running around we have done.

“Hey, you didn’t tell me you were an expert bartender,” Erin smiles as she throws on her jacket.

“Not an expert, but I love it.”

“I could tell. You looked…at home.”

“I started out pulling pints.”

“And now you own multiple clubs and bars. Impressive.”

“Thank you.”

I sip my red and watch her gather her belongings. I wonder where she lives. I could look up her address on her employee record, but that feels like cheating. I also wonder if her girlfriend is waiting for her to return.

“Oh, I forgot,” I say, grabbing a piece of paper from the table. “Here is my parents’ address. Turn up any time around…”

Shit, I have no idea when this barbecue is supposed to start.

“Actually, I’ll have Claire message you with the details. Lucille is likely to change things last minute.”

“No problem. Are you sure you want me there?”

“Of course. It’s a great way for us to get to know each other.”

Those sapphire blues tell me she’s feeling curious, and dare I say it, a little attracted to me. I’ve always been good at reading emotions, especially humans. With Erin, it’s curious. I can’t tell if the feelings I see in her eyes are hers, or my projection of how I’m feeling. Weird shit happens when vampires mate. Their souls literally blend. I can feel my body and my soul yearning to capture Erin’s and intertwine the two together, but there is a blockage. A resistance that seems impenetrable. Is it because Erin simply doesn’t see me that way or because I have an issue with her species?

“I look forward to getting to know you better too, Amelia. See you tomorrow.”

Everything feels out of focus when Erin is around me now. The world fades and I want to gag at how utterly cliché that sounds. Why didn’t my family tell me what finding your mate really feels like? It’s confusing, but invigorating. As if my life has taken on a whole new purpose. Shit, what happens to all these feelings if Erin rejects our bond? Will I have to suffer like this until the end?

I shake my head, desperate to rid myself of such melancholic ruminations. It’s going to take some time unpacking the thought pattern I have so obviously adopted. The negative reasoning of a vampire who has given up. Now I have felt the presence of my other half, I have to do better. I have a chance.

The penthouse is softly lit. A hot bath soothes my aching form. The echo of my phone irritatingly pulls me from the blissful nothingness I escaped to.

“Yes,” I answer, unaware of who is calling.

“Nice way to answer, boss,” Claire laughs.

“Sorry, I’m relaxing in a well-earned bath.”

“Then I won’t take up too much of your time. Lucille called.”

“Of course she did.”

“Apparently there’s a little snafu in your plan to woo Erin.”

“She has a girlfriend. Did you know?”

“No, I thought she was single. It must be a relatively new relationship. I wouldn’t worry.”

“I don’t like this,” I sigh. “I feel as if I’m manipulating her.”

“In what way?”

The thing I love about Claire is her unwavering support and lack of judgment.

“I have this information about us. It’s life-altering. I’m actively trying to seduce her because my species deems it necessary. But Claire, Erin isn’t of our species. It feels wrong, and yet my body is changing. I can feel it already. It’s like I’ve been…activated or something,” I chuckle. It’s impossible to put what I’m going through in words sufficient to describe it accurately.

“I wish I could give you the answers, Amelia. I think everyone who loves you feels the same. You’re in uncharted waters.”

“So, what do I do?”

“Forget everyone and everything else. Listen to your body, to your heart. Get to know her, with no expectations or pressure. I think that’s the only way you will feel your connection is real.”

“Can you tell my family that?” I laugh.

“I can and I will. They’re just so excited that you bonded with someone. But, Amelia, if you need them to back off, say it. This is your life. Take control.”

“Thank you, Claire, really. I needed to hear that.”

“You’re welcome. Now, indulge in your bath for a little longer and then get planning. You have a woman to win.”
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 I
 wanted to do when Erin walked into my parents’ backyard was laugh uncontrollably. Seeing her eyes widen so comically at us all was priceless. Can you imagine it? I’m sure Erin felt she’d just walked into a land of giants. Every member of the Loch family is close to or over six feet tall.

Even though she was shocked, Erin didn’t shrink back. If anything, she held herself a little higher. I like that in a woman. Erin is no shrinking flower. I saw it the night we met, in her fiery eyes.

The second thing I wanted to do was scoop her into my arms. That’s a new feeling to have. I like women; I love sex, and yes, I wanted to find my mate, but I’ve always been a take it or leave it kind of vampire. There has never been a woman that could invoke such feelings in me. Dana makes me horny, but that’s as far as it goes. But here, now looking at Erin, in her tight black jeans and green V-neck t-shirt, I am feeling so much more than lust. She has a softness about her, which contrasts so beautifully with her fierce streak.

Third, I want to groan out loud when a woman walks in behind Erin. I can only presume this is Erin’s girlfriend. Whoever the woman is, she doesn’t have Erin’s grace or ability to conceal her nervousness when confronted with ten tall, raven-haired Lochs.

Claire arrives seconds later, holding two bottles of wine. I am sitting at the back of the yard on the outdoor couch, my arms stretched casually across the back of it. One knee crossed over the other. My goal is to be as cool as possible. Simply because my family is going to be over the top and I need Erin to know that’s not who I am. Sure my nerves are fizzing uncomfortably in my stomach, but that’s because this barbecue feels like a turning point for how I go forward with Erin.

I have already decided that if Erin seems truly happy with the woman she has brought with her, I will step down. I know it was only last night I was talking about fighting for her, and I haven’t reneged on that. However, there is fighting for someone and then there is controlling them. Erin is a free spirited, strong woman. Who the hell am I to interfere? That’s why I will do nothing but be myself and hope she chooses me.

My family doesn’t know my intentions, and that’s how it will stay. None of my siblings or parents can see things clearly, not when my life is on the chopping block. They will do everything they can to make Erin mine. But that’s not what I want.

I want Erin to choose me and love me because we are meant to be together. That takes time and trust. We need to build a friendship and a sound foundation. That won’t happen if our relationship is built on manipulation and lies.

How I tell her we are vampires is still unknown. I mean, how the hell does a conversation like that go? What I have
 decided is that I will befriend her and then tell her before I make any romantic overtures. Depending on whether the woman she is with is still in the picture.

My mother is the first one to greet Erin, followed by my father, Laurence and then Marcus. Lucille hangs in the shadows, watching, which comes as little surprise. My sister will watch and size up the situation before making her move.

Aliah, Jacob, and Maria are standing by the grill chatting to each other, happy to wait their turn. Claire spots me and winks. Sipping on my martini, I calculate the best time to introduce myself. I said I wouldn’t manipulate her, but that doesn’t mean I won’t give it my best shot to be alluring.

The clothes I’m wearing highlight my best assets. Pinstripe slacks caress my ass, making it pop. The silk tank top rides low enough that my cleavage is just the right amount of sexy without being too obvious. As usual, my black hair hangs straight down my back. I’ve perfected my eye make-up, and the plum lipstick works well, too.

Once my parents have finished their initial interrogation, I see my opportunity. Erin looks over at me and that’s when I make my move. Without breaking eye contact, I uncross my legs and stand gracefully. The added sway in my hips is a success. Erin’s eyes dip to watch me walk. My heart is thudding from the heat I feel smoldering in my chest. Erin’s pupils are so large her eyes are almost black, and I know right then she wants me.

“Erin, welcome,” I purr, leaning down, brushing my lips against her cheek. Am I playing dirty? Maybe. “And this must be?”

“Mack,” she sputters. “Mackenzie North.”

“It’s a pleasure.”

It’s not, but I can’t exactly say that. Now I’ve seen the woman up close, I recognize her. She frequents Insomnia.

“Thank you for inviting us,” Mack smiles, but it’s tight. “You have a lovely home.”

“Not mine, I’m afraid. My parents‘, and, yes, they love it.”

“Oh, so you don’t live here then?”

“God no. Just here for a visit.”

“It was Amelia’s birthday last week. We had some partying to do,” Lucille adds, gliding up beside me.

Mack tries to give Lucille’s body a subtle scan. Both Lucille and I notice and then I understand Lucille’s timing. She’s testing and clearly whatever her assumption was, she’s smug about being correct.

“I’m Lucille Loch.” She offers Mack her hand, which is taken immediately.

“Shall we get a drink?” I offer to everyone. Lucille’s games don’t surprise me, but that doesn’t mean I’m comfortable. “Erin, why don’t you and Mack take a seat. We’ll grab something for us all.”

“Okay, thank you.” Erin has a small tinge of red on her cheeks that is adorable.

Making my way over to the bar, I pull Lucille close. “No games, Luce. Understand? I don’t want you interfering with them.”

Lucille tuts and rolls her eyes. “Come on, Amelia.”

“No.” I state. Leaving no room for argument. She huffs but doesn’t protest further. We collect a tray of champagne and head over to the seating area.

“What is it you do, Mack?” I ask, handing out flutes of champagne. More of my family have gravitated over.

“I’m a pediatrician,” she answers. Wonderful, she helps sick kids. I make money off of drunk people. Score one for Mack.

“Admirable. Thank you for everything you do,” I say, meaning every word. “It must be hard sometimes.”

“Oh, for sure, but it’s my passion. I have wanted to be a doctor since I was small. The hours are long, but the kids are worth every sleep-deprived second,” Mack laughs.

Dammit, she’s a nice person too.

“At least she gets my strange hours,” Erin adds with a smile.

“Please let me know if you need to change your hours, Erin,” I say. “We want you to be happy at Insomnia.”

“I am,” she rushes to say. “I have zero complaints. I’ve always been an owl, staying awake until the early hours.”

“If you’re sure.”

“Positive. Really!”

Our eyes stay locked, and I know I need to tread lightly. My body is betraying me. The pull of her is magnetic and rather distracting. Thankfully, my parents’ timing is right on point. They join us right on time to save me from doing anything stupid.

The conversation shifts, allowing me to take a breath. That’s the good thing about a large family. No one stays the center of attention for long. Jacob regales us with stories from his office. Mack still looks a little out of place. I think the sheer number of us is overwhelming for her.

Mack stands a little taller than Erin, but not by much. Compared to the Lochs she is small. Her hair is chestnut and hangs just below her shoulders. I can’t say she’s not pretty. I wish I could. It’s understandable why Erin is attracted to her.

Erin is happily talking to my family. She’s not shy. Claire is sitting on Maria’s knee again. We have enough chairs, but that seems to be their thing, I suppose. I tune back into the conversation in time to hear Erin laughing with my siblings.

“… You’re all freakishly tall. Has anyone ever told you that?” she chuckles.

Every single Loch is enamored with her. This is both wonderful and awful. There is no way they are going to allow me to do this my own way.

“Or you are just very short,” Aliah laughs.

“It’s true,” Erin sighs playfully. “Both my parents are small. It’s not fair.”

“Oh, I don’t know. What’s that saying? Ah yes… All good things come in small packages,” my father smiles.

“I like you, Mr. Loch,” Erin laughs, pointing at him.

“Harlan, please. No need to be so formal.”

“And you must call me Victoria. I insist.”

I see Mack discreetly pull her phone out and sigh. She leans in and whispers something into Erin’s ear.

“I’m so sorry, but I have to go. A patient needs me.”

“Of course. I hope everything is okay.”

I admire Mack. Erin has clearly found a good one.

“I’ll call you,” Mack says softly to Erin before giving her a quick kiss on the cheek.

“Well, that sucks,” Jacob sighs a little too dramatically. No one apart from Erin is sorry that Mack has left.

“Let’s eat,” my mother calls.

While the brood organize themselves, I hang back with Erin. Getting ten people to sit at a dining table is a tall order in this family. Bickering is a certainty, and I’d rather not get involved. Erin is standing back, chuckling at my family. I’m standing back, looking at her.

“Sorry Mack had to go.”

“It’s fine. It’s not the first and won’t be the last time she has to leave.”

“She seems lovely.”

“It’s still new, but I like her.”

My gut twists. I’m in purgatory. Is that my cue to stop, to leave Erin to her own fate?

“I’m sure the feeling is mutual.”

“What about you? Anyone in your life?” Erin asks easily.

“It’s complicated,” I say because let’s face it, this whole thing is a cluster fuck.

Erin scratches the back of her neck. Her body language is reading; uncomfortable. “Are you with that woman?”

“Which woman?”

“Um, the one you took upstairs on your birthday.”

“Dana? No, she’s married.”

“Married, but you—”

“She’s poly. But I’m not interested in a relationship with her.”

“Just a good time in the sack, huh?” she quips.

I smirk and look at Erin, who has gone beet red.

“I’m so sorry. That was rude. Jesus, I don’t know why I keep blurting shit out around you.”

My shoulders shake with laughter. “It’s fine. You’re quite entertaining when you blurt shit out
 .” I wink for effect, and it works. “Me and Dana are just a bit of fun. She’s not my soulmate.”

“You believe in soulmates?” Erin’s voice is softer, and she’s turned her body towards me. I mirror her stance.

“I do. I believe there is a person for everyone. The other half of a soul destined to love you.”

“I think a love like that would scare me,” Erin confesses, her voice even quieter. Our bodies have moved a fraction closer. Is she feeling the pull, too?

“A love like that would be worth the fear,” I whisper.

“Burgers are up,” my father shouts, causing us both to jump. I clear my throat and hope I can inhale enough oxygen to stop me from passing out.

“Let’s eat,” I say, smiling.

Erin is looking at me with confusion. I think she is struggling to understand what is happening between us.

“Oh, Erin, do you like boats?” My mother asks.

“I love boats,” she smiles.

“We’re going out this weekend. Will you join us?”

“Oh, that’s kind of you, but I’m working.”

“Kit is working this weekend,” I say. “She asked to swap shifts. I’m sorry I forgot to tell you.”

“Oh, no problem, um, I’ll need to ask Mack if she has anything planned for us.”

“Bring her along,” Lucille calls from the far end of the table.

This is not at all going according to plan.
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G
 uilt
 is
 a
 strange
 feeling. It serves no purpose, really. Once something is done, it can’t be undone. And yet, I feel guilty because I am pursuing Erin, even though she is taken. Mack is a good person, and all who attended the barbecue could see she was enamored with Erin.

But when I looked into Erin’s eyes, I could see she wanted more. You might call bullshit on that. Say I’m seeing what I want to see, and you could be correct in that assumption. Erin does like Mack, but there is no passion. I’ll keep to my word and play fair, but I am going after what I want.

Today is going to be a juggling act. I desperately want to flirt with Erin, but Mack will be with her. I won’t disrespect the doctor outright. Instead, I will put on my smallest bikini and hope for a reaction.

Boat days are usually fun. The family heads out on the water as often as possible. Mother and Father have hosted hundreds of guests on the family yacht. Today will be a low-key affair but equally important as one of their soirees.

After Erin had left the barbecue, I gathered the family and gave them a lecture. No more interfering. They agreed a little too quickly, but I’ll take what I can get for now. The harbor is not far, but I need a little time to collect myself. Throwing my leathers on, I hop on my bike. A pleasant cruise along the coastline is in order.

Everyone is waiting for me, including Erin and Mack. Time slipped away from me as it usually does when I’m on a motorcycle. Although, this is perfect because Erin is staring at me as I glide to a stop in front of them all. Tugging my helmet off, I shake out my long hair. Erin’s eyes grow wide, and I smile. Next is my leathers. It’s not difficult to make bike leathers sexy.

“Sorry I’m late,” I say.

“I didn’t know you rode a motorcycle,” Erin blurts. I see the amusement in everyone’s eyes, except Mack’s.

“I’ve ridden for years,” I answer.

“She gets it from me,” Mom calls over.

“Do you like bikes?” I ask Erin.

“I’ve never been on one. But I have always wanted to try.”

“I’d be happy to give you a ride. You too, Mack, if you’re interested?”

“No thank you,” Mack answers curtly. “Motorcycles are extremely dangerous.”

“Indeed, as are many things in this life,” I reply kindly.

My parents break the sudden tension by ushering us all down the gangway to the boat. There is a beautiful spread of food and wine waiting for us. My family shows love through feeding.

Once everyone has eaten their fill, we splinter off into groups. Lucas, Maria and Jacob head for the pool. Lucille, Aliah and Laurence make themselves at home at the bar. Mother, Father, Erin, Mack and I settle on the loungers. Cocktails in hand, we converse politely. The boat slowly makes its way out to sea.

Ever since Erin checked me out at the harbor, Mack’s attitude towards me has cooled considerably. The small talk is getting on my nerves, especially because I cannot say a single word to Erin without Mack answering for her.

Putting my empty cocktail glass down, I stand and strip off my light linen trousers and top to reveal the bikini I took extra care picking. Bingo! Erin blushes, her eyes do a quick sweep of my body. Pretending I haven’t noticed her wandering eye, I head to the pool. A little extra swing in my hips.

The water is delicious on my overheated skin. Lucas and Jacob are at one end of the pool fighting playfully.

Maria swims over to me. “You caught the look, right?” she whispers.

“Which one?” I chuckle.

“You’re devious, Amelia,” Maria grins.

“I’m simply cooling off.”

“And the bike leathers?”

“I needed a ride to clear my head. Leathers are a must, you know that.”

“Uh huh,” she laughs.

“Mind if we join you?” Erin asks from behind me.

I turn and have to stifle my surprise. Erin is in a forest green two-piece. Her hair is swept up in a messy bun. My God, her body is magnificent. Curves for days. A swift kick from Maria brings me back down to earth. Mack is standing beside her, frowning at my obvious ogling. I can’t help it, really I can’t.

“Sure, jump in,” Maria says, covering for my lack of sound or movement.

Erin slides into the pool and I have to take a step back. Something is happening inside of my body. I must actively fight with myself not to take her in my arms and devour her. Is this how every vampire feels when they can’t be with their mate? If so, it is awful. I wouldn’t wish this on my worst enemy. I wouldn’t even wish it on Lucille.

“I love your swimsuit,” Maria babbles.

“Oh, thanks. I picked it up last month.”

“And yours too, Mack.” Maria adds belatedly.

“Thanks.”

My ears are buzzing, and my stomach is cramping. This can’t be right. Turning to the pool wall, I haul myself out of the water and frantically scour the deck for my mother. She’s inside, talking to a member of the crew. Racing in, I forgo a towel. Who gives a shit about water pooling inside when my body feels like it’s going to explode?

“Mom,” I say with as much urgency as I can muster.

She takes one look at me and scoops me by the arm towards the master bedroom. “Amelia, what’s wrong?”

“Something…isn’t…right,” I gasp. The tightness in my stomach is getting worse. My hands claw at my skin.

“Harlan!” she screams through the door. Only seconds pass before my father enters the room. His eyes grow wide when he sees me doubled over.

“Get a bottle of red now.”

My father doesn’t question my mother’s order. He rushes out the door.

“Tell me what’s happening,” Mom asks calmly.

I try to describe the pain in my stomach and when it began to hurt. Dad barges in, thrusting a matte black bottle at my mom.

“Drink this, honey,” she says softly.

The blood soothes my stomach momentarily, but the ache is returning.

“What’s wrong with me?”

My parents share a worried look.

“We need to get you to a doctor.”

That’s all my father says before leaving again. The boat makes an audible groan as the captain changes course. We are heading back to land. Thoughts of Erin flicker across my eyelids. The sudden increase in pain makes me scream out loud. I feel my mother’s hand trying to soothe me. The gentle caress across my forehead does nothing to rid me of this pain.

What feels like hours pass. Lucas and Marcus lift me from the bed. We must be back at the harbor.

“It’s okay, Amelia,” Lucas whispers in my ear. Nothing feels okay. We pass my family and then I see Erin. Her face is pale, and I wish I could comfort her, but then I see Mack put her hand on Erin’s waist and the fire that burns in my abdomen becomes too much to handle. Everything turns black.

The smell of lavender infiltrates my senses. Crinkling my nose, I try to pull myself away from the disgusting scent.

“Wake up, Amelia,” a voice I don’t recognize says. Light seeps through my eyelids. Opening them, I wince at the throbbing in my head. My stomach aches horrendously.

“What…”

“It’s okay, baby,” my mother coos.

I take a few minutes to fully come around. I’m in my bedroom at my parents’ house. “What happened?”

“Sit up and we’ll try to explain.” Lucille says. Her tone is far too kind. Maybe I should be worried.

Sitting up, I take a sip of red. My entire family is in the room looking at me. It’s unnerving.

“Tell me,” I croak. My mind is already forming conclusions that scare the shit out of me.

“This is Doctor Mendhi,” my father says, gesturing to a kind-looking gentleman who is smiling at me.

“Hello,” I say stupidly.

“Good afternoon, Amelia. How are you feeling now?”

“My stomach still hurts, and I have a headache.”

“To be expected.”

“Am I turning?” I blurt out because that is the singular worry whizzing around my mind.

“No Amelia, you’re not. You are experiencing some side effects, though.”

“Side effects of what?”

“Your bond to Erin,” mother explains.

None of this is making sense.

“I don’t understand.” I want to scream at them to hurry the hell up and explain what is going on.

“Oh, for fuck sakes,” Lucille sighs. “Stop pussyfooting around her. Amelia, the fact that you have found your mate but haven’t bonded is causing physical side effects. The closer you get to Erin, without sealing your souls, the worse you’re going to feel.”

“Honey, you need to talk to Erin.” Mother talks softly to me like I’m a child.

“It’s not that simple and you know it,” I grind out.

“This is a unique case,” Dr. Mendhi interjects before my mom can reply to me. “I can’t tell you if the side effects will get worse for certain. It’s an educated guess. I would like to monitor you over the next few weeks. Or until you can cement your bond.”

“Have you ever dealt with this before?” I ask.

“Once,” he states and grows quiet. I definitely do not want to know what happened to the vampire in question. “I suggest you get some rest now. Stay hydrated, and call if you need me.”

As soon as the good doctor is gone, my mother swoops down on me like a vulture, ready to pick at me until I surrender. Holding my hand up to stop her, I take a moment.

“I know what you’re going to say. Please don’t. I meant what I said. I’m doing this my way. Of course, I will take into consideration the physical side effects I’m going to suffer. But please, I beg you all to let me handle this.”

“Okay, love—”

“Harlan,” Mother barks.

“Victoria, Amelia is right. This has to be her way. We would never dream of interfering with another vampire’s mating. We cannot do that now.”

“But this isn’t a normal mating,” Mother spits.

“No, it’s not. We don’t know how it will work out, but we have to trust our daughter to do what is best for her and Erin.”

“Please, Mom, don’t fight me on this.”

“Ridiculous!” she snaps, storming out of the room.

“Can I have a minute with Amelia?” Marcus asks. My family filters out after giving me kisses. Lucille socks me in the arm instead. That makes me feel better.

“Are you going to argue, Marcus?”

“No, I understand, and I agree with you. However, you have to adapt to this new information. I’m not sure you can take things as slow as you would like with Erin, not now.”

Begrudgingly, I know he is right. If the pain I felt today is just the beginning of the side effects, I hate to think about what is to come.

“I need to think.”

“Yes, you do.” He leans in and kisses me on my head.

Finally, I am alone. Without delay, Erin’s face swims through my mind. The ache in my stomach pulses. How am I going to get through this in one piece? Marcus is right. I need to adapt my approach. As much as I would love to get to know Erin over the next several months before making my interest known, I can’t wait that long.

Chuckling, I think how ridiculous I sound. Erin surely knows where my interest lies. What she doesn’t know is how my very soul aches for her. That her presence is causing me pain. That she is the one person on this entire planet that can make me whole.














Ten








M
 y
 mother
 has
 me
 mainlining red, like that’s going to solve all my issues. Her constant scowl is the residue of yesterday’s discussion. She is furious that I will not let her, or my family involve themselves. I have tried to reason with her over the past twenty-four hours, but it is in vain. Victoria Loch is the most stubborn and hardheaded vampire I have ever known.

“Mother, if I drink anymore, I’m going to pee the bed. Please don’t make me suffer that indignity.” My playful tone finally elicits a nano grin.

“Fine. I’ll leave it on your bedside table.”

“Thank you.”

She spends the next few minutes tidying my already immaculate room. I understand she is worried, but she’s driving me to distraction.

Marcus knocks on the already open door. He has taken to popping into my room about as frequently as Mother. I never pegged him as a mother hen type.

“Amelia, you have a guest. Are you feeling up to a visit?”

“Yes, who is it?”

“Erin.”

Just the sound of her name jolts my heart. I snap my focus to my mother. She shakes her head at me. “I didn’t invite her.” Her answer satisfies me. Mother might be bullheaded, but she would never go against my wishes.

“Of course, send her in.” Suddenly I feel self-conscious. Being laid up in bed all day can’t be a good look on me. I haven’t even brushed my hair.

“H-hi,” Erin says quietly, her eyes wide. Erin is a woman who wears her emotions on her face. Right now, she looks as scared as she did yesterday on the boat when my brothers carried me off in their arms.

“Erin, hello, come,” I say as animatedly as possible. Gesturing her to sit on the bed. The ache in my stomach is intensifying with every step she takes towards me.

“How…how are you?”

“Just fine. Turns out I have a stomach ulcer.”

“Oh, no.” Her hand reflexively jolts to my forearm. The brush of her fingertips on my skin cools the burning in my abdomen. That’s interesting.

“I’ll be just fine.” I smile, setting my other hand over hers. A pulse echoes through my body. It isn’t pleasurable, more like a calming ripple. The ache in my stomach disappears entirely.

“When I saw you being carried by your brothers with blood coming from your mouth—”

Erin is unable to finish her sentence. A small sob escapes her throat. I must have spilled red down myself on the boat. And poor Erin believes it was my blood.

Leaning towards her, I take my hand from hers and cup her face. “Erin, I’m okay, I promise.”

It’s a false promise, because I am far from okay, but I cannot stand to see the anguish on her beautiful face a moment longer.

The pulsing picks up speed and is now filling my chest. My body once again feels pulled to her. Erin is leaning into my hand. She must be feeling it, too. Our faces are inches apart, but in a second, Erin pulls herself away. The look of realization on her face stings me.

“I-I have to go. I’m working tonight,” she stutters, clearly flustered.

Probably very confused as to why she nearly kissed me. As far as I know, she is still with Mack. But, like me, I’m guessing her body is reacting to our connection.

“I’ll see you soon,” I reply calmly. “I will be setting up residence permanently in the penthouse.”

I hadn’t decided that until this very second. If I’m to stand any chance of winning Erin’s heart, I need to be close to her.

“Right, okay. Great, okay…yes, so I’ll see you soon then.”

Her rambling is delightful, and her pink-tinged cheeks are delectable.

“You will.” The smoothness of my voice melts her. I can see it. Something else to store away for later use.

The moment Erin is gone, I call for my mother, who unbeknownst to me had left the room. I swear, when Erin is present, my world is only big enough to see her.

“Mother, call the doctor.”

She rushes to my side in a panic. “What happened?”

“I’m not sure, but I need to tell him. I think it’s important.”

Like a flash of lightning, she is there one second and gone the next. I wonder if my parents have the doctor stowed somewhere in the house because he arrives mere minutes later.

“Victoria informs me you have something to tell me.”

“Erin was here. I felt the same pain when she entered the room, but then, when she touched my skin, the ache abated. I lay my hand on hers and the discomfort evaporated entirely.”

“Interesting.” I allow him a few minutes of silent contemplation. As much as I want to bark at him for an answer, there is no point. “I need you to tell me the exact context of the touch.”

Sparing no detail, I recount Erin’s visit.

“What does it mean?”

“From what you have told me, Erin was experiencing a strong emotional reaction. When she touched you, it was out of concern. My best guess, and I am sorry, but it is
 only a guess, is that the concern she showed you was genuine emotion. Erin cares for you and that simple act of touching you was a balm to the side effects you were suffering.”

The doctor’s educated guess should provide me with relief, but it doesn’t. It just reminds me, once again, that I need Erin’s love to cure my malady. I can’t expect her to touch me like that every time I see her.

“What happens if I stay away from her? Keep my distance.”

“You will expedite your symptoms; of that, I am sure.”

“But if she isn’t near me, I can’t feel the pull, therefore no symptoms.”

“It doesn’t work like that, Amelia. Your body—your soul—will only cope for so long being away from Erin. No distance will sever the bond you have to her.”

“So I have only pain and suffering to look forward to. Fantastic. You can leave now.”

Bowing his head, Dr. Mendhi retreats. I’m royally fucked either way. If I get near her, I’m in pain constantly, but if I stay away, I will probably die quicker, or worse, suffer madness.

The room feels claustrophobic. I cannot sit in this bed a second longer. Ripping back the covers, I stumble my way to the shower. The water does nothing to soothe me, but at least I won’t stink. Hurrah for small wins.

Considering my mother or Marcus haven’t immediately come back to my room means they are peppering the good doctor with questions. That’s fine. It allows me some precious minutes alone.

Feeling out of control enrages me. For the sake of my family and our relationship, I need to leave the house. They will all cry bloody murder, but it’s tough. There is no point in sitting around, as they all fuss over me.

“And where the hell do you think you’re going?” Mother screeches. Ah, and the peace is shattered.

“I’m going to the club. I need to arrange for my possessions to be shipped to the penthouse.”

“Amelia, you need to rest.”

“No, I don’t. What I need is some time to figure this nightmare out. And, as I’m sure you are now aware, I need to be closer to Erin, so I don’t give myself a heart attack or whatever.”

“Can you not speak like that?” she pleads.

“I’m sorry, truly. I know you’re scared, Mother, but I have to go.”

“Let one of your siblings accompany you. At least do that for me.”

“Fine.” If I don’t concede, she will be in the penthouse, hounding me. I know her too well. “Tell Lucille to pack a bag.”

Her eyes widen. “Lucille?”

I have to chuckle. Out of all of my siblings, Lucille would usually be the last one I would voluntarily choose to have in my house. But, in this circumstance, she is the one I need.

“Yes. Lucille.” Turning my back, I end the conversation. I know I must come across as rude, but trust me. Sometimes it is the only way to get my mother to back off.

Hearing the door close, I know she has gone to find Lucille. A small grin blossoms on my face out of sheer devilment. Lucille is going to be pissed, and that makes me feel a little better.

Stomping in the hallway notifies me of Lucille’s impending arrival.

“Why do this, Amelia? Why torture us both?”

“Why not? If I’m going to be miserable, you might as well come along for the ride.”

“You’re such a… Ugh, I can’t even stay mad. Well played, sister, well played. I would have absolutely done the same thing.”

“I’m glad you approve,” I chuckle.

“Seriously though, wouldn’t you prefer Laurence or Marcus to live with you?”

“Will you coddle me? Treat me like I’m a child?”

“You already know the answer to that.”

“Therefore, you already know the answer to why I want you at the penthouse with me rather than any of our siblings. My tolerance is already at full capacity.”

“Fair. Know that I won’t suffer wallowing, Amelia. Not like your birthday.”

“That was you suffering? Lucille, you ripped the covers off me.”

“But I didn’t drag you out of bed, did I?”

“True.”

“So, care to tell me what the doctor was summoned for?”

I fill her in on the details. There is no point keeping anything from my family. “I figured it’s better for me to stay close to Erin. At least the club offers me that excuse. Gives me time to plan my next move.”

“Your next move is to ask her out.”

“While she still has a girlfriend?”

“Sure it’s tacky, but, hey, clearly Erin has feelings for you. I would bet she doesn’t understand them. If you push too hard, I think she’ll retreat. But, you have to do something, Amelia.”

“I know,” I sigh. “Let me have a couple of days to gather my thoughts. I can’t do this half-cocked.”

“Agreed. We can use the time to watch her a little closer.”

“That is creepy as hell, Lucille.”

“And yet we still have to do it. Do you think you’re going to be alright, being so close to her but—”

“Not being able to touch her?” Lucille nods at me. “I have no choice, sister.”

After a few more protests from my mother, I finally escape to Insomnia. The club is dark for another few hours. Erin will be inside though, setting up. I want to go to her immediately, but I don’t. Instead, I slip in undetected with Lucille and head to my apartment. We unpack what we have and then set about organizing my belongings to be shipped. I have no idea how long I will have to stay here.

“Get dressed. We’re going downstairs,” Lucille instructs from the doorway to my bedroom.

“I’m beat.” My words fall on deaf ears. Lucille strides in and goes straight to my closet, picking out my blood-red corset and black fitted pants.

“Get dressed,” she demands. We stay frozen, staring at each other in a silent battle of wills. I clamp my jaw, knowing I’m about to concede defeat.

“Fine.”

“You have ten minutes.”

Already I regret my choice of housemate. Still, I get myself ready with a couple of minutes to spare. The three-inch heels I choose make me feel strong. I’m going to tower over most people, and that’s what I need. Some form of control and power.

We descend the private stairs and enter the club. The crowd is vast, and the air is electric. I scan the area, happy there are no problems. The bar is busy, so I leave Lucille by herself to help out. Of course Erin is serving. I try my best to act like there is no big deal. Slipping behind the bar, I take orders.

The ache in my stomach is there, but I know the moment Erin spots me because the ache turns into a ripple once again. That means she is looking at me. That means she is feeling strong, caring emotions. That means there is hope!
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“A
 re
 you
 ready?”
 Lucille
 asks for the tenth time. My answer is a resounding no. For over a week I have been working closely with Erin. Always the professional, as my insides sear in pain. But I know I have to take my time. Making sure Erin is comfortable around me is essential.

We’ve shared some laughs and worked several packed evenings behind the bar together, which was an outstanding success. Insomnia is my flagship club, and it shows. It’s the hottest place in Los Angeles.

Lucille has been abnormally patient with me. I expected her to bulldoze her way into my affairs, but I have been proven wrong. She’s even fielded calls and visits from my mother and Marcus.

That is, until this evening. Sitting with a glass of wine on the balcony, I’m surprised by Lucille’s presence. She is supposed to be visiting her husband and son. Yet, she isn’t. She’s here, scowling at me.

“I’m not ready. It’s too soon.”

Approaching Erin and asking her out formally is eating away at my conscience. She is still with Mack, and they seem to be doing well.

“Tough, times up,” Lucille growls. “I know you are in constant pain, Amelia; you don’t think I see your face twitch in agony?”

“I’m fine.”

I’m not. As the days pass by, the pain in my abdomen is getting worse.

“No, you’re not. It’s time to make a move.”

“Not yet,” I hiss.

“Okay.” Turning, Lucille leaves me. I am completely perplexed. Lucille never agrees so easily.


Idiot!


Slamming down my wine, I chase after Lucille. As I thought, she’s heading downstairs. Barging through the door, I see her approach Erin.

“God damn it, Lucille,” I growl, marching over to them.

Slowing my pace, I try to calm my murderous feelings towards my sister. “So Erin,” I hear Lucille say. “Are you and Mack exclusive?”

“Oh, um—”

“You do not have to answer that, Erin. Please excuse my sister.”

“I’m only asking,” Lucille sighs.

“It’s okay, um, we’ve been seeing each other for a few weeks. But we haven’t had the conversation about exclusivity yet.”

“So, does that mean you would be interested in dating other people?”

Erin’s cheeks blush. She looks between me and Lucille. “Um, that’s really flattering Lucille, but—”

“Not me!” Lucille barks out, laughing.

“Oh?” Erin answers, scrunching up her face.

I am begging Lucille to shut her fucking mouth, but it’s too late.

“I meant Amelia.”

The air is ripped from my lungs. The murderous rage I successfully calmed only seconds ago is surging through every molecule of my body. Frozen in place, I stare blankly at Lucille. I cannot believe she did that.

Erin’s throat clearing startles me. I’ve yet to look at her, afraid of what I will see.

“Anyway, just thought I’d ask. See you later, sis.”

My eyes track the traitorous hag all the way out of the club. Running away would be wrong, but I’m seriously considering it. That is until I feel warmth spread from my hand. I close my eyes briefly to bask in Erin’s touch. Shifting my focus back to the room, I turn and finally meet her eyes.

“Why did Lucille ask that?” Erin’s eyes are as soft as her voice. I swallow several times before answering.

“Because I wanted to ask you out, but I didn’t know where things were with you and Mack, and I would never want to put you in an uncomfortable position.” As I’m answering Erin, I am plotting Lucille’s demise. “I’m truly sorry if Lucille has made you feel that way. I’ll talk to her.”

“It’s okay,” she answers quickly.

My heart feels like it’s everywhere but where it should be. I can feel the pulse in my feet, neck, and wrists. Oh God, am I actually having a heart attack? I know I made an offhand comment to my mother, but I didn’t really think Erin could cause my heart to explode.

“I…”

“Do you…um, do you still want to ask me out?”

The smooth version of myself is nowhere to be seen. I’m a mess. All I can do is move my head. Am I nodding? I hope so. A small smile graces Erin’s face. She dips her head to hide her smirk. A few seconds pass before she lifts herself up, looking me in the eye with a playful glint.

“You haven’t asked me anything yet.”

“Oh, um, right… Erin…will you… I mean, would you like to go on a date with me?”

“Okay.”

One word is all it takes for me to feel like fireworks are whizzing around my chest.

“Are you free tomorrow?” My confidence is returning. Erin didn’t reject me. I didn’t realize how much the thought of that happening was weighing on me.

“I’m out with Mack tomorrow,” Erin begins. I ignore the stab in my gut. “I think it’s only fair that I let her know I’m planning on dating you.”

“Of course. Whatever you want.”

“What about Saturday? I have it off. My boss is good like that,” she smiles.

“Yes!” I blurt. I have zero game with Erin.

“That’s settled then. Should we meet here?”

“Yes, shall we say eight?” I’m already planning the perfect night.

“Great. Well, I should get the bar ready. We open soon.” We both linger a few more seconds.

“I’ll see you later,” I say eventually. I’d love nothing more than to stand there all night looking at Erin, but first I need to find Lucille.

Walking backwards, I give Erin my best smile before turning around and heading back up to the penthouse. Like the flip of a switch, I go from joyfully happy to searing mad.

Lucille is lounging on the sofa when I storm in. She looks as if she has no care in the world. I’m about to slap some into her.

“What the fuck was that?” I scream. It’s not like me to lose all control, but with Lucille, it happens. “I asked you to let me do this my way, but oh no, you’re just like every fucker else who thinks they know better. This is my life, Lucille. Mine!” I roar. Lucille hasn’t batted an eye which makes me rage more.

“Did she say yes?” she simply asks, and all my righteous anger evaporates in a puff. God damn Lucille.
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Saturday has taken a millennium to arrive. Lucille has spent the last several days gloating obnoxiously. I told her to pack her bags and go, but she refused. We spent an hour glaring at each other before I gave up and sulked in my room. How is she the younger sibling?

Time away from Erin is becoming more difficult. I didn’t realize until I hadn’t been close to her for forty-eight hours. Not only were the cramps excruciating, but I suffered nosebleeds, too. Lucille wanted to call Dr. Mendhi, but what’s the point? He’s only going to tell me what I already know. At least I’ve made progress with Erin, though. Yes, Lucille was the reason for that, but that doesn’t mean I can’t stay pissed at her for as long as possible.

Taking a few calming breaths, I head downstairs. Erin should be here in a few minutes. Maybe a shot of vodka will help settle my nerves. A shot of vodka won’t be enough. Not for the vision standing in front of me as I enter the bar. Erin looks divine. She is wearing a green summer dress that tapers in at the waist. Her hair is braided to one side. She looks like a goddamn goddess.

My nerves are shot. I can feel my hands shaking. It’s like my soul is excited and channeling that energy into my extremities.


Calm down, just relax.


“Erin, you look superb.” I love giving a woman a compliment. Erin deserves all the compliments.

“Why, Ms. Loch, that’s very kind of you to say.”

I like the playful side of her.

“Are you ready?” I ask.

“Lead the way.”

My palms are a little sweaty as I head towards the staircase. Unlike other dates I’ve taken out, I don’t plan to wine and dine Erin in a flashy restaurant. Not that she doesn’t deserve it. I just want us to be alone and relaxed. Cooking for Erin is intimate, and I hope she isn’t disappointed.

“Is this okay?” I ask when we step through my apartment door. There is a candlelit table on the balcony. The lights are dimmed, and the music is soft.

“It’s wonderful,” she responds.

“Do you like tagine?” Moroccan food is one of my favorite things to cook.

“I love it. It’s been ages since I’ve had the chance to eat any, though.”

“Would you like some wine? Or beer? I have everything.”

“Wine is great. I didn’t tell you how lovely you look tonight.” Erin is standing close to me, her eyes giving me an appreciative once over.

“Thank you.” I tried to go smart casual. Jeans and a strappy top. For once, I have my hair up in a low bun.

Erin’s phone interrupts the mutual appreciation. Leaving her to answer whoever is texting her, I check on the food.

“Sorry about that. It was Mack confirming our plans for Tuesday.”

The stabbing pain in my gut is worse this time around. I know I can’t rush things with Erin, and I have no right to ask her to stop seeing Mack, but my soul doesn’t understand that. So for now, I need to suck it up and deal.

“Going anywhere nice?” I ask. This is a weird conversation to be having on a first date, right?

“Amelia, I’m not here to talk about me and Mack.”

“Sorry, of course. Why don’t you sit at the table, and I’ll dish up.”

Everything seems so tense between us. Where is that easy vibe we had? Is it me? Am I giving off weird energy or something? Maybe I’m overthinking things.

“Amelia?” I didn’t realize Erin was still standing near me. “You seem to be nervous.”

“I suppose I am a little.”

“Why? It’s just me. Would it make you feel better if I started yelling at you again?”

A short burst of laughter escapes my throat. “Maybe,” I jest.

“Come on. Let’s sit down with this delicious smelling meal you cooked for me and just talk. No pressure.”

Smiling warmly at Erin, I gently take her hand and kiss her knuckles in gratitude. With just a few words, she has relaxed me.

“Sit, I’ll bring everything over.”

My lips are tingling from the touch of Erin’s skin. Her eyes are pools of blue and once again I am mesmerized by her. Turning to the kitchen, I smile when I hear her let out a ragged breath. She must be feeling this. Surely!

The rest of the evening goes by with an ease I’ve never felt before. Talking to Erin is as easy as breathing. She comments on the view; I comment again on how gorgeous she looks. We chat about previous jobs, college, girlfriends. Everything but the one thing I so desperately want to talk about. The fact she is sitting with a vampire.

I promised myself that I would tell Erin everything before making any kind of romantic move. So far, my plans are not going the way I expected. Now I have to admit, I’m terrified at the prospect of telling her. She’s going to think I’m insane if I start harping on about vampires and soulmates.

“You’ve disappeared on me again.” Erin’s hand has made its way over the table and it’s resting on my balled fist.

“Sorry, no, I’m here.”

This whole zoning out thing needs to stop. I can’t keep getting in my head, not when she’s here.

“Are you sure? Do you need me to go?”

A pain sears through my chest. I grit my teeth, placing my free hand over Erin’s. Screwing my eyes shut, I stroke her hand gently, hoping the pain will pass soon. Suddenly, all contact is lost. I can’t even open my eyes to see if she’s leaving.

Then I feel her by my side. She’s crouching down next to me. Her hands reach up and cup my face so very tenderly. Like the sun breaking through stormy skies, my mind clears, my body relaxes, and the pain fades.

If Erin decides I am not the one for her, falling into madness will be the least of my worries. I know now I cannot live without this woman.














Twelve








A
 s
 far
 as
 Erin
 is concerned, I took a bit of a turn last night. She still thinks my problem is a stomach ulcer. As you can imagine, it utterly ruined the mood. I sent Erin home with a quick peck on the cheek and a promise to see my doctor.

My mood has never been lower than it is right now. I feel like I can’t do right for doing wrong. I get close to her, and it hurts, which in turn hurts her, or at least scares her. The look on her face as she tried to soothe me last night was unforgettable, and not in a good way.

Barging through my parents’ front door, I bark for the doctor. I know he’s still here. There is a flurry of movement, and sure enough, my family comes running. The urge to roll my eyes at them all is overwhelming. Why are my siblings still here? They all have lives to lead. Their presence isn’t solving anything.

“Amelia, what’s wrong?” My mother asks in her usual panicked state.

“Where is Dr. Mendhi?” There will be time for conversation later.

A door opens behind me and the doctor hurries over. “Amelia?”

“This isn’t good enough,” I bark. “There has to be some way to help stave off these infernal side effects. I can’t go half an hour without pain when Erin is with me, and it is seriously dampening the mood. How the hell can I woo her when she thinks I’m going to fucking keel over?” My voice is loud and commanding. I get that from my father.

The entire family is silent, and Dr. Mendhi is squirming. “There may be something,” he says reluctantly. I want to spit fire. Has he been holding back on me? If so, I am about to lose what’s left of my composure.

“What do you mean? Spit it out, man!” my father barks.

Dr. Mendhi’s eyes are darting from person to person. I have never seen someone look so uncomfortable.

“Well?” I demand.

“Amelia,” he begins, but I cut him off. Advancing, I tower over the man.

“Speak, Doctor,” I growl.

“There is an experimental serum,” he chokes. “It’s possible it could help you with the side effects.”

“Why the hell haven’t you said anything before now?” Lucille hisses.

“Because it’s not exactly sanctioned.” Doctor Mendhi is visibly shaking now. Not surprising considering he has ten very pissed off Lochs looming over him.

“Illegal experiments?” my mother asks.

The doctor simply nods his head. Under normal circumstances, the Loch family wouldn’t be caught anywhere near something illegal, but as I look at my parents doing that wordless conversation thing, I know the lines are about to be stepped over.

My father steps forward. “I don’t care what you have to do, Dr. Mendhi, you look after my daughter. Is the serum safe?”

“So far, there have been no serious issues.”

“And what is the serum for exactly?” Jacob asks.

“We’ve been working on a cure for the fallen. To stop the madness.”

“A cure?” Mother repeats.

“Yes. However, the elders refused to grant us permission to carry out the experiments needed.”

“What experiments?” Aliah asks.

“Experiments on the fallen. Live participants.”

Once again, silence falls. We all know what he means. Somewhere out there is a lab with crazed vampires having God knows what done to them.

“How can this serum help Amelia?” Marcus has stepped forward, his shoulder leaning into mine. It’s a show of support.

“So far the serum can’t stop the change, however, we have seen vast improvements in the vampires injected. I believe the serum is powerful enough to stop Amelia’s side effects temporarily.”

“A bit like an insulin injection?” Maria asks.

“Yes, similar. Amelia would need to have the serum several times a day.”

“Well, what the hell are we waiting for?” My mother demands.

“Doctor, do what you must. We want Amelia to have the serum by tomorrow.”

He doesn’t protest, he just leaves. Turning from the doctor, I face my family. They are all observing me carefully. All except Lucille, who is grinning at me. I scowl at her, and she laughs because she’s a bitch.

“Why are you staring daggers at Luce? What’s she done this time?” Jacob asks.

“No reason,” I reply coolly. From the lack of questions, I gather Lucille has not told the rest of the family about my date. But with the look she’s giving me now, I know it’s about to come to light. God, she is—

“How’d the date go?” Smug doesn’t cover how Lucille looks.

“Date?” Mother gasps.

“You went on a date? With Erin?” Laurence clarifies.

“Yes, I did.”

The collective cheers are enough to make me scream. I understand their elation, but they have no idea how far from perfect it was, or how screwed I still am.

“Stop yelling,” I shout. “It was a disaster, so you can calm down on the celebrations.”

“How the hell did you fuck it up?” Lucille sighs.

“I had an episode in the middle of dinner.”

“I bet that was attractive,” Lucille deadpans. I have to smirk. She’s not wrong.

“Oh yes, totally turned Erin on,” I chuckle.

“Explain what happened, love,” my father says, pulling me into a side hug.

“What’s there to say? I was near her, she mentioned leaving and the next thing I know I’m nearly doubled over in pain. Again.”

“What did Erin do?” Marcus asks.

My cheeks heat. Why am I embarrassed to tell them what Erin did? Maybe because it felt so intimate, I don’t want anyone else to know.

“She comforted you, didn’t she?” Jacob supplies.

“Yes, she did, and the pain vanished.”

“Oh, Amelia,” my mother coos. “It’s going to be okay. I know it.”

I wish I had her faith. I really do.

“When will you see her again?” she asks.

“She’s working tonight, but then has two days off. I presume she will see Mack.”

My heart aches knowing that Erin is still spending time with Mack.

I sigh. “We didn’t set a second date. Erin was too worried about me.”

Another punch to the love muscle.

“Then phone or message her. Why are you fucking about?” Ah, Lucille is such a wordsmith.

“She’s not wrong,” Aliah adds.

I can’t believe I’m going to say this. “You know, for once, I agree.”

Lucille gives a mock gasp, making everyone chuckle and me roll my eyes. I need to do something now, if I’m ever going to get Erin to look past my health issues. Sending her a message asking if I can have an hour of her time tomorrow puts me back in the running, especially when I get an instant reply saying she would love to see me.

“Done,” I grin.

“Let’s eat,” my mother shouts. It’s ten-thirty, but that doesn’t matter. If Victoria Loch tells you it’s time to eat, you eat.
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Date two has to go better than the first date. Dr. Mendhi moved heaven and earth to procure me a month’s worth of serum in under twenty-four hours, which makes me believe he is at the center of those experiments.

My moral and ethical compass will have to take a back seat for the time being. My body needs a respite from pain. I’ll donate a bunch of money to a charity as soon as I can. Hopefully that will help balance the scales.

Dr. Mendhi was clear that I have to take the serum regularly. My body will become reliant, which I’m not happy about, but what else can I do? He was clear that missing doses would be a bad idea. I did not ask for the specifics. I’m intelligent enough to know it would likely cause either a significant amount of pain, or worse. The injection site has to be my ass for some reason. Guess who volunteered to jab a needle into me?

“Stay still,” Lucille growls.

“I am,” I reply just as testily.

Lucille gives my ass two sharp slaps. “Just prepping the area,” she says.

“You’re an asshole.”

“An asshole with a giant needle.”

Gritting my teeth, I wait for the sharp sting, but it doesn’t come.

“Done,” Lucille announces.

“I didn’t even feel it.”

“Why do you sound disappointed? Do you want me to really stab you next time?”

“Obviously not.” Pulling up my jeans, I turn to Lucille. “Thanks,” I mutter. She nods and packs away the serum.

“Have you decided where you’re taking Erin?”

“Up the coast on my bike.”

“Excellent choice, sister. Beautiful views and you in tight leather. Well played.”

“I try.”

The weather is perfect for a cruise on the bike. I didn’t tell Erin what I planned, so I hope she is pleasantly surprised. Her apartment is twenty minutes away, which gives me plenty of time to settle into the ride.

As I pull up, I see Erin step out of her building. She’s wearing jeans and a t-shirt, which is fine. I’ve brought my spare leather jacket and helmet with me. I can’t read her expression. It’s a mix of excitement and apprehension.

The door to her building opens moments later and out steps Mack. Given the hour of the day, I can only conclude she spent the night. Now, this is usually the time I start to feel a little unwell. Seems that Dr. Mendhi’s illegal vampire juice is doing its job. I barely feel any discomfort.

Mack eyes me with a smirk. Leaning in, she whispers something in Erin’s ear and then kisses her deeply. I’m still sitting on my bike. Kicking the stand down, I make a spectacle of de-straddling the seat. Mack might have taken Erin’s breath away momentarily, but her eyes are firmly on me. I remove my helmet and run my hand through my hair. That move never fails.

Plastering a smile on my face, I step toward Erin and Mack. “Good morning. Isn’t it a beautiful day?”

“Amelia,” Mack answers flatly. I take it she’s no longer pretending to like me. That’s fine.

“Hey, hi, sorry. I thought I had a few more minutes.” Erin is flustered. She’s looking between me and Mack.

“No worries at all. I’m a little early. The traffic wasn’t as bad as I thought.”

“It’s fine, so, um, yeah, okay, I’ll see you soon, Mack.”

Mack eyes me a second longer before leaning in for another kiss. I chuckle silently. I have to give it to the woman. She’s a fighter.

Erin looks utterly uncomfortable. Her eyes keep straying to me as Mack continues the kiss.

Finally, after a ridiculous amount of time, Mack pulls back. “See you later, babe.”

Erin and I watch her leave. Mack peers over her shoulder and I offer her a little wave.

“So, are you ready to go?”

“We’re going on your bike?”

“If you’re okay with that. You said you’ve always wanted to try it.”

“God, yes, I can’t wait.”

Pleased we aren’t dissecting the show that I was just subjected to, we head to the bike. I help Erin with the jacket and helmet. When she slides behind me and grips my waist, I have to admit it turns me on instantaneously. I think I need some alone time with my vibrator this evening. There is only so much sexual frustration a vampire can take.

Nothing beats a ride, but with Erin on the back, it’s perfect. She is a natural, leaning when I lean, shifting her weight when necessary. After an hour, I pull off. There is a beach I love that is usually quiet.

“It’s beautiful here,” Erin says.

“It’s one of my favorite places.”

“I can see why.”

We fall silent, but it’s comfortable. Both of us are taking in the sun, smelling the sea air.

“I’m sorry about Mack,” Erin sighs.

“You have nothing to be sorry for. You guys are dating.”

“Yeah, but that was a bit much this morning.”

“Taking a wild guess, Mack isn’t totally happy you’re dating me too, right?”

“She said she was fine with it. But, no, after that display, I think she’s finding it hard.”

“Do you want me to back off?”

“No!”

I grin at how fast she answers.

“Are you sure? I don’t want to cause you hassle, Erin.”

“I like Mack, but I like you too. I’ve been honest about that. I’ll talk to her.”

“Don’t do that on my account. Really, it doesn’t bother me.”

“It bothers me.”

Time for a little honesty. “I am kind of jealous she gets to kiss you, though.”

Erin turns away from the ocean to look at me. “I never said you couldn’t kiss me, Amelia.”

Bingo! Turning to face her. I take a small step forward. Her chest is rising fast, and I know she’s excited. Hell, I’m excited. I can’t explain what my body is feeling.

Tucking a strand of hair behind her ear, I let my fingers glide down her jaw, stopping at her chin. Lifting her head slightly, I slowly draw in. I want her to remember this. I want her to see the want in my eyes as we share our first kiss. I want her to feel the raw power of us.














Thirteen








I
 ’ve
 dreamed
 about
 that
 kiss for the past three nights. Nothing in my twenty-nine years has ever left me feeling so high, or full of wonder. Erin’s lips are perfect. Soft and plump. They glided with mine effortlessly. The touch of her tongue on my bottom lip had me moaning. I took her in wholly, savoring every caress and lick.

The memory of her hands grasping at my waist sends minor tremors of pleasure to my clit. Three nights I have dreamed and three mornings I have climaxed to Erin. To the memory of that kiss. Although my soul seems temporarily sated, I am still having the serum shots.

“Show me your ass,” Lucille barks, barging into my room. I huff and switch off my vibrator.

“Could you knock next time?”

“Amelia, I’ve heard you masturbating for the last three days. If I wait for you to finish, I’ll never get to work.”

Rolling my eyes, I shift to the side and poke my ass out of the covers.

“Hey Amelia, I have a question.” Erin’s voice registers seconds before she sticks her head around my bedroom door. “Jesus, sorry.”

Wonderful.

“I’m nearly done Erin, just a second,” I call. Lucille quickly administers the serum and makes herself scarce. Pulling on underwear, I hurry to the living room.

“I’m so sorry, I should have waited for you to answer, it’s just there’s a problem with an order and I didn’t know how you wanted me to handle it, so I thought I should just ask you, and I knew you were home. That was a bad idea, wasn’t it? Are you okay? What was Lucille injecting you with? Is it your ulcer?”

I watch her take a gigantic breath in. That was one hell of a ramble.

“Are you
 okay?” I laugh. “That was some speech off of one breath.”

“Yeah, fine,” she puffs.

“Right. I’m good, thank you. The doctor has given me a new treatment for the ulcer. Unfortunately, it means I need an injection in the ass. As you saw,” I smirk.

Erin grins and blushes. “Yeah, I saw.”

“It also means that I have to see Lucille more often.”

“I could do it,” she blurts. Even I’m taken aback by the offer. “I mean, if I’m here. No need for Lucille to stop by.”

Lucille moved out of the penthouse several days ago. Her presence is no longer required. Even my mother agreed.

“Well, who am I to pass up an offer like that?” I laugh. “I’ll need another jab in a few hours.”

She smiles. “Consider it done.”

This is a weird situation I find myself in, but I’ll take it. What could it hurt, having Erin check out my ass several times a day?

“So, this order?”

“Right, the invoice is way over. I can’t find the fault.”

“Let me get dressed and I’ll be down to look.”

There’s that lingering again. But now, I’m wondering if it’s okay for me to kiss her. I take a chance. Slinking my hand around her shoulders, I pull her in. Our lips meet again and it’s just as good as the first time. The only trouble is I have to actively stop my body from trying to take it further. God, I want her. I want to run my hands over her skin, nip her neck, and suck—

“Amelia,” she breathes. A pulse of longing wraps itself around my throat, causing me to make a weird little groan. By some miracle, I’m able to pull myself away.

“Sorry,” I pant. Erin is on the clock. I have to show some modicum of professionalism.

“No…um, it’s fine,” she stutters.

We are both breathing heavily. Her eyes are black pools. She wants me and I want her, but I know she still has mixed feelings about us. The fact she’s still dating Mack is enough proof. I don’t want to sleep with her until I know she only wants me. When we bond, I need her to give me all of herself.

Taking a step back, I point to the bathroom. “I’ll be down soon.”

It’s not going to be that soon because I’m going to have to take care of myself again.

Forty-five minutes later, I finally emerge from the shower. The number of times I had to make myself come before feeling any relief should embarrass me, but it doesn’t. Erin does something to me. She invades my mind and elicits feelings so strong that one climax is nowhere near enough to quench the thirst.

Kit is on bar duty today. It’s been a while since we’ve hung out. I make a note to have a drink with her later.

“Hey, everything okay back there?” I ask.

“All good, boss,” she calls from below the bar. “Need some more limes, though.”

“I’ll make sure they are delivered. Have you seen Erin?”

“Yeah, she’s in the back. Um, Mack’s with her.”

“I’ll give them a second, then.”

“Drink?” Kit asks, already pouring me a Dirty Martini.

“As if you need to ask.”

Kit shrugs her shoulders. “It’s polite to ask.”

I laugh. “How are you Kitty Kat? It’s been a second since we had a catch up.”

“I’m good, Amelia. The club keeps me busy.”

I sense an undertone of sadness. “Hey, what’s up?”

Kit sighs. “I’m nearly twenty-five and I still haven’t met my mate. I’m starting to worry. No, sorry. My parents are worrying and are transferring it onto me.”

“Hey, come on, there’s still time. Look at me, I’m twenty-nine and have only just…” I stop dead because I forgot Kit doesn’t know I mated with Erin.

“You found her? You’ve mated?” Kit’s excitement is electric.

“Yeah, well, it’s a little complicated,” I laugh humorlessly, because let’s be fair, it’s not funny in the slightest.

Kit is cut off by Mack and Erin emerging from the storeroom. Erin is a little disheveled, and Mack is wearing a grin that I’d like to knock off her face. But, because I am the epitome of calm and collected, I don’t let her see me rattled.

“I just need to run to the bathroom and then we’ll go over that invoice, if that’s okay?” Erin asks, her voice pinched. It’s not nice to see her uncomfortable. She doesn’t wait for an answer.

Mack watches her leave and then turns her attention to me. I already sense what’s coming.

“Amelia, a word?”

“Sure,” I reply, gesturing to the booth on my left. We take a seat. I lay my arms across the back of the booth. I can see it irritates Mack to see me so unaffected by her.

“Look, I think it’s time you backed off.”

“Really? And why’s that?”

“Because me and Erin are exclusive now. We’ve been together for a few months and, let’s be honest, she’s only dating you because she doesn’t know how to let you down. You know, she feels bad about you having a health issue and all.”

My face gives nothing away. My insides are boiling with white fiery anger.

“Is that so? Well, until I hear that from Erin, I’ll continue to date her.”

Mack shakes her head and chuckles. “You poor sap. Amelia, Erin is my girlfriend now. I know you got a kiss out of her, but that’s it. You’re nowhere near the level we’re at.”

“Yet.”

“No, you’ll never get there. Look, if she was so into you, would she have just let me fuck her up against the stock shelves? And boy, did she enjoy it.”

Oh Mack, you simple fool. I would be impressed, but I find her as intimidating and threatening as a throw pillow. She oversold it and has just handed me a weapon that is almost guaranteed to blow her relationship out of the water. I’m weighing up whether I should launch it when she leans forward.

“I have to say, hearing her scream my name in your stockroom was quite a thrill.”

Well, that settles it then.

“For a doctor, you’re not very bright, are you?” I begin. She’s taken aback by my response. “You know, I really admired you when we met Mack, but you’ve really shown your true colors now, huh?”

“Hey guys, what’s going on?” Erin asks as she approaches the booth. Time to detonate.

“Ms. Hanson,” I say, addressing Erin formally, which, of course, earns me a very confused look. “I need you to clear out your locker immediately.”

“What?” she blurts.

“I’ve just been informed you have taken part in sexual conduct on the premises and on shift. As you know, this directly violates your employee contract. I have no choice. Please vacate the bar by the time we open.”

I have zero intentions of firing Erin. I know Mack was bullshitting the second those words left her lying mouth. Erin would never do anything to jeopardize her career or the bar’s integrity.

“What? Amelia, what are you talking about?” Erin is flushed and confused, and I hate that I’m making her feel that way, but it’s necessary. If it were any other employee, I would have to take the same steps. I can’t be seen as playing favorites, plus I need Mack to know she’s fucking with the wrong person. I’m a Loch for Christ’s sake.

“Dr. North has just informed me of your time spent in the stockroom. I have to say I’m shocked, Ms. Hanson. Now please, collect your things.”

“Mack, what the hell is she talking about?”

I stare Mack dead in the eye. She is bright red and panicking.

“No, no, Erin, it was a joke, a miscommunication,” she stumbles.

“Odd joke,” I comment.

“Joke? What are you talking about?”

“Sorry, can I clarify,” I interrupt. “Did it or didn’t it happen?”

“It most certainly did not, Amelia. I swear to you.”

I take a second to look over Erin’s beautiful face. “Right, okay. We’ll say no more of it, but in future I think you and Dr. North should keep your liaisons, no matter how innocent, out of Insomnia.”

With that, I stand and leave.

Twenty minutes pass with no sign of Erin. Kit tells me she escorted Mack out. I get into work mode and trawl through the invoice. I see the mistake and call the vendor. By the time I’m off the phone, Erin is standing in the office doorway looking sheepish.

“Amelia, can we talk?”

“Sure, come in.”

“I am so sorry for Mack. I don’t know what got into her. I still don’t understand how that joke came about. Suffice to say, she will not visit Insomnia as anything other than a patron in the future.”

Does that mean they’re still dating?

“Are you planning on seeing her again? Romantically?”

Erin shuffles in her seat and looks down at her lap. There’s my answer. God knows what lies Mack manufactured for Erin to agree to continue dating her.

“Um.”

“It’s fine, Erin. That’s your choice.” Now I’m about to do something risky. “I think we should put a pause on us until you know where things are going with Mack.”

I hate myself for saying it, but I need Erin to want me, and only me. I’m wasting precious energy battling with Mack.

“What? Why?”

“Honestly? I can’t date you while you’re with someone else. I like you Erin, a lot, and I want us to date exclusively. But I know you’re not on the same page as me.”

“I don’t want to stop dating you.”

“I’m not the type of person to give ultimatums, Erin. You like Mack, enough to put up with the bullshit she just pulled. And let’s not pretend it was anything but bullshit.”

“She said it was a joke.”

“And you have every right to believe her.”

“It wasn’t a joke?”

“It was a poor attempt at making me jealous.”

I’m done playing. Mack is not worthy of Erin’s attention. Even if she eventually doesn’t want to be mine, she is worth more than Mackenzie North.
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I
 told
 Erin
 she
 needed to talk to Mack again if she wanted to hear what she really said to me at the booth. Our time in the office was short and awkward, but I meant what I said. If Erin dates Mack after this, I need to take a step back.

Mondays are dark. The club is closed and I’m happy to be doing absolutely nothing. Erin hasn’t contacted me for two days, which I suppose should give me a clue as to where I stand with her. It’s possible my brain is in shock because the consequences of my gamble haven’t hit home just yet.

I’m standing in my bathroom staring at my ass in the mirror, trying to figure out if I should even bother sticking the needle in today. Maybe a good dose of pain will snap me out of my haze.

A deep sigh escapes my entire body. I’m tired and frustrated. If my family finds out what happened with Erin in my office, I will never hear the end of it. I can already hear Lucille’s scathing remarks in my head.


“What the fuck do you mean you told her you were stepping back? Are you a goddamn moron? Of course you are. Why am I even asking? Jesus, Amelia, how are we related?”


I assume it would be along those lines. Lucille doesn’t pull punches. I’ve spent hours questioning myself. Should I
 have told Erin what Mack said? I could have, but Erin deserved to hear the truth from Mack. They have to sort out their relationship; I can’t be in the middle. Well, not anymore.

“Do you need some help?” Erin’s voice is usually calming, but I wasn’t expecting her and I’m sure I just had a stroke out of fear.

“Shit,” I hiss, clutching the bathroom sink with one hand. The needle in my hand is shaking violently. How did I not hear her come in?

“Sorry,” she grins.

“Yeah, you look it,” I laugh. “Are you like a ninja or something? That’s twice you’ve come into the penthouse undetected.”

“I’m light-footed. Anyway, do you…need help?”

“Sure, thanks.” I might as well take advantage of her being here. Saves me poking myself in the wrong place. “You can see where it needs to go.”

I have several red marks from previous doses.

The injection takes but a second. Erin drops the needle into the biohazard bin stationed next to my bathroom door. “Can we talk?”

I look at her for a second and nod. “Of course. Go grab a drink and I’ll be through in a second.”

Is she here to tell me she’s making a real go of it with Mack? It’s likely, I suppose. They were dating for months. Maybe Erin forgave Mack for her indiscretions, and they plan to live happily ever after. If that’s the case, I’m catching the next plane to Hawaii and will spend the days I have left with a coconut drink and white beaches.

Erin is sitting on the sofa when I enter. She has a beer in one hand. There’s one for me on the coffee table. I sit with her but leave a decent amount of space.

“So,” I begin, because I don’t want to drag this out.

“I spoke to Mack.”

“And?”

“She stands by what she said. That it was a joke.”

“Okay.”

“That was until I told her we have cameras stationed at every VIP booth, with sound.”

Erin, you crafty kitten.

“And did that influence her story?”

“Considerably. She told me what she said to you. Claims it was her insecurities, and that she’s sorry. Oh, and she loves me.”

Wow!

“Quite the declaration. Should I be getting ready for a wedding invitation?”

Erin laughs. “No. I broke it off.”

My heart is in my throat.

“I can’t be with someone like that. And…”

“And?” I am dying to hear these next words.

“I don’t want you to let me go,” she all but whispers.

Holy shit! Did you hear that? My soul did because it’s doing the Cha Cha Slide right now.

“What do you mean by that, Erin?”

“Do you still want to date me?”

“Yes, but—”

“No buts. Do you want to date me? Just me?”

“You know I do. But—”

“I only want to date you, Amelia.”

“Then, I’m all in.” I am totally all in. “When can I take you out?”

“I’d like to take you out this time, if that’s okay?”

“Completely. When?”

“Now?”

I want to lean over and kiss her, but I won’t. This feels like a reset, a clean slate, one devoid of Mack or anyone else. Just me and Erin.

We’re just about to leave when the dark angel herself swans in. “Mother wants us all for dinner.”

“Hey, Lucille, how are you? How’s your day? I’m good, thanks for asking.” I snark.

“Erin, darling,” she purrs. “It’s wonderful to see you. Oh, you must come to the house. Mother would be furious if I didn’t have you come with us.”

“Lucille, we were just about to go out.”

“I’ll let you call Mom then,” she sniggers.

“It’s okay, we can go over. I’d like to see your family again.” There is nothing but sincerity in her voice and face. Erin is an angel.

“Fine,” I mumble, less than pleased our date is being commandeered by my mother.

“I came in the Porsche, so you’ll have to find your own way over,” Lucille calls, already leaving.

“Bike?” I ask Erin. I know she loved our trip to the beach.

“Yes,” she says excitedly.

Well, at least I get to have her anchored to my body for a few minutes before the Lochs kidnap her. I guarantee my parents will whisk her away, trying to pump her for information. Well, Mother will, that’s for sure.

We follow Lucille all the way to my parents’ house. That woman is a danger to everyone!

“Lucille, you are a menace,” I screech at her when we pull up. “You nearly took out a parked car. How is that possible?”

“You’re so dramatic. Just like Trent.”

“No, we’re horrified you have a license. For the love of all things precious, let your husband drive from now on.”

“Do you see the person you’re dating?” Lucille asks Erin. “She has the personality of a cabbage. I hope you know that.”

I’m about to go all WWE on her, but the touch of Erin’s hand on my lower back pulls my attention. I turn to her, Lucille forgotten.

“It’s okay. I like cabbage,” she says with a sweet smile. One I can’t stop myself from mirroring.

“Gross,” Lucille mutters.

The door to the house swings open and out sweeps my mother. She makes a direct line for Erin, just as I knew she would.

“Erin, how fantastic to see you. Come in, everyone’s here.”

And that’s that. I won’t get five seconds alone with Erin until we leave. I hope there’s alcohol.

“Is there a party I wasn’t aware of?” I call to anyone that will listen. The house has been decorated. Floor-to-ceiling.

“Yes,” Jacob laughs. “And you’re not going to like it,” he mumbles in my ear.

“Erin,” my mother shouts. It’s her way of getting us all to listen. “I’m so glad you came. The dinner today was to discuss you.”

“Me?”

“Erin?” I ask. What is going on?

“Yes, a little birdie tells me it’s your birthday on Friday!”

“Is it?” I should know this, it’s on her personnel file.

“Um, yeah it is,” she laughs nervously.

“Well, all this,” Mother says, waving her bejeweled hand about. “It’s for your birthday party.”

I groan internally. I knew they wouldn’t be able to stay out of it.

“For me? What? Why?”

“Because you’re special to Amelia, therefore special to us,” my father chimes in.

Thanks Dad. Erin looks at me and my very red face. It’s amazing how, even as an adult, your parents can embarrass you on the turn of a dime.

“I don’t know what to say,” Erin stutters.

“Nothing to say. We’ve already contacted your friends and family.”

Oh Christ, they’ve done a deep dive into her personal life.

“My family?” Erin parrots.

“Yes, your mom and dad will stay with us for two nights. We want them to feel welcome.”

Erin is nodding along. I can see she is overwhelmed. That’s my cue.

“Excuse us for a second, please,” I say, not stopping to wait for anyone to object. Scooping Erin gently by the elbow, I take us outside. “Erin, I’m sorry about them.”

“They did all this for me?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“Because I like you a lot, and this is how they show their support. It’s a lot. They’re a lot.”

“Wow.” Erin sits on a lounger. “You like me a lot, huh?” she smiles.

“Yes, I do. But I think you know that already.”

“Hum, not sure. Maybe you could prove it?”

“And how would I do that?”

Erin shrugs one shoulder, her eyes smiling mischievously. I sit next to her, our bodies touching.

“Maybe a kiss would prove it?” I say low and smooth.

“Maybe?”

Oh, this woman. Two can play that game. I lean in. Her eyes flutter shut, but I don’t kiss her lips. Instead, I let my breath tickle her neck ever so gently. I ghost my lips across her skin. The goosebumps tell me how affected she is.

Slowly, I make my way to her ear. “I can think of many ways to show you how much I like you,” I whisper, and then I pull away.

Erin is in a trance, a very sexy, horny trance. I’d bet all my clubs and bars that if we were within ten feet of a bed, we would be in it, doing very naughty things to each other. A small gasp escapes her perfect lips. And my heart soars.

Then my family does what they do best. Ruin the mood. The shouts and wolf whistles through the French doors catch us both by surprise. Erin laughs and buries her face in my shoulder, which I love. I shoot a murderous glare at my family. They couldn’t care less. Great.

“Come on, let’s get back inside,” I say. It’s with great reluctance that I stand and pull Erin up. We were quite happy on that lounger. Ugh, families.

“Can we pick this back up later?” Erin nuzzles her nose into my neck again and ruins my underwear.

“We can sneak out right now if you want,” I say, only half joking.

“But I have a party to help plan.”

“Are you sure you’re okay with it? Don’t be scared to say if you’re uncomfortable.”

“It’s a lovely gesture. I’ve never had a birthday party as an adult, so it’s really nice. Should I ask how they got my friends’ and family’s contact info?”

“Probably not,” I laugh. “They mean well. Sometimes they just go overboard.”

“Well, as a single child of parents who live hours away, I’m thrilled they went overboard.”

“What would you like for your birthday?”

“I don’t need anything.”

“I didn’t ask what you needed, Erin. I want to get you something. We’re dating now.”

“Oh, of course, sorry. Dating protocol, right?” She’s mocking me and I don’t care. I want to spoil her.

“Exactly. So as your dating buddy—”

“My dating buddy,” she snorts. “Is that what you call yourself?”

“For now,” I wink. “So, what do you want from your dating buddy?”

“Just to spend time with you. That would be perfect.”

“That
 is a given.” Our faces inch forward. I’m so close to her lips, so close to feeling them on my own—

“Will you two get in here? I’m starving,” Lucille yells. Erin chuckles, stepping back. She grabs my hand and pulls me to the house.

“Later,” she whispers.

Does that mean she wants to, you know…take things further or does it mean she wants to flirt a little more, with a make-out session?

Whatever it means, I’m ready.
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N
 o
 matter
 how
 hard
 I try, I can’t stay mad at my family. The joy on Erin’s face when she walked into her birthday party was everything. There are a dozen people in my parents’ house who I’ve never seen before. I can only assume they are Erin’s friends. Spotting her parents wasn’t difficult. Erin is the spitting image of her mom.

The Loch family is spread among the guests, playing their roles perfectly. Erin’s parents looked startled when they first arrived, but as usual Victoria and Harlan Loch swept in and worked their magic. Now everyone is laughing and chatting as if they’re old friends.

The day is going well, and that’s why the universe has decided enough is enough. In swoops Dana. Under normal circumstances, my old friend joining the party wouldn’t be a cause for concern, but the look she is giving me tells me my day is about to unravel.

“Amelia darling, may I steal you for a moment,” Dana says, not really asking for permission. She’s already dragging me away from Erin and her friends. I give Erin a smile and wink, hoping that’s enough to make her feel comfortable. It’s not escaped my notice that Erin recognized Dana from my birthday party.

When we are safely tucked away in a corner, Dana rounds on me. “Amelia, why the hell are you hosting a party for your bartender?”

“Dana—”

“Since when do you socialize with humans?” she hisses.

Until Dana pointed it out, the fact I am
 at a party full of humans didn’t even register on my radar. For once in my life, I didn’t see a difference in our species. I was just enjoying myself with Erin and her family.

“Some things have changed,” I say calmly.

“And those things would be?”

“I mated, Dana.”

The news hits her hard, which is bizarre. Dana herself has her mate. We were mere playmates, every so often.

“You’ve mated? With whom?”

“Erin.”

It’s clear by her face she has no idea who that is. The one thing about Dana is, if she has no interest in a person sexually, she barely recognizes their existence.

“Who the hell is Erin?”

“My bartender.”

“The human?” she gasps, her hand dramatically coming to her chest as if she’s just been shot through the heart. This is ridiculous.

“Yes, Erin is human.”

“No, no, Amelia, that can’t be right.”

“It is, trust me.”

“Have you lost your fucking mind?”

“Come back and have that conversation in a few months.” I laugh.

“Amelia, you can’t be serious.”

“Since when do you have a problem with humans? You have enough of them in your bed!”

I’m not being cruel, just stating facts.

“Humans are fine for fucking! But mating? No, that’s just unnatural.”

Her words sting me. This is a side of Dana I have never seen.

“You think I had a choice? Do you think any of this is easy?”

“There must be something we can do? A cure or something?”

“Dana, this has nothing to do with you. And frankly, I don’t want a cure. Erin…Erin is mine. I am hers. There is nothing unnatural about that and I am hurt that you would say such things.”

“Hurt? Amelia, you hate humans,” she scoffs.

“I never hated them. I don’t trust them. That hasn’t changed.”

“And how, pray tell, is that going to work with the bartender?”

“Her name is Erin. You may have your opinions, Dana, but do not disrespect her in my presence again.”

Dana is sufficiently chastised. I see her visibly back down. “I apologize. It’s a shock.”

“Me with a human or me finding a mate?”

It’s occurring to me that Dana is feeling jealous. She knows our trysts are over.

“Both, I admit. I’ll miss our times together.”

I wish I could say the same. Sex with Dana was fun. It scratched an itch. But, if what I feel with Erin pre-sex is anything to go by, I know when we bond physically; it is going to be indescribable.

“Can I meet her?” Dana places her hand on my arm. It’s a friendly gesture, but I know Erin has just witnessed it and she is pissed. I don’t need to see her to know.

Slowly, I pull my arm free. “You can. But Dana, she doesn’t know about us yet.”

“What do you mean?”

“Vampires.”

Dana studies me for a second and then bursts into laughter. It’s loud, obnoxious, and causing people to pay attention to us, which I don’t want.

“Dana, pull yourself together,” I growl.

“Are you fucking kidding me?” she howls. My patience is running thin. I can feel Erin getting anxious. Taking Dana by the arm, I escort her to the garden, far away from prying eyes and ears.

“Stop,” I boom. The tenor of my voice pulls Dana up short. She pales before nervously straightening herself out. Being one of the most influential and affluent vampire families holds sway. There is a social hierarchy that I am at the top of. Dana, whether or not she likes it, knows not to cross me.

“Amelia, I’m sorry.”

“Have you any idea the stress and anxiety we as a family are going through?” It’s a rhetorical question. “Not only have my parents and siblings been through hell thinking I would never find my mate, but they also now have to help me navigate uncharted waters. We have no idea if I’m still going to descend into madness when I turn thirty. I’m already suffering crippling side effects because my soul hasn’t been satisfied. My bond with Erin is tentative and yet, I know in my heart I cannot live without her. Don’t you dare come here and give me your unwarranted opinions on something you have no idea about.”

“Amelia,” Dana sighs, her hand finding mine. “I’m truly sorry, you are right. I was out of line. I had no idea what you’ve been going through. Please tell me how I can help.”

“Just be a friend, Dana. A loyal and supportive friend.”

“Always. I swear.”

“Amelia?” Erin is standing a few feet away, her eyes bouncing between me and Dana and our clutched hands.

“Erin, come here,” I say, dropping Dana’s hand and extending it to her. “I’d like you to meet my good friend, Dana.”

“Good friend, huh?”

“Oh, I like her already,” Dana grins. “She’s got spunk.”

“What I lack in height I make up for in scrappiness,” Erin comments.

I’m not entirely sure she’s even joking. The thought of Erin fighting Dana for me is highly arousing.

“No need for scrappiness,” I chuckle.

“No, indeed. Amelia was just letting me know we are strictly friends from now on.”

“Good,” Erin nods. “Now that’s all sorted, are you coming back to my party?” The question is directed at both of us. It seems Erin doesn’t hold grudges.

“Lead the way you feisty little minx.” Dana has no boundaries, I swear it. Erin chuckles and takes my hand.

As we rejoin the party, Erin opens her presents, of which there are many. My parents have gone way overboard, and Erin is a deer in headlights again. I don’t think she’s ever seen so many sparkling jewels in her life.

Although everything is going well again, I can’t get the conversation with Dana out of my head. More to the point, the part where I confessed Erin doesn’t know about vampires. Now we are dating, exclusively, I have to tell her. But how? Really, how am I going to explain such a massive thing? This will change Erin’s view of the world forever.

There is also a gigantic possibility that even if she believes me, the very idea of being with a vampire will be unthinkable. Then what? My thoughts are spiraling. I need air. Excusing myself, I head to my old room. It’s only when I lay on my bed that I remember it’s been far too long since I had serum injected. With all the excitement of just being with Erin, it completely slipped my mind.

Maybe it’s the uncertainty of what’s to come that sparks such a violent attack. I curl into a ball, convulsing as pain slices through me. With every ounce of strength I have, I drop to the floor and crawl toward the door.

Erin, I have to get to Erin. Those words play on a loop as I edge closer to the door. When I finally get there, I feel sweat dripping from my face. The sheer amount of energy it is taking me not to pass out is mind-boggling. But I know I have to stay awake. I have to get close to Erin.

At the top of the stairs, I pause, desperately trying to catch my breath. Dragging my body along whilst feeling my insides are being shredded by broken glass isn’t fun.

Wheezing, I continue to haul myself along. My only option is to crawl on my stomach down the stairs. I’m going to frighten the life out of people, but I have no other choice.

I’m halfway down when the coughing begins. Crimson liquid paints the step in front of me. My hair hangs down, shrouding my face. If this wasn’t such a dire situation, I would find it highly amusing. How much like a Japanese horror story must I resemble?

My eyes search feverishly for Erin. There are people everywhere. None of whom have noticed me. But then I see Lucille look up. Her eyes grow wide, and she sprints away from the person she was talking to. Her sudden movement causes people to turn my way. There is a collective cry of shock. Lucille screams my name as she runs to the stairs.

“E-Erin,” I gasp. Blood is collecting in my throat. I can hardly breathe. Lucille reaches me in seconds, followed by my father. I feel him lift me up. “Erin,” I wheeze again.

“I’ll get her,” Lucille shouts, already heading downstairs.

“It’s okay, honey, you’re going to be okay.” Cradled in my father’s arms, I give in to the pain. A piercing scream echoes through the halls. It’s all I can do to keep myself conscious.

Father lays me on my bed. I can feel my body shaking and I know that if Erin doesn’t get to me soon, I won’t walk away unscathed this time. Just as I feel time has finally run out, Erin barges into my room, her face ashen.

“Amelia,” she cries.

Her body slams into mine as she takes me in her arms. The pain ebbs but doesn’t disappear this time. I know I need to be closer. With my shaky hands, I cup her face. Tears are streaming down her face as I draw her in for a kiss. If she’s repulsed by the blood, she doesn’t say. I feel her lips connect with mine. I feel all those wounds stitching themselves back together inside my body.

This has got to be freaking Erin out, but she shows no outward signs. Instead, she continues to kiss me. Eventually, we both have to come up for air. Her lips are smeared with my blood. Good Lord, it’s like a slasher movie in here.

A commotion at the door pulls my attention away from Erin. Dr. Mendhi rushes towards me. My mother takes Erin by the shoulders, gently pulling her out of the way. My hand instantly tries to grab her, pull her back, but I’m too weak.

Erin is enveloped into the center of my family, who are crowding the hallway outside my room. I see Aliah take a tissue to Erin’s face, trying to clean her up. All the time, that beautiful woman never lets her eyes stray from me. Dr. Mendhi is listening to my lungs and heart. I hardly notice. Everything I am is solely focused on Erin.

Time has run out.
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A
 raised
 voice
 stirs
 me. My body aches and my head is pounding. Slowly, I open my eyes. The scene in front of me is… Well, I don’t know what it is. Erin has her back to me. She’s standing at the foot of my bed. Hands on hips, legs slightly apart. She’s in full protection mode. In front of her are ten tall Lochs and one Dr. Mendhi. The raised voice is Erin’s.

“Don’t tell me this is an ulcer, because I will reply, you’re all full of shit!”

“Erin,” Mother pleads. I wonder how long this standoff has been going on.

“No, Victoria. I’m not stupid. This is more than a stomach ulcer.”

“It isn’t an ulcer,” Lucille states.

“Lucille,” my father warns.

“No, she’s right. Enough lying. That said, it’s up to Amelia to tell you the truth.”

“Erin,” I rasp. Ugh, my throat feels dry, and I can still taste blood. You’d think that with me being an avid drinker of the red stuff, my own blood wouldn’t bother me, but it does. Erin spins round. She’s next to me in a second.

“Hey, how are you feeling?”

“I’m okay, I promise.”

“That’s horseshit. Don’t spout crap just to make me feel better. I saw you, Amelia.”

Gone is her fear. Now she is back to the little firecracker I first met. I prefer to see her that way.

“Fine, I feel like crap.” I give her a brief grin, which does absolutely nothing to puncture her ire. It’s inappropriate timing, but she’s turning me on again.

“What’s wrong with you?” Her question is direct, her gaze fierce.

“I’ll tell you; I swear. But not now, please.” I’m in no fit state to be having this conversation. She studies me for a second longer before nodding, her shoulders dropping.

“Can I have a minute alone with Amelia, please?” Dr. Mendhi asks.

Erin reluctantly agrees and leaves with the rest of the family. After that display, I don’t have to be worried about Erin not holding her own. I don’t know many vampires,
 let alone humans, who would stand up to the whole family the way she just did.

“You skipped doses,” Dr. Mendhi says. He’s not asking.

“I forgot,” I say weakly.

“And you almost killed yourself because of it. Amelia, the serum, will only help for so long as it is. Being this close to Erin but not sealing your union is going to catch up to you, and soon.”

“I hear you. I’m going to talk to her.”

“Do it quickly. That was a severe attack. I honestly don’t know if you’d survive another one.”

“Well, it’s better than going slowly crazy, I suppose,” I say deadpan. He doesn’t find me amusing.

“Rest for the next day or two. Doctor’s orders. I have given you enough serum for the next four hours. After that, you must go back to regular injections. You mustn’t miss a single dose. I thought I was clear with you before?”

“Yes, I promise, I’ll take it.”

“Okay. I’ll leave you to sleep for a little while.” He moves from the bed but pauses. His face registers some amusement. “You’ve got yourself a live one there, Amelia,” he grins.

“Ha, you’re telling me.”

My mother is the next person to visit. She looks a little worse for wear. “How are you, love?”

“Could be better.”

“No waiting, Amelia. You have to tell her.”

“I know,” I sigh. “Let me get stronger first. I think I’m going to need the energy to get through this in one piece.”

“She never left your side. I know there is a lot to discuss, and I doubt the path forward will be an easy one for you both, but Amelia, there is no doubt in anyone’s mind that she doesn’t feel the way you do. Or is at least getting there. I imagine she’s still confused by her feelings but… My, my, she gave us all a good dressing down. I was a little scared, if I’m honest.”

I laugh at my mom’s startled face as she relives whatever Erin put them all through.

“I told you she was a fiery one.”

“Indeed. Erin wants to come in. Is that okay?”

“Yes, please.”

Mother leans over and kisses my head. “I love you, Amelia.”

“You too, Mom.”

I take a few calming breaths. Erin dashes into the room, climbing straight onto the bed. My heart already feels lighter. She takes me in her arms, which aren’t that big. We must look a strange sight. Me being so much bigger, nestled in her tiny frame.

“You scared me, Amelia,” she whispers in my hair.

“I’m sorry.” I should also apologize for kissing her with blood oozing out of my mouth.

“Claire is back now. I called her.”

“What time is it?” Erin is still in her birthday dress. “How long was I asleep?”

“Three hours.”

“Erin, I’m so sorry. I ruined your birthday.”

“No, don’t bother.”

“Don’t bother?”

“Feeling guilty. I loved my birthday, but it’s nothing compared to your health.”

“Still.”

“No, enough!”

I’m having mistress fantasies. Erin would look superb in black leather.

“I’m staying with you until you feel well enough to go home,” she states.

“Get comfy then, because I’m about to fall asleep.”

Erin wiggles herself into a better position. She is so comfortable. I breathe in her cherry smell and let myself fall just a little more.
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For three days and nights, Erin stays by my side. Having her hold me through the night increases my healing substantially. Now, though, she is getting irritated with me. She wants me to tell her the truth, but I’m not ready.

“Okay, you’ve finished brunch and you’ve had an hour sunbathing,” Erin begins, her tone curt. We are still at my parents’ house. “You’re obviously feeling better, so it’s time to talk.”

Sitting up from my position on the sun lounger, I prepare myself.

“Okay.”

Erin seems a little surprised I’ve agreed.

“You’re right. I don’t have an ulcer. I do have a…”

What? Disease? Virus?

“…health issue that is rare. The injections help but aren’t a cure.”

“Is there a cure?”

“Not as yet. But Dr. Mendhi is positive he is close.”

“Why do I feel you’re still lying to me?”

Christ.

“Erin, I know I scared you, and I can’t promise I won’t fall ill again. But I don’t want our relationship to be all about it. We’ve gone on a handful of dates. I want to concentrate on that, on us.”

“I’m not going to push you, Amelia. But, if you want there to be an us, you have to trust me.”

“Please trust me
 that, in time, I will tell you everything. Please, Erin, just let me have this time with you.” I scoot closer to her, my face pleading.

“Fine,” she grumbles, but it’s playful. I smile widely, taking her face in my hands and kissing her breathless.

“Want to take a nap with me?” My voice is silky smooth. I have no intention of napping. My libido is through the roof.

“Are you trying to take advantage of me, Ms. Loch?”

God, I love it when she says my name like that.

“Well, we’ve had three dates. Aren’t you supposed to put out now?”

That earns me a smack upside the head.

“That’s no way to charm a lady into bed, Amelia.”

“How about the floor? Couch? Oh, kitchen worktop. You wouldn’t believe the things I could do to you on that!”

Her eyes widen and her nose flares. Yeah, she’s as turned on as me. We’ve been fighting this for a while now. I’m almost positive that if I hadn’t had that unfortunate bloody episode, we would have been with each other physically that night.

“Where are your many
 family members?” she asks against my lips.

“They took the boat out for the day,” I reply, taking her bottom lip between my teeth.

Erin moves with such speed I’m almost bowled over. Straddling my thighs, I hold her close with my hands planted firmly on her ass. The kiss we share is far from sweet. It is demanding and forceful. Clearly, Erin is as frustrated as me.

We’re only dressed in bikinis, so stripping Erin down to her delicious skin will take me seconds. However, I want to savor her, trace every inch of her body as she pushes into me, her pussy seeking purchase through her scanty swimwear.

Erin has her hands in my hair. The gentle scrape of her nails is driving me wild. Slowly, I guide us down to the floor. Making our way to my room isn’t an option. It’s too far away and I’m losing control. In one swift move, I rip off her top, causing her breasts to spill out. They are perfect and ready to be in my mouth. My tongue has a mind of its own, as do my hands. As my fingertips skim over her ass cheeks, my mouth devours her left nipple.

“Christ, Amelia, touch me,” Erin whimpers. I’m having too much fun sucking on her nipples and massaging her ass. “Amelia,” she groans.

There is something stirring in me. A frenzied energy I can feel building from my toes. Shifting, I tug her bikini bottoms off, throwing them to the side. My ears are buzzing. I can only see Erin’s body, only hear her breathy moans. My world has narrowed to an Erin-shaped pinpoint. My knees are on fire from the hard floor, but it’s nothing compared to the avidity I have for Erin’s pleasure. I want her dripping down my face as she writhes.

Her nipple pops from my mouth as I travel lower, grazing my teeth down her stomach. My hands leave the curves of her ass to slide up the back of her thighs. As soon as they reach her knees, I open her wide. The moment deserves a second of silent reverence. Erin is spectacular. Her soft wet folds glisten under the Californian sun. My eyes drift from her pussy up her abdomen to her flushed chest.

Sapphire blue eyes penetrate through to my wanting soul. I am helplessly propelled toward her. I take as much of her into my mouth as I can. Erin’s hips move in time with my tongue. The hold she has on my hair is painful and I want her to do it more.

“Oh fuck,” she pants.

I eat her out with an insatiable appetite. The frenzied energy that was building is now a swarm in my head. I’m deaf to the world, even to Erin. Something is changing. It’s like I’m on the precipice of something wonderful, but I can’t quite reach it.

The sound of Erin screaming my name hits my auditory senses like a crashing cymbal. Erin’s pussy pulls away from my mouth, her hips dropping to the floor. I hadn’t realized I’d hooked her legs over my shoulder and had her ass off the floor as I fucked her.

I so desperately want that feeling back, I want to reach out and grab whatever it was I could feel inside. But it’s gone, just a ghost of a feeling imprinted on my heart. I’m so disconnected I don’t even realize Erin has moved from her spot on the floor.

My shoulders are gently pushed, and then my senses return. Erin is standing, offering me her hand. I take it because I need her to lead for a while. I feel disjointed. This can’t be what a bond with your mate feels like. Maybe because I haven’t come, the bond is only half fixed. As soon as I’m on my feet, Erin turns me. She settles herself on the lounger, pulling me onto her.

“On my face,” she purrs.

With my knees on either side of her body, I make my way up slowly to her head. With a flick of her dainty fingers, she relieves me of my bikini bottoms. I still have the top on, but neither of us seems to care.

Erin is already grabbing my hips, pulling me forcefully into her mouth. The pleasure is instantaneous, but the swarm I felt mere minutes ago doesn’t return. I ride her face, painting her chin and nose with my flowing excitement. I can feel the orgasm building as I grind harder. My hands grip the back of the lounger, steadying my body as I come.

With heaving breaths, I slide down her body, positioning myself at her side. We hold each other as we regain our composure. Erin buries herself into my side. We have done it; we have bonded physically.

So why does it feel wrong?
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I
 ’m
 so
 confused.
 Surely,
 I should feel something significant? The entire bonding process literally changes a vampire. Yet two days after I gave myself to Erin, I feel no different.

Erin finally agrees to go home, which, as much as I hate it, I need. It’s become too easy to have her next to me all the time, and if I was in a better frame of mind, I would do everything in my power to keep it that way, but I’m not.

With Erin gone, I call a family meeting. I haven’t had a chance to tell them about Erin and I bonding. Honestly, I thought they might have been able to tell, but once again, I’m wrong.

My family is sitting at the table waiting for me to speak. I take several gulps of wine to help steady myself.

“I need to ask you something, without interruption or comment until I say.”

My eyes scan every Loch making sure they agree. There is no point trying to talk to them about this if the moment I announce Erin and I fucked, they lose their shit and start celebrating. I wish that could happen, but I know there is something amiss.

“We agree, love, say your piece and ask your questions,” my father replies.

“I need to know how it felt inside when you bonded with your mates physically.”

I see my mother’s eyes open wide with glee, but my father stops her from opening her mouth with a look. I silently thank him.

“I need you to be specific.”

Laurence is the first to answer. “Calm.”

“Serene,” Lucille answers.

Mother raises her hand. “May I ask a question?” I nod. “Have you been physically intimate with Erin?”

“Yes, but I don’t think the bond worked.” My voice cracks with emotion.

What does it mean? Did Erin’s soul reject mine? Was it just sex for her and she isn’t invested in me?

“What happened?” Jacob asks.

“We slept with each other two days ago.”

“And how did you feel?” Aliah interjects.

“Apart from the usual pleasure, I felt…an energy, something wild inside. I was pleasuring her, and this feeling got so strong I couldn’t hear anything but a swarming noise. I couldn’t see anything. It was all-consuming. Like I was close to something but couldn’t quite touch it. I thought maybe we had to climax together for it to work, but now I don’t think that’s the problem.”

Lucille lets out a snort of laughter. “It doesn’t matter who squirts first, you idiot.”

Her mocking breaks what little control I have left. Instead of the anger that I usually feel towards my sister, I just feel beaten. Tears stream down my face and sobs wrack my body.

The scraping of a chair is the only thing I hear until Lucille’s voice is close to my ear. “I’m sorry, Amelia.”

In all my life I can count on one hand the amount of times Lucille has apologized to me.

“It didn’t work, did it,” I hiccup. “I can’t bond with Erin.”

Lucille wraps her arms around me, holding me as I let out days and days of sadness and fear. Finally, I’m all cried out.

“I don’t think it worked,” Lucille whispers. “But I think it will.”

“How?” I’m at a loss. Erin and I are dating. We’re getting closer every day. We’ve bonded physically. What else is there? Maybe it’s time we all faced the facts that this was always going to be a long shot and now we have the answer. On my thirtieth birthday, I will be an unmated vampire.

“Amelia, darling,” my mom softly calls. I lift my head to find everyone looking at me with pain in their eyes. “Have you told Erin who you are?”

“No, not yet.”

“Then there is your answer,” Maria states. “A vampire’s bond has to be physical and emotional. By that, it means giving yourself entirely to your mate. You are keeping such a massive part of yourself from her, there is no way the bond can stick.”

“Maria’s right,” Marcus says. “From what you have described, that wild feeling was your soul reaching out, searching for Erin’s. But Erin’s soul doesn’t know yours yet. The only way to make that happen is to be completely open with her. She has to accept all of you, just as you do her.”

“I don’t know how to do it,” I answer. “When we are together, I could be fooled into thinking she has always been by my side, but then I remember it’s still such a short period. I fear the moment I reveal who I am, she’ll be gone.”

“So, there’s two things you’re not giving her. The truth of who you are and your trust.”

“I think it’s fair to say that in the history of humans finding out we exist, it never goes particularly well,” I scoff.

“Are you really lumping your mate in with the general human population?” Father asks.

“Amelia, you’re scared. You know Erin is the one. Instead of following your natural instincts and primal feelings, you’re letting that big brain of yours get in the way.”

Aliah isn’t wrong. Once again, if this was a vampire I was mating with, I certainly wouldn’t be in my head about it.

“Tell me how to do this,” I practically plead.

“We do it as a family.” Mother places both hands firmly on the table as she rises. In full matriarch mode, Victoria Loch has all our attention. “The mating process is yours alone, Amelia. I understand that, but this part? This we can help you with. Breaking such news is going to be hard on you and Erin.”

“How do you think she will react?” I can’t help but ask. So far, all I have been able to conjure are worst-case scenarios.

“I think she will be naturally shocked and skeptical. However, she isn’t stupid. She clocked on to your so-called ulcer quickly. She knows something is going on. I would also wager she is finding her attraction to you confusing.”

“Thanks,” I joke. The table titters.

“You know what I mean. You are growing close at a remarkable speed, even for lesbians,” Mother says, returning the joke. “Erin might be more receptive to the truth if we can explain her feelings towards you.”

“Your mother is right, Amelia. Let us do this part together.”

“When?” Lucille asks. She’s still hovering by my side, her hand on my shoulder.

“Let’s set up dinner this weekend.”

“Agreed,” calls Laurence. The rest of the table joins in their agreements.

“Once she knows, you all need to go back to your lives, wives, husbands and children,” I say.

“We return to normal when you are out of danger,” Marcus pipes up. I roll my eyes playfully.

“Any idea how we open the conversation?” Jacob asks.

“Yeah, it’s not like we can just casually tell her there are vampires in the world,” Maria chuckles.

“We need to approach it factually. Dispel all the garbage spouted out by idiot humans,” I say.

“Maybe not calling her race idiots, might be the first thing we address.” Lucas laughs. “Remember, you are mating with one. You’re going to need to really overhaul your attitude towards them.”

“I’ll try,” I grin.

“Try hard. Remember, it’s things like that which will keep you from being with her fully. As much as Erin has to accept you entirely, you must do the same.”

“I’m sure we’ve had this discussion before,” Jacob sighs.

“Well, we’ll have it again and again until Amelia gets it through her abnormally thick skull,” Lucille states.

“Okay, so, Family Loch, we’re all set for Saturday as the day we come out,” Lucas laughs.

I laugh along with them all, but there is no amusement inside my head. Not when I could lose Erin forever, in just a few short days.
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“How are you?” Claire asks.

It’s T-Minus two days until I spill all my secrets to Erin. She and I have spent every night together, wrapped up in sweaty limbs. Erin’s appetite for sex rivals my own, or it’s just that we can’t get enough of each other. On the surface, I have been my usual self. Erin hasn’t seemed to catch on to the river of anxiety that flows through my veins as the time counts down.

I returned to Insomnia and the penthouse after the family meeting. Immediately, I filled Claire in on everything that occurred and what was to come. As usual, she is my rock, giving me space when needed, but never too far away in case I crumble.

“I’m okay today. Although ask me in a few hours and we’ll see.”

My fear and anxiety levels seem to peak and trough through the day. One second I feel excited, almost hopeful about telling Erin; it will be a weight off all our shoulders. But then, in an instant, I see doom and catastrophe. I’m just thankful the serum is still working.

“Only a few more days, sweetie, and either way, you’ll be moving forward.”

“Not if she leaves,” I laugh.

“Yes, even if she leaves. At least you will have a direction. Right now you’re just stuck in limbo waiting.”

“Yes, but I’m having fantastic sex in limbo. If she leaves, the sex leaves too!”

Claire swats my shoulder, laughing. Making jokes and laughing at my dire future outcome is one way I’m stopping myself from curling up into a ball and rocking until Saturday arrives.

“You’re too much,” she laughs.

“Who’s too much?” Erin chimes next to my ear. Her voice is a melody that plays my clit to perfection.

“Your girlfriend,” Claire laughs. That’s the first time anyone has used the term to describe us. My eyes dart to Erin, to see how she reacts.

“She’s never too much,” Erin chuckles, kissing my cheek and squeezing my ass.

Okay, so she didn’t object to the label. That’s great. Or did she just dismiss it? Damn, I need to clarify that before my brain latches on to another negative connotation. I cannot live under another black cloud. I already have enough.

“Girlfriend, huh?” I say under my breath. Erin is still close to my face.

“Too soon?” she asks.

“Nope, just wanted to make sure I have permission to shout it from the rooftops.”

“You are
 too much,” she laughs.

I take her hips and pull her close to me. “I’ll show you too much later.”

Our mouths crash together, the kiss turning urgent in seconds. Claire clears her throat, laughing.

“Jesus, calm down, you’ll set the sprinklers off. Plus, Ms. Loch, there is no fraternizing on shift. Your rules.”

I mock glare at Claire but release Erin. “Fine, I’m going to the office to look at spreadsheets.”

“Is that your version of a cold shower?” Claire asks.

“Yes, and if that doesn’t work, I’ll do the staff rota,” I laugh.

Hovering by the door that leads to the office, I watch Erin for a few more seconds. I need to soak up as much of her as possible before Saturday. If I can memorize her smile, her laugh and the way she looks at me, I might just make it through Saturday, because I’m pretty sure the looks she’ll be giving me then won’t hold the same adoration.

“Will you go?” Claire shouts.

I salute, shooting a wink at Erin. Settling at my desk, I skim the files and folders littered about. There are plenty of things I should do, but my focus is shot.

Now and then I shoot a glance at the security monitors. I like to keep an eye out for any troublesome customers, but tonight I want to see my girlfriend. I could close my eyes and sense her, but tonight I need to see her.

What I don’t need to see is Mack North leaning across the bar talking to Erin. Before I allow myself to indulge the jealousy curdling my stomach, I remember my mother’s words. I have to give Erin my trust. With that, I turn away and continue to work.
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S
 aturday
 has
 arrived
 and
 I’m a walking stereotype. Picture every brooding vampire ever depicted in literature and film and there you have it. Erin is sleeping soundly in my bed, and I’m sitting with one leg crossed over the other in a chair opposite, simply watching her.

The sun is ascending and soft rays dance across Erin’s face. My mind has been a mess for days, and sleep has eluded me. I’ve done my best to hide my current state from Erin, and for the most part, I think I’ve been successful. The handful of times she quizzed me, I blamed my mood on work.

The image of Mack talking to Erin in the bar is still etched in my brain. My mother’s voice echoes again in my ears, telling me to give Erin my trust. That’s easier said than done, especially when I’m about to reveal something to her that might send her running for the hills, or into her ex’s arms.

Sitting here is only amping up my anxiety. I rise from the chair and gently place a kiss on Erin’s temple. If I’m to get through today without a nervous breakdown, I need to find some peace. There is only one way for me to do that.

Leaving a note at the breakfast bar, I head to the garage. My bike is sitting there just waiting for me to take her out. Traffic is minimal at such an early hour. I have no place in mind. I just need to feel the rush of the ride.

Further down the coast, blue and red lights distract me. Glancing in my side mirror, I see the police car cruising behind me. Pulling over, I hop off the bike and remove my helmet. Dana steps out of the car. She has a tired smile; I presume she has been on shift all night.

“Hey, early for a ride, isn’t it?”

“Couldn’t sleep,” I reply.

Dana has been true to her word. She’s only expressed support and has allowed me to vent some of my worries over the last several days.

“Want to grab breakfast?”

“Sure, meet you at Bennie’s?”

“I’m right behind you.”

Bennie’s Diner is twenty minutes away, but it’s worth the ride over. The pancakes are to die for. Over the years, Dana and I have used it as a place to decompress.

We sit in our usual booth with our usual order of coffee and pancakes.

“Long night?” I ask.

“Yeah, too long. I think I’m ready for a change.”

“You mean give up the badge?”

“Yeah. David makes enough money for the both of us, and then some. I’m tired, Amelia. Tired of all the bullshit that comes along with the job.”

“What would you do? I can’t see you sitting around all day, Dana.”

“We’ve started discussing a family.”

Placing my cutlery down, I give Dana my undivided attention. Dana and David enjoy their freedom. This is the first time Dana has hinted at settling down with kids.

“Is that something you want?”

Dana nods. “Lately I’ve been feeling broody. David loves kids, and I think we’re in a good place.”

“I’m happy for you both. Truly, I think you’ll make fantastic parents.”

“Thank you, sweetie,” Dana replies, squeezing my hand. “Now, do you want to talk about the real reason you were driving your bike at the ass crack of dawn?”

“My mind won’t shut off. I’ve tried everything, but today…today is probably going to be one of the biggest tests of my relationship with Erin. It’s also going to determine my future.”

“That’s a lot to process. What’s your gut telling you about Erin and her reaction?”

“I don’t know if I can trust my gut. That’s the problem.” I laugh mirthlessly. I’ve never trusted myself less than I do at this moment.

“Do you want to know what I think?”

“Sure.”

“Erin is in deep, Amelia. I know I reacted badly when you told me, but after that, I watched her. She might be human, but she is pulled to you like a vampire would be. Erin may need a few days to let the truth sink in, but I believe she will be okay with it.”

“God, I hope so, Dana.”

“When is the big reveal?”

“Lunch time. The whole family will be there.”

“Have faith in her, Amelia. Don’t presume to know what Erin will think or feel. Trust her to love you enough to stay.”

“Love me. Dana, we’ve barely begun dating.”

“Timelines aren’t relevant in this, you know that. Okay, so you and Erin are a little different, but the feelings are still there. Tell me you don’t love her.”

“Dana, she consumes me entirely. I can’t breathe when I think of her not being by my side. But I understand why I feel that way. What if Erin believes her feelings aren’t real, that they’re just a manifestation—”

“Stop, Amelia, just stop. If you don’t start giving Erin some credit, no matter how she takes the news, your bonding will be unsuccessful because you still doubt her.”

We fall silent as I try to wade through the cesspool of thoughts lodged in my head. “I don’t want to lose her,” I whisper, my eyes slamming shut, trying to stop the falling of tears stinging my eyes.

“You won’t. As long as you give her your all, Erin will stay.”

We part ways half an hour later. Thankfully, Dana changed the subject and distracted me with tales of her recent calls. The sun is up now, and Erin will be awake. Suddenly, the distance between us is too much. Revving my bike, I set off for the penthouse. I need to make love to Erin; I need us to have that connection before we go to lunch.

Erin is lounging in the bed still when I arrive. She’s wearing one of my t-shirts, which drowns her petite body. Her hair is a mess on top of her head, and she’s got sleepy eyes. The coffee she’s clutching in her hand is slowly bringing her into the world of the living.

“You’re back,” she rasps, her voice laden with sleep.

“Just a quick ride. Stopped for breakfast at Bennie’s with Dana.”

“Everything all right?”

“Dana was talking about leaving the police.”

“Wow, do you think she will?”

“I believe so.” Shucking my clothes, I stalk towards Erin. Her eyes shimmer with want as she scans my naked body.

“Well, good morning,” Erin purrs when I reach the bed, taking her coffee cup from her hand.

“Morning,” I mumble into her neck. She smells of the sweetest cherries. My mouth explores her skin slowly. Erin’s hands caress my back as I maneuver myself on top. Her legs open and I rest my torso between them, feeling her pussy, already wet with desire.

“I want us to come together,” Erin gasps as I rock against her.

“Mmmm,” is the only noise I can make. Already I’m fighting the urge to climax. Her folds gliding against my own are a sensational delight. I can feel her clit begging for more.

Our pace increases as excitement overshadows control. My hair falls, cocooning us in an intimate world of gasps and moans. Our eyes are locked as our bodies move to the rhythm of our pounding hearts.

“Harder,” she cries, her body vibrating as I push more. Erin cries out my name, which sends me soaring into oblivion. “Wow. That was unexpected.”

“I couldn’t help myself,” I murmur.

“I wouldn’t want you to.” My head is laying on her chest, I can hear her heart beating. Closing my eyes, I listen and commit the sound to memory.
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The Loch house is eerily quiet when Erin and I arrive. The silence is doing nothing to dispel me of the anxiety pinballing around my body.

Taking my hand, Erin stops us just inside the entrance. “Amelia, is everything okay?”

“Perfectly,” I reply calmly. “Getting hangry,” I grin. Erin’s eyes tell me she doesn’t believe me.

Rounding the corner to the dining room, we are met with a table of sullen Lochs.

“Wow, who died?” Erin mutters.

“Family,” I greet.

“Hello, love. Erin, how are you?” Mother asks.

“Very well. Is lunch ready?”

The conversation is too polite. Every member of my family looks uncomfortable. Mother serves lunch, and silently we all begin eating. Ten minutes in and Erin’s knife and fork clatter to her plate.

“Okay, what’s going on? Did someone actually
 die because this is one morbid lunch?”

My first reaction is to chuckle. I love that Erin doesn’t censor herself around my family. But I soon stop laughing when I see every eye now focused on me. Shit.

“We can talk after lunch,” I say, earning a scowl from Lucille.

“No, I’d prefer to talk now, Amelia.”

Sitting at the dining room table feels far too formal. “Maybe we could adjourn to the sitting room.”

“Good idea,” Father comments. Without another word, chairs scrape back and the entire clan siphons into the sitting room.

“Erin, why don’t you take a seat there, dear?” Mom is pointing to the single seat in the corner of the room. My family squeezes onto the remaining couches. I remain standing, fiddling with my hands by the door.

“I’m seated. Now what’s going on?” Erin looks from my family to me expectantly.

I look at my parents, unable to speak. My mother gives me a reassuring nod. Oh shit, here goes nothing.

“Erin,” I start. My voice is not confident in the least. “There is something I wanted to tell you, but it will require you to be…open-minded.”

“I like to think I am anyway,” she grumbles. “But, okay, go on, my mind is way open.”

“Right, well, okay.” Words are escaping me. I wrack my brain, trying to formulate a sentence that doesn’t make me sound nuts. “Okay, so… Oh, hang on, wait there one second.”

It occurs to me that maybe I don’t have to find the words. In the family office is a record of our family tree, our bloodline. We also keep ancient texts about our species. Maybe if I present them to her, Erin will come to her own conclusion.

I dart for the door, noting the many confused looks pointed in my direction. I don’t care. This is the first time I feel confident that I can explain things properly to Erin. The office door creaks open. I hear footsteps behind me. Unsurprisingly, Lucille barges in with a look that tells me she wants to rip into me.

I raise my hand, stopping her. “Luce, just help me,” I say, pointing to the texts and books.

Lucille picks up on my train of thought and nods. Together, we collect as much as possible before heading back downstairs. Everyone is exactly where they were minutes ago. Erin is raising her eyebrows at me. I stop in the middle of the room and drop everything to the floor.

“Erin,” I say, a little out of breath. “I need you to come here and read through all this.” I wave my hand over the pile of books.

“You want me to read that?” she clarifies.

“Yes, please. Read it all and then we’ll talk.”

With a quick glance at my parents, Erin rises from the chair, takes a few steps forward and then drops to the floor. With one more look at me, she picks up a record of our family tree.

Stepping back, I lean against the wall and watch. Erin meticulously reads each document, pausing now and then to look at me and then my family. We are silent as she pours over everything on the floor.

My heartbeat is a runaway train. I watch on tenterhooks as Erin closes the last book on the floor. She stares at the ground for a few seconds before rising to her feet. Turning to me, she regards me silently. I can feel sweat pooling at the base of my spine.

“Amelia,” she begins, and I am almost sure I am about to pass out. “Are you trying to tell me you and your family are vampires?”
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C
 learing
 my
 throat,
 I
 stand tall and look Erin in the eye. “Yes, that’s what I’m trying to tell you.”

“And even though I don’t think it’s the case, I need to ask; this isn’t some weird prank you like to pull on new girlfriends, or anything like that?”

“No prank.”

“Right.”

What does that mean? Jesus, I’m nearly hyperventilating while Erin regards me. Her body language is impossible to read.

“I’m going to take these books up to your room,” Erin begins. “Then I’m going to reread them and sit with the information for a little while. You,” she points at me, “are going to stay down here with your family. I need some time to sit with this.”

Erin leaves no room for conversation. She has already collected the books and is heading out of the sitting room. My family looks a little stunned. I stand there, not knowing what the hell to do.

“That went well, right?” I finally choke out.

“I think so,” Aliah replies. “She didn’t run out of the house screaming.”

“Yeah, that’s a good sign, sister,” Lucas adds.

“So, what? We just hang around and wait?” Lucille asks.

“Yes,” Father replies. “Erin has asked for some time. It’s the least we can do.”

“Let’s finish lunch,” Mother chimes. I have zero appetite, but I’m not stupid enough to argue. The food sits in my stomach like a bag of rocks. There has been no sound or movement from upstairs. I am fighting myself not to run up there and check on Erin.

“Here,” my father says, passing me a tumbler of bourbon. “This might help settle your nerves.”

“This is torture,” I reply, sipping the amber liquid. I like the burn down my throat.

“It’s going to be okay, Amelia.”

“I hope so, Dad.”

The creak of a floorboard upstairs catches everyone’s attention. I hold my breath, praying silently that Erin isn’t trying to sneak out of the house and out of my life.

“Can you all go back to the sitting room?” Erin calls from the bottom of the stairs. The clock tells me Erin has been upstairs for an hour. Is that really enough time to fully comprehend what we have just dropped on her?


Trust her
 .

We filter back to the same spots as before. Erin ushers me to sit in the armchair. I’m clenching everything as she paces back and forth in front of us all.

“So, you’re vampires.”

“Yes,” I whisper.

“And from what I’ve read, vampires have been around as long as humans.”

“Absolutely,” my father replies.

“Okay, so vampires are real, and you are a family of them.”

“Yes,” I repeat.

“Sorry, I just need to get this square in my mind. It’s a lot.”

“Take your time, love,” Mother reassures.

“Do you drink blood?”

“Yes, but not human,” Lucas pipes up. “There is a lot of misinformation about our species, Erin. We aren’t monsters. We’re simply different.”

“Do you twinkle in the sun?”

We all look at her, confused. Erin is trying to keep a smile off her face. Then I understand the reference.

“No, Twilight
 is definitely not an accurate representation of our species,” I deadpan. Maria lets out a snort.

“Okay, no disco ball skin, that’s kind of a bummer.”

Shaking my head, I let myself laugh. “Erin, please forget ninety percent of everything you have ever heard about vampires.”

“Okay, so tell me the truth. Why aren’t you out in the open?”

“Because of all the lies that have been told,” I state. “We are depicted as devil spawn. For millennia, humans have fed their own fears. It would be too dangerous to live openly.”

“Yeah, I can see that.”

“Ask anything Erin, and we’ll tell you.” Laurance adds.

“The texts gave me an insight into your history. If I read correctly, Victoria and Harlan, you are over two hundred years old.”

“We are.”

“Holy shit,” Erin mutters. “How old are the rest of you?”

“We are the age, you know,” Lucille cuts in. “Well, Laurence and Marcus are a little older.”

“This is the part that is a little complicated to explain,” Mother begins.

I sit back in the chair and allow her to explain how vampires mate. All the time I am watching Erin for her reaction.

“So, at thirty, you change. That is, if you have your mate.”

“Put simply, yes.”

“And if you don’t have a mate?” The family shares a look. “What? What is the problem if you don’t have a mate?”

“The stories you’ve heard about vampires being bloodthirsty monsters,” I start. “There is a degree of truth. If a vampire has not bonded with their mate by the time their thirtieth birthday is over, they become those monsters. Our souls are made to find their other half. Once we are bonded, we become immortal.”

“Immortal.”

“Yes.”

“And if you don’t, you’ll turn crazy?”

“Yes.”

“Then what?”

“The family must put you down.”

“And by that, you mean?”

“Kill the crazy,” Lucille interjects.

Silence descends.

“Amelia.” Erin’s voice quivers and I know what she wants to know. “Have you mated?”

“Yes, I have.”

Erin’s face pales. “Who is your mate?”

“You are.”

Erin stands stock-still, staring at me. “But I’m human. Is that even possible?”

“It’s happened a couple of times in the past,” Laurence says.

“And they were able to live together?”

“No.” Mother drops her head as she speaks. “In each case, the vampire has expired.”

“No,” Erin barks. “No, Amelia, that cannot happen.”

“Before we get into that, I need to know how you feel about all this, Erin.”

“How do I feel? Amelia, I have no idea, this is all…”

“Not about this, about me.”

This is the moment of truth.

“Well, telling you how I feel in front of your entire family wasn’t my plan, but okay. I have been drawn to you from the moment we met, even if I was reaming you out for breaking the rules.” Erin shoots me a wink. “My feelings for you grew so quickly, it’s hard to wrap my head around.”

“That’s your soul calling for Amelia’s,” my father says.

“My soul?”

“Yes. We know a vampire’s soul is always searching for its mate. This is a strange situation. Amelia has had to fight her urges. There was no guarantee you felt the same, but now, I think it’s clear. Your soul has been searching for hers, too.”

“When you say fight her urges? What do you mean?”

“The moment my soul mated with you; it craved that bond. If you were a vampire, you would have felt it too and we would have come together, cementing that bond.”

“But because I’m human, it’s not happening how it should?”

“Exactly. It seems I’ve had side effects from not bonding with you.”

“Are you telling me your so-called ulcer is the result of mating with me?”

“Yes.”

“Jesus Christ, Amelia, I am so sorry.”

I’m out of my chair in a flash. There is no way I will let Erin blame herself for any of this.

“No, stop. This isn’t your fault. It’s not mine either.”

“Mother Nature is a bitch,” she sobs into my chest.

“She is,” I chuckle.

“So what now? Does that mean we can’t bond?”

“We think you can,” Lucille adds. “But you have to give yourselves entirely to each other, Erin. This is a commitment of the deepest order. For Amelia, once the bond is set, she cannot live without you, so, Erin, if you leave her down the line, you will kill her.”

“Fucking hell, Lucille!” I bark. “Too far.”

“No, she’s right. But what about when I die?”

The wind is knocked out of my body. Throughout this entire mess, I have only thought of what happens to me. Selfish doesn’t even cover how I feel right now.

“If I understand correctly, the moment we bond, Amelia will become immortal. I won’t, so at some point I’m going to grow old and die. What happens to her then?”

“We don’t know,” I mutter. I’m so ashamed of myself.

“Well, we need to find out,” Erin states. “There is no half-assing this, right?”

“We are doing our best to find out. The fact is, Erin, all of this is guesswork.”

“We don’t even know if you can bond properly,” Lucille says. I glare at her because I’m pissed, and it’s easy to be mad with Lucille.

“So let’s get bonding,” Erin grins.

“Erin, you need to take some time and think about this. I don’t know how this will change your life, but it will. You need to be one hundred percent sure of this—of us.”

“Of course I’m going to think all this through, but, Amelia, now I understand what I’m feeling, I can’t even imagine walking away from you.”

Her declaration should be music to my ears, but once again, I am left deflated. I don’t want immortality if Erin can’t be with me the entire time. I can’t watch her grow old and leave me.

“I think you two need to spend some time together. Talk it out.” My father has risen from his seat. “We’re here for you both. And, Erin, as far as we are concerned you are a Loch now.”

“Just a really short one,” she quips, causing everyone to laugh.
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Thirty minutes later, we walk into Insomnia. Obviously neither of us are working, but after this afternoon’s revelations, we’re both in the mood for a stiff drink.

Making our way to the bar, Erin suddenly stops and whirls around, her eyes wide. “Amelia, does that mean everyone here is a vampire?” she whispers.

“The clientele are a mix, but yes, apart from you, everyone who works here is a vampire.”

Erin whistles low, “Wow. Even Claire?”

“Yes,” I laugh, “Even Claire.”

“Uh huh, alright, alright.”

“Are you okay?”

Erin is taking this remarkably well, so well, I’m a little worried she’s going to have a meltdown at some point.

“Yes, just letting it all sink in. Stop worrying.”

I scoff because that isn’t going to happen. We get to the bar, and I signal Kit. She pours us our usual drinks without asking. Claire enters the bar, smiling as she comes over.

“Hello, you two.” Erin is staring at her with narrow eyes, which makes me laugh. “I take it she knows,” Claire grins.

“You look no different to me, like at all. Nothing would give you away as being a vampire.”

“Next time I’ll wear my cape and turn into a bat,” Claire deadpans.

“Can you do that?” Erin squeals. “I hate bats.”

Claire raises a single eyebrow. “Are you being serious right now?”

“No, of course not. I’m just messing. Trying to get Amelia to lighten up. Phew, it’s a full-time job.”

“Hey,” I laugh.

“Let’s drink these and go upstairs.” Erin necks her drink and is already leaving the bar.

“I’ll talk to you later,” I call to Claire as I follow Erin to the secret stairs.

Now I haven’t got my family with me. I’m feeling a little more nervous. Erin is not having the same problem. We enter the penthouse, and she flops to the sofa, smiling.

“It’s good to be home,” she sighs and my heart thuds.


Does that mean she wants to be here with me? She called it home, so that must mean something.


“It’s certainly been a day.”

“Come and sit down.”

I make my way over to her. My first reaction is to give her some space, but Erin grabs my hand and pulls me close.

Moving, she ends up on my lap, her hands around my neck. “Are you going to kiss me now? It’s been hours.”

“Do you…do you still want me to?”

“Amelia, I know we have a lot to talk about and there are tons of things you need to explain to me, but at this moment, all I want is the feel of your lips on mine.”

Closing the gap, I kiss her with everything I’ve got. A flicker of a feeling hums in my abdomen. It’s not frenzied or chaotic. It’s the feeling of hope.
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W
 e
 talk
 into
 the
 wee hours. Erin asks questions, some of which are silly, some not. I answer everything. I leave nothing out. By the time we are both fighting sleep, Erin has learned our entire history.

The smell of coffee wakes me. Cracking open my eyes, I let myself adjust to the light stealing into the bedroom. It’s the first time since Erin has stayed here that she is the first one to rise. Sitting up in bed, I stretch my arms over my head. I’m naked, but not because we had sex. It didn’t seem appropriate last night. There was too much to go over.

“Morning, sleepyhead,” Erin calls. She walks in carrying a tray full of delicious smelling treats and, to my utter surprise, a matte black bottle. It’s full of red, I already know that. I’ve kept them hidden ever since Erin started spending time here, but she’s obviously done some investigating.

“Morning,” I reply, eyeing Erin and the bottle.

“So, we have toast, fruit and yogurt, cereal, croissants, and this,” she gestures to the bottle.

“Um, thank you.”

“It’s important you drink it, right?”

“As much as water is important to you.”

“Okay, so drink, eat, and then we’ll talk some more.”

Erin climbs back into bed and starts nibbling on a croissant. I can see her side-eying me as I reach for the bottle. Instead of looking disgusted, Erin seems intrigued. Unscrewing the lid, I take several deep pulls. It has been too long since I’ve had a drink.

With my thirst quenched, I eat some granola with yogurt. I’ve decided not to push Erin, but to wait for her to come to me with questions. The one thing I have learned about her is that she needs time to digest information.

“What does it taste like to a vampire?”

Erin already knows we only drink animal blood.

“Water, I suppose. There is no real taste.”

“Can I taste it?”

I’m visibly taken aback by the question. “Um, if you really want, but I’d hazard a guess it will taste metallic to you, just like your own blood.”

“Probably, but I’m interested.”

Handing over the bottle, I continue to eat my breakfast. I can see Erin from the corner of my eye sniffing the liquid. Unperturbed, she takes a small sip.

“It doesn’t really taste of much, you’re right.”

That’s strange. “Really?”

“Yeah, I mean, there is a bit of a metallic taste, but not much.”

We continue breakfast, and I finish the bottle of red. It’s going to be so much easier keeping myself hydrated now Erin knows.

“What do you want to do today?”

“That’s what I wanted to talk to you about.” Erin moves the breakfast tray to the floor, then snuggles closer to me. “After everything we spoke about, I think it makes sense that I move in here.”

“What?”


Don’t get overexcited Amelia!


“Yes. I can’t see you collapse again, Amelia, and we both know that’s likely to happen the longer I’m away from you. So, until we bond, I want to be here.”

As exciting as that sounds, I’m a little disappointed. Erin moving in should be a celebration of our feelings, not a precaution for my health.

“Sounds like a plan,” I reply with a smile.

“I know that look,” she chides. “I’m not simply moving in because of your health, Amelia. I want to be here with you. It feels right to be here.”

“Erin, you’re not responsible for me. You have to understand that. This, us, can’t be forced.”

“Do you think I’m lying about how I feel?” Erin’s eyes turn fiery. “Amelia, I might not have the primal instinct to find my soulmate like you, but that doesn’t mean my feelings are less. Regardless of all the bullshit, we found each other.”

“I’d love for you to move in, Erin. Nothing sounds better, I just don’t want to… I don’t know, I don’t want to mess up your life.”

“Amelia, you’re pissing me off.”

“What? Why?”

“You’re acting like my being with you isn’t my choice. It most definitely is. Actually, that I’m choosing to be with you should be an enormous fucking clue how I feel about you.”

Erin is now out of bed, standing with her hands on her hips, glaring at me. I do the wrong thing and smile because even though she’s seriously mad at me, I’m enamored by her passion.

“Are you actually laughing at me right now, Amelia Loch?”

Lunging forward, I scoop her up and drag her back to bed. My mouth meets her neck and I kiss her all over. Erin’s fire is doused as she giggles under me.

“You’re right, I’m sorry, Erin. If you want to be here, I want that, too. I want everything with you. No more doubts. What you say goes.”

“Glad we got that sorted,” she mumbles into my neck. “Now,” she continues, pushing me back. “I wasn’t finished talking.”

“Sorry,” I laugh, holding my hands up in surrender. “Please go on.”

“Yes, as I was saying, I want to move in. As for us bonding, I don’t think we should rush it. I know there is a time limit, but like you said, it can’t be forced. I don’t want us spending every second worried that we’re not bonding. I also don’t want our sex life to become that either. When it happens, it happens.”

“Agreed.”

“Good. Now, as for today, we’re going back to your parents’ house for a family meeting.”

“Another one?” I groan.

“Yes, because there are way too many unanswered questions for my liking. We need to band together and come up with a plan of action.”

“You’re very sexy when you get all mistress on me, you know.”

“Ah, something you like, huh?”

“Very much.”

“Maybe I’ll show you my whip one day?” Erin winks at me.

Whip? Is she being serious?

“Whip,” I cough.

“You’re so cute,” she giggles. “I’m going to take a shower. You can join me if you like?”

As if she needs to ask that!

Two fantastic orgasms later, we hop out of the shower, dry, and get dressed. I can’t believe I have to go to my parents’ house again. I don’t think we’ve ever spent so much time together.

We arrive and the house looks like a military war room. “What is this?”

“Erin called this morning and told us to get ready. This is us getting ready,” my father chuckles.

The dining room table is cleared of all place settings. Books and scrolls are laid out meticulously. Each one with a member of the Loch family poring over them.

“Have you had breakfast?” Mother shouts over the din.

“I fed her up, Victoria,” Erin replies.

“Good girl. Right, let’s have some coffee and get to work.”

“What work are we getting to?” I ask, amused. The whole scenario is surreal.

“Yesterday you told me about a legend or tale, one about a vampire mating successfully with a human,” Erin answers.

“Yeah, but it’s just that Erin, a myth.”

“Nope, I don’t think it is. We all know most myths and legends have some grain of truth to them. I think this is the same.”

“Why?”

“Because in all the thousands of years vampires and humans have coexisted, I find it doubtful there has never been a match between the two species.”

“Have you found any proof?”

I know I sound like I’m trying to shit on her theory, but truthfully, I’m scared to get my hopes up.

“I think I
 have,” Marcus calls. “I’ve been wading through folktales all night. The tales are from all across the globe. Usually different countries have different versions of the tale, which in this case is true, but there is a common thread. Every tale talks of a raven-haired vampire born of the original, who fell in love with the human daughter of the first human.”

“Maybe,” I mumble. “Or it could be bullshit and just a story that got passed down.”

“I’m going to smack you,” Lucille announces. “It’s not solid proof, but fuck Amelia, it’s a start. Get off the negative train and start helping out.”

“Lucille’s right,” Erin adds. “Buck up, we have work to do.”
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My eyeballs feel like sandpaper. If I have to read another old scroll, I’m going to drown myself in the pool.

“I need a break,” Jacob whines. “I can’t see straight anymore.”

“Hear, hear,” I call. Slowly, I get up from the table. My back is on fire from the position I’ve held for too long. “Oh Christ, I’m going to need a chiropractor after this.”

“Amelia, it’s injection time,” Erin calls.

“Great,” I groan. Walking towards Erin, I stumble. A pain shoots in my chest. Erin is next to me in a flash. Without asking, she draws me in close, pulling my head down, kissing me with abandon.

“Did that help?” she whispers against my lips. I nod. “Okay, let’s get you medicated.”

We’ve got the whole injecting me in the ass thing down. Minutes later, we rejoin the family.

“I think it’s time we bring in the council,” my father says. “I know we wanted to keep it in the family, but they have access to more information.”

“Will the elders be pissed we kept it from them?” Laurence asks.

“We didn’t. Your father and I spoke to a few people we are close to, remember? The Grand Master is still unaware, but I don’t think we can keep it from him any longer.”

“Will Amelia be safe?” Erin asks, with no thought of her own safety.

“Yes, Erin, don’t worry.”

“Unlike humans, we don’t punish vampires that are different,” I snap.

“Whoa there, slugger, what’s with the attitude?” Erin laughs.

“Amelia hates humans,” Lucille unhelpfully supplies.

Erin rounds on me. “Is that true?”

“No, I don’t hate humans, but I have some issues.”

Honesty is the best policy, right?

“So, you have an issue with me?”

“Honestly, I did when I first found out you were a human.”

“Wow,” Erin scoffs.

“Will you hear me out?”

“Sure, go for it.” Erin stands with hands across her chest. This woman does not give one tiny fuck that she is surrounded by much larger vampires.

“Over the millennia, humankind has demonized us. So much so that we can’t live in the open as our true selves. My dislike for humans is out of fear and a need to protect my family. I know not every human is the same, and since meeting you, Erin, I know I have been shortsighted. I have behaved the way I accuse humans of behaving.”

I hope she Erin can see my regret. I know I need to do better.

“When we held your birthday party, I didn’t even realize that most of the guests were human. It was only when Dana pointed it out I understood how silly I’d been to tar every human with the same brush. Sometimes I still get a flare of irritation, especially when I’m reminded of all the terrible things humans have said and done, but I’m sure you would, too, if our roles were reversed.”

“Probably,” Erin conceded.

“I don’t hate your kind, Erin. I just need some time to adjust and unlearn some things.”

“Fine, I’ll give you that, and I know humans are pretty shitty most of the time, but we’re not all bad.”

“I know,” I say softly, pulling her into a hug.

“Right, let’s cut the soppy shit and get back to it,” Lucille barks.

“I’m going to call Mohan,” my father announces. “I think we should prepare for a visit from the Grand Master.”

“I’ll cook,” Mother shouts excitedly.

“Victoria, we’re not hosting a soirée,” Father laughs.

“We might as well turn it into one, Harlan. It’s been ages, and what better way to introduce Erin to the elders?”

“Elders plural?” I ask.

“Why not? Mohan will need to consult them and the council. We might as well get it all over and done with in one fell swoop.”

“I’m ready,” Erin states.

“Of course you are, dear,” Mother coos. “You’re a Loch.”
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A
 s
 my
 father
 predicted,
 Mohan, the Grand Master, deemed it necessary to visit. My mother has been on Cloud Nine all week planning her soirée. It’s quite nice to see her relaxed and excited for a change.

In fact, everyone, including myself, is looking forward to a night of good food and drink. I can’t remember the last time I got dressed up. I’m very much looking forward to seeing Erin in a gown. Well, I think she’ll be in a gown. She’s so far forbidden me from looking at her outfit.

The house is adorned with Mother’s finest decorations. Caterers and waitstaff have been hired for the event. Every vampire in a hundred-mile radius has been invited. Erin didn’t flinch when she saw the guest list.

“Are you nearly ready?” Lucas asks from my door.

Erin and I stayed at my parents’ house all this week. Considering we’ve all had our noses in books for most of the time, it made little sense to keep trekking back to Insomnia. Claire is back in charge. Erin convinced me to step back, knowing we need to concentrate on finding out as much information as possible about the possible vampire human mating told through stories of old.

I’m still not convinced the folktales hold any water, but I’ve held my tongue. I only upset Erin when I say something, and that’s the last thing I want to do.

“Almost,” I shout. The black jumpsuit looks great on me. It’s one of my favorite and sexiest outfits. My hair hangs down as usual, and I’ve gone full vamp goth on the eye make-up. “Is Erin down there already?”

“No, she’s holed up in Maria’s room. I think they’re pre-gaming if the giggles coming from the room are anything to go by.”

“Oh Jesus,” I laugh. Let them pre-game. As long as Erin is having fun, I don’t care. “What about Mohan? Do we have an ETA?”

“Twenty minutes. Father wants you to be downstairs waiting when he arrives.”

Donning my heels, I give myself one last look over before heading downstairs to the party. Music plays softly throughout the house. My mother and father look every bit the host and hostess. Lucille and Trent are already dancing together.

“Amelia, it’s good to see you,” Misha Limone says. Misha is the CEO of a large real estate company.

“Misha, it’s been too long. How’s Lilian?”

Lilian is Misha’s wife.

“Fat. Her words, not mine,” she laughs. “She’s only got a week left and is thoroughly over the whole pregnancy thing.”

“Poor woman. Send her my love, won’t you? I need to find my father. I’ll catch up with you later.”

Wandering to the bar area, I see my father grab two flutes of champagne. “Here, this is for you,” he says.

“My hero,” I laugh.

“Feeling alright?”

“Fine, I just hope Mohan has some useful information. I’m worried that if we don’t find something soon, Erin is going to flip.”

“When I spoke to him, he seemed to think he might have something.” I nod and take a sip of my drink. “Ah, there he is. Shall we?”

Following my father, I’m grateful Erin isn’t downstairs just yet. If Mohan has bad news or no information to give, I get a few minutes to come up with something to tell Erin.

“Amelia, it’s wonderful to see you.” Mohan Chakan has been our Grand Master for over three hundred years. He is short with a kind face. It matches his character. There is a reason we have voted him into position for so long.

“Mohan,” I say, air kissing his cheeks.

“Shall we have a chat and then we can get to the party? If I know Victoria, the food is going to be phenomenal.”

“Of course,” Father laughs. “You can always count on Victoria.”

We slip into my father’s study. There are already three glasses of bourbon waiting.

“So, I think I have something. After our phone call, Harlan, I went digging in the archives. I believe your theory that the legend holds truth is correct. I believe I found the vampire.”

“The vampire that successfully mated with a human?” I gasp.

“The one and only,” Harlan smiles. My heart is drumming furiously in anticipation. “And it gets better. I know where he is!”

“Good God!” Father barks in surprise. “That’s fantastic. Thank you, Mohan.”

I’m stunned into silence.

“Amelia, honey, did you hear that?” Father asks. His hand is on my shoulder.

“Y-yes,” I whisper. “Oh, my God.”

“Where is he, Mohan?” Father can see I’m overwhelmed and is thankfully taking the lead.

“Ireland.”

“Ireland?” I parrot.

“Yes, as in over the sea and far away,” Mohan chuckles.

“How can you be sure it’s him?”

“I can’t be one hundred percent, Amelia. But I have a good feeling.”

“We have to go,” Father states. “We need to talk to him.”

“Not tonight, you don’t,” Mohan grins. “Tonight we have to celebrate, and I have to meet your beautiful new mate, Amelia.”

My mind snaps out of its fog as soon as Erin is mentioned. I need to tell her, but I’m going to wait until the end of the party. She deserves to have a night of fun, away from all the drama.

“I look forward to introducing you,” I smile. Just the thought of Erin lifts my spirits.

“I’ll leave all the information I have in here. Come back to it fresh. I think it would be a good idea to make an announcement. No need to hide anything.”

“I’m sorry we didn’t tell you straight away, Mohan,” my father begins. “We didn’t want to cause alarm until we had a better idea of the situation.”

“No apology necessary, I understand. Now we can work together and find a solution.”

“Thank you, Mohan.” I hug him hard. His face rests a little awkwardly on my chest.

We exit the study and mingle with the guests. Erin and Maria are still not here. I’m just about to go searching for them when I see the crowd part and Maria waltz in, looking regal as usual. Her midnight blue gown shimmers under the lights. She smiles at everyone and then winks at me. Stepping aside, Maria reveals Erin.

My God, she is radiant. Her hair is swept over one shoulder in all its golden glory. My eyes track her body, which is sewn into an emerald green strapless dress. Although she is in killer heels, she is still smaller than most people in the room, but what she lacks in height, my word, she makes up for in beauty and presence.

Forgetting entirely where I am and the company I am in, my legs carry me over to her automatically. Taking her by the waist, I bend my head, lowering my lips to hers. The kiss is deep, and passion filled. I want to pick her up and take her to bed.

Maria clears her throat several times before pinching my side. I draw back from Erin, still in a world where only she exists.

“You look breathtaking,” I breathe.

“Wow.” Erin blinks several times, trying to recenter herself.

I understand, that kiss was fire.

“Um, Amelia,” she whispers. “Everyone is looking at us.”

Ah, yes, the party!

Taking a step back, I run my fingers over her waist one last time before turning to the guests. Half are smirking and half look utterly confused. This is a room full of vampires, so the moment Erin entered, they would have smelled her.

Mohan clinks his glass several times. “Well, now seems like the perfect time,” he laughs. “First, I want to thank Victoria and Harlan for hosting yet another wonderful event. I think we can all say it’s been far too long.” The room mutters in agreement. “Tonight is special, though. Tonight, I have the greatest pleasure of announcing Amelia Loch’s mate.” Chatter immediately erupts, but Mohan pushes through. “As I’m sure you’ve gathered by that very warm welcome Amelia just bestowed… Erin, come here, dear.”—Erin gives me a confident wink and makes her way over to Mohan—“This lovely lady is Amelia’s mate, Erin.” More rumbling of chatter. “Now, I’m also guessing you’ve twigged that Erin is a human.”

“Amelia mated with a human?” a man says somewhere from the back of the room.

“She did, and we are here tonight to offer our congratulations and aid. We all know this isn’t the usual pairing.”

“Mohan, there isn’t a single case where this type of mating has been successful,” Misha shouts, shooting me a sad look.

“Actually, we believe we have found one. There will be difficult times ahead, but I believe Amelia and Erin will make it through. Will you all hold your drinks in the air and toast the gorgeous new couple.”

Without hesitation, a hundred hands rise in the air.

“To Amelia and Erin.”

“Amelia and Erin,” the room chants.
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I’m fending off questions left, right and center. It’s been the same way for the past hour and a half. I know people are worried, but all I want to do is find Erin—who has been hijacked by Mohan—and dance with her.

“Do you need rescuing?” Lucille mutters in my ear.

“Please,” I beg.

“Amelia, I need to steal you for a few minutes.”

Dragging me a little too hard by the arm, Lucille directs me to the sitting room. I breathe a sigh of relief when I find it empty. Crashing to the couch, I close my eyes, basking in the solitude.

“Care for some company?” An angelic voice paints a smile on my face. Opening my eyes, I look at Erin leaning against the doorframe, taking me in.

“I’d love some, especially if it’s from such a beautiful woman.”

“Always the charmer, Ms. Loch.”

“Come here,” I purr. Erin struts over to me. I sit up, patting the couch next to me. Erin ignores me, hitching up that delicious dress.

Fuck me. She’s wearing a garter belt and stockings. Seductively, Erin lowers herself so she’s straddling my lap.

“Hey, baby,” she whispers.

“Erin, do you know what you’re doing to me?”

“Hopefully getting you wet,” she grins.

“That happened the moment I saw you in that dress earlier tonight.”

“Maybe I could help clean you up?”

I let out a ragged breath. My eyes work up and down her body. She starts gently rocking against me. “Erin,” I warn.

“Yes, Amelia?”

“You need to stop, otherwise I’m going to fuck you on this couch.”

“Oh no. You have to wait for that.” Her hips are still moving. Her hands grasp my face, bringing my eyes up from her breasts. “Later. You can do whatever you want to me.”

“Erin,” I whine-slash-gasp. My panties are completely soaked. I’ve never wanted her so badly.

“Tonight, Amelia.”

“Then you need to leave,” I say seriously.

“We both do. People are looking for you.” The hip roll stops, which is a little upsetting if I’m honest. “Kiss me before we go out there.”

Oh, it’s my pleasure. I kiss her, taking her tongue into my mouth. Licking her lip, I gently bite down.

“Now who’s teasing?” she mumbles.

“Just say the word and I’ll give you anything you want.”

I’m deadly serious.

“Give me all of you,” she replies.

“You have me entirely.”

“I love you, Amelia.”

Pulling my head back, I look in her eyes. There is a fierce determination staring back at me. “Erin—”

“I love you, Amelia Loch.”

“I love you, too. I am yours, from now until forever.”

The kiss this time is tender, slow, and knowing. Take away all the vampire/human crap, the drama and uncertainty and all that’s left are me and her.

“Do you promise?”

“Erin, we have to go to Ireland.”

“Um, that’s not what I expected you to say,” she giggles. “What’s in Ireland?”

“The vampire who mated with a human.”

“What?” She grabs my face forcefully. “You found him?”

“Mohan thinks he has.”

“Oh my God,” she screams.

Oh my God, indeed.














Twenty-Two








“H
 oly
 shit,
 my
 feet
 hurt.” Erin kicks off her heels, stumbling over to the bed.

The party went on far longer than I thought it would. Everyone was in the mood though, so alcohol flowed, and laughter rang out. My heart swelled as I watched Erin mingle. She’s a natural and had everyone eating out the palm of her hand.

“Yes, I don’t think I’m going to be walking far tomorrow.”

“Did you see Mohan? That vamp can dance,” she giggles.

“Surprising for his age,” I laugh.

“How old is he?” Erin is stretched across the bed, her head resting in her hand.

“Old,” I say. Mohan is closing in on a thousand years.

“I’ve got a question about that?”

“Shoot.” I fling off my own heels and settle at my vanity.

“Well, if vampires can live forever, how do you not get noticed? I mean, take the Loch family, for instance. You’re all noteworthy and gorgeous. You get noticed. How have your mother and father been around for two hundred years with no one clocking on to the fact they’ve barely aged?”

“It’s easier than you think, actually.” Placing my last diamond earring on the velvet cushion I swing around to face Erin. “In the days where superstition was rife, it was a lot harder. Anyone could be accused of witchcraft, of being one with the devil. In those days, vampires moved a lot, kept to themselves. Now, it’s much easier. The world only sees what it wants to see. Of course, we have to make up stories and move now and then, but it’s rare that someone looks too closely. Plus, we can blame our youthful complexion on Botox and facelifts.”

“But there are conspiracy nuts out there. Do they ever bother you?”

“Sometimes, but rarely. There have been occasions in the past when a human has gone on a hunting spree. Less so nowadays, but it can still happen.”

“I can see why you were so wary of us humans.”

“But, like you said, you’re not all the same.”

“I know, tonight isn’t the time, but are you nervous about traveling to Ireland?”

“A little, but that’s only because I don’t want to get everyone’s hopes up. Mohan was relatively sure he’s found the right vampire, but until we get there, we won’t know.”

“I have a good feeling about it.”

Standing from the vanity, I stalk towards her. “I can think of something else that would feel pretty amazing.”

“Oh, yes?”

“Mmmm, now stand up. That dress needs to come off.”

Standing, Erin turns her back. I bend forward, planting kisses on her shoulder as I slowly lower the zipper.

“You are gorgeous,” I whisper. Letting go, the dress falls to the floor, as does my jaw. No bra, and that garter belt and suspenders. Erin is my wildest fantasy come to life.

My hands move on their own to her back. I just have to feel her skin. My nipples are hard. I want her to know what she does to me, so I step in close, allowing my breasts to rub against her.

Erin snakes her hand behind to grab my butt. “You have too many clothes on now.”

Remedying that is easy. I flick the straps of my jumpsuit off my shoulders and lower the side zip. The garment pools at my feet. My body is buzzing with need.

“Turn around.”

Erin turns, her eyes never leaving mine. “Tonight, we hold nothing back,” she breathes.

I nod, reaching down to scoop her up. Erin wraps her legs around me. Moving slowly, I turn us and lower Erin to the bed with me snuggled between her legs.

“Just you and me,” I say, almost to myself. I need a reminder that she is mine. It’s just us, together. When Erin told me she loved me this evening, I felt something blossom in my chest. I didn’t tell Erin, but I felt it.

Tonight we aren’t fucking. Our movements are languid. Our kisses are soft but passionate. I feel Erin everywhere. That sense I developed when we mated is heightened. It’s like I can pinpoint her very essence as our bodies connect.

“Inside me, Amelia,” Erin gasps.

We’ve been rocking gently together, building the friction. My hands work deftly to unclip the stockings from her belt. Our mouths continue to explore each other. With a gentle tug, I slide Erin’s thong down her thighs and off her legs. I’d forgone any underwear this evening, so now we are both naked and already sweating.

As Erin glides her hand down my back, a trail of pleasure follows. Making a little room, I bring my hand to her folds. Gently and slowly I circle Erin’s clit. The hand Erin trailed down my back slips between my legs. Our combined groans amp up the pleasure.

Not wanting to tease, I slide two fingers in. Erin is so hot and wet that I have to slow my breathing to stop myself from getting overly excited.

“Oh Amelia, oh yes.”

“I want you inside me too,” I pant.

Wasting no time, Erin slips inside me. As our rhythm synchronizes, and our breaths become more labored, I relish in the orgasm building in my core. When we come this time, I want to be looking Erin in the eyes; I want her to see all the love I hold for her. Damn bonding, damn everything. All that matters is us, here and now.

“Erin, oh yes, I’m going to come.”

“Come, my love, come on me.”

Holy hell, she’s the sexiest thing alive. I pump harder and deeper into her. Our foreheads are together and our lips brush. And then it happens.

“Oh, oh yes, Erin, oh God, I love…you!”

My voice disappears. Everything
 disappears. From the immeasurable pleasure comes a wave of tranquility. My mind falls silent, my body weightless. I’m blinded by a kaleidoscope of gold and blue. If I could describe it any other way, I would say I’m experiencing an out-of-body miracle.

“Amelia,” my name sounds so far away. It echoes in my ears. This feeling is so potent I don’t want it to fade. “Amelia.” There it is again, Erin’s soft voice calling me back to her.

“Erin,” I call.

The world is coming back into focus. I feel her warm body against mine, but she’s shaking violently. The bedroom snaps into view. Erin is staring up at me, her eyes wide. I’m still fingering her slowly. I slow and attempt to remove my hand, but Erin stops me. She holds me in place as her back arches. Those sapphire blues roll into her head.

My euphoria is turning into a nightmare. Erin is still shaking. Her grip is tight on my body. I need to stop; I need to bring her back. Oh God, is she seizing?

“Erin, love,” I shout. Prying her hand off my wrist, I take my fingers from inside.

What should I do? Surrounding her body with my own, I whisper repeatedly in her ear how much I love her. Finally, I feel her back relax. Hovering above, I scan her face desperately.

“Erin,” I choke. Burying my head in her neck, I’m unable to stop the tears from falling. What have I done?

“Amelia.”

Erin’s voice is haunting me.

“Baby.”

No wait, she’s talking, it’s her actual voice. My head snaps up to find her looking at me, a smile on her face.

“Erin, love, are you okay?”

“Did you feel that?” she whispers.

“Erin, are you okay? Can you sit up?”

Erin might look blissed out, but what just happened was not
 normal.

“I’m too tired,” she murmurs, her eyes sliding shut again.

“Shit,” I hiss, “Erin baby, I need to get the doctor.”

“Mmm.”

Snatching a t-shirt from my drawer and a pair of sweatpants, I tear from my room. I know the doctor is here somewhere. Slamming my fist on my parents’ door, I curse out loud.

“Amelia, what on earth—”

“Where’s Dr. Mendhi?”

“Amelia?”

“The doctor,” I choke.

“Guest wing.” My mother looks petrified, but I don’t have time to comfort her. The guest wing is at the other end of the house. I take off running as fast as my legs will carry me. There are several rooms allocated for guests, so instead of knocking on doors I scream his name. Seconds later, a bleary-eyed Dr. Mendhi rushes out of his room.

“Amelia, what’s wrong?”

“Erin, it’s Erin.”

I don’t wait to see if he’s following me. My thoughts are focused on getting back to Erin. My bedroom door is still open. Mother is kneeling by Erin’s side, brushing the hair off her face. Maybe I should have covered her up, but I didn’t think. I just panicked.

“Step aside,” Dr. Mendhi orders. “Amelia, tell me what happened.”

“We…we made love and Erin, she reacted… I don’t know, doctor. I think she seized.”

He checks her vitals. Minutes pass and I’m ready to pass out. What did I do to her?

“Amelia, it’s going to be okay,” Mother says. I wish I could believe her.

“You don’t know that.” I sob.

Waiting is the worst. I just want to scoop her into my arms and make it all better.

“Amelia,” Dr. Mendhi says, causing me to jump. “Did anything happen to you?”

All I can do is nod.

“What’s happening, Doctor?” Mother asks sternly.

“They bonded,” he states. “I’m not sure of the consequences of that for Erin.”

“What the hell does that mean?” I roar.

“Amelia, this is the first time I have seen a human bond and survive.”

“You knew Erin might die if we bonded and you didn’t tell me?”

“I couldn’t know for sure.”

I lunge for him. How could he not have warned me? I would never have slept with her, never have fallen in love. I would rather suffer a thousand deaths than see any harm come to Erin.

“Amelia,” my father roars. All I see is a red mist. My body is pulled away from the quivering doctor. I feel my dad’s strong arms trapping my own.

“Let me go,” I scream.

“Amelia, stop. This isn’t helping.”

“I swear, if Erin dies, I will come for you,” I seethe. The doctor’s eyes widen in fear. As they should.

The bedroom is suddenly a lot more crowded. My siblings are frantically trying to find out what is happening. It’s chaos, but then, amongst the noise, I hear her. My head snaps to Erin. her eyes are still closed, but I know she’s talking to me.

Breaking free from my father’s vice grip, I run to her side, dropping to my knees. Placing my forehead against hers, I calm my breathing and listen. Tuning everything out, I concentrate on her sweet voice. She’s calling my name.

“I’m here,” I whisper. “I’m right here, my love.”

“Am-Amelia?” Opening my eyes, I stutter a laugh in relief when blue eyes meet my own.

“Erin.”

“What happened?”

“Can you move?” There is plenty of time for explanations. I need to know I haven’t paralyzed her or something.

Her body slowly wiggles. She pushes herself up, and that’s when I remember she’s naked with a bunch of people looking at her. Tugging the sheet, I draw it up and under her arms as she moves. I stack the pillows behind her back.

“Wow,” she finally says. “That was a trip.”

“She seems okay to me,” Lucille grins. I shoot a sharp look over my shoulder.

“How do you feel?” I ask.

“Amazing. Amelia, did…did you feel that?”

“Yes, I felt it.”

“Did we…bond?”

“Yes.” I cup her perfect face in my hands and kiss her softly. My heart is still racing, and my adrenaline is pumping. “But you seized and then passed out.”

“I’m not surprised. That was intense.”

“Damn, Amelia, who knew you were that good in the sack?” Lucille cackles.

“Out,” I bark. “Everyone out.”

“Amelia,” Erin soothes. “I’m okay.”

I haven’t even checked to see if everyone has left as I ordered. My eyes remain fixed on Erin.

“I thought, God, Erin, I thought I’d lost you.”

“No, my love. Just the opposite.”














Twenty-Three








“A
 melia,
 you
 are
 driving
 me crazy!”

“I’m just being cautious.”

“I. Am. Fine!”

“Erin, less than twelve hours ago you were seizing in my arms. That is not being fine!”

“Dr. Mendhi has checked me out from head to toe. He says I’m good, and I say I’m good. How about you listen?”

“Dr. Mendhi, pfft, don’t say that name to me.”

“Oh, calm down. I get you’re pissed with him, but let it go.”

“Let it go. He withheld extremely important information from me. And you could have died. Erin, I don’t think that’s something we should simply let go of.”

“Okay, fine, stay pissed at him, but please stop hovering over me.”

“I’m not hovering.”

“You won’t let me get out of bed. I’m fine, Amelia. I can walk and talk. Nothing hurts.”

“Erin, we don’t know what’s going on inside your body.”

“No, we don’t, which is why Dr. Mendhi is going to do tests, but in the meantime I cannot stay bedbound.”

“It wouldn’t hurt you to rest.” Why is Erin not understanding? We have no idea why her body reacted the way it did to our bonding. Instead of being cautious, she wants to act like it’s no big deal.

“It will hurt my sanity,” she huffs. “Plus, we need to pack for Ireland.”

“Oh, I don’t think so. You’re staying here.”

I’m expecting Erin to blow her lid at me. However, I’m confused and slightly scared when she laughs maniacally.

Hovering by the single seat armchair in the room’s corner, I shift from foot to foot. Erin continues to laugh, but now she’s throwing the duvet cover off herself. Planting her feet firmly on the floor, Erin rises in all her small glory. She’s still laughing.

Backing up, my legs hit the seat, causing me to sit. Erin approaches, her head shaking from side to side. The laugh is now a chuckle.

“Oh, Amelia,” she begins. “I think we need to have a chat, my love.”

I swallow thickly.

“You may be used to getting your way. Being the boss of everyone is bound to have given you a bit of a God complex. However, let’s get one thing straight. You and me—we’re partners, equals in life. I’m happy to discuss things, listen to your opinion and compromise. That’s a normal thing a partner will do. What I will not do is let you dictate to me.”

“I’m not dic—”

“Yes, that’s what you just did, and I can understand because it came from a place of love and panic. But, Amelia, I’m my own keeper. I ultimately make my own decisions, for better or worse, I am responsible for me. Just as you are for yourself.”

“But Erin—”

“No buts. I’ve listened to you and taken your concerns into consideration. I have also listened to the licensed medical professional. He’s happy for me to get on with life, as am I. We are going to Ireland together because this affects me just as much as it does you, and like I said before, we are partners. If it makes you feel better, we can bring Dr. Mendhi along with us.”

“He’s useless,” I growl.

“No, he is not. Dr. Mendhi is the one who has the most to offer us right now. Build a bridge and get over this issue you have with him. Okay, so he should have said something about us bonding and the consequences. I think you scared him straight.”

“He risked your life.”

“He didn’t know for sure. But this is what I’m talking about, Amelia. We have bigger things to concentrate on. Put your anger aside. We have a plan and hopefully, when we’ve tracked this super old vamp down, we will have some answers.”

The whole time I have been sitting looking up at Erin tearing me a new one, I can’t help but fall more in love with her. Erin is so strong, much stronger than me.

“I’m sorry, you’re right.”

“I know I am. Now, I’m going to shower, and then I’m going to pack for our trip.”

It’s on the tip of my tongue to ask if I can join her, but then the flashback of Erin seizing and passing out floods my mind and I stop myself from speaking.

Oblivious to my thoughts, Erin heads to the bathroom attached to my room. She closes the door and I let my head fall into my hands. How am I ever going to make love to her again? How can I put her in that position? Dr. Mendhi has no idea if it could happen again. Hell, we’re guessing that the episode last night means that Erin and I bonded. Until I turn thirty, we can’t be sure.

“What’s with the doom and gloom?” Lucille asks from the door. I really need to start locking the fucking thing.

“Not now, Luce,” I say. I’m not in the mood to spar with her.

“I’m not here to bust your balls, Amelia. I came to see if Erin is okay.”

“She says she’s fine.”

“And you disagree?”

“Honestly, I have no clue. Dr. Mendhi says she is okay. Erin says she’s okay, but I’m the one that cradled her body in my arms as she seized. That’s not okay.”

Lucille pushes off the door and heads to the bed. Sitting on the end, she mirrors my pose. “I’m going to say something that you’re not going to like.”

“What a surprise,” I deadpan.

“Yes, but this time I’m not doing it to piss you off on purpose,” she grins. “The fact is, Amelia, you catastrophize everything. You see a situation, and instantly think negatively. I know you blather on that you’re just being realistic, but that’s bullshit.”

“It’s not,” I growl.

“Yes, it is. Amelia, you have been the same way since we were children. This situation with Erin is serious. I’m not disputing that, but you must admit, you’ve fought it the whole way. Since you met Erin, you have been the one to come up with all the worst-case scenarios.”

“Um, look around, Lucille, I was right to worry.”

“Worry, yes, but you’re doing more than that. I heard Erin just a minute ago. She was right to put you in your place. You can’t dictate to her. You can’t take this on like it’s your problem alone. Amelia, your whole family has been trying to help for years but you’ve resisted, convinced the worst was preordained. You are making this harder.”

Am I?

“I like Erin. She won’t allow you to get away with it.”

“I’m aware of that.”

“Let people in Amelia. Let us help.”

“I have!”

“Only when you literally collapsed.”

Okay, she’s got me there, I suppose. I exhale. My body is wracked with fatigue. I don’t think I had a minute of sleep last night.

“I don’t know what to do, Luce.”

“Yes, you do. You’re going to Ireland. You’ll find this vamp and gather as much information as possible. And…”

I don’t like where this is going.

“You’ll have us all there to support you.”

My head whips up. “I’m sorry, what now?”

“That’s the real reason I came up here. Obviously, I wanted to check on Erin but also to tell you that mother has ordered the family to prepare for a trip to Ireland.”

“Why?” I screech.

“As I said, Amelia, to help and support. Anyway, it’s been ages since the Lochs had a family vacation.”

“We all went to Vegas last year,” I protest.

“Yes, but we’ve never been to the Emerald Isle.”

“But—”

“Why are you even trying to argue? Mother has spoken, end of discussion. Get packed and make up with Erin.”

Lucille flounces out of the room. I hate it when she gets the last word. Scrubbing my hands down my face, for what feels like the millionth time, I take a breath. I need to stop fighting the help being offered. And I know I need to look for the positive in all this. I have to, for Erin.

“Shower’s free, babe,” Erin calls from the bathroom. I pad over, slinking in just in time to see Erin towel herself off. I don’t think I’ll ever get used to how beautiful she is. My carnal urge is to get her against the sink and plunge my fingers into her until she screams, but the fear that overwhelms me a second later stops me yet again. I quickly shed my clothes and jump under the hot stream of water.

Erin leaves me alone. Flicking a switch on the panel by the tap, I wait for music to flood my bathroom. My head is a hive of questions, and I desperately need a few minutes of respite.

The soothing voice of Eva Cassidy lulls me into a serene state of mind. I wash my hair and body, feeling invigorated once again. Stepping out of the shower, I let my body sway to the rhythm as I dry myself off.

“My God you’re sexy,” Erin says. My eyes open to find her grinning at me devilishly as she scours my body, her hunger for me clear in those expressive eyes.

I give her a wink, but nothing more. Walking up to her, I peck her on the cheek and head to my closet. Dressing, I continue on as if nothing is out of the ordinary. Which it is. Before last night, I would have taken Erin up against the door as soon as I spotted her looking at me. Now? I can’t do it.

“Are you packed?” I ask.

“No, I literally just got out of the shower,” she laughs.

“Well, we best get to it. Apparently, the family is coming along now.” I roll my eyes.

“Ah yes, the family that saw me buck naked last night.”

Shit, I forgot about that. “I wouldn’t worry. I covered you quickly.”

“Amelia, I’m kidding. I don’t care if they saw my tits. Hell, they’re fabulous,” she smirks.

“Yes, they are.”

“You don’t seem too happy they’re tagging along.”

“You wouldn’t be either if you’d ever experienced a Loch vacation.”

“Oh, it can’t be that bad, surely.”

“Ha, you have no idea.”

“Tell me!”

“Oh no. This you have to experience.”

Erin pulls me in by the waist. I’ve managed to get a bra, panties, and slacks on.

“I’m looking forward to being part of it,” she whispers as her lips skate across my neck. My clit twitches and pulses. Her lips are enough to get me off. I know it.

“You are…” I swallow thickly again “…part of the family.”

“Good.” Her tongue licks the shell of my ear. Erin is driving me nuts. God, I just want to rip her robe off and fuck her senseless.

“We…we should get ready.” I pull away, pecking her on the temple. Throwing a jumper over my head, I step away from Erin, who is looking at me with drawn eyebrows. I take my suitcase from the back of my closet and set about ramming the clothes inside.

“Okay,” Erin finally says, elongating the word.

Of course, she knows I’m acting weird, but I don’t have it in me to have that conversation yet. Not when she’s just going to tell me she’s fine and I’m overacting. Not when she finds out the thought of sleeping with her again scares me to death.

Silently, we organize ourselves. I excuse myself to call Claire and fill her in on our plan. Insomnia will be in her sole care for the foreseeable future. Honestly, I think it’s best if I bring Claire on as a business partner, officially. God knows what the hell will happen over the next twelve months. I need Claire to take over my responsibilities. And, in the event I turn into a raving lunatic on my birthday, I want to know my legacy will continue in capable hands.

Is that me catastrophizing again?
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“L
 ucille
 Loch,
 if
 you
 don’t stop hitting your brother, I’m going to instruct Nathan to turn this jet around and take us back to LA.”

“He started it,” Lucille whines, making me titter.

“And I’m finishing it,” Mother declares.

Erin’s shoulders are shaking with silent laughter. I did try to warn her that a Loch vacation was going to be interesting. So far, we’ve endured Lucas’s snoring. Lucille’s attempts to beat Jacob. Aliah’s off-key singing and my father’s insistence we all partake in travel games. All that and we’ve literally just taken off. For once, I’m pleased we are using a private plane. The public shouldn’t be subject to this.

After I got over the shock of knowing all my family planned to join us on our trip to Ireland, I refocused on keeping my eye on Erin. Everyone gave her a hug when we ventured downstairs this morning. A choir of “how are you” was followed by an “Erin, you have fantastic breasts.” It shocked me to hear Aliah
 make the statement, when that was prime Lucille. Before I could admonish Aliah for being crass, Erin spoke up. “Thanks, I grew them myself.”

With everyone laughing, including me, we began our epic journey. I say epic because any time I have to spend traveling with all my siblings is
 an epic effort on my part not to kill them after five minutes.

“How are you feeling?” I ask Erin quietly. She rolls her eyes, but at least answers me.

“I’m fine. Just like I was ten minutes ago, and ten minutes before that.”

“Okay.” I’ll drop it for now. Spotting Marcus, I give Erin’s knees a quick squeeze and head over to him. Maybe giving Erin a bit of space from me is what’s best right now?

“Marcus, you’re looking rather thoughtful on your own over here.”

“Just thinking.”

“Anything you want to talk about?”

“I suppose I’m just psyching myself up for the trip. It’s never easy to travel with you lot,” he smirks. Marcus and I share a dislike of family trips, for the same reasons. We’re all adults and yet revert to adolescent assholes the moment we hang around each other for too long.

“Well, I’m trying to stop Erin from giving me death glares every five seconds, so mind if I sit with you for a while?”

“Ah, you’re being overbearing, right?”

“Can you blame me?”

“No, not at all. Honestly, Amelia, I’m not sure how I would have reacted if in your position.”

“Well, according to Erin, not well,” I chuckle.

“Has Dr. Mendhi done his check-up?”

“Yes, but only after Erin made me leave.”

Marcus laughs. “You scared the piss out of him, Amelia.”

“I wanted to rip his throat out.”

“He should have told you his theory or concerns. But let it be now. He’s here to help.”

“Mmm, something Erin also said.”

“Listen to her. There’s a reason she’s your mate.”

“What does that mean?”

“You’ve always needed someone to call you on your shit and not let you wallow. Erin is that person.”

A smile breaks across my face. I can’t help it. Every time I think of Erin and the fact that she is mine, I’m filled with overwhelming joy.

“She is, which is why I’m giving her some breathing room. I pissed her off this morning.”

Marcus laughs again. “Shocking.”

“Yes, well, it wasn’t my finest moment. Fear is a great motivator to say and do stupid things.”

“It sure is. How are you feeling about Ireland?”

“I just hope it gives us what we want. Mohan only had an address. We might be disappointed by what we find. Erin is upbeat about it—”

“But you’re not feeling so chipper?”

“Exactly. Nothing about this mating has been easy. Why should it start now?”

“Because the universe owes you one,” he smiles. “If the vamp has moved on, we’ll do everything in our collective power to find him, Amelia.”

This is what Lucille was lecturing me about this morning. I don’t know why the idea of my family’s help puts me on the back foot, but I have to stop resisting and accept it.

“I know you will, and I love you all for it.” The sound of Aliah hitting a high note off-key makes us both wince.

“Even when you have to put up with that?” Marcus jokes.

“They invented valium for a reason,” I laugh. We fall silent for a few minutes. “What do you think happened to Erin?” I ask quietly.

Marcus has spent more time than all of us studying scrolls and texts. He’s also learned as much as he can about our physiology and the change that occurs after mating.

He blows out his cheeks. “It’s really hard to say. I’m sure Dr. Mendhi has his theories.”

“What are your
 theories?”

“We know a vampire’s soul actively searches and bonds with its mate. As far as we know, a human soul doesn’t work the same way, but it’s my guess that for whatever reason, and I really don’t know how or why, but Erin’s soul was almost… What’s the word… Activated? Awoken? I think her body reacted to her soul reaching out to yours.”

My gut is telling me he’s on the right track. I need to talk to Erin again. After last night, I was far too worked up to fully understand what she felt. My chin is cradled in my hand, which is resting on the fold-down armrest.

“Mm, I think you’re right.”

“It’s a complete guess, Amelia.”

“I know, but it’s still worth considering. I need to talk to Erin.”

“Do it then.” Looking over my shoulder, I watch Erin laugh at something Maria has said.

“I’ll talk to her tonight when we’re alone.”

“Do you think his human is still alive?”

He, being the vampire, we’re looking for. Marcus’s question makes my stomach roll. It’s the question I’ve tried to avoid thinking about the most.

“I hope so,” I breathe.

“Looking at it from a scientific point of view, I would say she would have to be.”

“Meaning?”

“His soul bonded to her. We know that once that happens, one cannot live without the other.”

“Riiight.”

“If she died, I doubt he would still be alive. At least, I doubt he would still be sane.”

“He could have fallen,” I say.

“No. Mohan knows all the fallen vampires.”

“True.” My heart skips a beat. Marcus is talking logically, and for once, the news looks favorable. “I’ll ask the good doctor.”

“Play nice,” Marcus smiles.

“Always,” I laugh. Standing up, I look down the aisle. Dr. Mendhi catches my eye but looks away quickly. I feel a little bad now. Erin and Marcus are right. I need to move on.

“May I sit?” Dr. Mendhi shuffles in his seat, looking nervous, but nods. I slip into the empty seat and cross my legs. “Do you think the human is still alive?”

“I take it you mean the human that successfully bonded with the vampire we are visiting.”

I thought that was obvious! “Yes, the very same.”

“Yes.” His answer is confident. “I don’t believe the vampire in question would be still here if she were dead.”

“You sound sure of that.”

“It’s a fact that our souls link. The bond cannot be separated.”

“But that begs the question of how
 she is still alive.”

“Doesn’t it just,” he replies with a twinkle in his eye.

“Care to share your theory, doctor?”

“Okay. It’s my belief that her body must have changed cellularly, like his did.”

“But how? Human bodies differ from ours. That’s
 scientific fact!”

“Indeed, but like all living things on this planet, evolution plays a part. If it didn’t, we would still be fish.” He chuckles at his own joke. “It makes sense to think humans and vampires would eventually evolve to allow crossbreeding.”

“And you think that’s what happened with the vampire and human who successfully bonded?”

“Yes, but until I see and examine her, it’s just a theory.”

“Thank you, Doctor… And thank you for tending to Erin last night. I apologize for my behavior. Then again, I don’t like to have information withheld, so in future…”

“I won’t keep anything from you again.”

Nodding to end the conversation, I head back to Erin, who is now alone.

“Hey.”

“Hey to you too. Did you make amends?”

“I did.”

“Thank you.” She leans over and kisses me sweetly.

“Still enjoying the trip?”

“Oh yes. The more time I spend with your family, the more I love them.”

“Huh! It has the opposite effect on me,” I grumble. Erin bats my arm playfully.

“What were you talking with Marcus about?”

“Oh, this and that.”

“You are a terrible liar. Where’s that smooth poker face you had in place when we first met?”

Laughing, I shake my head. “You, Erin Hanson, stripped me of every ounce of smoothness I had the moment those fiery eyes locked on me.”

“Really? I wonder what else I could strip you of.” Erin’s voice is low, only above a whisper. Her hand snakes to the top of my thigh.

“Easy, tiger,” I laugh, but it’s forced. Erin’s eyes squint almost unperceivably, but I catch it. I know she senses there is more going on. “No sexy times with all my family close by.”

Erin removes her hand from my leg and crosses her arms over her chest. “Amelia, what’s going on?”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, this is the third time you’ve looked uncomfortable when I’m making a move.”

“I’m not uncomfortable. Well, maybe a little, but that’s only because my family is right there.” I hook my thumb over my shoulder for emphasis.

“Hum, okay, so when we get to the hotel, you’ll be perfectly happy stripping naked and fucking me.”

Well, she gets straight to the point, doesn’t she?

Taking a quick look around to check none of my nosy siblings are eavesdropping, I scoot closer to Erin.

“My love, we have plenty of time for sex. It’s going to be a long day of traveling. I’m sure we’ll both be shattered by the time we fall into bed.”

Erin sits up straighter. “I knew it,” she exclaims a little louder than I would like. “You’re scared to touch me, aren’t you?”

It sounds like a question, but I think it’s more of a statement.

“Of course not,” I lie terribly.

“For a smart woman, you are acting pretty stupid right now, Amelia.”

Well, ouch!

“This bonding thing, you know it works both ways, right?”

Um, what does she mean by that?

“Meaning?” I stutter.

“Meaning that if you’d talked to me about last night, I could have warned you I can do that thing, you know, the thing you do with me?”

I’m utterly confused.

“I can sense you. In here.” She points to her chest. “I can close my eyes and know where you are.”

“You can?” This has to be proof of Marcus’s and Dr. Mendhi’s theory, right?

“Yes, and I can also sense when you are lying to me.”

Well, shit!

I clear my throat, suddenly feeling parched. “Are you thirsty? I’m thirsty. Let me grab a couple flutes of champagne.” I don’t wait for Erin to answer. Unfortunately, grabbing two drinks takes me all of thirty seconds to do.

“Are you done chickening out now?” Erin asks, looking amused.

“I don’t chicken out,” I say boldly.

“Oh, yes you do,” Lucille laughs from behind me. I should have known the Wicked Witch of the West would somehow ingratiate herself into my very private conversation.

“If you’re referring to the time, you dared me to eat three ghost peppers, then fine, I chickened out. I like to think I’m just not as stupid as you, dear sister. Now would you kindly fuck off so I can talk to my girlfriend?” I hiss.

“Ooh, someone’s a little touchy today,” she cackles, but does, in fact, fuck off.

“You were saying,” Erin continues.

Downing the entire flute, I face Erin. “I love you, Erin, and as often as you tell me you are okay, I have last night seared into my mind. Every time I close my eyes, I see and feel you convulsing. The thought of that happening again, because of me, is terrifying.”

Erin cradles my cheek with her hand, bringing the free one to my heart. “I think it’s time to talk about what I felt last night, Amelia.”














Twenty-Five








E
 rin
 is
 looking
 at
 me with so much emotion as she holds my face with one hand and rests the other over my heart.

“Last night,” she begins. “I felt…something beyond euphoric, Amelia. When I came,” she says quietly. “I felt as if I left my body.”

“I felt that, too.”

“It’s difficult for me to put into words what happened. The pleasure was so intense. But I think it wasn’t just my orgasm I could feel. I know it sounds weird, but it was like your energy was flowing through me, gripping every cell. And then suddenly everything fell silent and calm. I felt so safe. Like I’d come home. Does that sound stupid?”

I shake my head because it sounds far from stupid. Erin is describing everything I felt.

“No Erin, it sounds perfect.”

“You felt the same?”

“Yes. Which is why it took me a little longer to come back down to Earth. That’s when I saw you fitting.”

“I heard your voice,” she mumbles into my lips, her breath caressing my face, her nose brushing my own. “You were calling me.”

“I called your name. I needed you to come back to me,” I choke at the mere memory of that moment.

“Amelia, I came back. I never left. If anything, I was so wrapped up in us, in you. We were closer than ever before.”

“It scared me, love.”

I hate feeling so vulnerable. It’s not a natural thing to enjoy, right? But with Erin, that’s all I feel, for better or worse.

“I know. And I’m not dismissing that, but, honey, you can’t not
 touch me ever again! We can’t stop living. There is still so much for us to learn as a couple. I’m so excited about that! I know we’ve skipped a few steps, going from three dates to madly in love, talk about lesbian stereotypes.”

I huff out a laugh. “We’re stereotypes on steroids.”

“But that doesn’t mean we aren’t still a new couple. I want romance and dating. I want to learn all your habits, even if they piss me off,” Erin chuckles. “I want the honeymoon period, where we can’t keep our hands off each other, Amelia.”

“Trust me when I say I struggle minute by minute not to touch you,” I whisper.

“Then please don’t hold back. Trust in me and the doctor to know what’s best for my health. I won’t keep anything from you, I promise.”

With Erin’s scent invading my senses, I’m struggling to come up with a counterargument. Maybe it’s a sign that I should stop fighting and just let go. Be with Erin and put my fear to one side.

“Okay, I’ll try. But I can’t promise not to worry, Erin.”

“Me, too. Don’t forget that I know how this could end for you as well.”

I sigh out a breath and let my forehead lean against Erin’s. “I love you.”

“Then take me to a secluded spot on this damn jet and show me.”

Thankfully, we are on a business jet that has a bedroom. Usually, that’s reserved for my parents when they have long-haul flights, but today, I think we’ll commandeer it.

Taking Erin by the hand, I pull her from the seat. I ignore everyone’s eyes staring at us, and I ignore Lucille’s wolf whistle as we make our way to the back of the plane.

Rushing through the small door, I kick it closed and throw Erin onto the bed. It’s smaller than my king, closer to a full-size mattress, but it doesn’t matter. I don’t intend for there to be much space between us.

Erin shuffles up the bed, her hair ruffled. Without taking my eyes off her, I strip. Thank God I wore sexy lingerie. As Erin said, we’re still a new couple. No reason for Erin to get acquainted with my granny panties just yet. Because yes, even the smooth and mysterious Amelia Loch needs comfy underwear.

“Fuck, Amelia, you are something,” Erin breathes out. Her eyes are black pools, and she is unconsciously licking her lips. I did well to choose black lace.

“Now you,” I say. I want to watch Erin peel those clothes off her sumptuous body. Rising to her knees, Erin undresses. I take a step back and flick the lock on the door. Nothing is going to disturb us.

“What are you waiting for?” Erin smiles.

I’m waiting for my heart rate to calm down. Oh, how I wish the bed had a sturdy frame. I would love to tie Erin to it, make her beg until she is ready to come with just the slightest touch. Oh well, I’ll have to wait for that. Instead, I step forward and drop to my knees at the end of the bed. Crooking my finger, I beckon her closer. Erin crawls to me.

I pat the bed in front of me. “Sit.”

Gracefully, Erin swings her legs around. Casually she leans back on her hands, staring down at me. I’m staring at her crotch because I can already see the damp patch growing darker as she becomes wetter.

I want to take my time, but that’s proving difficult. Clad in red lace, Erin is a vision and a tease. My hands start from her ankles and slowly glide up her silky sun kissed legs. There is already a slight tremble in her thighs. My fingertips ghost across her skin.

Lifting her hips only a fraction, Erin urges me to remove her panties. I oblige. My eyes track the red lace as I pull them gently from Erin’s body, dropping them to the floor. Her legs are already spread, but I want them wider. Tracing back up to her knees, I use my palms to open her wide. Slick folds glisten, and my whole body thrums with anticipation. I know what heavenly taste awaits me and I’m in a rush to savor Erin once again.

Her heady scent is making me dizzy, but I slow down. I want to see all of her, and I want to suck on her nipples. Snaking my hands up and around, I unfasten her bra, pulling it away. Leaning in, I lick my way from her navel to her left breast, greedily taking her nipple between my teeth. The hiss Erin sucks in as I consume her is highly satisfying.

“More,” she commands.

Not one to disobey orders, I tongue my way over to her right nipple, giving it the same attention as its twin. Erin is scraping her hands through my hair, tugging it when I suck a little harder.

Releasing her breast with a pop, I kiss my way down to the apex of her hip. With one last kiss, I pull myself away. I need to see her in all her wanting glory. Erin is gripping the bed sheet hard, her knuckles white. Her breathing is erratic and her gaze animalistic.

“Amelia,” she growls. Shivers run down my spine.

Hooking her knees with my hands, I throw her legs over my shoulders. Erin’s top half drops to the mattress with a relieved sigh. She knows I’m about to give her what she wants. The waiting is over.

I place open mouth kisses, with the hint of teeth on the inside of her thighs. For a split second, I am hit with panic as the memory of last night enters my mind. Mentally batting it away, I continue on. My nose brushes through her short curls and I inhale deeply. Is there a more delectable scent than a woman? I don’t think so.

Erin is already moving her hips, waiting for my tongue to connect to her pussy. A small grin etches on my face. I could keep her on the edge for a little longer but I’m a little afraid of what she might do. A small laugh escapes my throat. For once in my life, I can safely say I’m not the boss in this situation. Erin is a power bottom, and she instructs me perfectly.

Feeling Erin’s hand grip my hair, I lower my tongue, delicately tracing her swollen lips.

“Yes,” she pants.

Yes indeed! I’m in heaven as I continue my gentle exploration. I have the willpower of a saint because all I want to do is bury my face in her pussy, but I want to stretch out her pleasure more.

“Mmmm,” I hum because she really is delicious.

“Amelia, please.”

“Please what?” I mumble into her clit.

“More,” she moans.

My hands squeeze her thighs as I prepare myself. I’m going to eat Erin out and then flip her over and fuck her from behind. My pussy jolts with excitement at the thought. Rubbing my nose through the length of her slit, I slip my tongue into her entrance.

Erin’s hips push forward as she invites my tongue in deeper. She is so wet I can feel her dripping down my chin. Swiping up with my tongue flat, I find her clit and suck, taking her into my mouth with vigor.

“Oh my god,” she shouts.

I’ll put up with the ridicule from my family for this. I’ll put up with anything to hear Erin scream. My rhythm increases, as does the pulsing between my legs. Erin clamps her legs around my head as the trembling increases in speed and intensity.

“Yes, yes, yes,” she chants. I watch her back arch and I pray she is okay. I continue sucking until a deep, guttural moan echoes through the room. Erin’s body goes still, and I am on top of her in an instant.

My heart is in my stomach, but the sight of her blue eyes and wide smile calms me instantly. She’s okay! Oh, she’s more than okay. She’s pushing my lace panties aside and circling my clit.

“Yes,” I pant, dropping my head to her neck. God, I need this.

“Roll over.”

There goes my plan of fucking Erin from behind. The second my back hits the bed, Erin tugs hard on my panties. I laugh when she throws them over her shoulder with a smirk. Instead of unclipping my bra, she pulls the cups down, allowing my breasts to spill out. Simultaneously, Erin fondles my right nipple with one hand and enters me up to her knuckle with the other. The sensation of having my nipple played with and my pussy pounded is out of this world.

My body arcs and writhes as Erin relentlessly plays me to perfection. And then I feel it, the moment she rubs her fingertips across my G-spot. There is no stopping the sound that emanates from my mouth or the shuddering orgasm that makes me flood Erin’s hand.


Holy Shit!


It takes several seconds for the white spots to stop dancing in front of my eyes.

“How was that?” Erin asks with a knowing smile. She buries her head into my neck, her body relaxing on top of mine. Circling her waist with my jelly arms, I hold her tight, breathing her in.

“That was unbelievable,” I gasp, my breathing still erratic.

“Yes, it was,” she sighs. “Does it feel different to you now?”

“It was definitely more intense, I think. How do you feel?”

“The same. Every touch felt…more. That orgasm was…”

“Yeah, it was,” I laugh. “You’re sure you feel okay?”

“I promise. I only feel good things. Wonderful things.”

We fall silent as our breathing evens out. Instead of dread and panic, my mind is clear and light. Peering over to the clock on the wall, I calculate how long we have until we reach Ireland. Six hours remain. I left the arrangements with my parents. All I know is we will land in Dublin and then we’ll drive an hour to a place called Mullingar.

Erin’s breathing is slow and deep, her body completely lax on my own. Closing my eyes, I inhale deeply, allowing her cherry scent to lull me to sleep.
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I
 leave
 Erin
 to
 wash up in the bathroom. It gives me time to face the family and allow them to get their jibes in. Lucille spots me first and grins. I roll my eyes.

“Good nap?” she asks.

“Spectacular, thanks for asking.”

“Oh, calm down,” she huffs. “We all put our headphones in the minute you dragged poor Erin away.”

I eye her suspiciously. “Did you really?”

“Yes. Believe it or not, Amelia, I do not want to hear you smashing clams with your mate.”

“God, you’re so crass,” I hiss.

Lucille laughs. “We all know what it’s like when you find your mate. Trent and I didn’t leave our room for days.”

Continuing down the aisle, I stop at the table with food piled high. “We’ll be landing soon, Ms. Loch. I need to clear this away.” Amanda, the flight attendant, says. I grab a couple of croissants and a glass of orange juice.

“It’s all yours,” I smile. My parents are sitting with Laurence and Marcus. They have their heads bent over a map of Ireland.

“Ah, Amelia dear, good to see you. Where’s Erin?”

“I’m here,” Erin calls, taking the glass of orange juice from me. I hand her a croissant, too. We worked up an appetite.

“Marvelous. We were just going over the itinerary.”

“Isn’t the itinerary to go to this man’s house?” Jacob laughs, settling on the arm of my father’s chair.

“Yes, and that’s the itinerary I’m talking about.” Mom gets huffy when she’s asked stupid questions. “We land soon. There will be a car waiting for us. Once we reach Mullingar, we need to decide if you want to head straight to the address or find a hotel.”

“Straight for the address,” I say without pause. I have no intention of dragging this out a moment longer than necessary.

“Fine. And if this vampire isn’t there?”

“We find a hotel and regroup,” Erin answers.

“Did anyone think to call the man?” Aliah shouts from further down the aisle.

“No registered telephone,” my father answers.

“Does he live in town or in the countryside?” I ask.

Marcus and Laurence share a smile. “He lives in the countryside. We Googled the address.”

Why do I feel I’m missing something?

“And?”

“And what?” Laurence answers.

“Have you seen the house?”

“Yup,” Marcus chuckles.

“Care to share the joke?” I snap.

“Nope,” Laurence grins.

“You know I could just google it myself, right?”

“No, please don’t,” Marcus pleads playfully. “Just wait.”

“Do you know what they’re finding so funny?” I ask my parents. They both wink.

Erin places her hand on the base of my neck. “Let them have their fun, babe.”
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“Are you kidding?” I ask sharply. Marcus and Laurence laugh. My parents grin. Erin looks confused.

The house we are approaching isn’t a house at all. It’s a castle. A gothic castle.

“What’s the problem?” Erin asks.

“It’s a bit on the nose, don’t you think?” I say, scrunching up my face.

“Oh, because of the whole Dracula vibe,” she titters.

“Yes. It’s gross.”

“Was Dracula real?” Erin asks. Whipping my head round, I glare at her, only to see the sparkle in her eye.

“You’re funny,” I deadpan.

“Oh, Amelia, chill out,” she laughs. “Humans have stereotypes, too. Do you know how many times I got called dumb as a young girl because I’m blonde?”

“But I bet you didn’t lean into that stereotype,” I shoot back. “This vampire has,” I say, pointing to the looming building.

“God, I hope he answers the door wearing a cape,” Maria laughs.

“Yes, with his hair slicked back.” Lucas chimes.

“I just want him to answer the door,” I whisper.

My father leans over and pats my knee. “No matter what, we won’t stop until we find him.”

“Question,” Erin says, raising her hand. “If this dude is one of the oldest vampires in existence, why isn’t he famous or something?”

“Why would he be?” Lucille asks.

“Because he’s like number one.”

“So? He’s just a vampire like the rest of us. Living his life.”

“But he’s really old,” Erin stresses.

I understand her curiosity. If humans found the remains of the very first human, it would be a big deal. But for vampires, we expect to live forever. Nothing to get excited about there.

“He is, but so are a lot of other vampires. This is our norm,” Father says.

“Huh.” Erin stares out of the car window in thought. I turn to watch the castle get closer.

“Are you ready?” Mother asks when the car stops.

“As ready as I’ll ever be.” I take Erin’s hand as we climb out. There are several lights illuminating different rooms of the castle.

“After you,” my father says.

Standing tall, I walk hand in hand with Erin to the large oak door.


This guy better not be wearing a cape.


The bell rings several times. It must echo around the entire building. A minute or two passes before we hear footsteps. The door creaks open and a woman smiles at us. She looks to be in her late thirties.

“Hello, can I help?”

I can smell she is a vampire, so that helps the next part of the conversation. “Good evening,” I begin. “My name is Amelia Loch, and this is my mate, Erin.”

The woman smiles widely and gives me a knowing look. “You’re here to see Bartholomew,” she says.

Am I? Mohan never gave me a name.

“Follow me.”

I look over my shoulder to the rest of the family, who all shrug and urge me to follow. Erin grips my hand a little tighter.

The inside of the castle is just as gothic as the outside, making me want to scoff and roll my eyes.

“Barty,” the woman calls. “Visitors.”

“Are we expecting visitors?” a man’s voice replies from somewhere upstairs.

“No, but you’re going to want to meet them.”

We enter a large sitting room with a roaring fire. The woman gestures for us all to sit and then offers me her hand. “I’m Anya, by the way.”

“It’s a pleasure.” I then spend a few seconds introducing everyone as we wait for this Barty fellow. Moments later, a tall blond-haired man enters. He is dressed in jeans and a shirt. A vampire, for sure.

“Evening all, I’m Barty.”

This is so strange. How do I begin the conversation?

“Barty, it’s a pleasure,” I say. “I’m Amelia, and this is my mate, Erin.”

“Oh, wow,” Barty breathes. “It’s a pleasure to meet you both.”

“Do you… Could we ask you some questions?” I still haven’t established if this is the right vampire.

“You want to know if I’m the lucky vampire who mated with a human, right?”

“Yes, that,” Erin points at him, laughing.

“Take a seat, everyone.” We follow Barty’s order. Anya scuttles off to pour us all drinks. “To answer your question, yes, I am. And Anya is the aforementioned human.”

“But…” I begin, confused. “She smells like a vampire.”

“That’s because she is one,” Barty laughs.

“How is that possible?” my mother asks.

Barty takes a second to study his mate, who is handing out large glasses of Irish whiskey. I chug mine as soon as the glass is in my hands.

“Honestly, we don’t know,” Barty finally answers. Well, that was less than helpful. “Remember back then. We had no doctors. We were still developing as a species.”

“Surely you’ve looked into it since?” I say.

“Not especially. We were just so pleased to have each other we didn’t question it.”

“Great,” I mumble a little too loudly.

“Not what you wanted to hear,” Anya smiles understandingly.

“We were hoping for a little more,” Erin replies kindly.

“Barty, Anya, would you be open to having our doctor examine you both?” my mother says, cutting through the melancholy that threatens to settle upon us all.

Barty and Anya exchange a look. Anya nods and turns back to us. “Of course, if it helps.”

“Thank you,” I croak.

“Dr. Mendhi is waiting in the car. He’s been overseeing Amelia since she found Erin.”

“You experienced pain, I take it?” Barty asks knowingly. I just nod. “I remember that.”

“Me too, like it was yesterday,” Anya says, closing her eyes.

“Did you get to the coughing up blood phase?”

“Oh yes,” I laugh. “During Erin’s birthday party.”

“Oh my. I’m sure that caused quite a stir?”

“It wasn’t fun,” I laugh. Barty spends the next few minutes describing his side effects, and they are identical to my own.

“Did you know the bonding had been successful before you turned thirty? You look fabulous, by the way,” Erin says earnestly. To be fair, they are a striking couple for being a few thousand years old.

Anya grins. “It’s amazing what good face cream can do.”

Dr. Mendhi interrupts us, entering the room. His eyes fixate on Barty and Anya. I can hear his scientific brain climaxing from here. My father introduces him and then allows Dr. Mendhi to discuss some tests he would like to perform. Barty and Anya agree to everything, which makes me so grateful I could cry.

“We insist you stay here,” Barty says once Dr. Mendhi has finished talking. “We have plenty of space and I’d very much like to get to know you all better.”

“That’s very gracious of you, Barty. We’d be delighted.” Father replies, shaking his hand.

Deciding that the good doctor’s test could wait until the morning, we continue to drink fine whisky. Hearing Barty and Anya’s stories is a little mind-bending. I can’t imagine living through the ages as they have. I’ve never met a vampire older than Mohan and he doesn’t really talk about his past. Probably because it was awful. I mean, can you imagine living through the Dark Ages? Medieval Times? No, thank you.

“I have to ask about the castle?” I say. My words are a little slurred. Damn, the whiskey is potent.

“What, don’t you like it?” Barty mock pouts.

“It’s very on-brand,” I laugh.

“It’s the first castle we’ve ever owned. I know it’s a little much considering we’re vampires, and it perpetuates all those ridiculous stereotypes.”

I like Barty more and more.

“But back in the day, Anya and I never got the chance to stay in a fancy castle. We were smart enough to stay out of the way. Public scrutiny was not something we wanted back then.”

“I can only imagine.”

“Indeed. Anyway, we ended up in Ireland a few decades ago, and this place was on the market. We snapped it up, renovated it, and have been happy ever since.”

“Why aren’t you famous?” Erin asks. “Aside from the fact you are super old—”

“Thanks,” Barty laughs.

“You’re the first vampire to successfully mate with a human.”

“Yes, but for nearly all vampires, that was just a myth. Anya and I just wanted to live our lives together. Bringing attention to the fact Anya was once a human would only invite questions. We didn’t want doctors banging on the door, wanting to prod and poke.”

My face heats. That’s exactly what we’ve done. “Barty,” I begin, but am quickly cut off.

“You being here is different. You’re not just asking for our help for curiosity’s sake, you’re living what we did. For that, we are more than happy to oblige.”

“I hope the doctor finds some answers,” Mother adds.

“Me too,” Barty supplies. “If there is anything in our bodies that can give the doctor a clue as to how this all works, I believe he will find it.”

“Would it be possible for Erin and me to talk to you alone after the doctor has finished his tests tomorrow?”

There are things I want to ask them without my entire family being present. Plus, I don’t want Anya to feel as if she has to tell a bunch of strangers about something very private that happened to her.

“Yes, I think that’s wise. However, until tomorrow dawns, we drink!”














Twenty-Seven








R
 olling
 over,
 I
 feel
 a cold spot where Erin should be. Cracking my eyes open gingerly, I silently wince. We drank so much whiskey last night, I’m surprised I’m not still drunk. Hungover, definitely.

“How’s the head?” Erin asks from the doorway.

“Not as bad as I expected,” I croak. My voice is raw from all the talking and laughing.

“You and Barty sure put a lot away last night,” Erin grins, padding over with a cup of coffee in one hand and a plate of fruit in the other. “Here, drink and eat this.”

“My savior,” I sigh dramatically, earning a pleasant scoff and eye roll.

“Your savior was the liters of red I had you drink before passing out.”

My memory is foggy. I remember singing an Irish drinking song at one point, but it’s a blur after that.

“Sorry,” I wince again. I’m not sure how Erin feels about the whole drinking blood thing yet. Well, not for sure. She’s seen me a handful of times, but mostly I try to wait until she’s not around.

“It’s your liver you should apologize to. Now you have fifteen minutes to get up and get dressed. Dr. Mendhi should be finished with Barty and Anya by then.”

“What time is it?”

“Nearly eleven.”

“Eleven? Damn,” I hiss. I’m usually up and dressed by six, at the latest.

“You can’t be surprised,” Erin laughs. “We didn’t fall into bed until three. Anyway, it’s given the doctor plenty of time to do his tests. When you’re ready, we will join Barty and Anya in the gardens. It’s a beautiful day.”

Scarfing my breakfast as quickly as I can, I rush to shower and dress. Yesterday’s chat with the two vampires wasn’t as helpful as I’d hoped, so my expectations for today aren’t wonderful, but if Barty can give us any new bit of information, it’s a step in the right direction.

The chatter from the dining hall is animated. All the Lochs are in high spirits. Anya and Barty are absent, but I presumed that means they’re still occupied with the doctor.

“Ah, she’s alive!” Maria calls over the din. I give a small wave in recognition. The table is filled with food. “Have some brunch, that will cure you.”

“Drink this,” Lucille says, thrusting a glass of red into my hand. I chug it down, still feeling dehydrated from all the booze.

Erin sits next to Aliah and begins a conversation. I still love to watch her interact with my family. I’m not sure I’ll ever get used to how wonderful she is.

Taking the seat next to my mother, I refill my glass. Most of my family have red in front of them. Aliah is drinking hers. Erin doesn’t seem to care.

“Are you ready for your talk with Barty?” Mother asks.

“I’m not sure how useful it will be, in all honesty honest. If Barty had any new information, he would have told us last night.”

“Maybe, but it’s worth hearing his story. And it will be good for you to have someone who truly understands what you’re going through.”

I nod and continue drinking my red. The tightness in my skull is easing with every drop. “What are your plans for today?”

If I know my mother, she has organized something for the family to do.

“We’re driving back to Dublin for the day. Unless you need us here?”

“Thank you, but I think we’ll be okay. We can have a family meeting tonight to fill you in on any new information.”

Brunch continues for another twenty minutes until Barty and Anya join us. I can see the little wad of cotton held in place by medical tape on both of their arms. They wave to everyone, Barty looking no worse for wear. That man can drink whiskey!

“How are we all this fine morning?”

Everyone answers in unison, causing a rise in noise that is unpleasant on the ears.

“Right, Lochs. Get your things together. We leave in ten,” Mother announces, scraping back her chair. Shooting me a wink, she embraces Barty and Anya as if they are old friends. I silently thank her for gathering the brood and clearing them out.

Erin and I continue to eat and drink as the family bickers and argues all the way out of the castle. My mother issues stern warnings every five seconds. I don’t envy her today.

“Well, they’re a lively bunch,” Anya laughs.

“Can you imagine living with them?” I say seriously.

“Shall we take a walk outside?” Barty inquires. I wonder if he is as keen as I am to get this talk over and done with.

The castle grounds are outstanding. Lush green grass, which has been expertly cultured, surrounds the entire property, only broken by the gravel walkways that snake in all directions. Rolling fields and dense trees are the castle’s only neighbors. I can see its appeal, especially for old vampires requiring peace and privacy.

“So,” Barty begins. Anya is hanging onto his arm as they walk. Erin has her hand in mine, clutching it tightly. “I suppose we should get down to it, huh?”

“Did everything go okay with the doctor?” Erin asks.

“Oh fine, just a bit of blood and other bodily fluids,” Barty laughs.

“It wasn’t too invasive, was it?”

“No, don’t worry. We said we want to help.” Anya reassures.

“I think the first thing is to dispel some myths you’ve no doubt encountered,” Barty continues. “I’m not the son of the first vampire and Anya is not the daughter of the first human. It’s all a bit too Adam and Eve for me.”

“But you are old,” I ask.

“Yes, we are. I’m close to The Big 4-0-0-0,” he laughs.

“Four thousand years old,” Erin gasps. “Wow, I mean, that’s old.”

“Babe,” I laugh.

“Sorry, I hope I haven’t offended either of you.”

Anya laughs, “Of course not. It’s not like we look it, right?”

“And that brings me to the next thing,” Barty adds. “I’m sure Amelia has filled you in on all things vampire, but I’ll say this anyway. We found that although the aging process halts on our thirtieth birthday, it can take a few years to fully stop. That’s why some vampires look to be in their late forties or fifties.”

“Amelia didn’t tell me that.”

“Sorry, I just wanted to keep to the facts,” I shrug.

“Also, the whole immortality thing is optional.”

I stop in my tracks. “I’m sorry what?”

“What I mean is, our molecular structure changes and our bodies become immortal, but that doesn’t mean we have to live forever. Some couples live a handful of lifetimes and have had enough. I can’t blame them sometimes after what we have witnessed over the years.”

“So you’re telling us, some vampires…kill themselves?”

“You could say that, or you could say they choose when they come to the end of their lives. Humans have a natural end to their time on earth. Vampires do not.”

“Amelia, did you know this?”

“No. It never even occurred to me to think about it. As far as I was concerned, every vampire is immortal, and that’s that.”

“It’s a common thought pattern. We’re so worried about finding our mate, we don’t think about the thousands of years ahead of us,” Barty states simply.

“Can I ask about you, Anya?” Erin probes. This is what we really want to know about. How the hell did human Anya become vampire Anya.

“Sure. I met Barty and felt this pull to him. I was only sixteen at the time.”

“But you look to be in your thirties now?”

“Indeed. We mated, but my change didn’t occur until my thirtieth birthday, just like Barty.”

“But the bonding process was carried out years before that, I’m guessing.”

Barty nods. “Yes. We bonded shortly after meeting. There was little knowledge about our species back then. Just like humans, we were learning about ourselves. For me, I fell in love with Anya and that was that. I had no clue about the repercussions. We learned later on that our mating was extremely rare, if not the only
 successful human/vampire mating.”

“Um… When you mated, did you have any adverse reactions?” Erin asks. Like her, I want to know if Anya seized or slipped into unconsciousness.

“Oh yes,” Anya chuckles. “Barty thought he’d killed me.”

It’s strange that her sentence brings me comfort.

“I seized,” Erin states. “And then blacked out.”

“But you felt the euphoria, right? The connection which bound you to Amelia?”

Erin nods her head.

“Then you truly bonded.”

“But is that enough to turn Erin?” I ask.

It only then occurs to me that Erin might not want to become a fucking vampire.


Jesus, Amelia, how self-centered are you?


I turn to her. “Erin, do you want that?”

“I want to be with you.” She cups my cheek and looks me dead in the eye. “If I need to become a vampire to do that, then I will.”

“But what about your family and friends? You know what it will mean if you become immortal.”

“Yes, and I can’t say I know how I will feel or what will happen when the time comes to say goodbye to the people I love. I can only tell you how I feel now and what I know in my heart. My life is with you, Amelia. From now until eternity. My heart is yours and I feel myself becoming a part of you a little more every day.”

Wow, okay! I need a second to swallow the lump that is wedged in my throat and will the tears to recede without falling. I don’t want to become a blubbering wreck in front of Barty and Anya.

Drawing Erin in, I hold her. The steady thrum of her heartbeat fills me with warmth.

“If I could choose to be mortal, I would,” I whisper. It’s true. I would give immortality up in a nanosecond if it meant Erin didn’t have to change.

Erin finally steps out of my arms and smiles shyly at Anya and Barty, who are looking at us in complete understanding.

“How long until you turn thirty?” Anya asks. I’m not sure which one of us she’s asking. Did I tell them my age last night? God, I hate getting blackout drunk.

“I have several months,” I answer. “Erin has three years.”

Barty and Anya nod their heads in understanding. Even if everything goes off without a hitch on my birthday, we will have to wait years to know if Erin will change. Although, I’ve already decided, if Erin remains human, I will end my life when hers is done.

“Knowing we’ve bonded, do you think Amelia will be okay?” Erin’s eyes betray how nervous she feels regarding my change.

Barty puffs his cheeks and wiggles his head from side to side in contemplation. “If I were a betting man, I would say Amelia will complete the change without a problem. Her soul has found and latched onto its other half. From what we know about our kind, that is all that is required for Amelia to become immortal.”

I’m certain now our bonding has ensured my immortality. I haven’t had a single dose of serum in well over forty-eight hours. I have no signs or symptoms, no bleeding or pain. I am whole.

“My worry isn’t for myself,” I say somberly. “I just hope Dr. Mendhi can give us some new information. I don’t want us to be living on edge for the next several years.”

“I wish we could have given you something concrete. Just know that we are here for the foreseeable future,” Barty smiles, placing his hand on my shoulder.

“How often do you move?” I ask.

“Every twenty years or so. Although we are secluded here, which is why we’ve stayed longer. No one pays us any mind.”

“Is that what we will have to do?” Erin asks me.

“Eventually. My parents had us all in LA, but we will have to relocate at some point.”
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 and Anya for another two days. Dr. Mendhi flies home before us, keen to get his samples under his microscope. Well, I presume that’s what he has planned.

Unfortunately, we haven’t garnered any fresh information from our new friends after our walk in the garden. Instead, we concentrate on taking a couple of days to relax.

With a promise to visit from both sides, we fly back to LA and back to our lives. With no choice but to sit back and wait, I decide we all need to resume work. Erin and I discuss my house outside the city. In the end, selling is the best option. Erin enjoys working at Insomnia and I’m not about to ask her to give that up to move.

Taking up permanent residence in the penthouse above the club suits me fine. It forces me to get involved in my business. I realize leaving Claire and my other managers to pick up the slack is detrimental to me. I’m a businesswoman and I love owning clubs and restaurants. Laurence and Marcus were right when they lectured me on my birthday. I had hidden away in my home with my books.

However, now Erin is in my life, I’m determined to start living again. Granted, the hours are long, and we both work six days a week usually, but we make the most of every second together.

Three weeks after our voyage abroad, my father calls me to set up a meeting with the doctor. Both Erin and I have made a valiant effort at putting the doctor’s tests to the back of our minds. We’ve almost resigned ourselves to waiting for both our birthdays to roll around before getting any concrete answers.

“You look delicious,” Erin purrs in my ear as we exit the car and begin walking to my parents’ front door.

“You don’t look too shabby yourself,” I grin wolfishly. I will be stripping her naked the second we have an iota of privacy.

I’ve already noticed my siblings have arrived in force. Their cars are lined up like soldiers outside my parents’ home. Mother asked us to dress up for the evening, which in all honesty I could have done without. If Dr. Mendhi has no news, or worse bad news, the last thing I want to do is suffer through a dinner party. But as you are aware, there is no refusing Victoria Loch.

Classical music echoes through the house. I can hear my family chatting and laughing. A part of me wants to rip into them for acting so casually. For me and Erin, tonight is stress and anxiety dressed up in dinner jackets and ball gowns.

“Ah, there you are. My, my, Erin, you look beautiful.”

I want to scoff and say, “Of course she does, she always looks beautiful,” but I don’t. Erin accepts the compliment from my mother as well as a tight hug. We make the rounds and hug each member of the family. It really is a dinner party, considering my sisters- and brothers-in-law are also in attendance. I guess my nieces and nephews are watching a film or playing somewhere.

“Mother,” I say a little testily. “Did we really have to make tonight such a big deal?” I ask in a low voice.

“Yes, because it’s not just about you, Amelia,” she says. I look at her, trying to gauge what the real reason is for the Loch gathering.

My father breaks the chatter with a few sharp raps on his champagne flute.

“Settle down, you rowdy lot,” he chuckles. “Thank you for being here. It’s always lovely to have all my children in the house.” He gestures for Mother to join him. “Your mother and I have an announcement.”

I watch my mother subtly place her hand on her stomach, and then I know. My face breaks out in a wide smile. I catch her eye and she winks.

“What are you smiling at?” Lucille barks. Her pissy attitude makes me smile more. I thoroughly enjoy being in the know when my irritating sister isn’t.

“If you shut up, you’ll find out,” I snap.

“Dear Lord, I can’t believe we’re going to do this all over again,” my father half chuckles, half huffs.

“What does that mean?” Lucille bites. Wow, she’s in a mood this evening.

“It means we’re pregnant,” my mother replies. Her eyes are shining, and I can honestly say she is glowing with happiness. I peek to the side and almost choke on my laughter when I see Erin’s face.

The rest of my siblings have rushed over to my parents, whereas I hang back with Erin, who still hasn’t moved.

“Are you okay?” I chuckle. Her rapid blinking informs me she’s still processing.

“But…but she’s over two hundred,” Erin finally whispers in awe.

“Yup, and still very fertile, by all accounts.”

“So…vampires can just keep churning out little vampires?”

This makes me laugh out loud. “Well, we’re not vampire-making machines, but in a sense, yes. We can continue reproducing. Our aging stops, remember? For Mother and Father, this little one will be no different from when they had Laurence. Mom won’t feel any older, nor will my father.”

“I just… I mean… Wow.”

“Does that scare you?”

“What, having a baby when I’m well into my second century? Um, yeah,” she giggles.

It’s like a rain cloud descends on us both when we realize simultaneously that this might not be our future. I grab her hand and bring it to my lips. Pressing a kiss on her knuckles, I try to convey confidence while channeling my love.

“Come on, let’s go congratulate them.”

We spend several minutes hugging and kissing my parents. I’m thrilled for them both. Dr. Mendhi’s appearance at the door interrupts our celebration. Sucking in a lungful of air, I excuse Erin and myself to find out the test results away from my family. I want them to have a little longer toasting the new baby rather than dealing with this.

“Drink?” I ask the doctor as we settle into my father’s study. He nods and I pour all three of us a healthy glass of bourbon.

Erin and I sit on the couch opposite Dr. Mendhi, who is sitting in my father’s wingback chair.

“It’s good news,” he says.

I rein in my excitement. I’ve learned not to read too much into people’s expressions. Good news doesn’t mean we have definitive answers. It could just mean I’m not about to turn into a bloodthirsty monster anytime soon. Instead of answering, I nod for him to continue.

“First: Barty is a fine specimen of a vampire. All his tests came back clear. He’s had no adverse reaction to mating with a human. Normal on all fronts. Second: Anya’s blood work was fascinating.”

I find myself shifting closer to the edge of the couch.

“In what way?” Erin asks.

“Anya’s blood is a mix between vampire and human.”

“How?” I blurt.

“I’m working on it. But, Amelia, this is good, this is progress.”

“In what universe? All we have are more questions?” I seethe. I’m so tired of this shit.

“We have more information. Anya’s blood is a mix of her own and Barty’s.” Dr. Mendhi watches us with delight as both Erin and I try to figure out what it means.

“I don’t understand,” I admit finally.

“Erin, may I take a sample of your blood? To prove my theory, I need to look at yours under a microscope.”

“Of course. Can we do it now?”

“Yes, absolutely. I have the equipment.”

They are rabbiting on and I’m still trying to figure out what the hell it means. How in the world does Anya have a mix of human and vampire blood?

I watch silently as Dr. Mendhi draws Erin’s blood. Thinking he’s going to pop it in a test tube and file it away in his briefcase, I’m surprised to see him pull out a microscope from his kit. Bustling over to my father’s desk, the doctor wastes no time clearing a space and getting to work.

Erin is gripping my hand tight. We wait for what seems like hours as the doctor hems and haws, as he selects different magnifications. I’m almost bursting at the seams when he finally turns around.

“It’s interesting.”


Interesting! Interesting, is that it?


Erin’s hand squeezes me again. She can feel my anxiety and ire reaching its boiling point.

“Erin, your blood is still human.” I feel her deflation. “However, it has been marked by vampire blood.”

“What the fucking hell does that mean?” I cry, making the doctor jump.

“My love,” Erin coos. “Sit and listen.” She then nods for the doctor to continue.

“At some point, you have come in contact with vampire blood. Not just on your skin, mind you, no, you would have ingested it.”

We look at each other for a second, trying to figure out when the hell Erin ingested vampire blood. A look of realization overtakes her face.

“When Amelia collapsed on my birthday. I kissed her after she coughed up blood.”

“Yes!” Dr. Mendhi exclaims. “Yes, that would explain it.”

“But what does that mean?” I ask calmly. I’m doing my level best to rein in my true feelings.

“I believe Anya had a similar thing happen to her. It’s my theory that Anya ingested Barty’s blood before they mated. As the bonding took hold, the dormant vampire blood in her system fused together the moment their souls did. I think this is what turned Anya.”

“So, you think the moment Erin ingested my blood, it lay in wait until we bonded? But if that were the case, why isn’t it a true mix? You said she’s still human.”

“I think the change will happen on her birthday.”

“Like Anya,” Erin says.

“Yes.”

“But you can’t be sure,” I ask, to be clear.

“No, but I think it’s the closest we’ve come to an actual answer.”

“And yet it still comes down to us waiting,” I sigh.

“Dr. Mendhi, would you give us a few minutes? Maybe you could fill in the rest of the family for us.”

The moment the doctor is out of sight, Erin takes me into her arms. “Amelia, this is good news.”

“It’s more guesswork,” I croak.

“It’s not guesswork. Anya’s blood is proof. My blood is proof that we are close to an answer.”

“But what if we take this at face value and it doesn’t play out that way on your birthday?”

“What if an asteroid falls from the sky? What if we enter World War III? Amelia, we can’t answer everything, but we can sure as hell hang on to the good news we’ve just been given. I know it’s hard and you’re struggling—”

“Aren’t you?” I snap.

“Yes, I am, but you’re the one who gets bent out of shape because you can’t control everything.”

“I’m not—”

“Yes, you are. You’re failing to see the positive. And, baby, that’s all we have.”

“We need more information,” I huff. “I need to find the doctor again.”

For whatever reason, my brain won’t allow me to accept this as a win. I know there is more we can do; more we can find to give us answers. I’m not prepared to sit on my ass and wait for three years.

Erin lets go of me and sits back. I see the look of disappointment in her eyes, but I ignore it.

What kind of mate would I be to accept a couple of blood tests as the be-all and end-all? A shitty one, and I can’t abide that.

Standing, I swiftly swallow the remaining bourbon. Bending down, I drop a kiss on Erin’s forehead before heading out in search of the doctor.
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 on his way to the bathroom. His bladder can wait a few minutes longer.

“We need to talk,” I bark, directing him to the stairs. Dr. Mendhi follows me silently. I wonder if he was expecting this. “Please sit,” I say, waving my hand at the single seat in the corner of my room. “There has to be more we can do.”

Dr. Mendhi eyes me warily. “What do you suggest?”

“Did you ever conduct blood tests on the humans that unsuccessfully mated with vampires?”

“No.”

“Why not?” Surely he thought of it.

“I’m tasked to help find a cure for the fallen—”

“And yet you failed to take their human mate into account?”

“This is the first time I have come across human and vampire blood conjoined.”

“Now you know, so shouldn’t you be testing their blood?”

“To what end? To satisfy your need for answers? All the humans that unsuccessfully mated with a vampire are now dead. Do you wish for me to exhume the bodies for you?”

“For me? This isn’t about me,” I defend.

“It absolutely is, Amelia. Even if I did what you are asking, what would it prove? It would tell us what we have just discovered. You will still have to wait for Erin to turn thirty, to be sure.”

“That’s not acceptable,” I growl.

“Maybe not, but that’s all we have. I cannot expedite the process, Amelia. We know you have bonded, that’s almost a certainty. So why is waiting three years to see if Erin changes so terrible?”

“Because…”

Because what? If Erin was already a vampire, we would have to wait. There is no difference. When I think of Erin changing, I feel…wrong? Something doesn’t sit right about it. Is that why I want to know if it will happen? Am I scared she will
 change?

“You’re conflicted,” he says matter-of-factly.

“I don’t want to live without her,” I whisper, mostly to myself.

“But the idea of her changing is a problem?” The doctor understands me more than I like.

Gripping my hair in my hands, I stare at the floor. What’s going on with me? I should be jumping for joy that Erin and I mated. But all I feel is fear and anxiety. I thought it was because I could lose Erin, or that she would reject me. But maybe it’s because I might actually get to keep her. But at what cost?

“Can I give you some advice?” The doctor is sitting with his elbows on his knees, his chin resting on his fists. I nod. “Speak to Erin. And I mean, lay it all out there for her. I’m a doctor and I trust in science and what I can prove with data. But…after working with you and after talking with Barty and Anya, I believe there is more to the mating process. More than science can explain.”

“Meaning?”

“The reason you and Erin didn’t initially bond after being physical was because you were holding back from her. I believe that immortality isn’t guaranteed for any of us.”

“What are you talking about?” I laugh mirthlessly. “Of course it is. When vampire’s mate, they become immortal. Everyone knows that.”

“I beg to differ. We’ve assumed that’s how it works, but I think there’s more to it. I think we actively choose immortality.”

“You’re losing me.”

“It’s only now that I see the truth.”

“And the truth would be?” My patience is ebbing.

“Just like the bonding process, if two people don’t give themselves one hundred percent willingly, if they don’t choose to be immortal, they won’t.”

“You think vampires can choose a different path?”

“Yes.”

“What?”

“You need to forget what you think you know,” he says.

Because that’s easy, right?

“Before we were aware of the ‘rules’ surrounding our change, vampires simply fell in love. They weren’t burdened with finding a mate before their thirtieth birthday. They found their soulmate, and that was that. Just like humans. They found their love and embraced it forever. It was their choice.”

I’m with him so far.

“When you finally gave yourself fully to Erin, you chose
 to do that, as did she.”

Is this what Barty meant when he said vampires could choose immortality?

“Okay, let me get this straight. You believe that Erin and I could choose not to become immortal?”

“Yes. For Erin, the consequences of that decision are unknown, but we know what that would mean for you. Although, factoring in my new theory…”

I lose him momentarily to his thoughts. He’s obviously working through some sort of epiphany.

“I’ll go nuts.” I interject.

“Maybe.”

“Great!”

“Amelia. The question here is why are you fighting this so much? Is it simply because you’ve expected your time on Earth to end at thirty for so long that the alternative is unthinkable, or is it more?”

“I didn’t know you were a Doctor of Psychology too!” I snap.

Dr. Mendhi holds up his hands, mimicking his surrender. “I have no such qualification. I’ll leave you to your thoughts. Although, Amelia, I would be remiss to leave you without telling you to talk to Erin. If not her, your family. Because what’s ruminating in your mind is the one thing that will put both your and Erin’s immortality at risk. Of that I’m sure.”
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Hiding away in my room isn’t helping. I keep replaying my conversation with the doctor. I know I need to talk to Erin. But before that, I need to get things straight in my mind.

What is it about Erin changing that is making me feel this way? Am I still hung up on mating with a human? After several moments of introspection, I know that’s not it, but I think it does have something to do with humanity. Yes, that’s it. I don’t feel comfortable with Erin giving up her humanity. But then, does that mean I think vampires are less than humans? No, that doesn’t track.

“Penny for your thoughts?” I close my eyes and let the melody of Erin’s voice wash over me.

“I was just on my way down,” I lie.

“No, you weren’t. You were hiding up here. I just want to know why and how I can help?”

Holding my hand out to her, I breathe a sigh of relief when her warmth and love tingles through my body the moment her skin touches my own.

“Sit,” I say, squeezing her hand.

“Please tell me what’s wrong, Amelia. I’m not blind. You wear your emotions on your face for the world to see.”

“I had an interesting chat with Dr. Mendhi,” I begin. “He now thinks we can choose immortality. That it’s entirely up to us.”

“That’s an interesting thought.”

“Hmmm.”

“You don’t think he’s right?”

“I don’t know, maybe.”

“So, is that what you wanted to talk to him about? Immortality?”

“No, I wanted him to… I just wanted—”

“Wanted what? Amelia, what more could he, me, or you possibly do? We have our answer. Or is that the problem? You don’t like what he said. You don’t like the thought of me changing.”

“Do you know what you would be choosing? I mean, really? It’s okay for you to say you want this, to live with me forever, but you’re human. You were meant to live and grow old with your family. They will get old and die. You will have to watch everyone you love leave. You won’t even be able to be there with them in the end because, unlike them, you won’t have aged a day.”

“I understand that,” Erin begins, but she can’t possibly mean it.

“How can you say that so calmly? I couldn’t watch my brothers and sisters grow old and die. Nor my parents.”

“Amelia, I don’t have all the answers. It’s not like I saw any of this coming—”

“I know, and that makes it worse. It makes this impossible situation my fault. I should have just stayed away. I’d made peace with my future.”

“You think you should have hidden away and waited to go mad? You think you should have gotten to the point where your parents or siblings had to decide which one of them would have to kill you?”

Erin is getting worked up, but she isn’t shouting, she isn’t running. Not like me.

“But you would have been safe, Erin. You would have made a life, probably with Mack.”

“Mack?”

“Yes. I know you liked her. She may have messed up in the end, but I think she’s a decent person. Just a tad jealous.”

“Amelia, what the hell are you going on about?”

“She still likes you; you know. I saw her at the club not so long ago. You were talking at the bar.”

“Mack came to apologize and ask if she could have another chance. However, she was under no illusions once I told her how I felt about you. Why didn’t you tell me you saw that?”

“I thought if it were anything important, you would tell me. Anyway, it’s not about that. I want you to be happy and safe, surrounded by the people you love. Not losing them.”

“I love you, Amelia, and I love your family. I’m not going to deny it will hurt when those times come, and I have to say goodbye to my parents or my friends. But that’s an inevitability anyway. Death is a part of life. But Amelia, it’s my choice. I’m not blindly following you like some lovesick puppy. My soul is yours, my heart and mind, too. If I thought my parents would understand, I would tell them about all of this. And I’m pretty sure they would encourage me to follow my heart.”

“Your entire life will change. You’ll need to drink red. Have you thought about that?”

“I doubt that will be an issue. When I change—”

“If you change.”

“No, when
 . If Dr. Mendhi is correct, it’s my choice, right? I’ve made peace with the new trajectory of my life, Amelia. It’s time you did the same. Forget about me and what will happen. That’s my burden to bear. Think about yourself and what you want. Do you want to spend eternity with me?”

“I could choose mortality,” I say.

“You’d be choosing death. We know what it would mean for you to stay mortal.”

“Not necessarily, according to the good doctor—”

“You’re willing to gamble on a theory?”

“Isn’t that what we’re doing now?”

“No, it’s not. We’ve bonded. I’ve tasted your blood. There is no reason to think I won’t change just like Anya, unless…you decide you don’t want that. I may be new to the world of vampires, Amelia, but I’m a quick study. If the doctor is right and our choice can make a difference, the only way I will remain mortal is if you choose that. Not me, I know what I want.” Erin rises from the bed, still holding my hand. “Decide what you want, Amelia, for both our sakes.”

“Erin–”

“No, I’ve said what I needed to say. No one can give you the answers you’re searching for, love, no one but you.”

Erin leaves me to my own thoughts, and I immediately miss her presence. Closing my eyes, I home in on her. It’s wonderful knowing no matter where in the world I am, I will always feel her with me. Is that how Erin feels about me?














Thirty








T
 here
 is
 no
 choice
 to make. My rational brain knows that. I cannot live without Erin. And yet this panic attack I seem to be suffering from would indicate my rational brain isn’t in charge of me right now.

Squeezing my eyes shut, I count my breaths, hoping they will slow enough for me to take a proper lungful of air. Why am I spiraling?

A large hand on my back brings me back from the brink of unconsciousness. “Breathe, Amelia,” my father’s voice instructs delicately.

My eyes snap open, seeking his, and the safety they offer. I can hear my raspy breathing. My chest is tight.

“I… I…”

“It’s okay, honey. In and out, nice and slow. Listen to me breathing and try to follow along.”

He places my hand on his chest, and I can feel it rise and fall. It’s working. My body is mimicking his and my breathing is becoming steady and calm.

“Th-thank you,” I stutter. I grip his shirt, anchoring myself. This is not me. I don’t have panic attacks. I’m the calm child, the laid-back one, not this!

“Are you feeling up for telling me what brought this on?” he asks quietly.

“I…I don’t know. Everything just feels out of control.”

“Understandably,” he placates. “I don’t think I have ever seen you have a panic attack, though, Amelia. You’re usually quite steadfast and confident in your emotions.”

That’s right, I am. I think logically and realistically. Well, I used to do that.

“Is this something to do with Dr. Mendhi’s news?”

“Yes and no,” I answer honestly. “He told you?” My father nods. “And it’s good, right? It’s a positive step.”

“It is. Do you think differently?”

“No, I know it’s what we’ve been waiting for.”

“But?”

“No but. I’ve just been feeling overwhelmed lately.”

My father settles on the bed next to me, his arm tugging me to his body.

“You’ve always been the stoic one, you know. As a child, you would endure everything on your own, no matter how much your mother and I wanted to help. You had to do it alone.”

I wipe my face free of tears and look at his face again. I’m so similar to him in every way.

“I enjoy working things out on my own,” I reply. I’ve never meant to cut my parents out, or my other siblings. It’s just how I operate.

“I know, honey. It’s not a bad thing.”

“But?” I smile, which he returns.

“But I think it means you’ve never fully allowed yourself to let someone else in. I don’t know why you guarded your little heart so fiercely back then, and now, but I think that’s what drives you to keep to yourself.”

Looking back, I remember feeling uncomfortable anytime I was vulnerable. There is no specific memory I have of the reason I felt the need to shy away from others. All I know is that it felt safer that way.

“Having the ability to shield yourself like that is probably why you handled not finding a mate better than all of us combined,” he smiles. “But you are still a person with emotions. Recent events have been hard on all of us, but especially you, sweetie.”

“Why, though, why can’t I deal with it like I normally do?”

“Because you’ve never let anyone close enough until Erin. Now you have a whole other person to worry about and I think that terrifies you.”

It does. Before Erin, I never felt the urge to protect someone with my life. Of course, I love my family, but it’s not the same. Maybe that’s why I didn’t do much to find a mate? My mind knew I wouldn’t be able to cope with all the uncertainty having a mate entails. I can’t control the world; therefore I can’t keep Erin safe. And that’s all I want to do.

The thought of anything happening to that perfect specimen of a human being claws at my heart. I feel the vice grip of worry clamp down on me again at the mere thought of Erin not being okay. I can handle something happening to me, but not her.

“Your worry and your need for answers are just a reaction to feeling something foreign. It will pass, Amelia, if you let Erin help you. It’s not on you to be the strong one all of the time.”

“But I need to be strong. I need to do what’s best for Erin.”

“And what is it you think is best?”

“I…I told her it might have been better if she’d never met me. If she’d stayed with Mack.” I sob at the thought of Erin with someone other than me.

“Do you really believe what you said?”

I shake my head. “No,” I whisper.

“I can’t imagine it felt good for Erin to hear you say those things.”

“What about when she has to say goodbye to her family?” I ask. My brain will just not
 let go of all the insecurities whirling around my body.

“You will get through it together. I know this is scary, Amelia. I know you want to push everything and everyone away because you think that’s what will keep you safe, but you’re wrong. Life is uncertain. There are no guarantees, but if you choose to push Erin away, you are guaranteeing her pain and your own.”

“I never want to hurt her.”

“Then stop running from her. Stop demanding answers and control. Be here, with her, through it all. Be her mate, the one she deserves, the one she fell in love with.”

Wrapping my arms around my father, I hold him tight. “Thank you.”

“Anytime, sweetie. That’s what I’m here for.”

“I can’t believe you’re going to be a daddy again,” I laugh through my tears.

Whatever I’m going through, I feel it might be coming to an end. I just hope Erin will forgive me. I’m clearly not going to be an easy vampire to love. Who knew I had so many unknown issues I need to work through?

“Another Loch,” he laughs. “It’s going to be fun.”

“I hope we have that someday.”

“A child?”

“Yeah. One that looks like Erin. Gold hair and blue eyes. There’s enough lanky raven-haired vampires in this family already,” I chuckle.

“So I’m carrying our kid now?” Erin is standing in the hallway, smiling at me.

“I’ll leave you two to talk,” Father whispers. He passes Erin and kisses her on the cheek.

“Hey,” I say weakly.

“I was eavesdropping,” Erin states boldly.

Should I be mad? I’m not, if anything, I’m relieved.

“You’ve been holding a lot inside, my love, for a very long time, by the sounds of it.”

“I didn’t know I was the type to have a breakdown,” I smile shyly.

“Have you really been this scared all along?” Erin kneels in front of me, her chin rests on my lap as she looks up into my eyes.

“I have never felt this way about anything or anyone, Erin. All the uncertainty just got too much. I’ve finally found you, and so far, everything has pointed to me losing you. It’s painful to even contemplate.”

“I know the feeling, sweetie. The moment I learned what could happen to you if we didn’t mate was the worst thing I think I’ve ever had to hear.”

“But we mated. I’m not going to fall.”

“If you choose us, no, you won’t. Are you ready to do that? Face your fears and be with me? No matter what the outcome is on my birthday?”

Nodding, I take her face in my hands, gently urging her to her feet. Looking up into her angelic face, I know I have to stop letting my anxiety and negativity win.

“I’ll be with you every step of the way. I choose you, Erin, always. I choose immortality with you, if that’s what you want. I’ll do anything for you, my love.”

“Anything?”

“Anything!”

“Make love to me, Amelia.”

There is nothing on this Earth I want more. I’ve been foolish, pushing Erin away when I know she is the only person in my life that can anchor me, make me believe everything will work out, that we really can have eternity together.

I remain sitting on the end of the bed. Opening my legs, I urge her to step between them. My hands gently grip her waist as I take her in. She is exquisite, and she is mine. Erin runs her hands through my hair, which sends tingles throughout my entire body.

“Kiss me,” I whisper.

Bending forward, Erin brushes her nose against mine. I hear her inhale deeply. Her grip tightens on my head, causing electricity to bolt through my pussy. God, I want her. Instead of our lips meeting, Erin swipes her tongue across my bottom lip faintly. I respond by dropping my hands to her ass, pulling her forward until she’s straddling my legs.

With her dress bunched up around her thighs, I massage her backside, encouraging her to move those sensual hips. Erin’s pillowy lips find my neck. I feel the tip of her tongue against my skin and then a delicious pain as she bites down.

Twisting my body, I flip us around. Erin lands on her back with a soft bounce. Releasing my grip, I push her dress up higher and then I see she’s gone commando and all my birthdays and Christmases have been made.

“You’re not wearing any panties,” I growl, my mouth salivating at her pink, swollen folds.

“Nope,” she states, and her eyes flash with need.

“You are perfect, Erin Hanson,” I mutter, already lowering my head. The first taste of her sweet ambrosia makes my eyes retreat to the back of my skull. She’s like fine wine.

Her clit is rigid. If I close my eyes and focus, I can almost hear the blood pulsing through it. I can feel its desperate cry for attention. My tongue traces the edge of her desire. Erin shivers and groans. Her hands grip the duvet hard.

“Amelia, suck me, please.”

Her pleas obliterate my restraint. Surging forward, I take her clit into my mouth. Her hips move with every slow suck and together we form a rhythm that is moving Erin closer to exultation. My hands travel up her torso. I blindly pull at the cups of her strapless dress. My fingertips meet her supple breasts. I palm them, massaging, then pulling her nipples, all the time amping up the tempo of my sucks and licks.

“Yes,” she hisses, as I pinch her nipples a little harder. I am completely in tune with her body. I can feel the exact moment my actions breathe life into her building pleasure.

Opening my eyes, I am stunned to see waves of light radiating off Erin. Gold and blue hues pulse and she shakes.

“Oh… oh, Amelia…I’m…I’m com—” Her voice cuts off abruptly as her orgasm rips through her body. I continue sucking until Erin’s hand on my head begs me to stop. “I…I can’t take it anymore.”

My face is covered in her come, and I want more. Sliding up her body, I rest myself on top of her. Our kiss is fierce, but full of love. Erin cleans my mouth with her tongue. I reach between her legs and enter her. I love the way I steal her breath and the way she bites my chin.

Her hands fumble with the clasp of my pants. Moving, I create space for Erin’s fingers to slide into my panties. I know I’m dripping, and Erin’s little pleasurable groan tells me she’s just as happy as I am that her fingers are being coated with my arousal.

Our tongues and teeth clash as we fuck each other. Erin wanted me to make love to her, and I am, but I can’t go slow, not right now. My carnal desire to ravage her is too strong. Although, with the way Erin is pumping into me, I don’t think she could slow down either.

“Er—Erin,” I grunt, my hips pushing her fingers deeper and I am about to explode. “Fuck, yes!” I gasp as I flood her hand. Those blue and gold hues dance in front of my eyes once again. Our collective screams are swallowed by each other.

Rolling off her, I take Erin into my arms. Her head snuggles into my neck, and we simply lay there, recovering. Minutes pass before Erin stirs.

“Did you see that?” she asks. My mind is still in a sex haze, and I don’t really understand what she’s saying. “Did you see the colors?”

I shift my head to see her better. “Yes, I saw. I saw them when we mated as well.”

“I think that’s all the proof you need, my love, that we are made for each other. We literally create beauty together.”

“I’ll never question us ever again. I swear it.”
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T
 oday
 is
 my
 thirtieth
 birthday. At the stroke of midnight, I’ll become immortal. Sounds like a fairytale, doesn’t it? But I assure you it’s real. This year has tested me in ways I never believed possible.

After finally talking through all my fears with Erin all those months ago, I vowed to myself I would never let my fears and insecurities get to me like that again. It’s been a process, let me tell you. I spend a lot of time practicing mindfulness and yoga.

Whenever I feel that fear creeping back into my mind, I bend myself like a pretzel for an hour whilst listening to ocean sounds. I’ve never felt more Zen, and I have Erin to thank for that. She has been my rock and greatest supporter. However, to her chagrin, she still hasn’t gotten me to where I can spend more than an hour with Lucille without wanting to commit homicide. What can I say? I’m a work in progress.

So, instead of worrying myself to death, I spent this last year getting to know my mate. Although our souls are bonded for all eternity, we became a couple extremely fast, even by lesbian standards—as my mother likes to joke.

Erin deserved—and still does—to be wined and dined. We went on a second first date—without the piercing pain of my suffering soul, this time. On the third date, Erin did in fact put out (again) to my utter delight. Everything with her has been so easy.

We still have two years until Erin hits The Big 3-0. I can’t deny it hovers at the back of my mind most days. All signs point to Erin changing, but there is no guarantee.

Unlike last year, I am not woken by my brother Laurence but by Erin’s tongue sucking on my nipple. I’ve tried to pretend I’m still sleeping, but the moment she clamps down, just the way I like it, my body betrays me, and I let out a small gasp.

“I knew you were awake,” Erin mumbles, my stiff bud still in her mouth.

“I didn’t want to distract you,” I reply, my hand making its way to her hair. The sun is shining through the open double windows. The ocean air gently wafting over our warm bodies.

“You couldn’t distract me from this if you tried,” she adds, swapping to my other breast.

Closing my eyes, I bask in the sensations Erin is eliciting with her tongue. All too suddenly, that sensational appendage disappears, forcing me to open my eyes. Erin is leaning over the side of the bed, rifling through her open luggage.

Propping myself up on my elbows, I smile because I have a fantastic view of Erin’s bare ass. Oh, it’s just dying to be spanked.

“None of that,” Erin says, her head still dangling over the side of our king-size four-poster bed.

“What, I didn’t do anything,” I reply, feigning innocence.

“I could hear your thoughts, Amelia. There will be time for spanking later. First, you need to open your birthday present.”

“Well, if you insist,” I joke.

“This is your first present. The one only I can see,” she winks, upping my excitement by a million.

I take the wrapped box out of her hand and tear into it. Erin has bought us a double-ended dildo.

“Happy birthday to me,” I grin, taking my new toy out of its packaging.

“Let me go wash it. Why don’t you start without me?”

I hate to burst Erin’s bubble, but there’s nothing for me to start. I’ve been wet from the second she touched her lips to my skin.

Erin strolls to the ensuite, her naked body on show in all its small wonder. Jesus, her ass is to die for. While she cleans the dildo, I stretch my body, still a little sore from our lovemaking last night. My mind wanders to the day ahead, but I’m not in my thoughts for long. The bed dips as Erin rejoins me.

“Open up, baby,” she says, her hands already spreading my legs.

“I want you on top,” I say.

Erin rubs the small end of the dildo through my lips. I love to see the grin that spreads across her face when she sees how much I want her.

“How does that feel?” she asks as she pushes it inside me.

“Perfect. Now it’s your turn.”

Pushing herself up slowly, Erin climbs over me, her pussy hovering just above the tip of the toy.

“Give it to me hard,” she says before lowering herself down. I watch spellbound as the toy slowly disappears inside my mate. Her hand reaches between us and suddenly the entire thing vibrates, causing my head to sink into the pillow.

“Oh God,” I moan.

Erin’s hands land on my stomach as she lifts herself up and down. I get a grip on my libido, forcing myself to hold back. Taking Erin by the hips, I thrust in time with her movement. I’m not sure either of us will last long. The pleasure is outstanding.

“Harder,” she cries.

I’m biting my lip so hard; I must be drawing blood. Flipping us over, I pound into Erin with everything I have. Her hands reach above her head, gripping the headboard.

“Yes, yes, like that, oh fuck.”

I drop my head slightly as I fight to keep my orgasm at bay until Erin is ready.

“Erin,” I gasp because I am losing the battle. I feel my walls clamp around the toy and those familiar blue and gold colors swim in front of my eyes.

“I’m coming, I’m coming,” she groans, and my walls break, allowing the climax to surge over my entire body. I feel our energies merge. I feel Erin’s soul dance with my own as we tumble together.

“Wow!” is the only word I can conjure in the aftermath. I pull out of Erin slowly and then remove it from myself. Dropping the dildo to the bed, I roll off Erin and starfish. I am completely spent.

“Incredible,” she mumbles into my neck as she curls her body around mine.

“Can we stay here all day?” I ask, semi-seriously.

“You know we have to meet the family at lunch.”

“But do we? Really
 ?”

“Not unless you want Lucille breaking the door down. Or your mother.”

“Are you still glad they joined us on this trip?”

“Yes, I am. It’s not like we’re sharing a room with them. We have a suite all to ourselves.”

“Yes, but when mother gifted me the trip to Hawaii last year, I didn’t realize that I had to bring them along.”

“Do you need five minutes of meditation before we venture out?”

Erin might have been joking, but yes, that’s exactly what I need. So far we have been in Hawaii for three days, and we have spent every single one of those with my family.

“You know they just want to support you, honey. Especially today. It’s been a long road for us all.”

“I know,” I sigh. “I’ll be fine. Let me have a few minutes on the balcony to center myself and then we’ll get ready.”

The sun is blazing over Kauai. There isn’t a single cloud in the sky. I take deep breaths, focusing on the sounds of nature. It doesn’t take me long to reset and feel peace.

Erin’s arm snakes around my torso. She holds me close, her head resting on my back. “I love you.”

“I love you, too.”
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“I’m exhausted. Can we please go back to the suite?” I mutter under my breath to Erin.

“Amelia, we can’t. Not until after midnight. They need to be here for you.”

“Why, nothing is actually going to happen. They can’t actually see the change begin.”

“It doesn’t matter. Let them have this, and then you can have me in whatever position you want.”

“Alright then.”

Erin titters. “That didn’t take a whole lot of convincing, my love.”

“I’m not stupid,” I grin.

Our conversation is interrupted by my father rising from his seat. We’ve been sitting in my parents’ bungalow for hours, eating and drinking.

“Can I have your attention please?” he asks. “Shut it,” he barks at Lucille, who is yammering away at Trent about something. “Thank you. Now, the time is almost upon us. Two minutes until Amelia sheds her mortal skin.”

“Jesus, Father, that’s a bit much,” Jacob laughs.

“Yes, I heard it,” Father chuckles. “In all seriousness. Amelia, this day has felt like a long time coming, but has also arrived far too fast. We’re proud of you, sweetheart.”

I tip my glass in his direction.

“Get ready,” my mother calls. Naturally, my eyes drift to the big clock on the wall. My heart rate rises in anticipation. Even though I know I won’t fall into madness, there is still a sliver of fear.

I watch as the seconds tick by. Three… Two… One. I close my eyes and hold my breath. A small quiver passes over my heart and then it’s gone.

Opening my eyes, I laugh when I see dozens of eyes trained on me. I weigh up putting on a show, pretending something is happening, but then I come to my senses. Mother might actually kill me if I make fun. Erin’s hand caresses my thigh. I smile at her sweetly.

“I’m okay,” I say to her.

“I know,” she replies. My family are hugging each other and laughing with abandon. They really were stressed.

Hawaiian dancers enter the room. A surprise my parents have cooked up, I bet. Music begins and a fresh round of drinks is poured. Reaching into my pocket, I pull out the ring box I’ve been carrying for six months. I wanted to ask Erin to marry me when I bought it, but I knew I had to wait until my rebirth. That’s what I’m calling it.

Erin is smiling at the dancers. I’m smiling at her. I see my mother in the corner of my eye jab my father in the ribs. She’s spotted the ring box on the table.

Trailing my fingers down Erin’s cheek, I wait for her to turn. Her eyes zero in on the box and then go wide, making me chuckle.

“What’s that?” she asks.

“That’s a ring,” I reply. “A ring I hope you will agree to wear.”

“A ring?”

I don’t think I’ve ever seen Erin lost for words.

“Yes, a ring. We are bound in body and mind, Erin, but I want to be bound to you by law. Erin Hanson, will you be my wife?”

Her eyes haven’t left the ring box. I take it and open it gently. The sapphire is the same color as her eyes. I knew it belonged to Erin the second I saw it. Taking the ring from its cushion, I push back my chair and drop to both knees.

“I will cherish you always. I will protect you with all that I have, and I will love you until my last breath. Erin, marry me.”

Her finger slips through the ring, but she still hasn’t said anything. Her eyes slowly make their way to mine. I see her, all of her, and she sees me. I can hear her innermost thoughts and feel the pure joy coursing through her body.

“Yes.”

We embrace as our family and even the dancers cheer. It’s a perfect ending to a tumultuous year, but I need to remain vigilant. Our worries are not over until Erin turns. Waiting for eternity will be a test for us all.


Amelia and Erin’s journey continues in Waiting For Eternity
 .
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“If I had to choose between breathing or loving you, I would say ‘I love you’ with my last breath.”
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One








A
 melia
 once
 told
 me
 that she felt a weight settle on her the day she turned twenty-nine. It was the day she heard the metaphorical clock of her existence start to tick down. Until today, I never fully understood what she meant.

And yet, here I am on my twenty-ninth birthday feeling the same weight, hearing the same ticking. Although, there is one difference. Amelia was waiting to fall into madness. Convinced she would never find her mate. I’m waiting and praying that my body will accept the changes necessary to be one with Amelia for all eternity. There are still three hundred and sixty-five days to go until we have an answer. What’s one more year when we have already endured two together? Blissfully happy, yet all the while, an undercurrent of anxiety is in constant motion between us.

If the change doesn’t happen or my body can’t handle it, Amelia will be alone for the rest of her existence. My soul cries out in agony at the mere thought of it.

I was taken by Amelia from the first second I saw her. Even though she pissed me the hell off by stepping behind my bar. Of course, I had no idea who she was at the time. Imagine my surprise when I learned she was the owner of the club I was working at.

Also, imagine my surprise at how enamored I was, even though I was dating someone else. I couldn’t help it, though. Amelia Loch snagged me in seconds. I suppose the shock of finding out Amelia’s true nature should have changed everything. I think it would have for most people, but for me it made no difference in how I felt about her.

The time we spent getting acquainted was all I needed to know my heart belonged to her. The fact she drinks blood is neither here nor there for me—a fact which surprised Amelia. She’d expected me to run for the hills screaming, but there was no way. If anything, I loved her more. Her beauty is ethereal. She’s smart and hardworking. The fact she can pick me up like I’m a rag doll only adds to the ecstasy I feel around her. I’ve never once felt scared of her or any of her family, who have welcomed me with open arms.

Our mating was hard and emotional. It broke me to know she’d suffered such terrible side effects because of her feelings for me, but I understood why she kept it a secret. Our bond had to happen organically. Amelia understood that I couldn’t force myself to fall in love with her. Lucky for us both, I fell in love with her easily.

I still get chills when I recall our mating. The sheer elation I felt as my soul reached out and entwined with hers. Nothing in this world could ever compare to that.

The night of Amelia’s thirtieth birthday is at the forefront of my mind as I sit here celebrating with my loved ones. We held our breath at the stroke of midnight for her. Although we bonded, there was always a sliver of worry that Amelia may fall into madness as her cells changed.

The event passed with little fanfare. Amelia didn’t want a fuss. Well, when I say there was little fanfare, that’s not entirely true. Amelia asked me to be her wife, and of course I said yes. We agreed that the wedding should wait until I turned thirty. One year. And then I can marry my mate. Or I die. Or nothing happens and I remain human. I’m not sure which would be worse.

“Are you enjoying yourself, my love?” Amelia’s velvet voice caresses me and I shiver.

Two years have passed, but the effect she has on me has only intensified. I look at her, my eyes gliding over her lithe body. Amelia Loch is a goddess. Her body elicits such want, I struggle to keep myself under control. Her hair is as black as a moonless night, and naturally pin straight. She styles it into perfect waves when she wants to impress—not that it would take much for her to make an impression on anyone. I love it when she leaves it down, as she has this evening. Her dress is a midnight blue with a slit up both thighs. She is delectable, and she is mine. I see the wanting looks cast her way every time we enter a room, but Amelia’s attention never wavers.

People can surround us, and yet I know her gaze is always on me. I feel her presence wherever I am. That is part of our bond, our everlasting connection.

Turning toward her in my seat, I stroke her cheek. “I’m having a wonderful night. Thank you for this.”

We are floating a few miles off the coast of LA on the Loch family yacht—a luxurious behemoth befitting the Loch’s sizable wealth with dozens of cabins to house our guests and a private chef catering our every whim. It still takes me aback every time I step on board. All my friends and family are celebrating my birthday. Humans and vampires alike. My parents and friends have no idea the Lochs are non-human. I’ve discussed how to handle it with Amelia several times.

Once I change, I will stop aging, just like Amelia. My parents aren’t stupid. They will question things as they grow old and I remain a fresh-faced thirty-year-old. Even though we’ve had the discussion, we haven’t come up with a suitable way to tell them. I can’t be certain they won’t freak out.

Considering all that, it’s possible I won’t see them as often in the future. The Loch family has been in LA for nearly forty years. We will probably have to move away, so as not to cause any unwanted attention to the fact none of the Lochs look over fifty. Fun fact, Harlan and Victoria are over two hundred years old. Of all the things I came to learn the day Amelia outed herself to me, that was what surprised me the most. I don’t know why.

“Are you sure? You look lost in thought.”

“Honestly, honey, I’m good. Just taking a breath. My family is a lot.” I laugh before placing a tender kiss on Amelia’s lips.

“Erin, Lord above, I’ve been looking for you. Your cousin, Parker? I think that’s her name, won’t leave me alone.” Dana Brooks stands in front of me, just as beautiful as always. Dana is Amelia’s friend and former lover.

“It’s your own fault,” I joke. “You turned on the charm and now you have to deal with the consequences.”

Dana is polyamorous. She’s married, but I don’t believe I have ever seen her without a lover or two on the side.

“I can’t help that I’m irresistible.” Her signature smirk makes me laugh.

“Just tell her you’re married. Where is David, anyway?”

“Working, darling, as usual.”

“And little Aurora?”

Dana’s daughter has just turned one. She is angelic and stirs up mushy feelings inside me. I want children, as does Amelia, but once again, we must wait until I change.

“With Giselle. She’s finally getting into a sleeping pattern, and I didn’t want to disturb it.”

Giselle is Dana’s au pair. Very striking and a little terrifying, if I’m honest. Actually, I think even Dana is scared of her. She hasn’t tried to bed her at all.

“I’ll talk to Parker,” I say. “Maybe go hide for a few minutes.”

Rolling her eyes, Dana stalks off.

“Excuse me, honey, I’ll be back soon.” Standing, I go to leave, but Amelia pulls me toward her. The kiss she settles on my lips, steals my breath.

“Damn,” I exhale when she lets me go. Walking off on unsure legs, I spot my cousin immediately and I can tell she’s searching for Dana.

“Erin, have you seen that rather delicious cop?”

Dana planned to change careers a few years ago, but she couldn’t bring herself to leave the force. All she needed was a long vacation before she was back to harassing Amelia on her Ducati with lights and sirens. I can’t say I mind. Amelia is a speed demon and needs reigning in once in a while.

“Yes, I have, and she’s in hiding.” I laugh because the whole thing is amusing. Dana thought she could charm Parker’s pants off, like she has so many others. What she didn’t realize was that Parker is just as much a womanizer as she is. Parker loves a challenge and Dana skulking off has lit a fire under her ass.

“She’s hiding. Oh, how lovely!” The gleam in Parker’s eyes makes me laugh harder.

“You know what…have at it. She went into the galley.”

Parker throws me a wink and strides off.

“You’re going to hell for that.” Amelia chuckles in my ear. Her strong arms wrap around my waist.

“Dana loves it.” I quip.

“And I love you.”

I turn in her arms, encircling her neck. We sway to the music, even though the dance floor is clear across the room. When we’re together, nothing else exists. I’m sure many would find that unhealthy, but they haven’t given their soul to another. They could never understand.

“What time can we skip out of here?” I whisper in her ear because I know it drives her nuts.

“I thought you were enjoying yourself.”

“Oh, I am. I’m just ready to unwrap my birthday present,” I mumble against her lips.

“Mmm, I like that idea.” She pulls me closer. “We’ll give it another twenty minutes and take our leave.”

We are going to devour each other.

Stepping out of Amelia’s embrace, I put a few feet of space between us.

“I’m going to speak to my parents.” My voice is breathy because my body is still responding to her. I want to rip her out of that dress and bury my head between her legs. Amelia’s eyes sparkle as she gleams my thoughts. It’s a new ability we’ve developed.

When we first bonded, even unofficially, we felt each other’s presence. Ever since Amelia became immortal, we can hear snippets of one another’s thoughts. Usually, when emotions are strong.

Right now, my emotions are pulsing with desire, and Amelia knows it.

“Go, speak with your family. I’m not going anywhere.”

A frisson of love courses through my chest. I’m not sure I can wait another twenty minutes.

My parents are laughing as I approach. They have become extremely friendly with Amelia’s parents, who are the epitome of smooth and charming.

“Mom, are you having fun?”

“Erin love, there you are. Victoria and I were just talking about how we should start planning your wedding.”

“I told you we’re waiting a little while.”

“Yes, I know, I know. But you’re my baby and I’m excited.”

Pulling her in, I squeeze hard. God, what do I do if they can’t accept Amelia, her family, and, by extension, me? I’ve always been close to my parents. For the most part, they let me live my life. I was free to make decisions, even bad ones. They wanted me to learn and grow into a strong and independent woman. They weren’t quite so liberal-thinking when I quit college to tend bar, but the years have softened their views. If I’m happy, they’re happy. I just hope that still applies after they know the truth.

“I’m excited too, Mom. As is Victoria. And yes, you’re right, we should start planning.”

I see the quick side glance from Victoria, but I ignore it. Even if things don’t go to plan on my thirtieth birthday, I still intend to marry Amelia. I will be with her for as long as I can, even though it will cause us both significant pain in the end.

Having my future rest solely on the stories of old causes me anxiety. Barty and Anya are the only successful pair we know of, but that doesn’t mean there weren’t more attempts. What if history is littered with the bodies of unsuccessfully mated vampire and human couples, all of who tasted each other’s blood?

There is no guarantee, even if Dr. Mendhi claims, my blood is already affected. And what if I do change? Can my body handle such a radical shift? For the last two years, I’ve suffered repeated nightmares of my bones cracking under the strain of cellular changes.

I can’t help but worry about our bond, too. Will it survive as-is? Or is there a chance I
 could fall into madness? Too many questions and too little time to figure out the answers.

“Now, I hope you don’t mind, but I’m getting a little tired. I think I’ll retire. I’m getting old, ya know.”

The group laughs, and none of them buys my excuse for one second. Especially when Amelia scoops me into her arms and marches out with me. I can’t help but giggle at the wolf whistles and chants that follow us out the door. Burying my head in Amelia’s soft neck, I inhale her scent. My body is already trembling in anticipation.

Amelia pushes open our bedroom door and flings me to the bed. My panties are soaked with need. Closing the door with her foot, Amelia stalks toward me in that dress. My mouth salivates.














Two








A
 melia
 runs
 her
 hands
 slowly up my legs, starting from my ankles. Her gaze is locked on me as her hands snake closer to where I want them. My eyelids draw closed under the weight of lust.

Reaching out, I try to grab her. I want to feel her powerful body on mine, but Amelia resists.

“Not yet, my love. Just relax and enjoy feeling me touch you.”

Something inside me stirs. A dislike of being denied what is rightfully mine.

“I want to touch you, too. I want to rip that dress off. But you can keep the heels on.”

I’m not sure where this need to take charge of our lovemaking is coming from. But there is almost a burning desire to claim my position.

Amelia lets out a low, sultry chuckle. “My, my, aren’t you feisty this evening, my queen.”

“Amelia,” I warn. Calling me her queen ignites my body with a fierce heat.

“Erin,” she replies playfully. “I have plans for you. Will you let me carry on, or would you prefer to keep chatting?” She lifts one of her raven eyebrows. Her dark eyes bore into mine and I’m ready to do whatever the hell she wants.

“I’m yours.”


In every way possible.


“Good, now stay still. I want to feast on you with my eyes before I fuck you into next week.”

Amelia’s eyes take in every inch of me. Slowly, she lifts my hips, sliding my dress up. I arch my back, allowing her to take the dress up further. I hear her exhale in appreciation of my body. I shiver, knowing what’s to come.

In a second, my dress is thrown to the floor.

“Oh, I like this.” Amelia traces my body with an index finger. She lingers over my breasts. I chose a forest green set, knowing she likes me in that color. “Bra stays on.”

The feel of air hitting my pussy tells me my panties are probably on the floor with my dress.

“Now, watch.” She commands.

My eyes never leave Amelia, who stands, unzips her dress and lets it fall to the floor. My gaze travels from her eyes to her perfect breasts, down to her perfect sex. She’s been commando all evening. My legs spread automatically, making her smile.

I watch her walk away to our luggage. Biting my lip, I try to suppress an excited squeal. Oh Christ, I know what she’s brought with her and I can’t wait. After a few seconds of rustling, Amelia turns to face me. Hanging between her legs is the custom-made vibrating dildo she commissioned for us. It’s gold and blue, the same colors we both saw the night we mated.

Walking back to me in her heels, the toy swinging slightly, I have to clench my thighs back together to stop myself from getting too excited. Amelia has brought me to orgasm before without even touching me.

Her palms slide over my thighs, all the way to my hips. Suddenly, Amelia pulls me until my legs dangle over the edge of the bed. Once again, her hands are on my legs. This time traveling down to my ankles. Hoisting both my legs into the air and over her shoulders. Thank god I’m flexible. She’s looking down at me with hunger in her eyes. With her hands still on my ankles, she spreads me wide. I am completely open to her. Finally, her gaze shifts from my face to my soaked folds. I am so ready.

Using my abs, I lift my upper body slightly so I can reach the toy. Guiding the head to my entrance, I plead with her silently to fuck me. The moment my back hits the mattress again, she plunges into me, gripping my ankles tighter.


Yes, worship me!


I raise my hands to the headboard and hold on. My body sways with every thrust, my breasts moving to the rhythm. Amelia fixes her eyes on them, holding her bottom lip between her teeth.

Our breathing becomes labored as we glide toward climax. Suddenly, the dildo vibrates. God love Amelia for adding a pressure timer. As far as I know, this is a one-off design. We should tell people how fucking fantastic it is.

When Amelia first told me about the add-on, I was nonplussed. We’ve got a trunk full of toys that vibrate. What was another one? But then she explained the moment she enters me; the toy registers the external pressure. The timer is set to two minutes, giving us time to get into a rhythm. Then it vibrates until pulled out. I’m not nonplussed anymore. It’s the best toy we have ever used.

Amelia’s thrusts grow urgent. Her eyes are still on my breasts. Mine are on the toy sliding in and out of me. I see how stretched I am, and it adds to my excitement. The first tendrils of an orgasm wind from my core. I feel myself clench around the dildo as I succumb to its will. I can’t hold on any longer. My voice echoes around our cabin. I hear myself scream Amelia’s name. Blue and gold lights dance around us as our climaxes crash through us both. Amelia’s whole body is shaking, and an almost pained moan filters through the noise of my own.

We are sweating and sated. The toy stops vibrating the moment it leaves me. I hear it clunk to the floor and then feel Amelia’s body lazily drape over me. My arms pull her closer, my face buried in her neck once more.

“Happy birthday, my love,” she pants.

A giggle escapes me in a stuttered release. “Best. Birthday. Ever.”

I’m sure the entire boat heard us, but I’m unfazed. I could never be embarrassed about making love with Amelia. We lay silent for several minutes, catching our breaths.

“Have you noticed the lights are brighter?” I’m referring to the blue and gold lights we see as we orgasm.

“Yes. I wondered if you’d noticed.”

“I wonder why?”

“Maybe because we’re getting closer to your thirtieth?” Amelia’s voice is soft and sleepy.

“Mmm.” I feel myself drift off. It’s one more thing we need to talk about.
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The bed is empty when I wake, per usual. Amelia has always been an early riser. I’m sure to find her at the table with the rest of her family. They are the definition of early birds, a nest of Larks rising at dawn like clockwork. I’m an owl, through and through.

I stretch my body, feeling every muscle. My calves hurt from being straightened for so long. I’m flexible, but not the day after it would seem. An invigorating shower wakes me up enough to dress and head to the family table. As suspected, I find the Loch family already there, flasks of Red in front of each of them. The seat next to Amelia is for me. I greet everyone and tuck in. I’m starving. I notice the sly smiles and winks from Amelia’s siblings. I’m surprised Lucille hasn’t sai—

“You know, you should gift us all ear plugs. I’m tired of having to stuff mine with tissue every time you go at it.” Lucille is feeling pleased with herself. Amelia rolls her eyes. She is much better at letting Lucille’s gibes roll off her back now. They fought like cats and dogs when we first met.

“Don’t cover your ears, dear sister. You might learn something.” Amelia takes a dainty sip of Red as she speaks. Lucas, the youngest, almost spits his drink across the table.

“Burn.” He laughs. I roll my lips, trying not to laugh.

“Children.” Victoria sighs, but her eyes crinkle in amusement.

“She started it,” Amelia shoots. Okay, so she still lets Lucille get to her. I lay my hand on her thigh and she immediately relaxes.

“Erin, dear, were you serious about organizing the wedding?” Victoria is ignoring Amelia and Lucille, who are shooting daggers at each other.

“Yes, I think it’s time.”

“I thought you wanted to wait until…” Victoria gestures with her hands instead of saying the words.

“I don’t see the point. Whatever happens next year, I want to be married to Amelia.”

The table grows quiet.

“You want to marry before your birthday?” Amelia is looking at me with pinched eyebrows. I’d hoped we would have this discussion in private, but what the hell.

“Yes, honey, I do.”

“But—”

“But what? We are mated. I’m yours and you’re mine. No matter what happens, whether I change or…”

Amelia swallows thickly, hating it when I talk about the possibility of dying. I understand, but we can’t run away from it. All indications point to me successfully becoming a vampire, but I will only be the second human in history to do so. It’s not a guarantee.

I forge on. “Whatever. I want to be married to you.”

“I agree,” Harlan pipes up. He’s a man of few words but always speaks up when something is important. “No matter what the future holds, you should celebrate your love. A wedding is just what you need.”

“Amelia?” She is quiet. I know she needs a few minutes to process.

“I’d marry you right here, right now, Erin Hanson.” She leans in and kisses me thoroughly.

“Well, that settles it,” Laurence, the eldest sibling, announces. “We have a wedding to plan!”

“We?” Amelia asks, amused.

“Yes, we. It’s a family affair.”

I love how indignant he sounds, as if the very idea of the family not being involved in the planning is utterly ridiculous. Laurence has always played a father figure with Amelia, even if unwarranted.

“Fine, I suppose we’ll let you chip in, now and then.”

Shaking my head and grinning, I get back to my food, leaving the Loch siblings to squabble amongst themselves.

“Any thoughts on the location?” Aliah asks.

Honestly, I wouldn’t mind a simple ceremony with just close friends and family, but I know how long Amelia’s family has waited for this day. A day they never thought they would get to celebrate.

“We’d like something small and intimate.” Amelia looks at me and I know she’s just heard my thoughts. “Just friends and family.”

“Well, that won’t—” Victoria begins, but Harlan cuts her off.

“This isn’t our day, Victoria. If they want it small, they can have it small.”

I smile at him appreciatively.

“I’d like to have a beach wedding.” Preferably one in Hawaii.

“I’ll see if the resort is available.” Amelia kisses me on the cheek before taking out her phone.

“What resort?” Lucille is easily irritated when she feels left out of the loop.

“The one in Hawaii,” I answer, as Amelia steps away to make the call.

“Oh fuck, you can do that mind-reading thing, can’t you?” Lucille groans.

I look at her, perplexed. Is it not normal for every mated pair to read each other’s moods and thoughts?

“I’m guessing by the look on your face that you thought it was a common thing,” Victoria says. I nod. “It’s not. Harlan and I are able to communicate silently, but as far as I know, none of our other children and their mates can.” She casts a glance around the table, looking for confirmation. Several heads shake. “No, so it seems you and Amelia are the only ones.”

“Wow, okay.” I’m not really sure what to say to that. Does that mean something?

“Can you have full conversations?” Marcus asks. Marcus and Amelia are close. They share the same outlook on many things.

“Mostly just snippets of thoughts. More so when we feel powerful emotions.”

“You’ll find it will develop over time. Harlan and I can converse quite easily.”

“We know.” Amelia sits back at the table, placing her phone in her pocket. “It was extremely annoying growing up. You’d both just sit there silently and leave us guessing.”

Harlan bellows out a deep laugh. “We sometimes did it just for kicks.”

“It has a downside too, though.” Victoria arches an eyebrow at her husband. “There are some things you just don’t want to know. Things that should remain private.”

“I don’t think I want to know what she means by that,” Amelia mumbles in my ear, causing me to chuckle softly.

“Arguments are also a time when hearing your partner’s thoughts can be troublesome.” Victoria and Harlan look lovingly at each other. I wonder how many times they’ve had to resolve a fight that spiraled out of control because they could read each other’s minds.

“My advice,” Harlan says, turning to us. “Never go to bed angry. Even if one of you hears something you don’t like, talk it out. No matter what was said or thought. You are soulmates until the end.”














Three








I
 nsomnia
 is
 crazy
 tonight.
 I’m on my third shift of the week. Amelia grumbles now and then that I work too much. It’s laughable, really, she’s as bad as me. We both love the club business. I was over the moon when she opened a sister club in New York. I was positively bowled over when she revealed the name. Eriu: it’s the oldest word for Erin in Latin, which means Ireland. Fitting, really.

I was even more surprised to find out Amelia had gifted me part of the business. Both Insomnia and Eriu. Claire, the club’s manager, was made a third partner. So now, it’s more important than ever that I work here. It’s my baby. Plus, I’ve gotten to know the regulars and I love getting to know new people.

In the corner of my eye, I see Mack with her new girlfriend, Stacy. It took us some time, but we were able to get over our breakup and, in true lesbian fashion, became good friends. Still, I see her look at me sometimes and I know her mind takes her places that go beyond friendship. There’s nothing I can do about it. Mack knows where I stand.

Surprisingly, Amelia and Mack get on well now, too. It was awkward as hell when we first started hanging out together again. But Amelia soon put Mack at ease. It’s her superpower. She laughs when I say that.

Stacy is just another number in a long line of women Mack has dated over the past two years. It may sound egotistical, but I hope she isn’t waiting for me to become single again. Of course, she doesn’t know that Amelia and I are mated. I once floated the idea of bringing Mack into the fold regarding Amelia’s true lineage.

In the end, we discussed it with the entire Loch family. It was agreed that Mack should stay in the dark. There is still a consensus that the existence of vampires should remain a secret to the human population. Although, from what Amelia has told me, Mohan, the Grand Master, is coming up against more opposition. A group has formed that wishes for vampires to be revealed. I wonder if Harlan and Victoria are a part of it?

Now that we’ve started to plan the wedding, I need to tell my parents. It’s non-negotiable in my mind. My worry is that Amelia will feel differently. What happens if Mohan forbids me? If I present him with a fait accompli
 , what would happen? No, I couldn’t go behind Amelia’s back.

Speaking of the very sexy devil. I sense her over at the other side of the club. She must have entered through the back. My eyes instantly scan the ocean of bodies dancing. Chuckling, I watch several women openly ogle my fiancée. I laugh because Amelia won’t have noticed the attention she is receiving as her eyes will be firmly on mine.

The crowd parts, and she glides through the throng of people. Her eyes sparkle under the strobe lights. Oh momma, she’s wearing her black and purple bodice with skin-tight black jeans and sinfully delicious high heels. Her hair is tied up in a high ponytail. If the bar wasn’t so busy, I would take her to the office and strip her naked.

The smirk plastered on her gorgeous face tells me she is happy with the effect she’s having over me.

“Hello, my love.” She purrs.

The music is loud, but I hear her clearly. I wonder how that works. As well as hearing her in my mind, it’s like I can tune the world out and pinpoint her voice. Everything around me falls silent. Is that another ability unique only to a few vampires?

“That’s quite the outfit, Ms. Loch.”

“This old thing,” she teases.

We smile stupidly at each other. Amelia leans over, taking my face in her hands. Her eyes feel as if they are staring into my soul. “I love you.”

The kiss she gives me almost has my knees buckling.

“Mmm, I love you too.” Inhaling her mouth one more time, I finally pull myself away and continue working.

Kit shakes her head, laughing as I pass her. “You two are so fucking hot.”

I smile because she’s not wrong.

“Hi, what can I get you?” The guy is a typical frat bro. Not our usual clientele, but we try to welcome everyone.

“How about a night with you and that piece of fine ass you were kissing?”

I know he’s drunk, and maybe he wouldn’t normally be such a douche, but I haven’t got the patience to deal with his bullshit. Shaking my head, I signal Garrett.

The drunk asshole leans over, his hand shoots out to stop me from leaving. My eyes stare daggers, but he doesn’t notice because he’s too busy crumbling to the floor. Amelia has his hand in hers. By the pained look on the guy’s face, she is crushing his metacarpals.

“I think it’s time you left. Take your friends with you,” she practically growls.

Stepping back, Amelia lets go of his hand. The dumbass tries to save face in front of his friends. His lunge is halted by Garrett’s tree-sized hands clamping over his shoulder.

Amelia steps forward into the guy’s space. Leaning in, she whispers something in his ear that makes him blanch. I don’t want to know what she said.

Amelia is generally a calm person, but if she feels anyone is a threat to me, a very different side to her surfaces.

The people at the bar who witnessed the altercation cheer as the frat boys are removed.

“Take a break, my love.” Amelia isn’t asking. She wants to make sure I’m okay.

Confirming Kit has everything under control, I go to the office with Amelia. The moment the door closes, she has me in her arms.

“Are you okay?”

I breathe her in, just because I can. “I’m perfectly fine. I could have handled him, honey.”

“You shouldn’t have to. I’m going to ask the bouncers to be more stringent with who they let in.”

“Darling, you can’t know who’s going to turn out to be an asshole. Alcohol makes people stupid. Trust that I can look after myself. I did for a long time before we met.” Smiling, I tug her pouting bottom lip with my teeth. “Kiss me.”

The kiss turns heated instantly. I should get back to the bar, but Amelia is addictive. I can’t get enough of her kisses, of her body. My butt hits the desk with a thud. The sound of multiple things falling and banging on the office floor momentarily distracts us. But it is only a brief second. Amelia’s lips are back on my body. A wanting moan echoes through the office as I give myself to her completely. Amelia relieves me of my jeans and panties. I’ll give it to her, she’s efficient.

Wrapping my legs around her waist, I scoot back on the desk. “Inside,” I pant. Amelia is more than happy to comply. Her deft fingers take a quick swipe through my excitement before thrusting inside. This is quick and dirty, and I love it.

The thumping bass covers my scream as I come.

“Holy shit.” My legs are still gripping Amelia’s body. “My god, you’re good at that.”

“Do you want to talk about it?” Her question catches me off guard.


Talk about what?


“You want to tell your parents. About me.”

I should have realized she’d read my thoughts.

“You really want to talk about it right now, babe? I’m half-naked in the office and you’re still inside me.”

Kissing me, she takes a step back, forcing me to unwrap myself. I feel the loss of her body keenly.

“Erin, your anxiety is palpable. I don’t want you to keep things from me. We talk about everything, even if you think I might get upset.”

“I have no worries about that. I’m… I don’t know. I’m worried about the consequences. What if Mohan gets upset, or what if my parents freak out and start telling people?”

“Before we met,” Amelia begins, handing me my clothes. “I would never have entertained telling a human about myself. The thought terrified me, if I’m honest.”

“But you did
 tell a human.”

“Yes, because I could trust you. I knew you were safe, and, frankly, I had no choice once my soul found yours.”

“But I do have a choice. I could keep quiet and hope they don’t notice that I never age.”

“Is that what you truly want?”

“No.”

“Then you tell them. Do you want to take it to Mohan first?”

“Yes, I think that’s wise. This doesn’t just affect me. I would never forgive myself if anyone got hurt because of me.”

“You really think your parents will react so badly?”

“Who knows? I hope not, but as you said, humans have been brought up on lies about your species. That’s going to be difficult to overcome.”

Amelia takes me in her arms. “I have faith, my love. Let’s call on Mohan tomorrow.”

“What if they disown me?”

That’s what has really been weighing on me. I know my parents love me unconditionally, but this is a big ask, right? I’m literally going to change. Sure, I’ll still look the same and my personality will be that of their daughter, but the fact remains, I will be different. My life is already so ensconced in Amelia’s world, I feel myself drifting farther away from what I now consider my old life.

“I find it hard to believe that will happen. But if it does, you have me and my family. Hell, Erin, you have my entire species at your back. You are loved. It will hurt. There is no denying that, but you will survive and we will move forward.”

“Thank you.” I bury my head in her neck, needing her comfort. “I should get back to work.”

“Don’t stay late. I’ll wait up.”

The last thing I want to do is go back to serving drunk patrons. The sex and emotional toll of our conversation has left me feeling raw. Straightening my clothes, I head back out. Amelia is already halfway across the club, heading for the secret stairs that lead to our penthouse apartment. Kit gives me a knowing smirk. My face must still be flushed.

Mack is leaning at the other end of the bar. Stacy is chatting away, but Mack is looking at me.

Waving, I make my way over. “Hey, it’s been a minute.”

“The hospital is understaffed as per usual. I’ve been catching double shifts for a couple of weeks.”

“Well, it’s good to see you. Need another?”

“Sure, why not? I’ve got the day off tomorrow.”

I set about pouring Mack’s favorite IPA.

She leans closer. “Want to grab a coffee tomorrow?”

“Sure. Can I call you? I’ve got something I need to take care of, and I’m not sure how long that will take.”

“No worries. I look forward to it.”

Stacy is giving me the evil eye and Mack either doesn’t care or is ignoring her.

Smiling Mack’s way one last time, I take a step away. “Okay, well, I should get back to it.”

The evening passes in a blur. I avoid having another conversation with Mack. All I want to do is soak in the tub with Amelia and a glass of wine. Maybe some chocolate.

As soon as the bar is wiped down and the door is locked, I sprint up to the apartment. The smell of roses hits me first, then the candlelight.

“In here, my love.”

I follow Amelia’s melodic voice to the ensuite.

“I thought you might need a soak.” She continues.

“Did you read my mind, Ms. Loch?” I can’t stop a smile from forming.

“Actually, I didn’t. The club was insane. I thought you’d need to unwind.”

“Will you join me?”

“My pleasure.”

Tomorrow is still causing me a little anxiety. But as I lay wrapped in Amelia’s arms, I know it will be alright. No matter what happens.
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I
 wake
 with
 a
 start, my breathing labored. The dream is still swimming in my subconscious. There’s a film of sweat on my brow and upper lip. Amelia is sleeping soundly beside me, completely unaware of the turmoil raging through my body.

Closing my eyes tight, I will the dream away. But the more I try, the clearer it becomes. We were making love by the ocean. Clear blue skies as far as the eye could see. I can still feel the pure ecstasy of Amelia’s touch. But then, clouds rolled in. Something inside me turned the pleasure into terror as a hunger built. A hunger for Amelia’s blood. I was bloodthirsty. I sought her neck, roughly taking her head in my hands. I was relentless in my pursuit of biting her. Even now, my mouth is watering at the thought of gorging on Amelia’s life force. The moment my teeth pierced her neck, I woke up.

It was just a dream, right? If that’s true, why does it feel like something wrong is happening inside me? Panic washes over me.

“Morning, my love.” Amelia’s sleep-riddled voice rips me from my worries.

“Morning,” I stammer.

Do I want her to know about the dream?

“Are you alright?” Amelia pulls me into her warm body. She wraps an arm around me and buries her head in my hair.

“Fine, sweetheart. Just a nightmare.” My heart is hammering in my chest as my mouth comes into contact with her skin. What the hell is wrong with me?

“Oh no, let me kiss you better.” I’m thankful that Amelia’s mind is focused elsewhere. It wouldn’t take much for her to read my mind. Although, I’m not sure if a dream can be classed as conscious thought.

As she assaults my jaw with her divine kisses, I feel a mental barrier drop, shielding my mind. The action must alert Amelia, because she abruptly stops kissing me. Her eyes level with mine and I see the concern. “What’s going on?”

“Wow, your mom was right. This thing is developing.”

My attempt at humor falls flat.

“Erin?”

“It was just a bad dream.”

“Then why are you blocking me? What is it you don’t want me to see?”

Closing my eyes, I try to calm my thoughts. There is no reason to blow this out of proportion. As my mind calms, the barrier fades, and I feel our connection once more.

Amelia’s brow furrows as I recall my nightmare. The mere memory is still causing discomfort. Can she feel that too?

“You’re worried this means something?”

I can always count on Amelia to grasp the seriousness of a situation. Most people would brush something like this off, but if we’ve learned one thing together, it’s that our situation is unique.

Barty is the only other known vampire to have mated successfully with a human. After our time with him and Anya in Ireland, we learned a little more, but nothing that gave us solid answers. We discovered that both of us, Anya and I, ingested our partner’s blood pre-mating, therefore somehow allowing for the bond to take. Anya never mentioned feeling bloodlust, though.

“Call Anya and ask.”

“What if she’s never felt it?”

“Then we seek council from Mohan. This could be just a nightmare. You’ve been under tremendous pressure for the past two years. This year is especially hard for us both.”

“No more than usual.”

“Waiting can be the hardest thing to endure. Trust me, I know. I had to wait twenty-nine years for you.”

“Wow, that was cheesy!” I burst out laughing at Amelia’s crestfallen face. She’s too cute sometimes. “I love cheesy, and I love you.”

We embrace tightly. Maybe we can restart the day by acting out the first part of my dream? Amelia’s wandering hands make me smile.

“Do you want me to grab our toy?” she asks.

“No, I need your fingers.”

My legs part instantly. I welcome her weight on me and her bare skin against mine. Our sex life has changed somewhat over the last two years. Our bond becomes stronger when we make love. Sure, we still enjoy a quickie now and then. A passion-filled fuck always does the trick too, but nothing brings us together more than when we take our time.

Amelia’s hair hangs down, shielding us from everything. Our eyes lock and then something happens that I can’t explain. The blue and gold lights that encompass us as we climax appear, but they aren’t surrounding us this time. I see them shining brightly in Amelia’s eyes.

Pictures form in my head. I’m witnessing Amelia’s life through her own eyes. We haven’t even touched each other yet.

“Erin?” she whispers. “What’s happening?”

“I can see your memories.”

“I think I can see yours.”

We stay silent, allowing whatever is unfolding. A sudden urge to kiss her overcomes my senses, and I take her forcefully. Our lips collide repeatedly. My hands tug at her hair. It feels as if my entire body is amped up with adrenaline.

Rolling her over, I plunge my fingers inside. The urgency isn’t abating. Amelia mirrors my actions. The moment she enters me, my vision goes black.

A heavy fog fills my mind. My body feels heavy. Am I shaking?

“Erin?”

“What, what happened?”

Finally, Amelia’s blurred outline triggers my brain into action. I sit up with panic filling my chest. I can’t remember what happened after everything went black.

“It’s okay, you’re okay. Just breathe, my love.”

My eyes focus on Amelia’s, grounding me once more. “Amelia, what the hell was that?”

“I don’t know.”

“Did you pass out?”

“No, but I saw everything you saw. Your mind went dark, and then there were images of people. I didn’t recognize any of them.”

“Images of people?”

“You don’t remember?”

“No, everything went black, and that’s it.”

“We need to call Mohan and the doctor.”

“Why does this always happen when we’re having sex?”

Amelia laughs. “Because it’s when we are closest.”

“It’s inconvenient.” I chuckle.

“You’re telling me.”

Our levity keeps us from freaking out. Another thing we’ve learned over the past two years. Laugh, because the alternative sucks.
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Hushed voices greet us as we enter the Loch main residence. It might be Victoria and Harlan’s home, but I see it as the Loch family HQ. It’s where you’ll find everyone if something is going on. And, by the look on everyone’s face, something is definitely going on.

“What’s wrong?” Amelia cuts to the chase.

“A Fallen has escaped,” Harlan answers.

“How is that even possible?”

As far as I’m aware, Mohan knows of all the Fallen vampires. Thankfully, they aren’t a regular occurrence, but they exist. Poor vampires who were unable to mate before their thirtieth birthday. From what I’ve been told, the Grand Master has knowledge of all the vampires in his domain.

When they identify a Fallen, they take them away for the safety of humankind. Unfortunately, I know there is no cure for their madness. Doctor Mendhi has been working nonstop to find something that will help. So far, he’s had no luck. All Fallen vampires go to a secure location, where the doctor tries different treatments.

“Mohan has sent an alert out,” Laurence adds.

“What can we do?” Amelia asks.

“Be on the lookout,” Marcus says. The family is clearly worried. This is the first time I’ve faced anything like this. The Lochs, like all other vampire families, are no different from humans, really. Except that vampires have the Fallen. Bloodthirsty monsters. Every human is in danger now.

“We should close the club,” I whisper to Amelia. It would be a meat market for a Fallen vampire.

“Yes, you’re right. I’ll make some calls.” Amelia leaves to call Claire, I presume.

Suddenly, I’m terrified. “I need to call my parents.”

“Invite them here. I think it’s time they knew the truth.” Victoria draws me into a hug.

Understandably, my parents are a little taken aback at my request. Especially when I told them to pack a bag. I’ve decided the best way to tell them is the same way Amelia told me. Let the evidence speak for me.

Victoria and Harlan are in the living room with the rest of the family as I gather up all the documents. Of course, they offered to help, but I needed a few minutes to ready myself. Amelia argued with me until Lucille took her roughly by the arm. That shifted the argument from me to her, allowing me to slip out of the room.

The worst-case scenario has set up residence in my brain. I know I have Amelia and the rest of the Lochs by my side, but the thought of losing my parents causes a searing pain in my chest.

The doorbell rings, echoing through the Loch mansion. My parents have been here many times before, but this feels like the first time. Soon, they will know the truth and will see everything anew. God, I hope they understand.

The Lochs and my parents are embracing as I come down the staircase with my arms laden with documents, pictures, and ancient texts. I’ve studied all of them in depth. Even after accepting that vampires existed, I continued to read. It’s all quite fascinating.

“Erin, honey. What on earth is going on?”

“Come into the living room, Mom, and I’ll explain everything.”

The ten Lochs cram themselves onto one sofa. I ask Amelia to sit with her family. I need to do this alone. My parents sit calmly, but I can see they’re worried.

“I need to tell you something, and it’s not going to sound very believable.”

“Erin?”

“Please, Dad, just listen.”

He nods and falls silent. I lay out the books and scrolls on the floor, facing them.

“I need you both to read through these. Once you have, you’ll understand, and I’ll answer any questions.”

“Sweetie—”

“Please, just read.”

My hands form tight fists as my parents pick up a book each and begin reading. The room is silent, but I hear Amelia loud and clear. She’s doing her very best to keep me calm.

Now and then my mother raises her eyebrow at something written. My father is harder to gauge. They continue reading for what seems like hours.

Gently, my mom closes the book in her lap and looks up. Her eyes convey uncertainty, as if she can’t decide if the words she’s just read can be believed.

“E-erin, you’re trying to tell us that…that—”

“Vampires exist.” I finish for her. My father rushes to his feet and paces the floor, his eyes on the Loch family.

“You can’t be serious.” Mom laughs. But I see it in her eyes. She knows it’s true.

“It’s true,” Amelia voices confidently.

Silence descends again. I’m at a total loss for what to do next. I don’t want them running out scared, especially now, with a Fallen on the loose.

“But…vampires are evil,” Mom whispers. I feel Amelia’s eye roll before I see it.

“No, they’re not. I promise you. Mom, Dad, everything you’ve been told about them is a fabrication.”

Mom scratches her head, her eyes downcast. My father is still pacing and then he’s still. His eyes train on the Lochs.

“Will you hurt Erin? I mean, do you drink her blood?”

I want to laugh at how ludicrous he sounds, but then I stop and recall how I thought about those kinds of things before I knew any better.

“No. We don’t drink human blood. Only animal,” Harlan answers.

“Is that by choice or—”

“We aren’t made to hurt humans, Robert. The taste of human blood is quite repulsive. We aren’t mythical creatures. We evolved, just as humans did.”

“And you knew this before being with Amelia?” Dad is looking at me now, and I still can’t get a read on his thoughts.

“Amelia told me early on. There is a lot to explain, but for now, I just need you to process this. I’m not in danger from them. Neither are you nor any other human.”

“That’s not strictly true,” Lucille pipes up. I cast her a glare that she rolls her eyes at. “Tell them everything.”
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M
 om
 and
 Dad
 asked
 for a little space after Harlan and Victoria filled them in on the Fallen, and how one had escaped custody. I was almost hopeful they would accept everything they’d learned up until then.

My mom grew quiet and pale with every second that passed. Dad continued pacing frantically. I could feel Amelia in the periphery of my mind desperately trying to calm my raging anxiety, but she had little success.

They rattled through questions, which Victoria answered honestly. Ones I hadn’t thought to ask myself. Such as the survival rate of humans after being attacked by a Fallen. The answer was bone chilling: none survived. The sheer blood lust meant a Fallen drank the human dry. Victoria went on to explain that most fatalities were covered up by vampires in the police and government. Thankfully, attacks were rare nowadays, due to Mohan’s leadership and tight surveillance of vampires approaching mating age.

According to their history, though, it hadn’t been as easy as it was now. Until this moment, I never fully understood the difficulties vampires faced throughout time. Not only were they hiding their true selves, they had to find solutions to deal with the Fallen.

Harlan looked somber as he took over from Victoria. He went on to explain how the Fallen almost ripped apart the vampire community. There were those who wished to cull vampires who hadn’t mated twenty-four hours before their thirtieth birthday. The other half wanted to try to care for the lost souls. Hiding them in institutes or the equivalent of that time period.

There were uprisings and revolts. Countless deaths as they fought over a way to suppress the Fallen in a way that appeased everyone. That’s when Mohan became the beacon of light the community still stood by. He took charge, using humanity’s superstition to cover disappearances and deaths. The Salem Witch Trials were not all they seemed to be.

Tragically, the women who died by fire and drowning were necessary sacrifices. The trials gave Mohan and his team time to get the Fallen under some sort of control.

This history added such a layer of weight to the already overloaded minds of my parents that I really couldn’t blame them for needing space.

They’ve been upstairs for hours now and I’m lost. All I want to do is hug them and tell them everything is okay. They have no need to worry, but that would be a lie.


I’m
 worried. An escaped Fallen vampire is no small thing. People will die. Innocent people, and there is nothing I can do. It’s times like this I wish I’d already changed. If I had a little more strength and speed, I would be useful instead of a liability. As is, I have to wait around while Amelia and the rest of her family help Mohan come up with a plan.

Every vampire in the city is on high alert. I’ve never seen the Grand Master looking so stricken. The council arrived at the Loch mansion an hour ago. Amelia gave me a kiss before shutting herself away in her father’s study with the rest of the guests.

If I walk around this house one more time, I’m going to go nuts. I can’t take the silence anymore. My parents have to talk to me, whether or not they like it.

Storming up the stairs, I take a breath before entering their room. Mom is lying on the bed staring at the ceiling, and Dad is still fucking pacing.

“You have to talk to me.”

Mom sits up wide-eyed. Dad finally stills. “This is a lot, Erin.”

Dad is stating the obvious, and that’s fine, as long as they speak.

“It is, and I’m sorry. I’ve struggled with this for a long time. Telling you wasn’t a decision I came to lightly, but with everything going on, I needed you to understand and be safe.”

“Vampires, Erin!”

Okay, so Mom isn’t processing all that well.

“Yes, vampires. But not the ones we’ve learned about in fantasy movies or books. They’re just people, like you and me.”

“Not quite, love,” Dad scoffs.

“Dad. They are
 like us. They drink blood like we drink water. It sustains them. They have jobs, families, and pay their taxes.”

“We’re worried, sweetie. Worried about what this means for you.” Mom slips off the bed and stands by Dad. “You expect us to be okay with you changing into one of them? We’d be losing our little girl.”

“No, you won’t. I’ll still be me, just a little different. Guys, Amelia is everything to me. She is my life. I cannot even imagine a time where I’m not with her. That’s what it means to be bonded. We can read each other’s thoughts. I can sense her presence everywhere. What we have is special, and I’d change into a vampire a thousand times over if that’s what it took to be with her for eternity. I can’t ask you to fully understand, but I can ask you to trust me. Please?”

“Erin, we’re pretty open-minded people. Just give us some time, okay?” Dad steps forward and hugs me. That’s all I need for now. I’ll give them the space they need, as long as they stay close.

“You still need to stay here. Until the Fallen is recaptured.”

Both look uneasy with the demand, but it’s tough and they know it.

“If you feel that uncomfortable around everyone, I’m sure I can arrange for you to have food delivered to your room.”

“No. Victoria and Harlan have been kind enough to open their home to us. We’ll dine with everyone. There might be some questions, if that’s okay?”

“Ask anything and of anyone. I love you.”

Mom sobs, which breaks my heart. I never wanted to hurt or worry them. Downstairs, I hear voices. Amelia’s voice rings clearly through my mind. They have a plan.

Kissing my parents, I leave them to their thoughts. Right now I need to be with my other family, helping wherever possible.

“Hey, how did it go?” I ask Amelia. She’s standing on the outskirts of the room, watching everyone.

“Well. Mohan has it under control. So far, there is no sign of the Fallen, but it won’t stay that way for long. The thirst will be unbearable by now and unfortunately, the best way for us to get a lead on them is to wait until someone is attacked.”

“God, that’s awful.”

Amelia nods. “I’m surprised it hasn’t already happened.”

“Will Mohan and the council stay close by?”

“Yes. Mohan is staying in one of our guest rooms. We think it’s wise to keep the council separate. If anything happens, we need to keep the chain of command safe.”

“You think the Fallen would attack the council?”

“It’s just a precaution. When the vampire is located, it will be all hands on deck to bring them in. Things could go wrong.”

“Amelia—”

“I have to help them, Erin. It’s my duty to keep people safe, as much as it’s the Grand Master’s.”

Suddenly, Mohan makes a break for the door. “We have a reported attack. Let’s go.”

Amelia kisses me quickly on the cheek. I hear her tell me to stay put, which pisses me off somewhat.

The house grows quiet again, and it makes me restless. Grabbing my coat, I head for the garden. I’m not stupid enough to go after Amelia and the council. They are the experts, and I’m just human. A brisk walk around the grounds should help burn some of my frustrations away. I hope.

Only yesterday, Amelia and I were lost in our own little world, dreaming of our upcoming nuptials. How I wish we could go back to that. Instead of wishing for things that are impossible, I focus on Amelia’s thoughts. She’s calm, which is good. I can feel her nerves and adrenaline. Our connection is definitely stronger.

My feet take me automatically around the house. I enjoy walking this way when we visit because the view of the rose gardens is quite breathtaking. A stone catches my foot and I stumble. As I fall, I feel a burning at the back of my throat. It’s the same sensation I had in my dream. One of ravenous hunger.

I’ve fallen to my knees, my palms face down on the gravel path. I can smell my own ferrous blood from the scrapes I must have sustained. My mouth waters and my vision blurs. I can sense someone. It’s not Amelia. Turning my head, I come face to face with a young woman. Her eyes are a dark shade of red, almost black. Her body is shaking as she grips the stone bench in front of her. Our eyes remain locked. I can hear her plea for help. I can feel the pain in her throat.

Standing, I face her fully. I’m not scared, which maybe is a mistake. There is no doubt she is the Fallen vampire everyone is looking for. What I don’t understand is what she wants from me. Shouldn’t she be attacking me, consumed with insanity and bloodlust?

“What do you need?” I hear myself speaking, but it’s as if I’m no longer in control of my body.

“Help me,” she pleads.

Help her. Yes, that’s what I must do, I feel it viscerally in my chest. I focus on her mind, blocking out everything else. Her thoughts are consumed with pain and darkness.

Walking to her, I ready myself for what’s to come. I know how to help. Exposing my neck, I take the woman by the head and lower her mouth.

“Take what you need.”

Her teeth pierce my skin, but it doesn’t hurt. My mind is completely shrouded by hers. The darkness abates as she drinks from me. Hands grip my hips as she takes what she needs. A wave of…not pain, but not entirely pleasure either…rolls over me. A comfort, perhaps? It feels almost intimate. Like she is seeing me profoundly, truly. A way that feels familiar. A way that only Amelia has experienced.

And then she is gone. As if it were a dream, I come to my senses. I’m standing by the bench, my mind foggy. Did that really happen? Reaching for my neck, I feel for puncture wounds. There are none. Am I losing my mind?

Car tires screeching to a stop pulls me back to reality. Amelia is screaming my name over and over. Something must have happened. I race to the house, only to find everyone searching rooms calling for me.

“Amelia, what’s happened?”

My voice calls to her like a siren. Amelia pushes through the crowd, taking me in her arms.

“Are you okay?”

She doesn’t give me time to answer. Her hands roam my head, neck, and body. Her eyes are frantic, and I know she is experiencing sheer panic.

“Amelia, my love, I’m fine. I was in the garden.”

“You disappeared from my mind. As if you no longer existed. I’ve never been so scared in my life.”

Pulling me in again, Amelia sobs into my hair.

“I’m here. It’s okay.”

I go to break away, but she holds me tighter. More arms surround me and I see the Loch family joining in the embrace. They were all terrified. I can see it on each of their faces.

“Erin?” My mom is calling me from the top of the stairs. I can only imagine how weird this looks.

“Guys, I need to breathe.” My little quip earns me a chuckle. Everyone steps back apart from Amelia, who I’m afraid won’t ever let me go. “Baby, I’m okay. You need to let go.”

“I can’t,” she whispers. I’ve never seen her so shaken.

“Amelia,” Victoria says softly into her daughter’s ear. “She’s safe, honey. Let her go.”

A few moments pass, but eventually Amelia straightens, her eyes boring into mine. I feel our connection. I hear her pouring her love into me. Reaching for her face, I pull her down for a long, deep kiss. It might not ease her fear entirely, but it helps. I can feel her relax a little.

“Did you find them?” I ask the room.

“No. The attack report was false,” Lucas answers.

“So nobody got hurt?”

“Not this time,” Mohan replies.

“May I examine you?” Dr. Mendhi asks.

“Yes, if you must. I’m alright, though. I was just in the garden.”

The doctor takes me to Harlan’s office. He mutters to himself and jots notes in a small notepad. Instead of worry, I sense something else. Is it…excitement? The incongruity is unnerving. Amelia follows close behind.

“Did you feel our connection break?” she asks.

“I don’t know.”

My answer is honest. I can’t say with certainty that I know what the hell happened. Truthfully, I fear the answer. Why would I offer myself up to a Fallen vampire? And why didn’t it rip me to shreds?

“I’ve got a headache.”

The doctor completes his exam quickly. There is nothing out of the ordinary, but I find his questions invasive. His frustration at my lack of answers is palpable. It’s a side of him I’ve never seen before. All I want is to be alone with Amelia. I’m having to keep her mind at bay until Dr. Mendhi leaves.

The moment he leaves us alone, I allow Amelia in fully. Her face pales when she hears my thoughts.

“It can’t have happened, right?” I need Amelia to tell me what the fuck is going on.

“I—” Amelia Loch is rarely at a loss for words.

“Amelia, tell me I’m not going out of my mind. Did I really allow a vampire to bite me?”

She swallows several times. “Yes. I saw it in your mind. It doesn’t feel like a false memory.”

Her words pierce through my defenses, and I crumble to the floor. I must have cried out loud because my mother comes crashing through the door. Amelia hasn’t moved. Mom cradles me in her arms as I cry.

None of this makes any sense. Despite offering myself up to this woman, I still feel violated. I see her blood-red eyes in my mind and I know Amelia is hurting. I’ve allowed another vampire to put their lips on me. And yet, even though I know it’s wrong, I have this uncontrollable urge to feel that closeness again. To feel the Fallen.

I want to scream and shout, but a surge of heat in my throat steals my breath. It’s happening again. I can feel the thirst taking over. Pushing my mother, I scramble away from her. I know I’d never hurt her, but right now, I’m not me!
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“E
 rin?
 Sweetie,
 what’s
 wrong?”


My mom looks hurt that I pushed her away, but there’s no time to explain. Amelia steps forward, taking her by the arm, gently leading her outside. If Mom protests, I don’t hear her.

My throat is still on fire, and my mind is becoming foggy. Blackness is creeping in once more. Is she back? The woman with the red eyes. A warmth on my cheek pulls me temporarily from my nightmare.

“My love. Tell me what you are feeling.”

“Blackness,” is all I can say.

“I can’t feel you anymore, Erin. I need you to tell me everything you see.”

“It’s just black. My throat…” I feel my hand wrap around my throat as if that would help stave off the hunger. “I need to drink, Amelia.”

She looks at me with an understanding I can’t fully process. “Here, take this.”

A cold steel flask is placed in my other hand. Without question, I raise it to my lips and drink greedily. The thick liquid coats my mouth, sliding down my throat with ease. I feel the temporary relief but it’s fleeting. I’ve just had my first real taste of Red. Gone is the metallic tang. It’s as if I’ve swallowed nothing more than water. What does this mean?

“I need…” What is it I need? I need to find the source of this hunger. I’m aware enough to know this isn’t me, it’s someone, something else. Staggering to my feet, I grip Amelia tightly. “Amelia, I need to find her.”

“Find who?”

“The woman with the red eyes, the one who fed on me.”

I feel Amelia tense and I know she’s doing everything in her power to remain calm. Does she feel betrayed? I would if things were reversed.

“Why do you need to find her?”

“Because she’s the reason I’m thirsty.”

I wish I could explain better, but that would mean I understand what the hell is going on myself.

“Help me, please.”

“We need to tell Mohan.”

I want to protest. If this woman is the Fallen vampire everyone is looking for, they won’t hesitate to kill her when she is found. I can’t let that happen. I know there is a reason she found me, fed on me.

“No, not yet. Please, Amelia.”

“Erin, he must know. We need help. You need help.”

Reluctantly I agree. It’s not as if I can find her by myself. And even if I could, I have no clue what I’m walking into. Earlier in the garden could have been a fluke. The woman may just rip my throat out the next time she sees me.

Amelia helps me into a wingback chair before leaving the room. I take in the quiet solace for a moment, trying desperately to gather my thoughts. The Red I drank minutes ago is still helping, albeit on a small level. The hunger is sated enough that I can think.

I need to understand how I’m linked to the Fallen. Why had she sought me out, and what happened to her when she drank from me? Amelia steps in moments later with Mohan, Harland, Victoria, and my parents.

“Erin, dear. How are you feeling?” Mohan is a softly spoken man. I adore him. Amelia is right. If we’re to figure out what is happening to me, he is the one to trust.

“She’s close, Mohan.”

“Who?”

“The Fallen. She’s close and she needs my help.” I see them all exchange a worried look. “I know it sounds crazy, but I can feel her in here.” Poking my head, I shoot Amelia an imploring look. She must understand. I don’t want another vampire in my head—ever—but I can’t do a thing to control it.

“Harlan, call the doctor in, please.” Harlan leaves immediately. “Erin, can you tell us what happened? Everything you can remember.”

“I had a nightmare.”

It makes sense now. The reason I dreamed of biting Amelia. The Fallen must have already escaped and been on her way to me. We’re linked somehow.

“I felt bloodlust toward Amelia. It was unlike anything I’ve ever experienced. We just thought it was a dream, nothing more.”

“Our connection has been getting stronger,” Amelia adds. “We intended to speak to you today, before we found out about the Fallen.”

“When you all left to follow up on the reported attack, I needed some air. Walking around the gardens, I felt that hunger again, and then… I felt her. She was leaning by the bench.”

“Did she attack you?” Dad asks. All eyes are on me with rapt attention.

“No. She asked me for help. And I just knew what I had to do. I let her feed from me.”

Their gasps are audible.

“She drank and then left. My connection to her was severed, and then you all came back.”

“Dr. Mendhi? Have you any idea what this means?” Mohan is all business now.

“I’ll need to do some tests. Erin, do you feel the connection to her now?”

I shake my head. “Not like before. I can’t feel her, but I have the hunger again. My throat is burning.”

There is a commotion by the office door. A man I’ve never met before whispers something in Mohan’s ear. His eyes widen before he schools his features once more.

“Another Fallen has escaped.”

The room is deathly silent now, with all eyes once again on me.

“You need to get her somewhere safe,” Amelia growls at Mohan.

“Yes, indeed. Gather your things. We will go to my house.”

Which one, I want to ask. Mohan has property all over the world. The second thing I want to do is protest. There is no point in hiding. They will find me. I can feel it. They are driven to seek me out, just as they are driven to consume human blood.

Amelia must sense my hesitation, which means our connection is still there, even if it’s tentative.

“We are going
 , Erin.” She leaves no room for argument.

“Now, wait just a minute.” My mother is red-faced and angry. “No one is taking my daughter anywhere until you explain what the hell is going on. Hours ago, you told us she was safe. Your kind would never hurt her and yet here she is telling us someone has fed from her!”

Amelia’s body is shaking as she tries to keep calm. All she wants to do is scoop me up and run away to a place where I will be secure. Her patience for talking is running out fast, but out of respect for me and my parents, she’s trying not to blow.

“Erin would never be harmed by one of us. I can’t explain what’s going on. Whatever is happening to Erin has never occurred before. We are all at a loss, and we need time to figure it out, but Erin needs to be somewhere safe for us to do that.”

“She’s coming home with us,” my mom seethes.

“No, Mom.” The situation needs to be de-escalated, and fast. “I need to go with Mohan. And you need to come too.”

“Erin, this isn’t up for discussion, young lady.”

“No. It’s not,” I agree with my father. “I’m a grown woman and have made my decision.”

“Then, we shall make ours. We can’t support this, Erin. You should be with someone human, someone who isn’t going to put you in danger.”

Hurt flashes across Amelia’s face and slices through my chest.

“If you follow these lunatics, you do so without our blessing.”

“Please don’t say something you can’t take back,” Victoria says. Her voice is like steel. She makes a show of coming to my side and resting her hand on my shoulder. “Erin is your daughter. She’s our daughter, too. We will do everything to protect her.”

“Erin?” I look at my mom. She has unshed tears pooling in her eyes. “Please, baby. Come home with us.”

“I am home. Mom, there are things in the human world that are just as likely to cause me pain. We can’t control everything. Amelia is my soulmate. I’ll never leave her.”

“Then you’ve made your decision.” I have never heard my dad sound so cold. “I hope you know what you’re doing.”

Without another word or glance toward me, he ushers my sobbing mother from the room.

Tears come instantly. My body shudders with grief. My worst nightmare is coming true. I’ve just lost my parents. Amelia’s arms engulf me, and I cling to her like a life raft.

“They’re just reacting. I promise you they’ll be back.”

“We need to go, Amelia,” Mohan says softly. Amelia lifts me effortlessly into her arms.

“Ask Lucille to pack a bag for us, please.”

I’ve learned that, as much as Amelia and Lucille come to blows, in a crisis, they are the two siblings most likely to band together.

The Red is wearing off and I can feel my mind fighting to keep the link with Amelia.

“Drink,” I gasp after a strong surge rips through my throat. I grit my teeth, trying hard not to think about Amelia’s neck, which is so close to my lips.

“Red,” Amelia barks. She sets me down gently, handing me the flask given to her by Marcus. The siblings are unaware of what has occurred, which is why he is staring at me wide-eyed as I drink.

“Amelia?”

“Not now, Marcus. Later. We’ll explain everything.”

As before, the Red helps. Only moments pass before Amelia is on the move again. I curl into her body, needing her warmth and strength. A motorcade is waiting for us outside. If this wasn’t so serious, I’d probably laugh.

Bundled into the back of an SUV—which I’m sure is armored—I lay my head against Amelia’s shoulder. She’s still holding me tight. Whether that’s for my benefit or hers, I’m not sure.

As we travel further away from the Loch mansion, the hunger all but disappears. My mind feels lighter, I feel in control again. Sitting up, I wipe my hands down my face. God knows what I must look like.

“I feel better.”

Amelia takes my face in her hands and studies my face. “You look
 better. Our connection is back.”

I can feel it too. As strong as ever. “Where are we going?”

“Ireland. We need to talk to Barty. Mohan agrees.”

It makes sense for us to seek one of the oldest vampires in existence, especially when he mated with a human successfully, too.

“Surely Anya would have mentioned it if she’d experienced this.”

“I believe so, but what other choice do we have? As far as I know, nobody, vampire or human, has ever formed a link with a Fallen. There is also the fact our bond is changing somehow. There are too many questions and not enough answers.”

I feel her irritation as if it were my own. “Amelia, we’ll figure this out.”

“We have to. I can’t lose you, Erin. It would destroy me.”

The vulnerability and fear I saw earlier in her is back.

“Never. I’ll always be here.”

It’s a promise I shouldn’t offer so easily. It’s clear that there are many things that could stop us from having an eternity together. But I can’t think like that. We have to believe everything will work out as it should.

The SUV comes to a stop forty minutes later. Mohan and the rest of the Loch family are already aboard his private jet.

“I can walk, my love.” I grin when Amelia tries to carry me again.

“I just need to hold you close, just a little while longer.”

I nod. I can’t deny her anything. The siblings are remarkably quiet when we take our seats. I can see Lucille is busting a gut, trying to keep her curiosity at bay. From the stern faces of Harlan and Victoria, I gather they’ve all been told to keep quiet and not ask questions.

As the plane ascends, I feel a breath on the back of my neck. Turning, I come face to face with Lucille, who has her face wedged between mine and Amelia’s seats.

“You are so much more interesting than my sister,” she whispers, and I can’t help but laugh.
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I
 t’s
 raining
 heavily
 when
 the plane touches down on Irish soil. The weather matches my mood. Gray and turbulent. All I want is to spend my days with the woman I love in peace, but it seems the universe has other plans. There is still an hour on the road to travel until we reach Barty and Anya. I wonder if Amelia would allow us to stop for a pint somewhere. Her glare tells me no. Shame. Alcohol would be welcome right about now.

God, I wish I was behind the bar at Insomnia—not to pilfer the liquor. Just dealing with drunk assholes instead of fighting to keep out an unknown vampire who is constantly trying to invade my brain would be great. Or is it her? Since leaving LA, I can no longer tell if it’s the same vampire trying to connect. But who else could it be? Surely it’s just a coincidence that another Fallen escaped, right?

I’d hoped the next time we saw Barty and Anya would be at our wedding, celebrating, but it seems we only meet in times of uncertainty and drama. Ugh, I hate being at the center of all this.

The motorcade pulls up to the castle. I still have fond memories of our first visit here. I can’t believe it’s been almost three years. We should have made more time to visit.

I can’t help but smile at the memory which flashes across my mind. Amelia rolls her eyes but smiles, too. I’m thinking of Amelia’s reaction when we first drove toward the castle. She was irritated that Barty had been so cliché in his choice of home. A nice Gothic castle for a vampire. I giggle at the thought. Barty and Anya are the absolute opposite of what society would expect a vampire to look like. Barty has less of the “I want to suck your blood” vibe and more of the “should we play a full round of golf followed by drinks at the club” vibe.

Our friends are waiting by the door. No doubt Amelia or one of the other family members called ahead. Actually, it was probably Mohan. He has grown close to Barty and Anya over the years. I wonder if they know the full scale of our problem. I say our problem, because no matter what, Amelia is in this with me.

Barty hasn’t changed one bit. He still looks like a yuppy. Anya, on the other hand, has cut her hair short and dyed it blonde. She looks amazing.

“Anya, my word, you look stunning.”

“Erin, stop. You’ll make me blush!” We share a long, tight hug. It’s nice to be back. Anya understands what it’s been like for me.

“Amelia, Erin, welcome back,” Barty booms, smiling from ear to ear. He’s usually in a cheerful mood, and it seems today is no different.

“Barty, Anya.” Amelia shares a hug with them both.

“So, is it down to business or a drink first?”

“Busine—”

“Drink.” Giving Amelia the look
 , I follow Anya through to the living room. It’s one thing denying me a pint of beer, quite another denying me a drink at all. I think I deserve it. Hell, we all deserve a few. The roaring fire opposite Barty and Anya’s sofa makes me feel instantly at home.

“Don’t worry, Amelia, we won’t go as heavy on the whiskey as last time.”

Last time, I couldn’t believe either of them still had a liver!

“Could I have wine instead of whiskey, please?” Anya has an exquisite wine collection.

“I’ve already poured one for us.” Anya winks. “Amelia?”

“Wine, please. I’ll leave the whiskey for later.”

“How about we get down to business whilst we drink?” Barty reads Amelia’s mood well. She doesn’t want to socialize. Maybe that’s why the rest of the family and Mohan have made themselves scarce. Even Lucille left Amelia alone, which is rare.

We settle down on opposite sofas. Anya and Barty are looking at me expectantly. I don’t know where to start. It all sounds completely insane when I go over it in my head.

Sensing my inner struggle, Amelia lays out the facts as we know them. Watching Barty, I can see he’s intrigued. Not completely shocked, which is interesting. Anya looks worried, meaning I doubt she ever experienced anything like this.

“Have you encountered anything like this, Barty?” Amelia asks. I’m happy to sit quietly. He strokes his chin, lost in thought. Amelia leans forward, waiting. I take another slug of wine. It’s a great vintage.

“There is nothing concrete I can tell you. I need a little time to do research. Mostly, it’s myth and legend, but as we all know, there’s usually a grain of truth to it.”

“To what exactly?” Amelia is growing impatient.

“I don’t feel comfortable saying until I know more. I know you’re frustrated, Amelia, but please trust me. I’ll head up to the library now.” He doesn’t wait for a reply.

Laying my hand on her thigh, I try to ground her. I know she’s scared. What happened at the Loch mansion scared us both, but we have to trust in the people around us.

“How are you now, Erin?” Anya tops up my wine, which is probably a bad idea, but I’m past caring.

“Tired if I’m being honest. Confused and scared, too.”

“Understandably.”

“I’m sorry we haven’t been over to see you. We should have made time.”

For whatever reason, it’s playing on my mind. Anya and Barty have been great friends and we’ve neglected that friendship.

“It goes both ways, Erin.” She chuckles. “That’s the downside to this whole immortality thing. We start to take things for granted. Nothing is urgent and things usually fall by the wayside. Barty and I will arrange a visit. I’d love to see LA again. It’s been decades.”

“Deal.”

“May I borrow one of your motorcycles?” Amelia asks.

Her request isn’t a surprise. She’s anxious and fidgety. Burning some adrenaline on the back of a bike will do her good. It would for me too, but I already know the answer to that question. It seems I’m going to be under castle-arrest for a little while.

I lean over and kiss her lips. Is that hesitation I feel from her? My heart sinks, but I push it to one side.

“Be safe, my love.”

“Always. I’ll be back later.”

Stalking out of the room with rigid shoulders, Amelia heads for the garage. God, I’d do anything to make her feel better. Anything to take that haunted look from her eyes.

“How’s she doing?” Anya is looking at me as I stare after Amelia.

“She’s hurt, scared, and a myriad of other things. I don’t know what’s worse for her. Knowing a Fallen vampire found me or knowing it—sorry, she—fed from me. It’s like I cheated on her. I can feel her pain, but she hasn’t talked to me. Our bond has grown to the point we can read each other’s thoughts, but she’s blocking certain things. I haven’t pushed. She’ll open up when she’s ready. I just hope she still feels the same for me.”

“There is nothing that could stop her from loving you, Erin.”

“Loving and liking are two different things, Anya. She’s bound to me. That doesn’t mean she has to like it.”

“Erin, this is Amelia we’re talking about.”

“I know. But I betrayed her.”

“Did you seek this Fallen vampire? Ask her to feed from you?”

“No, but I told her to when I realized it’s what she needed.”

“Tell me about that. What you felt.”

“As soon as she asked for help, it was like my body went on autopilot. I wasn’t scared. I knew she wouldn’t kill me. There was a pulsing in my blood. Thinking back, that’s what drew me to her. She was calling for it.”

“And when she fed?”

“Nothing. It didn’t hurt. She took only what she needed and then left.”

“Did you see anything?”

“My mind went black. I knew she was bonded to me in some way. That’s what alerted Amelia. It seemed our connection broke. I’ve never seen her so frightened, Anya. She said I vanished from her. She thought I was dead, I’m sure of it.”

“In my humble opinion, it’s that
 thought which haunts Amelia, not the fact a Fallen bit you.”

“Not bit, fed. And I willingly let it happen.”

“I’d say willingly is a strong word. There is something happening to you that allowed you to connect to this vampire. Not just any vampire, Erin. A Fallen.”

“Do you think Barty knows what’s going on?”

“I think he’s more likely than anyone to have a clue.”

“You’ve been around as long as he has.”

“But Barty is the nerd.” Anya laughs. “He loves myths and legends, especially when it’s to do with our kind.”

“I hope he finds something. We’re supposed to be planning a wedding.”

“Hold the phone, you’re what?”

Crap. We’re such bad friends.

“Jesus, I’m sorry, Anya. We completely spaced. We decided to go ahead with the wedding before my thirtieth. Who knows what’s around the corner? Things change. We never know what’s going to happen next.”

“Congratulations. And don’t worry, I know you’d have called. It’s not like you’re having a Zen kind of time right now.”

We laugh together. It’s nice to feel some levity again.

“I think Amelia was a little surprised at first. But I just don’t see the point in waiting.”

“I couldn’t agree more. Oh, I have a fantastic idea! Get married here.”

“Here? What now?”

“Well, not this second.” She giggles. “I know it’s all a bit of a mess at the moment, but maybe that makes it the perfect time. As you said, you never know what’s going to happen next.”

The idea latches on to the part of me that wants to marry Amelia this very instant. I wanted something small, which is what it would be. Not quite Hawaii, but it’s stunning, nonetheless. My parents come to mind, and the vision briefly steals my breath.

“Hey, what’s that face for?”

“My parents,” I stutter. “They—”

“Did you tell them? About us?”

I nod, not trusting my voice.

“Oh, Erin, I’m sorry.”

“They were okay until this whole Fallen eating me thing came up.”

“I think you should rephrase that,” she mumbles with a raised eyebrow, causing me to laugh.

“Okay, not eating me. You know what I mean.”

“Let me guess, they wanted to take you home with them?”

“Yes. It ended with them walking out.”

Anya moves to sit next to me. “They’re scared and reacting.”

“That’s what Amelia said.”

“Because she’s smart. If you want to get married here, we’ll arrange for them to be flown over. If they decline, that’s on them and something they will have to live with.”

It would be something we’d all have to live with. I’m not sure my heart could take it if they rejected the invite.

“I’m not sure Amelia will want to do it now. You saw how she is.”

“Maybe getting married to you is the one thing that would
 help.”

I bite my lip in concentration and then yelp. I accidentally pierced the skin. Running my tongue over the small cut, I taste blood. Thankfully, it isn’t making me turn nuts, so thank god for that.

As I trace my top lip, I pause. I cannot be feeling what I think I’m feeling. My mind screams for Amelia. How is this even possible? I feel like I’m saying that a lot recently. My hand flies to my mouth, covering it. Anya looks at me, alarmed. Standing, I want to run, but where the hell would I go?

Tires screeching to a halt over gravel echoes through the castle. The door bangs open and Amelia is next to me in seconds.

“What’s wrong?” Her eyes are wild, just like before. “Is she here? Can you sense her?”

I shake my head. No, this feels so much worse. Lowering my hand, I tilt my head up. Amelia’s eyes stay on mine briefly before tracking down to the cut on my lip. I draw back my top lip and wince when she gasps.

“How?” Amelia studies me with open concern. I know why she’s struggling to comprehend what she’s seeing. The same reason I am. Not only is the impossible happening, by that I mean I have…teeth unbefitting of my species. But these teeth are too long, even for a vampire.

I’ve studied vampire anatomy to help with my understanding of their world, their lives. A vampire’s canines are a shade longer than humans, not like these. And they certainly don’t drop or retract.

What am
 I?
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 I wonder if I’m in an elaborate dream. One where vampires are still a myth, and I am none the wiser. If that were true, though, I wouldn’t know what it was to find my soulmate, and that is unconscionable.

I was supposed to have another year until something like this happened. Then again, I’m not entirely sure something like this was ever supposed to happen.

I’m still baring my new teeth to Amelia, who looks dumbstruck. Neither of us knows what to do next. Thankfully, Anya steps up to the plate. She’s calm and collected, unlike me. Inside, my stomach is in knots and my mind is frantic.

We still have too many unanswered questions, and clearly more arising every day. At this rate, I’m going to be a fully-fledged vampire in hours. A realization slams into my chest. I let a Fallen vampire feed from me. I understand that being changed into a vampire isn’t possible that way, but what if? There are plenty of things happening to me that shouldn’t
 be. And yet they are.

“Erin, sit down. Let me look.” Anya removes my hand and tilts my head.

Running her finger over the tip of my canine—I refuse to see them as fangs—she presses firmly, causing her skin to be pricked. Studying her now bleeding index finger, Anya brings it to her mouth and sucks. I have no clue what the hell she’s hoping to find out, but whatever it is, she’s clearly puzzled.

“We need Barty.”

“We need Dr. Mendhi,” Amelia says, finally snapping out of her shock-induced trance.

“We need a priest,” I comment quietly. It wasn’t quiet enough. Amelia is on her knees in front of me moments later.

“You do not need a priest. You are not evil, Erin. We’re not evil, you know that.”

“We don’t know what the fuck I am!” I didn’t mean to bark at her, but I’m frustrated and scared.

“I know who and what you are, Erin. I’ve always known. You are mine, and I am yours. Whatever is happening, we will figure it out, but know I am here. Always by your side.”

I bring our foreheads together, needing that closeness even just for a second. “Fetch the doctor. Anya, please call Barty.”

They spring into action, which makes me smile temporarily until I feel my teeth again. Am I turning into a Fallen? Is that even possible?

Barty is the same level of calm as his wife when he arrives, which I appreciate.

“Erin, may I look?”

I nod, allowing him to examine me.

“Interesting.”

“That’s one word for it, I suppose.”

“Did you feel anything?”

“Nope, nothing. One minute I had regular teeth and the next these.”

“They’re not overly elongated but definitely more than the average vampire. Sharp, too.”

“They’re producing some sort of chemical,” Anya adds. “I tasted it when I pricked my finger.”

“Really? May I?”

“You want me to bite your finger?”

“Yes, please.”

Oh, for the love of god!

“Fine.”

Of course, that’s the moment Amelia returns with Dr. Mendhi, Mohan, and her parents. I can only imagine what it must look like.

“You’re right, Anya. She is producing some sort of chemical.”

“Really?” Dr. Mendhi is in front of me now, and I’m feeling antsy.

“Yes, definitely.”

“I’m not biting anyone else!”

My tone is curt. I can see the disappointment on the doctor’s face.

“Can’t you extract it some other way?” I huff.

I’m not naïve enough to think I can get away from having tests done.

“I’ll start with bloodwork. Then we will look at your new—”

“Fangs.”

There, I said it.

“Teeth, my love. Not fangs.” Amelia soothes.

“Let’s not kid ourselves here. I know you believe you are nothing like the legends made up by humans, and you’re right. But look at me, Amelia. I have fangs! Longer than yours. I let a vampire feed on me. I’m not one of you. I’m turning into a monster.”

“You are not a monster.” Amelia’s voice is soft in my ear. Her arms circle around me and hold me tight. I hate that I’m breaking down in front of everyone, but there really is only so much a girl can take, you know.

“You are no monster,” Barty says. “I believe you are the Salvator Regina, the Savior Queen.”

“She’s what now?” Lucille asks, barging into the room. “Sorry to interrupt, but I’m tired of being kept in the dark. What’s happening?”

Instead of the peevishness Lucille usually radiates when kept out of the loop, all I see is concern.

“Lucille,” Harlan admonishes.

“No, Father. We are here to help. None of us can do that when we don’t know what the situation is.”

“Where is Valentine?” Victoria asks, irked with her daughter’s brashness.

“With Maria. She’s fine.”

Valentine is Harlan and Victoria’s youngest child. She’s almost three and as gorgeous as all her siblings. I was more than a little shocked to find out Victoria was pregnant at two hundred years old, but that’s the life of an immortal.

“They might as well know,” I interject.

“See, listen to Erin.”

“Call the family in,” Harlan commands.

Now I truly feel like a specimen waiting to be poked and prodded.

Amelia sits holding my hand as she fills in the rest of the clan. There’s enough of us now to earn the name. Maybe I could come up with a coat of arms for us. Amelia’s amused smile makes me blush. She’s heard my musings, which aren’t entirely appropriate for the situation we’re in. I think my brain just needs an escape from all the seriousness.

“Are you okay, Erin?” Laurence, the oldest sibling, asks.

“Well, apart from being worried about constantly biting my lip, I’m fine.”

That earns a titter.

“I’d like to know what’s happening, though. Barty, you think I’m Regina, someone? Can you educate the class?”

“Of course.” He mock bows. “It’s a story of legend among the earlier vampires. They believed that a human woman with the ability to save all those who failed to find their mate would be born. Unlike humans, who struggle to comprehend that women are and always have been more suited to leadership, vampires rejoiced in her reign. She was celebrated and written into history. Unfortunately, most of it was lost. There are a handful of texts that name her, but that’s all.”

“She had the ability to save the Fallen?” I ask.

“Yes. Before we understood our biology, vampires relied on superstition. Gods and such, similar to humans.”

I can’t help but notice Dr. Mendhi perk up. There’s that odd look of excitement again.

“And you think Erin is some kind of goddess?” Lucille couldn’t keep the amusement out of her voice or off her face if she tried.

“Amelia thinks—”

“Not now,” Amelia chastises. I was going to deliver a sarcastic and, once again, inappropriate response. One Lucille would have loved.

“No, I don’t believe Erin is a deity.” Barty smiles. “But I think there is some truth in it.”

“I’ll need to run tests.” Dr. Mendhi is already scribbling in his notebook. He seems off, but I don’t know why.

“Lovely, and while you’re all trying to figure out what this is, I’m going to plan my wedding.”

“Erin—”

“Nope, we’re not waiting any longer. Anya has graciously offered the castle as a venue, and I’m happy to accept. I’ll need help with organizing things.”

“Erin.”

“Amelia! This is happening. I refuse to go another week without being married to you. Please, give me this.”

The room is silent and I should feel embarrassed for making a scene, but fuck it. I’m rapidly changing into a vampire who may or may not possess the ability to help Fallen vampires. I’m having a goddamn wedding.

“Okay. Let’s get married.”

“I’ll need to steal you for a little while,” Dr. Mendhi interrupts.

Party Pooper.

“Can it wait until tomorrow?” Amelia asks.

“I’d rather draw blood now. Also…” Dr. Mendhi reaches inside his jacket pocket and pulls out a small hip flask. Handing it to me, he nods his head. Flipping off the lid, I take two large gulps of Red. The more I taste it, the more I like it.

“Now what?” I ask, unsure of what he expects to happen.

Reaching forward, Dr. Mendhi gently lifts my upper lip. “Fascinating.”

My tongue automatically traces my teeth. I suck in a breath. They’re not pointy! Or long. My teeth are normal again.

“What the?”

“What the what?” Amelia is looking between the doctor and I.

“Look.” I say, pointing to my mouth.

She leans forward and inspects my teeth. “What does this mean?”

“I’m not sure. It was just a hunch. I do, however, feel Erin will have to start a regimen of Red. Not the quantity you or I would drink, but a few mouthfuls a day. Until we know the reason all of this is occurring.”

“How do you feel about that, my love?”

I shrug. “It’s fine. It just tastes like water.”

“Right.” Barty claps. “I think it’s time to open the whiskey now, don’t you?”

A dozen heads nod. I definitely need a drink.
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The room is spinning. Or is it me? Barty cracked open his special whiskey and we’ve all imbibed far too much.

Dr. Mendhi was a little put out that I only allowed him to take blood. If it were up to him, I’d be in his lab. Which I have no real problem with. I trust him and know it’s important. Not just for me. If what Barty has shared has any truth to it, my recent changes could have an enormous impact on the vampire community.

But for one more night I just want to be Erin, human supreme, celebrating my upcoming nuptials to my sexy goddess of a fiancée.

“Sexy goddess, huh?”

Plastering a sultry grin on my face, I turn to Amelia. “Yes, sexy goddess.”

“That should be your title, apparently.”

“Oh, please.”

“I do like it when you beg,” she whispers in my ear.

A part of me is so relieved Amelia is getting frisky. It means she still loves me, wants me. Guilt still gnaws away at my heart every time I flash back to the garden and the woman. I didn’t feel attracted to her in the romantic sense. But I was
 drawn to her, and that’s enough to make me feel sick inside.

“I always want you, Erin. Please stop feeling bad. You did nothing wrong.”

We kiss deeply. I need to feel her, to feel that connection that is solely ours.

“Please take me to bed.”

I shriek as she flings me over her shoulder. I hear laughter and cheers. I also hear Lucille shout, “Good Lord, do they ever stop?”

My laughter drowns out the rest as Amelia sprints to our room. I’ve not even had the chance to take it all in yet. I thought a castle would be cold and drafty, but it’s not at all. A fire is burning, casting a warm glow over the room. A large wooden four-poster bed stands proudly in the middle, sheets already turned down.

I’m lowered gently to the bed. Amelia’s eyes are intense. “I will always love you.”

“Thanks, Whitney.” I giggle.

“I’m trying to be romantic, babe.”

“Sorry, go on.”

“No, you’ve ruined it now. I think I’ll need to punish you for it.”

“Yes, please.”

“Erin! You’re not supposed to be so excited about getting a spanking.” She chuckles.

“Sorry,” I pout. “Oh no, Amelia, please don’t punish me.”

She drops her head to my shoulder, laughing. “You’re impossible.”

“I’m adorable. Now, spank me. Or whip me. I don’t care. Just touch me.”

“Yes, my queen.”

“That’s going to become a thing, isn’t it?”

“In the bedroom, yes. I like the idea of serving you.”

“Hmm, in that case, maybe the spanking can wait. I think you’d better serve me on your knees.”

“Fuck, Erin.”

“That’s the plan, honey.”

Growling, Amelia stands and strips herself. I am more than happy to watch.

“I’m wet for you,” she moans. Her hand is between her legs. I love it when she touches herself.

“On your knees, Amelia.”

Dropping to the floor, she continues to touch herself lightly. Casting my clothes to the floor, I sit on the edge of the bed. Amelia’s eyes are almost black. She’s so turned on. My mouth waters at the sight of her ministrations.

It’s only slight, but I feel my teeth elongate. That’s a weird sensation, for sure.

“Oh shit, I need some Red.”

I go to cover my mouth again, but Amelia stops me.

“Leave them out,” she purrs.
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H
 aving
 the
 opportunity
 to
 watch Amelia sleep is a rare occurrence. We savored each other repeatedly last night, enough to keep her sleeping long after I wake.

It’s possibly one of my creepier habits, but watching her like this, so relaxed, so vulnerable, is one of my favorite things to do. She’s breathtaking, and she’s mine.

Our lovemaking helped quell some fears I had. Listen to me using the word quell
 ! That’s what hanging around centuries-old vampires gets you. Anyway, I digress. Talking to Anya about Amelia helped some, but only Amelia’s touch, her whispered words of love, could make a difference.

For my sanity, I need to talk to her about the vampire who fed on me. I know she’s said there isn’t anything to worry about, and I hope that’s true. But we need to be completely transparent, and Amelia has been keeping me at bay in her mind, so there must be something more. She must be feeling more.

The rain is hammering the window. My mind wanders to the wedding. I think we might have to have an indoor service. Ireland is gorgeous, but the weather isn’t a guarantee. Although, rain on your wedding day is supposed to be good luck, apparently. Ha, tell that to my cousin who found her husband banging their neighbor, Jeffrey. There was torrential rain on their wedding day.

“You look deep in thought, my love.” Amelia’s sleepy voice is yummy. All husky and… Jesus, what’s got into me? We spent hours fucking each other last night, but my body still craves more. I crave her.

“Morning.” I kiss her deeply, rolling on top of her. Amelia’s hands snake around me, moving to my ass. She grabs both cheeks, pulling me further into her. I’m on fire! I make quick work of riling her up.

“You’re in a good mood this morning,” she moans.

My body is frenzied. I need her. Instead of replying, I guide my hand between her legs and take a long swipe through her wetness.

“Fuck!” she gasps.

My teeth elongate again, but this isn’t like last night. Now I feel hungry for her. I can smell her blood, feel it coursing through her veins. My mind goes black. I’m losing control of myself, but I’m powerless to stop. Fingering her hard, I smile when she groans into my ear. I smile harder when I feel the blood pool in her pussy, engorging her further. Any restraint I have vanishes and I do the one thing I never thought I would. I bite Amelia.

Her scream is a mix of pain and pleasure, but I’m so lost in the feeling of taking her lifeblood into my mouth I pay little attention. It’s only when I feel her go limp that something in the back of my mind pierces through the shadows.

My mind is back. I’m in control once more, and yet I kind of wish I wasn’t. The sight of Amelia, unconscious and bleeding, renders me speechless.

I did that! I’ve hurt Amelia.

Grabbing my tank top from the floor, I press it hard to Amelia’s neck with shaking hands. A few minutes pass and I almost cry when I feel Amelia move. Her eyes flicker open, and she looks dazed. Turning her head, she looks at me. Something unfamiliar flickers in her eye. I can’t hear her thoughts. Is she blocking me? Oh my god, is she scared of me?

Backing away, I scramble off the bed. The cold air causes my naked body to shiver. Unable to look her in the eye, I find some sweatpants and a t-shirt. Dressed, I don’t know what to do next. Amelia hasn’t moved. She’s just staring at me. The silence is killing me.

“I’m so sorry,” I whisper before fleeing. It’s clear to me now, I’m no longer safe to be around the people I love.

Nobody knows what’s happening to me. Dr. Mendhi is at a loss. There isn’t time to wait around hoping he finds something to explain all this, not when I’ve just attacked my soulmate. All this nonsense about being some sort of fucking savior queen is horseshit. I’m no savior. I’m turning into a monster. Maybe all the stories concocted through history about vampires aren’t all false. Maybe humans got part of it right?

The castle is quiet as I race toward the front door. I have no idea where I’m going. All I know is that I need to leave. I have to get as far away from Amelia and our family as quickly as possible before I do something I can’t come back from.

The rain is still pelting down as I leave the safety of the castle. Heading for Barty’s garage, I head straight for his line of cars. Not the luxury ones. I’m not sure I can trust myself in one of those. An Audi will be fine. It’s fast and automatic.

Once again, I have a voice in my head. This time it’s telling me to stop being an idiot and go back to Amelia. But what if that’s
 the voice that wants to harm her? I can’t trust the words in my mind. I can’t trust myself, full stop.

Gunning the engine, I don’t look back as I speed off. How will Amelia explain this to her family? What the hell will they think of me for hurting her? And I know I hurt her. Fuck, I’ll continue to hurt her just by staying away. Our souls need each other. The distance will hurt us both, but is my soul still intact? Am I being overly dramatic? Fuck!

Life was perfect before my birthday. I couldn’t have wished for more, and now it’s all gone to shit. The unfairness of it all keeps me company as I drive. I’ve no fucking idea where I’m going. I take turns now and then until eventually I have to stop. There is a pull in my heart, and I know it’s Amelia searching for me.
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Once I block out the ache in my chest, I drive until I can’t keep my eyes open. The events of the morning have drained me. The pub I find offers bed-and-breakfast, although I have no money. In my altered state, I left with only the clothes on my back and Barty’s car. What a goddamn idiot.

Pulling into the pub’s car park, I sit silently. What should I do? It’s too dangerous to go back to the castle, right? I could attack someone. Jesus, I could hurt Valentine.

A dark thought germinates. How long will it take for me to descend completely into madness? As far as I’m concerned, that’s the only logical reason for all of this.

Clearly, the Fallen has infected me? Turned me? I don’t know, but everything went to shit the moment she turned up.


But what about the dreams?


Fuck, I was dreaming about biting Amelia before the Fallen drank from me. None of it makes any sense. Turning only happens on your birthday. You’re thirtieth
 birthday.

My reverie is shattered when the car door opens. It’s her again, but this time, she’s sitting in the passenger seat.

“Please don’t panic or scream.”

Her voice is nothing like I remember. Gone is the desperation. She’s beautiful, I’ll give her that.

“Who are you?” My voice shakes.

“My name is Jordan. And I owe you my life.”

So, the Fallen vampire has a name and a really nice haircut. Her eyes are golden now. She hardly resembles the frantic vampire I came across in the garden. But what does she want?

“How did you find me?”

I know the answer before I’ve finished asking the question. We’re linked.

“You know how. You can sense me.”

“Clearly not, because I didn’t sense you getting into my car!”

“It’s not your car.” She grins. “I followed you from LA. We need your help.”

“Who?”

“The Fallen. You’re the key.”

“Oh, for fuck’s sake!” I’ve had it up to my eyeballs with all this shit. “I’m no key or savior. Okay? I can’t help you.”

“But you did. You literally saved me.”

“Yeah and look where that’s got me. What the hell did you do to me?”

Why am I even engaging this woman? Frustration boils up from deep within. Feeling claustrophobic, I tear off my safety belt and storm out of the car. The air is chilly, but at least the rain has stopped. There is a motorbike parked a few meters away. It’s one of Barty’s. This bitch has some nerve.

“I’m going to give it back. I wasn’t expecting you to take off like that. What happened?”

“Listen, lady. I don’t know you. I’m certainly not going to discuss personal things with you. Whatever you think I am, I’m not.”

“You are. You cured me.”

“It’s not possible.”

“And yet the proof is in front of you. I turned thirty, three months ago. I hadn’t found my mate and was instantly taken into custody. It took mere hours for me to start falling. I remember all of it. The pain of my soul yearning for its other half was unbearable. The blackness taking over, voices whispering in my ear. The thirst. Shit, that was insufferable, and then I felt a spark. After months of pain, I felt a light grow in my chest. I felt you, Erin.”

“How do you know my name?”

“I don’t know. Just like I don’t know how I found you in those gardens. All I remember is a surge of hope, strong enough to break my bonds. I didn’t hurt anyone, just so you know. The hunger in me changed.”

“I don’t understand.” Pacing back and forth, I must look crazy.

“Neither do I. But you can’t deny the truth. After I found you, the connection was instant. You gave me your blessing to bite you, and the moment I drew blood, my rage ceased to exist. The voice evaporated into the ether. Your blood set me free from the worst kind of prison.”

She is so earnest, I can’t help but take in every word. Is she telling the truth? But what about my behavior? What effect is curing Jordan having on me?

“You left LA after you heard about the other escaped Fallen.”

“Yes. My family thought it wise to leave for a while. Until we figured out what was happening.”

“The other escaped Fallen is called Christopher. He’s suffered for almost a decade. I found him. He was searching for you.”

“Has he hurt anyone?”

“No. But he needs you, Erin.”

The pull in my heart increases to the point where I grab my chest. Amelia is in pain. But so is Christopher. I don’t know this guy, but my gut tells me I should go with Jordan. My head and heart are conflicted. I want nothing more than to drive back to the arms of my soulmate. To soothe her.

“Amelia would understand.”

“Don’t speak of her.” My tone is final. I get there is a link between Jordan and me, but it is flimsy at best, nothing compared to what I share with Amelia.

“I’m sorry. I wasn’t trying to—”

“Yes, you were. Understand one thing, Jordan. Amelia is my mate. We share a bond deeper than anything you could imagine. Never assume you know what either of us would think or want.”

“I apologize, Erin. Truly. But please, come with me and help Christopher. He needs you more than Amelia right now.”

I hate to agree with her, but I do. If she is telling the truth, this Christopher guy has been in hell for the past ten years.

“Where is he?”

“Dublin. We stowed away.” They must have been desperate to risk leaving the States. Every vampire in LA is looking for them.

Closing my eyes, I open my mind to Amelia. Trust me, my love. This is for the best
 .

I can only hope she hears me and understands.
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I
 ’m
 clearly
 making
 unhinged
 decisions. I wish I could blame it on my menses, like I do most of the time I act nuts, but this is way beyond that. Swanning off with a Fallen vampire is stupid. I know it, but I’m still doing it. For right or wrong, I know I have to do this.

We left Barty’s car and motorcycle at the pub. No doubt they will be easily traced. I’m surprised I didn’t get caught, to be honest. I half expected Barty and Amelia to show up the moment I parked.

Jordan opted to drive. The car she “acquired” is a late-model Beetle. What’s a little grand theft auto in the grand scheme of things? My skull is pounding with the effort it’s taking to block Amelia. I hate doing it, but it’s for her safety. It is, isn’t it? And I’m making the right decision to leave her, aren’t I? My heart is screaming at me in revolt.

The journey so far has been relatively silent. Jordan has tried several times to strike up a conversation, but I’m too tired and anxious to participate. The quicker we get to Christopher, the quicker I can help him. That’s the only thing I can think about, the only thing bringing me some peace of mind. Once that’s done, I can try to figure out what to do next. Maybe I could call the doctor discreetly?

I must have drifted off, because when I come around, we’re entering Dublin. The car pulls into an industrial estate on the outskirts of the city. Could this be any sketchier? I doubt it.

“Hey, it’s not like we could hire an Airbnb.”

Great, can Jordan read my thoughts too?

“Unscrew your face, will ya?” she snarks.

Okay, maybe not. Our link is still tentative, just the way I want it to stay. I can handle her sensing me, but not invading my thoughts again. Only my mate has the right to do that.

“Couldn’t you find somewhere a little less…murder-y?”

Jordan lets out a shock of laughter. “Because he’s so vulnerable? Erin, the last thing any of us want is Christopher within reach of humans. I made sure he was secure before leaving him. This place has been abandoned for a while. There aren’t even any squatters.”

“Fine, you’re right.”

Why did I even bring it up? Of course, Jordan and Christopher would need to stay out of the way, and an abandoned building was the right call.

“Take me to him.”

Jordan wastes no time. She slips out of the car, not even bothering to shut the door behind her. Following, I try to tap into that feeling. The one I had when Jordan was near. We enter the dilapidated factory, and I instantly feel him. Oh god, he is in so much pain, I almost double over. I can feel it in my stomach. Scorching heat ripples through my body. Fuck, is this what he feels all the time?

Sensing my thought path, Jordan takes me gently by the arm and hurries us through the cavernous rooms. Christopher must be deep inside. Smart. At least that way, if by any chance some poor soul came across the building, it would be unlikely they’d accidentally find Christopher.

We turn the corner into what must have been some kind of workshop. Brick columns hold up the roof and attached to one of them is the saddest and most horrific sight I have ever seen. Christopher.

“He’s in a really bad way,” Jordan comments unnecessarily.

It takes me one quick glance to see he is in a poor state. It’s not just his blood-red eyes and pleading expression. It’s everything. Considering he is supposed to be over thirty, I could easily mistake him for a gangly teen. There isn’t an ounce of meat on his bones.

His hair touches his collarbones that are protruding unnaturally. Scars mar every inch of his body.

“Why isn’t he dressed?”

The man is only wearing underwear.

“He can’t stand it on his skin. I had the fight of my life just getting boxers on him.”

We approach slowly. I see him muttering to himself, his eyes searching the room feverishly. I need him to focus. When Jordan focused on me, I could hear her. She took over my mind. Christopher is so frantic, I can’t get a read on him or make a connection.

“Chris,” Jordan whispers. Her hand slowly touches his head. As if electrocuted, Christopher recoils with a wail.

My god.

“Christopher?” I keep my voice soft. His eyes snap to mine and I know I have him.

“Help me,” he pleads.

“Help me untie him.”

Christopher might be almost naked, but most of his body is wrapped in tight chains, anchoring him to the column.

“Are you sure?” Jordan looks worried, but I’m not. Now Christopher is centered on me, I know he won’t try to run. Hell, why would he? The man escaped to find me. I just hope I can help him like I did Jordan.

“Yes, take off the chains.”

Jordan works fast as I support Christopher’s withered body. He weighs nothing. Finally, the last chain hits the floor with an ear-piercing clang that echoes for several seconds.

Lowering him to his knees, I settle in front of him. “Hold his head up.”

Jordan does as I say without question. Once again, my instincts kick in. This time, I know Christopher doesn’t need to bite me. It’s the other way around.

My teeth elongate, and I feel the chemical compound form at the tips. Christopher is shaking so badly Jordan has to use her considerable strength to keep him still.

“It’s okay, Christopher. It’s okay.”

“Please,” he whispers, and I wonder if he is about to pass out.

Leaning forward, I bring my mouth close to his neck. A pulsing ache rises in my throat. My mind goes black, just as it did with Jordan. I see red swirls, like blood in water. It overtakes my senses.

I feel him relax the second my teeth pierce his skin. His shaking stops and he leans into me. The first draw of his blood makes me cringe. Not because I’m drinking blood, but because it tastes tainted. Poisoned. Taking several more draws, I concentrate with everything I have. The last thing I want to do is drain him, but I know I have to take out enough to let my…what, venom? Serum? Whatever it is I’m producing, it has to be in sufficient quantity to dilute Christopher’s contaminated blood.

Like a bell ringing in my ear, I know I need to stop. I’ve taken enough. Retracting my teeth, I pull away. Jordan gently lays Christopher down. He looks to be sleeping. Sitting back on my haunches, I absentmindedly wipe my mouth. There’s only a drop of his blood on my lips. Clearly, I’m a clean biter!

“What now?” Jordan is sitting cross-legged next to him, looking at me.

“We wait,” I say.

At least I think that’s what we should do. This is so different from my encounter with Jordan. Now, I feel a sense of responsibility.

“How are you?”

She looks at me like I’m the second coming. “You did it again.”

I’m momentarily distracted by her eyes. The golden hue is fading. She has naturally green eyes. Does this mean the color is a direct result of the link to me? That it’s temporary, but the bond remains. Huh, well, I guess it’s better than walking around with golden orbs attracting unwanted attention.

“Did what?”

“Saved a damned soul.”

“Damned? Is hell real?”

“If you felt even a second of what Christopher was feeling, you know the answer to that.”

“He was like that for ten years?”

Jordan nods. “I can’t even imagine. I had a few months, and I was ready to end it all.”

“Why didn’t you?”

She laughs mirthlessly. “You really believe the good doctor would allow his test subjects to die?”

Her words pull me up short. What does she mean? Is she referring to Dr. Mendhi?

“Please explain.” I try to keep my voice even.

“We’re led to believe the Fallen are mindless creatures, only capable of hurting. I believed that growing up until it happened to me.”

Reaching forward, I lay my hand on her arm. “Go on.”

“Yes, the thirst for human blood is unbearable, but the worst part is you know what’s happening. Your mind is fogged with rage and pain, but you are still the vampire you were before falling. That is the worst kind of torture.”

“Dear god.”

“I wanted to die every day, and he knew it. Fuck, he knows so much more than he tells the council.”

“I don’t understand.”

What is she talking about?

“Dr. Mendhi. He’s a special kind of sick fuck.”

“But…he’s—”

“Helpful? Only to the council and higher families. In my lucid moments at the beginning of my change, I’d listen to him rant on about lower classes. He’s insane and obsessed with the Fallen. Christopher was tortured for ten years. You’ve seen the scars.”

“But?” I can’t process what she’s telling me.

I knew he was doing illegal experiments. We found that out when Amelia was suffering side effects. Dr. Mendhi gave us a serum, and now I know who he experimented on. My gut tightens and I feel the vomit rushing up from my stomach.

Scrambling away, I unload behind the brick pillar. How fucking shortsighted were we? Me and the entire Loch family looked away as Dr. Mendi did god knows what to the Fallen. And we didn’t bat an eyelid. All we cared about was Amelia.

“He doesn’t want to cure us,” Jordan continues quietly. “He wants us as permanent lab rats. Do you really think he spent all his time trying to come up with a cure?”

“Yes!”

She laughs maniacally. “That man uses the Fallen for everything. All his crazy concoctions are tried and tested on them. On me!”

“I didn’t know.”

“I know, but now you do!” Jordan looks down at Christopher, who looks so peaceful. “You have to do something, Erin. There are cages full of vampires like him. Some have been there for decades.”

Cages?

“What can I do?”

“They have felt you,” she says, looking at me with a kind of hope that scares me. “I don’t know how you do what you do, Erin, but you are our savior. I felt it, Christopher felt it, and so did the other Fallen. They need you!”

Well, shit! I don’t want to believe her. In fact, I want to forget about all this, go to the castle, grab Amelia and go home.

Jesus, Amelia. I need to figure out what the hell I’m doing. I can’t stay away from her forever. Neither of us can survive it. Literally. But how do I stop myself from hurting her?

And how the hell do we figure this out without the doctor? I need to tell Mohan. He needs to be stopped. I need…I need—

“Whoa, Erin, calm down.” Jordan is grabbing my shoulders.

I’ve started to pace. When did that happen? My breathing is labored, and my mind feels like a hive of wasps has settled in.

“Deep breaths.”

Focusing on Jordan’s eyes, I take several calming lungs full of air. But it isn’t enough. I need Amelia. Closing my eyes, I slowly lift the barrier in my mind. Amelia’s pain rushes through me in an unstoppable wave.

“Oh god,” I breathe. What have I done?

“Hey, hey, calm down. Sit here.” Jordan lowers me to the floor, close to Christopher.

“I have to go back. Amelia, she’s suffering.”

I thought I’d have more time than this. Amelia is strong. I thought she’d…what? Cope better with my absence?

Fuck, I’m a moron. Of course she isn’t. Lucille warned me once that if I ever left Amelia, it would kill her. And it is! I can feel the consequence of my disappearance keenly.

“What are you going to tell them?” Fear laces every syllable. Jordan’s face is ashen.

“Nothing about you or Christopher. I have to get to Amelia.”

“Erin, listen to me. If the doctor finds out about you, and what you can do, he will find a way to exploit you for his purposes. No matter who you are, he’s obsessed.”

“But—”

“I know Amelia is suffering. I can feel her, too.”

“What?”
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“W
 hat
 the
 hell
 do
 you mean, you can feel her?”

My panic is replaced by rage. No one has the right—

“You and Amelia are one,” Jordan rushes to explain. “I can feel her, just as I can you. It’s not the same as your bond, Erin, it’s weaker. But we are linked, possibly permanently. I can’t help it.”

Blowing out a frustrated breath, I sit back down. God knows how long Christopher will be out. Is this the first time in ten years the man has found a slice of peace?

“Sorry. I just feel on edge.”

That’s an understatement, if ever I heard one.

“Understandable.” Jordan is still tense. She is keeping her guard up.

“I honestly don’t know what to do for the best.”

I’ve made such a mess of everything.

Scooting closer, Jordan squeezes my shoulder. “You need to be smart, Erin.”

“Meaning?”

“Be wary of who you trust. Dr. Mendhi has friends in high places, you know that!”

“I trust Amelia and our family.”

“And the Grand Master?”

There is no way Mohan would sanction such atrocities against his own kind. “I trust him.”

“But there are those amongst us that want change.”

“Spit it out, Jordan.” My patience is waning.

“You’ve heard of the dissension growing within the families.”

“Those who wish to expose vampires to the world.”

“Yes, and I have to agree with them. We don’t deserve to live in the shadows, denying who we are.”

“Okay?” I’m not sure where she is going with this.

“Those people would want to meet you, Erin. Think about it. The one reason the council has point-blank refused to entertain vampires outing themselves is because of the Fallen. The minute humans find out about the Fallen, there would be those who wish them harm. That would be all it took to cause chaos for our kind.”

“Agreed.”

“But you are the key!”

“I really wish you’d stop calling me that.”

“How can you not see it? You have the power to save us.”

“We have no idea what I have. Christopher hasn’t even woken up yet. He could still be nuts.”

“No, and you know that. In your gut you know he’s okay now.”

Damn it, she’s right again. “Fine, carry on.”

“If the Fallen no longer pose a threat, the vampires calling for change have what they need to persuade the council.”

“You really think vampires should expose themselves?”

“I suppose. We’ve helped shape the world as much as humans. They might think they’re the alphas, but we know differently.”

“That sounds like you believe vampires are better than humans, Jordan. Are you forgetting I’m still human?”

“I think nothing of the sort. I just want my kind to live freely in the world. You should know by now vampires are communal. We love and help each other. Don’t you think humanity could do with our guidance?”

Well, she’s not wrong. But it’s foolish to think it would be that simple.

“I guess. But that’s a long way off.”

“True. Yet we are a step closer to that with you.”

“Only if the council sees it as a positive thing.”

My gut is talking to me again. I can’t see how Dr. Mendhi got away with his behavior for so long without anyone knowing.

“You think the council is privy to Mendhi’s experiments?”

I look at her, weighing up my response. “It’s possible. I still believe Mohan is trustworthy, though.”

Jordan sighs. “All of this is guesswork. You’re right. We need to get you back to Amelia. But, and this is important to acknowledge. Half the vampire population is looking for Christopher and me. If they find you with us, I don’t know what they’ll do.”

“I can explain.”

“And what if they’re with the doctor? You would put yourself in danger.”

“So what the fuck do you suggest?”

I feel like a spring ready to snap.

“We make our way to the castle. Get to Amelia without anyone being the wiser.”

“We?”

“I think it’s a good idea to stick together.”

“Jordan, there is no we. I’m… I don’t know what you’re expecting from me, but I can’t be responsible for you.”

“I never asked you to be, Erin. As you mentioned earlier, you’re still human. The people looking for us, and you, are not. Let us protect you until we get you to Amelia.”

I sense there is more to Jordan’s need to stay with me than simple protection. If I tap into our connection, I feel her loneliness.

Before I have the chance to answer, Christopher stirs. Jordan helps to sit him up. Relief washes through me when I see his beautiful amber eyes staring back at me. I wonder how long they’ll stay that color. It really is beautiful. Even in his disheveled and emaciated state, I can already see a glow on his skin.

“Erin,” he breathes.

“Shh, it’s okay. Just stay still. You need to rest.”

The guy needs way more than rest. He needs food.

“Jordan, he needs Red.”

“I have some. Hold on.” Leaving us, Jordan rushes to the car.

“How are you feeling?”

Christopher answers with a sob. I reach for him and take him into my arms. The breakdown was an inevitability. No one, human or vampire, could endure what he has and not fall apart.

Sitting silently, I rock him until eventually his tears stop. Sitting up, he takes my face in his hands and looks deep inside me. I can feel him touching my soul.

“I can never repay what you have done for me, Erin. Know I’m in your debt for eternity.”

“Christo—”

“I’ll stay by your side until you order me to go.”

“We’re taking her back to the castle,” Jordan interjects, sitting down, handing him a black bottle I know contains Red. He nods his thanks and drinks greedily.

“My god, that’s good.”

“So no hankering after human blood?” I ask in a teasing voice because the weight of his words still sits on me, making me uncomfortable.

Screwing up his face, Christopher mock gags. “Jesus, no.”

“Keep drinking,” Jordan urges. “We need you to gain some strength before we leave.”

“Did you tell her about the doctor?” Christopher’s face portrays his hatred for the man.

“I did.” Jordan places her hand on his in comfort.

“Chistoph—”

“Call me Chris.”

“Chris, I didn’t know. Well, not the extent.”

Guilt drills through my stomach lining, threatening a repeat session of vomiting.

“Erin,” he begins, and I hate that he is trying to comfort me. “There are plenty of people aware of his experiments who turn a blind eye.”

“They know the true nature of what he does?”

The idea anyone would know and say nothing is disgusting.

“Not his true reason for taking the Fallen. But vampires aren’t stupid. They know he needs them to experiment on, to produce a cure.”

“But he’s not doing it for a cure, is he?”

Chris shakes his head. “No.”

Even if that were the case, we, I, was wrong for turning away from his behavior. The Fallen deserved more from us.

“Before we worry about all that, we need to find transport and figure out how to get back to the castle without every vampire from here to the U.S. finding out.”

Jordan is right. Damn, does she ever get tired of it?

“I’ll find us some wheels. The Beetle isn’t safe anymore.”

With that, Jordan leaves.

“Jesus,” I whisper.

“She’s a force.” Chris laughs.

We fall silent for a while. Both of us have our own shit going on, and sometimes words aren’t necessary. I peek under the veil in my mind again, needing to feel Amelia’s connection. Steeling myself, I wait for the pain. It hits me like a ton of bricks, but I stay strong. Amelia needs to know I’m okay and I’m coming home.

A soft glow emanates from the dark depths of my subconscious and I know she’s heard me. I hope I’ve given her a little reprieve. How is she ever going to forgive me? I need to break from my rapidly souring thoughts.

“How did you escape?”

In the state I saw him, it’s a wonder he could even walk, let alone escape from whatever hell hole he was kept in.

“I honestly couldn’t tell you. All I know is I felt a light pass through me. It cut through the pain and voices. Kind of like a guide. My mind became clear, and I knew I had to find you. The next thing I know, I’m in an alleyway, and Jordan is helping me to my feet.”

“You blacked out?”

Understandable.

“Yes, I think so.”

My mind ponders on Jordan’s revelation. If she and Chris felt this “light,” does that mean the other Fallen are feeling it, too? If so, will there be a mass breakout?

“Yes, they felt it.” Chris smiles at me shyly.

“You can hear me?”

“Not really. I can almost sense your words, but that’s it.”

“A group of Fallen vampires on the loose is going to be bad, Chris. The council will send everyone, and I doubt they’ll stop to ask questions once they find them.”

“No, it’ll be a massacre. That’s why you must find someone to tell. Someone who will help.”

“Mohan. I trust him.”

“Me, too.”

Huh, that’s a surprise.

“Why?”

“The good doctor liked to rant about the Grand Master being shortsighted.”

“You remember?”

“Yes. There were times of lucidity, which only added to the mental pain.”

“Surely the vampires who wish to be out in the open should be our first port of call.”

But then again, Mohan is the one with the power. He could stop all of this.

“Let’s see if we can get to Amelia first. Then we’ll worry about everything else,” Jordan reiterates as she returns. I wonder if she’s former military. Her attitude and body language would say so.

“Should we wait for dark?” That’s the extent of my input. I have no idea how to be stealthy or whatever. I just want to be in Amelia’s arms.

“We need to eat and rest. Then we’ll go. Erin, I got you a burger and fries. Chris, you and I get some fresh Red and
 a burger.”

I’m a little disappointed I’m not having Red, which in itself is disconcerting.

Chris clinks his bottle to Jordans. “Nice!”

“What car did you get?” How many crimes have we committed so far? I should probably be more worried than I am about that.

“Ford Focus. It’s not flashy or new.”

Yeah, this isn’t Jordan’s first rodeo.

My appetite is nonexistent, but I force the burger down. Jordan and Chris devour their food and sip happily on their Red. Both sense my rising impatience and thankfully it’s enough to convince Jordan it’s time to head out.

The day is almost over as I help lower Chris into the back seat of the car. He’s looking much better, but a couple of bottles of blood and fast food aren’t going to undo the neglect he’s faced. Time and care will do that.

As on the journey to Dublin, the car is silent as we drive. I just can’t seem to get a handle on anything. So much has happened in such a short amount of time. My mind wanders to Amelia. I’ve lifted the block several times to do a quick check-in. I sense her relief that I’m okay, but I also feel something else. God, I wish I knew what it was, but unless I open my mind entirely, I’m going to have to wait.

Jordan makes several quick turns. Her face has taken on a serious frown.

“What’s wrong?”

“We’re being followed.”

“Maybe they’re people we can trust?” I already know the answer to that by Jordan’s scowl. Chris is fast asleep still.

“No. We need to lose them.”

“How do you—”

“Trust me,” Jordan almost growls and sticks her foot on the gas pedal. The car shoots forward. Chris wakes up looking confused. It takes him a second, but eventually he understands what’s going on.

“How far are we from the castle?”

If we can just make it there, I know Barty and Mohan will help.

“Too far. We can’t outrun them on the highway.”

Without a second thought, Jordan pulls some Fast and Furious
 shit that leaves me hanging onto the door. If we survive this particular car chase, we’re going to have a conversation.














Twelve








C
 ar
 sickness
 has
 never
 been a problem until this very second. Jordan is throwing us around every bend. Where are all the police in Dublin? There’s no way we haven’t been picked up on a speed camera or twelve.

Whatever maneuvers she’s doing seems to work. The black SUV that was trailing us can’t keep up with Jordan’s sharp turns. Neither can my stomach.

“Not long,” Jordan shouts over another ear-shattering tire squeal.

“To the left, they’ll never make that,” Chris shouts.

The pair seem to be enjoying themselves. Jordan slams on the brakes, pitching us to the left. My face hits the window and definitely leaves an Erin-shaped face smudge. Sure enough, the SUV tries to stop in time, but sails past the turn, giving Jordan enough time to make a clean getaway.

“That was close.” Jordan checks her rearview mirror constantly.

“That was horrible!”

“That was fucking awesome,” Chris hollers, pumping his bony fist.

“Clearly we have different ideas of awesome.”

“I’m going to find an alternative route to the castle. One through the back roads.”

Jordan is still in evasion mode. Christ, when did my life become this?

We drive for miles, Jordan constantly turning. I have zero idea where we are in relation to Barty and Anya’s. Eventually, my anxiety gets the best of me.

“Do you know where we are?”

Jordan side-eyes me and that’s when I know she, like me, has no clue where we are.

“Pull over in the next village. We need a map.”

The village is small. I see one shop that might provide us with what we need. Both Jordan and I agree that Chris should remain in the car. He’s still too weak, and it doesn’t take three grown adults to find a map.

Stepping into the street, I feel a pressure on the small of my back as we walk. Jordan’s hand is warm to the touch. My mind tells me that her familiarity is a byproduct of our bond, but the way she’s looking at me right now…maybe there’s more to it. My heart belongs to Amelia, but I can’t deny that the closeness of Jordan is a balm.

Shaking my head, I refocus my mind. This isn’t the time to be analyzing. We have to get to the castle.

Now, even I know it would be stupid to try to use a phone. People can trace them, right? A paper map seems like a better choice. I’ve never used a physical map before, but surely it can’t be that difficult.

Thankfully, I didn’t voice my opinion out loud, because it turns out, map reading is really fuckin’ difficult. It took me a solid ten minutes just to locate the village we’d stopped in.

“Do you want me to look?” Jordan’s been itching to take over, but I need something to occupy my mind, so I stubbornly hold on to the map.

“Ha, look, we’re here and there is Barty’s place.”

“We drove further than I thought,” Jordan mumbles, studying the different roads.

“Won’t they expect us to go there?” Chris asks, his head leaning back on the car seat, eyes closed. His energy levels come in peaks and troughs.

I’m growing frustrated again. “We don’t know who they
 are. That’s the problem.”

Aren’t we just running round in circles with all this constant guessing?

“It was the doctor’s guys. Trust me, Erin. I could smell them.”

“Smell them?”

Jordan nods. “Since the change. You know, from crazy to sane, my senses are heightened. I’ll never forget the scent of those fuckers.”

“Me too,” Chris adds darkly.

“So if they’re with the doctor, it’s a safe bet they weren’t going to take us back to the castle.”

“I doubt it. I wonder what they would’ve done with you though,” Chris remarks. I turn in my seat to look at him. “I’m not sure even the doctor would mess with you.”

“Amelia would rip his spine out,” Jordan scoffs.

“Not just that, but the doctor would be messing with one of the most powerful families, who are also extremely close to the council and Grand Master. If he wants to continue his fucked up work, he needs to keep off their radar. Or at least make them believe his work is all to do with finding a cure.”

Chris wipes a hand down his face in exhaustion. Even a brief chat is enough to drain him.

“Then we must get to Amelia. Tell her everything and get Mohan on board.”

“Careful. We still don’t know if any of the council are a part of Mendhi’s weird science club,” Jordan cautions.

“Jesus, this feels so unreal. It just doesn’t happen in normal life, right? All this conspiracy crap!”

“Says the woman who knows vampires exist.” Chris chuckles.

Okay, fair point.

I breathe out a long sigh, hoping to expel the residual adrenaline still beating around my body. The last few hours had been a rush, but not a good one.

“We’re about two hours away from the castle. I say we find somewhere to eat, gather our strength, and then go. By the time we arrive, it will be late. Hopefully, most of the family, and more importantly, the doctor, will be in bed.”

“Okay, it’s a plan.” Jordan switches off the car, already opening the door. “There’s a pub a few streets back. We can grab some food.”

“I’d like some Red, too.” It’s out of my mouth before I have time to stop it.

Truthfully, though, that dull ache at the back of my throat has been growing. The last thing I want to do is hurt someone, like I did with Amelia. The knot of guilt coils tighter. I’m scared that if I don’t keep the ache under control, I’ll do something stupid. What happens if I attack Chris or Jordan?

“No problem.” Jordan levels me with a look. I’m not sure what she’s trying to convey, but my mind buzzes with support, so I guess that’s it. She’s not judging me or asking questions. Chris is smiling at me widely, which is odd.

“Welcome to the club, Erin.” He grins. I roll my eyes playfully.

We end up going to the pub for an hour after we’ve had our fill of Red. I feel like a teenager again, drinking secretly in the car, as if my parents might catch me.

The first sip took me by surprise. In a good way. I had to restrain myself from gulping it down. I felt a little self-conscious at first, wondering what Jordan and Chris were thinking, but they chatted and laughed without giving me and my bottle of Red a second thought. I’m grateful to them both. This is a new side of my…condition? I need to be okay with it. If drinking Red is the only way to stop me from hurting people, then I’ll drink it happily.

A bell sounds from behind the bar. “Last orders, folks. Drink up.”

“Looks like it’s time,” Jordan mutters. Chris and I nod our heads. This is all feeling very cloak and dagger, which is making me want to laugh nervously.
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“How can you not like pineapple on pizza?” Chris bellows from the backseat.

The pizza-topping conversation has been ongoing for miles, with Jordan and Chris getting more and more heated. Chris is the pineapple guy, and Jordan is the anchovy girl. I hate anchovies but have wisely chosen to stay out of their bickering.

“Erin, tell her she’s nuts.”

Or maybe not.

“I like pineapple on pizza.”

“And anchovies?” Jordan shoots.

“Sorry, it’s a no from me. But Marcus, Laurence, and Aliah love them.”

“Ha, I win,” Chris singsongs.

“You both suck,” Jordan pouts.

As juvenile as the conversation is, it’s been nice to talk and laugh about something mundane. Although, I have come to realize that Chris and Jordan bicker like kids, and I’m the adult. Even though both of them are older than me. I still have this sense of responsibility for them both, which I can only chalk up to the link we share. I wonder if I’m their…mother in some way? Does that sound crazy? It’s like I created them. Well, that’s how it feels inside. Okay, I’ll add that nutty thought to all the others bouncing around my brain.

Suddenly, a pull on my conscience steals my breath. Amelia is in pain. A lot of pain. Oh god.

“Jordan, you need to drive faster.”

She doesn’t question me, and I think she and Chris felt the jolt, too.

As the signposts fly by, I do my best to track us on the map. Safe to say, I’m not orientationally gifted. My heart lightens briefly when we drive through the town, two away from the castle. Lifting my veil, I connect with Amelia’s struggling mind.


I’m so close, baby. Hang on.


Jordan pulls to a stop before entering the castle grounds. We’d already decided it would be wise to ditch the car and go on foot. Looking at my watch, I see it’s late enough that everyone should be in their rooms. Hopefully.

Chris is still weak but can walk by himself unaided. We creep over the grass, and I’m suddenly hit with the urge to laugh again. I need to get my shit under control.

There are several rooms still lit up, but most of them are on the upper floors. Mine and Amelia’s room is one of them that is illuminated.

“Barty doesn’t have dogs or anything, does he?” Chris whispers.

“No,” Jordan answers for me. I forget she’s cased the joint before. I can’t wait to tell Amelia. I’ve just used the phrase case-the-joint in a serious setting.

“We’ll go to the kitchen.” There is a small side door that leads to the kitchen. Amelia and I have used it several times when we wanted to escape the family for a little while. Before we enter, I have a thought. “If you guys have enhanced senses, surely everyone in there will too,” I say, pointing to the door. “We’re seriously trying to sneak past a gaggle of vampires?”

“A gaggle? Is that what we’re called?” Chris asks seriously.

“No, it’s a coven,” Jordan whispers back.

“Focus,” I hiss. “How can we possibly get past them without them hearing or smelling us?”

“Relax,” Jordan soothes. “Chris and I are an exception. Whatever you’ve done to us has enabled those changes. The family, council, and the doctor all have slightly heightened senses. Nothing too far from humans, so we’ll be fine.”

Let’s add that minor revelation to the collection of unanswered “what the fucks” I’m storing in my mind vault.

Nodding, I try the door handle. It’s open, as I hoped it would be. Barty told us he’s been meaning to get the lock fixed for close to ten years but always forgets. I’m grateful he didn’t find the time over the past few days to finally get the job done.

The kitchen is dark and cold. A shiver runs through me. We stop every few seconds to listen. At the top of the kitchen stairs, we come across our first obstacle. Barty must still be in his office. There is soft jazz playing, which I know he enjoys with a few glasses of whiskey.

“Wait there,” I whisper. If I get caught, it’s no big deal. I hope. But if either Jordan or Chris get caught, I don’t know what the hell will happen.

Tiptoeing into the hall, I peek to see if the office door is open. It’s ajar, but not enough to reveal us. Waving the others over, we proceed. Thankfully, the rest of the castle’s lower floor is in darkness.

Now, we just need to get to Amelia’s room. Only the staircase to go. However, if we get caught on that, we won’t have many places to run.

I catch a look shared between Jordan and Chris. Chris nods and then turns to me.

“I’m going to pick you up,” Jordan says matter-of-factly. “Where is Amelia’s room?”

“What? Why are—”

“Trust us,” Chris begs.

“It’s the fourth on the left.”

My sentence is barely out of my mouth when Jordan scoops me up. Literally. I stifle a gasp and then hold on for dear life. Jordan wasn’t lying when she said she has enhanced abilities. We’re at the top of the stairs and outside Amelia’s door before I have the chance to utter a word.

Holy shit, Jordan and Chris are fast
 . I’m talking super-fast.

Setting me down gently, I can’t help but stare at them in shock. We are definitely going to have a talk! But that needs to wait. My attention is drawn to the pulsing cries of Amelia’s soul behind that door, and I almost fall to the floor.

A steadying hand squeezes my shoulder. “You’re okay. Go to her.” Chris’s voice is soft and calming.

Pushing the door open slowly, I slip into the room. Amelia is lying prone on our bed. The covers up to her chest, and if I couldn’t feel her soul, I’d think she was dead.
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T
 he
 light
 in
 Amelia’s
 room is low, but enough that I see how pale she is. Her face looks skeletal. What the fuck happened to her?

Crossing the room, I pass Lucille unnoticed until I’m suddenly thrust up the wall, her hand around my throat. Is she fucking growling at me?

“I warned you.”

“Luc—”

“I told you what would happen if you left her. Look at her Erin. Look at your mate.” Lucille’s voice is barely above a whisper but the malice laced in every word shocks me.

Tears well in my eyes as they drift from Lucille’s raging gaze to Amelia.


Oh god, what have I done?


“Let me down,” I beg. I need to get to her, hold her in my arms, and make things better.

“I should rip your fucking throat out,” Lucille spits, and my irritation rises. I may have fucked up by leaving in the first place, but Lucille is now keeping me from my mate.

An unnaturally powerful wave of anger fills me from head to toe. Grabbing Lucille’s hand that is still clamping my esophagus shut, I break her grip with ease.

Looking at me in surprise, I take advantage of Lucille’s break in concentration and push her back. I didn’t think I’d put that much effort into it, but by the way Lucille sails across the room, I’d say there are a few more things about my condition that I need to look into.

Her body hits the floor with a thud. Ignoring her deer-in-headlights expression, I rush to Amelia. The room blurs as I run to her, climbing on the bed. Amelia lies still, seemingly unaware of her surroundings.

Dropping my lips to her ear, I desperately try to coax her awake. Nothing. She’s not responding to my voice, so I do the next best thing. Closing my eyes, I put my forehead to hers, and lift my mind veil entirely, searching for her.

My mind is silent. Calling her name, I wait and wait. She’s not there. Oh god. Shuffling behind me makes me turn. Victoria and Harlan stand looking at me. I can’t tell if they want to take me into their arms or rip me limb from limb. I couldn’t blame them if it was the latter. Look what I’ve done to their daughter.

“Erin,” Victoria whispers softly.

“What happened?” I choke.

Harlan crosses the room and helps Lucille to her feet.

“We’d like to know the same thing. Where have you been, and why on earth did you leave?”

I look at them, baffled. Amelia didn’t tell them I attacked her. Swallowing hard, I kiss Amelia gently on the lips and slip off the bed. Drawing myself to my fullest height, which against the Loch giants isn’t very impressive, I walk to Victoria.

“I bit her.”

Her eyebrows furrow and I know she’s conversing with Harlan trying to figure out what that means.

“Erin, I don’t understand.”

“I’m changing, Victoria. I attacked Amelia. I daren’t stay. I was so terrified I’d do it again and seriously hurt her. I panicked and ran.”

“What do you mean by attacked her?” Lucille asks, her tone cold.

Turning to her, I stare just as coldly back. “I mean, we were making love. I felt something change in me and I bit her. I almost drank her dry. Fortunately, I stopped in time…in time to see Amelia look at me with fear.” My voice breaks as I remember Amelia’s look.

“Amelia could never be afraid of you, Erin,” Harlan gently replies.

“She was.” I know what I saw and nobody will convince me otherwise. “Now, can you tell me what happened to her?”

“What do you think?” Lucille shoots.

“I don’t know,” I grind out. “Maybe if you fucking tell me.”

“Okay, okay,” Victoria interrupts. “Harlan, can you get Moha—”

“No! Victoria no. You can’t. Please, just trust me. There are things we need to talk about. As a family.”

Lucille scoffs and I’m ready to launch her out the fucking window.

“Alright. Can we wake the rest of the family?”

“Not just yet. Please, tell me what happened.”

“It was like the first time,” Harlan begins. “But in fast-forward. Within hours of your departure, Amelia was coughing up blood. The only thing we could do was sedate her in the end.”

“Has she been awake since?”

“In and out. We’ve tried to get her to eat but nothing sticks. She’s losing weight too fast. I…I think we’re losing her, Erin,” Victoria sobs.

These few words stir something in me. Fire replaces my fear. I will not lose my soulmate.

Turning to face Amelia, the answer hits me. I know what I have to do. I couldn’t explain how I know what I’m about to do is the right thing, and I’m sure the Loch family will protest, but tough shit.

“Can you leave us?”

Lucille starts to speak, but Harlan glares at her. I turn to Victoria once again.

“Please, Victoria.”

She searches my eyes for a few seconds before agreeing. Lucille is ushered out under protest.

As soon as the door closes, I descend on Amelia. “Forgive me, my love.”

Drawing back the sleeve of my top, I bite my wrist. Warm blood drips from the puncture wounds. Opening Amelia’s mouth with my other hand, I allow the blood to drip until it’s pooling at the back of her throat. Forcing her jaw shut, I pinch her nose. The action causes her to swallow.

Licking the wounds, I watch as they close. We’re not in Kansas anymore, Toto. Shit is changing. Ignoring the usual questions banging around my head, I lean down and kiss her. My forehead connects to hers and I try again to reach her.

My heart blooms as I hear her voice calling my name. In the depths of our minds, we search for each other. The moment I mentally feel her soul in proximity to mine, I draw her in. Gold and blue light illuminates my mind’s eye, and I know I have Amelia back.

Pulling back my head, I stare until I see her eyes flicker. Her gorgeous black eyes focus on me, and I see the light return.

“I’m so sorry,” I cry.

Amelia lifts a shaky hand, cupping my face. “Please don’t leave me again.” Her voice is raspy, which kills me a little more.

“I’m sorry, baby.” The floodgates open and I sob on her chest for what seems like hours. Obviously it’s not, but by the time I’ve finished, her bedsheet is soaked.

“Amelia?” Victoria’s voice echoes across the room. Moving, I give them some space. Harlan follows quickly behind, dropping to the bed and embracing his daughter.

I watch them hold each other, and I feel so lost. Amelia is my life, and yet, I feel the changes that are happening to me are pulling me away from her.

“Erin love, come here.” Amelia calls quietly.

Stepping forward, I take her hand.

“You are not being pulled from me. You are changing, and I’m changing with you.”

“Amelia, I scared you.”

“No!”

“Amelia, I saw your face.” Shaking my head, I can’t look in her eyes any longer, not with the shame I feel weighing so heavily.

“I wasn’t scared, but shocked, and not for the reason you think.”

“Maybe this can wait a little while,” Victoria interjects. “Amelia, we need to get some Red into you.”

“Yes, let’s talk later.” I want to avoid this conversation for as long as possible. I know Amelia is going to say what she thinks I need to hear. My mind wanders to Jordan and Chris. Shit, where the fuck are they?

“She’s here?” Amelia asks.

“Who’s here?” Harlan asks.

“The one who bit Erin.”

I need to stop this runaway train before we end up with a disaster.

“I need you all to listen. Actually, Amelia, I need you to listen first.”

If I want the Lochs to understand, I need to go over everything that happened from the moment I left to now—with Amelia.

Opening my mind, I give her everything. She sits silently, looking at me, and takes in what I’ve found out. Harlan and Victoria sit patiently, knowing what we’re doing.

In the end, Amelia blows out a breath. “Wow, okay.”

“Can you share with us?” Harlan asks. Amelia glances at me.

“Okay, I need you to meet some people and not react.”

They nod. Accessing the tenuous link between me and Jordan, I call for her, hoping it works that way. I nearly shit myself when Chris and Jordan drop from the fucking ceiling.

“Are you shitting me?” I hiss.

“We didn’t exactly have anywhere else to hide.” Chris grins. “Plus, the ceilings in this place are ridiculous. Have you seen how high they are?”

“Not to mention vaulted,” Jordan tacks on.

I stare at them both in disbelief. “The ceiling
 !”

“Why not? It worked,” Jordan asks.

“Because… I don’t know.”

“Erin, who are these two?”

“Fallen vampires.” Chris smiles. Victoria and Harlan shoot to their feet in alarm.

“They’re not Fallen. Well, not anymore.”

Amelia sits up. “Mother, relax. Erin is telling the truth. They were Fallen but—”

“Erin saved us,” Jordan announces.

Two pairs of dark eyes shoot toward me. “Erin?”

I nod. “It’s true. The changes I’ve been going through. It’s led to this. My bite changes them.”

“Your bite?” Harlan is looking between me and them. Jordan stands straight, almost defiantly.

“Yes. Well, my blood or something. We’re not sure. Jordan bit me and that worked, but when she took me to Chris, I knew the chemicals in my teeth were the answer.”

Victoria looks like she’s about to ask a barrage of questions. I hold my hand up to halt her.

“I have no idea how it’s possible, and we can’t go to the doctor.”

Harlan takes a step closer to Chris, observing him. “Why not?”

“That’s a longer conversation. Amelia needs to eat and rest and then we need to talk, seriously. Until then, no one can know we’re here. Lucille needs to keep quiet, too.”

“I’ll talk to her,” Victoria answers. I love how they take what I say and run with it, even though I know they are desperate for answers.

“Where is Dr. Mendhi?” Chris grinds out. The hatred the two vampires feel for the man seeps out of every pore.

“Asleep, I presume,” Harlan says, returning to Amelia’s side.

“He can’t know we’re here.” I say with urgency.

If he suspects I’ve been in contact with the Fallen, I don’t know what he’ll do. I’d rather be cautious when it comes to him.

Harlan takes Amelia’s hand. “He checks on Amelia regularly. It will seem strange if we stop him.”

“Then we need to hide. Jordan, Chris, I suggest you leave the castle. Find a safe place and wait for me to call you.”

“Okay. I’ll take Chris to the place I stayed before. I should be able to hear you.”

Noticing Amelia’s flash of irritation, I know I need to explain about the connection I have with Jordan and Chris. But it will have to wait a little longer.

Leaning down, I kiss her hair. “Amelia, we need to come up with a story of how you’re awake.”

“No explanation is better,” Victoria says. “Leave it a mystery. Just another one for the doctor to figure out.”

“We’ll leave you for the night.” Harlan kisses Amelia. “Erin, where will you stay?”

“The castle is big enough for me to hide. Failing that, I’ll crawl under the bed.”

I’m not even joking.

“Maybe just nip into another room.” Victoria smiles. “Dr. Mendhi visits at eight and then midday. He’s like clockwork.”

“Thank you.”

We bid Harlan and Victoria good night. Sitting, facing Amelia, I lean in and kiss her deeply. God, how I’ve missed her. Our minds connect as we sink into each other. But then I feel the poke of another mind trying to listen in. Before I can reproach Jordan, Amelia lets out a growl, so low and threatening I gasp. My eyes whip open and see she is staring at Jordan with murder in her eyes. This is not the Amelia I know.

“Baby,” I say, hoping to snap her attention back to me. It doesn’t work. My gaze snaps to Jordan, who has gone white as a sheet.

“I’m sorry,” Jordan gasps. “Please.”

“Amelia,” I scream in my head. This time it works, and she drops her death stare, turning back to me.

“I told you, I’m changing with you, Erin.”
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“G
 uys,
 can
 you
 leave
 us?”

What did Amelia mean, she was changing too? Jordan and Chris slip out of the bedroom silently. Just for a moment, I needed to look at Amelia. Trace her beautiful face with my fingers. I’ve missed her so much, and we haven’t even been apart for that long.

“I’m okay now, my love.”

Her voice still sounds raspy and upon hearing it, I close my eyes, consumed with guilt. Will it ever leave me? Do I deserve to be forgiven? No, I’ve made such a mess of everything and I can’t actually think why.

I never thought I’d ever leave Amelia, not for anything. But I did. I’ve told myself that I left to keep Amelia safe, but deep down I knew she’d get hurt by my absence.

“I’m so—”

“Please stop apologizing. It’s done. But we do need to talk.”

I sigh and nod, squeezing her hand.

“I wasn’t lying earlier, Erin. When you bit me, I wasn’t scared of you. I could never fear you.”

“Amelia, you shut me out of your mind, and I saw your face.”

“I was stunned at what I felt when you bit me.”

“I attacked you.”

“No, you didn’t. You followed your instincts.”

“Some fucking instincts,” I scoff.

“Erin, my love, you need to listen. All the things that have been happening between us. The connection growing stronger, our ability to see each other’s memories. There is a reason it’s happening. I can’t explain it. I wish I could.”

“What does that have to do with—”

“You are changing. Your teeth are vampiric. You are hearing the cries of the Fallen. When you bit me, I felt the change start almost immediately.”

“What change? I don’t understand.”

“I feel stronger. I know I look weak now, but as soon as I’m back to full health, you will notice the difference. My hearing and eyesight are far more enhanced than before.”

“Like Chris and Jordan,” I mutter.

“Mmmm.”

Oh, Amelia is not happy about Jordan.

“Baby, we’re connected to them. Both of us.”

“Oh, I know. How do you think I sensed Jordan trying to snoop?”

“I think you scared the shit out of her with that growl. You kind of scared me.”

“That’s what I’m telling you. I feel powerful. I know my true purpose is to protect you.”

“You’ve always protected me.”

“No, it’s different. I feel it in my very essence that… I don’t know how to explain.”

“We need to figure this out, Amelia. I feel like I’m going crazy. Jordan keeps calling me ‘the key,’ which is getting really old.”

“Well, you did the impossible, my love.”

“Maybe, but do you really believe I’m some ancient prophecy come to life?”

“We need to talk to Barty.”

“We need to be careful. How are we going to do anything with Dr. Mendhi hanging around?”

“He needs to think everything is back to normal.”

“You want him to know I’m back?”

“Yes, but he needs to see you return. Tomorrow, drive up to the castle as if you were coming back. We can spin the fact you freaked out over everything changing. It’s plausible.”

“It’s true.” I laugh.

“Erin, you’re a human that found out vampires exist. Then you fell in love with one, agreed to get married, and then started turning into one spontaneously. I think you’re due for a freak out.”

“Well, when you put it like that.”

We spend a few seconds smiling at each other.

“I love you, Amelia. With all that I am. I swear to whoever is out there, I’ll never leave you again.”

“Good. Now why don’t you climb into bed and get some rest?”

“What about the doctor?”

“I’ll set an alarm. We’ll have you out of here well before he comes calling.”

As soon as I feel Amelia curl herself around me, my body relaxes. I’m out like a light in seconds.

Moonlight is still shining through the window when Amelia nudges me awake. I grumble, because it’s still the ass crack of dawn and all I want to do is stay wrapped up in Amelia.

“Love, it’s time.”

“Mmm, five more minutes.”

Amelia’s quiet chuckle sends shivers down my spine. Maybe we could spend those five minutes doing something else. And then it hits me like a truck. Amelia has only been conscious for a few hours. She needs rest. Because of me
 .

Reluctantly, I slip out of bed and dress. Amelia remains lying down, watching my every move. She already looks a lot better. Her color has improved drastically. We need to get some weight back on her, though.

“Okay, I’ll see you in a couple of hours.” I kiss her soundly. We agree Amelia should remain ‘unconscious’ until I arrive there to save the day. The notion makes me want to vomit. I’m no fucking savior.

Jordan and Chris wait for me in the kitchen. This connection thing comes in handy sometimes. Sneaking out leaves me feeling hollow. I don’t want to be away from Amelia for a second, but we don’t have much choice.

Jordan takes me to an abandoned cottage on the castle’s estate. “Here, home sweet home.” She grins.

“This is where you stayed?”

“Yup. It’s rainproof, so that’s good enough for me.”

In the corner is a camping stove.

“Want some coffee?” Chris asks. My eyes lighting up makes him smile. “I’ll take that as a yes.”

We sit in silence for a little while. This is as good a time as any to find out a little more about my two new friends
 ? Is that what they are?

“So, last night,” I begin. “Jordan, you were out of line trying to get into our heads.”

She holds up her hands. “I know. I’m sorry. I was curious. But trust me, I won’t do it again.”

“Be sure not to. What did Amelia say?”

Even though I heard the growl from hell, I’m guessing Amelia used the link to warn Jordan off.

“I—” She shakes her head. “Nothing, she said nothing.”

I raise my eyebrows. She’s lying out her ass. “Jordan, come on.”

“I’m not lying. She didn’t say
 anything.”

“Meaning?”

“She showed me what would happen if I tried that again.” Jordan visibly swallows deeply. “I don’t want to talk about it, if that’s cool. Just know, I won’t do it again.”

We fall silent again, but this time Jordan looks lost in thought. Or maybe the memory of whatever the hell Amelia showed her. Another cup of coffee and the time has come. Chris and Jordan will wait in the cottage until we figure out what to do about the doctor.

“Will you two be okay?”

“Of course. Don’t worry.” Chris is quick to reassure. I’m overwhelmed with the urge to hug them both. So I do. We’ve been through some stuff, and although our relationship is strange, I feel closer to them.
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I order a taxi to take me from the entrance to the castle to the front door. If the driver thinks it’s an odd request, he doesn’t say. I tip him well, and he smiles. Probably thinks I’m some nutty American tourist too bone idle to walk up a driveway.

With a few deep breaths, I ready myself for the performance. Barty answers the door with a huge smile and a bone-crushing hug. I wonder if Victoria and Harlan let Barty and Anya in on the plan?

“Welcome back.”

“Thanks,” I mutter into his sweater.

“Are you ready for this?” he asks, answering my previous question.

I nod and then everything unfolds. Anya greets me before rushing off to tell the Lochs I’m back. We go through an entire performance before I’m whisked to Amelia, who is lying prone and unconscious. I mentally tell her I’m here and I love her. I can’t repeat what she says back. Our time apart has had an effect on her libido, in a big way.

I can also feel the strength she alluded to yesterday. Everything about her is radiating power, even though she’s supposed to be suffering from my absence. We need to get this over and done with before the doctor sees just how well Amelia is looking.

I go through the speech of needing to be with Amelia alone. The family plays their part well. I still haven’t seen the doctor yet, but I’m assured he knows I’m back. As soon as the door shuts behind the last Loch, Amelia opens her eyes, smiling widely.

“Hey, long time no see,” she jokes. I roll my eyes. Sometimes the tall, mysterious Amelia Loch can be a real dork.

“Hey, baby,” I coo, leaning down to kiss her. We spend a long time reacquainting our lips.

“Mmmm, we need to do more of this.” Amelia’s hand wanders to my ass. I know this move.

“Amelia Loch,” I chastise with a grin. “Now is not the time. We still have a performance to get through.”

“Later?” she murmurs in my hair. Her lips suddenly on my neck, nipping.

“Christ,” I hiss, because I am seconds away from forgetting about everything and letting her fuck me silly. “Amelia,” I growl.

“Sorry.”

Yeah, she sure as shit doesn’t look sorry.

“Let’s get this done and I promise tonight we will make up for lost time.”

Amelia scoots back down the bed, getting herself into position. She gives me a nod and I take over. Rushing to the bedroom door, I shout for the doctor. Of course, the family follows, which is fine. It needs to be realistic.

“Amelia?” Dr. Mendhi says, flashing a light in her bleary eyes. She’s a fantastic actress. “Do you know where you are?”

“E-erin,” she croaks. I have to suppress a giggle.

“I’m here, honey, I’m here.” I sit beside her, whispering loving things in her ear as the doctor takes her vitals, asking questions now and then.

“I’m satisfied she’s okay. I imagine with your return her health will rapidly improve.”

“Thank you, doctor.”

The false pleasantries leave a nasty taste in my mouth. I respected this man once. I put faith in him. Now, all I can hear are Chris’s pleas for help. The doctor did that to him. Even if Chris was a Fallen, Dr. Mendhi extended his torture.

“Take it easy, Amelia, and drink plenty. You already look better. It’s remarkable.”

“I will,” Amelia replies, skipping the last part of his sentence.

“Erin, could we talk? I think it wise I check you over. Have you had any other surprises? Are your teeth—”

“Still pointy?”

Dr. Mendhi smiles. “Yes, are they still pointy?”

“Yes, but like before drinking Red stops them from suddenly popping out.”

“You had Red with you?”

Shit, of course I didn’t take Red with me when I ran away.

“Barty had a bottle in the car I took, fortunately.”

Nice save.

“Interesting.”

“Have you any theories?” Victoria asks, saving me from having to make any more shit up.

“Honestly, I’m a bit stumped. I can safely say that you’re the first human to change spontaneously.”

“So, you think I’m definitely becoming a vampire?”

“Erin, I’d say you are
 a vampire. May I take some blood to confirm?”

“Sure.”

Of course I’m a vampire now. Everything is pointing to that. I suppose I’m finding it hard to let go of my humanity. My parents come to mind and I instantly feel sad. They’re never going to understand this.

Amelia caresses my hand, her eyes full of love and understanding. Dr. Mendhi takes my blood and bids us goodbye. No doubt he’s off to his portable lab.

“Harlan, ask Barty to make sure Mendhi stays away from the room for a while,” Victoria instructs.

The entire family sits silently until Harlan returns.

“Okay, care to tell us what the hell is going on,” Laurence booms.

“Keep your voice down,” Victoria hisses, leaving her eldest well and truly chastised.

So, Victoria and Harlan informed the siblings that I was coming back, but they haven’t received a complete update. Great. I have to go over everything again. And then something sparks in my mind. I see Amelia side-eye me with a questioning look.

It’s another one of those things where I can’t explain how I know I can do something. It just is. Standing, I look each Loch in the eye before closing my own. Their minds come into sharp focus, and I unleash the last few days on them. There are several gasps as they realize I’m able to connect with them, but eventually they settle and allow me to tell the story.
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“W
 hoa,”
 Lucas
 breathes.
 “That
 was insane.”

“I second that,” Aliah huffs.

“You were in my head!” Jacob states.

Okay, so the Loch children are more thrown by the fact I can connect with them rather than the story I told. Maybe it’s a shock thing?

“You still shouldn’t have fucking left,” Lucille spits.

“I get it, Luce, okay, I get it. I fucked up, and I hurt Amelia. Trust me when I tell you I will never forgive myself, so you can lay off!”

“Lucille,” Amelia warns. “I appreciate you looking out for me, but enough.”

“Amelia…” I begin.

“No, Erin. None of us know what you’ve been going through. And quite frankly, you’ve handled everything over the last few years like a rockstar. I will not begrudge you a freak out. You came back, and that’s all that matters.”

“Amelia’s right,” Marcus adds. “Lucille, think about everything you’ve just heard. Is there any wonder she panicked?”

I look at the floor. I can feel tears prick my eyes, and I don’t want Lucille to see how upset I am. In a flash, Amelia is by my side. Another wave of surprises echoes through the family.

“Jesus, Amelia.” Maria chuckles. “How the—”

“I told you, I’m changing. Whatever is happening to Erin is affecting me, too. I’m stronger, faster, and…well, other things I’m not ready to discuss.”

“But what does this mean?” Victoria asks.

“We need Barty. His savior queen thing might sound a bit out there, but it’s the closest thing we have to an explanation.”

I scoff, “Seriously?”

“Erin, you can save the Fallen and have suddenly gone from human to vampire. I think it’s time we opened our minds to the fact that this goes beyond science.”

“And what about the council?” Harlan asks. “We need to tell Mohan.”

“I agree,” Laurence adds.

“Until we know he’s one hundred percent not in the know about the doctor’s true working habits, it’s not safe,” Amelia replies.

“I trust him.” My heart tells me Mohan is a good man.

“Me too,” Harlan nods.

“Let’s wait until we’re back in the States,” Victoria begins. “Now we know Erin isn’t in danger. We should go home. Mendhi will go back to his lab—”

“Where he’ll continue to hurt vampires,” Aliah interjects.

“Yes, but also where we can monitor him. We need to be out from under his watchful eye. There is no reason he would need to be at the house, unless called upon. Same goes for the council. Being shacked up under one roof is dangerous, especially if there are unknown parties involved.”

“Your mother is right. Amelia, we should go home.”

“And what about Jordan and Chris?” I ask because there is no way I’m leaving them on their own.

“I’ll get them stateside. I promise,” Harlan replies.

“If you do that, I have a place for them to go.”

Amelia’s head whips to me when she hears the idea I’ve come up with to keep the two vampires safe.

“Erin? You can’t!”

“Yes, I can, and you need to trust me.”

“Erin can’t what?” Lucille asks.

“Nothing. The less you all know of their whereabouts, the better.”

Amelia is still boring holes into the side of my head, but I won’t back down. I know where Jordan and Chris can hide. I just need time to get it all in place.

Victoria stands, placing hands on hips. “All right, it looks like we have a plan. I suggest we stay a couple of days to make it appear Amelia is resting up. Then we go home.”

With everyone in agreement, the Lochs file out.

“Drink some Red, baby. You need to put some weight on.”

“I’m already filling out, Erin.”

“Just drink.” I laugh. She’s stubborn as a mule sometimes.

“Only if you drink, too. I don’t want you worrying you’re going to fang out.”

If I didn’t find her smirk so cute, I’d kick her ass for joking right now.

Leaning against the headboard, we drink our Red and just exist together. There has been so much going on that sitting here in silence is perfect. The Red soothes my throat and boosts my mood. I wonder if I’ll still enjoy human food as much. Vampires still have a healthy appetite for regular non-blood sustenance, but with the differences between them and me becoming rather glaring, I fear that’s one more facet that stands us apart.

“Try it and find out,” Amelia says. I think back to the burger Jordan bought me. It tasted fine, but I wasn’t exactly in the mood to eat then. I can’t recall if I liked it or not.

“Maybe I could order a rare burger and see if it hits the spot.”

“We still enjoy regular food. No reason you will suddenly take a dislike to it. Worst-case scenario, maybe it will just be a bit tasteless.”

“I love a good burger. Do you think it’s going to taste bland now?”

“Let’s order you one and find out.”

“Amelia, we have other things that are far more important than finding out if I still like burgers.”

“Erin, I think we need a bit of normal for a few hours. Don’t you?”

Taking the bottle of Red out of her hand, I set both of them on the bedside table.

“Hmmm, if normal is what you want, I can think of something else I want a lot more than food.”

“Oh, Ms. Hanson, you naughty vampire!”

Why does Amelia calling me a naughty vampire send pleasure straight to my clit? Whatever, I’ll explore that later.

Gently pushing Amelia down, I straddle her hips. “You’re on bed rest, Ms. Loch. Why don’t you let me do the work?”

“By all means.” Her grin is wolfish, and her eyes are shining with mischief. God, I love this woman.

I start by removing her tank top. I know she’s only wearing panties, so they won’t take a second to discard. Oh, how I’ve missed her breasts. You’d think we’d been apart for months, the way my mouth waters at the mere memory of her nipples in my mouth.

Stroking my hand down her cheek, I lean forward and kiss her softly. I don’t want fast and hard. This needs to be slow and loving. Our connection needs to be strengthened by the weight of our love.

Yep, it sounds super corny, but until you’ve felt the caress of another person’s soul, and everything that means, it’s not possible to understand. Loving Amelia isn’t just about saying the words or having the feelings. It’s all-encompassing, it’s every one of her cells being intricately linked with my own. It’s her past, present, and future surrounding me, cocooning my mind until I can see nothing but her.

I shed my top, and briefly get off the bed to get rid of the rest of my clothes. Climbing back on, my hips slowly rock. Our pussies are perfectly aligned, and I can feel her clit rubbing oh so gently on my own.

Keeping the rhythm slow and sensual, I lean back down to take a nipple in my mouth. Amelia’s body is visibly thin from the trauma she’s endured. There’s a voice in my head accusing me, shaming me, and I’m doing everything I can to block it out.

Amelia lifts my face with both hands. She remains silent but soothes my mind with one look. As much as I want to continue stimulating her breasts, I need to keep my eyes firmly on her. I need her to tell me it’s all going to be okay.

As her hands drift down to my hips, encouraging me to press down and rock faster, my mind grows dark. This time, I’m not scared. I’m not craving Amelia’s blood in the least. I don’t want to bite her. This is something…different.

It’s a familiar feeling. Our signature gold and blue lights swirl in the periphery of my mind and then I see. I see Amelia’s memories again. We are deep in each other’s minds as I rock harder and feel my clit tighten. My climax is building rapidly.

I’m faintly aware of my hands reaching up and caressing my breasts. I pinch my nipples, and Amelia moans. Her hips are meeting mine at every roll. We are going to hit the crescendo of our lovemaking together, which only makes the feeling grow exponentially.

“Oh Amelia, oh yes!”

“Erin, my love, don’t stop.”

Her word is my command and I surge forward, pressing down harder. Our screams echo through the room. I come to the vision of Amelia seeing me for the first time in her club.

The bedroom swims back into view. I’m still straddling Amelia, but my upper body is flat against her. Our chests rising rapidly together.

“I missed you.”

Holding me close, Amelia traces my spine softly with her fingertips. “I missed you, my love.”

“I have to say, seeing myself through your eyes is interesting.”

“Same. It’s bizarre having an orgasm whilst watching yourself in a memory, isn’t it?”

“Hell, it’s not the strangest thing we’ve faced.” I chuckle.

“Not by a long shot.”

Rolling off her, I tuck myself into her side, resting my head on her chest. “I wonder if our mind connection thingy will keep developing.”

“Jeez, you sure use some technical terms, darling.”

I jab her gently in the ribs. “Seriously. If I can suddenly connect to other people’s minds, there’s no limit to what we can do together. Don’t you think?”

“What are you thinking?”

Shifting, I lean up on my elbow. Amelia’s raven hair sprawls across her pillow, making her look like an ethereal goddess. Damn, she’s gorgeous.

“Well, what if we can push the connection a little further? We’re already able to see each other’s memories. Do you think we could tap into the present? Like with our conversations, but through each other’s eyes?”

“No idea, honey. I mean, anything’s possible, right?”

“Do you want to try?”

“Now?”

I shrug. Since accessing the Loch family’s minds, I’m eager to test my theory.

“If you want.”

Amelia laughs. “Erin, you want to, so just tell me.”

Grinning, I peck her on the nose. “Okay, I want to.”

“How do you want to do this?”

“Close your eyes and open your mind completely to me.”

Amelia immediately settles down, closing her eyes. She exhales deep and slow. It’s a practice I recognize from her meditation sessions.

Resting my head close to hers so we’re touching, I seek Amelia’s mind. But this time I’m looking for more. Not her past or her thoughts, but her conscience. This could all be for nothing. I’m running on guesswork, but my gut tells me I’m on to something.

We lay silent as I explore. I have no idea how much time has passed, but eventually I come across what I’m looking for. Our minds are completely in sync. I have to disconnect from my consciousness and latch on to hers. Sounds far-fetched, but I know I’m right.

Suddenly Amelia’s eyes open. She turns and looks at me. I can see my eyes are closed. Holy shit, it worked! I’m looking at myself in real time. Her hand reaches up and brushes a piece of hair from my face. I know my body felt it, but I feel disconnected. Aware, but nothing more.

Closing her eyes again, Amelia lays back down. My mind feels exhausted, and I can feel my grip slipping. Unable to hold on any longer, my eyes open with a gasp escaping my lips.

“Amelia,” I call automatically.

“I’m here, love.”

Turning my head, we gaze at each other, both scanning the other’s face to make sure nothing is wrong.

“It worked, Erin.”

I nod rapidly. “What did you feel?”

“I felt you there. You were present, but not overpowering. Like a passenger, along for the ride.”

“I saw everything you saw!”

“I know.” She chuckles.

“Why is this happening? Why now?”

“I wish I knew Erin, truly.”

“I could kind of understand if I was thirty. That’s the magic number, right?”

“For vampires, sure. But we always knew this wasn’t an ordinary union.”

“Barty and Anya didn’t go through this.”

“Which is why I want to explore Barty’s theory.”

Rolling my eyes, I sit up against the headboard. “Baby, I’m no ancient queen.”

“Maybe not, but you have the ability of that queen. Whether that’s because of evolution or some mystical legend, it doesn’t matter, does it? We need to find out everything we can and adapt.”
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O
 ur
 plans
 and
 warm
 comfort last for a grand total of four hours. A harassed-looking Lucille shatters the peace and quiet.

“We’re leaving.” Without further explanation, Lucille gathers our clothes, shoving them unceremoniously into our suitcases.

“Lucille, slow down. What’s happened?”

Amelia is up and out of bed before I even have the chance to sit up and wrap the sheet around me. Her body is looking stronger by the second. The faint lines of muscle are etched on her body.

Shaking her head, Lucille doesn’t even look up as she answers. “Ten more, Amelia.”

“Ten more what?”

Halting Lucille in her tracks, Amelia steadies her sister.

“Lucille, ten more what?”

“Break outs. Ten more Fallen vampires have escaped.”

I knew it would happen. That part isn’t the surprise. It’s the number that concerns me.

“How many Fallen are there?”

Mohan led us to believe there were only a few Fallen in existence. So far we are up to twelve, and I’m sure there are more.

“We don’t know, Erin,” Lucille bites.

“Lucille. Watch your tone,” Amelia growls.

It’s the growl that sends shivers down my spine because she is so goddamn intimidating when she does it. Even Lucille takes a step back.

“I won’t warn you again, sister.”

Silence descends. Lucille is used to fighting with Amelia, but even I know this is different. There is no sisterly banter. Amelia is seriously warning Lucille off.

“Sorry, Erin,” Lucille concedes, her eyes wary.

We haven’t got time for this. Lucille and I will be fine. Amelia’s behavior is more of a concern, but even that needs to be put on the back burner.

“Let’s move on. What’s the new plan?”

“Mohan and the council, along with Dr. Mendhi, have already left.”

Placing a calming hand on Amelia’s rigid arm, I hope to snap her out of whatever rage fog she’s currently living in.

“We need to find the vampires before the council, Amelia.”

Taking in a long, deep breath, Amelia turns to me. “Don’t worry, we’ll find them.”

“Father has chartered us a flight. We need to leave within the hour.” Lucille continues packing our bags. Her posture is tight, and I see her shooting looks at Amelia.

“I need to talk to Barty and Anya.”

Now I’m sure she’s not going to beat up on Lucille, I peck Amelia on the lips and leave the room.

The castle is quiet, even though I know everyone is rushing around trying to get ready for our departure. Heading downstairs, I push open the door to Barty’s library. Sitting on the two-seater couch, Barty and Anya are deep in discussion. “I’m sorry to interrupt.”

They both turn to me. “Nonsense. Come in.”

“You’ve heard?”

“Yes.” Barty nods.

“I’ll cut to the chase. Will you accompany us back to the States?”

If they’re surprised, they don’t show it. Maybe they were already considering it?

“I think that’s wise,” Barty answers seconds later. “Are you able to tell us what’s really going on? I understand you needed to keep some things quiet, but—”

“Yes. Now the council and doctor are gone. It’s safe.”


That
 garners a surprised response.

“Why wouldn’t it be safe with them around?” Anya asks.

I waste no time connecting to their minds. The moment I’m in, they share a look but allow me to continue. As with the Loch family, I take them through the events of the past few days.

“Yes,” Barty begins once I disconnect. “We must come with you. I’ll bring everything I have on the Salvator Regina. I also have friends in the U.S. who may prove helpful with research.”

“We appreciate it, Barty. Can you be ready within the hour?”

“Yes, we’ll be ready,” Anya answers, already standing. “Don’t worry, Erin,” she continues, taking my hand. “We’re with you.”

It’s an impressive thing to witness. Everyone in the castle is packed up and ready to go in under sixty minutes. Victoria takes the lead as expected. She’s the matriarch and everyone is more than happy to let her do the hard work.

Several black SUVs line the front of the castle. Men in black suits help haul the mountain of luggage from the grand entry to the trunks. Harlan assures me that Jordan and Chris are already safely on the way to the U.S.

As always, Victoria and Harlan are the epitome of calm and collected. Surely, that’s what two hundred years of living in this crazy world affords you. The ability to keep control in a crisis.

And it is a crisis. In my heart, I know the Fallen vampires will be executed if found. The doctor isn’t going to risk the council uncovering his work. We have to get to them first. I have to help them.

Amelia’s body snaking around me calms my racing thoughts. “We will find them, my love. I promise you.”

Turning in her arms, I allow myself a second to unravel. On the outside, we look like two people sharing an intimate moment. In our minds, I’m breaking, and Amelia is once again being my pillar of support. Everything that has happened and what I think will happen finally overwhelms me. I’m scared for the Fallen, for my family, and finally, for myself.

“Sweetheart, it’s time to go.” Amelia’s lips are close to my ear. Her voice soothes me, bringing me out from the dark cloud currently running rampant in my head.
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Unlike the last time the Loch brood traveled together, there is silence. No quips or teasing. The siblings are‌ in a world of their own. Lucille has positioned herself furthest away from Amelia and me. I have a suspicion it has nothing to do with her ire at me, but Amelia’s display of anger in our bedroom earlier.

“Ask,” Amelia mutters.

“I’ve never seen you react like that, honey. This anger that radiates off you when you believe I’m being threatened is new.”

“It’s since you bit me.”

The one thing I can count on is Amelia always telling me the truth.

“When I said my purpose is to protect you, I’m not just saying words, Erin. Something has changed. I know now, your purpose is to help the Fallen. It’s a clarity I came to possess the moment you bit me. When I felt the change, it wasn’t just physical. It was as if I could see our story, already written. I know what I have to do. I must be your champion, while you save them.”

When I met Amelia, and she told me about herself, she was always the realist. She was the first to squash any unrealistic views I had about vampires. That fantasy humans had been fed angered her, and she had no qualms voicing her opinion. Now though, as I listen to her, I sense how far from that woman she is. Her views are changing. Is she really buying into some fantastical idea that I am some savior queen reborn?

“Amelia—”

“Erin, don’t dismiss the idea that you are meant for more. I know you think I’m wrong, and you’re worried, but please trust me. Everything is happening for a reason. For millennia, vampires have searched for a cure, a miracle that would prevent our brothers and sisters from falling into madness. We’ve failed repeatedly. But now, Erin, now we have you. You can’t deny what you’ve seen and heard. There are two vampires that prove you have the gift of life. You literally saved them. If it’s the label of being a savior queen that irritates you, ignore it. But don’t ignore what you are, or what you’re becoming.”

“How are you this sure?”

Her belief is overwhelming.

“Look into my memory. Access the moment you bit me.”

“I can’t,” I mumble. “I already tried.”

I tried as soon as Amelia told me she was changing. The memory isn’t there, or it’s simply not for me to see.

“Then trust me. Open your mind. I know you can, Erin. You’ve been doing it from the moment you found out what I am. What you are now.”

“This seems so much more. When I thought vampires were no different from humans, it was easy. But look at us. Jordan and Chris, too. We are different. You scoffed at the idea of fangs, but they’re real. You’re faster, stronger—”

“I still can’t turn into a bat,” she quips.

“Yet!”

“Okay, some things I ridiculed are becoming our new truth. But that doesn’t mean we are becoming the monsters of legend, Erin. You are transforming into something that will heal our kind. That isn’t written in human history, is it?”

“No, but—”

“You’re scared, and I understand. I won’t let anything happen to you or our family, my love. I wish you could feel how I do, but until that day, I’ll have strength for us both. For now, try to concentrate your energy on resting. When we find those Fallen vampires, you’re going to need your strength.”

“And what of the doctor? What do we do about him?”

“We trust Mohan to deal with him.”

“Mohan has been lying,” I state confidently and a little too loudly.

“What do you mean?” Harlan asks from in front of us. All eyes are now on me. I can feel them from all directions.

“There were supposed to be a handful of Fallen. Clearly that’s not the case, and I don’t believe for one second Mohan wasn’t aware. He’s been hiding the severity of the problem. How many of those vampires mated with humans and we weren’t told?”

“Why would he lie?” Victoria asks.

“To stop us from panicking,” Marcus explains. “How do you think the vampire community would react to the knowledge that there were far more Fallen than expected?”

“Marcus is right,” Aliyah adds. “From children, we are taught to fear the Fallen. Our entire existence up to the age of thirty is overshadowed by the possibility of becoming one. The only thing that keeps us calm is knowing there aren’t that many around. Can you imagine the consequences if someone uncovered the truth? Especially when we are no closer to a cure.”

“We need to establish if Mohan is simply keeping the truth to stop panic, or if he is in league with the doctor.”

Harlan shakes his head. “I can’t believe Mohan would condone Mendhi’s unhinged practices. I just can’t.”

“Well, we need to find out,” Lucille says. She is uncharacteristically quiet.

“How?” Maria asks.

“First, we get Jordan and Chris to safety,” I say. “Then we need to get Mohan alone.”

“To do what? We can ask him if he knows about the doctor, but he could be lying through his teeth,” Laurence replies.

“Erin will know,” Amelia supplies. She has the same idea as me. I need to access Mohan’s memories. Maybe Amelia is the only one I can do that with, but it’s worth a try.

“How?” Victoria asks. Her gaze is thoughtful. Amelia looks at me. She’s leaving the decision up to me about how much I divulge.

“My ability to connect to the mind is developing,” I say. “Amelia and I can access each other’s memories.”

“How long has this been possible?” Barty asks.

“Not long, but that’s not all.” Amelia gently places her hand on my thigh. “We’ve discovered I can become one with Amelia’s mind in real time.”

“What the hell does that mean?” Lucille shoots. At least she’s sounding like herself again.

“I can reside in Amelia’s consciousness temporarily. What she sees, I see.”

“Have you ever heard of something like this, Barty?” Harlan asks.

“No. But that doesn’t mean it hasn’t happened before. I need to do more research. I’m sorry. I wish I could give you more.”

Turning to me, Harlan takes a breath. “You think you can do the same with Mohan?”

“I don’t know until I try.”

“Well, we have several more hours in this tin can,” Lucille chips in. “I suggest you practice.”














Seventeen








I
 ’d
 never
 been
 so
 happy as I was when we landed in LA. Hell, I was even happy to be sitting in outrageous traffic. However, even that paled in comparison to walking into our penthouse suite above Insomnia. It felt like a lifetime since we’d set foot in the place. The club was dark, which allowed us to get settled easily. The Lochs had taken most of the family back to the main house. Amelia and I, along with Barty and Anya, proceeded straight to the club from the airport.

Harlan assured me that Jordan and Chris would be waiting in the penthouse when we arrived. Amelia agreed to let them stay a night before taking them to my safe house. A safe house, Amelia is not at all on board with, but one I know will be for the best.

“This is the guest room. Make yourselves at home. We’ll order in tonight,” I say to Anya, who looks exhausted. Barty and Amelia have already opened a bottle of whiskey. Jordan and Chris look uncomfortable and I feel on edge.

Amelia is still pissed at Jordan, and it’s not like the penthouse is big enough to give everyone the space needed to cool down. Six adults are a bit much in one place, but we’ll have to suffer through it for one night.

“Your home is lovely,” Anya comments as she walks around inspecting bits and pieces.

“It’s probably our favorite property. Don’t get me wrong, we love our house. It’s just the penthouse holds memories.”

“Totally get that. Barty and I loved the barn we spent a few years living in, around, wow, must have been in the late seventeen hundreds. It was cold and damp, but we were together and really happy.”

“Where was that?”

“Northern England. Just after the Union of The Crowns. We saw the birth of the Union Jack. Quite thrilling really.”

“Have you been back since?”

“Oh, yes.” Anya laughs. “Barty took me for an anniversary one year. Would you believe the building was still there? In fact, the current owner had it professionally remodeled. It’s an Airbnb now.”

“So you got to stay in it again?”

What a thing to have that kind of history.

“Yes, we stayed there for a week.”

“I can’t even imagine,” I begin, and then freeze. I won’t have to imagine, will I? I’m a vampire now and as far as I’m aware, now have immortality. I think.

Sensing my wandering thoughts, Amelia appears at the bedroom door. “We’ve got time to figure it out,” she whispers. “How is the room, Anya?”

“Beautiful. Thank you for being such wonderful hosts.”

“It’s about time.” Amelia chuckles. “It’s no castle, but I think you’ll enjoy it here.”

“Oh, no doubt.” Anya unzips her suitcase, reaching for the garment sitting on top. It’s a gorgeous flapper dress that she probably bought in the 1920s. “Are we letting our hair down tonight, ladies?”

Amelia and I share a smirk.

“I think it’s only fair,” Anya continues. “We’ve had quite enough drama for a while. Let’s take the night off. What do you say?”

“I’m in!” There is no question in my mind. We could all do with blowing off some steam and how lucky is it there happens to be a club just a few steps away.

“What about those two?” Amelia asks, twitching her head toward Jordan and Chris.

“They need to stay out of sight. We’ve no idea who is looking for them.”

“I agree. Do you want to tell them, or should I?” Amelia’s eyes twinkle in mischief. She’s getting a kick out of unnerving Jordan.

“I’ll talk to them. Would you relax? Jordan apologized already and won’t try to do anything like it again.”

All I get is a dissatisfied hum.

Rolling my eyes, I head toward the two vampires. Chris is looking so much better. His hair has been cut and his clothes replaced. Yes, he could do with a few more pounds being added to his still skeletal frame, but he has definitely put on a little weight.

When we first arrived in the penthouse, Jordan and Chris were lounging on the sofa, watching TV. The moment I saw them, my emotions came thick and fast. I all but sprinted to them, wrapping my arms tightly around their necks. I was so damn happy to see them.

“Hey guys.”

“Hey,” Chris mumbles through a mouthful of Cheetos.

“So, I have a plan.”

“Amelia isn’t happy about it,” Jordan comments, looking in Amelia’s direction. I follow her gaze and see Amelia’s eyes boring into Jordan. Good Lord, what has got into her?

“Yes, well, that’s for us to talk about. You’ll stay here tonight, and then I’m going to take you to a friend’s house. You’ll be safe there.”

Jordan narrows her eyes at me. “You’re not one hundred percent sure about that, are you?”

“Yes, I am.” Sort of. “I just need a little time to talk to this friend, and I’m sure it will all be great.”

“She’s a human, right?” Chris states.

Clearing my throat, I nod. “Yes, Mack is a human and a doctor. She doesn’t know about vampires, but I plan to correct that tomorrow.”

“And you think she’s going to take it on the chin and then house two vampires without an issue?” Jordan raises her eyebrows in disbelief.

“She’ll need a bit of time, but I trust her.”

Jordan stares at me again, and I feel her probing my mind. I feel Amelia by my side instantly.

“What did I say?” she growls at Jordan.

Instead of shying away, something steely comes over her. “I said I wouldn’t try to penetrate your minds. And I wasn’t. However, the connection is there, Amelia, and I can tell when Erin is lying, or at least holding something back.”

“Mack is my ex,” I say, hoping to move us along. I really need to have a word with my wife-to-be. I get she wants to be my champion or whatever, but this thing with Jordan is just silly. A flash of hurt crosses Amelia’s eyes. I’ve insulted her somehow. Great.

“Look, let me deal with it. But that’s tomorrow. Tonight, you two need to stay up here. We’ll order in, but then you two will be on your own for a while.”

Jordan places her hands on her hips. She’s in a combative mood.

“Why can’t we come to the club? It’s dark and loud. Who the hell would recognize us?”

“Do you really want to take the chance?” Barty asks from behind us.

“If it’s really a big deal, I’ll stay here, too.”

My offer earns me a scowl from Amelia.

Chris shakes his head. “No, that’s unnecessary. Go have fun. We’ve got a shitstorm ahead of us.”

I look at Jordan, who casts her gaze to the floor. “Yeah, it’s fine. Sorry.”
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The club is thumping as we descend into the crowd. Heavy bass music shakes the floor. Anya is practically vibrating with excitement, which brings a smile to my face. Barty still looks like he’s about to set off for a round of golf, but that’s fine. As long as he’s happy.

Amelia is sex on legs and she knows it. Dressed in all black, her hair hanging like a dark curtain over her pale skin, she is divine. I love the blood-red lipstick and dark eye makeup, too. Hell, I love everything about her. The instinct to drag her to bed was strong when she first stepped out of our bedroom. Always the one to make an entrance. Of course, she saw my thoughts and gave me that little grin that turns my panties into a useless barrier of wetness.

Kit and Claire are both working behind the bar tonight, as well as a new server. Claire beams at us as we approach. We share hugs and cheek kisses. Kit strolls over and does the same. The new girl is watching us from the corner of her eyes. Let me rephrase that. She’s watching Amelia from the corner of her eye. In fact, she’s watching every damn inch of my fiancée.

“Easy, tiger,” Amelia laughs in my ear.

“Says you,” I retort. “You don’t hear me growling, do you?”

I’m still slightly annoyed by Amelia’s new behavior. She’s never been the type to get jealous or possessive.

“That’s not fair,” she mumbles, her gaze dropping to the drink in her hand. Once again, I seem to have hurt her.

Drawing in a breath, I lean in. “I’m sorry. That was uncalled for.”

“It’s fine,” she says, dismissing my apology. “I’m going to talk to Claire about this month’s stock.”

And with that, she guides Claire by the elbow to the back room.

Shit, I’ve really upset her.

A tap on my shoulder pulls me from my thoughts. Turning, I come face to face with Mack.

“Hey, you’re back. Where have you been?” she shouts.

“Oh, we took an impromptu vacation,” I lie. “Actually, I’m really glad I bumped into you. Could I drop by tomorrow?”

“Yeah, sure. Everything okay?”

“Yeah, totally fine. We’ll chat tomorrow.”

Mack’s eyes drift over my shoulder with a questioning stare. I turn to see Barty and Anya smiling at her widely. Jesus, they’ve been cooped up in that castle for way too long.

“Shit sorry, Mack, this is Anya and Barty. Friends from Ireland. They’re staying with us for a little while.”

“Nice to meet you,” Mack yells. The music is getting louder by the second.

“We’re going to dance,” Anya calls. Barty shoots his drink, offering his hand to his wife. They stroll out and begin to move.

I can’t label what they are doing as dancing. Laughter bursts from my chest as I continue to witness utter carnage. Barty and Anya could not give a flying fuck, though.

Anya’s face is pure joy. I can hear her laughter over the bass. People are giving them a wide berth, which is wise. Both are quite liberal with their arm movements.

“Well, that’s… Interesting.” Mack smirks.

“It’s certainly expressive.” I laugh.

“Want to join them?” she asks. I hesitate for a second because I know Mack still has feelings for me. But if I get awkward, it’ll just make things worse. Friends dance.

“Sure, let’s go.”

It’s many songs later that I realize Amelia is still in the office. Reassured Barty and Anya are fine, I head to the back. Claire is behind the bar again, so why is Amelia still in the office?

Pushing open the door, I see her sitting at the desk, head in hands.

“Baby?”

Her head lifts and her eyes are blood red. Half-inch fangs protrude from her mouth. The sight is shocking, but I rein myself in.

“Amelia?”

“I’m fine, Erin. You don’t have to be scared.”

“I’m not. Concerned, sure!”

“I told you I was changing,” she adds, almost defeated.

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I did. You just didn’t get to see the physical change.”

“Why am I seeing it now?”

“I’m pissed.”

Well, at least she gets straight to the heart of the matter.

“Um…okay. Why are you pissed?”

“Because you keep dismissing my protection as some childish jealousy,” she growls. “Because I have a legitimate reason to warn off your little pet.” Her tone is seething. “Jordan wants you. Her mind is like a fucking sieve. She can’t stop the thoughts from pouring out, and I’m tired of listening to them.”

Taking measured steps, I arrive by Amelia’s side. Instantly dropping to my knees, I wrap my hand around her arm.

“You are my mate.”

Slamming her fists on the table, Amelia’s eyes penetrate my soul. “And yet, I’m sharing you with another!”

“You share me with no one. Amelia, you are mine, and I am yours. Bound for eternity. Nothing and no one will ever get in the way of that.”

“I can handle your connection to the Fallen, Erin. Really, I can. I’m not a possessive asshole, you know that.” I nod. “But Jordan is overstepping.”

“Okay, I’ll talk to her. She’ll be out of the penthouse tomorrow. Then it’s just you and me.”

Amelia looks at me for a few seconds. “Would you think about cutting the connection?”

“I don’t know how.”

“If you found a way. Would you?”

“If that would make you feel better. Of course.”

Dragging her palms across her face, Amelia shakes her head. “No. That’s unfair for me to say. You have a connection with them for a reason. I’m sorry.”

My heart aches. How could she possibly think I would… And then it dawns on me. I ran away, not necessarily with Jordan, but it ended up that way in the end. Amelia is feeling just as vulnerable with everything changing as I am. I’ve just been too selfish to see that she needs my reassurance like I needed hers. Amelia needs me to be her mate right now. Not the savior of souls, or whatever.
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B
 arty
 and
 Anya
 closed
 the club down last night. They amassed quite the following, even getting several phone numbers of people who wanted to hang out with them again. Their flair for life was, or should I say is, outstanding. After all these years, they still love life.

They were still doing their version of a dance routine when they entered the penthouse. Safe to say, they entertained Jordan and Chris for a while. At one point, Anya was spinning Chris around like a ballerina. It was highly amusing.

Unfortunately, the tension between Amelia and me was still thick in the air when we went to bed. I’d tried to comfort her in the office, but she clearly needed some space. I just found it hard that the space she needed was from me. Had I really neglected her feelings so badly? We’d never gone to bed fighting. I’m not even sure I could class it as a fight. I hurt Amelia. Which was so much worse than a stupid spat.

Normally, waking up alone wouldn’t cause distress, but after last night, feeling the cold absence of Amelia stings. I know that once Jordan and Chris are safely hidden at Mack’s, Amelia and I will have the room to talk properly.

I didn’t realize Jordan’s connection to me would have such an effect on my mate. Yes, I know Jordan would like more from me. She’s not great at hiding her thoughts and feelings, but I never believed Amelia would take them to heart. We’ve dedicated our lives to each other. My soul is literally wrapped up in hers. How could she possibly feel Jordan is a threat?

The laughter of our house guests forces me out of bed. I’ll deal with everything later. Right now, I need coffee and breakfast. Then I need to come up with a way to tell Mack about vampires without her passing out or thinking I’ve lost my mind. Or scaring the crap out of her. That one’s possibly the closest to what will happen.

Jordan and Chris are roaring. Barty is recounting a story from the 1800s. He’s very animated when he goes into storyteller mode. Anya is in the kitchen making eggs. Amelia is nowhere to be found. My heart sinks.

“She’s on the balcony,” Anya calls. Giving her a small smile, I suck in a breath and head outside.

“Hey, baby.”

Amelia is leaning against the safety rail, her head pointing to the sky. The sun is shining on her, making those raven locks shine. She still takes my breath away.

“Morning, my love.” She turns to me and smiles. Some of the anxiety I’ve been carrying since last night fades. Walking up to her, I take her face in my hands and look into her eyes.

“I love you, Amelia Loch. More than life. And I’m so very sorry I haven’t been there for you, like you are there for me.”

Amelia shakes her head, but I hold her still.

“Amelia, please let me say this.”

“Okay,” she mumbles through squashed cheeks.

“I’m so used to you being the rock. My rock. When all these changes started happening, I only saw my fear and anxiety. I’ll be honest, it didn’t even occur to me you may be struggling. You’re always so strong. But that was an asshole thing for me to do. You told me the changes were affecting you, too. Hell, I saw them with my own eyes. Even so, I could only focus on what was happening to me.”

“It’s been a lot for you, Erin.”

“And for you, too. This is new for all of us. I neglected to see how you were feeling and for that, I’m truly sorry.”

“It’s okay.”

“No, it’s not, but hopefully it will be. I intend to talk to Jordan.”

“I need you to understand. I’m not just being a jealous bitch.”

“I know. Once again, what I failed to see is how unique this situation is. When we mate, our connection is sacred.”

Amelia closes her eyes and exhales. She’s relieved I’m finally understanding. “It is.”

“And for us, another has violated that sacred connection. We were never meant to share a bond with any other, and yet we are and probably will continue to do so.”

“I can handle the connection. But—”

“Interfering with our bond is something different.”

“It’s unheard of. A vampire’s bond is more precious than anything. Jordan may have been a Fallen, but that wasn’t always the case. She knows what the bond means. And yet, she—”

“I know. I will
 talk to her. And, if after that she still pushes the limits, I will find a way to sever our connection. Nothing, and no one, means more to me than you. Our bond is a treasure worth more than all the gold on this pla—”

Amelia’s lips cut my last words off. I cling to her as she owns my mouth. God, I want to climb her like a tree. My core ignites immediately, and my body takes over from my brain.

Grabbing the front of her shirt, I drag her backward to the sun lounger. Amelia’s body lays over me fully, her weight a delicious sensation ramping up my need. Wrapping my legs around her waist, I use my feet to draw her closer. My clit is throbbing as her pelvis settles between my legs.

Throwing my head back, I encourage her to lick and kiss my neck. Her hips roll deeply, and I’m close to coming. It’s ridiculous how turned on she gets me in such a short time.

“Oh, baby,” I gasp.

“Hey ladies, we’re— Oh, sorry!” Barty’s voice is like a bucket of cold water. I hear the balcony door slide shut. Amelia buries her head in my neck and laughs. My face is flushed, both in embarrassment and lust. Looking over, I see Barty has also drawn the voile curtains across to give us privacy. My laughter soon catches up with Amelia’s.

Popping her head up, Amelia’s eyes twinkle in amusement. “Um…do you think we’ve scarred him?”

“Highly unlikely.” I chuckle. “It’s safe to say Barty and Anya have probably had their fair share of embarrassing encounters.”

“I think we’re going to have to save this for later.”

If that’s the case, she needs to stop nuzzling my neck.

“Then you need to move, because I’m about three seconds away from taking what I want.”

“Ms. Hanson. You naughty—”

“Vampire?” I wink.

“Yes. Very naughty. Are you sure you don’t want a quickie?” Amelia licks her lips while staring at mine. Her hips deliberately jerk forward, putting pressure on my clit.

I’m utterly powerless.

“Make me come.”
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Jordan wouldn’t look us in the eyes when we came back inside. Anya winked at me, and Barty tried to bro out with Amelia by going in for a high five. That earned him a jab in the ribs from his wife.

“Okay, I’m going to grab a shower and then we’ll head out. Can you guys be ready to go in half an hour?”

“Sure,” Chris calls from in front of the TV. Jordan nods. That’s good enough for me.

Amelia follows me upstairs with a grin. Her appetite is far from sated. Before she can follow me into the bathroom, I plant my palm firmly on her chest.

“This is a no-go zone for you, Ms. Loch.”

“But—”

“Nope. Later. If we start in here, it’ll be evening by the time I get Chris and Jordan to Mack’s.”

Her pout is adorable and sexy. I lean in and bite her bottom lip.

“Later, baby.”

“Fine,” she grumbles with a smile.

“You can talk to me, though, from outside the shower.”

“Can I ogle you?”

“As if I could stop you.” I laugh.

Amelia sits on the empty surface by the sink as I undress and step under the shower. My mind goes blank for a few seconds, until it wanders back to last night, in the office.

“Baby?”

“Yeah?”

“Last night, you looked…”

“Different? Yeah, my fangs came out not long after you left. The eye thing shook me a little.”

Amelia is so grounded, and calm when she speaks. Like the fact she has now grown large fangs and has blood-red eyes is not something to freak the fuck out about.

“You said you were pissed. Do you always change when upset?”

She takes a second to answer. “It seems to be one of the causes. I’ve been practicing though. Using meditation to calm myself. I’ve successfully changed three times when completely relaxed.”

“Do you…do you crave anything?”

“Do you mean blood?”

“Yeah. I remember craving your blood. It took me over. Then, when I was away, I had an ache in my throat. I know it’s thirst now.”

“Nothing so far. Red tastes the same. I haven’t had the urge to bite anything or anyone. I’m not sure what the purpose of my change is yet, but I’m certain there is one.”

“Are you scared?”

“No.”

Shutting the water off, I step out of the shower. Amelia looks completely at ease. Her gaze wanders my body, a smile pulling at her lips.

“God, you’re stunning.”

“Not so bad yourself, Ms. Loch.”

Jumping down from the counter, Amelia takes me in her arms. I protest because I’m getting her clothes wet, but she ignores me and kisses me until my legs almost give way.

“You need to get dressed.”

“Hmm, just another minute.”

Her laugh ripples through my body, landing squarely in my heart. “Now, now, Erin. You have things to do today. Hop to it.”

With a playful spank on my ass, Amelia takes a step back, allowing me to pass.

“You’ll pay for that later,” I huff, smiling.

“God, I hope so.”

Dressing with Amelia watching me is something I love. I’ve never had a problem with my body. Even so, when Amelia watches me, her eyes devouring my every curve, she makes me feel like the most beautiful and sexy woman in the world.

“I’m going to take Barty and Anya out today. Barty also wants to meet up with a friend of his.”

“Please be careful. We don’t know who’s watching.”

“I think we’re safe, love. But of course, I won’t take any chances.”

“Once Jordan and Chris are safe, I think we need to contact Mohan. The faster we find out if he’s on our side, the better.”

“Agreed. All right, I’m going to leave you to it. A woman only has so much restraint, you know.” Shooting me a wink, Amelia leaves.

I do a full body shake to rid myself of naughty thoughts. My head needs to be in the game. Applying makeup and dressing is the perfect way to let my mind wander into nothingness. If I continue to overthink how to tell Mack what I am, I’ll just fuck it up. Look at where overthinking has got me so far.

Jordan and Chris are waiting in the kitchen when I come downstairs. Amelia, Barty, and Anya are already gone.

“Are you guys ready?”

“Sure this is the best plan?” Jordan asks.

“Yes. Mack has no ties to vampires. No one will think to look into her.”

“And if she freaks out?” Chris asks.

“No idea.” I laugh. “Guys, I’m winging this, okay. Mack is a good friend. I like to think she’ll be able to get past her shock to help us. But until I speak to her, I really don’t know.”

“We need a backup plan.” Jordan shoots.

She’s irritable and I’m not sure if it’s the situation or the thing with me and Amelia.

“No backup plan. This has to work. Let’s go.”

“Where does she live?” Chris asks.

“Outside the city. You’ll be safe.”

“Have a drink before we go,” Jordan says, handing me a flask of Red. “It’s been a while.”

“Have you both had some?”

“Yeah, we’re good.” Chris picks up his jacket and walks to the door. “Let’s get this show on the road.”
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M
 ack
 moved
 out
 of
 the city last year. Something to do with needing fresh air and space. I totally understand. I love the city, but it’s always go, go, go. That’s why Amelia and I bought a house further away. Sometimes, you just need some quiet.

Anyway, Mack now owns a lovely three-bedroom with a decent amount of land. Two-story, with painted shutters. I’ve tried to convince her to get a dog, but no luck yet.

It’s the perfect hideout for Jordan and Chris. If I can get Mack onboard, that is. I’d sent a message as we left the penthouse, telling her I was on my way. I got an enthusiastic thumbs up in return. I wonder if she will still feel as enthusiastic in an hour?

Chris sat quietly in the back the entire ride. Jordan hummed to the radio but didn’t make any real conversation. It was tense as hell.

“We’re here,” I announce the moment Mack’s house comes into view. Chris cranes his neck to take a look.

Looking suitably impressed, Chris states the obvious. “Hey, it’s nice.”

“It’s lovely. Mack has done a great job. Plus, she has a pool.”

I look at Jordan, who is just staring out the window, keeping her opinion to herself.

“It’s better than that shack in Ireland, that’s for sure,” Chris adds.

“Okay, you guys stay in the car. Let me get the hard bit out of the way first.”

“Sure you don’t want support?” Jordan asks, eyeing me closely.

“No. It’s best I do this alone. I’ll leave the keys with you.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I notice Mack standing in her doorway, looking puzzled. I would too if my friend turned up with complete strangers at my house. Ha, wait until she finds out why they’re really here.


It’s now or never.


“Erin, hey.” Mack embraces me tightly. “Who’re your friends? They can come in, you know.”

“Maybe later. Can we talk?”

I feel like I have a swarm of pissed-off ants in my stomach. Jesus, I thought my days of coming out were well and truly over.

Mack considers the car and then assesses me for a moment. “Sure.”

Following close behind, I do my best to keep my heart rate normal. I really fucking hope she doesn’t freak out.

“Coffee? Or is this a stronger drink kind of convo?”

“It might be.” I smile.

Searching my face, Mack takes a seat at the kitchen island. “Okay, you’re worrying me. What’s going on? Is it Amelia? Are you okay?”

“She’s fine, I’m fine. I’ll explain. Um, just try to keep an open mind.”

“I think I’m pretty open-minded, Erin. It can’t be that bad.”

I don’t have scrolls of parchment to show her like Amelia used with me and I used with my parents. I plan to take a more direct approach. Which could backfire spectacularly.

Squeezing my eyes shut, I concentrate fully until I feel my teeth transform. I practiced discreetly in the car on the way over. It only took two attempts.

Opening my eyes, I reveal my fangs. It still makes me want to scoff and roll my eyes when I say that word. “Fangs” make everything feel… I don’t know, fantastical. Not real, even though it is a reality.

Mack looks me in the eye and then her eyes dip lower. Her pupils dilate and her eyelids grow wide. I know she’s trying to make sense of what she’s seeing. I can almost see her brain fighting with itself.

“Erin?”

“Please don’t be scared.”


Please, please, please.


She raises her finger and simply points at my face. “What, they’re—”

“Fangs. As in vampire fangs.”

The smile I tack on might be a bit too much.

Mack takes a beat and then laughs hysterically. “Good one,” she bellows.

Oh dear. I should have expected that.

Keeping a straight back and blank face, I touch her knee. “Mack, it’s no joke.”

“Stop. Come on, Erin. It’s a weird time to be playing a prank, considering it’s nowhere near Halloween. But whatever floats your boat.”

She goes to stand, but I need her focused. Pulling her back down, I look at her with what I hope is a penetrating stare.

“Mack, listen.”

She finally stops laughing and sees how serious my face is. Her smile turns into a frown. “Erin, vampires aren’t real?”

“They are. Amelia—”

Mack holds up her hand to stop me from talking. Her palm is sweaty.

“You’re telling me Amelia is a vampire?”

“Her whole family is, and now I am.”

Mack opens her mouth and then slams it shut.

“Will you let me show you?”

“Show me?”

“Yeah. Um…it’s a thing I can do.”

So far, I’m just happy she hasn’t tried to stake me with a wooden spoon or anything yet. We spend several more seconds looking at each other. I’m trying to convey calm and safety.

“What do you need to do?” she asks tentatively.

“Will you close your eyes?”

Another few seconds pass until Mack closes her eyes. Now, I’ve only ever connected to vampires. I have no
 clue if I can with Mack, or if she’ll accept it without issue. But in order for her to fully understand, I need to go all the way back to when I first met Amelia.

Summoning all my strength, I focus solely on Mack. My consciousness seeks her like a homing device. I’m getting quite good at it, even if I say so myself. It takes only a second to see her light. I pull her toward me, and then, like a zap of electricity, we connect with a jolt.

Mack’s mind is a hive of anxiety and fear. My voice echoes within, soothing. Eventually, I get her calm enough to show her a reel of memories. It’s difficult to keep her calm, edit the memories—because she does not need to see some of the saucy ones—and show them to her in a way they make sense.

By the time I’m finished, my mind is jelly. I sever the link and let my head sink to the kitchen worktop. The cool surface eases the tension currently running across the front of my skull.

My vision is blurry, but other than that, I think I’m good. Lifting my head, I take in Mack, who is still sitting with her eyes closed. Oh fuck! Have I broken her?

Gripping her hand, I squeeze hard. “Mack?”

“Ow, fuck, Erin.” Mack withdraws her crushed finders, shaking them out, staring daggers at me. “I kind of need my fingers intact.”

“Sorry,” I rush to say. “Are you okay?”

“Am I okay?” She taps her fingers on the work surface rhythmically. “Am. I. Okay?”

“Um, yeah.”


Jesus, please don’t have a brain injury.


“You’re a vampire. Amelia and her family are vampires. There are crazy vampires that only you can save.”

Yeah, that pretty much sums it up.

“Uh, yeah.”

“Huh, okay. I need a drink. Um…could you put them away?”

My hands fly to my mouth to cover my teeth. Finally, I get them back to human-like standards. Mack has already sculled a shot of vodka. She’s already pouring another.

Sitting quietly, I kind of wish she’d give me one, too. “Can I have a drink?”

Mack looks like she’s forgotten I’m here. With a nod, she pours out another drink and hands it to me. I waste no time throwing it down my neck. I love the burn.

“Fuck Erin! Vampires!”
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After Mack’s fourth shot, I felt it necessary to take the bottle of vodka away. There is a time to get black-out drunk, but now isn’t it. Mack scowled at me for a second, but then thankfully took the bottle of water I offered.

Three bottles later, Mack is a little less bleary-eyed. “So, your friends in the car, they’re…you know.”

“Yes. They are. They’re the two I helped.”

“Right, right! And they’re here because, I’m guessing you need a place to hide them.”

“Yes, I couldn’t think of anywhere else, Mack.”

“So if you didn’t need my help, you’d never have told me?”

Fair question.

“I’ve wanted to tell you for the past two years, but come on, Mack. This is all so…out there.”

“Yeah, you got that right.”

Walking over to the couch, Mack is slumped in, I take a seat next to her.

“There was never a guarantee how you would take it if I told you. My parents are a good example.”

“I’m sorry about them, Erin. I’m sure they’ll come around.”

“Hopefully, but I can’t worry about that now. I have to help these people, Mack. And I know I’m being shitty by asking you to help.”

“But you’re still asking anyway, right?”

Sighing, I nod. “Jordan and Chris are good people. Chris has suffered for so long. I have to keep him safe now. He needs care and a place to unpack all the shit he experienced.”

Standing, Mack paces the length of her living room. We moved from the kitchen when Mack got a bit wobbly. Whether that was from shock or the multiple vodka shots, I’m not sure.

“Of course I’ll help. I… You’re sure they, sorry, you
 , don’t like human blood?”

Grinning, I fight the urge to mess with her. “I promise. We drink animal blood. Jordan and Chris have come prepared. They just need a safe place. You’re in no danger, Mack. I swear.”

“Jesus,” she huffs. “This is not how I thought today would go. I’m still not sure if you’re fucking with me.”

“No fucking about, I promise. I know it’s a hell of a lot to take in. Trust me, I know, and if you need anyone to talk to or have any questions, just call. Or ask Jordan and Chris.”

“Fine. Yeah, okay, send them in.”

“Sure?”

“Yes, before I change my mind and commit myself because I’m likely having a mental break.”

Rolling my eyes playfully, I head to the front door. Chris is fast asleep in the backseat, and Jordan is moving her head to whatever beat she’s listening to. Waving, I finally catch Jordan’s attention. They both look wary as they approach the house.

“It’s fine. Mack’s cool.” I soothe.

“How did you tell her?” Chris asks, his eyes wandering over my shoulder, scoping out the entryway.

“Whipped out the fangs.” I laugh.

“Bold,” Jordan comments. “And she didn’t try to stab you or anything?”

“Nope. I was able to get through to her. Obviously she’s still in a state of shock, but Mack’s a doctor, and she’s pretty awesome at adapting. That being said… Can you both rein in your speed and strength?”

“We’re not going to freak her out. Don’t worry.” Chris pushes past me, quite happy to meet his new landlord.

Jordan and I follow behind. Chris walks straight up to Mack, holding out his hand.

“Hey, I’m Chris.”

Mack looks at his hand, then up to his mouth, and then his eyes.

“Oh, I don’t have cool teeth like Erin. Just the regular ones.” He smiles.

We all see Mack visibly relax. She takes his offered hand and shakes it firmly. “I’m Mack. Welcome.”

Pushing her forward slightly, I introduce Jordan. “And this is Jordan.”

Mack stares, saying nothing. Her eyes are trained on Jordan’s. Following her gaze, I see Jordan is just as frozen.


Um, okay…what’s happening?


“Right, now introductions are out of the way. How about we have a coffee? I’ll need to head back soon.” I say, trying to break the atmosphere.

Chris is smirking, looking between Jordan and Mack.

“I think we could both leave and they wouldn’t notice.” He chuckles.

I think he’s actually right.

“Mack,” I all but bark. Mack jumps like I’ve just electrocuted her.

“Sure, yeah. What?”

Oh boy.

“Coffee.” I repeat.

“Yes. Coffee. I’ll make some.”

Jordan still hasn’t said anything, and she’s still tracking Mack as she makes her way to the kitchen.

“Jordan?”

“Erin, it’s her.”

“Um…what’s her?”

“Mack. I…”

Chris wanders over. “Erin, she’s found her mate.”
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J
 esus
 fucking
 Christ!



I believe that’s an appropriate response, right? Yes, definitely. Jordan is staring at Mack like she hung the moon. Chris is tittering to himself, looking back and forth between us all. Mack keeps on throwing glances at Jordan over her shoulder as she—for the fifth time—forgets what she’s doing. Making coffee, that’s what she’s supposed to be doing.

“I need to tell her.” Jordan suddenly gasps, her hand clutching her shirt. The desperation in the woman’s eye is shocking.

“Whoa, Jordan, you can’t just announce she’s your mate,” Chris reasons.

At least he’s stopped laughing and is being helpful. Because frankly, I’m dumbfounded. Of all the times for this to happen, am I right?

“That poor woman has literally just found out her childhood nightmare exists and is standing in her kitchen. I think declaring your immortal love to her might be a bit much.”

“But she needs to know. We’re meant to be.” The conviction in her voice is heart-wrenching.

Oh, brother.

“Jordan, Jordan!” Her eyes snap toward me, but she still looks unfocused. “I understand, believe me, I do, but you need to be patient. In fact, you need to talk to Amelia.”

Yes, that’s a plan.

“Amelia, why?”

“Because if anyone knows what you’re feeling, it’s her. She mated with a human too, remember.”


And she suffered.


No, we can’t let Jordan go through what Amelia did.

“Right, yeah.” Jordan’s eyes have already drifted back to Mack.

Okay, time to take action. “Mack, slight change of plan. I need to take Jordan with me for a few hours. Are you okay with Chris staying?”

Mack looks at Jordan, her eyes searching. Does she feel the same way? Wowzer, this is more than I bargained for today.

“Um…sure.”

“Great, okay, sorry we can’t stay for coffee. We’ll be back later.”

I have to physically remove Jordan from Mack’s kitchen. Once wrangled into the car, Jordan watches Mack’s house disappear behind us. Is this what Amelia was like when she met me? The thought brings a little smile to my face. Was she all googly-eyed every time she saw me?


I really hope Amelia is home.


My prayers are answered. Amelia is making lunch as we walk in. Her open smiling face quickly turns sour at the sight of Jordan. No real surprise.

“There’s been an unexpected development.”

Amelia’s eyebrows furrow. She looks at Jordan and then her eyes widen. “She’s mated. With a human!”

“Hey, reading my thoughts is cheating.”

I was sort of looking forward to telling her.

“I didn’t. I can smell it.”


Um, okay.


“Smell what?” Anya asks, slipping in from the balcony.

Amelia juts her head toward Jordan. “She’s mated with a human.” Taking a deep inhale through her nose, Amelia’s eyes widen even further. “She’s mated with Mack!”

“How are you doing that?”

Is this another new skill Amelia has gained since I bit her?

“No idea how I’m doing it. But I’m right, aren’t I?”

Grinning, I nod. “Spot on, baby.”

“Oh, wow.” Anya approaches Jordan tentatively. “Yeah, she’s way off in love land.”

Jordan has this wistful look about her. I imagine she is picturing Mack in her kitchen and thinking she’s the most beautiful thing she’s ever seen.

“I’m thinking this whole falling in love with a human thing is about as rare as the Fallen.” Amelia and Anya note my sarcasm.

It stands to reason, doesn’t it? If we’ve been lied to regarding the true number of Fallen vampires. It’s possible we’ve been fed a bunch of shit regarding how many of those Fallen mated with a human. A hideous thought settles in my mind. Would Mendhi go as far as experimenting on humans? Would he want to find out what made them different from other humans? Why their souls bonded—unsuccessfully, but still—with a vampire?

“I would never have believed it,” Anya begins. “But yeah. I think it’s more common than we believe.”

“Does Mack know?” Amelia asks, her stare trained on Jordan. If I’m not mistaken, my beautiful wife-to-be is softening. I can see her empathy for Jordan emanating in pulses. Is she recalling how she felt when we bonded?

“No, but they definitely shared something. Jordan wanted to confess her undying love immediately, but—”

“Yeah, I get it. I’ll talk to her.” And just like that, Amelia sweeps in, taking Jordan by the arm, walking her to the balcony.

I watch them leave, hoping Amelia helps Jordan get through this. Should I
 talk to Mack? Hmm, maybe not. Jordan might not appreciate Mack’s ex getting involved that much. I’ll trust Amelia on this one, I think.

“Coffee, or whiskey?” Anya asks. I’m grateful for the break. My mind feels like it’s playing Tetris
 with everything going on recently, and none of those fucking blocks will fit.

“Coffee, but I’ll take a hard drink later. Where’s Barty?”

“Meeting with his friend. I thought it best to leave them to it. They’re quite happy nerding out, and there really is only so much I can handle. I wanted to check in with you, too. It’s been a few days since we’ve had the chance to talk properly.”

“You’re sweet. I appreciate it.”

“So? How are you?”

“Tired, confused, excited, irritated. All the above. There’s just so much happening. My brain is struggling to keep up.”

“Understandable. Any more changes?”

“No. Apart from my ability to reach other minds. That’s still developing. For what purpose, I’m not sure.”

Anya rubs her chin in thought. “Maybe so you can reach the Fallen. Not just the ones you saved, but the ones still suffering.”

Huh, I hadn’t thought of that.

“It would make sense, right?”

“Yeah, I suppose it would. For whatever reason, they’ve become aware of me. Jordan said it was like a light of hope passed through her, changing her thoughts. She said all she could think about was getting to me.”

“Exactly, so let’s presume the other Fallen are in the same boat. There are ten of them out there looking for you. Well, what if you could use your new skill to guide them safely?”

“But I don’t know who I’m looking for. Normally I’m in front of the person. I know what light to look for.”

“Light?” Anya sits at the table.

“When I’m looking for the connection, it comes to me as a light.”

“And what happens when you find it? The light, I mean.”

“I draw it in and then, it’s like my mind wraps around it, causing us to link.”

“Okay. Are the lights always the same for each person?”

“Similar, but not exact. It’s hard to explain. There is always something unique about each light.”

“Okay, think back to Jordan and Chris. Do they share any similarities?”

I see where Anya is heading. If the Fallen share a commonality, I might be able to single it out and find them. Calming my thoughts, I reach out to Chris and Jordan. I’m sure they can feel me, but I’m not trying to link up. I just need to see their lights.

Maybe it’s because I’ve already connected with them before that I find them so easily. In the darkness and silence of my mind, I examine each light. I know the differences. I can feel them. I’m almost ready to give up when I finally find what I’m looking for. Their lights are slightly dimmed at the heart. They’ve been irrevocably altered during their time as Fallen vampires. That’s what I need to search for.

Bringing myself back to the room, I take several deep breaths. “I think I know what to look for.”

“I knew you’d figure it out. Now what?”

“We need to talk to Mohan. Even if I find the Fallen, more will surface eventually. We need the council on our side, and Mendhi needs to be dealt with. We can’t keep this cloak and dagger shit up. Not when we think there are far more Fallen vampires out there than expected. We need to do this right.”

“Agreed.” Anya stands and tugs me into an embrace. “I know you don’t want to see yourself as a queen or savior, Erin. But you are special. Whatever the reason for your change, it’s important. You are meant to do great things.”

“It scares me.”

I can’t recall if that’s the first time I’ve voiced it out loud, but that’s it. The reason I can’t get a grip on my current reality. I’m scared shitless. I was meant to be a regular old vampire. Well, that was the hope when I turned thirty, which is still months away. I wasn’t supposed to be special to anyone but Amelia. Now I have this responsibility, and I’m not sure that I’m cut out for it.

“I’d be concerned if you weren’t scared. But Erin, you aren’t alone. Even if you discount the Loch family, plus me and Barty, who are in your corner, one hundred percent. You have Amelia. She is inherently bound to this, to you. Her physical and mental changes have a part to play. I’m positive.”

“She told me she understands her purpose. That when I bit her, she became aware of her true
 purpose. To protect me.”

Anya grips my shoulders. “I think it’s more. My gut feeling tells me it’s more.”

“Like what?”

“If we’re to go along with the theory that you are somehow this Salvator Regina, we should assume other parts of the legend may have merit.”

“You know way more than me. We only covered the savior part last time.”

“Okay, so according to Barty, the savior queen was a vampire who had special skills. She was like you. A human who bonded with a vampire and changed. She was real, not just a myth. The name Salvator Regina was given in a time of superstition. Anyone who was different received reverence or fear. According to the story, the queen was attacked by a Fallen. When bitten, the Fallen vampire suddenly changed. There were witnesses, and her legend was born.”

“Sounds eerily similar.”

“Exactly. If we look at it in today’s age. The skills she had weren’t sent from god, or obtained by magic. They’re a product of biology, changing things up. Just how a human can be a musical savant, or have the ability to endure subzero temperatures without dying—”

“Who can do that?”

“Some guy called Wim. He’s known as the Iceman. Anyway, You get my point. Evolution, biology, they like to throw us curve balls sometimes.”

“I’m a curveball?”

“Yes. And I think Amelia is, too.”

“Because of the legend?”

“Yes. In the story, the queen had a mate who had the ability to change humans.”

“To vampires,” I almost shriek?

“Yes. Erin, think about it. We know vampires can mate with humans. Except for me and yours truly, they’ve been unsuccessful. Now we know a Fallen vampire can be saved. Surely that means their human mates can be saved, too.”

“Saved?”

“From living a mortal life without their mate. You remember the thought of living without Amelia, yes? How the idea that you might not change plagued your mind constantly.”

“Of course I do.”

“We are made to find our other halves, our missing piece of the puzzle. Our soulmates. If a vampire mates with a human, there has to be a way to change them, without relying on a hope they will change at thirty.”

“But what about the sharing blood thing? Both you and I did that with our mates, and the bond took.”

“That was before our mates turned thirty. What about the ones that passed their deadline and became Fallen?”

“I…”

I what? I have no idea if it’s true. Does Amelia have the ability to change a human mate?

“It’s possible.” Amelia’s voice echoes through the penthouse.
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“H
 ow’s
 Jordan?”
 Anya
 pours
 Amelia a coffee. I’m desperate to know what Amelia said to Jordan, and my mate knows it, too.

“Thinking, digesting. Finding your mate is akin to having a sledgehammer hit you square in the chest. She just needs a little time.”

Amelia pecks me on the lips before grabbing her coffee. She’s so calm and poised. God, I want to ravish her.

“And what’s the plan regarding Mack? We need to get Jordan back to safety, but I’m not taking her back if the first thing she does is propose to Mack.”

I’m joking. Sort of.

“She understands the need to practice patience. I think now the initial shock has worn off. She’s back to rational thinking.”

“So, is it safe to take her back? I’m nervous about her being in the city. I wouldn’t have brought her back if—”

“My love, you did the right thing. Jordan was overwhelmed and leaving her with Mack would not have gone well.”

Peeking out to the balcony, Anya surveys Jordan for a second. “Erin can take her back then?”

“Actually, I’d like to take her if that’s okay with you.” Amelia wraps her arm around my waist, dipping her head to inhale my scent.

“You want to take Jordan to Mack’s place?”

I’m just clarifying because I never thought I’d see the day Amelia would volunteer to take Jordan, a vampire known to have a crush on me, to my ex’s house.

“Yes. I’d like to test a theory.”

“The theory being?”

“That I am indeed meant to help humans become vampires.”

“Whoa, we were just spit balling here. You can’t go around biting humans, babe.”

Amelia’s laugh echoes through the penthouse. “Obviously not, Erin. I just need to see if there is a change in me when I’m near a human who’s mated with a vamp.”

“I think it’s a good idea,” Anya chimes in. “Just like you, Erin, Amelia will feel it instinctively if there is any truth to it.”

“And what if she can’t control herself?” I demand. “Amelia, I bit you because I couldn’t control myself!”

“Yes, which is why I think Anya should come with me. Chris is there, too. I’ll fill him in. Jordan is onboard.”

“And what am I doing in all this?”

“You, my love, will meet with Mohan. You don’t need me there to connect with him. Call Mother and arrange to meet at the house. That way, you’ll have backup if you feel something is wrong.”

Dropping my voice an octave, I lean up to Amelia’s ear. “You’re really sexy when you get commanding, FYI.”

Her soft, gravelly chuckle makes my pulse race. When her voice gets all husky like that, I know she’s turned on.

“Behave, Ms. Hanson. And be safe.”

“You too, honey.” The kiss that follows is tender and full of love. Anya finally clears her throat when we’re no closer to ending it.

Anya picks up her purse. “Shall we go? The sooner Jordan is out of the city, the safer for all of us.”

“You’re right. Erin, let me know as soon as you’re finished with Mohan. And please, promise me you won’t try to call for the escaped vampires until we’re all together.”

“Cross my heart. I’ll see you later.”

Secure in the knowledge that Jordan is on her way to safety, I drain my coffee. The caffeine kicks me like a mule. Goddamn, Anya makes some good jet fuel. I type out a message to Victoria, letting her know I’m on my way.

Kit and Claire are setting up in the club. At some point, we need to fill Claire in on everything. She’s been a wonderful friend throughout the years and the last thing I want is for her to worry about escaped vampires. Our community is still under the opinion that Fallen vampires equal chaos and death.

Waving them goodbye, I jump into the Aston Martin Harlan and Victoria gifted me last year. It seems their thing is to buy hella expensive presents for family, even those not related by blood.

I have to say, I’m not usually a gearhead. That’s more Amelia and Victoria’s vibe, but this car is one hundred percent outstanding. Just a tap of the pedal and off it shoots, stirring all kinds of adrenaline-fueled excitement.

At least the ride over takes my mind off what I’m about to attempt. Hopefully, Mohan is open to the idea of me sifting through his memories. I imagine he’s going to be offended at first. I wish I could trust him on blind faith alone, but someone on the council is working in partnership with the doctor. I don’t believe it’s the Grand Master, but stranger things have happened.

As expected, the entire clan has assembled. Victoria meets me by the door.

“Erin honey, it’s good to see you.”

“You, too. Is everyone here?”

“Yes. I thought it best. Was I right?”

Nodding, I fill Victoria in on the plan. She laughs when I tell her about the slight hiccup with Jordan and Mack. I neglect to say anything about Amelia and her theory. That’s for my mate to divulge if she so wishes.

We walk into the dining area, where the Lochs are sitting, waiting. Harlan stands. “Erin, I’ve called Mohan.”

“Is he coming alone?”

“Yes, I told him the meeting was of the utmost discretion.”

“Do you think you can do it?” Victoria asks, earning a few quizzical stares. I bring everyone up to speed. I’m not sure who knows what anymore.

“I’ll try. I’m sure I can connect to him. It’s accessing his memories that might take some work. If he’s obliging, that might make it easier than fighting against his mind.”

“The Grand Master will open his mind to you. I’m sure of it.”

I hope Harlan’s right. I don’t want to disillusion my own soon-to-be father-in-law of his dear friend’s character.

“Where’s Amelia?” Lucille asks. Her tone is far more friendly than the last time we spoke.

“She wanted to take Jordan to the safe house.”

“Really?” Lucille’s surprise is warranted. It’s not like Amelia didn’t make her feelings toward Jordan known.

“Yes. There’s been a development.”

“Oh god. What now?” Lucas asks.
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Mohan walks into the Loch family mansion thirty-four minutes later. His usual disposition is firmly in place, which relaxes me. We greet each other with a hug.

“How are you, my dear?”

The last time I saw Mohan was at the castle with brand-new fangs.

“I’m good. Thank you for asking.”

“Wine, Mohan?” Harlan pours Victoria a drink before serving the Grand Master.

“Certainly. Now, may I ask what this secret meeting is about?”

I share a look with Victoria and Harlan. Here comes the tricky part.

“Mohan, there are things that need to be said. However, before I divulge this information, I need to…I need to be sure I—”

“We
 need to be sure,” Victoria clarifies.

“Yes, we
 can trust you. Please don’t be offended, you’ll understand soon.”

We spend a fraught few seconds watching Mohan weigh up his decision. He looks at each of us for a few seconds before settling his gaze on Harlan. Harlan, to his credit, doesn’t flinch.

“Okay Erin, what do you need?”

“I’ve…um, found a way to…um, could you just close your eyes?”

Mohan slips his eyes shut, and I take a steadying breath. Blocking out all thought, I venture into my consciousness. The darkness is calm and welcoming. I see Mohan’s light immediately. It’s brighter than anything I have ever seen, but also welcoming. He is literally radiating warmth and safety. That’s a good start.

Wrapping myself around his light, we connect easily. He doesn’t flinch or fight it, making me wonder if he’s done this before. The next part is a little trickier. I’ve only ever accessed Amelia’s memories, and that was in the middle of an orgasm, so…

Mohan’s mind soothes me. He’s actively helping me. With renewed confidence, I continue until I find what I’m looking for. It’s like a window opening, inviting me in to take a look around.

I have no idea how long I spend flipping through Mohan’s memories. I mean, he has a lot. But, by the time I reach one from last week, I know he’s safe. Mohan is the man we thought all along. Good, kind, and loyal to his people.

It’s no wonder they vote him into office every fifty years. I witnessed how bravely he fought against vampires who wished to hurt the Fallen. How he won over the masses with humility and empathy. The man is a legend. Because of him, the vampire community found peace through democratic voting. It was he, who brokered a peace between the divided parties.

Mohan is the reason the human world remains ignorant of vampires. His leadership and wisdom forged a path for all other Grand Masters to follow. I have a whole new level of respect for him.

Relinquishing the link is easy, because once again I can feel the Grand Master aiding me. Victoria is behind me, supporting my upper body. We must have been standing for a while, because my legs are almost asleep.

Mohan gracefully takes a seat, rubbing his head. “Well, Erin, that was interesting.”

“I’m sorry, Mohan, I needed to know.”

“And you’re satisfied?”

“Yes. Now we need your help.”

The entire Loch clan jumps in to fill the Grand Master in on all the things that have transpired lately. I take the opportunity to update Amelia. I feel her elation and it helps.

“Here, drink this,” Lucille whispers.

I take the wine and all but drain the glass in one fell swoop.

“I’m sorry, Erin.”

Her sudden apology causes me to look at her. Lucille doesn’t apologize. “It’s fine.”

“No, I was a bitch. But in my defense, I was scared. I just don’t know how to deal with big emotions like that sometimes.”

Wow, okay.

“You were right, though. I promised I wouldn’t leave or hurt her, and I did.”

“You got scared, too. And I understand why. I’m so—”

“No more apologies, yeah? We’re okay?”

“Yeah, we’re good. I missed talking to you.”

It’s true that we’ve become close over the past few years. Lucille is sharp corners and blunt words, but she’s gooey on the inside and fiercely loyal to the ones she loves.

Mohan, clearing his throat, draws me back to the bigger conversation. “I… It’s not often I find myself lost for words. But I am.”

“We need to find out who is helping Mendhi.”

“It can only be one of two people. Sabine, my aide, or Noah.”

“Noah? Really? He’s second only to you on the council, Mohan.”

“A position I know he covets, Harlan.”

“Enough to work with the doctor behind your back? And for what purpose?”

“On that, I couldn’t tell you. Noah craves power.”

“And Sabine?” Victoria asks.

I’ve only met the aide once. She’s a mousy woman who hardly speaks.

“Sabine has been working closely with the doctor on my behalf. I find it unlikely she wouldn’t find out what he’s been doing.”

“Erin, can you find out if either of them is guilty?”

I dislike the idea of infiltrating someone’s mind without their permission. However, stealth might be better for us.

“I can try. Waiting until nightfall could work. If they’re asleep, I could pass off my presence as a dream.”

“Jesus, you’re scary, powerful.” Maria chuckles. Her words make me uncomfortable, so I ignore them.

“They’re less likely to fight it if they believe it’s a dream?” Mohan asks.

“No idea. This is all new to me, too. But it’s worth a shot. I don’t want to cause harm.”

“I think it’s smart,” Laurance chips in. “If you find nothing, no one is the wiser. If you discover a problem, we still have the element of surprise on our side.”

“That’s decided then. You’ll stay here with us tonight, Erin. I’ll call Amelia.” Victoria walks away, but I manage to grab her arm gently before she’s out of reach.

“She already knows.” I smile.

“And what of the Fallen?” Mohan asks. “How do we help them?”

“I’m going to try and call for them. If I can get them together, I can help them before anyone gets hurt.”

There is an ache in my belly that has gotten worse since I promised to wait for Amelia before trying to reach out to the escaped vampires. I know I have to keep my word, but I feel sick at the thought of anyone getting hurt. It feels like only a matter of time before chaos erupts.

Is it just a gut feeling? Or something real? God, I wish I could trust myself to know.
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T
 he
 atmosphere
 is
 significantly
 lighter. Mohan and Harlan are discussing everything. Victoria is whipping out her culinary skills. And the Loch siblings are being their usual chaotic selves.

Amelia’s arrival disperses the last vestiges of anxiety. I’m going to propose a month-long vacation after all this is done. Hawaii couldn’t come soon enough.

“Did everything go smoothly?”

Amelia doesn’t look stressed in the least, so I presume there were no shouting matches or hearts being broken at Mack’s place.

“Everything went fine. Mack was a little surprised to see me.”

“Did she ask any questions?”

Chuckling, Amelia draws me into her body. “She looked at me for a while.”

“And Jordan?”

“Not a peep. Chris and Mack seem to be getting on well. Jordan joined in the conversation, keeping the longing stares to a minimum.”

Leaning up, I kiss her lips. “Did you give me longing looks, Ms. Loch?”

“Mmm.”

The hum against my mouth sends frissons of lust to my clit. I can never get enough.

“Oh, I stared longingly. I wanted you so much.”

“Hey, before you two start humping in the middle of the dining room, maybe say hello to your family first.” Lucille tuts and then walks off.

“Ah, someone’s in a better mood.” Amelia smiles against my lips.

“Mmm, we talked.”

“All sorted?” Her hands have gradually descended to my ass.

“Yes, now you need to stop.”

“No fun.”

And there’s that pout again.

“Later. I’m sure Mohan wants to chat. Eat, catch up with everyone. This will all be over soon, I hope, and then we can get back to the most important thing.”

“Us,” Amelia replies with one last deep kiss.

Mohan halts his conversation the second he spies Amelia. Rushing to his feet, the much smaller man hugs her fiercely.

“How are you, my dear?”

“I’m okay, Mohan. Thank you for being here. We need you.”

Nodding, Mohan picks up his wine glass, clinking it with his pinky ring.

“May I have everyone’s attention, please?”

The crowd falls silent, casting their full attention to the Grand Master.

“We are in uncertain times. Our species is growing, and I, for one, am delighted. I have no doubt a higher power sent Erin to us. She alone will save so many suffering souls. I am eternally grateful and offer myself up as your humble servant.”

Whoa, what? I know I look like a deer in headlights that are seconds from turning me into roadkill.

“I… Mohan—”

“Erin, my dear, from the second I met you, I knew you were special. We’ve been looking for a cure for so long, I admit I was at the point of giving up. And even though I wasn’t aware of Dr. Mendhi’s true activities, I knew he was using Fallen vampires to test out potential cures. Knowing what I know now from the glance you have given me into the suffering of young Chris and Jordan, I’m ashamed of myself for turning a blind eye to what the doctor was doing. I swear to you on the blood of my ancestors, that if I’d known the horrors he was inflicting, I would have stopped him.”

Victoria puts a hand on his shoulder. “We know, Mohan.”

“That being said, after tonight, we hope to find any parties involved and have them taken into custody immediately. I hope we will also find the Fallen to offer them shelter and aid. Our lives as we know them are changing. Erin’s transformation into the Salvator Regina is the dawn of a new time for vampires. As soon as we eliminate the threat, I will confer with the council. Decisions must be made.”

“What decisions?” Harlan asks sharing a look with Victoria.

“Decisions regarding our standing in the world.”

As much as I want to delve into his meaning, I need everyone to back up a step or two. Mohan is talking about me like I’m some sort of vampire goddess, and it makes me more than uncomfortable. Plus, Amelia is also changing. We seem to be a package deal on the whole savior front.

“Can we all just take a breath,” I gasp, unaware how anxious Mohan’s speech has made me. “One thing at a time. And please, stop referring to me as Salvator Regina. We don’t know what is happening, and until we do, I don’t want to chase legends. I’m happy to help the Fallen. Amelia is happy to help their human mates—”

“What do you mean?” Harlan interrupts, looking from me to Amelia. “Amelia?”

“As you know, I’ve also undergone a few changes.”

Mohan is aware now of Amelia’s increased speed and strength. I showed him when we connected.

“As much as Erin doesn’t wish to follow legends, we have a theory based on the story we’ve all heard. The queen had a mate. Her mate could turn the human mates of Fallen vampires.”

“And you think—”

“I think nothing. As I said, it’s a theory. If Erin has similar skills as the legendary queen, it’s possible I may have skills like her mate. The moment Erin changed and bit me, I felt my world shift.”

Turning away from the many prying eyes, I focus solely on Amelia.

“Did anything happen when you saw Mack?”

“I felt something, but it wasn’t strong enough to be conclusive.”

“What does it mean if you can change humans?” Aliah calls from across the room.

“Everything and nothing. I’m still me, as Erin is still Erin. We will be able to offer help to vampires who have mated with humans after becoming Fallen.”

“This is huge,” Mohan erupts, his face full of wonder.

“This
 ,” Amelia gesticulates, her hands waving from herself to me, “is still a question mark. We deserve the right to figure it out in our own time, without added pressure.”

“Of course, of course. But, know that I am here,” Mohan answers quickly. “Anything you need.”

I swear he looks like he’s fighting the urge to bow.

“Food,” Victoria shrieks, causing several people, including me, to jump. “We need food, wine, and music. The tension is giving me a headache.”
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Victoria is a phenomenal cook, or the people she hires are. Either way, I feel almost…normal? No, that’s the wrong word. I feel like myself, at least for a little while. I know I have a long night ahead of me, but just for a couple of hours, it’s like nothing has changed. I’m just here with my mate and our family, laughing and joking.

I keep a deliberate—metaphorical—ear out for Jordan and Chris, but nothing has come through yet. Hopefully, they’re all getting along. Mohan is in the habit of looking at me every few seconds. His eyes dance with expectation. What his expectations are, I’m not sure of.

It’s close to one a.m. now, and I’m feeling antsy. I’d like to get my night walk over and done with. Oh, that would make a cool nickname. The nightwalker! Amelia titters next to me as she listens in.

“I think I’m ready to do this,” I say to the table.

Harlan stands. “Take my study.”

The group grows quiet as I stand and leave. Talk about pressure. Amelia is by my side, her hand hovering over my lower back.

“There is no
 pressure, Erin. None.”

“If you say so,” I quip, because who are we kidding? There is a ton of pressure to find out if either Noah or Sabine are the assholes helping Dr. Mendhi. If I can’t find the answers, who will?

I lay down on Harlan’s leather two-seater. Amelia rests a cushion under my head.

“Okay, I’m going in.”

Leaning down, Amelia kisses my forehead. “I’ll be right here, my love.”

Summoning the pictures of Sabine and Noah, I concentrate hard. I find Sabine’s light first. Maybe because I’ve met her and conversed. I’ve only ever seen Noah in passing. Her mind is fuzzy, and I guess she’s taken something to sleep. The drugs are messing with the clarity, but I can still snoop around.

Now that I’ve done this a couple of times, I find it easier to manipulate the mind to give me access. What I find is upsetting. It’s enough to convince me Sabine is in trouble. Delicately extracting myself, careful not to leave a trace of my visit, I search for Noah. His light takes me longer to locate.

Connecting with him isn’t as easy either. It’s like he has a protective layer around his mind. Eventually I break through, and I immediately know I’ve found something dark. His mind swirls with dark thoughts, even in sleep.

Suddenly I see piercing black eyes, boring into my mind. He knows I’m there. The urge to run is overwhelming. Taking back control, I force my mind to let go. I sit up, gasping for air.

“Erin?”

I can feel Amelia’s hands on my face. My vision is clouded. A shadow lingers, refusing to let me go.

“Amelia?” My voice is sharp and high-pitched, laced with fear. A warmth seeps through the shadow. Amelia’s voice echoes around my confused mind.

“I’m here, Erin. Follow my voice.”

Her soothing tones gently lead me to safety. The shadow recedes, leaving me feeling nauseous.

“I’m going to be sick.”

Air whooshes by as Amelia takes me to the closest bathroom in record time. Her new speed is mighty handy. Once my dinner is in the toilet bowl, I shake. A cold compress settles over my fevered head.

“Let’s get you to bed,” Amelia murmurs.

“No!” I frantically try to stand. “No, take me to Mohan. Please!”

In powerful arms, I’m taken to Mohan. The whole family watches with concern. I must look crazed.

“Mohan, Erin asked for you.”

“Erin, my dear. What happened?”

“Noah, it’s him. He’s… Oh god, he knows I was there. I don’t know how, but he almost trapped me in his mind. Mohan, he knows we’re onto the doctor.”

“I’ll dispatch the guard at once. What of Sabine?”

“She’s being blackmailed by Noah.”

“I’ll have her picked up, too.” Mohan pecks me on the temple before standing, his phone already in hand.

My body has stopped shaking. “Red,” I mumble.

My hand is guided to a flask. The blood replenishes me instantly, but the fear still lingers. How did Noah do that? How did he know?

Amelia pulls me into her body tighter. Unprepared to let me go. “You need rest, my love.”

“We haven’t got time. I need to find the Fallen, Amelia.”

I can tell she desperately wants to fight me on it, but my hard and unwavering stare finally wins out.

“Fine,” she grits out through clenched teeth. “And then you rest.”

I nod. “I promise.”

As I close my eyes again, preparing myself for yet another journey into the unknown, I take stock of my body. My energy levels are low, and my mind is shaken.


You have to do this now, Erin.


Pushing through, I cast my search out wide. Concentrating on any lights that have a dimmed heart. It’s like searching for a needle in a haystack, but what choice do I have?

In the distance, I hear Amelia call for a wet cloth. Am I sweating again? A cool sensation helps me refocus. And there, in the far reaches of my mind, I see specks of light. Willing myself to look harder, I mentally call to them, hoping they are the Fallen that I’m looking for.

Ten beautifully dimmed lights surround me. I can feel their relief as if I were experiencing it myself. My plan isn’t to connect, but to send a simple message. Insomnia, this time tomorrow.


We hadn’t come up with a meeting point, which in hindsight was foolish. Insomnia will be closed by one a.m. We can sneak the Fallen in through the back. Jordan and Chris should be there too, but I simply cannot do anymore. Once the message is sent, my mind revolts, kicking me back to a conscious state, where Amelia’s eyes search my face.

“It’s done.” I sigh.
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I
 pass
 out
 for
 nearly fifteen hours before Amelia wakes me up. We need to collect Jordan and Chris and get them over to the penthouse. I thought they’d be with Mack longer than a few hours, but, hey, things need to move fast now.

Mohan assures me he’d have security sent over to the club. Victoria and Harlan organize another fleet of cars to pick us all up. The Lochs plan to meet us at the club later. They’re being closed lipped about their destination, up until they meet us. My suspicion is they’re meeting with the so-called “resistance” who have been campaigning for vampires to reveal themselves.

The past few weeks are steadily catching up to me. Even though I slept, I still feel exhausted. I just need to push through. Amelia drives us up the coast before heading to Mack’s. The salty air and setting sun are a welcome distraction. If I close my eyes, I can imagine us being on vacation, not a care in the world.

“Do you want to stop for five?” Amelia is already pulling over.

Stretching our legs couldn’t hurt. Maybe soaking up the last of the sun’s rays will give me the boost we need.

“It’s just so beautiful here.” I sigh into Amelia’s embrace. She’s holding me from behind as we both stare out into the vast blue stillness.

“It’ll be done soon, my love.”

“Will it?”

I’ve been thinking about it. Even if tonight goes smoothly, and I can save the Fallen, even if Noah and Dr. Mendhi are taken into custody. It’s not the end. There will always be more Fallen. Then there’s the whole coming-out-to-humans thing that needs to be discussed. If that happens, then none of us are going to get any peace for a while. This doesn’t feel anywhere near over.

“This part will be done soon. As for the rest, as long as we are together, we can face anything.”

“I want us to face a wedding and then living in peaceful bliss.”

“And we will. I know it. But, honey, times are changing, and maybe it’s time it happened.”

I turn in her arms. “You want to come out?”

For as long as I’ve known Amelia, she has been staunchly against vampires revealing themselves. Although she fell in love and bonded with a human, her distrust of my…their kind is strong.

“You, me, what we’re becoming changes things. If there is no reason for humans to distrust us, we may be in with a shot of living in the world.”

“God, I hope so. It depends on what Mohan and the council agree on, though.”

“True. Who knows what political nonsense will get in the way? But that’s not for us to worry about. Right now, we have to focus on the next few hours.”

“Then, as much as I’d love to stay here with you, I suppose we should go to Mack’s.”

Amelia inhales my scent and kisses my neck. “I love you, Ms. Hanson.”

“Mmm, I love you, Ms. Loch.”

“Let’s go.”

Sinking into the comfort of the car seat, I let my eyes wander over the scenery, detaching from reality, just for a little while.

Arriving at Mack’s, I’m surprised to see Chris sitting on the front porch. The sun has disappeared, and the stars are shining. Another advantage of living outside the city. Less air pollution.

“Hey, whaddya doin’ out here, Chris?”

He takes a large gulp of the beer in his hand. “Stick your head in the door, and you’ll find out.”

Perplexed by his answer, I, of course, open Mack’s door and take a step in. One step is all it takes because I’m hit with a wall of moans, sighs, and pants.

Oh, holy hell.

Retreating, I slam the door shut and turn to Chris, who is laughing.

“That’s why I’m outside, trying to numb myself with beer.”

I go to reply, but I’m interrupted by a scream that rattles the windows.

Wow!

“Well, maybe they’re finally finished,” Chris mumbles.

“One of them just finished, at least.” I laugh. But my smile drops when I see Amelia drop on all fours. Her body is shaking. Suddenly, her head snaps up. Gone are her deep, dark eyes. Fire-red orbs look back at me. I see her fangs fully extended. What looks like blue ink begins to form droplets at the tips.

“Erin,” she gasps.

My legs are moving before I can think. Dropping to the ground, I take her by the shoulders. “Amelia, baby, what’s happening?”

“I…I need to—” Amelia lets out an unnatural growl that freezes me to the spot. Chris is behind Amelia in a second, his gangly arms wrapping her up in a bear hug.

“Get Jordan and Mack out of here!” he screams. Amelia struggles in his grasp, clawing at his arms. Tears spring in my eyes, my breath catches. Amelia is out of control. “Go! Now!”

Scrambling to my feet, I crash through the front door and run up the stairs.

“Mack?” I scream. Giggling is coming from the bedroom farthest down the hall. This is going to get embarrassing fast. There’s no time for knocking or manners. I throw open the door to find Mack wedged between Jordan’s legs.

“Erin, what the fuck?”

“Get dressed. We have to go. Now!”

“Erin?” Jordan huffs. “We’re a bit busy.”

“And you’re going to be a bit fucked up if you don’t get dressed and get out of this house now! Move!”

I throw discarded clothes at them. Jordan’s eyes widen, and I guess she’s just gleaned something from my mind.

“Mack, get dressed,” she chokes, pulling on clothes.

“Hang the fuck on. What is going on?” Mack’s on her knees, naked, hands on hips.

“Honey, please,” Jordan pleads.

Mack takes a second to look in Jordan’s eyes. Whatever she sees works. Without a hint of protest, Mack dresses. I herd them out of the room and down the stairs. I can still hear Amelia growling and cursing, but she sounds farther away. I hold up my hand to stop them. Sticking my head out the door, I see Chris wrestling Amelia across the yard.

“Get in the car,” I shout. Mack and Jordan do as I say, but they both falter in their steps as they see Amelia and Chris.

Slamming my foot on the gas, the car wheel spins. Our escape is met with a wail from behind us. Looking in my mirror, I watch Amelia slump to the floor.
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I feel a hand on my arm.

“Erin, stop the car.” Jordan firmly grips me. “You’re shaking. Stop the car.”

What happened? Oh god, Amelia. “I…”

“It’s okay, just pull over.”

My breath is coming out in shuttered gasps. I do as Jordan asks because I’m not sure I can keep it together much longer.

“What the fuck was that?” Mack all but shrieks in my ear.

“Mack, calm down. You can see what state she’s in.”

Mack scrubs her face with both hands. “Okay, yeah, okay, sorry, Erin. But, um, could someone explain what that was? I mean, I know it was Amelia, but also, not.”

“She… I…”

What had happened? My brain can’t compute.

“She changed,” Jordan states.

I nod stupidly. “Yes. One minute she was fine, the next…”

“Can you think of anything that happened in the moments before?”

“Well, one of you screamed like a fucking banshee,” I shoot back. “Maybe she thought we were under attack.”

I see in the rearview, Mack has gone bright red. “We, um…”

“We bonded, Erin,” Jordan beams.

I would be thrilled for them if my mate hadn’t just turned feral. A thought flickers like an ember, gradually catching fire.

“You bonded?” Turning in my seat, I look from Jordan to Mack. “When you…you know, for the last time before I came barging in, that’s when you bonded?”

“Yes,” Mack says. “I’ve never felt anything like it.” She’s leaning over, nuzzling Jordan.

“It was magical,” Jordan replies.

“You know what this means?” I ask.

Mack sits up. Her eyes are firmly on Jordan. “I understand. Jordan explained everything.”

“You know it’s more complicated with Jordan already past her thirtieth birthday?”

A current of hope fizzles through my chest.

“Yes. But, it doesn’t matter. We’re meant to be together, for however long that’s possible.”

“Maybe, or maybe that’s why Amelia changed.”

Of course it is. It’s too much of a coincidence to be anything else. Amelia already believes she may have the power to change a Fallen’s human mate.

Everything is slotting into place. Just like my thirst overwhelmed me the first time, so has Amelia’s. Mack is the first human she’s come across who has bonded with her mate. I’m only guessing, but I believe the second that bond cemented, Amelia turned. Her—now—natural instinct is to change Mack so she can be with Jordan for eternity.

Jordan takes a second to poke at my mind. For once, I happily let her in. “You think…”

“I do. But you two need to have a conversation. And I’m sorry, but it can’t wait.”

I slip out of the car, leaving a stunned Jordan and confused Mack to talk. This is a huge decision for both of them. If Mack chooses not to change, I’m going to have to take Amelia far away for a while until she gets the urge to nibble on my ex out of her system.

The night is bitter, but my relentless pacing around the car keeps me from getting hypothermia. I’ve no idea how much time has passed. My thoughts are far too chaotic to take notice of such a thing.

The car door opening grinds me to a halt. Literally, I walk into the fucking thing and almost end up on my ass.

“Sorry.” Jordan grins.

“How did it go?” I turn to look as Mack climbs out behind Jordan.

“Amelia can try to change me. If you think that’s what she’s made to do.”

“Mack, are you sure? This is a huge decision.”

“I know.” Mack nods. She pulls Jordan to her side, kissing her temple. “Under normal,” she barks out a laugh, “sorry, usual
 circumstances, I know we would have had more time to think about our future. But, honestly, Erin, I can’t even stomach the idea of Jordan having to live without me if I remain human. I turned thirty a few weeks ago. I’m ready.”

“Have you thought about your family?”

“We tried to talk about all aspects of it. And we’re confident we can get through it. I only have my dad, who’s usually balls deep in a bottle every night. I can change jobs if necessary.”

Is it weird I’m slightly envious they came to the decision much faster than Amelia and me? We danced around for months.

“So, do you want to go back?”

With one more shared look, they nod.

“Okay, let’s go. We still have a bunch of Fallen to save before the night is over.”

Lord, I hope I’m right about Amelia. Jordan and Chris are fast and strong though, so I trust them to keep Mack safe, if I’m wrong.

We’re all silent as we approach Mack’s house again. There are lights on in the lower rooms. I connect to Amelia and know she is calmer, but the closer we get, the more agitated she becomes.

Mack steps out of the car, her face pale. Jordan is by her side, holding her hand. Looking at the front door, we hear Amelia racing through the house. And then she’s there. Blood-red eyes and fangs. Her gaze solely on Mack.

“Mack,” Amelia begins, her voice hoarse. “You have mated with a Fallen?”

Mack draws in a deep breath, squaring her shoulders. “Yes.”

“I can hear your soul,” Amelia continues. “Torn between elation and despair. You have found your missing piece, but you cannot live with her for eternity in your human form.”

Amelia hasn’t even glanced my way. I don’t think she’s even aware anyone else is here. I open my mouth to speak, but Chris subtly shakes his head.

“If you so wish, I can give you immortality, Mack.” Amelia takes a steady step forward.

“Bite me,” Mack replies, and if I didn’t think she actually meant it, I’d laugh my ass off.
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C
 hris,
 Jordan,
 and
 I
 hold our collective breaths as Mack takes a step toward Amelia.

“I said bite me,” Mack repeats, cocking her head to the side, revealing more of her neck.

“I heard you the first time.” Amelia has composed herself. I can see it in her eyes how badly she wants to drink from Mack, but she’s not allowing that drive to overtake her senses. Not this time, at least. “One last time. You understand what this means?”

“Yes. I do, and I consent. Do whatever you have to do, Amelia. Please.”

With an almost unperceivable nod, Amelia closes the distance between them. She looks formidable in her current state, but Mack isn’t frightened.

“Hold still.”

We watch Amelia slowly lower herself. Her fangs are dripping, and I see the way she’s tensing her jaw muscles, determined to stay in control. My fingers twitch, because all I want to do is reach out to my mate.

The atmosphere is charged as we watch in slow motion. Amelia’s fangs slice through Mack’s skin easily. Blood oozes out of the wounds, but Amelia quickly laps it up. Seconds go by. Is Amelia having trouble stopping? I remember what that felt like and my heart rate picks up. Jordan takes a cautionary step forward, but it’s unnecessary as Amelia pulls back, pushing herself from Mack.

Turning on her heels, Amelia spits out Mack’s blood. She’s clutching her stomach, gagging. Mack falls to her knees, supported by Jordan.

“Baby,” I call, rushing to Amelia’s side. “Talk to me.”

After several more rounds of gagging, she finally turns to me. “Mack tastes like shit.”

Laughter rings out of me involuntarily.

“How is she?”

Jordan cups Mack’s face, looking into her eyes. Eyes that share a striking similarity with Jordan and Chris’s.

“Okay, she seems okay. And you?”

“Better. The thirst has gone.”

I brush Amelia’s forehead. “Do you…do you crave human blood now?”

“Good Lord, no!” Amelia shakes her head. “My stomach is still in revolt from the little I just had.”

“But? That doesn’t make sense.”

“All because my job is to help turn humans, doesn’t mean I want to drink from them, Erin. I can’t think of anything worse.”

“So you’re telling me you’re going to vomit every time?”

“Yes, but it’s worth it. Look.”

We turn back to Jordan and Mack, who are kissing sweetly.

“So, that was intense.” Chris laughs, breaking the moment. I shoot him a mock scowl. “What?”

“Way to ruin it, Chris.”

“I had to listen to them humping. I’d say it’s my right.”

Jordan and Mack turn red but chuckle along.

Confident Amelia is okay, I go to Mack, who is still on her knees. My eyes shift to her neck. The puncture wounds close quickly and disappear. “Mack, how are you?”

“Good, I feel good.”

“Immortal?” Jordan asks, eyebrow raised.

“Possibly. How is it supposed
 to feel?”

Scoffing playfully, I hold my hand up. “Don’t ask me. I haven’t done anything by the book so far.”

“There isn’t a defining feeling. You just know,” Amelia replies, she’s slowly righting herself. I’m happy to see her beautiful eyes are back and her fangs have gone.

“Then, yes, I believe I am immortal.”

“After all this is done, and we’re married, I’m throwing one hell of a party.” I laugh.

“We still have things to do, my love.” Amelia takes a deep breath. “We must get to the club.”

“Are you strong enough, or do you want to stay home?” Jordan asks Mack.

“If you’re going, then so am I.”

“All right, let’s get on our way.”

Mack and Jordan take a separate car. Chris rides with me and Amelia.

“You’re one strong lady,” Chris says, breaking the silence ten minutes into the journey.

“Sorry. I wasn’t in my right mind. I didn’t hurt you, did I?” Amelia looks at Chris in her rearview. Her eyes hold concern.

“Nah, I might be skinny, but I’m no pushover. You feeling better?”

“Much. Although I need to get a handle on this new side of myself. I can’t react that way the next time a human bonds.”

“I don’t think you will,” I chime in. “I was frenzied like that when I bit you. It was different when Jordan fed from me, too. By the time I got to Chris, that hurried, unstoppable thirst had transformed into something I could control. Now your first is out of the way. I’d bet the next time will be easier.” Laying my hand on her thigh, I squeeze gently.

“I hope so. I know how I must’ve looked to you all.”

“Like one scary motherfucker.” Chris laughs, earning another scowl from me.

“Don’t give him that look, love. He’s right.”

“Still, a little more tact wouldn’t go amiss, Chris.”

“My bad. But look, it’s done now. Mack is immortal, we think, and happily in love with Jordan. However, I request a change of venue. If I have to continue hiding out. I can’t be subject to the noises that pair are going to make when they get home. It’s unnerving, and I’ll be scarred for life.”

Amelia cracks a smile. “I think you’ve earned the right to a peaceful place to stay. We’ll find you a bed, don’t worry.”

“Hopefully it won’t be necessary,” I add. “After tonight, it should be over, right?”

“I hope so, my love.”

Shoving his head between the seats, Chris turns serious. “What’s the plan?”

“If the Fallen received my message, they will be at Insomnia around two. Mohan is sending extra security, just to be on the safe side.”

“Did you weed out the traitors?” Chris hisses his question.

“Yes, but there was a hiccup. Noah, Mohan’s second in command, knew I was in his mind. He knows the council is coming for him. That’s why the Grand Master wants extra bodies.”

“You think Noah will try to get to the Fallen at the club? That’s brazen, don’t you think?”

“Is it? Noah is burned. There’s no point in hiding. He’ll want to get rid of the evidence, though.”

“By killing the vampires he helped torture?”

“Yes,” I breathe, noting Chris’s eyes well up with tears.

“And the doctor?” Amelia asks. “Did Mohan give you any idea what he plans to do with Mendhi?”

“No, and I didn’t ask. My focus was getting the Fallen somewhere safe. I’m sure Mohan has everything under control.”
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We arrive at Insomnia and notice the unusually high number of cars lining the back street. The club is open as usual, with happy patrons dancing and drinking without a care in the world.

Heading directly for the hidden stairs, I see several men and women who are definitely with Mohan’s security team. Amelia notices them too, giving a quick nod of acknowledgment.

Upstairs, the penthouse is full to the brim. Council members, other security personnel, and the Lochs are mingling, discussing the possible outcomes of tonight.

“There you are,” Victoria calls from the other side of the room. “We thought you’d be here well before now.”

“Something came up,” Amelia answers, leaving no room for further discussion. “This is a lot of people.”

“Well, of course. Noah’s in the wind—”

“What?”

A deafening silence descends on the room as I speak.

“What do you mean?”

Harlan steps forward. “When Mohan sent his team to pick up Noah, he was gone. Left in a hurry.”

“Damn,” Amelia growls. “So now what?”

“We proceed as planned. The Fallen need your help, Erin.”

“And what if Noah turns up?”

“We have half a vampire army standing by. We’ll protect them and you.” Harlan puts his arm around Victoria.

“I’ll protect you,” Amelia whispers with conviction.

“Okay,” I begin. It’s time I got a grip. “We still have a few hours. Everyone, make sure you have enough Red and rest. I’m going to lie down for a while.”

Amelia follows closely behind. We need some time together, away from the chaos and uncertainty. Stripping off my clothes, I head straight to bed. The sheets are cool and comforting. Amelia slips in behind me, pulling me into her. Soft, warm breath tickles my neck. If I didn’t think I needed some sleep, I’d be taking advantage of our alone time. However, I have a feeling things are going to get nuts later on and I’m going to need my strength.

Light tapping on my shoulder wakes me up. Amelia is sitting on the bed, her face soft from sleep. “It’s time to get up, my love.”

I nod because I haven’t got the words right now. We shower and dress silently. The vibe in the room is markedly different from when we arrived earlier. The Loch clan is chattering among themselves quietly. The council members are sitting with their eyes closed. I wonder if they’re meditating or something. As for the other security people, I presume they’ve already gone downstairs.

Insomnia is now officially closed. Claire and Kit will head home within the next twenty minutes. I’m sure they will both be pissed when they find out we kept this from them, but it’s for their safety.

The penthouse is feeling claustrophobic with so many people still here. I need to go downstairs and…prepare? I’m not sure if there is anything to do but wait. We have half an hour until two a.m.

Amelia reads my thoughts and escorts me downstairs. The club is empty except for the security, Kit and Claire. Claire glares at us, obviously aware something is happening. Amelia strokes the base of my spine lovingly.

“I’ll be right back.”

I’m more than happy to let Amelia deal with Claire and Kit. I need to focus. Actually, I need a drink. Slamming a shot of rum helps. I stop myself from having a second. With no idea what alcohol does to my abilities, I need to be sensible. But, damn, does the bottle look tempting!

Finding a quiet corner, I sit, closing my eyes and quieting my mind. I listen, hoping to hear or see something that tells me the vampires are okay. Their lights are distant but present, which helps soothe me.

A shift in the air causes me to open my eyes and focus on the room. Then security people are lining the walls, talking into their concealed microphones. It’s almost two. Amelia is talking to her parents, who have settled in a booth not too far from me. Everyone is here and waiting.

I feel them before I see them. Their desperation and pain echoes through me like a siren’s call. I’m drawn to them. I stand and make my way to the bar. My body facing the back entrance. With shaking hands, I steady myself. I can also feel Amelia’s protectiveness surround me, trying to calm my nerves.

One by one Fallen vampires enter the club, looking terrified, hopeful, and wary all in the same breath. Their eyes find me instantly and I can see their relief.

“Welcome,” I say calmly. “You’re safe now.”

I’m stuck in place when they drop to their knees, bowing their heads.


Wow, okay.


“Please,” one vampire stutters. Her eyes are red, her face is scarred, and she looks like she hasn’t had a decent meal in weeks. “Everything hurts,” she cries.

“Help them up,” I say to the room. “Get them seated comfortably.” The Loch family are the first to respond. “I’ll start now, but in the meantime, give them Red.”

Heading to the woman who spoke, I kneel in front of her. My fangs reveal themselves easily. They’ve become an extension of me, literally I know, but it’s more than that. I feel them drip with serum. The young girl pushes her hair off her shoulder with shaking limbs. Her eyes plead with me to stop the pain. I’ve waited long enough.

My fangs pierce her skin and I feel her blood coat my tongue. As with Chris, it tastes tainted. My venom mixes easily, so I pull back. I know I won’t take too much from her. It’s as easy as breathing now. My limits are clear.

The woman slouches. Lucas appears behind her to support her weight.

“Get her laid down.”

Lucas nods and sets to work.














Twenty-Five








“H
 ow
 many
 is
 that?”
 Amelia brushes a strand of hair from my face.

“Seventeen.”

“You need a break, Erin.”

She’s not wrong. I’d prepared for ten Fallen, but I was looking at closer to thirty.

“Let me help three more and then I’ll rest for half an hour, okay?”

I know she’s unhappy, but me getting a little rest pales in comparison to what these vampires need. They’ve waited long enough.

“We’re taking the cured vampires up to the penthouse. Mohan sent another doctor to check them over.”

“And once they get the all-clear?”

“We haven’t got that far yet.” She sighs.

“Maybe we can help,” Victoria asks. “Between us all, the family has more than enough spare rooms to accommodate.”

“And if more show up?” Which they will. We have been grievously misled about the number of Fallen in LA alone. I shudder to think how many are in the world, suffering.

Harlan plants a hand on my forearm. “Then we figure it out.”

“You look tired, my dear.” Victoria looks at me with such compassion, I have the urge to cry. Maybe it’s the residual feelings from the Fallen still pinballing around my body.

“Three more. Then, I’ll rest.”

The back door rattles open as seven more Fallen make their way toward the crowd.

My heart drops. “I…”

“Mother, Father, we need to change the plan. Erin simply can’t get through them all tonight.”

“Agreed. Let’s organize to have everyone taken back to the house.”

“I’m still going to have to do it, eventually,” I protest. “Might as well be now.”

Amelia shakes her head. “You’re pale, and I can hear how tired your mind is. I know they need help, my love, but you are one person.”

“Wait, you said there is a doctor here?” Why didn’t I think of it sooner? “Call her. I need to ask her something.”

Amelia forgoes calling and leaves immediately. Seconds later, she reappears, practically carrying a very surprised doctor in her arms.

“Here, this is Dr. Chord.”

“That was some ride.” The doctor laughs. “Erin, how can I help?”

She’s a short woman and looks to be maybe in her mid-forties in human years. God knows how old she really is.

“Ninety,” Amelia blurts out. “She’s ninety.”

“Ah, I see the mind-reading thing is true then.” Dr. Chord chuckles, her whole demeanor relaxed, which I find comforting. Right, back to the topic at hand.

“Dr. Chord—”

“Riley, call me Riley.”

“Riley, do you think you could extract the serum from my fangs?”

“It’s possible.”

“We need a way to fast track this,” I say, waving my hands around the room. “I can’t bite them all tonight. It’s draining me.”

“Ah, and you think I could extract the serum and inject them that way?”

I nod. “Do you think it would work?”

“I can’t see why not. Shall we try?”

It’s going to be a cakewalk getting the serum. My fangs have been on overdrive since the Fallen arrived. Taking out surgical gloves and several empty vials, Riley pulls up a stool and sits in front of me.

“Open up then.” She smiles.

I widen my mouth. I can feel the serum dripping. Closing my eyes, I think of all the vampires still in pain.

“Wow, you’re producing a lot,” Lucille comments. I didn’t even see her standing there.

“Okay Erin, that should do for now.”

Opening my eyes, I stare at three vials of gold liquid.

“Is that it?”

Ridiculous question because of course that’s it. I look at Amelia, who understands. Her venom or serum, however you want to describe it, is blue. And mine gold. Just like the lights we saw when we bonded and have seen every time since. What does it mean?

“I’ll need a volunteer,” the doctor continues.

“Me!” a man says. He’s limping, holding his arm close to his chest. “Please, let me.”

Dr. Chord fills a small syringe. “Okay, keep still.”

The man stands still, looking into my eyes as the doctor injects half the syringe’s content into his arm. I smile at him, hoping it brings him some comfort. We watch as his eyes turn golden. It worked. He begins to cry, and I join him.

“Oh, thank god.” My voice is choked on unshed tears. “Doctor, take what you need.” I ready myself for another extraction.

“Everyone, be ready to help,” Victoria calls.

As soon as the doctor has enough syringes and serum, we can finally help them all.

Some vampires help the Fallen into comfy chairs, rolling up their sleeves. Others hand out flasks of Red. Amelia stands by my side as Riley takes more serum. Everyone is working flawlessly together. An hour later, all the Fallen have been given a shot.

“And we’re done,” Riley exclaims with a bright smile. Amazing anyone can look that pleased at four in the morning.

“Mother and Father have two minibus vans waiting by the back entrance. We need to get all the Fall—sorry, cured vampires in them,” Marcus says.

“This is the last bit, babe,” Amelia coos. She doesn’t often call me babe, only when she’s tired.

“Okay, last push. Let’s do this.”

Once again, we come together as a unit, seamlessly working together to get the newly cured vampires into the vans. Harlan and Victoria head out first, trailed by the rest of the Loch clan.

As soon as the last minivan pulls away, I collapse into the nearest chair.

“My god, I could sleep for a week.”

“Mmmm,” Amelia sleepily replies. “Do you want to stay here tonight?”

“Yes, I can’t face a car journey at this hour.”

“I’ll get cleaned up and meet you upstairs in a few minutes.”

“Baby, the cleanup can wait.”

“It’s not fair to leave it to anyone else. We need to be at my parents’ first thing tomorrow, and we have no idea when we’ll get a chance to come back. Claire will tear my brand-new fangs out and wear them as a necklace if she walks into this.”

I manage a soft chuckle. “Yeah, she’ll have both our asses.”

The club is littered with glasses, empty flasks, and discarded needles.

“I’ll stay and help, the—”

Towering over me, Amelia gives me her best intimidating glare. “Nope, bed, now.”

“You know you get me hot when you get bossy.” I smile.

Rolling her eyes, Amelia turns me by my shoulders, marching me to the stairs.

“You’re unbelievable sometimes, Ms. Hanson.”

“Why thank you, Ms. Loch. Don’t be too long.”

We kiss for several seconds, luxuriating in our aloneness.

“Go,” she finally whispers against my lips.

I liken the stairs up to the penthouse to a twelve-hour hike. That’s how long it feels to have finally reached home. The lights are off, but that’s fine. I just want to crash. Amelia will carry me to bed if I collapse on the sofa.

“I wondered how long I’d have to wait.” The voice in the darkness whispers.

Trying to remain calm, I stroll over to the kitchen counter and begin pouring myself a drink. I want to scream and shout, but there’s no point. I try in vain to call for Amelia, but I’m blocked from the outside world.

“Drink?” My voice remains steady, but my insides are putty.

The lamp by the armchair Noah is sitting in illuminates the room. “No, thank you. I won’t be staying long enough.”

“What can I help you with, Noah?”

“Nothing,” he simply states.

“Then why are you in my home?”

“I wanted to get a look at the so-called Salvator Regina. You’ve amassed quite the following, haven’t you, Erin?”

My name on his tongue burns my ears.

“I also wanted to meet the person who invaded my mind. I’ve never met anyone else who is capable. Not even the oh-so-mighty Grand Master.”

“Well, ta-da. Here I am. You’ve met me. Now you can go, before god knows how many security people come bursting in here to take you away.”

Scoffing, Noah leans forward. “Ah yes. You all want to see me locked away for my terrible crimes.”

“You tortured them,” I gasp. “Some for decades.”

“So what!” Noah exclaims. “No one gave them a second thought. Even good old Mohan let them get experimented on.”

“He thought Dr. Mendhi was testing out cures!”

“That may be so, but he didn’t look too close, did he? Hmm?”

“He trusted Mendhi. He trusted you!”

“And that’s his mistake. The Fallen are our lab rats. Have been for decades. It’s the way we work. All because Mohan didn’t sign off, doesn’t mean he did anything to stop it either. You all want me and the doctor to be the bad guys. Fine. I’ll do what needs to be done to secure our survival.”

“Do you hear yourself? Vampires are surviving. There is no threat.”

“You’re right, I misspoke. I’m the one that will take us from the shadows and into the light. I will lead our species to where they belong. At the top of the food chain.”

“All of this because you want…what, to best the humans?”

Noah rises from the chair. I swallow hard because, Jesus Christ, he’s big.

“We are better than humans. Period. Mohan would have us continue to skulk around, hiding. Well, no more.”

“What’s that got to do with the Fallen and the horrific things you’ve been doing to them?”

“Insurance, dear Erin.”

“I don’t understand?”

As we speak, I try to edge subtly toward the door.

“I wouldn’t move any closer to the door if I were you. Not unless you want Amelia to suffer the consequences.”

My heart freezes. Oh god, does he have Amelia? I shouldn’t have left her. Stopping, I take several breaths. “Okay, what’s next?”

He hasn’t come here for small talk.

“Next. You die. Erin, you’ve done a valiant job curing those lost souls. However, I have to insist you stop. Now we both know if I leave you alive, you won’t be able to help yourself. So, logic dictates I take you off the board. I still need test subjects, and that’s proving rather difficult with you trying to turn them all. So, you die. Problem solved.”

I watch him reach around his back, pulling something from his belt.

“You don’t have to do this,” I try. My voice is on the edge of pleading.

“I don’t have to, I suppose.” He cocks the gun. “But I want to?”

I’d love to say my life flashes in front of my face. It doesn’t. I’m only consumed with fear. Fear of what the loss will do to Amelia. I’ve never had a problem with dying. It’s a part of life, isn’t it? But Amelia? My god, this will kill her too.

“I swear to you, Noah, Amelia will rip you limb from limb.”

“I’m sure she’ll try.”

I summon every last particle of strength and try to break through whatever shield he has trapping my mind.


Help me.


Everything happens in a split second. My world slows down to a crawl. Everything’s in slow motion, as I see Noah squeeze the trigger. Amelia’s bone-shattering scream rocks the building, but it’s too late. I feel the impact.

Unlike the movies, I’m not thrown back dramatically. Dropping to my knees, I look down at my chest, watching as the crimson stain grows bigger through my top. The air is stolen from my lungs.

Stunned, I look back up at Noah. He tucks the gun away and vanishes through the sliding doors. Moments later, Amelia crashes through the door, sending it flying across the room.

“Erin!” she screams.

“A-Amelia,” I choke. Blood spills from my mouth. “I’m sorry, baby,” I sputter.

I’m so sorry for what she is about to witness, and for every morsel of pain she’s going to feel once I’m gone.

“Erin, love, hold on. Just stay with me.” She fumbles with her phone, her entire body shaking.

I bask in my last few minutes on this Earth, tucked into her chest. There is no place I would rather be when I take my last breath.














Twenty-Six
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“She’s not dead!” The sound of Amelia’s voice reverberates around my pounding head.

“Amelia, darling, she’s gone. You need to let her go.”

A footstep grows closer.

“Take one more step and I’ll rip all of you to shreds. Do you hear me? You are not taking her!”

Another step. This one is heavier, though.

“Victoria, let her be.”

“Harlan, we need to move Erin’s body.”

Amelia clutches me tighter as her mother speaks.

“She. Is. Not. Dead!”

I feel Amelia’s anger vibrating through the air.

Okay, so everything hurts and my head feels like it’s stuffed with cotton balls. Pain is radiating from my chest. Checking in with my body, I notice my limbs feel heavy, and I can’t move them. That might be because I’m still unconscious, though. My hearing seems good. Hopefully, the rest of my bodily functions will catch up soon.

Amelia’s body holds me even tighter, which, as wonderful as that is, isn’t helping my breathing situation. Can’t she feel me? I can smell her perfume, I can feel her hair brushing over my face…and tears. I can feel her tears on my face. How long have I been down?

Shuffling sounds interrupt the sound of Amelia crying.

“Amelia?”

“Lucille, she’s not dead! I’d know it. My soul would feel torn in two if Erin were dead. She’s gone, but she’s not dead.”

“What do you mean she’s gone, honey?” Harlan asks tentatively.

“I can’t find her thoughts. Our link is gone.”

I’m jostled slightly as Amelia lays my body down carefully. I feel her lips on mine, and then they’re gone.

“You’re not taking her anywhere, Mother.” Her tone is dangerous.

“Amelia, my sweet child.” Victoria’s voice cracks. “I know this is impossible, but we can’t keep her here.”

Slowly, I feel my muscles respond to the commands I’m yelling at them in my head. Amelia is getting more agitated, and I can sense that the “new” side of her personality is about to make an appearance. The low growl I hear traveling up her throat leads me to scream louder in my head. Amelia will regret going full scary vampire on her family. They’ve yet to see her fully unleashed.

“Mmother—” I mumble, willing my mouth and voice box to work. They must have heard something, because Amelia is by my side in an instant, cradling my face. I hear other footsteps move closer, too.

“Erin? Erin, my love?”

“Mmmother. Fffucker.”

Now my cognitive function is back up and running, my brain processes how much I hurt. Getting slugged in the chest is no fun at all!

Amelia bursts out laughing, which quickly turns to sobbing. Her face is buried in my neck.

“Shit, she’s alive,” I hear Aliah choke.

“Erin, open your eyes.”

Oh right, they’re still closed. Prying them open, my vision swims and I feel a wave of nausea roll through my stomach.

“Gently try to sit her up, Amelia.” Victoria’s voice is closer and softer.

“Come on, honey.”

I clench my teeth as Amelia sits me up slightly.

“Are you going to vomit?”

I shake my head slowly. “No. My. Chest. Hurts.”

“Mother, can you hold her up?” Victoria slips behind me as Amelia kneels in front of me. I feel her lift my top. My eyes are still fuzzy.

“Nothing,” Amelia whispers. “Not a trace.”

“How is that possible?” Laurence calls.

“We’ve been asking that question a lot,” I wheeze out.

Victoria leans in. “Can you stand?”

“I think so.”

When my butt finally hits the couch, I let out a strangled breath.

“Oh, my chest feels tight.”

My lungs feel trapped in a vise.

Amelia lifts my chin with her hand. Her eyes are glassy and red. “I’m not surprised. You took a round to the heart!”

Looking into her eyes, I see the fear and pain still clinging to her very essence. Leaning forward, I take her lips in mine.

“I can feel you again,” I whisper. Our connection is back.

“Can you please
 stop leaving me?” She chokes, tears streaming down her face once again.

“Oh, baby.”

As much as it hurts to move, I need to hold her, comfort her, and yes, stop fucking leaving her.

We stay locked together for a few minutes until Victoria pulls our attention back.

“Dr. Chord is here.”

Weaving her way through the crowd, Riley drops her medical bag next to me and takes a seat.

“Erin, you’ve been in the wars.”

“You could say that.” I grin.

“Can I look?”

Leaning back, I gingerly lift my top up and over my head. It’s ruined by the bloodstain and massive hole.


Damn, I really liked that top
 .

Looking down, I see skin that is stained red, but that’s it. No gaping hole, not even a scratch.

My fingers roam over the area, looking for some sign I’d taken a bullet to the chest. “How?”

“How indeed,” Riley comments, her fingers palpating the area. “Could we have a little privacy?”

It’s only then I see the entire Loch family staring at my chest. Thankfully, I put a good bra on today.

Harlan clears his throat. “We’ll go downstairs.”

“Does this hurt?” Riley presses different parts of my breastbone.

“It feels bruised.”

“I’d like to scan your chest. I can’t feel anything abnormal, but I want to make sure there is no internal damage.”

As Riley unpacks her medical bag, which includes a portable ultrasound machine, Amelia picks up my discarded shirt, shaking it out. The clink of metal hitting the floor turns our heads.

Bending, Amelia picks up the chunk of metal. “It’s the bullet.”

Riley takes the mangled shard, inspecting it. “It definitely hit you. Look how deformed it is. And it has blood on it.”

“If it hit me, how did it end up coming back out?”

“How are you a vampire through spontaneous transformation? How are you and Amelia able to communicate the way you do? How can you reach other minds? How can you cure the Fallen?”

“It would be nice if we could answer just one of those,” I mutter.
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“Everything looks good. No damage whatsoever.” Riley studies the images on her portable scanner. We’ve been at it for hours. She’s prodded, poked, and done all other manner of things and yet, Riley still can’t find anything amiss.

“So this is another manifestation of Erin’s transformation,” Amelia comments, her gaze somewhere out over the horizon.

“I’d say so.”

“Are you suggesting I am invincible?”

Everyone thinks that being immortal means being unable to die at all. That’s wrong. As an immortal, we will not decay. We are undying. But that certainly doesn’t mean we can’t be killed.

Cocking her head, Riley studies me. “Can I test something out?”

“Sure.” What have I got to lose?

Picking up a scalpel, Riley slices my arm several times.

“Fuck! What the hell?” I might not die, but I can feel pain. Holy crap.

Amelia grabs Riley’s hand holding the scalpel and squeezes. Riley gasps in pain.

“L-look,” she begs. Her eyes are wildly looking between Amelia and my arm.

“Amelia, look.”

I can’t believe what I’m seeing. They’re closing. The wounds are vanishing before my eyes. Amelia finally tears her death stare from Riley. Dropping the doctor’s hand, she kneels before me, taking my arm.

“You’re healing.” Grabbing a tissue, she cleans the area. Again, my skin is stained red, but no trace of the slashes.

“We need Barty. He must have found something more by now.”

Even I’m buying into the whole I-am-a-reincarnated-vampire-queen thing.

Standing, Amelia furrows her eyebrows. Turning, she grabs the scalpel, plunging it into her stomach. My world spins and the floor shifts. What has she just done?

Riley rushes forward, pressing the wound with her hand. “Amelia, I need you—”

With a grunt, Amelia retracts the knife, dropping it to the floor. Ripping off her top, she stares down. My eyes travel the length of her body.

“Oh, my god.”

Riley wipes the area, her eyes wide. “But…what?”

“We are one, Erin. It makes sense I can heal, too.”

I want to wipe that smug look off her face with a smack upside the head.

“And you thought stabbing yourself in front of me was the best way to check it out? Are you insane?”

“My love—”

“Don’t you ‘my love’ me, Amelia Loch! What if you had been wrong? I can’t believe you—”

Soft warm lips engulf my mouth. Her tongue dances with my own, rendering me speechless and breathless.

“That’s not fair,” I gasp, my lips searching for hers once again.

“It’s my only weapon against you.” She smiles. “You’re right to be mad. That was thoughtless.”

“Yes, it was.”

“But I was right.”

Pulling back, I look up into her gorgeous eyes. They’re still red from all the crying she did, but they sparkle again now. Her hair hangs down in perfect silky strands. She is magnificent.

“You were right. But I never want to see anything like that again.”

“Agreed. That was traumatizing,” Riley adds. “Now, let’s review, shall we? Both of you seem to be invincible.”

We nod.

“And none of us know how or why you have developed that…ability?”

Another nod.

“Okay. Well, my work is done. From a medical point of view, I can’t find a damn thing. Your blood is pure vampire now, Erin. I looked over the tests performed by Mendhi when you first began transforming. Apart from the fact it’s a miracle a human can change, there was nothing out of the ordinary. I compared your results to Anya’s. Identical. I cannot find a reason, within your genome, to explain these advanced—”

“Abilities,” I finish.

“Exactly. For once, I’m completely stumped.”

“When, may I ask, did you have time to do all these comparisons and tests?” Amelia asks. “You’ve only been Erin’s doctor for a few hours.”

“Ah yes, well. Mohan and your mother had me look at Mendhi’s results.”

“They didn’t trust him to tell us the whole truth?”

“I think they just wanted a second opinion. Mendhi didn’t mind either. You are a brand-new variant of vampire. He was happy to have an extra pair of eyes.”

“Variant?”

“Yes. You two are a one-of-a-kind pair.” Riley chuckles at herself.

I shake my head. “Not quite. Noah can manipulate minds as well. He blocked me from calling to Amelia.”

“Hmm, okay, that’s certainly interesting. Did he display any other abilities, similar to your own?”

“No. I was able to break through the shield eventually.” I look at Amelia. “I think.”

“I heard you.”

Tucking myself into her embrace, I take several gigantic breaths, bathing my olfactory system in her scent.

“I’ll relay that back to Mohan. He needs to know before attempting to apprehend Noah.”

“I need to talk to Mohan.” I can’t believe it’s taken me so long to think about it. “Noah had plenty to say before…you know.”

Giving me a kiss, Amelia breaks away. I miss her instantly. Heading to the table, she picks up her phone. “I’ll call Mohan and Barty.”

“Where are
 Anya and Barty?”

“Meeting with a friend.”

Our lives have been a whirlwind. I can’t keep track of everyone.

“Barty thought it best to carry on researching while we dealt with the Fallen.”

“I’ll head downstairs and let your family know they can come back up. I’m sure they’re anxious to see you both.”

Jesus, I forgot all about them, too.

“Please. And Riley. Thank you.”

“My pleasure. Call if you need anything.”

A few seconds pass as we listen to Riley descend.

“Baby, I need to clean up. It’s only going to upset everyone if they see all this blood. You should change, too. And maybe don’t tell your mother you stabbed yourself.”

“You did what?” Victoria’s voice reaches the rafters. “Amelia Loch, explain yourself.”

Amelia glares at me, causing me to roll my lips. I’m going to do the awkward laugh-at-an-inappropriate-time-thing.

“I’m just gonna…” Turning on my heel, I grab my blood-soaked top and hightail it to the bathroom. Victoria’s sonic-level voice remains audible, even when I close the door.

Oops.
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“Y
 es.
 Right
 there.
 Mm
 hmm. Harder. Oh, yes!”

“My love, you’re so wet.”

Damn right I’m wet. I’ve had Amelia working me into a frenzy ever since we banished the family to have a little alone time.

Re-establishing a firm grip on the headboard, I dip my upper body, allowing Amelia even better access.

“Nice and deep, baby.” I pant.

“Mmm, how’s that?”

That is exquisite. I can feel the toy deep inside. We started on the couch with sweet, tender kisses and soft, loving touches. Amelia gave me two orgasms there before she hiked me over her shoulder and sprinted to the bed. The orgasm rapidly building is number three in the bedroom. First was me straddling her lap as she plunged her fingers inside, nipping at my neck. Second, was sitting on her face, and this third one. Well, it’s my favorite position. Amelia driving our favorite toy into me from behind.

Her body responds just as urgently as mine when we make love like this. I can feel her quivering. Her hands hold my hips tightly as she thrusts hard. I know she’s about to come when she grabs a handful of my hair. God, I love it.

“I’m so close, Erin,” she pants, her thrusts becoming erratic.

“More, a little more,” I gasp, knowing it’s a matter of seconds before I lose control completely. And then Amelia brings her free hand around to my clit and all bets are off. I can’t hold on.

My scream combines with Amelia’s deep guttural moan, sending literal gold and blue sparks into the air. I wish I could keep my eyes open long enough to watch them explode around us like fireworks. I collapse, with Amelia following, still buried deep inside me.

“Oh, that was wonderful,” I croon. “I’ve missed you.”

“And I you.”

“I’m not sure your mother will forgive us anytime soon for kicking them all out.”

“Darling, can we please not mention my mother when we’re naked?”

Giggling, I roll over. Amelia shifts to the side, allowing my body to seamlessly slot next to hers. The gentle way she strokes my hair sends me into a trance.

“Mmmm, okay, not talking about parents.”

A sadness washes over me. My parents still haven’t reached out to me.

“They didn’t mean it, honey. They love you. When all this craziness is over, go and see them. I promise you they will wrap themselves around you.”

“I hope you’re right, Amelia. And it’s still strange sometimes when you do that!”

“What? Hear your thoughts?”

“Yes.”

“Honestly, I’ve tried to limit doing it. But when you’re full of emotion, they come over to me on a loudspeaker.”

“I don’t mind, baby. It’s nice to have you comfort me without me having to utter a word.”

“But that doesn’t mean we stop speaking. I don’t want you lost in your thoughts, waiting for me to hear. Communication, my love, is interaction. I want you to come to me and tell me what you need. Tell me your worries.”

“Okay. I’ll try harder. Sometimes the thoughts just appear.”

“But I won’t always be close by or tuned in to hear them. In that case, I’d like you to find me and talk to me. If we ever have kids—”

“Kids? We’re not even married yet, Ms. Loch.”

“I said when.” Amelia chuckles. “Whether it’s in a year or thirty, I want our children to see us openly talking. I want them to know we value what they have to say and aren’t afraid to talk about hard things.”

I sit up on my elbow. Amelia looks perfectly ruffled. “You’ve been thinking about that a lot?”

“Maybe. Ever since we changed, I’ve been thinking about everything. My world—our world—is moving on to a new chapter, with us as the main characters.”

“What do you mean?”

“Erin. There’s no denying we are special. I’d have said that before all this, but now we are special to other people besides us. The Fallen seek you out. The cured revere you. Together, we are evolving. Into what? I don’t know. But it would be naive to think we can go back to our normal lives.”

“But I don’t want to be revered, Amelia. I’m happy to help, but I just want to get married and work at the bar. Living our lives.”

“And I wish you still could, but I fear it’s impossible. Mohan will have to bring the council up to speed. I would hazard a guess that new elections will be held.”

“Why? What has this got to do with elections?”

I can feel my pulse steadily increasing. I don’t want any of this.

“Because the people will want change. Erin, don’t you see? For the first time in our history, we can save vampires from a fate worse than death. The community will want the old system updated.”

“What old system?”

“Mohan and the other Grand Masters’ system of keeping everyone safe. That’s been their winning formula because that’s all vampires needed. Keeping the Fallen at bay and protecting regular vampire citizens is the reason Mohan and the other Grand Masters win elections.”

“That hasn’t changed at all, Amelia. Humans still don’t know we exist. There is still a need for safety. Their winning formula is still firmly in place.”

“Yes, but now we don’t need protecting from our own kind. The more outspoken vampires will want to see change. Growth. This movement to have vampires come out will only pick up more steam now the Fallen vampires are no longer a threat.”

“Mohan can lead the way.”

“Yes, but, and I’m only guessing, you and I will be seen as figureheads. The Salvator Regina and her protector.”

“That’s absurd.”

“But likely. Just like humans, vampires love a symbol or a person to levy upon a stool to idolize. And the fact they will have a queen once more will only add to the calls for reform. Remember, vampires are different from humans. They value women in power. Which I know seems hypercritical considering the majority of our Grand Masters are men, but even those in power will happily step aside for you to be their queen. ”

“We’re not gods, Amelia. Just variants of our kind. That’s it.”

“It doesn’t matter. Erin, you saw how the cured vampires reacted to you. In their eyes, you are
 a queen.”

I sit up, slumping against the headboard. Is Amelia right?

“Why did we have to talk about all this? I was in a blissfully sated sex bubble.”

“I’m sorry, my love. I certainly do not
 want to take you from our sex bubble. But I want us to talk and think about our future. I want to marry you, Erin, and have children. But I want us to do all that with a clear idea of what our future may entail.”

I’m being stubborn, I know that. Funny really considering how adaptable I usually am. It’s not like finding out the woman you’re seeing is a vampire—wasn’t life-altering. So why could I deal with that, but not this?

“I’m sorry.” I sigh. “I’m just finding all of this very hard to digest.”

“I know, and we’ll get through it. Sometimes things are out of our control. Just like us falling in love. Things can be inevitable.”

“And you believe our thrust into the vampire community spotlight is inevitable?”

Amelia kneels in front of me and takes my face in her palms. “I think it is. But whatever happens, we have each other. I’ll be right by your side.”
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Our conversation continues to slip in and out of focus as the day progresses. We finally make it out of bed around lunchtime, after more sex and some much-needed sleep.

Mohan’s urgent request that we meet him and the council at the Loch residence isn’t sitting well. I feel Amelia’s predictions are about to come true.

“Want to take the Ducati?”

I smile excitedly at Amelia. That’s exactly what I want.

“Yes, let’s take the coastal road.”

Suiting up in all our leathers, I take a second to appreciate Amelia in all-black leather. Mmm, she’s delicious.

Hammering the throttle, I let out a squeak of elation, gripping Amelia’s waist tighter. We weave through LA traffic with ease. The rush is exhilarating. Amelia is throwing caution to the wind as we tear through the city.

The ever-beautiful sight of the ocean brings me a sense of calm, even at our alarming speed. Unfortunately, we have to turn off far too soon.

The Loch mansion looms over us as we drive up. The front of the property is, as usual, packed with cars. This means we are the last to arrive.

Amelia swings the bike into a space close to the main door. Victoria is there to greet us.

“Hello, my loves.” She kisses us both, wrapping an arm around each of our shoulders, escorting us to the kitchen. I should have put money on all the Lochs being seated at their Mafia-style table. The sight never fails to make me smile.

However, today there are several additions. Mohan being one, the council members being the other, sans Noah, obviously.

“Wonderful,” Mohan exclaims. “We can call this meeting to order.”

“May I ask what we’re meeting about?” Laurence asks.

“The future,” Mira, a beautiful Indian vampire, states clearly. “Mohan has brought us all up to speed on recent developments. It’s good to see you and Amelia are well, Erin.”

I nod and smile. I knew Victoria planned to inform Mohan of my miraculous escape from death and her daughter’s stupidity. Her words.

“We’re here to discuss how we move forward,” Mohan adds.

“In what way?” I ask.

I already know what’s coming. Amelia will earn the right to say, “I told you so!”

“As we are all aware, there has been increased chatter from the community, expressing their desire to reveal our species to humans.” Mohan pauses to look each of us in the eye. “Until now, I have vocally disagreed.”

“You wish for us to come out?” Harlan asks.

I sit quietly, taking a drink from the glass of Red sitting in front of me.

“I want a discussion. If we are to consider it, we need a plan. It’s not as simple as announcing our existence. I think we all know that.”

Yeah, we do. It would be utterly stupid. Humans don’t have a reputation for welcoming each other’s
 differences, let alone a new species they already fear. I’m with Amelia on that. Amazing how we seem to have reversed our original opinions. Amelia is all for springing out of the closet, and now I’m the one who is far more wary.

Louis, another member of the council, sits forward. “I believe it prudent to inform the community of Erin and Amelia’s unique abilities. Let them decide if it has a bearing on who leads them.”

“I concur,” Mohan adds.

“Hold on. You’re getting ahead of yourselves. Amelia and I are only just figuring out these new abilities. We’re not politicians. Neither of us has a desire to lead anyone. Surely that’s our decision, not the council’s or the community’s?”

Several of the Lochs nod their heads in agreement. Victoria places her glass down and wipes her mouth before speaking in that matronly voice I admire.

“Things may change, Mohan, but we still need a political leader. We still need the council. Surely, Erin and Amelia could be mere figureheads. I understand the community will warm to them. After all, they’re able to do something no one else, that we can verify, has ever done. But thrusting them into leading is unfair and could cause more harm.”

“I agree,” Amelia emphasizes. “At the heart of all this, Erin and I were given these abilities to help our fellow vampires. A task, I may add, that is taxing on us both. I won’t speak for my mate, but I will say this. I’m happy to help humans find their immortality. And I will do so proudly. That is what I want to focus on. That and finally marrying Erin.”

Taking her hand, I kiss her on the cheek. “I’m with Amelia. I want to help the Fallen. Mohan, you and the council are the best vampires for this job.”

“Would you consider liaising with us then?” Mira asks. “If we can show the community you are involved in decisions relating to our future, I think we would stand a better chance of pleasing everyone.”

Amelia and I look at each other. “Yes,” we chorus.

“We can do that,” I add.

Mohan smiles and nods. “That’s a start. Now to the more pressing matter.”

“Noah.” All eyes turn to me as I say his name.

“Noah,” Mohan echoes. “The doctor is no longer a threat. Many of the vampires involved have been taken into custody. Only Noah and a handful of his men are still at large.”

It’s thanks to Jordan and Chris that Dr. Mendhi is no longer a player in the game. I felt the burning desire for revenge coursing through their very cells as they surrounded his home. They found him desperately trying to burn evidence of his wicked ways before subduing him. It took Chris an enormous amount of self-control not to rip his throat out. Of course, because of our connection, I felt every second of his internal struggle.

Truth be told, I wouldn’t have blamed him if he’d allowed his vengeance to seek justice. However, he chose a different path. Chris handed Dr. Mendhi over to Mohan’s security team. I’m assured the Doctor will be treated humanely, but will never again see the light of day. I wonder if he knows the damage he caused. The pain and fear Chris and Jordan still relive daily through their memories.

“And how do you plan to capture him, Mohan?” Aliah asks.

“With us,” I announce, to my own surprise.
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M
 om
 always
 said
 I
 have an internal bullshit switch. A fail-safe to stop myself from getting hurt. I laughed it off, but in the end I think she’s right. Of course I worry and get anxious like everyone. I get upset and things hurt me, but then I get to a point where I simply can’t stand feeling that way anymore and my switch flips.

Instead of being on the defensive, I pivot and fight back. It’s like my mind can only take so much suffering and then it shifts into pro-active mode. I work out what is causing me anxiety and pain and then I deal with it. I throw everything I have into making the situation better.

Noah is causing me anxiety, and I’m over it. That asshat already shot me once and I’m done. Right now he’s running around thinking he’s the biggest, baddest vampire out there. He’s wrong. There are two vampires that are about to lay his ass out.

I think my fighting talk could do with some work.

Anyway, now my switch has flicked, I’m able to see past my fears. My rational mind is back in the driver’s seat and I can see things clearly. My abilities alone aren’t enough to stop Noah. He has the power to stop me from manipulating his mind. But he hasn’t accounted for Amelia.

I understand now what she meant by declaring that her purpose is to protect me. But she’s wrong about one thing. Her ability is there to protect us both, I’m sure of it. From the moment we bonded, something spectacular occurred. We operate better as one, so it stands to reason that together, Amelia and I can beat Noah. We are an unstoppable force.

“Care to explain?” Mohan asks after my declaration.

I look at Amelia and see the recognition in her eyes. She knows I’m finally seeing things clearly.

“Amelia and I have extraordinary abilities. Together, I believe we can end this. I want to summon him. The fact I’m not dead will put him on the back foot.”

Mohan sits forward. “You want to draw him out, and what?”

Amelia stands, her palms resting on the tabletop. “Arrest him.”

“Surely you can provide security to help with his followers. Amelia and I will do the rest.”

“How?” Mira asks.

Standing, I circle Amelia’s waist. “By trusting in our bond.”

The group spends several minutes talking amongst themselves. Amelia and I converse silently. We are finally on the same page. There’s no need to plan. We will know what to do when the time comes.

“The council agrees. Erin and Amelia will tackle Noah. We will move the cured vampires to a secure location until the threat is neutralized.

“I’ll start making the arrangements,” Mira states, already excusing herself, phone in hand.

“Unless you are essential or a part of the security force, I must ask you to leave.”

Mohan’s demand is met with uproar from the Loch siblings.

“Silence,” Harlan bellows. “The Grand Master has spoken.”

This is the first time I’ve seen Harlan put his foot down. The family falls silent. Some of them even drop their eyes to the table.

“We all have a role to play. Even if that means staying out of the way,” he states.

“The cured vampires will need all the help they can get,” Amelia adds. “While we deal with Noah, could you all step up? Help them?”

Her gaze scans her siblings.

“We’ll do our part. Just be careful.” Lucille stands. “Come on, let’s get to it. I want to get back to my husband and son at some point this century.”

Following Lucille’s lead, the rest of the clan make their way out, stopping to wish us well and give hugs. It’s quite the emotional display, and one I could do without. I need my head in fight mode.

Understanding my need to stay in the right frame of mind, Amelia is all business. “Where do you want to do this?”

“I’ll reach out and invite him here. I doubt he’ll try the sneaky way this time.”

“You think he’s going to come in guns blazing?”

“Probably. That way, he could get more than just me. He’ll be hoping to take down as many as possible.”

Amelia nods. “Well, no time like the present.”

I love Amelia’s unshakable resolve and calm. We’re about to do something extremely dangerous, on a hunch that we can actually protect ourselves from vampires with guns. And here she is, my beautiful mate, talking as if we’re about to go grocery shopping.

“Okay. Here goes nothing.”

Reaching into my mind, I search for Noah’s tainted light. A smile forms when I link to him. His shock is so strong, it’s like he’s here in the room with me.

Not wanting to stay in his head any longer than necessary, I send my simple message. It’s something along the lines of, “Come and get me, asshole.”

His rage is evident. I doubt we’ll have to wait long.

“Get everyone into place. Tell your parents to stay inside.”

“They’re not going to like that, my love.”

“We need to concentrate. They’ll understand.”

Amelia nods and sets off to find Victoria and Harlan. I take advantage of being alone for a few seconds. This could go wrong. Amelia and I haven’t tested our abilities together yet. My mind wanders to my parents. I make the snap decision to reach out to them. I doubt they’ll understand I’m in their heads. But it doesn’t matter. I want them to know I’m thinking of them.

“I’m sure they heard you, honey.” Amelia’s voice makes me jump. “We’ll see them soon.”

Shaking off any last anxiety, I stand tall. Well, as tall as possible. “Are you ready?”

“I’m ready. Shall we greet our guests outside?”

The security team is dotted around the entrance and outside the main doors. We descend the stone steps, walking a little further away from the house. The day is slipping by in a haze of summer light. Closing my eyes, I listen to the birds. The rustle of the leaves as a slight breeze passes through.

“Do you hear that?” Amelia asks. Cocking my head, I zero in on engines.

“Yes, I hear them.”
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All of Noah’s previous calm and confidence is missing when he steps out of the Range Rover. His eyes scour over me. I bet he’s trying to decide if this is some sort of trick. I doubt he can fathom the idea that there is someone more powerful than him. That’s the type of arrogance he embodies.

A dozen vampires exit the other cars, which have pulled up beside Noah’s. They all look like they spend their lives lifting weights. Strength is more than muscle, as Noah and his friends are about to find out.

“Well,” he drawls, “this is a surprise.”

“Isn’t it just! Seems I have a few tricks up my sleeve neither of us were aware of last night.”

I feel pure hatred rolling off Amelia. Her body is rigid, and I know she’s struggling to keep her more vengeful side under control.

“Well, I’ll make sure I do a better job this time.” Noah is practically spitting venom as he replies.

I sense his presence, trying to penetrate my mind. Amelia takes my hand, entwining our fingers. All her anger is suddenly gone. Looking at her, I see a grin playing on her face. Noah looks from me to Amelia, his brow furrowing.

And then I understand. His attempts to connect with me are failing. I feel Amelia’s influence. This is the protection she was talking about. Somehow, she’s thrown a shield around both our minds. Noah has no influence.

He’s realizing what I already know. Without his ability to lock us in our own minds, he is vulnerable. That’s the only weapon in his arsenal. With a flick of his wrist, his buddies draw out their weapons, causing the security team behind us to mirror them.


So he plans to mow us down in a shower of bullets.


“Not if I can help it,” Amelia whispers. The surrounding air shimmers. Her hand clenches mine as a current runs through our bodies. I see Noah and his men watching in disbelief. Gold and blue strings of light wind their way from our joined hands.

Buzzing shrouds my hearing. Amelia’s body is almost vibrating as she emits blue light. My body is warming. Looking down, my breath falters—I’m glowing gold. Snapping my head to my mate, I gasp. Our lights are radiating, swirling, joining. They dance around, forming a protective layer.

Noah screams directions to his men. I hear guns fire, but I feel no pain. The raw power flowing through us is almost overwhelming. No shots are getting through. It’s time to end this. My mind snatches control of Noah’s with such ease I want to laugh. There is nothing for him to do. I have him trapped.

I continue my assault by snaring the minds of his men. Put the weapons down
 . My voice rings clear and strong. Without hesitation, they relinquish their guns. The clatter of metal hitting the ground signals the security team to rush forward. In the distance, I hear someone shout, “Clear!”

Letting go of their minds is easy. It’s Noah’s I’m having trouble releasing. Something deep inside me wants to make him suffer, like he did to all those vampires over the decades. Why shouldn’t he feel their pain? It would be so easy to do.


Come back, my love.
 Amelia’s voice coats my anger, smothering it until the flames have died out. I won’t hurt him, but I will render him incapable of using his abilities again.

Speaking to Amelia through the ether, I ask for her help. Together, we bind Noah’s ability. I couldn’t tell you how we are able to do it. Just that I knew we could. As soon as I am sure we’ve succeeded, I let go.

The world comes into view. There are no more lights, just Amelia and I holding hands, breathing hard. In front of us, Noah and his team are face down on the ground, their hands tied behind their backs.

“Amelia, Erin!” Victoria races toward us, tugging us into a behemoth hug. My feet lift slightly as the much taller woman heaves me into her. “My god,” she gasps. “I couldn’t believe what I was seeing.” Her voice breaks slightly with emotion.

I can’t quite believe what we did, to be honest. I knew we would be powerful together, but that was something else.

No sooner am I let go from Victoria’s arms, than I’m scooped up into Harlan’s.

“You did it,” he bellows, momentarily deafening me.

“Harlan,” I mutter into his chest. My face is completely buried in him as he squeezes me.

“Oh, sorry, my dear.” He chuckles, finally letting me breathe. Amelia smiles as she is given the same treatment. Although at least her head reaches her father’s shoulder.

There is a flurry of activity as more cars arrive. Mohan and the council, plus the rest of the Loch Clan, pour out of their respective vehicles. Were they on speed dial?

“I called them as soon as Noah showed up,” Victoria says, surrounding me with her long arms again.

Mohan touches my arm whilst looking up at Amelia. “Is everyone okay?”

Amelia nods. “We’re fine.”

“They’re more than fine,” Harlan proclaims. “They’re Salvator Regina.”

To my utter embarrassment, Harlan drops to his knee, bowing his head. My head whips to Amelia. I’m begging her to do something, but she just stands there, head held high. Victoria is the next to drop. One by one, every vampire except the ones handcuffed are on their knees, heads bowed.
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M
 y
 palms
 are
 sweating
 outrageously. It makes me sad that I’m this nervous before a visit to my parents. We were always a close-knit family, able to talk about anything. I just hope we can get past this.

Amelia wanted to come with me. In fact, the discussion almost turned into a fight when I told her I wanted to do this alone. Since our awakening—that’s what we’re referring to the event that happened last week—our bond has intensified, something neither of us thought possible. Something ancient runs through our veins. Both of us have heightened senses. My strength and speed almost match Amelia’s, although her reflexes and awareness are unparalleled.

Even though we are navigating this new reality together, I need to figure things out with Mom and Dad alone. I’ll let her pout for a few hours before I unashamedly use my womanly charms to entice her out of her sulking.

But now I have to focus. Standing outside my parents’ front door isn’t getting me anywhere. I just need to bite the bullet and knock. My hand freezes midway to the door. What if they turn me away? I don’t know what I will do.

“Erin?” My mother’s voice ricochets through me. Turning, we stare, unable to speak. Only then do I see how many bags of groceries she’s trying to juggle. Rushing forward—far too fast for any human—I take two bags.

“Here, let me help.”

I daren’t look in her eyes. I know she sees the difference in me. There are a few awkward moments of silence before Mom pulls herself together and lets us into the house.

The fresh smell of coffee and cinnamon hits me in the heart. I’ve missed their smell. I’ve missed the comfort of coming home. Mom sets her bags down and starts putting the food away.

“Where’s Dad?”

“Golf.”

“When will he be home?”

“Oh, any second I would imagine.”

Wow, this is painful. Mom won’t even look at me.

“Mom, please stop.” Reaching for her shoulder, I feel her trembling. Is she scared of me? But then, in an instant, she turns and hauls me into her body. I thought I had strength. It’s nothing compared to a mother’s strength when she needs her kid close, apparently.

“Mom,” I gasp, “I can’t breathe.”

“Oh, Erin, I’m so sorry.” Tears are pouring down her face. There is nothing worse than seeing your mom cry. Well, maybe your Dad. Which is about to happen as I look over Mom’s shoulder, seeing my dad standing in all his golf gear with tears brimming in his eyes.

“Dad,” I croak, because goddammit I’m choking up.

“Sweetie.” He sniffs, walking over with purpose. He slips his arms around us both, hugging us tightly. I inhale both of them and let my heart heal for a second. We still need to talk, and they might not be so happy I’m back once they know what’s been going on lately.

“Coffee, we need coffee,” Mom chatters, pulling herself away.

We all take a few beats to get ourselves into a reasonable state. Dad sits at the table pulling over a steaming cup—of way too thick—coffee. I’m finally going to buy Mom that coffee pod machine after this conversation. Depending on how it goes.

“We’re sorry, Erin,” Dad begins. “We reacted badly and said some things neither of us are proud of, sweetie. You’re our little girl, and we got scared, but instead of supporting you, we lashed out.”

Putting my hand over his, I take a seat next to him. “That day was terrifying for everyone. I understand why you were upset.”

“What…what’s happened to you since?” Mom sits now, too. Her hands shake as she caresses my face. “You look different.”

“Because I am. Will you let me show you?”

Sitting forward, Dad searches my face. Almost like he’s mapping every discrepancy. “How?”

“Trust me, and close your eyes.”

They share a quick look but do as I ask. Hopefully, they won’t completely lose it once they see the truth. If they thought learning vampires exist was far-fetched, wait until they get a load of the past few weeks.

I ease into their minds, not wanting to frighten them. I feel Mom jump slightly when she feels my presence. Starting from the day they left the Loch mansion, I play back everything I’ve been through until last week.

A whoosh of air leaves their lungs as I retreat from their consciousness. Dad stares at me with wide eyes, while Mom remains frozen, her eyes still shut tight.

“Erin…you’re…this—”

“It’s a lot. But I need you to know the truth. I’m still your daughter, just a little…different.”

Dad gasps. “You’re a vampire queen?”

I wince visually.

“You’re not a queen? Did I get that wrong?” His apologetic tone makes me smile through the awkwardness.

“That’s what people are calling me, us. I’m still getting used to it.”

“It does sound rather fantastical,” he comments.

“It sounds nuts.” I laugh. He chuckles along with me. Turning my attention to my mom, I place my hand on her forearm. “Mom?”

Opening her eyes, she looks at my dad and then at me. “It’s…well. Wow!”

“The transformation took us all by surprise. Hell, the entire situation threw us.”

“Amelia, she’s changed too?”

“Well, she’s a vampire like before, just a little more—”

“Juiced,” Dad replies.

“Yeah.”

Silence rains down and I let it happen. They’ve just received a hell of a shock and I can’t let history repeat itself. I can’t let them walk away from me.

Running a hand through her hair, Mom nods to herself. “We need to apologize to Amelia and the rest of the family.”

“Yes, you’re right,” Dad agrees.

My heart stutters. “So…does this mean we’re okay?”

My voice sounds a lot smaller than usual.

Taking my head in her hands, Mom smiles and cries again. Dad puts his hand on my shoulder and squeezes.

“Yes, honey. There’s no need to worry. We’re alright. It will take some time to fully adapt, but you are our child and our world. We promise not to leave you like that again.”

My floodgates well and truly open. A week’s worth of fear and anxiety cascades down my face. Mom holds me tight, whispering loving words of support in my ear.

With a hiccup and a small cough, I sit up, look both my parents in the face and smile.

“Good, because I’m getting married in three days.”
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“Are you sure this is what you want?” Amelia asks me for the tenth time today. Looking at the small archway erected near the rose garden, I sigh happily.

“It’s perfect.”

“It’s tiny.”

Exactly how I want it. Now Amelia and I are on every vampire’s radar from LA to Tokyo. I want us to be married immediately. No more waiting. As soon as Mohan uttered the words “public wedding” I shot into action. It’s one thing adapting to a new way of life, constantly being surrounded by people. It’s another sharing intimate moments. Our wedding is for us, and us alone. Which is why the only people invited are the Lochs, my parents, Jordan, Mack, and Chris. I politely asked the council not to attend.

Anya and Barty agreed to stand as witnesses for us. Neither of us could think of any two people more suited. Barty and Anya have been invaluable these past few weeks. Barty scoured every library, every private collection, and spoke to every vampire who may give us answers. In the end, we had to conclude that the ancient queen was real, her partner also. There are too many eyewitness accounts and testimony for her to be a myth. However, together we weeded out the fantasy, stripped the tales down to the bare bones.

None of us are sure how Amelia and I inherited our abilities. But what does it matter? We have them and are both ready to serve the Fallen and their mates. But before we give our lives to service, I want us to have one day, our wedding day, completely to ourselves.

“I want to be your wife, Amelia. I couldn’t care less about flower arrangements or seating plans. We’ve already waited too long.”

“We were waiting for your thirtieth.”

“And now we don’t have to. God knows what other shit life will throw at us.”

Slipping her hand around my neck, Amelia ducks her head to look me in the eye. “Whatever comes our way, we’re in it together, my queen.”

I can’t stop the blush from overtaking my face. When Amelia calls me her queen in her low, sexy voice, I melt from the feet up.

“Yes, together,” I utter stupidly because my focus is less on word formation than it is on getting her lips on mine.

“All right, knock it off,” Anya calls. “Time to take your places.”

“I’ll see you soon,” Amelia whispers in my ear, brushing her lips just below. A shiver runs through me.

I’m jerked from her proximity before I have a chance to respond. Anya laughs when I scowl at her playfully.

“If I didn’t take action, you’d be there all day saying goodbye even though you’re about to marry the woman in five minutes.”

We pass our families heading to the arch. Anya drags me to the closest powder room and begins fluffing. “You look gorgeous!”

“Thank you. Amelia looks delicious.”

Anya laughs again. “She is very striking.”

“Can we go now?”

Shaking her head, Anya beams at me. “Yes, dear Erin, we can go now. Amelia should be in place.”

Walking down the aisle is the only part of the wedding Amelia insisted on. Taking a deep breath, I do my level best not to sprint back to the garden. A solo violinist begins to play, and everyone turns to me. My eyes are only on Amelia. It’s finally happening.

We definitely walk quicker than the tempo of the “Wedding March,” which causes a few titters amongst the Loch clan. I barely notice when Anya squeezes my hand and kisses me on the cheek, followed by Barty. Claire steps forward, ready to commence the ceremony. She was delighted when Amelia asked her to officiate. It took her a matter of minutes to grab her laptop and get ordained online.

Clearing her throat, Claire looks between us. “Shall we get you two hitched?”

“Yes, please,” I reply. Amelia tugs me forward and plants a deep kiss on my lips.

I hear a distant, “Oh, for fuck’s sakes,” from Lucille.

Claire flicks Amelia on the ear, causing her to retreat with a small, “Ow.”

“Right. Stop skipping bits and I won’t have to hurt you.”

Rolling my lips in to hide my snigger, I take Amelia’s hands. “Can I say my vows now?”

Claire rolls her eyes. “Why the hell not?”

The small crowd chuckles.

Taking one of my hands, I lay it on Amelia’s chest, above her heart. The other hand, I place over my own.

“Amelia, you are mine, and I yours. We are bonded for eternity. Our vows made and consummated. There are no words that can relay my true feelings. But I know you feel them, every day. I love you, Amelia Loch, with all that I am and all that I will be. You are my strength, my grace, and my soul. I will treasure you forever.”

“I have no vows,” Amelia begins, her stature strong and proud. “Words are not enough. I will show you in every action I take what you mean to me, my love. Forever.”

Again she pulls me in and kisses me.

“Jesus, okay, I guess we’re at the kissing part. Do you both take each other to be lawfully wedded wives?”

We both mutter, “Yes” through the kiss.

“I’ll take that as a yes, then,” Claire continues. “In the power vested in me by the internet, I now pronounce you wife and wife. Can someone please pass me a drink?”

Howls and hollers pierce the air. Amelia picks me up off my feet, diving into my mouth with her tongue. Wrapping my legs around her waist, I feel us moving. Wolf whistles and catcalls follow us into the house. I guess Amelia’s ready to start the honeymoon.














Epilogue








I
 roll
 over
 for
 what must be the tenth time in as many minutes. The air is thick with wet heat, and the fan is doing little to aid in our comfort. A frustrated sigh escapes my lips. Wincing, I turn slowly to peer at Amelia. The moonlight reflects in her eyes as she stares at me.

“We’ll know soon enough,” she whispers.

I wish her words would soothe me. God knows I could do with the rest. This is our first night in Hawaii. We’re finally taking our honeymoon, six months after the wedding. The day after we said yes to becoming wives, our lives have been a nonstop whirlwind of activity.

The world’s vampire governments began sending their Fallen over to us in LA. Can you imagine the chaos it caused? Eventually, Mohan set up a shelter to house them all, and to give Amelia and me a place to work. For weeks, Riley milked me. Taking as much serum from my fangs as possible.

Amelia fared better, as there were only a handful of human mates that required her skills. Yet, she is just as exhausted as me. We’ve been navigating politics and true believers. Vampires who wish to worship us as queens. Something I’ve tried my hardest to avoid, but am yet to succeed.

Our ascension has been rapid and overwhelming, which is why Amelia flew us to paradise for a few weeks. Especially considering Mohan is in the middle of telling the president of the United States that vampires are real. Neither of us wanted to stick around for that.

And yet, here I am, unable to sleep because my thoughts are with him. I try my damnedest to stay out of people’s minds, but tonight I’m struggling. Mohan’s apprehension and anxiety are palpable to me. I have no idea where he’ll begin explaining all of this.

“I wish I could just shut it off,” I grumble.

“Maybe I can help with that?” Amelia rolls on top of me, and I’d be lying if I said her methods were ineffective.

“Yes, this could work.”

Since marrying, we have certainly lived up to the “honeymoon phase.” We stayed in the penthouse for a solid forty-eight hours after the wedding. Of course, we shared a drink and some cake with the family straight after the ceremony. Okay, not straight
 after. Amelia had other ideas, and we were late for the toasts. But once our obligations were done, Amelia took us home on her Ducati, and that’s where we stayed for two days.

Lucille eventually shattered our bubble, in the rudest way possible. She burst into our bedroom mid-orgasm with a foghorn. Amelia nearly hit the roof when the wretched thing blasted through the room. I’ve never seen her so close to killing her sister.

Then, it was down to business. The council consulted with other vampire leaders around the world and came to a consensus: it was time to reveal our identity.

Victoria and Harlan sat through many of their meetings on our behalf. We made our feelings clear about not revealing Amelia and me as some sort of deities. We already felt revealing our species was going to be tricky enough. Add in vampire queens, and we’re just asking for trouble. Let’s not kid ourselves, men in power tend to feel threatened easily.

“Erin, my love, come back. You’re wandering from me.”

“I’m sorry, honey.”

“It’s okay. Look, whatever happens, we’re prepared.”

“Are we? We have no idea what the hell is going to happen. We’re banking on the president being a forward-thinking kind of woman. But this… Amelia, finding out vampires exist is—”

“Is nuts, as you so eloquently like to phrase it. But the councils have agreed. It’s happening.”

“Oh, I know it is. I can sense Mohan’s heart rate from here.” I laugh.

“Then will you let me love you? Mother will call as soon as Mohan is back from DC. Let’s just have these peaceful, precious few hours to indulge in us.”

“You’re right.” Grabbing her ass, I pull her closer to me. “Touch me, and make everything good again, even if it’s just for a little while.”

Brushing her nose gently against mine, Amelia teases me with her mouth. Her tongue flicks out, swiping across my bottom lip. My breath is already coming faster as her hips settle between my legs.

“You’re wet already.”

“Of course I am. Look at my wife.”

That earns a smirk. Massaging her backside, I moan when she grinds harder. Sleeping naked has many benefits, one being less time to get down and dirty when the feeling strikes. Her soft curls brush against mine, the coarse hair creating friction.

“Oh baby, that’s damn good,” I breathe into the night. Amelia’s head is snug against my neck as she picks up the pace.

“Do you want to come like this?”

“Yes, and then with your mouth.”

My clit pulses as the orgasm builds. Climaxing like this is one of my favorite ways to come. Amelia’s powerful body on mine, her skin gliding over me. Her breath close to my ear, and her heart pounding next to mine. I also love her ass and I know it drives her wild when I grab it as she fucks me.

“Erin,” she gasps.

I can’t answer because my mind is consumed by radiating pleasure. The usual gold and blue lights shimmer around us as we tumble helplessly off the edge. Our combined shouts of joy echo around the silent room.

“God, I love it when we do that.”

“Then let’s do it some more.” Amelia lifts herself slightly and moves down my body. Maybe I don’t need as much sleep as I thought.
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Something isn’t right. I’m asleep, but my visions are real. I know it. There’s so much blood. My head is turned, and Amelia is lying beside me, her lifeless eyes staring at nothing. All the air in my lungs vanishes in a second. I hear myself screaming her name, but she doesn’t move. Then, a voice that isn’t my own snakes through my subconscious… It’s Amelia.

“Erin, Erin!”

My body convulses.

“Erin, wake up!”

The vision is suddenly gone, replaced by Amelia’s concerned and very alive eyes. I need air, but I can’t seem to get my body to respond.

“Baby, breathe, just breathe.”

I listen to the calming tone of her voice and command myself to take in air.

Gasping and gulping, I fill my lungs. “Amelia,” I choke. “Something isn’t right.”

And then I hear it. A creak from the door to our suite opening. Amelia’s keen senses pick up on it too. Her head cocks slightly to listen.

Silently she beckons me to move to the wall shared with the bedroom door. We are both naked but on high alert. Someone is in the living room. Actually, there are several someones trying to creep through the suite. Obviously, they aren’t aware of how hard it is to sneak up on two highly evolved vampires.

We bide our time. My body tenses, readying for a fight as the bedroom door slowly opens. The tip of a gun pokes through. Amelia is watching like a hawk ready to strike her prey. The door opens fully and four armed men in tactical gear stalk in. Their weapons aimed at the bed.

The lead man raises his fist, halting the others. He scans the room but doesn’t look our way. We are shrouded in darkness, watching and waiting. I’ll have to thank Chris and Jordan for the hiding-on-a-ceiling idea.

“They’re not here,” the leader announces, his voice full of hate.

“Well, where the fuck are they?” another asshole asks.

“We’re here, motherfuckers,” Amelia growls, and then she’s gone from my side, dropping to the floor. I wait patiently as Amelia takes care of our guests. They never saw her coming.

Tiptoeing my way through incapacitated bodies, I slip on my robe, handing Amelia’s to her. “Cover up, honey.”

“Thanks,” she mumbles, tying the robe quickly. She searches each man, taking their weapons.

Bending down, I look into the leader’s fearful eyes. Each of them is bound and gagged but conscious.

“And who might you be?”

“Fuck you, bitch.”

His garbled words earn him a swift kick to the nuts courtesy of my wife.

“They’re U.S. military,” Amelia says through gritted teeth. I look at the clock on the wall. It’s been six and a half hours since Mohan spoke to the president.

“We need to call home,” I state. Tossing Amelia her phone, I close my eyes and reach out to Mohan. We need answers.

I connect almost immediately, like he was waiting for me.


We’ve been attacked
 .

The only message I receive sends shivers down my spine.


We were wrong to tell them
 .

And then silence.


Amelia and Erin’s journey continues in Fighting for Infinity
 .
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One




Amelia








M
 y
 dreams
 are
 a
 continuous loop of the night in our honeymoon suite. Two weeks have passed and still, the dreams come. I can smell the body odor of the soldiers as if they were standing right next to me. I shouldn’t have let them live. It’s my one regret.

“You’re no killer, my love.” Erin’s voice is quiet in the darkness. I pull her closer to my body.

“I wasn’t. But things have changed, Erin. We won’t come out of this without bloodshed. It’s inevitable.” My worst nightmare has come true. Humans have lived up to my expectations. I’d so desperately hoped that I’d be proven wrong, but they did exactly what history told us they would do. They chose violence over peace. Hatred instead of understanding.

My people and my family are scattered in the wind, too scared to stay in their homes. Erin and Mohan are the only ones in communication. Erin assures me our family is safe. Mohan was able to get the word out long before the government attacked. Reaching us was harder due to our…let’s say, other activities. Our minds were only connected to each other.

“Amelia, we don’t know how this will play out.”

Sitting up, I scrub my face. Erin’s optimism is grating on me. “Erin, we’ve been on the run for two weeks. We are literally being hunted by the military. That
 is how it’s playing out. Do you think I won’t fight back if they find us?”

“Please come back here,” she says, pulling on my arm. How I wish our problems could be resolved by being in one another’s arms. Reluctantly, I slide back down, and she curls into my side. “We cross the border tomorrow. You will feel better when you see the family.”

It has taken us this long to reach the American border. Escaping Hawaii with as much luggage as we could carry from our holiday was no easy venture. But my name and now Erin’s hold water amongst our kind. We were never short of vampires willing to help us return home. That is the thing the president did not account for. She attacked prematurely, showing her hand. If she were a smart woman, she’d have gathered more information first. Then she would have known how many vampires she was declaring war on. The imbecile will piss her pants when it comes to light.

“I’ll feel better when I no longer have to worry about agents trying to kill us.”

“They couldn’t if they tried,” Erin mutters into my shoulder. Yes, another thing I’m sure the president is unaware of. Sending soldiers with guns to kill us was and is a fruitless order. Neither Erin nor I will die from bullet wounds. It will piss me off though, and if that happens, I’m not entirely sure I’ll be able to restrain the other side of me. The new, raging side of my personality that is growing stronger every day.

“Yes, you can,” Erin says, her head lifting to look into my eyes. The advantage and sometimes disadvantage of my wife reading my thoughts. “That side of you is strong, but it is there to help, not hurt.”

“It’s there to protect too, Erin. I will protect you and my people with every cell of my being. You need to know that.”

Ever since our change, we are learning new things about ourselves. Erin is mastering her ability to enter people’s minds. To see their memories and exist in their present. I am learning to hone my heightened senses. I can see for miles with crystal-clear vision now. My hearing is so acute I can hear the sweat drop off a person’s body, from hundreds of feet away. As for my speed, well, I’ve never been one for exercise, but lately my body craves running. The world blurs as I move. I doubt there is a single human or vampire on this planet that could outrun me.

“I do know that. And I know things aren’t good. I’m not being obtuse, but if we only think of the worst-case scenario, we won’t get through this, Amelia. Can we concentrate on getting to the family, and then figure out the rest?”

Sometimes I forget that Erin probably feels this more keenly than I. She was a human only a few months ago. It was she who convinced me not to tar all humans with the same brush. Such a shame the second they have a chance to prove themselves to be more than savages, they fail so miserably.


Sleep, my love.


I heed Erin’s advice and settle deeper into her embrace. Tomorrow, we will cross from Mexico to the US, and then we are but a few hours from reuniting with our family. Mohan has worked tirelessly to get everything set up. From what Erin has told me, there is quite an underground community of vampires now. It all feels so Hollywood. So many times, I scoffed at the movies that depicted this kind of scenario. Yet here we are. Although, if we end up holed up in anything resembling an abandoned church, I am going to lose it.

Erin chuckles, her body gently vibrating against me. At least she finds my pondering amusing. “You are dramatic at times, Amelia. Now, please, sleep.”

I huff playfully, then kiss her temple. “Fine. Goodnight, my love.”

My dream replays as usual. When I awake, Erin is caressing my face gently with the tips of her fingers. It’s how she soothes me, and I’m so very grateful. We spend a few moments simply looking at each other. Our world may be in turmoil, but that doesn’t mean I will ever lose focus on the most important thing. Erin. My love for her and our bond. Just a few moments of gazing into her eyes reminds me of our power. I’m not referring to our new abilities, but the one that existed from the second I laid eyes on Erin. The power of our souls finding each other. Together, we can do anything. I truly believe that.

“We should get going soon, honey,” she whispers.

“Just a few more minutes,” I plead. She nods and leans down to kiss me. Erin is adept at entering my mind now. She has mastered the art of projecting her feelings onto me. Right now, she is sending me calm and patience. I’d be insulted if her intentions weren’t spot on. I am impatient to get home, and every time I think of what has happened to us, I am less than calm.

We rise and dress. Rosa is waiting in the kitchen for us. She is just one of many vampires who have put their safety on the line to help us. Our celebrity has spread farther than either Erin or I could comprehend. For once, I am grateful for it. Without help, I dread to think where we would be.

“Good morning,” Rosa says with a bow of her head. That is also something that is now the norm for us both. Being treated like vampire royalty, whether we agree or not with the sentiment. Erin protested in the beginning, but eventually gave up. Especially when she saw what it meant to those who had chosen to help us.

“Good morning, Rosa.” Erin embraces her, and I smile at Rosa’s red-tinged cheeks. “Did you sleep well?”

“Perfectly. Shall we eat?”

The soft morning light dances in the air. The cicadas are still chirping as we settle at the table outside, with a carafe of Red and a veritable feast of Mexican food. At times, I wish we could just stay here, surrounded by the beauty and peace of Rosa’s land. It would be so much easier. And then I am reminded why we cannot. My body reacts before anyone else is aware there are vampires approaching. I can sense the agitation of the human with them. She is desperate.

“We have company,” I say, putting my glass of Red on the table and standing. Moments later, a car winds its way to Rosa’s house. Three vampires and a human exit the vehicle. One by one, they approach the table, stopping a few feet away before bowing their heads. I stuff down the urge to roll my eyes.

“My queens,” the oldest begins. I hold up my hand, but it’s Erin who speaks.

“Less of that, please.” She smiles. “I’m Erin, and this is Amelia. You need help.” It’s not a question. We both know the youngest vampire and the human are together, and in need of our talents.

“Erin,” the vampire begins. “My name is Horatio, and this is my husband, Emilio. Our son, Ricco, and his mate, Paula.”

“Very nice to meet you,” I say, stepping forward to shake their hands.

“We’ve traveled for days, hoping to find you,” Emilio chokes. He is full of emotion. “I didn’t think we would, but Horatio told us to have faith, and he was right.”

Erin steps to my side. “You will turn thirty this evening,” she says, addressing Ricco.

“Yes,” he replies quietly.

“And you have mated?” I ask, looking Paula in the eye. They nod. I know Horatio already introduced Paula as Ricco’s mate, but I have to hear it from them. It’s almost a stipulation of this new side of me. I can only help the human if I have eye contact and confirmation of their need. Like Erin, I form a tentative bond with each one I turn.

We are in a bind. Time is of the essence to get back to our family, but neither Erin nor I can turn away from vampires and humans who need our help.

“You will need to travel with us,” I begin. “Erin and I must cross the border today.”

“We will go with you, and do anything you need,” Horatio states. “It would be our honor.”

“Then let us prepare.” Erin adds, “Have you eaten?”

The family shakes their head. Rosa is already fetching more glasses and plates. Erin does what she does best and puts everyone at ease. I find it harder when I have a human close to me that needs to be changed. Even though Ricco has not yet turned 30—when vampires undergo their cellular transformation to become fully immortal—I can already sense the strength of their bond. I can feel
 Paula’s human soul yearning to be bonded for eternity with her mate. It tugs on my heart and causes my anxiety to spike. The feeling will not abate until Paula is a vampire. It’s going to be a long day.

Rosa sends us off with enough food and Red to feed a small village. Erin has assured me she was able to contact Mohan and update him on our current situation and the new members of our party. Hopefully, Mohan can get in touch with the vampire who is tasked with sneaking us across the border in the next three hours.

The new additions put us at a disadvantage in that I cannot pick them all up and run full speed through the desert to the meeting place. That was the original plan. Erin is as light as a feather and would have easily settled into my body as I ran. Now, we have to walk.

“Honey, please stop grumbling,” Erin says softly as we trek. “We will only be a few hours behind schedule and Mohan isn’t worried.”

“I apologize,” I reply. She’s right, of course. It is far more important that we help Ricco and Paula. My impatience stems from a mix of fatigue and frustration. I know we have a responsibility to help our brothers and sisters, but now and then a frisson of fear grips me when I think of Erin in harm’s way because of the so-called “prophecy” we are burdened with. Maybe I’d feel better if I had a say in it, but that’s not the case. It’s a go-along-with-the-flow kind of scenario. I’m not great with those.

The day slips by as we walk. The family is quiet, which is understandable. I’m sure Horatio and Emilio have been sick with worry, believing their son would fall into madness if they didn’t find us.

“There,” Erin says, pointing. I’ve been lost in my thoughts and didn’t notice the border fence.

My eyes focus on a distant figure. He’s wearing a Border Patrol uniform and is leaning against his SUV, looking in our direction. “That’s him,” I say. “Let’s go.” I pick up the pace, and everyone follows without a word. We reach the fence and the vampire waiting for us in around ten minutes. He smiles and bows. This time, I do roll my eyes. I’m so
 done with today. I want to get the hell out of here, and to our safe house where I can wash up, rest, and then prepare for Ricco’s change at midnight.

“I’m glad to see you. My name is Jeremy. Mohan sends his love. I’m going to take you straight to the safe house.”

“Thank you, Jeremy,” Erin replies. She gestures to the fence. “Shall we?”

One by one, the family climbs up and over. Once they are safely on the other side, Erin and I hold hands and jump, clearing the fence easily. We land effortlessly. All eyes are on us as we straighten our clothes. I still forget most vampires and humans have yet to witness anything like us in real life.

“Off we go then,” Erin says, smiling. The family and Jeremy seem to jolt out of their shock and awe-like state.

There will definitely be more bowing now. Ugh.
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H
 old
 it
 together
 for
 a little while longer, Erin.


The phrase has been my mantra for the past two weeks. I’d like nothing more than to break down into a mess of fear and anxiety, but what good would that do? It certainly wouldn’t help Amelia. I can feel her battling her new self on a daily basis.

She is scared to let her new abilities fully form. I think the incident with Mack scared her. That feeling of being out of control. Even though she has turned dozens and dozens of humans by now, her first experience left a scar. There is anger within her, but it isn’t spiteful. It is a protective righteousness. Her inner warrior and protector is itching to be unleashed but, my love is scared to lose control of it. I read her so easily. In her dreams I wander through her mind, trying to plant seeds of confidence. Amelia Loch is the strongest woman I know, and there is no doubt in my heart that if she allowed herself to be the vampire she is clearly destined to be, she would flourish.

Amelia’s reticence comes from a place of learned fear. As much as she scoffs at humans and their idiotic mythology concerning vampires, I can see it is those very myths she is terrified of. I understand. I mean, she has become stronger, faster and has fangs, unlike other vampires. All traits that humans have written about over history. So, in her mind, it’s feasible to believe she could inherit other characteristics, such as blood-lust and violence. That’s where I disagree. Amelia is not a monster. She is my other half. There is only light in her heart, no shadow or darkness. But will she listen? Of course not, because she is friggin’ stubborn as a mule!

So, until I can get her to accept herself entirely, I need to be the strong one. Thankfully, I’ve had Mohan available for chats. As crazy as the past two weeks have been, just hearing general day-to-day updates from the Grand Master has been just the thing I needed. Of course, he fills me in on any relevant information, such as the president sending out discreet task forces to search for us. But he manages to talk about everything and nothing at the same time, alternating between the chaos of our situation and the comfort of normalcy in a way that helps regulate the temperature of the situation. I’ve become much closer to him over the past few weeks.

Our time away has also given me the opportunity to work on my skills. Night Walking, as I call it—to Amelia’s chagrin—is becoming easier and easier. I’m now able to infiltrate minds without the consciousness I’m inhabiting noticing my presence. I’ve also successfully Shadowed—that’s what I’m calling it when I’m present in a person’s mind in real-time—several times without revealing myself.

Meeting other vampires has also been a wonderful experience. Granted, I’d prefer it if we weren’t on the run from the federal government and needing help from them, but what can you do? It is what it is. Well, that’s what I keep repeating to myself.

But, I know, once we meet up with the rest of the Loch clan, I will have the opportunity to work through my feelings and experiences. And considering we have just stepped foot on American soil, I’d say we are only a few moves away from making that our reality.

Jeremy seems like a nice guy. Mohan told me he’s worked on the Border Patrol task force for eleven years. He’s been instrumental in helping vampires cross into the US for most of the time he’s worked there. His mission is clear. Pick us up and get us to the safe house. I’m not worried. My concern now is on Ricco and Paula.

Jeremy assures me we will be at the house in less than an hour, leaving us plenty of time before Ricco will begin his change. True to his word, we arrive at a large house, walled off from the outside world just under an hour later.

“Mohan has had the fridge stocked, and beds made,” Jeremy says as we stop outside the front door. “It’s one of his many houses.”

I could roll my eyes. Mohan has arranged for us to stay in one of his most luxurious homes, which, considering the need to keep a low profile, is anything but discreet! Amusement overwhelms my slight irritation when I see the look on Paula and Ricco’s faces. Horatio and Emilio tense slightly. I might not have Amelia’s gift with senses, but even I can hear the rapid increase of their heartbeats.

Amelia looks far too tense. I haven’t seen her relax for one day since this shitshow started. Maybe I can finally get her to unwind for a day or two before we’re smuggled to see the family. In an ideal situation, I would seduce her, then claim her body until she couldn’t walk, let alone worry. But it isn’t just our new travel companions that make that scenario unlikely. It’s Amelia’s inability to let go long enough for me to successfully coax her into lovemaking.

Honestly, that could be half her issue. She’s sex depressed. Hell, I know I am. Amelia’s stress and anxiety are seriously messing with our bedroom antics. I’m well aware we have plenty to worry about and sex shouldn’t be at the forefront of my mind, but it has practical benefits too. Amelia and I are passionate. We are never stronger than when we connect, both physically and emotionally. But so far, Amelia has put a stop to it every time I have tried to initiate something.

Jeremy interrupts my musings by clearing his throat. Amelia is looking at me with a knowing gaze. I stare back defiantly. We’ve never kept our feelings from one another, and I’m not about to start now. She looks away first, with anxiety etched across her beautiful face.

“You will only see me again if there is a problem,” Jeremy says. “There is no reason for any issues to arrive, but here is an emergency remote, should you need to signal me.” He hands me a small one-button remote control. “Just press the button and I will be here in minutes. There is also a panic room off the master bedroom. Mohan assures me he will guide you through everything.” Jeremy is only talking to me now. Presumably, Jeremy knows I can communicate with Mohan.

Resting my hand on his forearm, I smile. “Thank you, Jeremy. For everything. We appreciate you.”

Bowing his head ever so slightly, he smiles. “It is truly my honor.” And with that, he turns and leaves.
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We watch collectively as the clock strikes midnight. All eyes turn to Ricco, who closes his eyes and breathes in heavily. There is no dramatic change. Ricco won’t flail around while his body goes through the change. But he will know, as will Amelia. She will feel Paula’s soul reaching out for her mate.

Ricco and Paula sit together, holding hands. Paula’s head rests on his shoulder. We all stay silent for what seems like an eternity until I notice a slight shift in Amelia’s aura. It’s like I can see her “other side” begin to stir. The deep blue of her life force brightens, and her eyes lock on Paula. Knowing what’s coming, I slip from my seat and approach Emilio and Horatio, who look up at me with concern.

“It’s time for us to leave,” I say quietly.

Considering Amelia and I have been out of touch with everyone, we no longer have the luxury of having the new family doctor milk us for the serum we produce. That means she will be turning Paula the old-fashioned way, and that isn’t something for the family to witness. Truth be told, I dislike watching it. Amelia gets violently sick every time human blood enters her stomach, which makes me ache for her.

Horatio wants to argue, but I level him with a stern look. It’s the one I perfected behind the bar at Insomnia when a punter was dancing on the end of my last nerve. Emilio takes his husband by the hand and leads him out of the room. I take one last look at Amelia, who is laser focused on Paula, before retreating to the room we picked.

There is no need for me to insert myself into Emilio and Horatio’s space. They will support each other. I need to check-in with Mohan and then gear myself up to receive Amelia.

I’m just saying goodbye to Mohan when I feel Amelia’s rage run through me like ice. Her anger is not directed at Paula, but rather at life for allowing a vampire to fall in love with a human. Amelia is the one who feels their pain the most. She experiences what it’s like for two fated souls to be kept apart by biology. And it’s not just this one time, but every time she is near a vampire and their human mate.

However, now I know she is turning Paula. The spike in anger occurs as she is about to bite into human flesh. I wish we had a way to milk her. At least she gets a reprieve from having to be so close to such heartache and pain that way.

Thank the universe we were able to help Ricco and Paula so quickly. Amelia feels so much worse when she helps a human change whose mate is a Fallen. The longer they have been kept apart, the worse for Amelia. The human doesn’t go unscathed either. Unlike the physical symptoms a vampire exhibits when kept from their mate, humans feel it emotionally. Like a deep depression. Cruel and unrelenting.

I slip into the shower and wash quickly. I want to cleanse myself of the past few weeks. Tonight, I will take steps to get us back on track as a couple. We might be anointed or whatever, but Amelia is still my wife. And I miss her.

My back has just hit the headboard when our door opens and Amelia slips in. She gives me a small smile before heading to the shower. I know she wants the hot water to cleanse away everything that’s happened today and over the past few days, just like I did.

I wait patiently, trying to decide if I should attempt to seduce her or not. I’m warring with myself constantly, and frankly, it’s pissing me off. When Amelia steps into the bedroom naked, my mind is made up. We have a lifetime together, and I do not intend to waste a second of it. This shit with the president will be here in the morning. It’s not something that will simply disappear, and I cannot go without Amelia’s touch indefinitely. Our souls are joined. When we are not together, I feel as if a part of me is physically missing. All the stress, fear, and anxiety become so big that they feel insurmountable. I know Amelia feels the same.

She approaches the bed, and I can see her mind is elsewhere. She’s thinking about all the things that could go wrong before we reunite with the family. Drawing up to my knees, I reach forward, taking her hand, which snaps her back to the present.

“Erin,” she begins, but I stop any more words from spilling out with two fingers pressed to her lips. My other hand rests over her heart as I simply look at my beautiful wife.

“Are Paula and Ricco okay?” She nods. “Good, then tonight is about us,” I say, trailing my fingers from her lips to the back of her head. I pull her in and inhale her scent deeply. Our lips are millimeters apart and I know she is about to protest, so I stop. My breath spills over her mouth, and my eyes bore into hers. I open my mind entirely, flooding us both with my thoughts and feelings. I want Amelia to understand how much I miss her. How lost I feel when she steps back from my touch.

The emotional dump must work because she surges forward and takes my mouth in hers. The kiss is demanding and unapologetic, which I love.
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K
 eeping
 my
 distance—emotionally
 and
 physically—from Erin wasn’t necessarily a conscious decision. I think a part of me threw up some walls to protect myself from letting fear consume me. Watching my life change without an ounce of control broke something within me.

We were crafting a life together. One that is supposed to be safe and surrounded by love. A life that is now being torn to pieces because of human ignorance. The same ignorance that has plagued this planet since the dawn of civilization.

The walls were only supposed to be temporary. Just until I got Erin safely out of Hawaii. But as the days passed, my walls grew higher, and the distance between us grew wider. Erin has tried many times to coax me into lovemaking, but every time, I nearly drown in anxiety. A voice haunts my subconscious, reminding me never to let the walls down. Not if I wanted to keep Erin safe and get us home. Now, I spend every waking moment consumed by fruitless planning. It’s useless because I have zero clue where to even start. How do you take on the President of the United States? Vampires can fight, but we are peaceful at our core. We dedicate our lives to the prosperity of not just our kind, but humans as well.

In my darker moments, I wish we were
 made like the beasts in human fairytales. At least then I would feel like we have a fighting chance.

The distance I’ve put between Erin and me is counterintuitive. I know that. As we’ve established many times before, we are the strongest when we are close. So, by pulling us apart emotionally, I’ve weakened us. But it isn’t something I’ve been able to control. My life is turning and turning, and I can’t do a damn thing to stop it.

I need to get Erin to safety. I need to hold my family in my arms. I need to make sure I never lose control of myself like I did with Mack. So many things I need to do, and not a clue how to do them. Except for closing myself off and buckling down.

But now Erin has opened her mind and heart to me, flooding my senses with her heartache. My absence has hurt her, and I’ll never forgive myself. In my quest to save us both, I have cast her to one side. Rejected her advances, when all she wanted to do was increase our bond by loving me.

I wanted to push her away again when I walked into the bedroom after my shower. Turning Paula left me feeling tainted. Not something I want anywhere near Erin, but then she pressed her fingers to my lips and the only thing I wanted to do was kiss her. So, I did.

I am.

Her skin is an angel’s caress. Just the ghost of a touch sends my senses into overdrive. Our kiss is fierce as our hands grapple for skin. There is no entity on this earth more beautiful than Erin. Her soul glows golden as it breaks through my mental barrier. I can’t stop the smile from taking over my face as I witness our soul colors unite.

Erin shifts, pulling me down on top of her. My body slides into its rightful place. Her pleasure is already coating her thighs. I need to consume every drop of it, but her grip remains strong. Her thighs clamp me in place.

“Not yet,” she gasps as I rock into her.

I love eating her out. It’s my favorite thing to do, whether I’m nestled between her legs or she’s sitting on my face. But for Erin, it’s the face-to-face orgasm she craves. She loves to witness my blue aura spark in my eyes as we join.

Pulling back, I give her what she wants. Unrestricted access to all that I am. Her irises illuminate. Bright gold rings stare back at me as I snake my hand between us. Our colors dance and entwine, shrouding us from the outside world. Our panting spurs me on. I love to hear her excitement and anticipation.

“Please don’t tease me. Not today.” She whimpers as I gently run the tip of my finger over her clit.

Instead of answering, I press two fingers inside. She’s tight and warm. Her muscles contract instantly. I want her to give me all she has, so I quickly slip in a third finger and thrust. My own sex is pulsing with need. Erin grabs my ass, pulling me closer, causing my pussy to bear down on her thigh.

We are rushing toward a glorious crescendo, and I berate myself for ever keeping Erin at bay. My scream escapes my throat as the most glorious climax washes over me. My hand has stilled inside Erin, but it doesn’t matter. She has her head thrown back, and her own scream echoes around the room. It will take many more moments like this until we are sated.

The cicadas sing as we lay sweating from head to toe. We should shower, but the fragrance of sex is the reminder of our night together. A reminder I need to keep at the forefront of my mind for a few hours more.

“Can you feel it, my love?” Erin murmurs. Her lips trace my jaw. “The raw power.”

“Yes,” I moan, as her fingers twist my nipple.

“I want you one more time,” she whispers. “But this will be purely for my pleasure.”

I’m turned on to my stomach. My hands instinctively grip the pillow. Erin shifts off the bed and goes to our luggage. My eyes are closed but I hear exactly what she retrieves. My heart rate spikes, and I feel her smiling with her whole being.

The bed dips. My knees are parted. “Your body is worthy of worship.” Her hands caress the back of my legs until she reaches my ass. She playfully smacks it, making my clit ache. “Oh baby, your clit will have to wait its turn.”

God, she drives me wild when she reads me like that.

Hooking her hands under my hips, she draws them up. My head remains buried in the pillow, waiting. Waiting for what she’s about to do to me. A cold, wet sensation trickles between my cheeks. I shiver. Erin hasn’t stopped touching me and I’m about to lose my mind. She’s an expert at edging me.

The tip of her dildo swipes through my folds, coating my pussy in lube. Erin pushes in, stretching me wide. She is impatient.

My moan is guttural. She wastes no time picking up speed. Her rhythm is fast and deep. I can feel every inch of her, and I want more. She plucks my thoughts from my head the second they form.

One hand remains on my hip as the other traces my spine with the object I crave the most. I’m already close to the edge when her hand reaches the bottom of my back. She continues lower until I feel the sweet pressure of the other toy pushing against my asshole. Erin is going to fill me entirely.

Relaxing as best I can, I whimper in sheer delight as she pushes the plug into me. The pressure of the dildo and butt plug inside me violently throws me off the cliff one last time. I know I’m making a mess, but I’m too delirious with pleasure to really care.

Only when my body collapses to the bed do I come back to reality. Erin pulls out of me slowly but leaves the plug in, just the way I like it. She’s so in tune with my every need. When the last vestiges of my orgasm are nearly gone, Erin slowly pulls the plug from me. I give one last gasp before I fall into a deep and sated sleep.
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Compared to the weight it held before last night, the heaviness I’ve felt over the past two weeks is now just a shadow of itself. My heart is open and content. With her hand placed over it, Erin softly whispers words of love.

“Rest,” she says. “We still have a few more hours until we’re needed.”

I shift, rolling onto my side so our faces are only centimeters apart. “I’m sorry, Erin.”

She shakes her head. “It’s been hard. I know.” I go to protest because Erin is letting me off far too easily. “I accept your apology. Okay?”

“I’ve pushed you away.”

“Yes. But now we’re together again. Your heart is open.”

I take a deep breath. “I feel like everything is spinning out of control. Getting home is just the beginning, Erin. What then? How do we put this genie back in its bottle?”

Her hand palms my face. “I don’t know. All we can do is take things one day at a time. This isn’t all on our shoulders, Amelia. We will have the vampire community on our side. We’ll figure something out.”

“How do you calm me so easily?”

She smiles. “Not so easily if the past two weeks are anything to go by. But I know your head isn’t solely filled with thoughts of our current predicament. You’ve been struggling since Mack.”

“I replay it over and over again, Erin. The urge to bite Mack. I had no control. I had to be wrestled to the floor.”

“But you can control it now. You have done every day since.”

“Yes, until the day I can’t.” It’s my greatest fear, outside of Erin getting hurt.

Erin sits up on her elbow. I brush my fingers through her silky hair. “Is it any easier now?”

I nod. “Yes. But that scares me. I don’t want to let my guard down. All it would take is a bite too deep, or a blood draw too long, and I could kill someone.” She studies my face. I appreciate the fact she isn’t trying to read my thoughts. Allowing me the space to talk on my own terms. “The side of me that feels the injustice that nature has put upon these people turns me almost feral. Like I have to take every drop of their blood before they are cured of their curse.”

“I had no idea,” she says into my mouth as she gently kisses me.

“It’s my burden to bear. You have your own changes to deal with. Although, I think it’s safe to say you’re a natural. A true Queen.” I smile.

“No, I have it easier.” Something else that has evolved since the first time Erin encountered a Fallen. She can block their pain and suffering now. I know she sees their dimmed light, but that’s all. Erin doesn’t have to go through the heartache I do. “Amelia, I’m here. Your burden, my burden, it doesn’t matter. We deal with it all as one. I won’t let you lose control, honey. I promise.”

My lips seek hers again. We kiss until all our troubles are a mere wisp of a memory. Erin fills my mind entirely.

“All being well, we’ll see the family tonight,” I say, hoping the topic of our family will help me absorb some positivity. I’m tired of everything feeling so dark.

“Nothing will go wrong,” Erin soothes. “Mohan has everything prepared. Now kiss me again, and then we’ll get up. I want to check on Ricco and Paula.”

“It worked. Paula has changed.”

I’m just glad that Erin didn’t need to intervene. We’ve discovered that Erin isn’t necessary if the mate of a potential Fallen turns close to the same time as their loved one. It’s fortunate Paula is already over thirty. They won’t have to wait to start their immortal life together. Not like some we’ve encountered who have waited years for their human mate to reach an age where the transformation can be completed. Like Erin and me. The waiting is the hardest part.

Erin smiles. “Be proud, Amelia. Ricco and Paula have a future because of you.”

I shake my head. “They should never have had to worry, Erin. I just don’t understand why we are made this way. Why would the universe create us to be deeply loving creatures? Soul searchers? And then make it so we can’t be with the one that calls to us. It’s so unbelievably cruel.”

Erin pulls me close. “It’s no different from the injustices of the human world. We just have to work with what we’ve got. And for vampires, they have us. A light in the dark. There is still so much for us to learn. Who knows, maybe others will develop similar gifts to ours.”

“Maybe.” I sigh. “Or maybe we’re it.”

“And if that’s true. We’ll do everything in our power to help as many as possible.”

“While being hunted by the president’s attack dogs?”

“Yes,” Erin states. “Because the Fallen and their mates are worth the risk of getting caught. But as I said. We have a lot of people behind us. I have faith in the council, in our community.”

“What if it’s all-out war?” I ask.

It’s Erin’s turn to shake her head. “That’s not the vampire way.”

“But it is
 the human way.”














Four




Erin








B
 egrudgingly,
 I
 agree
 to
 shower and head downstairs to eat. After last night, I was more than happy to ask Jeremy to postpone the trip for another twenty-four hours. My libido is far from satisfied. But Amelia made some good points about getting to safety and she also gave me another two orgasms in the shower.

The kitchen is alive with laughter when Amelia and I walk in. It makes my heart happy to see Ricco and Paula snuggled in each other’s arms by the breakfast bar. Paula is almost at the end of her change. But I can feel their souls have bonded. There is a pureness to their energy. They are utterly content and they make a beautiful family. Emilio spots us first. His eyes are glassy and his smile wide. “Thank you,” he cries.

Amelia tenses as she’s hauled into a hug. Emilio’s tears soak through Amelia’s silk shirt. She looks like a deer in headlights, which makes me chuckle.

“Um…you’re welcome,” she squeaks. Her eyes are pleading with me. I don’t need to read her mind to know she wants me to rescue her.

“Honey, let her go.” Horatio laughs, stepping from behind the breakfast bar. Pulling his husband off a stunned Amelia, he turns to me and sinks to one knee. His head bowed. “We are in your debt once again.”

“There is no debt,” I say, looking at Amelia, who smiles. “We are honored to help.”

“That may be so,” Emilio says, wiping away his tears. “But you saved our boy from a fate worse than death. They will live happily together, because of you both. And we all know the risk you took to do it.”

“What have you heard?” Amelia asks, breaking away to grab us both a coffee.

Horatio goes back to the stove and begins adding pancake batter to a pan. Emilio sits on a free bar stool. “We started hearing whispers. Just rumors, we thought. After the council spread word about your ascension, more vampires joined in wanting our identities to be revealed. The movement was picking up speed. We even heard the Grand Master was onboard.”

“And then nothing,” Ricco adds. “Suddenly vampires were leaving, going underground.”

“The big family names,” Emilio said. “The Loch’s for one. The Grand Master vanished into thin air.”

“And then a different set of rumors started. Ones saying that vampires were being hunted down,” Horatio interjects. “Just over the span of two days, nearly every vampire in our community became aware that something was very wrong and that you both had been attacked.”

“It was hard to tell what was fact and fiction,” Paula says. “But with so much uncertainty, we decided to leave.”

Ricco kisses Paula on her head before speaking. “But with my birthday so close, my fathers didn’t want to leave anything to chance. I’m an ex-Army Ranger, so I put my skills to good use and tracked you both.”

“We know it was selfish of us,” Horatio says. His eyes cast downward.

“We’ve seen the pain and suffering the Fallen endure. Not to mention the anguish their mate has to experience. Please don’t feel bad about wanting to keep your family from going through that,” Amelia replies. Failing to mention that she, herself, experiences the horror and pain. She may not have Fallen, but Amelia knows torment.

“The Grand Master informed the president of our existence, and it didn’t go how we hoped,” I say jovially.

Amelia rolls her eyes. That’s an understatement
 , she thinks. “It’s true we were attacked. Erin has managed to stay in contact with the Grand Master, but we need to get back to our family.”

“And that’s where I come in,” Jeremy calls as he enters the kitchen. “We need to leave within the hour.”

“Where are we going?” I ask.

“Nevada. We have a long drive.”

Emilio begins cleaning the kitchen. “You three get going. We will clean up and leave the house in a couple of hours, if that’s okay?”

“You’re not coming with us?” Amelia asks. Her link to Paula will still be thrumming through her veins.

“We know you have bigger things to think about,” Ricco begins, but I hold my hand up again.

“Please come with us. We have no idea who is being targeted. I would feel better if you stayed close.”

We need to stick together. Of that I am certain.

The family share a few looks before Horatio nods. “Thank you. We appreciate the offer.”

“Okay,” Jeremy claps. “Let’s get this show on the road.”

We’re out of the house within thirty minutes, a testament to how badly we all want to feel some semblance of safety. Jeremy tells us Mohan has sent word for all the Grand Masters, council members, and elders to meet. They should be congregated by the time we arrive. I’ve tried to reach out to him, because I’m not sure gathering all our leaders in one spot is a good plan, but he’s blocking me out.

Amelia squeezes my hand. We’re sitting silently in the back of the SUV. Emilio and Horatio are in front of us, chatting quietly. Ricco and Paula are asleep. Although we practically ran out of the house this morning, I’m still feeling quite relaxed. Bonding with Amelia last night healed the rift all this chaos has caused. I know there will still be times when Amelia struggles to accept herself and will worry about losing control. But I will do everything I can to make her see she’s not the monster she fears.

“I enjoyed last night,” she mumbles.

“Mmm, it was rather nice, wasn’t it?” I love the flash of indignation that crosses her face. She’s so easy to tease.

“Nice?” She chuckles.

I look at her through heavy lashes and a sultry grin. “Very nice?”

Letting out a bark of laughter, she takes my chin between her forefinger and thumb. “Yes, it was very
 nice.” She kisses me with so much passion I’m ready to drop my panties for her, here and now.

“You can’t kiss me like that. Not when you can’t finish what you start.” I murmur into her mouth.

I flood my thong the second I see that glint in her eye that tells me she accepts the challenge. Her hand snakes to the top of my thigh but goes no further. Her eyes stay locked on me, and that’s when I feel the shimmer of her want wash over my entire body. She’s going to make me come without touching me. I can’t help but bite my lip in anticipation. It’s like a fire has been lit in her, and I love it.

She quickly checks on our companions. They are either unaware or pretending not to notice. I don’t care either way. The risk makes it more fun.

Her thoughts are pure eroticism. She’s picturing all the things she wants to do to me. My breathing catches as a vivid image sears into my mind of Amelia unbuckling her belt and sliding out our shared favorite toy. I see myself straddling her in the back of the SUV. She takes the head and rubs it through my growing wetness. I lower myself until I’m stretched and taking every inch. Amelia wraps her hand in my hair and pulls, exposing my throat.

I know this isn’t really happening, but I can’t stop my fangs from revealing themselves. Amelia knows I love it when we share blood in the throes of fucking. The first time we did it, we shocked ourselves. It was entirely instinctual.

Usually, we don’t bite unless we are deprived of each other, which is why I’m yearning for it now. The sex last night was just the beginning. We will both need a lot more time together to fulfill our thirst.

Closing my eyes, I lose myself in the fantasy Amelia is creating for us. I’m riding her slowly as she sinks her teeth into my neck. The toy plunges deep inside until the timer runs out and it begins to vibrate.


Keep quiet, my love
 .

Yes, I must stay quiet. We are in a car full of vampires who see us as royalty. We’re not being very regal right now. Which, if I’m honest, adds to the excitement.

My pussy contracts even though there is no toy inside me. I’m going to climax, and there is not a damn thing I can do—or want to do—to stop it. Her hand tightens on my thigh. A warning to remain silent. Which I do. In my head, however, I am screaming in sheer delight as I come all over her.

My eyes flicker open as the rush of my orgasm recedes. Amelia is watching me with a cocky grin on her face. I flick a look at the other passengers, who are none the wiser of what she has just done to me. The only proof is my ruined underwear and my heavy breathing. Running the tips of my fingers over the spot on my neck where fantasy Amelia bit down, I have to stop myself from groaning in disappointment. How I wish I could act out Amelia’s thoughts this instant. God, what I wouldn’t do to make her scream.

As real as she made it feel, nothing will beat her hands on me. But for now, I will have to bathe in the afterglow of Amelia’s fantastic mind fuck.

Licking my lips, I lift my hips and slide my underwear down. Amelia tracks my every movement. Her nose flares as I slip the garment into her hand.

“Good job, baby,” I whisper.
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Life almost feels normal as we cruise along. These few hours of respite have helped reset my equilibrium. Now Amelia and I have connected properly, and several times, I have a clarity of mind that has been absent for the past few weeks.

“Ten minutes,” Jeremy calls. When I heard Nevada, I was expecting the desert for some reason. I guessed having a secret lair or something would go well with Area 51. However, we have entered Humboldt-Toiyabe National Forest and are heading off road toward the mountains.

“Secret lair?” Amelia asks with adorably scrunched eyebrows.

Shrugging, I nod. “Well, yeah. It feels like the situation calls for a secret lair.”

She titters but says no more. We are close and her nerves are sky high. Amelia is almost vibrating as Jeremy pulls the car into a long driveway. Tall firs tower above us. We are completely secluded.

It’s another three minutes until we stop outside a log cabin. It doesn’t look big enough to fit a single vampire comfortably, let alone dozens. The building is nothing like the mansion we spent the night in. Amelia holds my hands as we wait for Jeremy to unload the back. Emilio, Horatio, Ricco, and Paula fall behind us.

The inside of the cabin is as basic as the outside, and empty. I feel Amelia flex. She’s getting agitated. I fill her mind with calming thoughts.

“Follow me,” Jeremy says, leading us through to a bedroom. He moves a single bed out of the way, revealing an opening in the floor. Ha! Secret lair, I knew it.


“Cool,” Ricco mutters.

“Well, the cabin makes sense now.” I laugh. Amelia is already moving and stepping down the stairs.

We step onto a concrete floor. Jeremy bids us goodbye and covers the entrance. Overhead halogens automatically turn on, lighting the way. Striding with confident steps, Amelia leads us forward. We walk until we come to a steel door. There is no handle. I want to make a comment about how very Underworld
 this is feeling, but I don’t think Amelia would appreciate it.

She raises her hand to knock, but the door swings open and Amelia is pulled into the arms of Victoria Loch. My smile hasn’t even fully formed before I am dragged into the fold. Harlan holds us all in his arms.

We made it.














Five




Amelia








I
 feel
 as
 if
 I am floating. My mother’s arms are a balm to my frayed nerves. Her scent simultaneously comforts and breaks me. I feel the rush of tears streak down my face as she holds me tight. More bodies move around us, and I feel my father’s towering presence as he holds Mother, myself, and Erin.

Erin is just as relieved as me. Our souls tingle with anticipated happiness. We made it. Our family is safe.

“Oh, my darlings. I am so happy to have you back with us,” Mother whispers, her voice thick with emotion. I’m unable to talk. My voice refuses to come. Gripping her tighter, I pour all my feelings into her.

“Is everyone okay?” Erin asks.

“All fine, don’t worry,” Father answers. It’s another couple of minutes before I feel safe to step back. Holding my mother at arm’s length, I survey her, needing to see for my own eyes. They really are okay.

Neither my mother nor father have a hair out of place. They look as cool and collected as usual. There is a ruckus of noise as the rest of our clan push through the considerable crowd. Erin and I are swept up into the arms of my siblings. Lucille stands back, waiting for her turn. Throughout our lives, Lucille and I have always been volatile toward one another. We just seem to rub each other up the wrong way. Since meeting Erin, our relationship has morphed into something different. We still irritate each other immensely, but now, I have a love so deep for her. She gives me shit, but she has shown herself to be the most loyal and loving sibling out of the entire clan.

Stepping back from Aliah, I stand in front of Lucille. We regard each other for a few moments before moving into each other’s arms. “You asshole,” she hisses into my ear, causing me to laugh.

“I missed you too, Luce.”

We finally break away and wipe our faces. I’m filled with so much love. Erin takes my hand and nuzzles my cheek. “We’re going to be okay, honey,” she murmurs.

“Hello,” my mother says, speaking to Horatio.

Stepping forward, I lay my hand on Horatio’s shoulder. “Oh, yes, sorry, let me introduce you to Horatio and his husband, Emilio. Ricco, their son, and Paula, his mate.”

“It’s a pleasure to meet you all,” Horatio replies, bowing slightly.

“We met up with them before crossing the border,” Erin supplies.

“Yes, their majesties were kind enough to help our son and Paula.”

I hear Lucille snigger at the use of our formal titles—that, I may add—I did not agree to!

“Ricco turned thirty last night,” I say.

“And you helped Paula,” my mother replies, not really asking. I nod. She squeezes my hand. It’s a strange thing to get recognition for biting a human. It doesn’t sit well with me, no matter how many times Erin tries to convince me I’m a good person. I still have to consume human blood. I vomit as much as I can, but a small part absorbs into my system. It’s how my bond with the human lasts.

“Welcome. Please make yourselves at home. There is Red in the next room and enough food to feed an army. Bedrooms further along,” Father says, shaking hands with Emilio and the rest of the family.

Mother turns to Erin and me. “Erin, your parents are here. Kit and Claire too.”

“Where is Mohan?” Erin asks. I know she is desperate to see her parents, but we must speak to Mohan. There is much we have missed, and although they have communicated, I’m positive there is a lot he has kept to himself.

“In the office,” Mother answers.

“What is this place?” I ask. The bunker is huge. Even though it is filled with dozens upon dozens of vampires, there is still ample room. I can see doors branching off to different parts. I wonder just how deep the structure runs.

Marcus, one of my older siblings, grins. “Another of Mohan’s real estate purchases. The man has properties everywhere. It’s quite impressive.”

“Harlan, would you mind showing us to the office?” Erin says before turning to Mother. “Victoria, would you let my parents know we are here and will be with them as soon as possible, but the meeting with Mohan cannot wait.”

“Of course, take your time. They understand.”

Father gestures for us to follow. As we move, the crowd parts. Every single head bows in our presence.

“Christ,” I hiss just loud enough for Erin to hear. She smiles at the people, ignoring me.

“Oh, thank the universe,” Mohan cries the second we enter the office. “You don’t know how happy I am to see you both, and how so very sorry I am. This is all my doing,” he blurts. I think he’s on the verge of tears.

“Mohan, please,” Erin begins, but the Grand Master shakes his head.

“I went into the meeting far too excited, Your Majesty. I’d barely said the word vampire before I was telling the president about our new queens. It’s my fault.”

I’ve done my best not to place blame. After all, we knew revealing ourselves posed a considerable risk. However, I can’t help but growl in frustration at Mohan’s utter lack of precaution. His naivety is astounding. We told him not to even utter the words savior queen. Not until we knew how things would unravel. He didn’t listen.

My growl must have been audible because Mohan drops to his knees in front of me. Erin places her hand on my arm, looking at me with concern.

“Amelia, it isn’t on Mohan. The president didn’t waste a second deciding we are a threat.”

“I am aware,” I grind out. “But maybe if the Grand Master had used some common sense, instead of verbally vomiting, we wouldn’t have been attacked in our bed! Maybe if he’d listened to us, we wouldn’t have spent two weeks clawing our way home!”

“I am so sorry, so sorry,” Mohan cries, and this time I see tears.

“Tell us exactly what happened. Do not skip a word,” I bark. Maybe I should be calmer and willing to forgive him, but his excitement put my mate in danger.

Erin helps Mohan to his feet. She’s pissed at me, which is just wonderful. We’ve only just got back in balance with each other and now I am in the doghouse.

Knowing I need some space, I take a few steps back and lean against the wall as Erin sits with Mohan. He tells us about his meeting. How he barely made it out of the White House without being arrested.

“I contacted you the second I was out of danger,” he says to Erin. “I contacted as many council members as possible to start the evacuation. I knew the president would begin her search for anyone linked to me.”

“And how exactly
 did she deduce Erin is the queen?” It’s one thing he revealed a new vampire queen. It’s something else if he told the president who the queen and her mate are by name.

Mohan pales. “I mentioned your first names. Nothing more, but that must have been enough.”

Anger boils in my blood. I don’t care that he is our elected leader. I want to hurt him for putting Erin in harm’s way. A wash of calm penetrates my mind. Erin is trying to help me, but it isn’t enough. I need to leave, to get away from him, so I can calm down.

Pushing off the wall, I leave the office. Father and Laurence are waiting outside. I see their concern as I storm past them, searching for a place that isn’t occupied.

“In here,” Lucille says, grabbing my arm and dragging me into a small bedroom. “This room is reserved for you and Erin, so no one is allowed in.”

“You’re in it,” I snap.

“To save you from doing or saying something stupid, you moron,” she retorts with venom.

“Fuck you, Lucille.”

A malicious grin spreads across her face. “Ah, you want a fight,” she sneers. “That can be arranged. Follow me.” She rips the door open, causing people to look. My anger is still too prominent to care what others are thinking. Lucille is right. I do
 want a fight.

She leads me to a gym. This place is ridiculous. The room is fully kitted out and has enough space for a sparing ring. Lucille climbs in, forgoing any hand wraps or body protection which is fine by me.

I jump from the doorway and land in the ring. I see the look of surprise on Lucille’s face, which makes me grin. We haven’t fought in a long time. I’ve changed a lot.

“Let’s go,” I growl.

“Fight like a Loch, not a queen. None of your fancy new skills. Let’s see if you can take me the old-fashioned way,” she taunts me as we begin.

We circle each other. Lucille was a better fighter than me. But I always gave as good as I got, which I intend to do now. I’ll fight like a Loch. I’ll fight with all the rage I’ve pent up for weeks.

We clash in a haze of fists and feet. We are both proficient in mixed martial arts. Lucille lands several punches, almost knocking me to the mat.

“You’ve been training.” I wipe a drop of blood from my lip.

“I never stopped training, sister.”

We go round after round. My anger filtering out through every punch until I am a sweaty mess on the floor. Lucille lays next to me heaving a breath as we starfish, looking up to the concrete ceiling.

“You’re a good sister,” I pant out.

“I know,” she replies. “You’ve gotten stronger.”

“I know.”

Lucille rolls to her side. “Still want to rip Mohan’s head off?”

I lick my lips. “Yes, but at least I feel in control now.”

“He was wrong. He hasn’t shied away from owning his mistake. We know he fucked up, Amelia. Now we have to work out how to move forward. You need to work out how to move forward with
 him.”

“I know.”

“I bet Erin has already forgiven him.” Rolling to her back again.

I scoff. “Erin didn’t blame him in the first place.”

Lucille grins. “I’m sure she didn’t.”

We fall silent for a few seconds. “This new side of me, the one born to protect the queen, is a strong force, Luce. I’m not even sure Erin fully understands how powerful it is. The mere hint of a threat toward her and I am compelled to leave the earth in flaming ruins to protect her.”

“Dramatic.” She chuckles, which makes me smile.

“Maybe so, but it’s true. I’m still learning how to live with it.”

“You make it sound as if it isn’t you. Amelia, this ‘other side’ you keep referring to isn’t a separate entity. It is you
 . Erin’s transformation into the Salvator Regina comes from within her biology. I know we’re working from prophecies and all that shit. But this is real. Your bond has unleashed a change in both of your DNA. That isn’t magic. It’s evolution. You are
 this protective side. Once you embrace it, you will control it.”

“I can’t accept being a monster,” I sob. “The anger is all-consuming at times, Luce.”

“Don’t be so fucking ridiculous. You are no monster. But you are being an asshole. Erin needs you to get a goddamn grip. There is a reason the queen needs her protector. Together, you make a whole. Together, you are saving our kind from hell. Stop feeling sorry for yourself and do your job.”

Lucille hauls herself up and leaves the gym. She always knew how to make a statement. And a dramatic exit.

The silence envelops me. Closing my eyes, I meditate. Before we were attacked, I’d gotten good at clearing my mind. Meditation was helping me deal with all the upheaval. Lucille is harsh, but she may be right. I’ve been spiraling, and that doesn’t help Erin. She’s having to hold everything together, including me.

Centering my thoughts, I gather all my feelings. Anger is still the strongest emotion, but I also feel fear, anxiety, and love. Concentrating, I pull the love forward. Ignoring or pushing away any emotion only leads to disaster, but that doesn’t mean I have to let it take up too much room inside. I acknowledge my anger is still there but allow love to bloom larger. I summon other emotions forward, such as happiness and calm. Instead of fighting myself, I have to make peace.

I can view my calling to protect the queen as something to be feared, or I can let it fill me with pride. Acceptance isn’t easy, but I know I have to accomplish it—for the sake of my mate and community. I also have to have faith that as my partner in all things, Erin will be there to pull me back if I ever overstep.














Six




Erin








W
 atching
 Amelia
 storm
 out
 of the room and not follow is hard and heartbreaking. She is my mate. When Amelia hurts, I hurt. And right now, she is in pain. Just the thought of me getting hurt sends a visceral pain through her body. I feel it. But I know she needs time to cool down, and I need to reassure Mohan. The community needs him to be a strong leader, so falling apart is out of the question.

“I’m sorry, Erin,” he repeats. “I took a golden opportunity and ruined it.”

I stroke his back. He is more than the Grand Master to me. We are friends, and I truly dislike seeing my friends suffer. Yes, okay, he was foolish to blurt out the things he did, but I know it came from a place of optimism. After so many years of watching his people suffer, he was given hope. Unfortunately, that hope meant nothing to the president. All she heard were the words “vampires” and “the risen queen.” Of course, she panicked. It’s probably ingrained in the human genome to panic and then obliterate.

But what’s done is done.

Now, I have to focus on stopping the annihilation of our people. It’s not lost on me how much closer I feel to vampires than I ever did to humans. Maybe I took being part of a community for granted when I was human. Yet, when I think about the differences between our species, they seem profound.

As a human, I cherished life and shared it with friends and family. But as a vampire, I love more fiercely, more deeply. My friends and family are not just in my life—they are a part
 of me. Everything I feel is deeper, somehow magnified, in this new form. With absolute certainty, I know that becoming a vampire was my destiny. And it’s a destiny I will fight to defend with everything I have.

“My friend, you need to stop. There is too much work to be done for self-pity.” I don’t want to come across as harsh, but time is ticking. We have no idea what the president intends to do next.

Producing a handkerchief, Mohan wipes his face. He straightens up and takes my hand. “I will do whatever it takes to keep you all safe. You have my word.”

I smile. “I know you will. Is that why you’ve called all these people here?”

He nods. “Yes. This is bigger than me. We need to decide as a community how to respond.”

Suddenly, a wave of fury fogs my mind. Amelia is getting angrier. Concentrating, I do my best to connect with her. A sharp pain crashes against my face. “Shit,” I hiss, bringing my fingers to my lips. No blood. What the hell is she doing?

“Erin?”

“I’m fine. It’s Amelia.”

Mohan stays quiet as I investigate. Closing my eyes, I force my way into her mind. She doesn’t register my presence, as I now know she’s far too busy pummeling Lucille.

“Sorry about that,” I say, leaving Amelia’s mind and returning to the office. “Everything is fine.”

“She’s never going to forgive me.” He sighs, looking downcast.

“Yes, she will. Amelia is contending with a lot of emotions right now. Seeing her family will help.”

“I hope so.”

We take a few moments. There is a lot of emotion in this bunker. A powder keg if we’re not careful.

Finally, I break the silence. “When do you plan on addressing them?”

“I was waiting for you to arrive.”

“Give me some time to see my parents and catch up with the family.” I’ll need Amelia by my side for this, but she’s still working out her aggression.

“Take all the time you need. I will do the rounds, keep everyone fed and happy until you’re ready.”

Mohan leaves first. I need a few minutes alone to collect myself. Along with the title of Salvator Regina comes the expectation that I can somehow fix everything. I know what Amelia and I can do is almost miraculous, and I’m grateful every day that we can do some good, but even we have limits. I think.

I’d hoped to have many, many
 years of settling into this role before having to face the masses as some sort of savior figure. I guess that’s not an option anymore. Amelia and I are going to be thrust into the center of this. I just know it. Reality is, we’re only helpful if more Fallen need helping. I’ve no special powers to stop a president from annihilating an entire species.

Before I do anything else, I need to see my parents. I can feel that Amelia is calmer, which is a relief. I’ll thank Lucille later. If anyone can get Amelia to blow off steam, it’s her. Preferably, I’d like it to involve less violence, but whatever works.

I slip out of the office, hoping to stay under the radar. No luck. It’s like an alarm goes off as soon as I open the door. Time to be the queen they all want. Holding my head high, I walk through the crowd, smiling. I acknowledge as many people as I can until I finally spot my mom. She’s rushing toward me, and I drop all decorum. I’m not the Salvator Regina, I’m Erin. A daughter who has been terrified of never seeing her family again.

“Come with me,” my mom says, taking me by the waist. She leads me down a corridor to a small bedroom where my dad is waiting. We spend time hugging and crying. They are way past the whole vampire thing now. All they want is to see me happy and safe.

“Are you both okay?”

“Perfectly fine,” Mom says. “We were whisked away with Victoria and the gang as soon as Mohan sent word.”

“Where have you been?” Mohan never disclosed their location.

“We moved about quite a bit until we got here. It’s a bit doomsday but it’ll do,” Dad jokes.

“What about you, sweetheart? How did your travels go?” I love how Mom phrases it. Like Amelia and I were gallivanting around, taking in the sights.

“It was tough. But we met a lot of good people along the way.”

“Where is Amelia? We saw her storm off earlier. Did you have a fight? It must have been hard on you both!”

“No Mom, we aren’t fighting. She’s just stressed. It was hard for her to hear…the reason we were attacked.”

“Yeah, I had a few words with the Grand Master myself.” Dad huffs. “I’d thought he’d have known better than to go spilling names. Not like that.”

“I know,” I placate. “But placing blame is useless. If we start doing that, the only thing we will do is tear the community apart. Remember, there was a whole group of people who wanted the humans to know. We could place the blame there if we wanted. But there’s no point.”

“I know, sweetie,” Dad says, a tear forming. “But he put my little girl in danger. It was tough to hear.”

We hold each other for another minute until I feel Amelia reaching out to me. Pulling back, I tell them I need to find my mate. We need to get back to the level we were on this morning when she was making me come through thought alone in the back of a car.

Following her presence, I rush through the crowds until I find the door I’m looking for. Pushing into the room, I breathe easier as I see Amelia sitting on a bed, head in hands. She looks up, and I can see something has changed, shifted. The haunted look I’ve become accustomed to seeing is gone.

“I’m sorry,” she begins. “I don’t wish for us to fight, Erin.”

“Me either. I know you’re angry, my love, but you have to push past it. Blaming Mohan isn’t the answer.”

She sighs and nods. “I know. It took several rounds in the ring plus a verbal ass-whooping from Lucille to get through to me.”

I laugh. “Should’ve known you needed your ass handed to you by Luce. Can’t believe I didn’t think of it sooner.”

She playfully knocks my shoulder. “I’ll talk to Mohan, I promise. But can I have a little more time to be pissed with him?” She grins.

“Fine, you get another ten minutes.”

“That’s specific.” She chuckles.

“That’s how long we have until Mohan addresses the folks out there.” I point to the door. “He knows we need to come together and form a plan. It’s going to take all of us to figure this one out.”

Amelia brushes her fingers across my cheek. “Does he want you to speak?”

“What do you think?” I say it in jest, but Amelia knows I’m nervous. She remains silent as I gather my thoughts. “I’m scared, baby. They look at us as if we are Gods. I feel like I’m letting them down. There’s nothing either of us can do to fix this for them. But how can we tell them that?”

“We don’t,” Amelia replies. “We talk and listen to them. If they’re expecting a miracle, they will be disappointed. We haven’t appointed ourselves as their saviors.”

“You’ve seen how they react. They haven’t needed us to tell them anything. They’ve made their minds up.”

“And that’s on them. We go out there and just be ourselves. Help where we can.”

I crawl onto her lap and wrap my arms around her neck. “I’d give anything to be in the penthouse right now, or behind the bar serving asshole frat boys.”

“And I’d give anything to be there watching you serve asshole frat boys. You know how sexy I find it when you’re pulling pints?”

“Behave.” I giggle.

Her hand snakes around my body until she’s cupping my breast. “What if I don’t want to, huh, Mrs. Loch?”

“Amelia,” I say rather breathlessly.

She grins wolfishly and retracts her hand. “Okay, I’ll behave…for now.”

I know she only did that to take my mind off the group of keen vampires in the next room, and I love her for it. But we have to bite the bullet and get out there.

Taking my hand, Amelia leads me out. A silence befalls the room immediately, which, in all honesty, does not help my anxiety. Mohan stands on a chair on the other side of the room. He claps his hands three times. The acoustics down here are pretty impressive.

“Everyone, can I have your attention, please?”

He didn’t really need to ask that. Every set of eyeballs is squarely on him now. Amelia guides me toward him, using the outer wall to skim around everyone. There are two more chairs standing by Mohan, presumably for Amelia and I. Taking a deep breath, I hoist myself up. Amelia immediately stands on the last chair, and predictably, they all drop to one knee and bow their heads.

“Oh, for…get up,” Amelia barks. I can’t help but roll my lips in to stop myself from laughing. She looks over at her family, who, apart from Lucille, are all on their knees.


Are they fucking serious?
 She growls.


My darling, please calm down.


Lucille rolls her eyes and flips Amelia the bird. Amelia laughs, dispelling her irritation. Slowly, the masses stand up and look at us expectantly. Is this where I’m supposed to make some sort of speech?

“I’d like to welcome you all again,” Mohan calls. “I know it has been a troubling few weeks and you are all eager to get home. Before that can happen, we must discuss the next steps. I have spoken to their majesties, and we agree that a solution is only possible through talking to you all. This is bigger than one vampire. We are all in danger.”

“We need to fight back,” a voice from the back booms through the room. My eyes whip to the source, but whoever shouted it isn’t as forthcoming now the spotlight is on them.

There is a murmur of agreement that ripples through the crowd. It’s a dangerous thing. A crowd can easily turn into a mob. I don’t know what to say. Mohan looks panicked. It’s Amelia who holds her hand up, garnering all the attention.

She suddenly looks fierce. I’m not sure why it is happening in this instance, but I can see clearly her blue aura. I feel her, but it’s not like when we are in the throes of passion. This is different. I am overwhelmed by the sense of protection Amelia is casting my way. I am seeing her “other side,” her warrior.
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Amelia








T
 he
 pressure
 Erin
 is
 putting on herself is immense, which is why it’s my turn to bear some of the burden. She’s had the weight of the world on her shoulders for far too long. Not only has she had to deal with her unforeseen transformation into a vampire and queen, but Erin has had to support me with unwavering confidence as I struggle to come to terms with this unknown part of myself. I should feel ashamed. But maybe it’s a testament to my wife’s character and strength. The reason she has become the Salvator Regina. I am in awe of her.

After Lucille’s somewhat harsh pep talk and a little meditation, I am finally ready to take the reins from her for a little while. Time to step up and be what I was born to be. Erin’s protector and queen consort. Which is why I put my hand up when the moron in the back shouted out his unhelpful comment. Erin blanched, and I could hear her thoughts racing, trying to come up with something to say.

Well, I have something to say. Though there is a crowd, the silence is deafening. I stand tall with my hand still in the air. I want every single eye on me. I feel the ancient protector in me rise. I feel my warrior surround me. Yes, I am ready now.

“You want to fight?” My voice is loud and commanding. There isn’t a ripple of sound. “Mr. Becker?” The asshole thought he could call out and remain anonymous. I can hear his heart rate triple in speed. Idiot.

A few council members turn their attention to the young vampire, waiting for him to answer. My eyes bore into him from across the room. I can see his mind whirring, trying to decide what his next move should be. Finally, he holds himself a little taller. “What choice do we have? Our numbers are vast.”

I’d like to smack him. The man has no idea. He’s a privileged vampire that has never had to deal with anything in his comfortable life. I know privilege, but at least I work hard. Neither my family nor I take what we have for granted.

“Hmm, so you are ready to personally engage in armed combat and fight against the United States military?”

This fool doesn’t know his ass from a hole in the ground.

“I’m a council member,” he scoffs, as if that explains everything. Arrogant shit.

“Oh, so you want our people to fight while you do what exactly?” His face turns a slight shade of red. “Our people are peaceful beings.” I’m addressing the entire room now, fully satisfied that Mr. Becker will shut his fucking mouth from now on. “I, for one, am proud to say our first instinct is not
 toward violence.”

“How do we stop the government from hunting us down?” Mira, a respected council member, calls out.

“The vampire way,” I declare. “Using intelligence instead of our fists. You wanted this,” I boom. “So many in this room advocated for transparency. You wanted the humans to know, and now they do. I do not believe there is a single vampire here who thought revealing ourselves would go off without a hitch.”

“Amelia is right,” Mohan adds. “I have taken responsibility for my actions. I was hasty and delivered the news without thought. The president is acting out of instinct to an unknown threat.”

“And if we try to resolve this using violence, we are giving her reaction validity. Humans have been fed lies about our kind for centuries. Of course, she wants to eradicate us. The woman is terrified. All humans with no prior knowledge of our existence will feel the same. So, we need to think as a group. Come up with a way to navigate this issue without bloodshed.”

There is a wave of chatter. Erin enters my thoughts. Her presence soothes me. I briefly think of Erin’s worry that these people will expect us to do something miraculous. I told her we didn’t owe them an explanation. But in hindsight, they need to hear the truth. Erin and I cannot magically make this go away. We are humble vampires. Sure, we have new abilities, but they are the ones who have bestowed titles upon us and made us into something we are not.

“I know you expected Erin and I to come here with some grand plan. I’m sure many of you think we are the key to all vampire problems. We are not,” I state. It’s important to get that out there as soon as possible. “The Regina Salvator has risen again. That is true. But that does not mean she is a God. Erin is a newly formed vampire. She is my mate. I am her protector, and together we are able to help our most vulnerable vampires. Humans too. But the buck stops there. We have elected leaders for a reason. No one vampire should have the fate of our kind resting on their shoulders.”

“Here, here,” Father calls. I send him a curt nod in thanks.

“For now, we must remain vigilant and hidden. If you have any ties that could be linked back to my family or Mohan, I strongly recommend that you do not go home yet.”

Claire raises her hand. “What about our extended families?”

“If you feel they could be a target, do what you have to do to get them to safety. In the meantime, we need to brainstorm a way to get the president to step down her efforts to attack us.”

Mohan clears his throat. “We need to concentrate on getting any families that need protecting into a safe house first. We will all think better once that is done.”

“Yes,” Erin says. “Nothing is more important than that. Council members, may I suggest you break off into your districts? We can formulate a plan after everyone is safe.”

“Good thinking, Your Majesty,” Mohan says, leaving me to roll my eyes again. I feel like a surly teenager again, close to straining my eyeballs. “You all know your constituents. Therefore, you are better suited to help them. However, if you need anything, do not hesitate to come forward. Is that agreeable to all?”

There are a few shouts of agreement, and all heads are nodding. It’s not much, but it’s a start. We can’t even consider stopping the president if our minds are focused on the safety of our loved ones.

The crowd disperses, with every vampire jumping into action. I step off the chair and offer my hand to Erin. She gives me one of her smiles, one that, if we weren’t surrounded by other people, would lead me to bend her over the closest bit of furniture. She sees my thoughts and bites her lips, quirking an eyebrow.

“I think that went well,” Mohan whispers. Erin nods, as do I. “Would you both join me in the office for a moment?”

Gesturing with my hand, I step aside. “Lead the way.”

As we enter the office, Mohan heads to a small bar and pours us all a glass of bourbon.

“Thank you for standing up there with me. It means a lot, especially after…” You majorly fucked up?
 Erin sends me a warning glare. Clearly, she doesn’t want me voicing that particular thought.

“We need to be united,” I say. “Surely, between us all we have enough places to hide any family members?”

“Yes, I believe so. Once that is done, the hard part begins,” he says, swilling back the rest of his drink.

“Cheers to that.” I chuckle because if I don’t laugh, I’ll probably cry.
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“I’m exhausted.” In fact, I could probably fall asleep standing up. Time moves strangely in the bunker. All the light is artificial and there isn’t a clock in the main area, meaning all sense of time sort of vanishes.

“Sleep, my love. There isn’t anything more to do today.”

I wish it was that simple. Yes, I’m utterly spent, but my mind is struggling to shut off. There are so many things to think about. Organizing hideouts for the masses isn’t easy. There are so many moving pieces. If any of them fail, we could all be put in danger.

I’ve listened to dozens of stories from council members who recounted their own brush with the Secret Service or a military group. The president wasn’t messing about; she wanted vampires dealt with swiftly. I still think she’s an idiot for assuming we are so few. And for underestimating us. I presume she thinks we’re just blood-thirsty savages, unable to string a sentence together without needing to drink from humans. Even though she’s known Mohan for years, her basic instinct kicked in. How quickly she embraced old stories and myths.

“Amelia, you need to rest.” Erin curls around me, her warmth easing my tense muscles.

“I can’t relax. It’s like a beehive in my head.”

She chuckles. “Oh, I know.”

Turning my head, I kiss her temple. “Sorry. I’ll try to meditate.”

She shifts beside me. “Or we could do something else.”

Her voice is silky and full of heat. Ever since I let myself reconnect with her, our libidos are through the roof.

“Indeed. I think if you sat on my face, I would feel much better.”

Her shoulders shake with silent laughter. “One face sitting, coming up,” she jokes, but still moves her body over me.

Finally, my mind quiets as Erin’s scent wraps itself around my olfactory senses. The fatigue I’ve battled with for the past few hours makes itself scarce. The thought of tasting my wife fills me with adrenaline, keeping me going for now, though I’m sure I’ll collapse afterward.

“Patience,” she teases. My hands are cupping her ass, trying to pull her pussy down to my salivating lips. Erin resists because she’s naughty and loves to tease. Her hips dip slowly until I feel her wetness brush against my mouth. As I lift my head to lick her clean, she raises herself up and out of reach. “Someone’s in a hurry.”

“Erin,” I growl. My fangs drop because I’m so wound up. I want to devour her.

“Put the teeth away and I’ll let you have me.” Her face is full of amusement.

Taking several deep breaths in through my nose and out through my mouth, I get myself under control and feel my teeth return to normal. “There, happy?”

Instead of retorting, Erin drops herself into my mouth. My hands redouble their efforts to bring her closer by grabbing her hips. She doesn’t fight me this time. In fact, she grinds down hard. I love it when she rides my face.

Stripping off her own night gown—if that’s what you can call a bit of silk that barely covers her body—Erin massages her breasts and pinches her nipples. Flinging her head back as she picks up speed, I am mesmerized by her beauty. Her golden hair falls behind her and brushes my knuckles as I hold on tight.

I’m definitely not the captain of this ship, but I couldn’t care less. Erin’s pleasure is running down my chin and her voice is getting louder as she commands my every move. My clit is aching by the time her scream fills the room.

No sooner has she finished do I feel her move off me. My legs fall open instantly, knowing I’m about to get what I need. Two fingers enter me roughly. Erin’s body slides into place above me. Her mouth descends on me as she tastes herself. I can feel myself already close to the tipping point. Especially when she comments on how wet I am.

“Harder,” I pant. Tonight I need it deep and fast. Reading my every thought, Erin plunges another finger inside until I am full. Her pace is relentless and after one particularly deep thrust, she curls her fingers, and I come undone. I couldn’t tell you my name, let alone what I’d been worrying about. My mind is wonderfully clear as I float through our gold and blue auras. I’m sure the room lit up with our combined lights, but I didn’t notice. I am lost in euphoria and Erin’s eyes.

We lay silent for a while, allowing our breath to normalize.

“How are you feeling now?” Erin asks with a yawn, making me smile.

“I feel perfect. Sleep, my love.”
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W
 hat
 a
 strange
 dream.
 It started off as any other. Amelia doing rather naughty things to me. But along the way, something changed. Amelia’s talented fingers vanished, and I found myself transported elsewhere. It was almost like a Night Walk, but…not. Ugh, I can’t describe it. I’m used to having the odd dream now and then, especially since my change. I should probably put it down to the enormous amount of stress Amelia and I have been under.

Speaking of my wonderful wife. I could have leaped across the room yesterday when she stepped up and held court. With all those vampires looking at me, I froze. The weight of everyone’s future suddenly sat on my shoulders, and it was too heavy to hold. But, as usual, Amelia was my knight in black silk. Not only did she stand up and address the crowd of nervous families and council members, but she also looked fucking fantastic doing it. Which is why I was more than happy to help her relax in bed later. Hell, who am I kidding? I needed to feel her delectable tongue on me. My need for her has only gotten stronger over the years. Even when the timing is wildly inappropriate.

But then we fell asleep, and the dream happened. A mix between my reality and something else. Maybe someone
 else’s. The sequence of events felt more like a string of memories, which I cannot quite get a grip on now as I lay here next to a slumbering Amelia.

I know there is more going on. I can feel the energy I usually expel on a Night Walk dancing across my skin, and if I’m not mistaken, I’m radiating a low golden glow. Yup, something weird went on in my sleep. But, as much as I would love to figure it out, there are more pressing matters at hand. For one, we will say goodbye to those who wish to leave the bunker and search for their friends and family today.

Second, we have to come up with some sort of plan to stop our kind from being targeted. Sounds simple, right? In all my newfound power, I’m useless at stopping the president. I’ve mulled over taking a walk into her subconscious, but a gut feeling tells me that would be a mistake. This is a delicate situation and needs finessing. As much as I would like to strong-arm her into seeing the error of her ways, I know I can’t. Even if I could get through to her, we don’t know who she has told. I’m sure there is a four-star general out there just champing at the bit to get his hands bloody. Amelia is right. Humans do
 love to kill what they don’t understand.

Ugh, I’m driving myself nuts laying here ruminating. Coffee is required in the bucket loads. Turning over so my body is flush against Amelia, I take a second to watch her sleep. She’s so beautiful. All the stress and anxiety washes from her face when she’s in the land of dreams. I long for the lazy days spent in bed back at the penthouse. The endless hours we spent making love without a care in the world. Although I guess we never really had that. Our mating was fraught with the unknown from the very beginning.

Enough of that. I lean over and kiss her gently on the temple. She doesn’t stir. Slipping out, I dress quickly and quietly before taking up my search for caffeine. The bunker is almost silent. I only know it’s early morning because of the clock directly outside the bedroom. Underground living is not for me. I find it claustrophobic and detest the fact I can’t feel the sun on my face. If we get through this, I’m going to need about six months of relaxation on a beach.

Lucille is the only person in the kitchen area. She looks like she hasn’t slept at all. We silently catch each other’s eyes in acknowledgment. Lucille is a shitty person in the morning, so God knows how cranky she’ll be with little to zero sleep.

The coffee pot is full and begging for me to stick a straw in and drink directly from it. I’m not at home though, so I’ll do the polite thing and pour a giant mug full. Settling down next to Lucille, I take several large gulps. My stomach is practically Teflon by now, so no worries about burning my mouth.

Lucille breaks the silence. “Amelia is still sleeping?”

“She’s exhausted.” That’s an understatement.

Lucille nods. Her hand seizes mine, making me jump. Our eyes meet again, and I’m surprised to see unshed tears.

“I was so scared, Erin.” The quiver in her voice is like a vise around my heart. Lucille is the strongest and most stoic out of the entire clan. To see her like this is hard to comprehend.

Taking her in my arms, I hold her tightly. “Me too,” I whisper. What else can I say? I’ve spent the past two weeks terrified.

We stay like that for a minute until Lucille pulls back, wipes her face, and straightens her spine. “Don’t tell assface about this, please.”

“I’ll take a wild stab in the dark and presume you mean Amelia?” I can’t help but chuckle. These two will still bicker when we are a thousand years old, I swear it.

“You are correct.” She grins. Her vulnerability stuffed back inside. “Do we know who intends to leave?”

I know she’s changing the subject because she feels uncomfortable with the level of emotion she’s just displayed, and that’s fine.

“No one for sure. We will gather at nine a.m. to find out.”

“What a clusterfuck.” She sighs, shaking her head. “I used to admonish Amelia when she got on her high horse about humans. She was so sure they would be the end of us, and it looks like she was right.”

“No, I wasn’t.” Amelia’s sleep-soaked voice croaks from across the room. “I shouldn’t have lumped an entire race in with a select few assholes.” She strides over, leans down, and kisses me thoroughly. “Good morning, my love.”

“Mmm,” is all I can muster. Her kisses leave me speechless most days.

“Gross.” Lucille mock gags.

“Morning to you, sister.” Amelia grins, plastering a kiss on Lucille’s cheek. I guess she overheard our discussion. “Have you finished crying?”

Yep, she definitely heard it.

Lucille’s cheeks redden slightly before she reins it in. “Pft, I wasn’t crying.” She huffs. It’s far too early for their shit.


Amelia.
 I almost growl internally.

She rolls her eyes at me and then winks. “I’m going to wake the family. I’d like some time together before we have to deal with anything else today. We’ve missed you all.”

With that, Amelia leaves the room.
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“Is Mohan a secret doomsdayer or something?” I ask as the Loch clan sits down to eat together. The family was more than happy to get up extra early to spend some time together.

“He bought the bunker off the family of a man who seemed to think Russia would be the end of the US,” Harlan replies. “Mohan is a collector. That’s why he has so many properties of varying shapes and sizes. However, he kept this one a secret, even from me.”

My eyes scan the windowless walls. “So, it really is an end-of-days shelter. Interesting.”

“It’s a godsend,” Victoria pipes up.

“It smells weird,” Aliah comments, screwing up her nose.

“That’s the scent of far too many vampires crammed into one place,” Laurence supplies.

“After this is all over, maybe we can send out a national alert reminding people of the need to wash, or use deodorant,” Lucas adds, grimacing. He’s not wrong.

“Ah, my favorite vampires,” Mohan calls entering the room. “Did you all sleep well?” He doesn’t wait for an answer. “Sorry to interrupt, but there are a few people eager to get the meeting over with. Would you join us in the main hall?”

Without a word, we stop eating and rise from the table. I’m as keen as the rest of the family to know who will be leaving. I’m also excited to catch up with Claire, Kit, Jordan, Mack, and Chris.

The main hall is buzzing with people. Some have backpacks strapped to their bodies, clearly ready to leave. My heart plummets at the thought of them out there, far from the safety of the bunker. But they aren’t my people to command. Amelia was right yesterday. Our roles are to help the Fallen and their mates. Not to rule.

“Can I have your attention, please?” Mohan calls. “For those who wish to leave, please come forward and put your name on the list.”

Everyone shuffles from side to side as vampires snake through the crowd, trying to get to the list. My breath catches in my throat when I spot Mack and Jordan making their way over. Amelia has spotted them too, her eyebrows furrowed.

“Mack?” I call, snagging her attention. We embrace the second she is in reaching distance. Jordan hugs Amelia with force.

“It’s so good to see you,” Mack whispers into my neck. “We were so worried we’d not have time to see you before we left.”

“Why the hell are you leaving?” Amelia asks, releasing Jordan and pulling Mack into her.

“We have friends in need, my Queen,” Mack replies, bowing dramatically. Amelia bites her lip, her nostrils flaring. Mack loves nothing more than to wind her up. I suppress a laugh. Jordan doesn’t.

“You’re such a dick,” Amelia grumbles. Mack laughs heartily.

“Where is Christopher?” I ask. The three are never far apart.

“He’s collecting the rest of our things,” Jordan says.

“Must you really go?” Emotion is sitting like a stone in my throat.

Mack takes my hand. “We do. You know there are still vampires out there who are vulnerable.”

Mack, Jordan, and Chris have made it their mission to befriend as many nomadic vampires as possible. Most of them are people Amelia and I have helped. Even though they are mated, some of them spent a long time alone and haven’t been able to integrate back into the community, preferring to wander the world with their beloved.

“What can we do?” Amelia asks. I know she would prefer to go along with them rather than stay here. Her protector is shining through, yearning to help.

“Come up with a way to stop the asshat we call our president from killing us all,” Chris calls from behind. We turn and hug him.

“We’ll do our best,” I say. In truth, I’m scared our best won’t be good enough.

“Where will you go?” Amelia asks.

Chris pulls out a map from his back pocket. We all shuffle over to the closest table. Laying the map out, I note several areas marked with red circles. “We will start on the West Coast and work our way across. Hopefully, we can reach all these marked spots.”

Amelia scans the map. “Rendezvous points?”

Jordan nods. “We wanted a way to keep in touch with those who wished to continue wandering. You never know when you might need help, right?”

“Case and point,” Mack adds, gesturing to our current surroundings.

“We set these locations as safe spots. We hope that any vampire that needs help will seek them out.”

“We’re relatively unknown,” Jordan supplies. She’s probably noticed my less-than-jovial demeanor. “Mack is the only one loosely linked to you, Erin. I don’t think we will have a problem with anyone coming after us.”

“It could still be dangerous,” I add.

“We will be cautious. I promise,” Mack replies.

“We have to help,” Chris says, refolding the map. “Anyway, you can just do your mind thingy and see we’re safe.”

“My mind thingy
 .” I laugh. “So technical.”

“Eh, you know what I meant.” He grins. “We’ll be fine.”

I hate it, but it’s not my choice. My link to Jordan and Chris is still there. The bond we share makes their leaving harder than most.

“I’ll check-in with you regularly. Please don’t take any unnecessary risks. That goes for all of you.”

With one last hug, I watch our friends sign the sheet and leave. My stomach is sour with worry. I thought that as soon as we reunited with the clan, we’d be okay. But it seems I was wrong. This shit is only just getting started and I’ve got to help bring it to a peaceful end.

But how?
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I
 ’m
 surprised
 by
 how
 many vampires have left the safety of the bunker. It was hard watching Mack, Jordan, and Chris go. Every part of me screamed to chase after them, to protect them. But my place is here, with Erin. Although, I’m not sure how long I can remain underground before I go insane. It’s like the walls are closing in on me, squeezing the air from my lungs.

I feel the same energy radiating off Erin. We weren’t meant to cower away and hide. This feels so wrong, but for the life of me, I don’t know what else to do. A selfish part of me is happy that I have my family safe in this bubble of security under meters of concrete. That part of me doesn’t want to do anything but curl up and wait for the storm to pass. Let someone else take the reins and figure it out. However, the bigger part of me, the warrior that rages inside, is itching to break free of these bare walls and seek our tormentor. Put an end to it once and for all.

Killing the President of the United States isn’t something I thought I’d ever consider in my lifetime, but here we are. That small voice in my head whispers the merits of such actions. If she’s gone, so is the threat. On the other hand, my guiding star, Erin, soothes me and makes me see reason. I wonder if my wife realizes how much I rely on her to keep me balanced, and not homicidal. I give a little chuckle at the thought. So much has changed over the past couple of years. Now I have to actively restrain myself from killing individuals who want to cause harm to my mate.

But the words I spoke to the vampires yesterday hold true. We have to find a peaceful end to this problem. I will not become a monster like the humans who hunt us. How tiring it is to have such warring thoughts constantly battling in my mind.

Erin’s scent snaps me back to the here and now. She’s across the room talking to Horatio. The family seems to have settled in. I guess they’re just happy to be somewhere safe. Looking around, I see so many families, council members, and elders idly chatting, and then a feeling hits me low in my gut. We’ve been worrying so much about keeping everyone safe in here, we haven’t spared a thought of how to keep the peace inside the bunker.

Eventually, the shock of being here will wear off and then we are left with a lot of people in the same space with nothing to do. That can only end in disaster. Idle hands and all that. I spot the little shit who opened his arrogant little mouth yesterday. He’s lounging on a seat, barking orders at someone. I presume they must be on his staff. He’s a prime example. It took him seconds to invite unrest into the group yesterday. What the hell will he be like in a few days?

I don’t want to wait until we are on the brink of civil war down here until we address the problem. Feeling my concern, Erin looks over at me. I appreciate that she doesn’t automatically read my mind. It’s a boundary we feel is important. Although it doesn’t always work and sometimes my emotions are too strong for her to ignore. Especially when I find it hard to express myself vocally.

I track her movements until she reaches me.

“What’s wrong, honey?” she coos in my ear. Taking her hand, I pull her to our room. The last thing we need is for someone to overhear our conversations.

“We need to think of jobs for people to do. Having them lounge around without purpose is a bad idea, my love.”

She studies my face before nodding. “You’re right. We don’t need boredom and frustration leading to problems.”

“What about self-defense?” I say as the idea forms in my head. “I know we want to end this peacefully, but that doesn’t mean they shouldn’t be able to defend themselves if necessary,” I say, flicking my head in the direction of the crowd. “The gym is big enough to start some training sessions.”

“I like it. Maybe we could come up with other types of training sessions. Split them into smaller groups.”

“Definitely. If they’re occupied, it’s less likely to end in disruption. Plus, they deserve to have a fighting chance. If for any reason we can’t get the president to back down, I want to know our people can fend for themselves.”

“Let’s talk to Mohan and get something set up. The sooner the better.”

We head out of the bedroom and search for the Grand Master. My anger toward him is at a palatable level now. I think I will always harbor some resentment because my warrior demands it. But I can move on now.

Mohan is more than happy to do whatever we suggest. I think he’s just grateful not to be dealing with this alone. Now we have to put it to the people. I have a feeling that some, especially council members, will balk at the idea of doing anything. Complacency is ripe within the rich and entitled. Huh, maybe we’re not so different from humans after all.

Honing years of getting attention from an unruly Loch clan, I stick two fingers in my mouth and create an ear-piercing whistle. Everyone falls silent and turns to me.

“Thank you,” I begin. “Erin and I would like to put something to you, if you’d be so inclined to give me a few moments of your time.”

A few vampires settle into chairs while others lean against the nearest bit of furniture, ready to listen. I wait a few more moments, allowing stragglers to settle down. The bunker really is massive.

“Erin and I would like to offer training sessions.” No need to bullshit them. “Self-defense being one.”

“Oh, so you want us to fight now?”

Ah, Mr. Becker, the little asshole strikes again.

“We want you to be able to defend yourself. That’s vastly different from seeking out a fight, Mr. Becker.”

“We would also like to train you in other things, such as survival and communications,” Erin says. I’m guessing she’s just made that up on the fly. “There are plenty of you who have experienced war.”

“We’re at war now, too,” Mr. Becker sneers, and my warrior finally loses her shit. In a blur, I move to him, my rather impressive and terrifying fangs bared. I see the color drain from his face as I tower over him.

“Do you have anything else to add?” I growl. “If so, speak now.”

I’m not going to hurt him. I don’t feel out of control, but I do want him to shut his fucking mouth, and if I have to intimidate the little prick to get that result, I’m okay with it. He swallows thickly, his eyes dancing between my eyes and fangs. There aren’t many people who have seen me like this. He shakes his head and speaks, but it is so low, even I barely hear it.

“Say again, Mr. Becker. I didn’t quite get that.”

“N-no. I-I have nothing more to add.”

I lean even closer until my lips are by his ear. “If you cause a problem down here, Mr. Becker, we will be having another chat, and next time, I won’t be so calm. Understood?”

Once again, he nods, but this time remains silent. I stand to my full height and purposefully keep my fangs in full view. Turning on the spot, I let the crowd see me.

“Let me be clear,” I say confidently. “We are not going to war, but our lives have changed. Learning how to defend yourself and your family is the most basic thing we can offer you. Knowing how to survive out there should the worst happen is invaluable to you, but neither Erin nor I will force you to learn. However, I will not tolerate individuals causing trouble. We have enough strife to contend with, without unrest being cultivated in here. If you have something to get off your chest, come to me, Erin, or Mohan.”

“Amelia is right,” Mohan says, stepping to my side. “These are trying times ahead. Bickering amongst ourselves will do no good. I urge you to learn basic skills. We are strong together. We can get through this, but we have to work as one. As we always have.”

“I offer myself as an instructor,” Lucille says from behind me. “I’m an accomplished martial arts fighter. I’m happy to teach anyone willing to learn.”

“I can teach map reading,” Marcus calls.

“We went through two World Wars as spies,” my mother adds. “Happy to pass on some tricks of the trade.”

“You were spies?” Erin asks. “That’s so cool.”

The tension in the room breaks with several vampires chuckling at my wife’s awed face and outburst.

“What do you all say?” I ask, making eye contact with as many people as possible.

Paula steps forward. “I’d love to learn how to read maps, and Ricco would like to help pass on some of his Ranger training. Sign us up.”

And just like that, the tide turns. Instead of fear sitting in the air, excitement crackles. People have smiles across their faces, and their body language loosens.


You can put them away now, honey
 .

I turn to look at Erin, who is biting her bottom lip. Her gaze is firmly on my mouth. The little minx is turned on. She has a thing for my teeth. I grin and lick the tip of my left fang. Her eyes go remarkably black.

Lucille punches me in the arm. “Can you keep it in your panties? We’ve got people to train.” A low growl rumbles in my throat. “Oh, calm down. You can fuck her later. After we’ve organized this lot.”

Erin stands with her hand covering her mouth. I can see her shoulders shaking.


Later, my love
 .

And then she winks and turns away.

Great, now I’m frustrated and horny. I need to expel some energy. Spotting Mr. Becker trying to slink off, I take several steps toward him.

“Are you interested in self-defense?” I ask.

He jumps at the sound of my voice. “I’ve never given it much thought,” he replies unsteadily.

“Spar with me.” I don’t know why I’m doing this. The man is awful, but he still deserves to have the opportunity. “You’re arrogant, Mr. Becker. And entitled. I’ve seen the way you speak to people.” His face grows red. “Tell me this. In the event of an emergency, who would come to your aid?”

“I…”

“I would. I would help you because you are a part of my community. Can you say you’d do the same?”

“I…”

“Don’t be that person, Mr. Becker. Be better than the people we are up against. Be a part of this community. Help people less fortunate than yourself. As you stated previously, you are a council member. Act like one.”

We are silent for several moments before he straightens. “I apologize, Mrs. Loch, for my outbursts. It appears I do not handle stress too well. I am
 better than this.”

“Then spar with me. Let me teach you. Then take what you’ve learned and help others.”

“I would be honored,” he says, bowing slightly. I could’ve done without that, but whatever.

I feel as if I have control over something at last. I spend the next several hours organizing our impromptu training sessions. I also spend time beating the crap out of Lucille for “demonstration” purposes. By the time we finish, both Lucille and I have grins plastered on our faces.

The bunker is a hive of positivity and focus. My family is at the forefront of it, which makes my chest ache with pride. I spot Mr. Becker with several others, including Ricco, as they walk through some defensive steps. He’s taken off his suit jacket and rolled up his sleeves. I even see him laugh along with the woman he was directing earlier.

We haven’t come up with a plan yet, but this is definitely progress.
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S
 even
 days.
 Seven
 whole,
 long days we have been in the bunker, and I can feel my skin getting paler by the second. You’d think for vampires it wouldn’t be a big deal. But as you know, contrary to the tales, vampires do not look like sickly Victorians with dysentery. If I close my eyes and concentrate, I can feel the sun’s warmth on my face. Hear the sea crashing against the rocks. It’s like I’m there, standing on the beach Amelia took me to on one of our first dates. I miss my tan and the smell of fresh air, which is a super selfish thing to think about while we’re going through a crisis, but that’s where my mind is today.

Speaking of crisis, Amelia really helped divert us from one by suggesting we keep the masses occupied. In fact, it’s done wonders for everyone involved. Amelia in particular. For me, though, it has only left me with crushing anxiety that I have been masking from my wife. You see, while the families and council members do their utmost to learn new skills, I’ve been racking my brain, trying desperately to come up with a plan to end this without bloodshed. The result? Nada. Zilch. Zero. And on top of that, I’m having these weird dreams every night.

There is a feeling in my chest that is telling me the dreams are important. That I should take detailed notes of everything I see. The problem is, by the time I come to recount them, the images have slipped through my fingers like sand.

Before I trouble Amelia with it, I’m going to find Barty. As far as we know, he is the oldest living vampire. Maybe he can help me decipher their meaning, or at least the feeling I have of the dream’s relevance to our current situation.

Anya and Barty have been spending a lot of time in and out of the bunker. Barty has a lot of contacts, more than Mohan, and they are turning out to be invaluable. We can get real-time reports on the president and her efforts toward finding us. The woman doesn’t realize she has the “enemy” literally by her side on a daily basis. I can’t even imagine what it is like for the vampires close to the country’s leader, knowing what she wants to do to our kind.

Barty and Anya returned last night, so before they head out again, I’m going to track them down and have a chat. However, that’s easier said than done in this place. Every time I move, someone wants to talk to me, thank me, bow to me, or, in one painful instance, drop to their knees and begin praying at my feet. I found myself emulating Amelia by rolling my eyes. How quickly people jump on the worship bandwagon. I might be the Salvator Regina reincarnated or whatever, but I’m no goddess. Unless you listen to Amelia when I do a certain thing with a certain object close to a certain orifice. Anyway, that’s not the point. I’m lucky to have the power to help the Fallen, but that doesn’t mean I should be seen as a deity.

Okay, that’s all for my daily gripe. I need to focus and find Barty as quickly as possible. Fortunately, the universe seems to give me a break. I almost plow into Anya as soon as I leave the bedroom. She looks great as usual. No one would know she’s been on clandestine trips, which put her and her mate’s life in danger. I hope I look that calm, collected, and cute.

“Just the person, or one of them, I was looking for.”

Anya smiles and tugs me into her body. “Erin, you’re looking good. How are you?”

“In need of you and Barty’s counsel, if possible?”

“Of course. Come on.”

I link my arm in Anya’s as we walk. She fills me in on their latest trip outside. Barty wanted to meet up with a contact who works in the Senate. As far as we know, the president is still keeping the existence of vampires close to her chest. That buys us some time. I shudder to think what would happen if she made the news public. Maybe she’s worried that the country would think she’s nuts.

Barty is lounging on a couch in their room with a large whisky. As usual, he’s wearing a golf sweater and pants. I almost feel bad for interrupting his downtime. I’m sure he and Anya want nothing more than to spend some quality time together. They’ve lived in near seclusion in their Irish castle for so long, I wonder if being around so many vampires is difficult.

“Erin, love, how are ya?” Barty’s smile is wide and genuine.

“Hey Barty,” I say softly, giving him a hug. “As good as can be. I hear your trip was positive.”

“Aye, well, at least we don’t have to worry about the US Army coming after us. Not yet.”

“The Special Forces are the US Army,” I say.

“Special being the operative word. They are top security, meaning the president isn’t ready to broadcast it to the world we exist. Plus, there are only so many Special Forces soldiers. Easier to deal with than a battalion, right?”

“True. Silver linings, I suppose.”

“Where’s Amelia?” Anya asks, handing me a glass of wine.

I chuckle. “Probably beating the crap out of Lucille. I’ve truly never seen her so happy.”

We share a laugh. In truth though, Amelia has stepped up and is in her element helping to train anyone who wishes to learn self-defense. I see a permanent blue shimmer across her skin as her warrior rejoices in the work she is doing.

“Lucille is a firecracker.” Barty raises his eyebrows. “She near on put me through the wall when I had a training session with her.”

“Oh poor baby,” Anya soothes, kissing him on his head. “You forget you’re an old man now, dear.”

“Pft, I’m as fit as a fiddle. Just not as fit as the Loch girls.”

“Few people are,” I comment with a grin. My mind pictures Amelia’s strong body. “I think Amelia and Lucille have made it into a competition to see who is the strongest. From what I know, Lucille has always had the upper hand until Amelia changed.”

“Well, it will be a while until I get back in the ring with either of them.” We sip our drinks. “Something tells me you didn’t find me to have a chat about Amelia’s fighting skills or the competition with her sister.”

“Nope.” I sigh. “I’ve been having strange dreams.”

“Dreams?” Anya repeats.

“Yes…well, maybe they are more than dreams. I feel like I’m Night Walking, but…not. I can’t put my finger on it. Since we’ve been in the bunker, they have become frequent. By the time I wake up, I can’t grasp what I saw.”

Barty scratches his chin. “And you think they are relevant?”

I shrug my shoulders. “That’s the problem. I don’t know.”

“But you have a feeling?” Anya asks.

Nodding, I run my hand through my hair. It needs a trim. “Something in me says yes. They are important.”

“We shouldn’t rule anything out, especially where you’re concerned, Erin. Your abilities are unique. The dreams could be a new development.”

“Like what? I’ve… Hang on, I know what they feel like.” God, why didn’t I think of it sooner? “The time I connected with Amelia and she allowed me to live her past through her eyes. It was more than being present in her mind. It was as if we became one. Very intense.”

I’ve witnessed Amelia’s memories several times over the years, but that particular moment was different. We’d made love for hours, and our bond had never felt stronger. I felt our life forces become one entity that day.

Barty gets up from the couch and heads to a desk piled high with paper. He spends a few minutes searching until he holds up a folder. “This is everything I have on the original Salvator Regina. Maybe the answer is in here.”
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I spent the afternoon pouring through the file Barty handed me. There wasn’t anything in there that gave me solid answers. What I need is a way to record my dreams. Or at least remember enough to give me an inkling of what their significance is.

We eat with the family in one of the dining rooms. I make an effort to engage in the conversations happening around me, but my mind is preoccupied. A spark of an idea is slowly igniting in the back of my mind. It’s true that the time Amelia allowed me to see her life was extremely intimate. What if we can recreate that but in reverse? Could I attach my subconscious to Amelia, joining us as one while I sleep? Would she be able to see what I see?

“Are you alright, my love?” Amelia whispers in my ear.

I turn my head and bring the present into focus. “We need to talk after dinner.”

Her eyes search mine. “Okay. We can leave now if you want?”

I find myself nodding. I’d usually wait until the night came to an organic end, but frankly, I just can’t think of anything else right now.

After politely excusing ourselves and giving cheek kisses to everyone, we retire to our room. Amelia occupies herself while I change into sweatpants and a t-shirt.

“Sit with me,” I finally say.

Over the next twenty minutes, I explain what’s going on with me and the subsequent discussion I had with Barty and Anya. Amelia remains silent for a few moments once I’ve finished talking. I see the hurt in her eyes. She’s upset I didn’t tell her about the dreams as soon as they started happening.

“Since when do we keep things from each other?”

“Honey,” I begin. “It’s not like that. We’ve just had other things going on and I didn’t want to add one more unanswerable thing to our plate.”

“But it is like that. You’ve been actively shielding yourself from me.”

I cock my eyebrow. “I know what that feels like.”

Scrubbing her hands over her face, she grins. “Touché. But I don’t like that this is something we are doing to each other. I know we put some boundaries in about reading each other’s minds, and I still think they are a good idea. But not this. Not hiding important things from each other. Are we
 okay? Should I be worried?”

“Hey, hey. Slow down. We have nothing to worry about. Not about us. We are a part of each other. I think it’s natural to want to keep troubling and potentially painful things from the person you love more than life itself.”

“I guess. But I think we need to stop. I want you to come to me about these things. I’m your mate, Erin.”

“As you are mine. I promise not to keep things from you again.”

She kisses me with passion. “I promise too. Now, about this idea. Do you really think we can link like that?”

“I honestly don’t know, but I don’t have any other ideas.”

“The issue is, you’ll be unconscious. How can we keep tethered?”

“My theory. And it really is just a theory, is that when we become one. When you are me, you’ll have the power to control the link. It’s not a simple Night Walking. We are merging. Just like we did when I saw your past.”

“Okay. What do we have to lose? I think we should have Barty and Anya here when we do it.”

“Kinky.” I grin.

Amelia rolls her eyes. “I don’t share,” she growls playfully.

“Oh, I know,” I murmur, licking the side of her neck.

“Erin, focus.” She chuckles. “If something goes wrong, one of them can wake us up.”

“That could be dangerous.”

“So could getting permanently stuck in your mind.”

“Hmm, you’re right. It is a filthy place.” I purr. Okay, I just can’t stop myself when I’m around her.

“Clearly, I need to make you come a few times before we do this. I can’t have you acting like a horny teenager when I’m bonding with your conscience.”

My smile is as wide as the Cheshire cat. “I think you do, too. At least three, I think.”

Amelia licks her lips. “On all fours, Erin. Ass up.”
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 I should be on a high. But as is the normal now, my mind is firmly on other things. Namely, this dream connection idea. I don’t know what else to call it.

A small part of me is still agitated that Erin kept it from me, but that would make me a massive hypocrite after I kept my anxieties regarding my warrior to myself for so long. Still, it begs the question. Should I be worried about my marriage? Erin doesn’t think so, and surely I’m overreacting. After all, she is the other half of my soul. But that doesn’t mean that we won’t have speed bumps as a couple. I’m no expert, but keeping secrets from each other can’t be good. We’re still fledglings in the grand scheme of things. Erin and I will have thousands of years together. We can’t be failing already. Right?

Erin is unconscious and I intend to keep her that way, at least until I have found Barty. I think having him in the room as we attempt this connection is wise. I have no idea if he’ll be able to actually help if, God forbid, anything goes sideways. But his presence is a comfort nonetheless.

Before Barty, I think a visit with my parents is in order. They have a solid two hundred years of marriage between them. If they can’t advise me, who can? Hopefully they will tell me I’m overreacting, and my marriage is not on the rocks.

My parents are chatting cordially with a few council members. The night is still young, according to the clock outside our room. Hopefully, they won’t mind me stealing them away from their nightly martini.

“Good evening, everyone,” I say to the group. My mother gives me a beaming smile, but I can see the questions already forming in her eyes.

“Amelia, I thought you’d retired for the evening, dear.”

“Not quite. Could I steal you and Father away for a moment?”

“Of course. Please excuse us,” she says to the group.

Mother and Father follow me as I make my way to Mohan’s office. Thankfully, he isn’t in it. I close the door behind us. “What’s wrong?” Mother instantly asks.

“Nothing to be alarmed about, I assure you. Drink?” Mohan has an impressive collection of spirits in here. I set about pouring three martinis. No reason their routine should be interrupted.

“Thank you, sweetheart,” Father says. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

I sit opposite them on a plush single-seat armchair. “I’m a little worried about Erin and I.”

That earns an eyebrow raise from both parents.

“In what way?” Mother asks, her drink forgotten about.

Taking a deep breath, I fill them in on the things Erin and I have been keeping from each other, including the dreams and our plan.

“We’re still so new at this. Erin is my entire universe. She’s my soulmate, and I’m hers. So why are we keeping such important things from each other?”

“Have you spoken to Erin about this?” Father asks.

“Yes, earlier on. She doesn’t feel we have a problem.”

“But that hasn’t convinced you?” Mother replies.

“It’s not about convincing me. I’m terrified of screwing this up.” And there is the reality of it. Our world has been chaotic for so long, I barely feel I’m holding on. What happens if I can’t keep a grip on my marriage either? If I lost Erin, I would cease to exist. There has never been an instance of a mated couple separating. But then again, there has never been a couple like me and Erin. We seem to break new ground in many ways, and I can’t stand to think that we could be the first mated vampire couple to fall apart.

Father puts his drink on the table. “Amelia, my sweet, disregard the fact that you are mated. Your souls bonded. A blind man could see the love Erin has for you. She is utterly immersed in you, as you are her.”

“Your father is right. And who says other couples don’t have problems? We are still individuals, still have differences. Your father slept on the couch for weeks after Laurence was born.”

“Really, why?”

“I fell short in helping your mother with our newborn son and rightfully, she got angry.”

“We’ve had some whopper arguments over the years, Amelia. We’ve also kept things from each other. We know what it’s like to have your other half able to read thoughts, remember? In my opinion that puts an extra strain on the relationship at times. It is natural to guard some thoughts, especially if you think they may upset your other half.”

“Your mother’s right. Marriage can be hard work at times, regardless of how much you love each other. And I think you need to remember what you’ve both been through to get where you are.”

“You’ve always guarded your heart, Amelia. It will take time for old habits to die. Just keep talking to one another and everything will be fine.”

I blow out a breath. “Thank you, and I’m sorry. I feel silly now.”

“Nonsense. We all still need our parents from time to time, no matter how old we are.”

“Grandfather and Grandmother will be so pleased to hear that,” I quip.

My mother laughs. “I’m sure. When they return from wherever they are, I’ll be sure to tell them.”

We all laugh. My grandparents on both sides are perpetual wanderers. It’s been at least fifteen years since I saw any of them. The last I heard, they were somewhere in the Arctic. Northernmost Alaska, I think. Unlike my parents, none of them ever enjoyed politics. They never wanted to be involved in the community beyond the occasional dinner party. I envy them to some degree. I’m not surprised one jot that they’ve no clue what’s going on. If they did, they’d be here. Maybe word will reach them eventually. In all honesty, the longer they stay out of it, the better. I want them to enjoy their solitude. Maybe when this is over, I can track them down. Erin would love ice fishing. We could snuggle up in an igloo and forget the world.

My father shuffles forward and places a hand on my knee. “You’re doing a fine job, Amelia. Trust Erin when she tells you it’s all okay.”

I nod. “I will.” Squeezing their hands, I stand. “Now I’ve kept you long enough. I need to find Barty.”

We hug.

“Be careful,” Mother whispers in my ear.

I still feel a little silly for needing my parents’ reassurance that I’m not fucking up my marriage. I’m going to need some serious therapy when this is all over.

I try my best to push all that to the back of my mind as I make my way to Barty and Anya’s quarters. Anya answers the door in a rather revealing negligée. Her hair is tousled, and she has a certain glow on her cheeks. I’m glad they’re getting some quality time together. Although I’m about to rain all over it.

“Evening,” I smirk. “Sorry to interrupt.”

“I wouldn’t have answered the door if that were the case,” Anya winks. “Barty’s in the shower.”

“Can I come in for a second?”

Anya steps aside and lets me in. The air is thick with sex. My mind rushes back to Erin and to the filthy things I did to her earlier on. A shiver slips up my spine.

Anya’s giggle brings me back to reality. “Looks like I’m not the only one who’s had a good night so far.”

I grin. “Erin told you about the dreams.” It’s not a question. “We need your help again.”

Barty steps out of the bathroom in just a towel. If I had any inclination toward the male sex, I’d be impressed. “What do you need?”

“For you to put some clothes on before your wife jumps you again.” I laugh. Anya looks like she wants to devour him. Barty laughs. Once he is dressed, and Anya is no longer salivating, I tell them the plan.

Barty rubs his chin in contemplation. “It’s worth a shot. I’m out of my depth really, Amelia, but if Erin thinks it will work, we’re happy to stand guard. Are we attempting it this evening?”

I nod. “Could you come over in, say, half an hour?”
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Erin is no longer asleep by the time I slip back into our room. She eyes me with concern. “I really don’t enjoy waking up to find you gone, honey.”

Striding over, I sit on the bed and take her face in my palms. I kiss her deeply until we are both breathless.

“Forgive me,” I murmur into her mouth.

“Always,” she whispers. “Where did you go?”

“To find Barty. He and Anya will be over shortly. And…”

“And?”

I exhale slowly. “I spoke to my parents. About us. I got in my head about our secret keeping.”

“I knew it,” she replies, brushing her nose against mine. “Did they help?”

“Yes. I’m sorry, my love. Sometimes I feel like a teenager trying to navigate an adult’s life. I’ll do better. I want to be the perfect wife for you.”

“Neither of us will be perfect, honey. We are fine, though. I promise you.”

“I know. Sometimes I just need reassuring,” I say, taking her lips again.

Before we get lost in each other’s bodies again. There is a knock at the door. It’s amazing how fast time slips by when you’re having fun. Or about to.

Everyone exchanges the usual pleasantries. I think we’re all ready to get this over and done with.

“I’ll connect with Amelia’s mind while awake. Hopefully, I will be able to slip into sleep after,” Erin says, making herself comfortable on the bed.

“Should I try to sleep too, or stay awake?”

“It could be the connection forces you into the same state as me. Try to stay conscious, and just go with whatever comes along.” Erin is so calm, whereas I have alarm bells ringing through my body. “Barty, Anya, if we seem in distress, attempt to wake me gently.”

“Will do,” Barty confirms.

Erin takes my hand. “Ready?”


No.
 “Ready.”

We lay side by side, but that isn’t going to work for me. I need Erin in my arms. Pulling her close, she curls around my body easily. Her hand rests on my cheek as her head lies on my chest. My heart is beating wildly.


Relax, my love.


Tapping into every meditation technique I know, I force my heart and mind to relax. The key to our connection is to open our minds completely. It takes mere seconds for Erin to make her presence known. We’ve done this countless times now, but the next part will be harder. Well, for Erin. She’s the one who has to forge the connection with me and flip it, so I become one with her mind.

Turning my head slightly, I rest my nose in her hair. Her scent invades me until I feel consumed with her. A gold mist creeps into my mind’s eye as I concentrate on Erin’s smell. I close my eyes and let her in. My warrior invites her with open arms, almost giddy to embrace the golden light.

I know it has worked. It’s just a feeling. I can’t explain how. I am her, and she is me. Now we must wait and see if I can control the connection. Erin’s mind becomes foggy as she slips into sleep. Concentrating with all that I have, I let the fog surround me, but not overpower me. Through it, I feel the tendrils of Erin’s connection. My mind plucks at them. They vibrate as they surrender to my will.

I have control.

The fog recedes but the golden threads remain wrapped in my hands. A scene unfolds in front of me. It’s hazy at first but becomes crystal clear quickly. Erin is right. This is no simple dream. I can feel the power of it already.

A vast jungle spreads out before me. The sound of birds is almost overwhelming. The smell of fire snags my attention. My feet move and I am powerless to stop them.

The vines seemingly move out of my way by themselves. I’m almost gliding now. The smell of burning gets stronger. Movement up ahead has me straining to get there faster, but I can’t. My grip on our connection is waning. The scene is blurring. I just need a little longer, and I know I will find the answers we’ve been looking for. I engage my warrior to help me forge on, but as I break through to a clearing, my mind goes black.

My body bolts upright from the bed as I struggle to inhale. Anya is by my side in an instant. I turn to make sure Erin is okay. Her eyes are open. She smiles.

“It worked,” she says. “And we need to do it again.”
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 t
 worked!
 It
 really
 worked. Not only were we able to connect, but Amelia could see everything I saw and control it. And the best part is that I can remember the dream. All of it. The lush jungle, the potent smell of wood burning. The birds. Oh, my god, they were so loud. If I close my eyes again, I swear I can feel the wind against my cheek as it blew through the canopy of trees. There was something, or someone. We were so close to seeing them, but I couldn’t hold on. The combined effort of linking to Amelia and exploring the dream world was exhausting.

Amelia knows the dream is important. We both felt it the moment we saw our surroundings. Now, we just have to figure out what it means. That spark in my chest is now a raging inferno. Whatever we saw is the key to our current problem. I’m sure of it, but don’t ask me how I know because I have no fucking clue.

“We need to do it again,” I say, full of confidence. If we could just reach the spot where the noise was coming from, I know we will have what we need to figure it out.

“Not tonight, my love. You look as exhausted as I feel,” Amelia replies. I want to argue but my body feels like lead.

“What did you see?” Barty asks. I almost forgot they were here.

“We were in the jungle,” Amelia begins. “That was no dream. It was like we were being guided.”

I nod. “Yes. I’d put money on that being an actual place in the world.”

“So, something or someone is leading you?” Anya asks.

“Yes,” I state. “We should try again as soon as we are rested.”

Amelia falls asleep moments after Barty and Anya leave. It’s late and I know I should follow her lead, but my mind is whirring with questions. First and foremost, what does this mean? I thought I had finished my change. Am I developing another kind of power? Will I keep evolving? The thought sends a shiver down my spine. I think I’ve dealt with everything pretty well so far, but the unknown is scary. I still want to resemble Erin Hanson-Loch when all is said and done. If parts of me keep changing, I’m not sure who I’ll be.

My mind wanders back to my old life. The days when my only worries were making enough money to pay rent and sifting through potential women to date. A small part of me longs for those simple times. But then I think of my life without Amelia Loch in it and I feel sick. I know I’d give up my mortal life a million times over and fight the entire world to be with her.

Then I wonder what our life would have been like if Amelia met me as a human herself. Without the pull of her soul reaching for mine, would she still have been attracted to me? I like to think so. Even though Dr. Mendhi was an awful person, I believe his theory about vampires having free will is true. I think Amelia had to choose me as much as I did her. Our attraction goes beyond a predetermined bond. Amelia would have captured my heart, regardless.

I like to fantasize about what our life would look like if we were both human. Would we have met in Insomnia? Would Amelia still be the powerhouse who owns upscale bars and clubs, or would she be a totally different person?

If she were the boss of Insomnia still, I’m sure she would have pissed me off just the same by coming behind the bar and taking a drink out of the fridge. She would have charmed me with her wit and sultry eyes and I’m guessing I would have ended up in her bed a lot faster than I did in reality.

Truthfully, I wouldn’t change our life for the world. We just need to get through this, and everything will calm down. We are due for some peace and tranquility. That’s why it’s imperative I figure out the message being delivered to me through these dreams.

I’m about to do something that my wife is going to be very upset about. I’m going to hijack her mind as she sleeps. I know how to link us and flip the connection now. If I’m right, Amelia will slip from whatever dream world she’s currently in to mine once I’m asleep. The moment she’s connected, she’ll know what I’ve done, and I’m sure she will have plenty to say, but I can’t wait another minute. I have to see to understand.

Taking her hand, I give her a silent apology before delving into her mind. She’s dreaming of rather adult activities which makes me smile. I love that even in sleep she can’t get enough of us.

I forge the bond quickly and settle into the bed, ready for sleep myself. I can already feel her confusion bubbling up as she feels the conversion from X-rated fun to something else. With no time to waste, I meld our consciousnesses together until she is me, and then I settle my mind, allowing sleep to claim me. Irritation prickles my skin as Amelia makes her thoughts known.

Our jungle world snaps into view with a stark contrast. It seems brighter this time around. The birds are just as loud, and the smell of fire still permeates the air. We turn toward a sound. I utilize Amelia’s superior hearing to listen. The wind gently blows and that’s when I hear it. A whisper in the air, calling me.


Erin.


That’s it, just my name.

Willing my legs to move, I could cry in relief when I suddenly float toward the trees where I know our answer is waiting for us. This time, I don’t have the weight of exhaustion pulling me back to reality. It’s like my subconscious knows I must hold on. My hand reaches out before me to sweep away a curtain of vines, and then I see it. A simple hut in a clearing. There is no one around, but the fire burns. A pot hangs over it, presumably cooking the occupant’s meal. My eyes scan feverishly, hoping to meet whomever it is that is calling me to them. Nothing. I want to scream in frustration.

Amelia sends a wave of calm over us, tempering my rising fire. Taking a slow, deep breath, I refocus. If I can’t find the person, maybe I can find clues as to where we are. I’m convinced more than ever that this is a place in the world hidden in the trees. Hidden from society. As the thoughts enter my mind, I see blue and gold hues encircle the hut. There is no clearer sign than mine and Amelia’s auras are involved.

In the distance, I can see a distinctly jagged rock formation. It rises like shards of glass sticking up from the earth. I can use that. I just hope I’m able to remember them when I wake up. I take in every edge, every tree sticking up from the landscape, and burn them into my mind.

The tug of our failing connection tells me we only have seconds before the jungle will disappear and I’m certain that Amelia won’t be in the mood to visit again anytime soon. She’s really mad at me.
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I know Amelia is glaring at me before I open my eyes, and I doubt I can use my womanly charms to get out of trouble this time. Peeking one eyelid open, I try for the look-how-cute-I-am-and-how-adorable-you-find-my-rule-breaking. It does not work. Her eyes turn into black holes and her fangs descend. Her inner warrior is making her displeasure known, too.

“Are you serious, Erin? You kidnapped me in my sleep?”

Heat creeps up my throat. “That’s a bit much, honey. I just brought you along for the ride!”

She growls at me. “A ride we weren’t supposed to go on until we were both rested and willing, Erin!”

I sit up and shuffle to her side. “Okay, I know I shouldn’t have done that. I’m sorry.”

Her eyebrow raises. “No, you’re not.”

“Ugh, fine. I’m not sorry because we got what we needed, Amelia.” How can she not see the logic in my decision?

“We could have got nothing and ended up in trouble, Erin. And that’s bypassing the fact you not only disregarded our boundaries, but you also obliterated them.”

Okay, she might have a point. I did cross a line in pursuit of answers. This, off the back of our recent secret-keeping saga, doesn’t look good.

Pulling myself even closer, I nuzzle my nose into her neck. “I am sorry for that, my love. I’ll never do it again, I swear.”

“Consent, Erin. That’s all I’ll say.”

My heart drops to my stomach. She’s completely right. I didn’t just take her for a ride-along. I violated her privacy. Jesus, why did I do that? Maybe I’m the one that should be worried about turning into a monster. Nothing is worth taking someone’s choice away from them. My god, I feel sick. It’s one thing soothing her mind when she has nightmares. It’s quite the other taking control away from her.

“Whoa, okay, clam down.” Amelia is wrapping her arms around me.

A stuttered breath heaves out. “I-I’m sorry honey, I wasn’t thinking clearly. I just wanted the answer so badly. I shouldn’t have done that.” My voice turns into a sob.

“It’s okay. Please don’t cry.”

“It’s not okay,” I rasp. “It’s not okay at all.”

She rocks me back and forth silently as I cry. Along the way, I’ve forgotten what it means to have the ability to walk through other people’s minds and the responsibility that puts on my shoulders. I would be devastated if someone traipsed through my thoughts without consent. No matter what adversity we are facing, I can never forget that.

After several more minutes, I lean back and kiss her. She looks at me with her usual adoration and it makes me feel even more guilty. That’s something I’ll have to live with, I guess.

“Did you see the rocks in the distance?” she says, changing the subject. “We should be able to use them to identify where in the world they are.”

I swallow and urge myself to move on, even though I don’t deserve her forgiveness so easily. “Yes, I saw them. Did you hear the wind?”

“Calling your name. Yes. We’re definitely onto something. I suggest we enlist Marcus. He seems to have a knack for maps and research.”

“Before we do that… Will you just hold me for a while?” I feel awful and vulnerable, and the only person who can comfort me is the same person I hurt.

“I’ll hold you forever, you know that.”

I wish she could. I wish we were anywhere but here, in this situation.
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Amelia








I
 t’s
 the
 first
 time
 I have been truly angry with Erin. However, the second I saw her devastation, I had to let it go. She will carry that with her for a long time to come. There’s no reason for me to pile on. Not when we have important work to get done. Finding the location of that hut being at the top of the list.

After I’ve held her for an hour, we shower separately and dress quickly. Marcus is our first port of call. He’s proven himself to be quite the bookworm, and I’m positive he will be the key to finding that hut.

We make our way to the common room. People have already gathered in groups to discuss their upcoming day. I’m so pleased the training sessions are such a success. One last thing to worry about. The most surprising has to be Mr. Becker. The arrogant little shit that called out during that first day here is nowhere to be seen. He’s buckled down and has become one of the hardest-working vampires in the bunker.

The rest of the family is already at the table. We seem to have claimed it as our own. Well, in fairness, we are the largest family in here, number wise, I mean.

“Good morning, my loves,” Mother calls. I take my time walking around the table and kissing everyone hello. Even Lucille.

“Morning everyone. Are we all well rested?” My question is answered by several affirmations. Erin gives a small smile but says nothing. I know Mother will spot her mood in an instant.

“Mohan has decided to send a group out to gather some supplies. We need a fresh stock of Red,” my father says.

“Makes sense. Who is he sending?”

“Me,” Lucille says. “Considering I’m the fastest here.”

I scoff. “Not by a mile, dear sister. You’ve yet to see me at full speed. Actually, you wouldn’t see me. That’s the point. I’m afraid you’ll be taking second place from now on.”

It feels normal and fun to poke Lucille. She’s always up for a bit of a scrap.

“You know, I won’t even argue. You are faster.” She laughs at my disappointed pout. “Sorry to rain on your parade.”

“How about we spar later?”

“Deal.” She winks. “I’ll find you when I’m back. I’m taking Mr. Becker. He’s turning out to be quite skilled.”

“You’re not teaching him to fight, I hope?”

Lucille rolls her eyes. “No, I’m not. But Mr. Becker is an exceptional student and I’m happy to train him in martial arts. I don’t believe he has nefarious reasons, Amelia. I think the distraction from all this is the driving force.”

I nod. “Fine. Be safe out there.” She nods in return.

“Would you all excuse me?” Erin says quietly. I watch her leave and feel the natural urge to run after her, but I think she needs space and wouldn’t appreciate my hovering. The family regards our interaction with questions marring each of their faces. I can’t help but sigh.

“Can we meet in Mohan’s office?” I mutter. “We have some things to discuss.”

The family finishes their breakfast quickly and makes their way to the office. I don’t intend to tell them about Erin’s mistake, but they need to know about the dreams.

My mother pulls me to one side before I have the chance to follow. “Is Erin okay?”

I shake my head. “Would you go after her? I think she would benefit from a chat with you.”

“Of course. See you soon.”

Putting my feelings to one side, I square my shoulders. Everyone is settled when I enter and shut the door. “I have some news.”

I tell them about the dreams and the rocky outcrop. Marcus instantly reaches for a pad and pen.

“Could you draw it?” he asks.

“Well, I’m no Van Gogh, but I’ll try.”

As I do my best to draw the rocks, the rest of the family discusses the dreams and their significance between themselves. I’m not sure how much time has passed. I smile when the door opens, revealing my mother and a smiling Erin. She marches straight over to me and kisses me to within an inch of my life.

Blinking like an idiot, I can’t help the goofy grin that is plastered on my face. She takes my breath away every time. I ignore the scoff and gagging noise from Lucille.

“Hello, my love,” I finally say.

Perching on my knee, Erin surveys the drawing. Plucking the pen from my hand, she adds a few missing details.

“There, that’s almost a perfect likeness.” She hands it over to Marcus, who sets to work immediately.

“Once we find the location, what’s the plan?” Laurence asks.

Good question. I already know what Erin will want to do.

“We go there,” she says without a second’s pause.

“Sounds easy enough.” Aliah laughs.

“We will need to plan. Wherever it is—”

“Borneo,” Marcus announces. “It’s in Borneo, look.” He holds his phone up to my face and shows me the rock formation. “Isn’t the internet a wonderful thing?” He chuckles.

“So, we’re going to Borneo,” I say.

“We are, and as soon as possible,” Erin replies. “The key to stopping the president is there. I know it.”

Disregarding this morning, I trust Erin with my life. If she thinks that hut will somehow stop the slaughter of our people, I will support her all the way.

“I suggest you take this to Mohan and the council members.”

“I’m not asking permission,” Erin shoots. Her fiery side really gets me going.

Father holds up his hand. “I’m not saying that. I just think we should be transparent. Keep everyone in the loop.”

“He’s right, love. There’s no need to keep this a secret.”

Erin eyes me and then looks sheepish. “Sorry, Harlan. I didn’t mean to jump down your throat.”

Father lets out a deep laugh. “I do love your sassy side, little one.”

Erin squints her eyes at him playfully. “I might be little, but I could still take you, old man.”

The family laughs along.

“I have no doubts,” he bellows. It’s nice to have a bit of fun.

“Alright, let’s gather everyone up. No reason to wait. Time is of the essence,” Mother calls, clapping her hands.
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I take Valentine in my arms while the room erupts into chatter and discussion. I can’t remember the last time I got to hold my baby sister. She’s another dark-haired beauty who has captured the hearts of everyone in the bunker. I feel I’ve missed out on so much time with her.

I hate she’s had nothing but upheaval since she was born. First Noah, and now the fucking President of the United States. On the bright side, her social skills will be off the charts. I’m sure everyone here has offered to look after her at one time or another.

Looking into her eyes, I can’t help but envision my own child. I ache to make it a reality. I see myself holding a blonde-haired, blue-eyed, sassy little tyke who takes after Erin. She’d have me wrapped around her little finger from her first breath.

In all the chaos, we’ve never gotten around to seriously discussing children. We both want them, but that’s as far as we got. Some part of me thought about holding off. Like my parents. But now? I want to start a family as soon as possible. Life is unpredictable, and I don’t want to waste a second of it.

“You look deep in thought, honey,” Erin says as she kisses Valentine on the head. My sister reaches for her instantly. Erin scoops her out of my arms and holds her tight.

“I was thinking about children.” Erin’s eyes snap to mine. “I know it’s not exactly the ideal time to talk about it.”

“We can talk about it whenever you want.”

I watch Valentine play with Erin’s golden locks. “I want that. I want to watch our baby girl play with your hair. I want to look into beautiful little eyes that remind me of her mother.”

“I’m ready, Amelia. You only have to say the word. I want nothing more than to have a family with you.”

I smile and kiss her gently. “When all this is over, and we’ve taken a really long vacation. I’d like to do it.”

“I can’t wait,” she replies, rubbing her nose against mine. Mohan’s clapping draws our attention.

“Quiet, please. Quiet.” It only takes a few moments for silence to descend. “Okay, I think between us all we can get you both to Borneo,” he says, looking at me and Erin. “We need to take precautions, but I’m confident we can get the job done.”

“Thank you, Mohan,” Erin says. “Thank you everyone. I know this isn’t easy.”

Mohan bows. “We trust you, my Queen.”

I’m about to reply when there is a commotion. All attention turns toward the door. Chris bursts through the crowd, his face etched in fear.

“Erin!” He gasps. “Mack…” Bending over, he tries to suck in some much-needed air. Erin passes Valentine to my mother and is by his side in a second, guiding him to a chair.

“Deep breaths, Chris.”

“They’ve been taken! Mack and Jordan.”

“Taken?” Erin says, a quiver in her voice.

Christopher nods rapidly. “We didn’t see them coming. It was a trap. It was chaos, Erin. We got split up, but I saw it. I saw Mack and Jordan stuffed into the back of a van. I tried to get to them. I swear I did,” he cries. Erin looks at me with wide eyes. Unshed tears gather, waiting to spill over.

My warrior wakes up, ready to burn the world down to find our friends. I temper the urge but keep her close to the surface. This is my purpose.

“Chris, where were you?” I ask. His shaking fingers take out the map, which pinpointed the different rendezvous points the trio planned to visit. He points to one in LA.

Fuck.

Out of all the places, LA is the most dangerous for us to be. Our whole lives were there and therefore it stands to reason it would be the first place the Special Forces will stake out.

“We have to find them,” Erin chokes.

I know Mack and Jordan’s kidnapping will hit her the hardest. Especially Jordan, who she still shares a connection with. Mack and I have the same bond, but weaker. Regardless, she’s still a part of me and I have to find her.

“Erin, can you reach Jordan?”

Her body is shaking, but she closes her eyes and tries to connect. Tears spill as she shakes her head. “Nothing. I can’t reach her—”

“If I had to take a guess,” Dr. Chord interjects. “I’d say they were tranquilized.”

I have never been happier to see another vampire. The last time we saw Dr. Chord, she was helping us with the Noah situation. She also milked me, allowing more Fallen to get help faster.

Mohan and the family pull her into a hug. When she reaches me, I take her hand and bow my head. If anyone deserves praise and adulation, it’s her. Any doctor, actually.

“It’s wonderful to see you, Doctor.”

“I’m sorry it took so long to get here. There were people in need along the way. As soon as I ran out of your venom, I came here as fast as I could.”

“We’ll set up a time to give you more. Right now, we need to come up with a plan to be in two places at once.” Erin looks at me, confused. “Going to Borneo is still a priority. But now we have another. Retrieving Mack and Jordan.”

“What are you suggesting?” Mother asks.

I can’t believe I’m going to say this, but it’s the only way. “Erin will go to Borneo, and I will find our friends.”

“You want to split up?” Erin asks, fire in her voice.

“It’s the only way. We are running out of time, my love.”
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Erin








I
 never
 thought
 I’d
 say this, but she’s out of her fucking mind! Split up? Is she high? Actually, I’d quite like to be high right now. Maybe I wouldn’t feel as if I’m about to have a coronary then. Obviously, I keep all those thoughts locked inside as I glare at Amelia. The Salvator Regina can’t cuss like that. I know I’m not a real queen, but some of these vampires look at me like I’m royalty and a part of me doesn’t want to disappoint.

“We need to talk about this,” I say as calmly as possible. Now!
 I demand not so calmly in my mind.

She sighs but nods. “Mohan, will you get as much information from Chris as possible,” she says in a low voice. “We’ll be back in a minute.”

“Good luck,” Lucille titters as Amelia follows me back to our room. The second our door closes, I round on her.

“There’s no fucking way we are splitting up, Amelia. I can’t believe you even suggested it!”

“Erin—” she says in a placating tone that only ruffles my feathers all the more.

“No. Don’t Erin
 me, Amelia Loch. You shouldn’t have even uttered the words until you’d run the idea past me.”

“We haven’t got time to come up with another plan, Erin. Trust me, I hate the idea of being apart as much as you do. My purpose in life is to keep you safe, but I know deep inside this is the right thing to do. You have to find that hut. We need answers, but we both know Mack and Jordan need to be found ASAP. God knows what’s happening to them.”

“Of course I know that!” My voice is loud. “It’s breaking me apart, knowing I didn’t feel Jordan was in trouble.” I can’t believe I didn’t have even an inkling they were in danger. Another thing to feel shitty about. “I want nothing more than to find them, but we are strongest together. Haven’t we proven that time and time again?”

We have overcome every obstacle because we were together. This is the biggest obstacle we’ve ever faced. How can she think anything but sticking together is right?

“Yes, but we’ve also come a long way since our change. We grow stronger every day. You are probably the most powerful vampire of our time. I know we can help each other even from far apart. You must feel it? We can bridge any distance. I’d find you through time and space, Erin. That’s how much faith I have in us.”

Damn it, she has a point. And she’s hot as fuck when she gets passionate. Not the time.


“I don’t like this,” I growl.

Amelia moves to me, her arms surrounding me, grounding me. I’ve been pacing the length of the room without realizing.

“We have to believe in our abilities and the people around us. Splitting up doesn’t mean I intend to ship you off to the jungle alone, my love. You know that would never happen.”

“So, we form teams?”

“Yes. We’re not alone in this fight.”

“Swear to me, you’ll be careful, Amelia. I know your warrior, and how she likes to run headfirst into situations. We don’t know what we’re facing.”

“I promise. We won’t take any unnecessary risks, but there is a strong possibility I’ll have to fight. Whoever has Jordan and Mack won’t want to give them up easily.”

My mind wanders back to Amelia’s previous worries regarding her restraint. She looks so assured within herself now.

“I’m in control,” she says, placing a kiss on my lips. “I’ve had a word with my warrior. She knows who’s boss.”

I deflate with resignation. I’m not going to change her mind, and after talking it through, I’m not even sure I should.

“Let’s address the others. We can’t run off half-cocked. I know time is against us, but we must have a solid plan, Amelia.”

“Agreed. Come on, let’s get this party started.”

“We have very different interpretations of a party, my love.”

She chuckles as she pulls me back to the common room. Christopher looks better but is still shaken. His eyes are glassy and his skin pale. All eyes turn to us as we re-enter.

“It’s decided. Amelia will search for Jordan and Mack. I will travel to Borneo.”

“I volunteer to go with you,” Lucille says. I should have known she would want to take Amelia’s place as my protector. No matter how much they argue and fight, Amelia and Lucille have the same heart. “I’ll keep you safe.”

I take her hand and squeeze. Amelia is glowing with love and pride. I’ll remind them of this when they decide to rip chunks out of each other.

“Me too,” Marcus calls. “I’m pretty sure I can help with navigation. Plus, I’ve been doing some research on the area.”

“Thank you,” I say.

“May I offer my help to you, Amelia?” Mr. Becker asks as he steps through the crowd. “I may not have your power, but I can hold my own.”

“It would be an honor, thank you,” Amelia says. Even though they had a rough start, I think they will become fast friends. Mr. Becker has earned Amelia’s respect and vice versa.

“Then please call me Simon.”

“Simon. Okay.”

Paula and Ricco step forward, offering their help. In less than ten minutes, we have two strong and capable teams. Even though we are still in the same room, the distance seems to have already grown between Amelia and me.

“We’ll go to the gym area,” Amelia says quietly. “A few hours and then we’ll be together.”

“For now,” I reply with a tremble in my voice. “Tomorrow will come fast and then I don’t know when we’ll see each other again.”

Tomorrow isn’t a fixed deadline to leave, but I know it won’t be much later.

She takes me in her arms regardless of the spectators. “I’m with you always,” she says with her smooth, silky voice, placing her hand on my heart. “In here,” she shifts her hand to my cheek, “and in here.”

“I love you.”

“I love you, too. Now, let’s get to planning so I can take you to bed and show you how much.”

We break apart. I follow my group to Mohan’s office. My heart is beating hard with the knowledge that Amelia is leaving me. I know it’s not like that
 . But I also know my place is by her side, and any other scenario feels wrong.

“Let’s get this done,” Lucille says with her usual brashness. “Right now, you need to be the Salvator Regina, not Erin, okay?”

“Okay.”

Marcus is already bending over a map. “I’ve traced the rock formation to Mulu National Park,” he says, jabbing a spot on the paper. “I suggest that’s where we start.”

“What’s the plan when we arrive? If I’m not mistaken, it’s a rather extensive area to search,” Lucille asks.

“Oh yeah, it’s huge,” Marcus replies.

I clear my throat. “I believe I can guide us once we are there.”

“What do you think we’ll find?” Paula asks. I was pleasantly surprised when Paula and Ricco offered to come along.

Shrugging my shoulders, I fiddle with the edge of the map. “I honestly don’t know. You should all know before we set off that this could lead to nothing. I don’t think that will be the case, but there is a possibility.”

“But you feel it, right? In your gut?” Ricco asks.

“I do.”

“That’s all we need to know then,” Marcus says. “Could it be a weapon of some sort?”

“Maybe.”

Jesus, I wish I could offer them more than that.

“We don’t want to start a war though,” Lucille remarks, rubbing her chin. “Whatever we find, we’d be remiss to use it blindly. This is a delicate situation. Our lives depend on a peaceful resolution.”

“I agree.” And I really do. If we find something that will only exacerbate things between us and the humans, I won’t use it. “We’ll bring whatever we find back to the bunker and discuss its usefulness with the council.”

Marcus packs away the map. “I’ll find Mohan and start arranging travel. I don’t think we can do a straight run. A few stops might be better.”

“Do whatever you need to do. Everyone else, gather your belongings and say goodbye to your loved ones. We go as soon as we have transport.”
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Instead of driving myself nuts waiting for Amelia in our room, I find Victoria, Harlan, and little Valentine. Choosing to concentrate on the conversation Amelia and I had about kids is a much better way to pass the time than slowly going nuts with worry.

We play peek-a-boo, hide-and-go-seek, and “bonk daddy on the head with a stuffed toy.” The latter is definitely her favorite. It still shocks me a little that Victoria and Harlan are parents again at 200 years old. I just can’t wrap my head around it.

“She adores you,” Victoria says, coming over to sit with Valentine and me on the ground. She’s constructing some sort of fort with blocks. It’s quite impressive.

“I adore her. Look at her. She reminds me of Amelia.”

Victoria laughs. “Oh, she’s just like her older sister. Temperament and all. Like Lucille too, although a little less volatile.”

I can’t help but chuckle. Of course, Lucille was a little hellion.

“I can’t wait to have our own little Amelia. Although she wants a mini-Erin.”

“You can have scores of both if you want. I won’t complain. I love being a grandparent as much as a mother.”

“One day,” I say wistfully. “For now, I’m concentrating on getting through the next twenty-four hours.”

“You’re both strong enough, Erin. This is but a blip on your timeline. You will have infinity together if you wish. I know you hate being apart, but Amelia is right. This is the right course of action. Plus, you can be with her anytime you want. That’s the advantage of the gift of telepathy.”

Scoffing, I shake my head. “I’m not in a rush to do that again.”

Victoria was good enough to talk me out of my slump earlier. I told her about hijacking Amelia’s mind and how disgusted I felt with myself once I realized the impact of what I had done. She didn’t excuse me, but she understood the situation I was in.

“Nonsense. It was a mistake. Move on. Amelia would be devastated if she heard you talking that way about a transgression.”

“I know. I’ll get over it, eventually.”

“Make the most of your bond, Erin. And make the most of tonight. Reaffirm your connection with your mate, and that will carry you through the hard times, I promise.”

Leaning over, I embrace Victoria. “Thank you. I don’t know what I would do without you sometimes.”

“You’ll never have to know. You’re as much a daughter to me as the rest of them.”

Sucking in a deep breath, I stand. “I’m going to say goodbye to Mom and Dad, and then I’m going to find my wife.”

“Atta girl.” Victoria grins.

Saying goodbye to my parents goes better than expected. They’ve grown thick skins since my change. I know they lean heavily on the Lochs to help them understand what I go through, and I’m grateful. I don’t have to worry about them anymore.

Finally, back in our room, I strip, shower, and lay myself on the bed. I’m done waiting. I need Amelia here, on me, inside me. I need to know everything will be okay.

Expanding my mind, I let my soul reach out. Pouring every bit of love and lust I have into my aura, I feel my skin glow as gold threads twist and turn toward the door. They’re searching for her. The second Amelia feels me, I ignite. Her excitement is palpable.

We’re going to set this place on fire tonight. I hope the walls are soundproof.
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Amelia








A
 thrill
 courses
 through
 my body. It’s equal parts lust for my wife, who is waiting for me to return to our room so we can devour each other, and anticipation for the task at hand. I shouldn’t be excited about leaving, especially when Erin won’t be with me, but I’d be lying if I said the idea of hunting down the people who took Mack and Jordan isn’t lighting me up like the Fourth of July.

My time spent in the gym with my team consisted of strategizing and training. There isn’t much to plan until we reach the area where our friends were taken. I’m positive I’ll be able to pick up their scent. No one has senses like mine. The actual planning will come into play when we have their location. No doubt some military black site with security up the wazoo. But that’s something to deal with later.

Sparring was fun and I’m more than impressed by Simon’s moves. He’s a fast learner. Chris will also join us, and I already know he can handle himself. Hell, he was able to wrangle me when I went full monster at Mack’s place.

Knowing our team is solid meant I had no worries dismissing them the second Erin opened herself up to me. The wave of love and lust smashed into me with the force of a hurricane. I couldn’t get to her fast enough.

Opening the door to our room, I brace myself. I expect to see her lying on the bed, naked and wanting. But expectation and reality are two different things. My wife is crouched on the bed, a look of pure animalistic hunger literally shining off her in gold ribbons. The second the door clicks shut, she launches herself at me. For a small woman, she’s got the most powerful legs I’ve ever seen. I catch her easily, but the sheer force of her momentum slams me back into the door with a loud thud that echoes around the room.

Fangs pierce my neck, and I’m flooded with adrenaline. My panties are ruined. My nails instinctively drag down her back, causing her to moan. I love it when we have sex like this. Totally unencumbered by anything. One hundred percent in the moment, happy to give each other anything we want and need. And right now, Erin needs to feel in control. She needs her base instincts catered to, and I’m fine with that.

Pushing off the door, I spin and pin her back forcefully. Her head snaps up from my neck. Two rivulets of blood drip from her fangs. I can’t help but remember the first time she bit me. Her utter mortification was so strong, she fled out of fear. Well now, fang play is one of the most erotic things either of us can experience. It’s not always called for. When we make soft, unhurried love, our blood play doesn’t feel appropriate. But when we feel raw passion like now, I fucking love biting her and vice versa. It’s a shot of power straight to the clit.

My tongue traces her fangs, making her growl. Squeezing her ass, I pull her legs wider, allowing me to push my hips as close as possible. Her pussy is dripping, and I know the coarse fabric of my pants is already stimulating her. With a few hard rolls, Erin starts to pant, but I’m not ready for her to come yet. I want us to climax together. I want our auras to dance, lighting up the room with gold and blue. It’s our own private firework display that announces to the universe we are made for this. Made for each other.

Erin lets out a little squeak of surprise when I suddenly turn us and throw her onto the bed. She lands with a soft thud and her hands grab the bedspread. Taking two strides forward, I wait at the end of the bed. I’m slowing things down a little, but that doesn’t mean I won’t extract every ounce of pleasure from her. I just want her to savor this moment as I undress.

The second my panties hit the floor, she reaches for me, but I command her to stop. I can smell her arousal, and I know it’s running down her legs.

“On your back, Erin.” Of course she doesn’t protest.

Walking over to the bedside table, I extract two playthings. Her eyes are like fire when she sees what we will play with. I hand my favorite plug to her and keep hold of Erin’s favorite dildo. With no more time to lose, I straddle her, bringing my aching clitoris mere centimeters from her mouth. I unconsciously lick my lips when I peer down at her silky, wet folds. So ready for a tongue lashing.

We’ve done every position thinkable, but the tried and tested 69 is my favorite when it comes to giving each other simultaneous pleasure. Especially with toys added into the mix.

Erin is impatient and swipes her tongue over the entirety of my slit. My head drops as I experience every last millisecond of it. I’m done going slow now. Placing the dildo on the bed, I grab her thighs, curling her body toward me. She’s so open, so ready. With a growl, I delve in, eating her as if it’s the last thing I will ever have in my mouth. Erin follows suit and together we feast. When I feel her legs begin to shake, I tear my mouth away, laughing at her protest. She won’t be upset for long.

The dildo springs to life with the push of a button. I set it on a low pulse. There’s no way she’s coming so easily. I’m going to edge the shit out of her until she’s so frustrated she sinks her fangs into me again. The toy slips easily inside. It’s big and stretches her wide. For a few moments, I simply watch as it disappears with ease. My own pleasure forgotten as I stare entranced. That is, until the icy trickle of lube down my ass makes me jump. I hear a little titter, but that’s okay. She can have her fun.

Erin delicately slides the plug in, giving me time to adjust. As soon as she feels me relax, she activates the vibration. I have to screw my eyes shut and concentrate hard not to come.

When I feel under control, I get back to work. Erin is as relentless as I am, and together we pound, lick, suck, and fuck until we’re both quivering messes. Finally, Erin becomes so frustrated she does the one thing I crave. Her fangs slice through my inner thigh. I can’t help the scream that slips from my throat. The only thing I can do is reciprocate. I want her to have the same rush as me, the one that will inevitably tip us over the edge. My climax is ferocious and loud. The room is alive with color. It’s almost blinding. The shockwaves continue on and on. I feel Erin’s body convulse below me until we both collapse, completely spent and sated.

As I pant, in a desperate bid to draw air into my lungs, I feel my soul bask in Erin and our connection. I have never felt stronger than at this minute.

We are unstoppable.
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I’m woken with light fingertips caressing my stomach. Erin’s contented sigh washes over my skin like a warm summer breeze. At this moment, I don’t want to leave. I want to stay right here, with my mate wrapped up in my arms, ignoring the rest of the world.

“Good morning, my love,” I say, kissing the top of her head. She shifts to look up at me and what I see makes it hard to breathe. Tears brim on the edge of falling. There is nothing I can say that will make her feel better. The next few days, possibly weeks, are going to be some of the toughest we’ve ever faced. So, instead of words, I pull her closer and claim her lips. It’s passion and pent-up fear rolled into one.

When we finally part, I swipe a rogue tear from her beautiful face. “Last night was exquisite.”

She nods. “It was everything I needed.”

“Me too. And I feel powerful.”

It’s no lie. I can still feel our souls pulsating with energy. The kind of energy that could destroy worlds. Maybe I should fear our ability to summon such a force, but I don’t. There is no fear when I know the hearts that lay below our chests are good and pure. We only want to help.

“Your mom told me to make every second of our last night together count.”

“Do we have to bring up my mother when we’re lying here naked, honey?”

For the first time in days, she gives me a genuine laugh. “Sorry. I just wanted you to know that I gave you everything I had last night. Not just sexually—although you did
 ring me dry. I mean every bit of love and power I have. I wanted you to have it.”

“I know, and I hope I did the same. No matter what, Erin, we will be together again. The universe wills it.”

She grins at me. “I love it when you get all hocus pocus on me. Maybe I can find a way to show your past self. I think she’d find it amusing.”

Rolling my eyes, I tickle her until she screams. “I was different back then.”

“We both were.”

“Do you ever regret it?”

“It?”

I inhale her scent. “Me. Do you ever regret meeting me?”

She bolts upright until her face is directly in front of me. “Never. I’d go through it all again, a thousand times over Amelia Loch.”

“But you would live a peaceful life. None of this.” I wave my hand around, vaguely gesturing to our concrete prison.

“I would miss out on the one thing that makes me whole. Do you regret meeting me?”

“Don’t utter such words. I can’t bear to hear them.”

“Exactly. No more of that.”

We go silent, gazing at each other, memorizing this moment.

“Are you ready?”

She strokes my cheek. “As ready as I can be.”

“What time do you have to go?” I know Erin will leave tomorrow. My team will head out tonight.

“I’m waiting for an exact time. Do you have everything you need?”

“Yes.”

“We’ve still got a few hours, my love.”

“Then let’s not waste a second.”

And we don’t. Hours slip by as we dedicate our attention to each other. It’s only when Mother knocks on our door that we pull apart. The time is upon us, and I’m not sure how I go about saying goodbye.

“We don’t say goodbye,” Erin says softly. Clearly my emotions are running rampant and she’s picking up my thoughts. “We kiss and we hug, then we say, I love you, and nothing more.”

“Okay,” I croak.

We shower and dress in silence. Chris and Simon are waiting by the exit door, their packs resting at their feet. My family swarm around us as soon as we step into the room. In some ways, I wish I could have snuck out. Saying tearful goodbyes to my siblings and parents is depleting my courage and willingness to leave. Erin must sense my struggle because she pulls me away and over to my team. Gone are her sorrowful eyes. The Salvator Regina stands before me now, and I’m so very grateful. Seeing her like this kicks my warrior into high gear, reminding me of what I have to do. Not just for Mack and Jordan, but for her.

I have to fight for our freedom, and I have to fight for the safety of my mate, my Queen. I kiss her soundly before making eye contact with the Loch clan. With a single nod, I hike up my pack and turn away. Chris and Simon follow suit, their resolve as steadfast as my own.

I embrace the cool night air, letting it fill my lungs. God, it feels good to be in the world again. I flex my body, feeling Erin’s strength saturating my muscles.

I am ready.














Sixteen




Erin








I
 ’m
 making
 the
 conscious
 decision to grow a pair of steel ovaries. Wallowing isn’t helpful to anyone. I cannot fall apart just because Amelia has gone. She wouldn’t want that. I have every faith she will return Mack and Jordan to us safely. There are too many vampires relying on us to let my heartache interfere with our plans. So, I’ll buck up.

If I want Amelia back in my arms, we need to find out what the hell is in that jungle, pronto. I’m still certain it holds the key to solving our presidential issue. Every time I experience a sliver of doubt, I recall hearing my name being called on the wind, reaffirming my belief.

Low chatter rumbles behind me, reminding me I’m in a room full of expectant vampires. They’re waiting to see how their “Queen” conducts herself. Pulling my shoulders back, I turn to face the crowd.

“Have we got everything ready to go?” I ask no one in particular. Getting down to business is a necessity. I’m tired of waiting. If I could run out of the bunker this second and get on with the journey, I would.

Lucille steps forward. “We’re traveling light. Everyone has one small backpack. Mohan has arranged for Jeremy to pick us up at 8 a.m.”

It made sense to utilize Jeremy’s services again. It’s unlikely that a government vehicle will get pulled over.

“Excellent. I suggest we get some rest and food. It’s going to be a long night.”

With that, I excuse myself. Unlike my team, I have not readied my pack. I just couldn’t bring myself to do it with Amelia still here. We had more important things to do, like making love until our bodies were exhausted. Now there’s no excuse. However, I’m not convinced the meager clothing I have with me is very suitable for the jungle. Hawaii didn’t exactly require that I pack camo trousers. I’m guessing they would be the appropriate pants, right? Funnily enough, being an excellent mixologist doesn’t lend itself to these types of adventures. I am wildly out of my comfort zone.

Picking up my well-worn Insomnia T-shirt brings me some comfort as I pull it to my face and inhale like a lunatic. Whatever, it makes me feel better smelling my home and Amelia. She likes me in this particular shirt because it’s tight across my chest. Yes, my wife is quite the perv.

Enough of that.

Okay, so I have a t-shirt. That’s a start. I fish through a mountain of bikinis and sarongs. Neither are making the cut. I have a few pairs of shorts, but they are linen. Sure, they’ll be lightweight, but I’m guessing bugs will eat my legs alive. Damn, if Amelia were coming with me, I could’ve asked her to throw one of her protective shields around me, therefore saving my skin from becoming a mosquito’s banquet.

Slumping on the bed, I can’t help but sigh. This is going to be tougher than I thought. I need to have absolute focus. But right now, that feels impossible. I’m saved from my black hole by Lucille pushing through the door. She has zero respect or boundaries sometimes.

“Here,” she says, thrusting a pile of fabric at me. “I took the liberty of getting some shit together for you.”

Camo pants, socks, sports bra, and t-shirts. It’s everything I need. “Thank you.”

Lucille comes further into the room and sits on the end of the bed. “You know I’ll keep you safe, right?”

“Of course I do.”

She nods. “Good. Although you’re stronger than you know, Erin. I don’t want you going into this thing feeling anything but confident in your ability to get this done.”

She’s very sweet sometimes. I won’t verbalize that because she’ll probably hit me or something, but still, Lucille Loch is a real softy under all those prickles.

“I have to say I’m feeling a little less confident without your sister by my side.”

“Understandable. But your abilities are far superior. And I’m not saying that because Amelia annoys the shit out of me.” She grins. “Your power comes from wielding your mind, which is so much more devastating than hitting and kicking your way through a situation. Remember what you can do, okay? There isn’t a person, human or vampire alive that can match you. So, if anything happens when we’re out there, don’t hesitate to call on your inner queen. Erin, use what you’ve been given.”

“I don’t want to hurt anyone, Luce. That’s not why I have these gifts.”

She takes my hand. “I know that. I’m not asking you to go all bat shit crazy, but make sure you defend yourself to the best of your ability. That’s all I ask.”

My heart rate is picking up. I swallow thickly. “Do you think I’m leading us all into a trap or something?”

“No. I don’t. But we’re living in unstable times, and I want you to be vigilant. I’m more worried about getting to the jungle than I am finding out what’s led us there.”

“The travel plans seem solid enough.”

“They are. However, the Special Forces have taken us by surprise before.”

Of course, she’s referring to the fact our friends were taken, and we had no forewarning. There are supposed to be vampires close to the Commander-in-Chief. They have been our source of information, and yet no one warned us. Which can only mean the Special Forces are keeping their ability to find us close to the chest. I can only imagine they have specialized equipment. Facial recognition software, possibly. It would make sense they went looking for Mack considering she’s our friend. That’s worrying.

“I’ll be alert and ready,” I say. I home in on the well of power still clinging to my cells. Amelia’s strength lives within my tissue.


I can do this.


Lucille leaves as soon as she is sure I am as ready as I claim. The fact is, I am stronger than anyone we know. To the best of my knowledge, I, like Amelia, cannot be killed by conventional methods. I can infiltrate the mind of my foe if necessary, just like I did with Noah. There really is no reason for me to panic, and yet a small part of me is. I’ll chalk it up to the part of me that still feels like the old Erin Hanson, a small and vulnerable human.

Walking to the bathroom, I stare at my reflection in the floor-length mirror. I’m still short. I still have that sassy fire burning in my eyes. It’s just a little more intense now. Deep down, I am
 still the same vulnerable person, and I like that. It keeps me grounded. In contrast, though, I am so much more than I was. My body is firmer, my mind stronger. I am Erin Hanson 2.0.

And then I hear her. You are everything
 .
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The goodbye was as awful as I thought it would be. Nearly every vampire in the bunker came to wish us well on our journey. I honestly could have done without that. Thankfully, Lucille was her usual acerbic self and practically bulldozed her way through the crowd, dragging me with her. I’m sure I saw a few people topple over as she broke through. I said goodbye to my parents and the Loch clan earlier in the evening and in private. It was intense, but they gave me even more strength to draw from. I know they will all be okay.

Jeremy welcomed us with a handshake. I presume he’s on a need-to-know basis, and all he needs to know is we have to get to a private airport three hundred miles away by 2 p.m.

I’m in the back with Paula and Ricco. They’ve kept me distracted with stories of their life. Lucille is upfront with Jeremy. I can’t help but chuckle when Jeremy does his utmost to engage Lucille in conversation. She’s as stoney faced as ever. Marcus is in the rear, with maps strewn out on either side of him. The man must have learned everything there is to know about Borneo. He’s mapped out our route in painstaking detail. I also notice he has several backup routes plotted. I have to give it to the Loch siblings. They don’t do anything half-ass. I say that knowing that Lucille has concealed many, many
 weapons on her body. She’s a bitchy Rambo, and I love it. We’re prepared.

I try to reach Jordan and Mack now and then, but I’m still finding nothing but darkness. Whatever the military is drugging them with is highly effective. Amelia is easier to connect to. I don’t initiate a conversation because I don’t want to distract her, but a quick check-in is enough to satisfy me. She’s safe. In fact, I’ve got the distinct impression she’s rather enjoying herself, which is interesting. It would take me but a second to look through her eyes and see what she’s up to, but I’ve learned my lesson. I’ll wait until she wants to share with me freely.

Mohan enters my mind and updates me on his task to reach the White House informant. Apparently, the president is keeping everything to herself. She’s not even confiding in her inner circle. Mohan tells me the Special Forces believe they are rounding up terrorists. I’m relieved, if I’m being honest. This way, if we can get to the president and convince her to stop hunting us, the fallout is minimal. Lord knows how we would go about trying to contain our identity if a bunch of other bureaucrats and military officials knew of our existence.

The roads are empty as we drive. As predicted, we don’t encounter any issues and arrive at the airfield with half an hour to spare. This is where the comfort ends, though. Going forward, we will ride in tiny ass planes under false identities that will drop us off at random airfields all over the planet. I’m not even being dramatic. It’s going to take us days to arrive in Borneo.

I give Jeremy a hug before heading over to our tiny plane. I’m not usually a nervous flier, but then again, I’m not used to flying in a toy aircraft. Jesus, the thing looks like a stiff wind could snap it in two.

Things get even worse when Lucille hops into the pilot seat. I’ve seen her drive a car. It’s traumatic. Crap, I should have taken some Valium or at least stashed a hipflask.

My leg bounces as I watch her do pre-flight checks. Marcus is also looking a little concerned. I catch his eye, and he raises both eyebrows. That can’t be good, right?

“Um, so how long have you been a pilot?” I ask.

“Long enough,” Lucille replies, effectively shutting the conversation down. I tug on my harness several times to make sure it’s secure. Not sure it will do much good if we plummet to the ground. The engines fire up and I send a quick “I love you” to Amelia.

The entire body of the plane is shaking as we make our way down the tarmac. Lucille garbles into the headset and then throws the throttle down. I’m catapulted back into my seat. Lucille lets out a manic laugh as we careen forward, picking up speed. Paula whoops in excitement. I have a feeling she’ll change her attitude once we’re up in the air. Lucille is a menace behind the wheel, and I bet that extends to any type of vehicle.

Sure enough, every passenger is green by the time we land. I can’t believe we have to do this multiple times. Lucille is practically giddy, and either hasn’t noticed us, or most likely, doesn’t give a rat’s ass about our current welfare. Yeah, it’s definitely the latter.

We only have fifteen minutes to get our belongings together and get them transferred to a car waiting for us by the small hangar. Mohan and the council pulled in every favor to get us securely out of the country. I really hope we don’t mess up.














Seventeen




Amelia








T
 he
 first
 few
 hours
 of our escapade would have taken several years off my life if I weren’t immortal. I’d forgotten how stressful it was evading the military.

Thankfully, the secluded area of the bunker and cabin allowed us to move undetected. Unless there were military scoping out the National Forest with night vision goggles, we knew we wouldn’t run into trouble. No matter how many times I repeated that to myself, though, I couldn’t help but freeze at every sound. For once, my enhanced hearing didn’t help. Unbelievable for the Salvator Regina’s mate, right? I mean, how ridiculous. Erin and I escaped Hawaii and made it to the mainland. After
 subduing several soldiers. And yet here I am, traveling through the forest and mountains, jumping out of my skin every fifty yards. It takes a harsh self-talking to before I get myself under control. I believe my warrior would smack me upside the head if possible.

Things get tense when we emerge from the safety of the park. That’s when the real journey begins. It’s also when I nearly squeal with excitement when I see two Ducati motorbikes stashed away. It feels like a lifetime since I’ve had so much mechanical power between my thighs. My adrenaline spikes before I’ve even thrown my leg over the machine.

I won’t even question how Mohan arranged it. Simon is more than happy to ride on the back of Chris’s bike, leaving me to enjoy the ride alone. We hit the deserted highway, and I let all my pent-up frustration out on the throttle. God, it feels amazing. We hit speeds that Erin would chastise me for, even though she secretly loves the thrill herself.

We finally pull over. Tiredness is a killer, and we’ve been going full-on for hours. Chris reassures me we will be at the rendezvous point in just a couple more hours. I’m itching to get going, but Simon and Chris are insisting we take a longer break.
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“I do love pancakes,” Chris says through mouthfuls of food. The greasy diner is half empty, but we still eat next to the bikes. I’d rather not take the chance. Simon was happy to collect the food, given that Chris and I are bigger targets. Does that sound paranoid?

“Nah, it’s fried chicken for me,” Simon says, shoving an entire pancake in his mouth. “But these are pretty good.”

“Tapas. That’s my favourite food,” I say. “Ham croquettes, mmm, delicious.”

“Do you ever wonder how different food tastes to a human? I know we eat like them, but do you think their tastebuds find food tastier?” Simon remarks. I wonder if this is the first time he’s really contemplated our species differences. I can hazard a guess that the newly reformed asshole never dealt with humans much.

“Haven’t you got human friends?” Chris asks.

Simon shakes his head. “I can’t say I wanted to interact with them much. My father ran our business, and I…well, I’m a little embarrassed to say I rode his coattails. I lounged around all day to be honest. Terrible, isn’t it? I’m a council member, but even that only happened because of my father’s influence.”

“Do you like being a council member?” I ask.

He shrugs. “I don’t really do much. Sure, I sit in on meetings and help with decision making, but I’m on the bottom of the totem pole.”

I ball up my paper and throw it in the nearest bin. It’s a three-pointer for sure. Didn’t even touch the rim. “And when we get back? When all this is over with?”

Simon’s shoulders pull back, a smile stretches across his face. “I think I want to open a gym.” Well, I wasn’t expecting that. “What about you? Now you’re a queen.”

I scoff. “Erin and I will go back to serving drinks and living a peaceful existence.”

Chris eyes me thoughtfully. “You really think you can just go back to everyday life?”

“Yes.” I will make damn sure of it. “Now, are you ready to get going?”

They polish off the rest of their breakfast in two giant mouthfuls.

“How much is it eating you up to have us weighing you down?” Chris laughs. “I bet you’d already be there by now if left to your own devices. Shit, you could have probably run the whole way just as fast as we’re riding.”

I grin. “I’ve never tried to run that far. I’ll make a note to test myself.”

Simon looks at me wide eyed. “So, all the rumors are true? About your abilities.”

“Don’t listen to rumors.” I laugh. “Right, let’s do this. The longer it takes, the less chance I’ll have at picking up a scent.”

We hop on our bikes and rev the engines. It’s childish, but it makes me happy. Mother would love it.

My merriment fizzles as we enter LA. Of all the places to go, this is the worst. It’s like I can feel eyes on me. Chris takes the lead, weaving us through the streets and back alleys. We pull over again, but this time we won’t be having a casual chit chat over food. We’re three blocks from the rendezvous point. I didn’t want to risk us getting any closer without surveilling the area first.

Lucille gave me a stack of clothes and a dark baseball cap before I left, which I found a little creepy at the time. Like, does she just have a random closet of dark camos and t-shirts knocking about? And if she does, why?

Anyway, at least I’m in comfortable clothing. I wasn’t looking forward to traveling in short shorts and a bikini top. And I’d been wearing my travel clothes for weeks. Damn, I should have made sure Erin was equipped before I left.

I feel her presence. Lucille came to the rescue
 .

Okay, so Erin is fine. Back to the task at hand. For this, I need to go alone. I can scan the buildings and streets much faster by myself.

“Wait here. Don’t move, I’ll be quick.”

“Be safe,” Chris whispers.

“You too. Do. Not. Move!”

We’re in a rundown part of town. I can’t help but calculate the distance from here to Insomnia. If I didn’t think Erin and the rest of my family would crucify me, I’d run over and take a look at my beloved club.

I need to focus. Shoving everything to the back of my mind, I bring my senses forward. My ear picks up the rats scuttling around. I hear a heartbeat down the alley two blocks away. By the smell, it’s a homeless person. Scaling the closest building, I crouch down on the roof, allowing my eyes to adjust to the early morning light. I can see the building where Mack and Jordan were taken from. Scanning the closest buildings, I’m satisfied there are no soldiers. I take a huge whiff of the air, dissecting every smell. LA is utterly disgusting to inhale, but I’m confident no one of any threat is lurking around.

We only have a short time before the city comes alive. Jumping down, I land like a superhero and am instantly pissed no one was around to see it. Erin would laugh and tell me I’m so far from the suave boss bitch she met. And then I would tell her this is the real me. Bookish, nerdy, a little silly, and a lot in love with her. Then she’d kiss me and call me a dork. She’d be right. The Amelia she met was suave and all that jazz, but it was somewhat of a facade to make her fall in love with me. And it worked.

Rounding the corner, I spot Chris and Simon exactly where I left them. My heart beats a little slower.

“The coast is clear. But I’d prefer to go on foot. The sound of the bikes will ricochet around the buildings, causing too much noise. We still need to keep a low profile.”

“Agreed. Come on, let’s go,” Chris replies, already taking off at speed. There is still no sign of danger when we reach the rendezvous point. Chris motions down the street. “They came from the alley around the side of the building. We’d only just arrived.”

“Then what happened?”

“We scattered, but they were suddenly coming from every direction. I was able to dodge them. I got to the end of the block and turned around, ready to fight any fucker who followed. But no one did. I saw them bundle Mack, Jordan, and another vampire into the back of a van. I tried to follow them, Amelia, but I couldn’t keep up. I don’t have your speed.”

Laying both hands on his shoulders, I look him in the eye. “This isn’t on you, Chris.” It’s on Mohan. Okay, I’m still not over that. “You did the right thing. You got word to us and now we’re here. So stop feeling guilty.” I know he wants to protest. I understand him fully, and I too would be blaming myself, regardless. “I’m going to circle the place and see if anything gives us a clue.”

“We should go inside, make sure there are no vampires waiting.”

I sniff. “I can’t smell anyone here, but double-check.”

Simon takes the lead, this time ushering Chris inside. They make a good partnership. I wonder if they’ll be friends after this. Chris could use a buddy. I know he has Erin, Mack, Jordan and me, but that’s two mated couples. It can’t be much fun for him at times.

I take a slow, methodical walk around the entire exterior. Now and then I stop and inhale deeply. I can smell Mack. Well, a trace of her. It’s old. It lingers in the air, but faintly. She’s not here. Jordan’s scent is missing, but that might be because I still have a link with her mate and therefore can recognize it easily.

A whiff of men’s cologne makes me wince. It’s strong. I’ve smelled that before. One of the assholes who tried to attack Erin and me in Hawaii had a lingering scent of the same brand on his skin.

It’s either a coincidence or it’s the same assault team. A dark voice tells me I should have killed them when I had the chance. Shaking my head, I force the noise out of my head.

I can use the cologne alongside Mack’s scent. Satisfied, I can start tracing them. I head inside and retrieve Chris and Simon. As suspected, there is no one here, but Chris shows me a scrap of paper. Mack’s scent is all over it, along with…Jordan’s. I feel the relief wash over me. It’s likely they were taken together. Clearly my ability to track scent is
 enhanced when it’s the smell of a human I’ve turned. For once, I’m grateful for the bond.

The paper has a roughly written number scrawled on the bottom half. I’m guessing it’s a phone number. Whether it’s for a vampire in need or something else entirely is anyone’s guess. We haven’t got time to deal with it this second. Chris stows it in his jacket for later.

We move swiftly back to the bikes. I’m hyper aware of our surroundings, but we seem to be safe.

“You guys take the bikes. I can’t track them with a helmet on, and like you said, I’m rather fast on my feet.” I grin.

“Okay, take this,” Simon utters, looking a little pink in the cheeks. I look down as he pulls a phone from his pocket. “It’s untraceable. Your sister gave it to me. The scary one. She told me not to give it to you unless you, and I quote ‘go off on your own like a fucking idiot.’ Um…so here.”

Gritting my teeth, I take the phone. “Did she look like an old hag with witchy fingers?” Simon doesn’t know how to respond, which makes me laugh. “I’m kidding. I know which sister you’re referring to. She’s adopted. We think she’s actually the daughter of Lilith, sent to earth to destroy all things beautiful.” I hear Erin snort in my head, which brings a smile to my face.

Chris cackles. “You two are ridiculous.”

I smile at him and wiggle my eyebrows. “I’m right though, she’s the worst.”

“Okay, we can dissect your overly competitive and volatile relationship with Lucille later. We have work to do. Simon, do you have another phone? It’s no help if Amelia has no one to call.”

“Here,” he replies, handing it to Chris. “The scary sister slapped this into my palm before storming off.”

I slap Chris on the back. “Let’s go.” The boys don their helmets and slip on the bikes. “Head east a few miles. If anyone sees you driving strangely, it’ll only draw attention to you. Chris, I’ll call you when I change direction or find something.”

Shaking out my limbs like an athlete, I wink over my shoulder before running away. A small cloud of dust is the only evidence I was ever there. Chris and Simon rev the bikes as they follow. I tune them out and concentrate.

My mind calms as I run, following Mack’s scent. I can still smell the cologne along with leather and sweat. The little piece of paper Chris found gave me more than I realized. My ability is still growing it seems. I can filter the different scents and separate them. If I lose track of Mack and Jordan, I have plenty of other clues to fall back on. Good for me, unlucky for the assholes I’m hunting.

God, I hope he’s there when I find them. I hope the whole team is there. This time, I won’t be so lenient.














Eighteen




Erin








T
 he
 hours
 have
 melded
 together in one terrifying pot of endless and death-defying travel. Lucille should have all licenses stripped away and never returned. I thought things would get better once we left the continent and all threats of the Special Forces. I thought we’d swap to bigger aircraft, or boats, or whatever. I was so wrong. Lucille has crammed us in tiny vehicles for what seems to be days now. Rationally, I know that’s an exaggeration, but my thumping heart and spiked adrenaline feel like it’s been days of torture. It’s not like I’d die if Lucille finally lost control, but the others would. I fear for them as much as myself.

We’ve just landed in Singapore to the audible relief of everyone. We made the collective decision to stop here for a day before flying over to the island. Marcus continues his never-ending and enthusiastic dialogue about Asia’s biggest island as my feet hit the tarmac. I could bow down and kiss the ground in sheer delight. Paula and Ricco look a little wobbly as they disembark. It wouldn’t surprise me if they’ve been scared off air travel for the rest of their days.

Lucille jumps down from the plane with a giant smile attached to her face. I think this is the happiest I have ever seen her. “I rented us a house for a few nights.”

“Aren’t we heading to the island tomorrow?” Marcus asks, his eyes fixed on a guidebook.

“Yes. But it doesn’t hurt to have a place to crash when we get back from wading through the jungle,” Lucille replies, rolling her eyes as if Marcus’s comment was the stupidest thing she’s ever heard.

I clear my throat. “It could take us more than a few days, Luce.”

Now she turns her rolling eyes on me. “Obviously. The house owner knows to keep the place open for us. Relax.”

I want to burst out laughing. There’s not a cat in hell’s chance any of us are relaxing, not after we’ve spent so long clenching and fearing for our lives. It’ll take several strong drinks and a deep tissue massage before I’m the least bit relaxed.

I send a quick check-in with Amelia. She feels me and sends her love. I’ve managed to stay out of her head so far. Apart from when she called Lucille the daughter of Lilith. That made me snort-chuckle. It wasn’t very attractive.

I pull my pack over my arms and follow Lucille, who has become the unspoken leader of the group. A fact I am more than okay with. We round the corner of the tiny hangar and spot a large SUV idling. Before our fearless maniac gets her hands on the keys, I use my speed to zip past and whip them out of the hands of a surprised Chinese vampire. What’s the protocol here? Should I bow? That’s polite in Chinese culture, right? I hedge my bets, and he seems more than pleased when I lift my head back up. I make a mental note to add China to my ever-growing list of places to visit on vacation.

Lucille stands with her hands on her hips, scowling at me.

“You need a break,” I say feebly before slipping behind the wheel. Of course she rides shotgun, grumbling as I pull off. This is only the second time I’ve driven in a foreign country and I’m not one hundred percent confident in my ability to get us there without incident, but I’d still rather risk it than let Lucille drive. Plus, Marcus, Paula, and Ricco look relieved for the first time in many, many
 hours.

We pull up to a McMansion ten minutes later. Could she have picked a more conspicuous place to stay?

“Luce this…it’s not very low key.”

“Pfft. We’ve been living in a concrete box. I need a hot bath and silk sheets and light. Screw low key. Anyway, we’re surrounded by a massive wall and the security system is top-notch, plus we have you. I’m not worried.”

That’s that then, I guess. Although I have to agree, the thought of soaking in a tub sounds heavenly.

The house is all sleek lines and chrome. A little disappointing, to be honest. It’s so sterile. For a country as rich in history as Singapore, I’d have thought the place would have more character.

Lucille drops her pack by the huge entry door. She wheels ‘round, hands on hips again. “It’s owned by Ronald Merland. He’s an oil baron.”

“American?” Ricco asks.

“Obviously. Texan. I think this is his play pad, away from the wife.” Lucille grins.

Ugh, the thought makes me cringe. At least I know why the place holds no characteristics of its heritage.

“I hope the place has been hosed down,” Marcus mumbles, screwing up his nose as he looks around.

Lucille claps, which reverberates around the colossal atrium. “Grab a room and then meet back down here. I’ve got a surprise for you all.”

I’m too beat to care. Stumbling up the glass steps, I throw myself on the first bed I see, praying it isn’t the master suite. I’m almost asleep when I get dragged off the bed by my feet. Lucille
 . My patience is wearing thin. I’m starting to see why she and Amelia fight so much.

“I need rest, Luce.”

“You can rest when you’re old. Downstairs.”

It would be wrong to jump into her mind and knock her out, wouldn’t it? Sigh.
 Yeah, it would, dammit. Everyone else looks as moody as me as they stand in the living room. God, I want to whine and stamp my feet.

Lucille stands tall and imposing. “Tomorrow is going to be tough. Much tougher than the past few days. We’ve got one hell of a search on our hands in unfamiliar territory.” Okay, Bear Grylls
 . “When we do find the hut, we have no idea what we’ll come across. It could be nothing, or it could be something we have to guard ourselves against.”

“This is a fab pep talk,” I mumble.

“It’s reality Erin. So, before we all part for the night, I’ve organized a little something. No alcohol, which hurts my heart a little.” She chuckles. “I could skull several bottles of wine right now. But no. I have bottles of fresh Red waiting for you in the kitchen. And…a karaoke machine.”

A what now? “I’m sorry.” I chuckle. “Did you say karaoke?”

Lucille nods enthusiastically. “I did. We’re going to load up on Red and then belt some songs out. We’re all far too tense.”

“I definitely need booze,” Ricco replies.

Who is this woman? Snarky uptight Lucille wants to do karaoke! I’ve got to get this on camera. Amelia is going to freak. Maybe I should see if she wants to watch? No, this is not the time to be distracting her. I’m definitely recording it.

“You first, then Luce. Show us how it’s done,” Paula shouts.

Without hesitation, she taps in a song to the machine and waits for the music to blare through the house speaker system. Lucille’s rendition of “I Wanna Dance With Somebody” is really fucking impressive. I can’t believe this is the first time I’m witnessing her like this. The earlier fatigue that surrounded the group seems to flitter away with every note. Paula grabs Ricco’s hand and they start dancing. Laughter rings out as Ricco twirls her around.

Marcus wastes no time and jumps up to the mic once Lucille is finished. Is this a Loch thing? Are they all secretly karaoke nuts? Does Amelia do this with them? Oh my god, I bet she does. I bet this is what they do when they have “family meetings.” I’m usually in attendance, but there have been a handful of times I couldn’t make it, and Amelia was suspiciously okay with it. I bet she’s got a small dark corner of her brain walled off from me that’s full of karaoke night madness with the family.

Meat Loaf’s “I’d Do Anything for Love” echoes around the room. And, of course, Marcus is a phenomenal singer. I’m praying the change from human to mega vampire has drastically improved my singing voice.

It has not.

Now, I’m not tone deaf but after following the Loch siblings I sound like a dying cat. Still, I have to admit it is fun belting out my favorite Celine Dion song. It takes me back to my teenage years, dancing and jumping on my bed with a hairbrush. It was lonely as an only child; I had to entertain myself somehow.

We take turns singing a few more songs before Paula announces she needs to sleep because she’s close to face planting the floor. I stay behind to help Lucille clear up the now empty bottles of Red.

“That was a lot of fun,” I say. She was right. We needed to let off some steam.

“Of course it was. Who doesn’t like karaoke?”

I study her for a bit as we wipe down the counter in the kitchen. “Why don’t we get to see this side of you, Luce?”

I’m genuinely curious. Lucille makes sure she comes across as acidic most of the time. Only a few people get to see her soft center. She remains silent for a few moments, making me worry I’ve upset her.

“I don’t find it easy opening up to many people. It’s not easy growing up in the middle of seven other kids. I guess I learned young that my sharp tongue and kick ass moves garnered more attention.”

“I’m sure it was tough for you all.”

“Marcus and Laurence are the eldest. They get instant older sibling privileges. Maria, Aliah, and Lucas are the fun ones. Bratty but the life and soul of the party.”

“And Amelia?”

She suddenly turns to me. “If you repeat this to her, I’ll disembowel you!”

“Noted.”

She squints her eyes at me, assessing if I’m being truthful. I clearly pass. “I always looked up to Amelia. She was quiet like me. I know, I know,” she says, waving her hand in dismissal of the obvious rebuttal I was about to make. The Lucille I know is anything but quiet. “You all see me as this loudmouth who causes trouble. But believe it or not, I wasn’t always like that. Sure, I was intense. I still am. But when I was a kid, I found it difficult to open up. Amelia was always so…stoic. Also, a bit of a loner. She preferred her books to her annoying baby sister.”

I’m picking up what she’s putting down. “So you started fights with her to hang out?”

She shrugs. “Pretty much. Weirdly, I felt it brought us closer together. Mother would dispute that, especially when she had to drag us apart. But…and I stick by this. Our fighting, my goading, it helped Amelia let out some of her feelings. It helped me bond with her. Okay, probably not in a super healthy way, but still.”

My heart breaks a little for her. “Do you feel uncomfortable acting like this,” gesturing to the karaoke machine, “in front of Amelia?”

Another shrug. “We’ve gotten closer over the past couple of years. I think you have a lot to do with that. She doesn’t rise to the bait anymore, and…well, I like you, Erin. I think we get on, and that’s bridged another gap between me and Amelia.”

I hop onto the counter. “You know, I think your bitching and moaning are good for her!”

Lucille’s eyebrows get lost in her raven hair. “You’re the first person to think so.” She laughs.

“It’s true,” I reply. “Amelia is a loner. Of course, she’s my mate, and we’re usually stuck at the hip, but she easily gets lost in her own thoughts. These past few weeks have been really fucking hard on us. Amelia has been finding all the changes difficult to process. It’s not been easy getting her to open up. I’ve done my fair share of overthinking, I know. But I’m nowhere near as hard on myself as your sister is on herself. The thing is Luce. It wasn’t me that got her to re-evaluate her feelings, it was you. By beating the crap out of each other in the bunker.”

Lucille’s cheeks tinge red. “I knew she was looking for a fight, is all.”

“No, you knew what your sister needed to help her process all the harsh changes she was struggling to digest. You’re her closest sibling, by far.”

“Marcus and Amelia—”

“Don’t have the same bond as you. When shit hits the fan, it’s you she comes to. It’s you she’s trusted to take care of me. We both know she wouldn’t have let Marcus do this alone. You are her right hand. And I know she would love to see this other side of you. Because she has the same playfulness. You just have to trust in each other.”

“Jesus, I thought you were a bartender?”

I laugh. “Aren’t bartenders cheap shrinks?” I wink. “I’m just saying you don’t have to keep your walls up so much.”

She huffs. “I’m going to hug you now, but don’t make a big deal about it.” I roll my lips to stop myself from laughing and accept her hug. “I’ll think about it, okay? But not until we’ve finished here. I need to keep my boss bitch wall up in that jungle. I promised to keep you safe, and I intend to honor my word. So y’all will just have to put up with me scowling for a little while longer.”

Laughing, I hop down and pat her on the shoulder. “I don’t want you to change completely, Luce. It would be weird if you didn’t insult people on a regular basis.”

“I’ll remember you said that.” She grins.
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Amelia








B
 umfuck
 nowhere,
 Utah.
 That’s
 where my nose has led us. Thankfully, the majority of our travels saw little human existence. I didn’t have to worry about being spotted running at an impossible speed. I’m physically exhausted. My mind wants to continue searching, but my body is on the verge of collapse. Am I in a state of delirium and Mack’s scent is a figment of my imagination? I want to find our friends so desperately. I’m scared I’ve made the trail up in my head. I mean, what the hell is in Utah? Gold Hill, Utah. Let me tell you. Nothing! Nothing apart from desolate buildings and dirt. It’s a ghost town.

Simon and Chris are circling the area on foot while I rest. They did an admirable job keeping up. Although I had to stop now and then to send new coordinates when the scent changed direction suddenly. Every muscle is screaming at me to stop and lie down for the next ten years. A gentle breeze has me turn my head. Cologne. And it’s fresh. Those fuckers are here somewhere. I can feel it.

“There’s nothing obvious,” Chris whispers.

“They’re here,” I say dangerously. In my current state of mind, I’m ready to rip the bastards limb from limb.

“You need to rest, Amelia.” I start to protest, but Chris stops me with a gentle squeeze on my shoulder. “We will need all our strength. We also need time to locate them and strategize.”

My head drops to my chest, and I let out a long, tired sigh. “You’re right. I can’t go much longer.”

“You’ve literally run from LA to Utah, Amelia. I can’t believe you’re still standing,” Simon comments, crouching down by my legs. “Well, you know what I mean.” He smiles. I didn’t even notice I’d sunk to the floor. Clearly my legs have stopped working all together.

Christopher holds his hand out to me. “There’s an abandoned ranch a few miles south. Let’s hole up there for the night and assess things in the morning.”

Nodding, I take the proffered help, groaning as I stand. Taking one last look around, I follow Simon and Chris to the bikes. I’ve never been more grateful to ride pillion. My body practically falls onto Chris as I hold on. Closing my eyes, I think of Erin, wondering where she is. We’ve both kept our distance, so to speak. Only a quick “I love you” and “I’m okay.” Distraction can be deadly, and it’s already hard enough being apart.

I’d give anything to have her in my arms. I picture her beautiful gold hair and how it tickles me in the face every night. Erin’s soft features as she sleeps. I can’t bring myself to think of her body because that’s just self-torture, so I concentrate on her face. The smile she gives me every morning, or the fire that blazes in her eyes when I do or say something to piss her off. How she stands up to my family in all her small yet mighty glory. How my family is a little afraid of her. That makes me smile. Even before she became a formidable vampire, her sassy little ass never backed down from the Lochs, and they loved her more for it.

My memories last until Chris pulls the bike over to a well-worn ranch house. The roof’s still intact, so that’s a bonus. Maybe there will be a couple of old beds to rest on. My back doesn’t like the idea of laying on a hard floor.

It smells of damp and sadness inside. The house is furnished, but there is a layer of thick dust on every surface. I wonder who lived here and why they had to leave? I’m sure at one point, love and laugher lived within these walls.

“Drink this, Amelia.” I turn to Simon, who is holding out a bottle of Red. Taking it, I drain it in seconds. Erin’s blood still courses through my veins, giving me a boost, but I know I need a top up. “Now sleep. There’s a bedroom down the hall. Chris and I will take turns on lookout.”

“Are you sure?”

I’m not the only one who needs rest. Chris and Simon may have been on bikes, but they’ve not stopped either.

“Go. We’ll wake you in a few hours,” Chris replies.

Aware my legs are seconds from buckling, I stumble down the hall. The room is pleasant, but it still feels weird laying in someone else’s bed. I let my mind wander to the events of the day. It took us nearly fifteen hours to get here. There were a few stops and readjustments as we went. I’m still amazed I can smell Mack. It is possible that the link we share enables me to dial into her somehow. But then again, I can also smell the soldier’s cologne, too. The only bond we share is a violent one. My warrior perks up. Vivid memories of that night in Hawaii flood my mind. And then I understand. She
 has made that bond with him. With all the soldiers.

Lucille told me that this “other” side of me is still me
 . We are one, and I agree. To a point. I know I had to accept it to be the person Erin needed. However, after some contemplation, I believe it’s a little more complex than that. There is a reason I felt out of control when I changed. Why this new side of me felt foreign. Because it was, it is
 . I’ve not voiced these thoughts because they might sound a little farfetched, but I think my warrior and Erin’s queen are
 separate entities that have bonded with our souls. We cohabitate, drawing power from them. I don’t think it’s evolution. I think it’s…well, a kind of magic.

It sounds nuts, I know, but my warrior has her own mind. I created the bond with Mack when I turned her. I believe I draw the ability to help humans from my warrior, however I think she can make separate bonds. But hers are with those who have threatened us.

My body sinks heavier into the bed as I ponder. I feel a wave of pride wash over me as I work through my thoughts. Is my warrior proud of me for working it out?

Yup, I definitely sound cuckoo. I need to sleep.
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Vivid dreams plague me all night until I wake with a start. My fangs descend and I breathe hard. I’m a bundle of confusion as I try to recall what I saw. For some reason, I have Whitney Houston and Meat Loaf playing on a loop in my head.

Rolling off the bed, I stretch and try to wake my body up. As predicted, it hurts. Everywhere. But underneath the ache is an energy that is becoming more present as I focus on it. I feel venom soak my fangs. What the hell is going on?

Suddenly my back is ramrod straight and my head snaps back. Mack. I can see her. I’ve no idea how this is possible, but it’s happening. They’ve tied her hands up above her head. She’s bleeding in several spots on her face. Although she looks unconscious, I know she is awake, calling out to me.

As quickly as it came, the vision ends and I crumble to the floor, panting. The sound of my fall alerts Chris and Simon, who burst through the door. I look up and their eyes widen. I guess it’s the sight of my fangs. Breathing deep, I focus on calming down. After a few seconds, my fangs recede. Although I feel wobbly, I stand.

“Mack is close,” I rasp. “I saw her.”

“How?” Chris asks, coming to my side and wrapping his arm around my waist. He maneuvers me to the bed so I can sit.

“I don’t know how. But she’s here.”

“Is she injured?” Simon asks.

“A few cuts to the face.”

Chris paces. “Did you see anyone else?”

“No, just Mack. She’s somewhere dark. I couldn’t see much.”

“Okay. This is good,” Chris says, more to himself than to Simon and me. “It must mean the link you share is getting stronger. We can use that.”

“Amelia needs more rest. Look at her,” Simon states. “She’s as white as a sheet.”

“No,” I protest. “No more rest. If we have any Red, I’ll take that, but we go now. I’m not letting our friends spend another minute in that hellhole.”

“She’s right, Simon. No more waiting.”

He doesn’t seem happy, but he backs down. “Fine. Do you want to head back to Gold Hill?”

I shake my head. “She’s a little outside Gold Hill.”

Chris brings up a map on his burner. “Here,” he says after several minutes. “There’s an old mine a few miles away. It’s secluded. Ideal place to hold a few vampires prisoner.”

“We can’t ride the bikes. They’ll know we’re coming from miles away,” Simon says, studying Chris’s phone.

“Then we run.”

Chris chuckles. “Neither of us can run at your pace, Amelia.”

“I know, so let’s get going. I’ll run ahead and check the area out.”

Simon holds up his finger and leaves the room. He’s back within seconds and holding another bottle of Red. “Have a drink first.”

“Thanks, Mom,” I say, taking the bottle. Simon blushes. “Oh my god! My mom had you promise to feed me Red, didn’t she?”

“Hey,” Simon protests. “You Lochs are like seven feet tall, and Momma Loch is scary as hell. There was no way I was going to argue with her.”

Laughter bubbles up and out. “She is scary as hell.”

“Right, so drink up.” Simon grins.

Full to the brim with Red, I feel reinvigorated. We pack our things and leave the ranch house. I still find it rather sad it’s being left to rot.

“Meet me here,” I say, pointing to a patch of land that should provide us with cover.

Chris hugs me. “Good luck and be safe.”

They set off running, leaving me alone for a few moments. “Are you ready for this?” I say out loud. My warrior beats her chest. She’s ready. I draw all the energy I can from her. Power envelopes me and my blue light shimmers over my skin. I feel Erin’s presence momentarily, and it boosts me further.

Turning on my heel, I propel myself forward. I pass Chris and Simon in seconds. The world rushes by in a blur, but I’m too focused on my target to pay much attention. A small dust cloud kicks up as I skid to a stop. The old mine is a few hundred yards away. My eyes scan feverishly for signs of life. One solitary guard is at the shaft entrance. There will be more inside, but I’m not worried. I could take them all out myself, but I won’t deny Simon and Chris. They’ve earned the right to storm the castle. I crouch down, waiting and watching until I hear the boys arrive. They’re a little sweaty, but no worse for wear.

“Nice jog?” I quip.

“Delightful,” Chris murmurs.

“There’s just one guy so far,” I say, gesturing to the soldier now taking a leak up a wooden post.

“There will be more inside,” Simon says.

“I’m betting it will be an entire team of Special Forces.” I can smell that fucking cologne. “I’ll take out numb nuts over there. Don’t move until I tell you to.”

The poor bastard hasn’t even finished zipping himself up when I arrive by his side. His hands fumble and his eyes grow wide in panic. I give him a snide grin before knocking him out. My warrior cries for more. She wants this asshole’s head on a platter, but I can’t let that happen. I won’t be a monster.

After depositing the soldier’s body behind a pile of rocks, I wave for Chris and Simon to join me. Simon goes straight for the soldier, binding his hands with plastic ties. He slaps a piece of tape over the guy’s mouth and then stands back to survey his work. “You’re not going anywhere, asswipe.”

“We stay silent,” I whisper. “No heroics. Understand?” They both nod. “I’ll go first. When we find Mack and Jordan, you help them get free. I’ll deal with the team.”

It’s go-time.
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Erin








M
 y
 hair
 is
 in
 a tight bun, and I’m covered in an entire can of bug spray. Okay, maybe two. Stupidly, I asked Marcus about the kinds of bugs we might encounter. He went into great detail, which made my skin crawl. Hence the overuse of poisonous chemicals now soaking into my skin and clothes.

With the lightweight pack strapped to my back, I stand silently, waiting for Lucille to finish talking with the boat captain we’ve hired to take us to the island. As promised, Lucille is back to her usual abrasive self. She’s all work now. Last night’s entertainment might as well have happened years ago. There is no joviality as we ready ourselves for the days ahead. Paula and Ricco stand next to me, holding hands. Marcus is repacking his bag for the tenth time. We’re all pleased that the mode of transport changed from air to sea. Well, maybe not Lucille. But Paula staunchly refused to get on another plane, so she didn’t have much choice. She’s still sour about it.

“He’s ready to go,” Lucille shouts. We quick march over and climb aboard. There are commercial ferries, but we’d stick out like sore thumbs with our gear. None of us look like tourists. I’m not a huge fan of boats, but I’ll suck it up. This is the last leg of the journey before we’ll be on foot. I should enjoy the rest while I can.

“We’ll arrive in about ten hours,” Lucille announces once we’ve made ourselves comfortable in the small living area. There’s a kitchenette, sofa and built-in table. Every surface has a trinket on it. The captain must live onboard permanently.

“What’s the plan after that?” Ricco asks.

Lucille smiles. “We take a light aircraft from Kuching to Mulu Airport.” There’s a collective groan. “I knew you’d like that.”

I can see Paula weighing up the urge to argue or accept her fate. She sighs and slumps her shoulders. Lucille wins.

“From there, we can use the park trails to make it to the rocks. After that, it’s down to you, Erin,” Marcus says.


Thanks for the reminder
 .

I smile and nod. I’ve said all I have to say on the matter. We’ll either find something helpful or not. I can’t keep worrying about it. My senses prickle as I sit there listening to the others chat. Amelia is summoning her energy, which makes my heart rate spike. Does that mean she’s found Mack and Jordan? I do the only thing I can think of to help and push more of my energy her way. A low hum remains in my chest and my fingertips buzz. I’m still getting used to these kinds of things happening.

After a while, the hum dissipates, leaving me hollow. I so desperately want to know what’s happening. Closing my eyes, I reach out to Jordan. I gasp as I feel her. Instead of everlasting blackness, I see a blur of light. Her mind is dull, which I’m guessing means she’s still under the influence of drugs, but not to the level that is shutting down her mind.


Jordan?


No answer, but I feel her presence. She wants to talk to me, but she is still too intoxicated.

“Erin?” Lucille’s sharp voice pulls me from my mind. “Erin, talk to me.”

My hands tightly grip my chest, and my breathing becomes labored. “She found them,” I sob. “Amelia found them.”

The second I focus on my wife, pain replaces my overwhelming relief. She’s hurt. Oh, god. I stumble to my feet and head for the cabin door. I have to get off this boat. I have to get to Amelia.

“Erin, stop!” Lucille is gripping my shoulders, trying to pull me back. A well of anger rises. I spin on my feet and push her away. She lands on the other side of the cabin with a bang. Several ornaments fall to the deck.

“Erin, calm down,” Marcus says in a steady tone. “Talk to us.”

“I have to get to Amelia.”

Lucille is back on her feet in seconds. Her face snarls in a sadistic grin. “You’re not going anywhere.”

Before I know what’s happening, she has me in a full body grip. My fangs descend instinctually, and I battle with all my strength to free myself of her grip. There’s a reason Amelia chooses her sister as a sparring partner. Lucille is solid muscle under that tall frame. She’s not necessarily stronger than me, but her years of martial arts training have me pinned to the ground before I can blink.

“Calm the fuck down,” she hisses.

“Let me go!” I roar. Gold threads curl around my fists.

“No. Amelia wouldn’t want this,” she growls, tightening her grip on me. “She needs you to stay on course, Erin.”

“She’s hurt, Lucille. I have to go to her!”

“Is she dead?”

The question has me sucking in a lungful of air. “No,” I stutter.

“Then we carry on. This is too important, Erin.”

Nothing is more important than my mate. Nothing!

“I understand. Believe me, I do. If this were Trent, I’d be acting just the same. But you have to find it within yourself to fight your instincts. Amelia will recover. She’s found Mack and Jordan. Now you have to fulfill your part of this. Please Erin, I’m begging you.”

To my surprise, Lucille loosens her hold and shuffles away. She sits back on her legs and simply looks at me. Her eyes pleading. I’m lying on the floor breathing heavily.

“I…” I’m lost for words. I know Lucille is right. Amelia would want me to carry on.

Closing my eyes, I focus on Amelia. She’s unconscious. She’s in pain, but she’s alive.


Amelia?


Nothing. I scour the depths of her mind until I find her blue light. Her mind is protecting itself, allowing Amelia to heal.


Amelia, my love, I’m here. I’m with you.


Silence.

Panic claws at my chest. All I need is to hear her voice, but my pleas go unanswered. Coating her light in my love, I pull back. Without thinking, I search for Chris. He answers me in seconds.


She’s Okay Erin. I’ve got her. We found Jordan and Mack. Plus a few more vampires. We dealt with the soldiers.



What the hell happened?



Amelia took a few dozen rounds to the chest.


A few dozen rounds? She’s been shot multiple times? Oh god I want to hurl.


She’s safe, Erin, I swear it.



Where are you?



Utah.


Huh, I wasn’t expecting that.


We’ll head to the bunker as soon as Amelia is able.


Swallowing hard, I make a decision that I am sure will haunt me for the rest of my life.


Okay. Take care of her
 .

My soul is screaming for me to choose her. Choose to go home and hold her close. I feel as if I am betraying our very existence by staying here.

Severing our connection, I keep my eyes closed for a few seconds longer, willing the tears I feel to remain unshed. All eyes are on me the second I sit up.

“We continue on.”
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The rest of the trip is spent in silence. I have no energy to spare answering questions and thankfully, my team respects my need for space. I try to reach Amelia every half an hour, but nothing. I can only conclude her injuries are severe enough that her body needs longer to heal.

We only tested the theory once. I remember when Amelia stabbed herself in the abdomen to prove herself right. I could have throttled her. I’m pretty sure her mother did. Based on that one test, and the fact I got shot in the heart and survived, we concluded that both of us are invincible. What if we were wrong? What if Amelia’s injuries are too much for her to come back from?


Erin.


It’s a whisper of a sound, but I hear it.


Erin, my love
 .


Amelia?
 Warmth blossoms through my cells. My soul basks in it. Oh, my darling
 .

Those unshed tears are now cascading down my cheeks. Paula rushes to my side with concern. I smile at her brightly. “Amelia is awake.”


I’m okay, my love. Sore, but okay.



I’m sorry I didn’t come to you.


The guilt is already eating me alive.


You did the right thing. We need to finish this, honey.


I tell her how much I love her before disengaging to let her rest. Paula is still by my side. Ricco sits opposite with Marcus. Lucille stands guarding the door like she doesn’t trust I’m not going to make another run for it.

“She’s okay,” I say to everyone. “I’m sorry about earlier.” I direct this to Lucille.

Lucille winks. “As long as you’re good now, we can forget it. Plus, it got the adrenaline pumping. We’ll be docking soon and heading straight to the plane.”

It’s a herculean task, putting Amelia to the back of my mind, but I do it. There’s no way in hell I’ll be able to do what’s needed if I’m constantly thinking of her. The fact I even have those thoughts in my head makes my stomach churn and the guilt builds up a little more. But what choice do I have?

We dock and disembark. The humidity slaps me in the face instantly. I can already feel my hair trying to frizz. The journey to the airfield takes twenty minutes by car. The air conditioning is delightful, and I’m genuinely upset about leaving the rental for a tiny sweatbox. We’ll be in the air less than two hours, but with Lucille at the helm it’ll feel a hell of a lot longer.

The aircraft is as small as expected. I settle into a meditation as soon as I’m in my seat. My neurons are firing on all cylinders, so I need to calm down. Locking onto the voice that called me in my dreams isn’t going to be easy. It’ll take all my concentration, and maybe a few prayers to the universe for some guidance. Once again, it’s time to switch off Erin and pull forward the Salvator Regina. Everything in my mind washes away as I focus intently on the hut. I can see it so clearly. I want whoever or whatever has been calling me to know I am close.

The landing is atrocious, and I vow to never get in a vehicle Lucille is driving ever again. I’ll walk home if necessary. The glint in her eye and wolfish grin makes me think she’s flown like an asshole just for kicks. Let’s see how funny it is when I regurgitate Red all over her.

Marcus suddenly comes to life the second we step foot on solid ground. His map comes out, and he’s already walking off. Paula shrugs her shoulders and follows him. Ricco chuckles, picks up their rucksacks, and jogs after them to catch up.

The energy around me changes as I move on. Marcus is yammering away at anyone who will listen about the history of the land. Lucille remains silent, but I feel her eyes on me now and then. Can she sense something is happening to me?

The jungle feels suffocating when I step into the tree line. The birdsong is just as loud as in my dreams. There is no wind, though. No sound of my name rustling through the trees. But there is a presence. An energy that prickles my senses.

We walk for hours, stopping to rehydrate now and then. There is little talk. Even Marcus has fallen quiet. The weight of our expedition hangs heavy on our shoulders. The day is getting away from us. According to the map, we are only an hour’s walk from the outpost where we will sleep for the night. I can see the jagged rocks from my dream in the far distance now.

I’m so lost in my thoughts I don’t see Ricco stop in front of me and I plow right into him.

“Crap, I’m sorry,” I say, although it’s me on my ass.

Ricco looks at me and then scratches his head. “Um…Erin, look at your hands.”

Looking down, I see what’s got him staring at me. The gold threads are back. I’m starting to feel like a goddamn Christmas light display. Jumping back to my feet, I hold both hands out in front of me. The group is watching with palpable anticipation. I forget that my aura usually only shows when I’m with Amelia. Usually in the middle of an orgasm. So this is different. The only other time people have witnessed it was when Amelia and I fought Noah. And none of those people are here now, which is why Marcus, Lucille, Ricco, and Paula are staring at me. By the look on their faces, it must seem like I’m the second coming, I guess.

My hands glow brighter and then the threads snake away from my body. They veer off our chosen path and to the left.

“This way,” I whisper.














Twenty-One




Amelia








E
 verything
 hurts.
 My
 fucking
 insides are on fire. I can’t believe that asshole emptied a clip into me. How didn’t I notice him? If I’d spotted him a second sooner, I wouldn’t be on the floor outside an abandoned mine half bleeding to death and he wouldn’t be…

My god, what have I done?

Everything went according to plan. We followed the electric lamps down the shaft until we found the room where Jordan, Mack, and several other vampires were being held. I incapacitated the soldiers easily. They didn’t see me coming. Why didn’t I make sure I’d gotten him
 ? I’d followed his scent for nearly a thousand miles and yet I didn’t take a second to check. All I know is my focus shifted to Mack and Jordan when the last soldier fell unconscious. Jordan was curled up in a ball at the far end of the room, shivering. Her body battered and bruised. A bucket of water and a towel lay discarded next to her. The fuckers had waterboarded the poor girl.

Mack was semi-conscious, only able to make garbled sounds through a clearly broken jaw. As for the others, they were in different states. Some wide-eyed and shaking, others unresponsive.

I ran to Jordan and picked her up, and that’s when I felt the first sting of a bullet pierce my back. I dropped her and fell to my knees, but I wasn’t down for long. I spun around, ready to face the threat. My fangs came out and my warrior raged inside.

He was hiding in the shadows of the room. The soldier with the cologne. The second he saw my teeth, he pulled the trigger, over and over. I felt every shot. I remember falling to the ground, my head hitting stone.

I didn’t black out. I heard Chris scream my name and then felt a weight press me down harder. That scent was in my nose again, but so much stronger. He’d climbed on my back. I felt the barrel of the gun bury in my hair. My warrior roared inside, pulling every ounce of strength I had left.

I managed to turn around until I faced him. The soldier’s eyes whipped to my teeth. He tried to reposition his gun, but my hand found his throat. I squeezed and squeezed until I heard a snap. His vacant eyes stared at me until I finally broke out of the red haze which had overtaken me. I’d killed him.

Simon was the one to drag his body off me and then carry me outside. Mack and Jordan lay close by. Chris was tending to them while a couple of the other vampires helped each other. My shock must have worn off because that’s when the inferno of pain started.

I remember ripping my shirt off and looking at my abdomen. There was a sea of crimson pouring out. My t-shirt wasn’t enough to help stem the blood flow. I honestly thought I was going to die, regardless of the fact I believed myself invincible.

The wounds twinged painfully. The bullets worked their way out of my body, but I only saw black after that as the pain became too much. That is until I heard her. Erin. She called to me in the darkness, beckoning me to return. Her golden light wrapped itself around me, keeping me safe.

I don’t know how long it took me, but eventually I called to her, and my heart beat a little harder when I heard her sweet voice.


Amelia?


Just my name from her lips was a salve to my broken body. I tried to reassure her. The selfish part of me wanted her to come to me. But I couldn’t face her. Not after what I’d done. Erin always said she believed I wouldn’t become what I feared. That I wasn’t a monster. How the hell do I tell her she was wrong? I’m a murderer.

My body is healing, slowly. Mack and Jordan are both awake now. Jordan can speak a little. Not enough to tell us what’s happened to them since being here. Our priority is getting them back to the safety of the bunker, but I’m not sure I can walk yet.

Chris kneels by my side, checking the bullet holes. They’ve stopped bleeding, and the skin is knitting back together.

“We need to get you and the rest of them some medical attention. I’m going to call Mohan with the burner. We need help, and we’ve been out here far too long already.”

I’ve no idea what the time is or how long ago we entered the mine, and I’m more than happy to receive some backup. Our task is done. We’ve found the kidnapped vampires. Now I’m quite happy to hand over the reins to someone else.

“Here, drink this,” Simon murmurs as he gently lifts my head. “It’s the last of our Red, but you need it to help with the healing.”

I try to turn my lips away from the bottle. I don’t deserve it. I’d rather one of the other injured vampires receive it, but Simon is hard-headed and doesn’t give up until I’ve finished it all.

Christopher rushes back over to me the second he disconnects the call. “Mohan is sending the cavalry. I told him to get here as fast as possible. We don’t know what these guys were instructed to do. For all we know, they’ve missed a check-in and now half the US Army is on its way.”

“We have to move,” I gasp. The pain is still intolerable. “We’re sitting ducks out here.”

Simon gets to his feet. “The ranch house. It’s the only place with shelter.”

“How the hell are we going to move everyone?” Chris asks.

My breaths are shallow as I try to stand. Motherfucker!
 “All those who can walk need to help those who can’t. Grab whatever supplies the soldiers kept in the mine that will help. We’ll crawl if we have to, but we need to move.”

No sooner have the words left my lips than Chris and Simon are directing people to get up and help. Summoning my warrior, I almost beg her to help me stand strong. Mack needs to be carried, and there’s no way Jordan can do it. If we are attacked, I’ll do my best to throw a protective shield around us, but I’m not confident it will last. That’s why we have to leave now.

I stagger over to Mack, who looks terrible. Her eyes are shining with tears and pain.

“I’m sorry,” I whisper before taking her into my arms. She howls through her swollen face. I’ve never heard a person make such a noise.

My body is angry with me, but I ignore it, focusing on my muscles and moving forward. I don’t look back as I walk in the direction of the ranch house. If I look back, I’ll falter because back there is the truth of who I am. I took a man’s life with the tightening of my hand. He’s probably a husband and father. I’ll have to live with the destruction I’ve caused to his family for eternity. I guess that will be my penance.

“I’ve updated Mohan and told him we’re heading to the house. I’m guessing they’ll intercept us before we get there.”

“I hope so.”
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I can see the house in the distance, but my attention is on the helicopter blades I hear getting closer. I’ve never been a great lover of praying, but I’ll do it now. I’ll pray to every deity a thousand times over if they help us get home. If they make sure those helicopters are here to take us to safety.

Stopping, I place Mack as gently as possible on the ground. Everyone stops and turns toward the ever-growing noise. I focus my gaze, willing my eyes to stay sharp. There are no military markings, but that doesn’t mean the birds are friendly.

“Get behind me,” I shout.

No one argues. They move as fast as their injuries will allow. My energy is seriously low, but I have to create a shield. Digging deep, I summon the last vestiges of my power to the surface of my skin. The last time I did this was to protect Erin from Noah. Erin isn’t here, but the memory of that day is. I can still recall the feelings I had when Erin was threatened. I need to feel that way again to protect these people.

It’s working. I feel the air ripple as the shield slowly descends. My eyes are closed in concentration, but I force myself to open them. The choppers land a few hundred feet away. Dust whirls around us in a choking cloud. Grit blasts into my eyes, but I still keep them trained on the door of the helicopter. The shield finally surrounds us entirely, cutting off the thick air. Figures emerge one by one, and I know that if they are soldiers, we are done for. My energy is close to zero, and I can feel myself slipping. The shield flickers as I do everything possible to keep it up.

“They’re Mohan’s guys,” Chris cheers. It’s the last thing I hear before collapsing to the ground in a heap.

Water splashing on my face brings me back around. I’m already loaded on the helicopter with an IV of Red strapped to my arm. Simon is sitting next to me, talking to a vampire Mohan sent. I can’t make out what they’re saying over the noise of the engines and blades.

The takeoff makes my stomach churn. I’m not a fan of this kind of flying. It reminds me of Lucille’s piloting. It’s a harrowing experience. I hope Erin hasn’t had the displeasure. Surely, they would have hired a pilot, right?

Erin. My sweet soulmate who only sees the best in me.

Now that we’re out of immediate danger, my mind is playing the events of the day on a loop. I’m going to have to retell the story over and over again to Mohan, the council, my parents, and Erin. They’ll all know what I’m capable of. My god, what if Mother and Father keep me away from Valentine? Would I blame them?

Clearly, I’m not going to go around murdering people. I know that. It’s when the anger takes over. When the red haze blinds me to my rage and I’m no longer in control. That’s when I’m a liability to the people I love. Jesus, what if Chris or Simon had tried to intervene? Would I have been able to distinguish between friend and foe?

“Sleep Amelia.” Simon’s kind face peers down. I blink but can’t find it in me to smile, so I close my eyes. The soldier’s twisted face greets me the second my lids shut. He wanted me dead so badly. I disgusted and scared him enough that he wanted to snuff my life out. Is that a good enough reason to have snapped his neck? No, I could have rendered him unconscious just like the others, so what made that situation different?

His hate. I couldn’t risk him living and hunting my family down. Is that
 a good enough reason? Will that be acceptable for my family to still see me as the daughter and sister they’ve come to know and love? Is it enough of an excuse that my wife won’t see a murderer? Is it enough of a reason that I won’t look in the mirror and see his dead eyes staring back at me every day?

Will that one act undo all the good I’ve put into this world?

I’ve met many Fallen who have felt the weight of their actions when they weren’t in their right mind. I’ve seen what it can do to a person’s soul. It strips them of something they can never get back. No matter how many times they are told it wasn’t their fault, the guilt still plagues them. As I am positive it will me. I am them; I have fractured a part of myself that can never be fixed.














Twenty-Two




Erin








T
 he
 more
 we
 walk,
 the easier it is to recognize my surroundings. Every tree is familiar. Even the birdsong is a pattern I know. I listen for my name on the wind, but it is absent. We’ve followed my light for close to half an hour in silence. Lucille has been a constant presence next to me. I can feel her guard up. She’s ready to fight.

There is nothing threatening about the energy around us, though. In fact, it’s almost warm, like a mother’s hug. We are being welcomed with open arms. It gives me hope that whatever is about to happen will give us the strength and knowledge to emerge victorious against the president.

The sound of a fire crackling makes me smile. We’re so close now. I just hope we won’t find the hut empty like in my dream. I’m not sure any of us have the patience or energy to go searching for the occupant. I’m not sure I am strong enough to keep Amelia at bay much longer.

As we break through dense undergrowth, the golden threads dim and eventually vanish. Stopping, I turn to the rest of the group. “We’re here.”

“Let me go first,” Lucille says in a stoney voice. She’s all business, and I know better than to argue. With a nod, I stand aside and let her step past me, through the last barrier of trees and into the clearing. A few moments pass and I’m about to call to her. But then she speaks. “It’s safe.”

Blowing a steady breath out, I step into the clearing and survey the scene. The hut is exactly as I remember it. There’s even a pot hanging over the fire. But unlike my dream, the hut’s owner is sitting on a stool by the fire, smiling at me.

“Regina, it’s so good to finally meet you,” she says warmly. Her accent is similar to Spanish, but it carries…something older in the tones. Something long forgotten.

The woman looks to be in her eighties. She has short white hair in tight curls. Her skin is weathered by the sun. Her brown eyes sparkle and her smile is wide. I can see she has crooked teeth and possibly arthritic hands. A simple hemp dress covers her frail body.


Speak Erin!


“Hello.” Well, that was less than impressive.

“Please come and sit down. You all must be hungry.” She addresses the entire group, but her gaze never leaves me. It’s a gaze that see’s through to my soul but is not unnerving. “Sit, sit.” She gestures.

Once everyone is seated, she slowly stands up and starts scooping up some sort of stew into small handmade bowls. I can feel everyone’s eyes on me as she hands the food out. They’re looking for reassurance it’s safe to eat. I nod and then laugh when Ricco and Marcus practically inhale the food. We’ve had plenty of Red and snacks to keep us going, but there is something about the stew that smells amazing and sets my mouth watering.

She sits back down and turns her attention to me again. “My name is Balam.”

“E-erin.”

She bows her head slightly. “It is a beautiful name.”

I sit silently, studying her. She eyes me back with a silent challenge. She wants to see if I can work it out. I think I have. There is a reason she is so familiar to me. I have a theory, and if it’s correct, we are sitting in the presence of an ancient vampire. The vampire who preceded me as the Salvator Regina. I have to test her.

Pushing my aura out, I envelop her in my light. My breath catches when she absorbs it, with a wink, no less. I was right.

Standing, I move to her and drop to both knees. “It’s an honor to meet you,” I say, bowing my head. I hear scuffles around me as bowls are set down and sense the other’s confusion, but one by one they lower themselves to their knees and bow their heads.

“Oh child, there’s no need for that. You are the queen now. My time is over.”

“Hang on a second,” Lucille barks. “You’re…”

“She’s what? What the hell is going on?” Marcus asks.

“Balam is the original Salvator Regina. Latin for Savior Queen,” I state.

Marcus’s head snaps up. “She’s…”

“Really old,” Lucille finishes, causing Balam to let out a raspy bark.

“I like you, Lucille.”

She is really old. And looks it. Would it be rude to ask how she’s aged? Shouldn’t she still be a fresh-faced vampire?

Lucille stands up, placing her hands on hips. Eyeing Balam suspiciously. “You know my name?”

Her indignation is hilarious.

Balam chuckles. “I know all of you.” I feel a hand on my shoulder. “Please rise, my dear. We have much to discuss, including why I’ve aged,” she says with a knowing smile. Crap, she can read my thoughts. “But first, I want you all to eat and rest. Regrettably, I can only provide you with an unlimited quantity of stars to sleep beneath this evening. Somehow, I think you’ll manage, though.” She grins and winks again.

There’s a rustling sound coming from the back of the hut. Lucille is in front of me in seconds. Her stance signaling that she’s ready to fight.

“Balam, are they here yet?” A woman, taller than Balam but with the same aged skin, shouts as she walks around the hut. “Oh, asked and answered.” Her smile is as wide as Balam’s.

“Itzel, come and meet Erin.”

The woman, or Itzel, as I now know, takes a couple of lengthy strides over to me and takes my hand. She gives me a wink and kisses my knuckles. “Good to meet you, my Queen. We’ve been waiting for this day for quite a while.”

Her charm and character remind me of Amelia, which makes me smile. Itzel moves to Balam and places a gentle kiss on her lips. Her hand caresses Balam’s cheek. Their love is palpable. Itzel is Balam’s mate, which means she was, or maybe still is, her protector, as Amelia is mine.

“I know you are desperate for answers, Erin, and I promise to provide them. But please eat the stew. You need to replenish your energy. It’s full of Red.”

“Organic Red. Straight from the source this morning,” Itzel adds with a smile.

I do
 want answers, and I’m sure Balam can feel my impatience, but I have to trust she knows best. She’s led me here when our lives are in peril. I have to believe she’s going to help.
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Sleeping under the stars is an experience I’d like to repeat over and over again. Looking into the universe has a unique way of putting things into perspective.

We ate the stew but were far too tired to have such an important talk, so we bid Balam and Itzel good night. Chatter was minimal as we all processed the past few days. Surprisingly, sleep came easily and for the first time in weeks, I didn’t dream.

The morning has brought dazzling rays of sun piercing through the canopy. Everyone is already awake when I finally sit up and run a hand through my hair. I should not
 have taken it out of the bun. I can feel its volume and know I look ridiculous.

“Wow,” Lucille comments. She hands me a cup of fresh Red and a bowl of fruit. “That’s a look.”

I scowl at her because, of course, she looks perfectly put together. For once I’d like to see a Loch who is as much of a bridge troll as the rest of us when we first wake up.

“Thanks.”

“You’re welcome.” She grins and then trots away, chuckling.

After inhaling the most delicious fruit I have ever eaten, I’m feeling a little more alive and ready to talk with Balam. As nice as it is being here, there are people waiting for us, and I want to get home. Amelia has been blocking my attempts to contact her. At first, I put it down to her needing more time to heal, but now I know there is something else going on. Chris is none the wiser. He just reiterates that she needs rest. If I can’t connect with her soon, I will reach out to Victoria. Chris tells me they arrived at the bunker earlier yesterday. And if I know the Loch matriarch, she will be tending to Amelia, whether she likes it or not.

Balam and Itzel are sitting with Paula and Ricco laughing at a story Ricco is telling animatedly. Balam catches my eye and excuses herself from the conversation. “Shall we take a walk?”

“Please.” My heart gives a few extra thuds as we leave the clearing and find a well-worn path.

“Do you want to ask questions, or would you like me to jump right into it?”

“Jump in, please.” Yes, I have questions, but I think she will answer them all with whatever she’s about to say.

“Erin, it’s difficult for me to express what I need to say without feeling a profound sense of shame. Like you, I was given the ability to help vampires who fell into madness. My abilities were seen as a gift from the gods. I was celebrated and worshipped. Itzel was known as the fiercest warrior in all the land. Itzel and I embraced the adoration given to us so freely by our kind.” Balam shakes her head as if she’s warding off unwanted memories. “Our knowledge was limited in those days, though. The world was a brutal place and in time, Itzel and I became brutal queens. Our egos became bigger than our need to help. Our thirst for power was insatiable. We slayed anyone who opposed our word as law. We were consumed.”

Wow, okay. I look at her now and struggle to marry the two sides of Balam. The scary, powerful queen and the lovely old lady. “You don’t seem to be that person anymore.” I’m finding it hard to picture Balam that way.

“I am not. And it was almost losing Itzel to madness that finally opened my eyes. This is important, Erin. You haven’t received the gift from any God. You can use the energy that makes up life and manipulate it. I doubt you have even begun to discover your full power, and that is why I need to speak with you. It takes a strong mind and will to wield such a force. As time passes, it’s easy to lose yourself to it. Itzel almost lost herself to her anger. She felt the injustice of our species’ predicament intolerable. Countless humans lost their lives because of it. That guilt ate her alive until she almost did the one thing that would have destroyed me. She was on the brink of choosing to die.

“It is why we live in a place which resembles home but could never be it. Our actions had consequences to others, and ourselves. We paid a steep price, Erin. Our punishment has been to live in exile, away from everything we hold dear. Even to this day, I cannot bring myself to return home. You caught my accent? I originate from Brazil. Itzel too. We had to leave it all behind. Never to return. I do not want the same outcome for you.”

My heart is no longer thudding. It’s racing at a sickening speed. Amelia has voiced her anger at the way vampires are driven to madness if they can’t find a mate. She has sat crying in my arms as she recounts a burning fury inside. The fear she feels at losing control. A fear I brushed aside as something that could never manifest into anything because I refused to picture Amelia becoming something so far from who she is.

Balam pulls me from my ever-darkening thoughts. “As for me. I toyed with minds, invaded dreams. No one was safe from my reach. In my head, I was
 a God.”

“What made you change?”

“The night I found Itzel on the ground writhing in mental agony, begging the universe to make it stop. I dropped to my knees and prayed. I freely relinquished the power and begged Itzel’s be stripped away. We weren’t worthy of such a responsibility.”

“And that worked?”

“Yes. There is always a choice. Which is why you need to understand the magnitude and risks you take when choosing this life. Don’t get me wrong, in the right hands, your gifts are a privilege. You just need to make sure you are ready to take it on.”

“Why didn’t you call to me sooner?” I could have done with this information…say, two years ago.

“Because I am an old fool. I wanted nothing to do with it. I was consumed by my past failures. I was scared for Itzel. The day I felt the power rise in you, I almost collapsed. I didn’t understand why I could feel it, feel you. But now I think it is my purpose to guide you. You are worthy of this gift, Erin. I have seen through your eyes the good you have done. Witnessed your tender heart. But I fear for your mate.”

“Amelia? Why?”

“Itzel feels her anger. She feels her fear. There are troubling times ahead that will test you both.”

My hands shake. “What do I do? I cannot lose Amelia.”

“This is why I brought you here. I want to share my memories with you.”

Couldn’t she have just done that in the first place instead of dragging my ass across the world?

“I could walk through your mind if you agree.”

Balam shakes her head. “I have to pass them on to you. Embed them in your own consciousness as if they were your own. I think that is the only way to keep you from making our mistakes over again. The only way to do that is face-to-face.”

Shit, did she hear me grumbling?

“I’ll feel your regret,” I say quietly, bypassing my embarrassment.

“You will feel so much more than that. If you wish to be the Salvator Regina, you need to have a safeguard. A way to ground yourself when the power seems all-consuming.”

“What if I don’t want to be the queen?”

“Then you choose not to be.”














Twenty-Three




Amelia








W
 e
 arrived
 at
 the
 bunker yesterday and I was promptly whisked off to the sick bay where Dr. Chord eagerly awaited me. I didn’t see much point, considering the wounds had fully healed by the time we returned. However, Mother was in full…well, mother mode, so I kept my mouth shut and let Riley examine me. I also let her extract some more venom. The good doctor has been busy since Erin and I left.

“Victoria, may I have a minute with Amelia alone?”

Mother squints her eyes in disproval, but Riley doesn’t flinch. “Fine. I’ll be right outside.”

“Better?” Riley asks me. I blow out a breath and nod.

“She’s insufferable when she hovers. I’m fine. You said it yourself.”

“She’s just worried about her child, Amelia.” Riley smiles. “I wanted a few moments alone for other reasons.”

“I’m a married woman, Dr. Chord.” I grin. She swats me on the arm.

“As am I.” She laughs. “Glad to see your sense of humor didn’t take a hit.”

“No, just the rest of me.” Parts Riley can’t see or heal with medicine.

“Hmm. What happened out there? You’re…not yourself and I don’t think it’s the injuries. You’re almost completely healed.”

I don’t want to tell her. I don’t want to tell anyone. I’m not ready. But how long can I avoid the questions? Mohan will be champing at the bit to delve into the details. The thought gives me palpitations.

“I’m tired, Doctor. That’s all. A few good night’s sleep and Erin in my arms will have me feeling like myself.”

She studies my face and I know she isn’t buying it, but she has the good sense to stop questioning me. “Okay, Amelia. Just know I’m here if you need to talk.”

Sitting up from the examination table, I give her the best smile I can muster. “I appreciate it. Can I go now?”

“Of course. I’ll check-in with you later.”

Mother is waiting in the hallway as I leave the medical bay. My patience is on a tightrope, and my emotions are in crisis. I cannot stand one more second of her concerned looks and mollycoddling. It may sound harsh. I know she only wants to look after me, but being this close to her, knowing what I did, is untenable. In fact, being cooped up with all the people I love is too much. I need space to think, and I can’t do that in the bunker.

I’ll ask for their forgiveness later. Not just for what I did in that mine shaft, but for what I’m about to do.

Mother speaks, but I don’t hear what she says as I speed past her. Everything rushes by as I head for the exit. The fresh mountain air fills my lungs, but I can’t stop running. I need more distance between us. Between their expectant looks and my guilt-ridden conscience.

Erin tries to connect to me again, but I block her. We promised we wouldn’t do that, but I’m breaking promises left, right, and center, so what’s another one to add to the pile?

By the time I stop, tears I’ve refused to let go tumble down my cheeks. I don’t know how to even begin moving on from this. Do I deserve to? Maybe I should just keep running. Or hide in the mountains.

Another attempt by Erin to talk to me. My resolve is crumbling. I don’t deserve her worry, or her love, but I crave it. She’s the only person who can give me a modicum of peace, deserved or not.


Erin, I need you
 .

The thought occurs before I can stop myself. My legs give out as I continue to sob. Leaning back on my knees, I look at the sky. The clear blue stretches as far as even my eyes can see.


I’m coming, Amelia
 .
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Night has fallen, and the temperature is considerably cooler, but I stay put on my knees, looking up. Hours have passed, that much I know, and I’ve spent the entire time replaying that moment.

There is no easy way to tell my family what happened, but I think I’m finally ready to do it. I’m surprised Mother hasn’t sent a search party out looking for me by now. Maybe Chris has already informed them of the soldier’s death, and they are happy for me to be anywhere but in the bunker.

Erin deserves to find out first. Is it the coward’s way to let her see what happened through my memories? At least that way I won’t have to look into her eyes and see the aching disappointment she will surely feel.

“Amelia, sweetheart?” Mother’s voice catches me completely off guard and I’m not ashamed to admit I scream like a little girl, falling to my ass.

“Jesus! You scared the crap out of me, Mother.”

“I’m sorry, I tried to make enough noise as to avoid doing that.”

“It’s fine,” I say, standing up. My legs are numb from staying in the same position for so long. “How did you find me?”

She gives me a coy smile. “You forget I’ve had quite the life. I could track you anywhere, my dear.” That’s a little disconcerting. “Can we talk?”

“Chris told you, didn’t he?”

She nods. “Only me, and only because he could see how worried I was about you.”

“Do you hate me?” I say with a crack in my voice.

She takes a step forward. “I could never hate you, Amelia. You are my child.”

“But I murdered someone, Mom. I took another life in anger.”

She tentatively reaches out to me. I don’t pull away. “Will you tell me what happened?”

More tears fall. “I didn’t see him. I didn’t want to hurt anyone. I just wanted to find Mack and Jordan.”

“I know, sweetie.”

“He hid, but then I felt the bullet hit my back. I got so angry that I couldn’t see past it. He just kept shooting, and I was on the floor. He saw my fangs. He wanted to kill me, but I killed him. I killed
 him.“ And then I am in my mother’s embrace, my body shuddering as I release the torment that has followed me ever since it happened.

“Shh, it’s okay.”

I push myself away. “It’s not okay!” My voice is rising, as is my anger. “I snapped a man’s neck with my bare hands. It is far from okay,” I roar. Blood pounds in my ears. “I knew this would happen. I felt it, in here,” I say, jabbing my finger into my chest. “I knew I would become a monster.”

“Amelia Loch, you are no monster.”

“How can you say that?” I scream.

“Because I know your heart. That man wanted you dead. Chris told me he was like a wild animal. You defended yourself.”

“Defended myself,” I scoff. “Are you not listening to me?”

“I am! I’m listening to you condemn yourself. If you were a monster, Amelia, do you really think you would be racked with such guilt?”

“Maybe not. But this thing inside me, this thing that gives me the power to turn humans, also hurts people. How can I reconcile that? Is it okay to kill an asshole because I’ve helped a few people? Is it acceptable?”

“Amelia, he shot you multiple times. He wasn’t just some guy you killed. He was a hunter, and you were his prey.”

“A prey far stronger. What happens the next time I feel that rage, Mother?”

“I can’t answer that. But I do know that running off and shutting us out won’t help.”

My hands fly to my hair in exasperation. “How the hell can I be around you all knowing—”

“I will never believe you would hurt us, Amelia. Never!”

“Then you are a fool!” I growl.

“And you are being a stubborn idiot,” she replies. We stare each other down, and I’m momentarily distracted by the fact that I now know where Lucille gets her attitude from.

“I may be a stubborn idiot, but I will do what’s necessary to keep you all safe, even if that means leaving.”

“You would do that to us? And what of Erin? If you leave, you’ll kill her. Remember what it felt like when she lost faith in us and ran away? Have you learned nothing over the years?”

Wow, Mother’s kind of a bitch when she wants to be.

“Yes, you made a decision that cost a man his life, but it’s not as black and white as you’re making it out to be. Are you forgetting that these men were sent to find and hurt you? To hurt all vampires? God knows what they had in store for the vampires you saved after they’d finished torturing them. Do you think any of the soldiers showed Jordan and Mack any mercy? I’ll answer that for you. They did not, and now those women will have to live with scars forever. Why don’t you ask them if they think you’re a monster? Or ask them if you saved their lives.”

“I…” Have no words. My mind is a mess.

“If you choose
 to leave us. You
 are choosing to hurt us. I can’t make it any clearer than that. But what the hell do I know? I’m just your mother.“ And then, if you believe it, she turns and storms off. I’ve just had my ass thoroughly handed to me.

I stand there staring at the space where my mother stood mere seconds ago. Her words repeating on a loop in my head. It’s infuriating. I’m tired of thinking, tired of my brain endlessly tormenting me. Is this me, or the consequences of being the Queen’s mate? I’ve always been a deep thinker. But I can’t recall a never-ending stream of shit running through my brain before Erin bit me. Before whatever the hell is inside me reared its head.

I’m still angry. But now I’m angry at my warrior. At this whole damn thing. I never chose this. Erin never chose this. And yet, here we are. Stuck with a power that is as dangerous and destructive as it is helpful.

It took me so long to get to a place where I believed I had embraced this part of myself. But I should have listened to my fears because all it has brought us is trouble.


That’s not true, my love
 .

It is true.


Be patient, Amelia. I have so much to tell you
 .

Does this mean she knows what I did?
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I’ve still not found the nerve to return to the bunker. Instead, I’ve paced, seethed, cried, and laughed at the complete mess that seems to be me. I have so many thoughts racing around, I can’t make head nor tale of how I really feel anymore.

The sun set and then rose again. I feel Erin getting closer. I feel her warmth washing over me as she tries to calm my frayed nerves. We should never have split up. Or at least we should have kept in contact. Maybe then I wouldn’t have done what I did. Erin would have broken through to me. She’s the only one who could.

Is this what it’s like to go slowly mad?

“You’re not going mad, baby.”

My eyes close as her voice wraps around me. I daren’t turn around in case she’s not really there. I’m scared my desperation is playing tricks on my mind.

“Turn around, Amelia. I’m here.”

I turn slowly, praying Erin is really standing there waiting to catch me. Her hair is up in its standard high ponytail. She looks tired, but her eyes sparkle with joy as she regards me. I’m sure I look like crap after spending a day and night out here.

“You’re here?”

“I am, honey.” She opens her arms, and I fall into her. “We have so much to talk about. But for now, I just want to hold you.”

I want her to hold me and never let me go. It’s the only way I won’t shatter into a million pieces.














Twenty-Four




Erin








W
 ow,
 I
 have
 so
 much to unpack, so much to process. The transfer of memories was far beyond anything I was expecting. I’m used to experiencing other people’s dreams, even their memories, but not like that. But I didn’t have time to process what had happened because the second I heard Amelia’s broken voice in my head, I had to go. Nothing and no one was going to stop me.

Lucille didn’t put up a fight, not after Balam told us to go, and quickly. Itzel said she felt Amelia’s turmoil, and my heart sank. Knowing what I knew, my first instinct was to panic. I’d seen and felt Itzel longing to die. Knowing that’s something that could befall Amelia almost overwhelmed me.

We ran through the jungle as fast as our legs could take us. I arrived at the airport before the rest of the group, which gave me a little time to take a few deep breaths. My mind was a mess. Balam told me there would be trying times ahead for Amelia and me. To be honest, those times were starting a little earlier than expected.

Gone were the toy planes. Lucille organized a private jet to fly us home. God knows how she managed it while bolting through the jungle. We didn’t make any stops. I couldn’t have cared less if the Special Forces or God herself found out where I was. I’d have fought them all to get back to Amelia.

Tired and on edge, I counted the hours as we drew closer to the US. My leg wouldn’t stop bouncing, and my heart gave a jolt now and then when I felt slivers of Amelia’s heartache. What the hell happened? God, we were so stupid to keep each other at arm’s length. I know we thought it was the right thing for both of us. No distractions, but in hindsight, it was foolish.

The second the plane landed, we were out and whisked away. Lucille had really done a fantastic job getting everything sorted at such short notice. Maybe she could see the anxiety on my face, or the way I winced every time I felt Amelia.

We were taken to a rendezvous point where Jeremy waited to escort us back to the bunker. It was a silent ride, with everyone feeling on edge. I hadn’t told them about Amelia’s state of mind, but it didn’t take a genius to figure out something was very wrong.

I hugged them all when we arrived at the cabin. They watched me with quizzical eyes as I turned away from the safety of the bunker and headed into the mountains. Amelia’s soul guiding me every step of the way until I finally found her.

My heart wanted to break. Her body looked racked with fatigue and pain. I knew it wasn’t from the gunshot wounds. But the real heartache happened when she turned toward me. Her eyes, the eyes I am so used to seeing with love shining through, were dull and haunted. She looked at me as if I were an apparition. It took every ounce of strength not to break down in front of her. I had to be the strong one. Amelia was falling apart, and I had to be there to catch her.

It’s only now, as my arms wrap around her, she’s able to believe her own eyes. She sobs into my neck, her body racked with pain. Tears come to my eyes as I hold her tightly. I feel like such a fool for blocking her out. Whatever happened has devastated her, and she’s gone through it alone.

Time passes but I pay it no mind. I’ll stand here forever if that’s what she needs. I guide us to the ground when I feel her legs quiver. She’s so tired. I can’t believe she’s still conscious. I stroke her hair and inhale her scent. It’s as much for me as it is a comfort for her. I can’t explain how much I have missed her. I’ll never be apart from her like that again. No matter what the situation or consequences, I choose to be by Amelia’s side. Damn my responsibilities as this so-called savior queen.

She pulls away from me, her eyes bloodshot and swollen. “I’m so happy you’re here. But I’m not sure you will be as happy to be with me after I tell you what I’ve done.”

Ignoring the fact my heart is beating double time, I gently stroke her face with my fingertips. “There is nothing you can tell me that will make me change the way I see you, Amelia.”

“You don’t know that,” she says, her voice cracking. “I’m a monster.”

There is only one reason she would call herself that. “No. You are not. You are good, and kind, and loving.”

“I… Erin, I killed someone.” She’s looking at me like I’m about to jump away from her, horrified.

I keep stroking her cheek tenderly. “Tell me what happened, my love.”

She furrows her eyebrows as she tries to work out why I’m not reacting. Eventually, she drops her gaze to the ground. I know she’s feeling shame. She rubs her palms up and down her thighs in agitation.

“Tell me,” I plead.

I listen as she opens up. She tells me every step of her journey, searching for our friends. She cries as she recounts the way things happened in the mine. She berates herself and tells me what she should have done differently. I let her rage and sob some more until she’s slumped in my arms once more.

“I need you to trust me, Amelia, when I tell you that what you are feeling is more than what you think.”

“What does that mean?”

It means I have so, so much to tell her. To share with her, I don’t know where to start.

“It means we need to get back to the bunker, and you need to rest because I’ve learned things about us that will help you understand all these conflicting feelings.”

“They’ll all want to know what happened, and I can’t, Erin. I thought I was ready, but I can’t tell them. I can’t keep reliving it. It’s enough that I’m unable to escape the memories. It hurts so much more to say it out loud.”

I’m reminded of the vast difference in our height when I attempt to help her up. “No one will ask you anything, I promise. Please trust me.”

“I trust you with my life, you know that,” she replies. Her voice is only a whisper. I suspect she’s close to losing it after so much crying and raving.

We slowly make our way back to the cabin. Amelia wrings her hands as we approach the door. I take them in mine and kiss each knuckle. “Come. You need rest.”

I reached out to Victoria the moment we started our trek down the mountain. I made it very clear that no one was to approach Amelia or me. I know Victoria will make damn sure that we are left alone. A small smile graces my lips when I think of her going all Momma Loch on a bunker full of vampires.

There’s no one to greet us as we enter the common room and make our way toward our bedroom. Amelia is jumpy and almost sprints the last few meters. Once we are safely locked away, she slumps on the bed.

Lifting her face, I place a gentle kiss on her lips. “Let’s take a shower, baby.”

Without protest, she allows me to lead her to the bathroom. I strip her first, taking in every inch of her body. There are no signs of the gunshot wounds, but I still trace my fingers over her abdomen. I can feel where the bullets hit her. Not physically. I can feel the pain when I trace over certain spots. Amelia keeps her eyes closed, and I know she’s reliving it again.

Turning on the shower, I gently guide her into the warm spray. Slipping out of my clothes, I waste no time wrapping my arms around her from the back. My head rests between her shoulders. For a while, we stand there and let the heated water soothe our muscles. Then I feel her sob again.

The water turns cool before we leave and get dry. Forgoing clothes, we climb into bed and hold each other. I know I should share what I learned from Balam, but I really don’t think her mind can take it right now. I
 almost couldn’t cope with the emotions I felt through the transfer.

The silence is making her uncomfortable. She fidgets and sniffs a few times. Lucille’s karaoke rendition springs to mind for some reason, so I hum it.

Amelia shifts her head and stares at me. “I had that song going ’round my head the other day.”

I smile. “Ah yes. It was Lucille’s choice of song on the karaoke machine.”

Her eyebrows reach for the sky. “Lucille sang? On a karaoke machine?”

“Oh yes. Several times.”

“My sister Lucille? The one with a permanent stick up her bitchy ass?”

I chuckle and nod. “Marcus, too. I wondered if the Lochs had a secret karaoke fetish or something.”

“Um, absolutely not. Lucille? Really?”

I smile. “There’s a lot more than meets the eye with that one.”

“What does that mean?”

“Oh no. I can’t say anymore through fear of disembowelment.”

She shakes her head, but for the first time since seeing her again, she cracks a small smile. Her head rests back on my shoulder. “Did you get what we need? To stop the president.”

“Yes, but all in good time, love. Sleep now. We’re both going to need our strength.”

It’s not the reunion I’d envisioned. But I’m just grateful we made it back to one another. Amelia slips into slumber, but I don’t follow. She’s going to need me for a while. I can already feel the nightmare brewing. I don’t need to enter her mind to know that. So I lay there stroking her back and kissing her hair. As predicted, she whimpers and jerks. I close my eyes and let my soul cast out a comforting wave of calm and love. Her body settles and her mind relaxes. It’s several hours later that I finally give up the fight and fall asleep.

I’m startled awake by Amelia screaming. She’s sweat-soaked and clutching the bed sheet. I promised I wouldn’t enter her dreams again without consent, but I can’t lay here watching this. Placing my forehead against her, I slip into her mind. I’m in a dark room. Amelia is on the floor bleeding. A man is on top of her. A gun in one of his hands. There is so much blood. Amelia screams, her fangs bared, and her eyes blood red. The man tries to put the barrel of the gun to her head, but Amelia reaches for his neck. It’s over in seconds. I hear the snap and see him slump forward. And then I see Amelia’s eyes return to their normal color and the realization of what she’s just done hit her.

I can’t watch anymore, and I can’t let Amelia keep torturing herself like this. Conjuring my favorite memory, I push out Amelia’s nightmare and replace it with the sun-soaked beach and ocean that I love so much. It’s the place Amelia took me on her bike. We’ve done so much together and seen so many things, but this moment is one I will always treasure. I walk to Amelia, who looks confused. She sits up, scanning her body, looking for her wounds, but they aren’t there. She’s in a bikini, her hair gently blowing in the wind with sunglasses on. It’s not a permanent solution to her pain, but just for tonight, I want her to find some solace. I lower myself between her legs and sit back until I feel her chest. She’s a little slow to relax, but eventually her long arms snake around me and she rests her head on my shoulder.

We sit there staring out at the horizon. It’s not permanent, but for now it’s enough. Tomorrow will arrive before we know it, and then the hard work begins.














Twenty-Five




Amelia








T
 he
 lamp
 is
 on
 low when I open my eyes, casting a gentle glow around the room. My eyelids feel puffy and I’m sure I look dreadful, but I don’t care. I only care that Erin is still beside me, softly snoring. She took away my nightmare last night, and I’m so very grateful. It’s amazing what a few hours of truly restful sleep can do. I’m still filled with heat from the sunshine we lay beneath as we watched the tide sweep in.

The events of the last few days are lingering on the edge of my mind, and that’s where they can stay for a while. I know it’s not the last time I’ll feel shitty. The guilt will stay with me forever, but it feels a little more manageable with Erin here. I wonder if she’s the one doing the protecting now. To feel so calm after nearly breaking down yesterday suggests she is taking some of the negative emotion from me. Do I deserve it? I’m not so sure, but I know the weight of my shame was close to breaking me.

She stirs, her gorgeous eyes blink rapidly as they adjust to the light. My god, she’s magnificent. I lower my lips to hers and nuzzle her nose. Her hand comes to my face, and she caresses my cheek, just as she did yesterday. We spend a few moments soaking each other in before our mouths meet in a slow kiss.

Usually our kisses lead to more, but as calm as I feel, I’m not in the right headspace to make love to her. Erin reads me and pulls back. “There will be time for that, my love. When you feel ready.”

It scares me to think I’ll never be ready. Everything inside feels distorted and wrong.

“I’m sorry,” I say, breathing into her mouth as I reclaim her lips. We stay locked together for a few minutes. We were apart for mere days, but it might as well have been years.

“You don’t need to apologize, baby. We’ve both had a rough few days.”

I nuzzle her nose one more time. “Are you ready to tell me?” She searches my face. I know she’s weighing up if I can handle whatever it is she has to share. “You can show me if it’s easier?”

“No. I mean, there are things I need to share with you. But we need to talk first.”

“Okay.”

She gives me one last kiss before pushing up the bed until she’s resting against the headboard. “I’m going to get us some breakfast. When I’m back, we’ll get to it, okay?”

My body needs sustenance, and a few minutes alone to prepare for what Erin has to tell me. It’s obviously big. I dress in sweatpants and a t-shirt while Erin is gone. Comfort is key.

She returns with several bottles of Red and a stack of pancakes. We drink and eat silently until we’ve both had our fill. I’m patiently waiting for Erin to begin.

“We found the hut and the person living there,” she says. I nod, encouraging her to continue. “Amelia, I met the original Salvator Regina and her mate.”

I’m glad we’ve finished eating, otherwise I think I would have just choked. “I’m sorry, what now?”

“Yup. Both are still alive and looking well for their ages.”

I wasn’t expecting that. “Okay. And what did they have to say?”

I’m asking, as if she had a quick chat with someone at the grocery store.

“This is where it gets intense.” She wiggles her butt to get comfy. She’s so cute. “So, Balam, that’s the Queen, called me to her for two reasons. One to give me the key to stopping the madness we’re in right now.”

“And the second?” I don’t think I’m going to like this bit.

Erin clears her throat. “To warn me. Us.”

I wipe my hands down my face. “Against what?”

If she tells me we’re going to have to fight a war or something as equally awful, I’m going to scream. Have we not gone through enough?

“Against ourselves, my love.”

Oh, god I was right. “Explain, please.”

“Stay with me, Amelia. I can’t share this with you if you’re not one hundred percent present. I know you feel like spiraling, but it won’t help us. Not right now.”

“Okay, I’m good. I’m fine. What’s the warning?”

She eyes me for a second longer before speaking. “Balam and Itzel, her mate, didn’t exactly treat their gifts with respect.”

“Meaning.”

“Okay. We can manipulate energy.”

“Uh Huh.”

“We’re not inhabited by some ancient magic or anything. I’m able to Night Walk, and you can protect. Plus, other stuff I know we haven’t discovered yet.”

So far, I understand. “What about our venom? And the fact we can turn the Fallen and human mates?”

“We can extract healing properties in our bodies and turn them into something physical. We have something that is missing in the Fallen and their mates, which allows them to bond and become immortal.”

“Right. So are we products of evolution or something more?”

I don’t know why I need to know, really. The fact is, we have these gifts and frankly, I’m pissed off about it.

“Well, we’re all made up of molecules and energy, so I still think it’s evolution. We’re variants, remember. One-of-a-kind pair, as Riley put it.”

How is she so calm? This is batshit crazy.

“Riiight. Continue.”

She raises her eyebrow at me. “I know it sounds bonkers, but is it any more bonkers than thinking we were the reincarnated versions of two ancient queens?”

“This Balam and Itzel, were
 regarded as queens. They had legends written about them. I’m guessing we’ll have to endure the same.”

She huffs, and I roll my lips to stop a smile forming. I love it when she gets all sassy. “Yes, but we’re not actual reincarnated queens. We’ve just got the same variants in our genome as Balam and Itzel, I’m guessing. I mean, sure, Balam referred to me as Salvator Regina, but I think that’s out of habit. But I know we have a choice in the matter. We still have free will. So maybe it’s not all to do with evolution.”

She’s rambling, and it’s adorable. I chuckle as she continues to think out loud, more to herself than me. She bites her lip in concentration before shaking herself out of her reverie.

“The fact is, we can manipulate energy, but it’s a heavy burden to bear. It is overwhelming. I think you’ll agree.”

Damn right, I agree! “It is. But how does this help me deal with what I’ve done?”

“This is where I need to share Balam and Itzel’s memories with you. But listen, honey. It’s not a simple stroll through their lives. They will become a part of you. You’ll feel as if their lives were once yours. That includes their emotions.”

“Will this help me understand?” God, I hope so.

“Yes.”

“Then do it.” I’ve no idea what’s about to happen, but I trust Erin when she says this is necessary.

“Close your eyes. Find your light and wait for me. This is going to be hard.”

My skin prickles with anticipation. I center myself and wait. I’m pretty good at finding my light now. It’s all the meditation. Although, when I reach for it this time, I regard it differently. It no longer feels safe. I know what that energy can manifest into. I feel Erin’s presence. She hovers close by, a little hesitant to close the distance.


It’s going to feel like a download of images and emotions. It’ll be fast and painful. Whatever you do, try to stay calm. I’m right here.


Bracing myself, I open myself to her. It starts before I’m really prepared. Thousands of images pouring into me. It’s disorientating and I’m feeling untethered. Then a wave of emotion slams into me and I cry out. My god, so much anger, it’s excruciating. I feel everything. It’s too much. I want it to stop, but I can already feel the memories embedding themselves into my very fiber. They latch on and I’m helpless to stop it.

One memory sears itself into my brain. Itzel, killing a group of men in a blind fury. I feel every second. The blood coating her face drips down my own. She howls in fury as she tears through them one by one.


No more!


I scream it at the top of my lungs but there is no respite. Wave after wave of memories continue to flood me, accompanied by their hellish emotions. Just when I think I’m going to collapse, everything falls silent. Everything is dark.

The room spins as I open my eyes. I’m going to vomit. Staggering to my feet, I blindly stumble toward where I hope the bathroom is. Erin’s arm wraps around me and she helps me to the toilet. I empty my stomach and continue to wretch.

“Just breathe, baby. Just breathe.”

I don’t know how long it takes before I’m confident I can move, but eventually Erin helps me back to our room and onto the bed. I’m slick with sweat and my head is pounding.

How on earth did she think I’d feel better after that? If anything, it has reaffirmed my fear that I will lose control again. Itzel was an unhinged animal. Far beyond what I did. However, I felt her anger. It is the same anger I feel. The same red haze I felt when I squeezed the soldier’s throat.

“Amelia, I can see you spiraling. Remember what I said. I need you to remain calm and rational. I need to explain what it means to us.”

“It means I’m a fucking maniac, Erin. You saw what I’m going to become!”

“No, I didn’t, and neither did you. Please calm down and let me explain.”

Her eyes are pleading with me. She puts her hand on my heart. Those blue eyes bore into me, waiting for me to comply.

After several large inhales, I gather myself. “I’m calm.” Sort of.

“Yes, the memories you saw were of Itzel losing herself but,” she forges on when I open my mouth to interject. “If you wade through all her other memories, all the carnage, you will notice the difference in your experience. She felt no remorse or fear of what she was becoming. It was only when her fractured soul couldn’t take the pain of her guilt any longer did she change.”

I shake my head. “But you said she didn’t feel remorse. How could she feel guilty?”

“Because as much as she didn’t care at the time, there was still a part of her that remained conscious of all the pain she was causing. Not just to others, but to herself. She’d strayed so far away from who she was. You saw how power hungry they both became. It consumed everything they were until they were unrecognizable.”

“I still don’t understand.”

“The part of you that is the Amelia I know and love far outweighs the anger, honey. You’ve only ever hurt someone in self-defense. And I know that doesn’t make it any easier to digest what’s happened lately, but if you sit with it, you’ll see you are not a monster.”

“But these memories are a warning?”

“They are. And not just for you, babe. You saw the disregard Balam had for anyone, human and vampire. She did as she pleased. Manipulated minds, even fracturing people’s reality until they were nothing but an incoherent mess. Look how easily I slipped into your dream and took over. I have to be aware too, love. What we have is powerful and dangerous. But if we continue to use it for what it was always intended for. Helping the Fallen and their mates, we will still be Erin and Amelia. Or…”

“Or? There’s another option.”

She nods. “Or we can give it up. Relinquish our roles as ‘The Savior Queens’ and go back to being regular old vamps.”

I’m sorry, what? “Is that why Balam and Itzel aren’t…”

“Yes. But they didn’t sit down and have a rational discussion. Balam begged for their abilities to be taken away. She couldn’t watch Itzel kill herself.”

“Jesus.” We have a chance to go back. I can’t believe it. “But if it’s evolution—”

“Babe. I don’t know how it all works. All I know is we have the choice. Just like we do regarding our immortality.”

“What do you want Erin?” This isn’t just about me, and I’d do well to remember that a little more often.

“I want to tackle the president first before we talk about it. But we will talk. This is a big decision.”

“Okay. So we’re going to sideline this for a while.”

Erin crawls into my lap and wraps her hands around my shoulders. “Only until the next job is done.”

“So how do we use what Balam gave us to stop the president from exterminating us?”

She smiles at me and pecks my nose with her lips. “Simple. We use knowledge as a weapon.”

Right. Simple.














Twenty-Six




Erin








“S
 imple.
 We
 use
 knowledge
 as a weapon.”

I say it like it’s the easiest thing in the world. Well, I guess it is really. If the president doesn’t step down after I execute my plan, I don’t know if anything will get her there.

The discussion with Amelia feels like the tip of the iceberg as far as things we still have to learn and discuss. We have massive decisions to make that will no doubt change our lives, but to do that, I think we need to spend some time with Balam and Itzel. That can’t happen until we get this crap resolved.

“That simple?” Amelia pulls me closer. Her hand instinctively makes small circles on my lower back.

“Well, the idea is simple. The follow through might need a bit of thought.” Like how the hell we’re going to get within one hundred feet of the president? “We need to see her in person.”

“Easy, I’m sure we’re on the White House guest list by now,” Amelia deadpans. I swat her shoulder.

“Obviously not. Hence why we need a plan.”

I’m happy to see a genuine smile on Amelia’s face, even when she’s being kind of an ass. I’ll be honest, I was worried for a while. She seemed so lost in her grief, which is why I had to share Balam’s memories with her.

They may only be the CliffsNotes of what we need to know, but I couldn’t think of another way to pull her out of her dark hole. It scared me to see her like that. Amelia isn’t seeking power. She doesn’t want that, which is why I know she will be okay. I hope she’ll take what she’s seen and come to the same conclusion. Yes, we need to remain cautious, and we have a lot to discuss, but right here and now, Amelia is still the loving soul I met years ago.

“Reaching out to our contact seems the best option. He can tell us when it will be the best time.”

“That’s our first call, then. As soon as we have a window, we take it. This needs to be done, so we can move on,” I say, laying my head on her chest. Our souls hum with a quiet satisfaction as we simply hold each other. Sometimes it’s the simple things that mean the most.

“Do you want to tell me the entire plan? I mean, I get the gist that you’re going to share something with her, but what?”

I sigh. “Everything. I’m going to show her everything.”

She shifts, lifting my head up. “Um, that doesn’t really make it any clearer, my love.”

I lean forward and kiss her. “Can we just be here, together, loving each other for a little while longer? I don’t want to talk about her, or Balam, or anyone else for that matter. I just need it to be us.”

We stay wrapped up together for another two hours. The bunker is probably a hive of activity, and no doubt there are more than a few people who would like to hear from us, but the one thing I’ve learned over the past few days is that I can’t and won’t put anyone before Amelia and me.

“I think I need to talk to them,” Amelia whispers into the silence. “We can’t keep hiding away. I can’t keep running away.”

“You’re not running, baby. You’re processing a really shitty thing that’s happened. Take all the time you need. You don’t owe anyone an explanation.”

I feel her hiccup and a small sob escape. “Not even his family? That’s what gets me the most, Erin. What if I’ve created a widow? Left a child without their father?”

What can I say? Those are possibilities. “Do you want to find out? Instead of guessing.”

“Yes. I need to know what damage I’ve caused.”

God, my heart is hurting so much. Her devastation is palpable. “Amelia…”

“Say it. Please.”

Should I say this? Will she see it for what it is, an act of love, or will she get defensive? “I…I can take this away, if you want.”

She shuffles me off her lap. Her face is a picture of confusion. “What do you mean?”

Clearing my throat, I take her hands. “I can take the pain, guilt, and shame away. All of it, if you want.”

She stares at me for long enough that I start to feel antsy. “You mean alter my memory or something?”

“Sort of. I can make the memory fade so it doesn’t feel so raw, or I can make it vanish altogether.” Although I got little time with Balam, there was enough for her to share a few things I’d yet to discover about my abilities. Standing, she paces. For once I can’t read her. She looks agitated, but is that toward me? “Amelia, I’m sorry.”

“No,” she says, turning to face me. “Thank you. I appreciate your offer, but I can’t let myself off that easy.”

“And I can’t watch you drown in guilt,” I shoot back.

She nods and takes my hand. “I know. And I get I need to work this out. I will, I promise. But I can’t work through it by having you take my memories or feelings. If I want to still be me, still the Amelia I remember before all this, I have to work through it my way.”

“Okay. I won’t mention it again.”

“I love you for offering. Now I need to stop wallowing and start facing this head-on. Shall we see my parents?”

We share another embrace before Amelia takes my hand, and we head into the common room. She already looks stronger, and I know she means what she says when she tells me she’ll work through it.
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Amelia is scooped up as soon as her family claps eyes on her. I stand back and let them give her what I know she needs. Victoria is the last to get her arms around her daughter, and for a moment, I think we’re going to have to pry them apart with a crowbar.

Chris is also with us. He steps forward and whispers something in Amelia’s ear. And if I’m not mistaken, I think her shoulders drop a fraction. But not in a bad way. It’s like some of the tension has been relieved. I’ll ask her about it when we get a second alone. If she wanted me to hear it, she’d have let me in.

Mohan bustles into the room. He makes a beeline for Amelia. “Are you okay?”

Amelia smiles, which is good. I know she hasn’t totally forgiven him for all this. “I will be. But we need to talk.”

“Chris has given his account of the events, Amelia. You had no choice.”

She tenses. “There is always a choice. But I don’t want to talk about that right now. Erin and I need to update the council.”

Mohan nods. “Let’s gather everyone, then.”

We all gather in the common room. It sucks to be back here. The gray concrete is depressing. The faster we figure a way to get to the president, the faster Amelia and I can get out of here.

“Thank you for joining us,” Amelia begins. I’m so proud of her. She’s not shying away, even though she knows people have heard about that event in the mine. She’s standing with her head held high, commanding the room. “Erin’s trip seems to have given us what we need to end this. Now we need to get to the woman herself. We need a private audience with the president.”

There’s a smattering of chit chat.

“I’ll call our man on the inside,” Mohan says. “Once we have some sort of schedule, it will make it easier to plan.”

Lucille steps forward. “Sorry to be blunt, but why are you here discussing it with this lot?” She gestures to an almost outraged group of councilmen and women. “No offense, but none of them can do a damn thing to help. You two can slip into the White House with no input from any of us. So do it. Stop fucking around and finish this.”

“Luce, we have a hierarchy for a reason,” Amelia states, her back molars grinding together.

“Oh, fuck the hierarchy. If you really believed that you wouldn’t get pissy every time someone bows to you. This is a unique situation where we don’t need to be stopping every fart’s end to have a goddam discussion. You two have the key to bringing peace back to our community. Get out of this godforsaken bunker and do it!”

Amelia takes a step toward her sister, but I get a hold of her forearm before they can start going at it. So much for Lucille dropping her bitch barriers.

“Lucille’s right!” Victoria almost looks as shocked as the rest of us with her outburst. But in true Victoria Loch fashion, she recovers quickly and looks the epitome of cool and collected. “You know I have great respect for our customs and laws. We have a council for a reason. But my rambunctious daughter has a point. Only Amelia and Erin can stop this. They don’t need our permission to move forward. This is their arena, not ours. All this updating and debating is just wasting time.”

“Thanks, Mom.” Lucille grins. “So, as I was saying. As soon as you know where she’ll be, just do your thing. You’ve got more power in your pinkies than any of us could ever imagine having.” She glares at Amelia, daring her to respond.

Simon steps forward next. What is going on?

“May I say something?”

“Of course,” I respond. I’m eager to hear his thoughts and intrigued to see where the conversation is going.

“I am a council member. In the community, I am seen as a pillar of strength. As a vampire, as someone to be respected. Before coming to this bunker, I didn’t deserve any of it, and if I may be so bold, I think there are several members who are in the same boat.” More rumblings from the crowd. “We need a council, but I believe an overhaul is required.”

Okay, so we’re completely off track now. I guess we’re about to shake up the vampire leadership then.

“Why?” Mohan asks, but he isn’t angry. He’s intrigued.

“Because we’ve become complacent. I’m a council member because of the influence of my father. Many of us are here because of either money or power. How is that any different from the humans?” More chatter. “The council was formed to make decisions regarding the safety and well-being of our kind. I’m sure other councils around the globe have fallen into the same trap we have. How can we be effective leaders when we are so disconnected from our people? Case in point. The uprising to declare ourselves to the humans. It didn’t come from a longing to be out in the world. It came from a place of arrogance. Let’s not pretend we wanted anything more than to peacock how brilliant we are to the humans. We have the same rights as them. We work hard. We have loving families. The only difference is what we call ourselves.”

“But we’re hiding,” Mohan states. “That’s why we told the president.”

“Hiding? I’m not so sure, Grand Master. We’re living. We’re thriving, and with the help of Erin and Amelia, we are bringing our Fallen brethren back into the community. What more is there? We source our own food with no concern. There is no reason to cause an uproar in the world. In our world. Unless it’s to prove something to the humans.”

Mohan looks contemplative for several minutes. It’s the longest silence I’ve ever encountered. “I move to call an election,” he begins. “When Erin and Amelia have completed their task, we will call for a dissolution of the council, and my own position. Mr. Becker is right. We need leadership that is one hundred percent focused on the welfare of our kind. Whether they be CEOs or bakers. Nepotism has no place here. And I’d like to apologize for not doing anything about it sooner.”

With the room in stunned silence, Mohan turns to Amelia and me. “If you need anything, reach out. Good luck.” And then he leaves.

Amelia turns to me with wide eyes. What the hell was all that?
 Her voice is near screeching point in my head.

I don’t know what that was, or where it came from. I haven’t got the patience to deal with politics. We’ve got a president to catch.
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I
 ’m
 not
 sure
 what
 the hell just happened? One minute we’re updating the council and the next the entire political system is being overhauled. I know I told Simon to do better, but Jesus, I wasn’t expecting that.

As for Lucille and my mother, I’m still in shock. Not so much about Lucille. Her outbursts should be expected, especially if they’re designed to irritate me. But my mother! I never thought I’d see the day she would go against our customs.

Erin all but pushes me back to our bedroom. I’ll be so glad when we can leave this place. Perhaps it will happen sooner than expected. In fact, I’m going to make sure that happens. I’m so done with running.

“Well, that took an interesting turn,” she quips, throwing herself on the bed.

“Didn’t it just. The timing could have been better though.” I chuckle. It’s not funny, really. We’ve already got so much happening in our world. Maybe right now isn’t the time to be thinking about elections and the council.

“It’s not for us to worry about, baby.”

I stand with my hands on my hips. “Of course it is. We’re a part of this community.”

She rolls her eyes at me. “Yes. But as you heard, there aren’t going to be any changes until we finish with the president. So, right now, it isn’t
 for us to worry about.”

I suppose she’s right. “Fair. So how do we feel about having free rein on this?”

“Lucille and your mother have a point. The time for talking is done. We are the only ones who have the abilities and strength to end this. We need to stop talking about it and get it done.”

Erin is delicious when she gets like this. Her assertiveness is so sexy. I wait for the familiar feeling of guilt to wash over me. It’s no secret the past few days have left me feeling as if I don’t deserve to feel anything but shame. I still have that guilt, but Chris somewhat helped me let go a little. He informed me that the soldier I killed had no family. In fact, he was on a final warning for his conduct. He was career military. Two divorces, both with battery allegations made against him. No children, thank god. This does not
 negate what I have done. He was still a person. Just not a very nice one.

“You’re thinking hard over there, honey.” Erin props herself up on her elbows and looks at me curiously. I know she can see the difference in me from when we left here this morning to now. There’s no need to keep it from her, so I let the information filter through to her mind. She closes her eyes and sighs.

“I’m very pleased. But I know you will still need time to get over it.”

“I will. But it helped. He was a dirtbag. However, I still should have controlled myself. I know that.”

I’m still not entirely sure how Itzel’s memories are supposed to help me understand. I guess Erin wanted me to see how different I am from her, and the choices she made. My distress at what I have done is the opposite of Itzel’s elation. She reveled in the destruction until her consciousness finally broke with the weight of blood she’d shed.

Okay, so maybe I do
 understand, and maybe it has helped me see a different side. God knows I could only envision my worst nightmare coming true. Now, I’m cautiously optimistic, I won’t become Itzel. Even more so now, I know we have a choice. We could give it all up. Is that what I want?

“We’re putting that to one side, remember?” Erin gently scolds. She’s right. There will be a time to dive back into all that. Now isn’t it.

Nodding my head, I begin to undress. I will put everything to one side. Now I’m going to do what I should’ve done the second Erin was back in my arms. I’m going to reclaim her. I’ve been a mess, and I know I haven’t been the mate she’s deserved for a long time now. My moods are unpredictable, and yet through it all, this woman has never flinched from giving me everything I need.

It’s my turn to give her what she needs. I know she’s suppressing her wants. She’s done that for a while now, too. I’m not the only one who went through a stressful and scary few days. I’m not the only one of us that felt our distance keenly. Erin missed me as much as I did her. Yet she’s kept her distance to help me. Again.

I may feel broken, but for Erin, I’ll patch myself together, even if it’s temporary. However, I’m not being completely altruistic. Selfishly, I know her touch and essence on my skin will help me heal.

“Um, Amelia, what are you doing?”

I snap open my pants and push them to my ankles before stepping out of them. My t-shirt is already on the ground, along with my bra. Curling my thumbs under the waistband of my panties, I glide them over my legs slowly. Erin’s pupils dilate and she licks her lips.

Instead of answering, I part my legs and snake my hand into my folds. I don’t want to talk or analyze my feelings anymore. I want to concentrate on us. On the look of pure desire in my mate’s eyes. My fingers skim over my clit, which twitches. Amazing how quickly my body responds when I let my heart take over from my head.

“Mmmm, I’m so wet for you.” My eyes flutter as I explore myself further. The bedsheets rustle as Erin perches on her knees.

“Keep going, baby.”

Forcing my eyes back open, I watch in wonder as Erin plays with herself. Her eyes never leaving my pussy. It’s embarrassing how fast I’m tumbling toward a climax. But I’m not ready for this to be over. Stilling my fingers, I stride over to her, stopping the protest from leaving her mouth with my tongue.

I make quick work of her clothes. Our breaths are ragged as I dance my hands over her skin. This needs to be about Erin’s pleasure. After pinching her nipples, I gently push her down until her back hits the mattress. Taking her knees in my hands, I pull her until her pussy is almost off the edge of the bed. Dropping to the ground, I place both legs over my shoulders.

She glistens in the lamplight. I love it when she whimpers in need. She uses one hand to massage her breasts and the other to grip the sheets in anticipation of the pleasure she knows is coming. My tongue glides up the inside of her thigh. Using my thumbs, I hold her open. Her scent washes over me and I breathe deeply. I blow a little air over her sensitive clit, grinning when she jerks and curses.

The first swipe of my tongue has me moaning. Nectar drips from her, and I plan to clean up every drop. Her hips move as I take another taste. I know she wants me to take her hard and fast, but teasing her, making her wait is so much more satisfying, and her orgasm will be so much more powerful for a little edging.

When her hand fists my hair, I know she’s getting frustrated. I’ve brought her to the brink now several times, but backed off before she could tip over.

“Please, baby,” she pants.

“Please, what?”

“Please let me come. I can’t take any more teasing.”

“Can you take my fingers?”

“Yes. Four, I need four.”

Coating my fingers, I gently push them in until I’m three knuckles deep inside of her. Her groan sends electricity straight to my own needy center. It would be so easy to drop my hand and touch myself, but I don’t. She adjusts to me with ease. Stroking her G-spot, I begin to move in and out. My position isn’t great, so I stand, bending her legs toward her chest. The shift causes her breath to hitch as I pick up my pace. I’m almost curled over her body now, and my pussy is rubbing against the back of my hand. Biting my lip, I’m sure I’ve pierced the skin as I try to hold off my own excitement, but it’s hard when the friction is so fucking delectable.

“A-amelia…oh, oh yes!”

I put my mouth to better use by sucking in her left nipple. We’re both making incoherent sounds as I push a little harder and faster. Her body clamps and vibrates, flooding my hand. As soon as her back arches, I know it’s over. Her scream echoes through the room. She rides out her orgasm with my hand still buried inside, motionless. My head rests on her chest as I catch my breath.

“I…I wasn’t expecting that,” she says.

“I wanted to make you feel good, my love.”

“Oh, you succeeded. But I thought you’d need more time.”

Lifting my head, I slowly extricate myself from her and position my hands on either side of her head. “I needed to get out of my head and stop being selfish.”

“You’re—”

“We’ve both been through it recently, Erin. I missed you so damn much. This should have been the first thing we did as soon as we were back together.”

“Amelia…”

“I know, I know. But it’s time to move on. I’m ready to get our lives back.”

“Me too. But I need to touch you first.”

“Have me however you want, my love. And then we’re getting out of this place.”
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Erin is still sleeping, so I shower and head out to look for Mohan. I meant what I said. We’re leaving here as soon as possible. Our friends and family are safe, so it’s time to stop running. Hopefully Mohan’s contact has the president’s schedule for us.

“Amelia, just the vampire queen I was looking for.” I wince at the name.

“No more of that, Mohan,” I say with authority. He looks at me, a little confused. “There’s much to explain, but that’s for another time. However, I need you to stop referring to us as queens.”

I’m sure Balam and Itzel adored their titles, but it’s time to retire them for good. We are no queens.

“But—”

“No buts. We are not reincarnated queens. We are vampires with the ability to help. No more, no less. Please spread the word. No more bowing, no more worshipping. It all stops.”

He doesn’t need to know any more than that.

He looks taken aback but doesn’t push further. “Here is the information you need.”

I take the sheet of paper and give it a once over. The president isn’t scheduled to leave the White House for the next few days, and I see the First Lady has a conference out of state in two days’ time. That’s it. That’s our window. We need her alone. The last thing I want to do is scare her wife half to death.

“Thank you, Mohan. This is helpful. Erin and I will be leaving in the next few hours. I’d appreciate it if you kept that quiet. We don’t need the fanfare.”

His eyebrows pinch together. “Right. If that’s what you want. Will you tell your family?”

“Of course.” I shake his hand. “Take care of everyone.”

He goes to bow, but my raised eyebrows stop him in his tracks. “Good luck.”

“That looked tense,” Marcus says from behind me as we watch Mohan leave.

“Not really. Is the family awake?”

“Of course.”

We take off toward the dining room my family seems to have claimed as their own. My heart swells when I see them all. It will be difficult to leave them again, but this time I know it won’t be for long.

“Good morning everyone.”

Mother stands and hugs me. Her worry for me is palpable. Father gives me a wink and a smile.

“Hello, sweetheart. How are you?” she asks.

“Good. I wanted to let you know Erin and I will be leaving soon.”

“You have everything you need?” Laurence asks. He’s bouncing Valentine up and down. It’s the first time I’ve seen her since getting back. She smiles at me and holds out her arms. Panic swells in my chest.

“She wants her big sister, Amelia,” Mother whispers. Swallowing, I pick Valentine up. She immediately squashes my face with her little fists and plants a sloppy kiss on my mouth. The whole family titters as I grimace. A line of spit connects our lips.

“Thanks, V.” She giggles as I wipe my face, trying not to gag. She’s adorable, but kind of gross.

“Sit and have some food,” Mother instructs. She’s still in helicopter mode. “I made cinnamon rolls.”

“Morning,” Erin calls from the doorway. She smiles at me and makes her way over. Valentine abandons ship as soon as Erin is within reaching distance. I know who she favors, and I can’t blame her. I want to be in Erin’s arms too.

“Did you get it?” she asks me. I nod. “Good. Let’s eat and then get going.”
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W
 e’re
 all
 business
 now.
 The sex reinvigorated us and brought us closer. We needed it, but now we need to get moving. We’ve got a life to get back to.

I’m not going to question Amelia’s sudden mood change, which has done a complete 180 since yesterday. Okay, maybe a few questions have crossed my mind since she did a strip show for me last night. For example, is it possible she’s burying her feelings? Yes. That would be my first guess. When I got back, she was wrecked, but now she seems to be functioning as normal. Is that a red flag? Definitely. Under normal circumstances, my first instinct would be to sit her down and talk it out, even if she hated it. Amelia is known to get lost in her head and hide her feelings until they burst out in a whirlwind of chaos.

However, these aren’t normal times and I have to trust her. We haven’t got the luxury of taking it slow and going on a deep dive of her psyche. No more than we already have, anyway. So, I’m going to go along for the ride, and hope we can piece our lives and ourselves back together again after we save our species.

“We’ll take the bike,” Amelia says as she gathers our things into two duffle bags. I’m not sure why she’s bothering. The clothes haven’t magically changed to anything useful. It’s still just a pile of vacation gear. Although leaving our sex toys doesn’t seem like a good idea. Not with Lucille lurking around. She’d waste no time doing something with them to rile Amelia up. Yes, we should take our things. “I want to stop at Insomnia first.”

“Whoa, hang on for a minute. That’s ridiculous. Not only is it fair to assume the building is being watched, but it’s in the completely opposite direction of Washington, DC”

“It’s also where our clothes are. I’m sick of looking at bikinis and linen. We need proper attire. And like I said, I’m tired of running. We can get inside and up to the penthouse without being seen. See it as a test run for the big white building surrounded by many, many guards we have to get past.”

Okay, maybe I should
 be worried about her. This is reckless.

“I’m not being reckless. Insomnia is our home. I will not be run out of my home for a moment longer.”

“Amelia…”

“Erin, please trust me. We’ll go to the apartment, get a change of clothes that aren’t polyester and from the set of a low-budget action-adventure movie, and then leave.”

A smile graces my lips. “You’re not a fan of the combat pants?”

“No. I am not. They’re itchy.”

A snort escapes my lips. “You are ridiculous at times. And a clothes snob.”

“Call me what you will. Just say we can go to Insomnia first.” I can’t resist her puppy dog eyes.

It’s such a bad idea, but I trust her, and she needs me to show her that. “Fine. We’ll call it a dry run.”

Amelia pulls me in by the waist and kisses me until I’m breathless. “Good. Now let’s go.”

Unlike the last time we left the bunker, I’m not on the verge of a panic attack or tears. There also isn’t an audience bowing and praying for us, which I’m wholly grateful for. We said quick farewells to the family after breakfast. None of us wanted to draw it out. This isn’t goodbye.

The smell of fresh air is possibly the sweetest thing—apart from Amelia—to envelop my senses. We have several miles to walk before reaching the bikes hidden in the trees. They’re the same ones she, Chris, and Simon took to LA to find Jordan and Mack. I listen as she recounts the journey. It doesn’t get deep. Amelia talks about the sights, and the feeling of being on the open road again. Honestly, it’s a pleasant change to have such a light conversation. The levity has been missing between us for far too long.

Amelia skips the last few feet to the hidden motorcycles. I enjoy seeing her excited again. I also like how I’ll get to wrap myself around her for a few hours. The bike is nice, not as sleek as her
 Ducati. She straps our duffles to the back and then swings her leg over to straddle the seat. God, I’ve missed watching her do that. It takes me right back to the first time I saw her on a motorcycle. She was trying to seduce me, and it worked. Mack, my then-date, didn’t appreciate it at the time, but we can all laugh about it now.

“Hop on, beautiful.”

Her voice is like velvet. Oh, I’d like to hop on something!

I get situated behind her. My thighs squeeze her tightly, as do my arms. We forgo helmets for now. Both of us want the wind in our faces and the sun on our skin.

“No speeding,” I say before she revs the engine. She turns her face to me with a wicked grin, slips down her aviators, and guns it, causing me to shriek.


Asshole!


Her shoulders shake with laughter as she slows the bike to a safe speed. We might be invincible, but neither of us wants a face full of asphalt.

US 93 isn’t the most picturesque of highways. It’s just one long road of desert and a few hills. The towns we pass through are tiny, with no more than a convenience store and a gas station. We only stop once to gas up. There are no other customers and no surveillance equipment. So far, so good. We’ve hardly come across another soul the entire ride.

Amelia climbs back on after filling the tank. “We turn off soon. When we hit I-15, it’s a straight shot to the city.”

“We should put helmets on, baby. There will be cops patrolling. No need to draw attention to ourselves and get pulled over.”

I hand her a helmet, but before she slips it on, I give her a kiss. Whether it’s the stress finally creeping in, I don’t know, but I need to feel her lips on me as often as possible. Our physicality calms me.

The advantages of entering the city are the crowds and traffic. We’re agile on a bike and I’m confident Amelia could outrun any vehicle if needed. Hopefully, that won’t be necessary. I’m thinking this as Amelia effortlessly guides us through the streets. I feel a wave of confidence come over her. She’s comfortable here. This is her domain.

“We’ll walk from here,” she says after pulling over. We’re in a private parking lot. It’s the perfect place to stash the bike. No one will question the high-end motorcycle. It blends in with the luxury cars lined up like expensive dominoes.

The sun is setting, but the city is only just getting started. It’s Friday, and the bars are filling with the weekend crowd. I know we look out of place in our outfits, so I’m eager to reach Insomnia. Amelia was right. We need to ditch the combats.
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Amelia is on high alert. We stop and start several times as she sniffs and tilts her head to listen. I use my abilities to reach out and search for other energy sources. Another little trick taught to me by Balam. Together, we conclude that Insomnia is empty. There are no obvious surveillance spots surrounding the building, either. It’s quite heartbreaking seeing our once thriving empire standing vacant and dark.

“Let’s high-tail it through the employee entrance. Even if there is someone watching, it’s doubtful they’ll see us if we’re at full speed.”

“Baby, I can’t run as fast as you.”

“Hold my hand. I’ll get us there,” she says with a wink. “Ready?” I nod. “On the count of three.” When we hit three, I launch myself as fast as possible. Amelia is in front, but I keep up. We’re inside the club in seconds. The door barely shows any signs of being touched. “See, easy.” She laughs.

The familiar smell of alcohol and sweat permeates the air. It’s been weeks since the club was open. The bar area is a mess. Bottles lay smashed on the floor. We tread carefully through the carnage. The place has been ransacked.

The panel that hides the access to our apartment is open and we both know what we’re about to find. Like the bar, it’s a disaster zone. We thought they’d search the place but, this? They’ve ripped into the couch. Smashed mirrors and torn up books. I feel a growl building in my throat. Motherfuckers!


“Hey, Erin. Honey, it’s just stuff.”

“No, Amelia. It’s our life they’ve come in and destroyed.”

She pulls me into her chest. “No baby. Our life is the two of us and our family. This is all just material things that can and will be replaced.”

I suck in some air and pull away. “You’re right. Let’s go change and get out of here.” I can’t stand to look at our beautiful home in such disarray.

The contents of our closets are splayed over the floor of our bedroom, but the majority of items are unharmed. We work quickly to pick out some fresh clothes and change. It feels so good to be in my own things again. The duffel bags get unceremoniously dumped on the floor. I’d love to fill the bath and spend a few hours soaking, but then again, it doesn’t feel so friendly in here anymore.

Amelia has chosen black jeans, boots, and a band tee I bought her last year. She whips her hair into a high ponytail and shrugs on her worn leather jacket. She grins at me when she catches me staring. “Come on, honey, we’ve got places to be.”

“Uh, huh.” My response earns a laugh and a smack on the ass.

“I’ll meet you downstairs.”

Good call on her part. I need a minute to get myself under control. I’ve opted for dark wash jeans, chucks, and my favorite green tee. It’s a comfortable outfit that smells of home and reminds me of lazy weekends. I throw on a jacket and take a second to look around one last time. The mess is fixable. We’ll get it back to normal in no time. That’s what I keep telling myself, anyway. How I get the thought of men invading our sanctuary out of my head is another matter. One for later.

Amelia comes out of her office as I reach the bar. “They got nothing important. They completely missed the floor safe.”

We’ve never kept anything at the club vampire related, so the most they would have taken are bank statements and vendor forms. Walking over to the bar, I take two shot glasses that are miraculously not broken. I upend a bottle of Jack until they are both full. Sliding one over to Amelia, I pick the other up, cheers, and slam it back.

Licking my lips, I pat the bar top. “Time to go, baby. We’ve got a long way to travel.”

Amelia swallows her shot. She stuffs some bills into her inside pocket and casts her eyes around the room before turning away.

We head toward the back of the club. “We’ll take the bike as far as Arizona. Chris made a few calls before we left. He’s got a buddy who owes him a favor.”

“Plane?”

“Yes. But don’t worry, I have no intentions of flying it. We’ll have a pilot that isn’t insane. It’s also bigger than a toy and comes with a bedroom.”

“Oh thank god.” I laugh. “Lucille has scarred me.”

“She’s scarred many people, my love. I should have warned you all!”

We exit the club and make our way back toward the bike. We’re both quiet, and I wonder if the weight of what we’re about to attempt is finally hitting us. Getting to the capital is easy. The rest? Not so much. And even if we do manage to get to her. The woman is going to assume we’re there to cause her harm. She’ll have Secret Service on to us in no time. And then what?


The plan isn’t feeling so thought out anymore
 .

Amelia snorts. “Honey, we didn’t think it out at all. Let’s be honest, we’re following Lucille’s moronic idea to waltz up there and break in.”

We look at each other and then burst out laughing. Oh, my god she’s right. We’re nuts! This is the most idiotic idea ever.














Twenty-Nine




Amelia








A
 wave
 of
 nostalgia
 hits me as I sink into the plush seats of the private jet. I think of the family vacation we took to Ireland. How Aliah deafened us all with her warbling. The bickering that almost sent Mother crazy. How Erin got to see the Loch family in their natural state. No heirs or graces. Just a family of squabbling kids and their exasperated parents. How we made love in the bedroom. How scared I was of losing Erin. I can’t believe how different our lives are now. If I’d have known what was to come back then, I might just have scooped Erin up and run away. But then I think of Chris and Jordan. Of what their lives would have been if we hadn’t met them.

I find it so hard to balance the scales. My heart feels heavy with all the shit that’s come along with our new life. Noah, Dr. Mendhi, the soldier, and the fucking president. It’s been nonstop. But then I think of the vampires who are living a life free of torment because of what Erin and I did for them. I think of the families they will have. Is that enough to balance out the bad? I don’t know.

My mind wanders back to our trip to Ireland. To meeting Barty and Anya. To the amount of whiskey we drank.

“That’s a pleasant smile. What are you thinking about?”

I turn my head to Erin and smile. It’s not lost on me that she is allowing me time to tell her my thoughts instead of reading them directly. She’s in the chair next to me by the window. Her hair is hanging over her shoulders in soft waves. She’s a picture of pure beauty. “I was thinking about our trip to Ireland with the family.”

Erin snorts a laugh and then covers her mouth, looking embarrassed. She’s fucking adorable.

“I thought Victoria was going to have an aneurysm. You Lochs are an unruly bunch!”

Chuckling, I lace my fingers with hers. “We are. Do you regret marrying into it?”

Tapping her index finger to her chin, she makes a show of thinking about it. Only when I’ve gasped in faux indignation and tickled her does she laugh. “Of course not. I love you all. Always have, always will.”

We sit laughing together. Erin reminds me of how Mother threatened to turn the jet around if Lucille didn’t stop hitting her brother. It’s my turn to snort. We discuss other trips we’ve taken with the clan and conclude they are always a chaotic mess. We also decide that when we go on vacation next, they will not be joining us.

The flight attendant interrupts our jaunt down memory lane. “Would you like some champagne?”

It’s strange not having my crew with us. I internally roll my eyes at how that sounds. One percent problems, am I right?

“No, thank you. Some coffee would be great.” I plan to drown myself in champagne if we pull this off. I still can’t believe we listened to Lucille. “Get out of this godforsaken bunker and do it!”
 Those were her words, and that’s what we did, with only the barest of plans. Break into the White House. That’s it.

“Still think we’re crazy?” Erin asks with a smile.

“Completely,” I answer, chuckling. “Certifiable really. We’re bar owners, not Navy SEALs. And yet here we are on the way to the capital to scale the walls of the most protected house in the country.”

Erin cocks her eyebrow. “Scale the walls, really?”

“Okay, not that dramatic. We can probably jump up to a window or something.”

Erin gazes out over the world, passing us by. “What do you think she will say?”

“I don’t know.”

She turns her head and laughs. “Oh Amelia, you are a terrible liar. Sometimes I don’t need access to your mind to know what you’re thinking, baby. You believe it’s a waste of time and she won’t give us a chance to explain anything, right?”

I shrug my shoulders. The flight attendant passing out coffee gives me a few seconds to gather my thoughts. “Thank you,” I say. She gives me a smile and then leaves. Taking several sips, I enjoy the rush of caffeine before Erin clears her throat, growing impatient with my stalling. “I think she flew off the handle as soon as Mohan opened his mouth. I think she dispatched elite soldiers to find us and do god knows what. She doesn’t seem like a rational woman, Erin. It’s likely she will scream bloody murder the second she lays eyes on us, and we’ll have to fight our way out of there.”

Her hand moves to mine. “Is that what you’re worried about? Having to fight humans and losing control?”

“Of course!” I state. I may have put a lot of what happened lately to the back of my mind, but this brings it to the forefront pretty quickly. What happens if we have to fight our way out? In my heart, I know I won’t let the anger overwhelm me. Not when I understand it a little better now, and I will have Erin by my side. But what if they hurt her? That’s a surefire way for me to lose it.

Erin strokes my hand. “We need to be smart about our approach. Use our abilities to get us inside and talk to her calmly. We’ve not really touched on using our gifts since I shared Balam and Itzel’s memories. How do you feel about using them?”

How do I feel about using my gifts? First, I’m struggling to see them as anything but a burden. Second, I feel disconnected again from the warrior inside. I can’t claim her as my warrior anymore. She feels like a stranger again. Something that is dangerous and unpredictable. I thought I’d mastered my “gifts,” but now I know it’s not true. This energy inside can overtake and overwhelm with devastating consequences. Why would I ever want to tap into that again?

But if we don’t use what has been imposed on us, the outcome could be a lot worse for Erin and me. Breaking into the White House alone is enough to get us thrown in prison. Let alone the fact the president believes us to be two supernatural monsters. If we can’t shield ourselves, we’re sitting ducks.

“Honestly. It’s the last thing I want to do. I know we have more to learn, and I’m open to that, but right now. I want nothing to do with this thing inside me.”

“That thing is still a part—”

“Please don’t finish that sentence, my love. I can’t stand the thought of it being in me, let alone a part of me. I understand I will need to protect us when we get there. But that’s all I can commit to right now, Erin.”

I may understand our abilities better, but I’m nowhere near ready to accept them as a part of me. Biology and evolution be damned.

She leans over and kisses me. “That’s all you need to do. Throw a shield around us, and I’ll take care of the rest.”

“How?” I’m not the only one who has an unpredictable gift. Erin might not feel the anger I do, but that doesn’t mean her abilities aren’t equally dangerous. Entering minds and memories is a power I don’t think anyone should possess. Not after witnessing the carnage and pain it can cause.

“I’ll make us invisible to anyone we come across inside.”

“Erin—”

“Honey. I will simply mask our energy. I do not
 intend to manipulate anyone’s mind. I promise.”

“Do you understand why our abilities are something we need to consider letting go of?” I ask. “We’re here promising each other we’re not planning on doing something terrible. But neither of us can truly keep our word. These gifts are dangerous.”

“But they’re also designed to help our people. Help the Fallen.”

I nod. “Yes, but how much of that have we been doing lately, Erin? It seems to me we are using our abilities for that purpose less and less.”
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The rest of the plane ride was tense. Our conversation got heated, and I had to walk away for a little while. Erin wants to hold on, but I’m not sure I can. I understood in the beginning when it was about helping vampires and their mates. But it feels like we’ve strayed far from that path. I think that’s the true warning of Balam and Itzel’s memories.

It’s like the more we discover, the farther away from the original goal we get. They became obsessed with their abilities. Balam focused on conquering minds rather than helping her fellow vampire. Itzel destroyed entire villages in her pursuit of ‘protecting’ her mate, when in reality she became addicted to the power of her rage. Aren’t we doing the same? Every time we discover a new facet of our abilities, we concentrate on it and master it. When does that stop? Shouldn’t it be enough that we are saving families the heartache of destroying their Fallen loved ones? Isn’t that enough purpose for us?

As the plane glides toward the runway, I know I need to get us back on the same page. We cannot go into this with tension between us.

“Erin?”

She looks at me, and I sigh with relief. Her eyes are soft, and I can see she’s just as upset by our silence as I have been. “I’m sorry, my love. We said we’d talk about all that after we’d finished this. I shouldn’t have pushed.”

Taking her face in my palms, I brush our noses together. “We will decide together. But right now, we have to focus. I can’t go breaking into the White House with this hanging over our heads.”

Surprisingly, she laughs. “We keep on saying those few words like it’s the most normal thing in the world.” I look at her, confused. “Breaking into the White House.”

I chuckle. “I never want to say White House ever again after tonight.”

The captain announces over the speaker system that we have landed and will be ready to disembark soon. Shit, it’s really happening. We’re really doing this. We thank the crew and depart.

“Ready?”

Erin looks at me. “No, but what choice do we have?”

There is no choice. Tonight is the only night the president is alone. The First Lady will return in the morning and then she’s flying off to the UK. It really is now or never. Our families and friends need a resolution as fast as we do. They deserve to go home free of fear. We all deserve to live our lives in peace. I just hope Erin can get through to the woman.

Standing outside the hangar, we take a few cleansing breaths. “Okay, let’s go over it one more time.”

Erin shakes out her limbs. “We make it fast,” she begins. “I’ll distort the energy around us. You will throw a shield over us. We do what we did at Insomnia.”

“Correct. Full speed. We’ll be a blur. I’ll take care of any locked doors. You just concentrate on keeping us off anyone’s radar, okay?”

“Okay. We can do this. Right?”

I take her in my arms and inhale her scent. I wish we’d taken the opportunity to make love on the plane. Not only does it replenish our strength, but it fortifies our bond. Maybe then Erin wouldn’t look so nervous.

“We will
 do this. Together, like always.”

The night is flitting away from us as we stand there holding each other, but I’m reluctant to let her go.

“Okay, I’m ready,” she says.

Am I?














Thirty




Erin








T
 he
 president
 isn’t
 what
 I thought she would be. Maybe I was expecting a tyrant, pacing the halls of her private accommodation as she barked orders into her phone. I’ve built her up so much in my mind, I’m kind of disappointed and relieved at the same time.

She’s just a woman. Sitting in a t-shirt and men’s boxers on her couch, watching a recorded football game. Of course, she still doesn’t know she has company. We made light work of getting in. If after this meeting we’ve accomplished what we needed to, I might suggest a few areas the Secret Service could bulk up security.

It’s good to take a little time to observe her. Find out what we have to deal with. The next part is where it could get dicey. I feel Amelia’s eyes on me. She’s letting me take the lead from now on. I feel her drop the shield that’s protected us up until now. I have to stop distorting our energy to reveal us, but I’m finding it harder than I thought. My confidence in my plan suddenly feels lacking.

Amelia takes my hand. You can do this
 .

God, I hope so. A light breeze touches my skin and I know we’re in full view now, but the president still hasn’t noticed. She picks up her bottle of beer and takes a generous slug. Hopefully, she isn’t inebriated. That will make everything ten times harder.

Okay, so I need to just get this over with. I gently clear my throat. Nothing. She’s far too engrossed in the game. I roll my eyes because this is ridiculous.

“Ahem.”

Wow, I’ve never seen a person jump so high in my life!

“What the?” Her eyes are the size of dinner plates as she looks frantically at me and Amelia. I see the second she decides to scream for help. So does Amelia, because she’s cover’s the distance in a flash, her hand covering the president’s mouth.

“Please don’t, ma’am,” she says in her usual confident voice. “We’re not here to hurt you, I promise.”

“Madam President. We just want to talk.”

Amelia pins her with a stare before slowly removing her hand. I can see the president warring with herself. Naturally, she wants to call for her agents, but another part of her is curious.

“How did you get in here?”

“Do you know who we are?” I ask in the least threatening voice I can muster. She looks between us some more and then scrambles back to the point she’s perching precariously on the couch’s armrest.

“I think she’s figured it out, my love.”

“You…you’re them. The V-vampire Queens.”

“Good grief,” Amelia huffs.

“Ma’am, we are vampires, but not queens.”

“Stay away from me,” she stammers. Her panicked reaction has her falling off the couch and landing on her ass. This is going downhill fast.

“I know you’re scared. We understand why you think you should be, but I promise you. We’re not who you think. We are not a threat. There is so much for you to learn, Madam President.”

Amelia takes a step toward her and holds out her hand. “Please, Madam President.”

Everything hinges on her next move. I know I’m holding my breath. My lungs seem incapable of doing anything as we both watch and wait.

There is a reason Mohan felt he could take the existence of our kind to the president. I know he regrets it now—hell, we all do—but there must have been a reason he felt the woman would listen. Is there still a glimmer of that hope?

I’m almost at the point of passing out from lack of oxygen when she finally makes a move. With a visibly shaking hand, she accepts Amelia’s help to get up off the ground.

I don’t want her to overthink, so I jump straight in. “We’re not the monsters you believe us to be, ma’am.”

Amelia comes to my side. “We understand the myths and legends you’ve no doubt drawn conclusions from, but I promise you. They’re false.”

“I was a human not so long ago.” I’m trying to relate to her or get her to relate to me. Whatever works.

She frowns. “She changed you?”

“No ma’am. Vampires do not
 have the ability to change humans. Just another myth.”

I’ll leave out Amelia’s unique ability to do just that for now.

“Mohan,” she begins, but Amelia cuts her off.

“Came in here and delivered some news that was bound to shock and scare anyone. In his defense, he was just excited, but he should have known better.”

“H-he started talking about queens, and things called the Fallen.”

The president’s body language is still tight, but she’s not displaying signs of outright fear or aggression.

“We can explain everything, ma’am. But first and foremost, you have to believe me when I say we are no threat to you, this country, or humankind. We never have been. I implore you to call off the soldiers who have been hunting us.”

“You killed one of them,” she hisses. “You are
 dangerous.”

Amelia holds up her hands. “Please. It wasn’t as black and white as that.”

I can feel the anger beginning to build in her. She’s frustrated that she’s having to play nice instead of ripping into her about her part in the soldier’s death.

“Madam President. Amelia defended herself. If you want to be frank about it, this would never have happened if you’d shown some restraint. Ma’am.”

Amelia might need to hold back, but I don’t. I’m happy to placate her to a degree, but she has to take responsibility for the chaos she’s caused.

“Restraint? How much restraint would you have shown Ms…”

“Loch. Erin Loch, and this is my wife, Amelia. I’d have thought you would’ve at least memorized our names before sending your attack dogs after us.”

“Erin,” Amelia says softly. “Reign the sass in, honey.”

Right. Yes, good idea.

“I apologize. It’s been a stressful few weeks, as you can imagine.”

“What my wife is saying is that your decision has had grave consequences. I take responsibility for my part, Madam President. The last few weeks have been hell. I imagine it hasn’t been much fun for you either, learning of our kind, without having all the facts.”

She scrapes her hands through her salt and pepper hair. “I feel like I’m going crazy. What sane person thinks they are talking to vampires, for Christ’s sake?”

Amelia nods. “Understandable. But you are not crazy. Just uninformed.”

“I can show you the truth, ma’am. If you’ll let me. But please call off the soldiers. Our families deserve to go home.”

“So, I should just trust you?” Her attitude sounds harsh, but I can feel her faltering. Amelia drops her head to her chest. She’s getting impatient with the back and forth.

“Call your agents,” I say, earning a glare from Amelia. “Have them here, in the room, so you feel protected if that’s what you need. But let me show you our truth, ma’am. If after that you still believe we are your enemy, I’ll go willingly to whatever black site you want.”

Amelia’s hands ball into fists as she continues to bore a hole in the side of my head. She isn’t appreciating my spontaneous outburst.


What the hell are you doing?



I don’t know what I’m doing. Winging it, I guess.
 But she has to feel in control if we want to get this done.


The president regards me for a second before lifting a discarded button-up shirt off the back of the couch and putting it on. After covering her t-shirt clad chest, she presses a telecom button on the side table. “Horton, would you come in here, please?”

The door opens, and the agent immediately reaches for his gun the second he spots us.

“Stand down, Horton. These are my guests.” Horton doesn’t look convinced, which is fair. It’s nearly 1 a.m. We are definitely not scheduled visitors. “How will you show me?”

I watch Horton circle the room. He is within reaching distance of the president. I’m guessing he wants to throw himself in front of his boss and start shooting, but for now, he remains in place.

“I want to share memories. Our history with humans.” Horton looks utterly lost as he looks at us all. “I won’t touch you. But I will share your mind, briefly.”

“You’ll… How?”

Yes, the president is very curious now.

“Amelia and I differ from others of our kind. I assure you I will explain everything. Will you consent?” This has to be her decision. If I force her, she’ll think we’re there to manipulate instead of sharing the truth.

“Horton, you have my permission to open fire if you feel I am being harmed.”

I nod my head. “That’s fair. Please take a seat, ma’am.”

“Madam President,” Horton begins, but is silenced.

“This is the only chance I will give you, Mrs. Loch. It’s true, I didn’t handle the news well. I’ve known Mohan for a long time. I thought he was a good man.”

“He is a good man,” Amelia interjects.

“I think that will depend on what I am about to learn. I won’t risk the safety of my people on a few well-meaning words.”

I sit at the opposite end of the couch. “Please remember, Madam President, we are your people, too. I voted for you.”

“Me too,” Amelia adds.

I don’t think she expected that. Instead of replying, she leans back and waits.

“I need you to open your mind. I will warn you that the memories come with their attached emotions. So please, Horton, don’t shoot me the second the president whimpers or laughs.”

I catch the president’s lip curl in amusement. I think we’re making progress.

When Balam shared her life with me, it wasn’t just her time as a queen. It was her and Itzel’s life after they gave up their abilities. They traveled the world for centuries. They witnessed the trials and tribulations of society as both vampire and humankind grew and changed. This is what I will share with the president.

I flood her mind with thousands of years of history. She witnesses the atrocious acts against vampires committed by humans. I show her the truth behind the Fallen. Of how we are born, how we love. Our customs and community. But above all else, I highlight the cohesive way our species lives and thrives side by side. I show her how vampires have helped develop technology and vaccines. She sees that some of the biggest breakthroughs in history are the work of vampires, and most importantly, how vampires have held no desire to be better than humans. I show her that in all our combined history, vampires have lived in harmony with their human counterparts.

I feel her wonder as I take her through each memory. She feels what I feel. This is why Balam made sure I would take the memories on as if they were my own. She has to feel more than she sees. Emotion is a powerful weapon. Amelia wanted us to fight the vampire way. The smart way. I can’t think of a better offense than to tell the truth. The good, the painful, and the joyous.

My brain is fried by the time I pull out and return us to the present. Amelia is by my side in an instant, propping me up. Horton rushes to the president, who leans forward, her elbows on her knees, cradling her head.

“Are you okay, my love?” Amelia whispers in my ear.

“Yes. I can’t do anymore, Amelia.” I lean into her, soaking up every bit of love she’s sending my way. The only noise in the room is the president’s and my heavy breathing.

“Madam President? Ma’am, are you okay?” Horton is getting agitated that his Commander-in-Chief still hasn’t spoken. He’s going to do something rash. I can feel it. “Hands up,” he suddenly barks. Amelia sighs next to me. “I said, hands up.”

“Horton,” the president rasps. “Put that down. It wouldn’t do anything, anyway.” Horton hesitates. “Now, Agent.”

“Can I move without getting a hole put in me?” Amelia asks. “Again.”

I elbow her, because this is not the time for pettiness. We need to know if we’re walking out of this room as free citizens of the United States.

“You can leave now, Horton.”

We all watch him leave. His heart rate is through the roof, and I know he’s not happy about the president’s command. Not one bit.

“Are you alright, ma’am?” I ask the moment the door shuts.

“I’m not sure, Erin. And please call me Candice.” First name basis, that’s got to be a positive sign. “How am I supposed to process all of that?”

“Take your time. You can ask us anything.”

She shakes her head. “I need a drink. But I doubt it will help.”

Amelia stands, resting her hand on my shoulder. “May I ask what you plan to do next, ma’am?”

She looks up. Emotions are still running rampant through her mind. “Nothing. I’ll do nothing.”

Amelia looks pissed off, and I know she thinks the president still intends to smoke us out and harm us, but I can feel her heart. She is a good woman. And now she knows the truth. We have nothing to fear.

“It’s okay, Amelia,” I say.

“I apologize, Amelia. I didn’t mean that to come across as it did. When I say I’ll do nothing, I mean I have no intention of pursuing you or your kind any farther. But if I may offer some advice. Revealing yourself to the world would be a mistake. Unless Erin can do that
 on a global scale, you will always face an adverse reaction. It’s in our nature. I’ve seen it,“ she says, looking at me. She has seen it. She’s felt humanity’s aversion to things they don’t understand and what they’ll do to make themselves feel safe, even when there is no threat.

“I doubt there will be another vampire alive who will want to come out,” Amelia says with a chuckle. “And honestly, there isn’t anything to gain by doing so. Our world is a volatile place already. We need to work together to fix it, and revealing ourselves would do the opposite. No one wants that.”

The president gives a small nod of agreement. “I will make sure there is no evidence of this or anything that has happened recently. We start with a clean slate. If you agree.”

I stand with the help of my wife. My energy reserves are toast. With a shaky hand, I clasp the president’s waiting palm and shake it. Amelia mirrors me. “Good luck with the re-election, ma’am,” she says.

“Thank you. And good luck to you,” Candice replies, holding my stare. She knows Amelia and I have a big decision to make. I let her see our vulnerabilities and fear regarding our abilities. It softened her to us. “Also, please allow me to offer a safe escort to the airport, or place of your choosing.”

We accept the offer. No need to be worrying about tripping the alarm on the way out.

Our love story has been far from straightforward. Amelia has risked her immortality. We have waited with bated breath for our chance at eternity, and now we have fought. Fought for our people and our freedom. Whatever decision we make, I will always put Amelia first. She is the reason I breathe. She is my Queen, with or without abilities.














Epilogue




Amelia








“B
 abe,
 I
 have
 sweat
 dripping down my ass crack.”

I hate the jungle. It’s hot, humid, and full of things that bite. The only thing I want biting me is my wife.

“Amelia, we have one day left. Please stop complaining. Balam and Itzel have been nothing but gracious hosts, and all you’ve done is bitch.”

“We were supposed to visit for a few days. It’s been two weeks. I know you want me to make my mind up, but this is only pissing me off.”

Things are a little tense between me and Erin at the moment. After we smoothed things over with the president and got our lives back to something resembling normal, Erin began hounding me about our abilities. I know we said we’d decide one way or the other, but it felt so good to live like regular people for a little while.

Erin, of course, is as stubborn as a mule and insisted our vacation be a few days with Balam and Itzel. She thought that by learning more about them, and in turn, ourselves, and these gifts, she could encourage me to discuss my desires. I know she wants to keep her gifts, and I understand her reasons.

Fallen vampires and their human mates still needed our help. But I’m not sure that’s enough of a reason. Not when our abilities come with such high risks to our own health. Erin might perceive it as selfish, and it probably is, but my commitment is to her, not to the Fallen. I know the difference now. Before I believed it was my purpose to be the protector. It isn’t. It’s my choice. One I’m not ready to make.

I was wary of Balam and Itzel to begin with. I saw them at their worst, and I admit it colored my opinion of them. When we turned up, I was surprised to see two old women. Erin explained that Balam and Itzel had chosen to end their immortality a few decades ago. Even so, the aging process was still much longer than a human. It saddens me now to know they will eventually die.

We’ve been going on guided meditations with the old queens for days. I’ll admit I’ve learned a lot. I feel confident that I could remain myself while helping human mates turn. It’s that tiny part of me that still holds on to the fear of losing control. Of Erin losing control.

But my indecision and worries are only pissing her off. It doesn’t help that I am tired and irritable after sleeping on the floor for weeks. We haven’t had sex since being here either, and that is definitely bad for my mood.

Erin turns and places her hands on my sweaty face. “I know you’re unhappy. But you promised we would make this decision, Amelia. We can’t move on with our lives with this hanging over us. I can feel the Fallen calling to me. If I’m not going to help them, I need their voices out of my head. We need to give up these abilities so I can have a night’s sleep without feeling guilty that I’m leaving them in torment. I need you to decide.”

Okay, I feel like an asshole now.

“Why didn’t you tell me this is how you’re feeling? All we’ve been doing is going over and over the reasons we should or shouldn’t choose this life.”

“Because I didn’t want you to think I was emotionally manipulating you.” She sighs. “Their pleas are becoming too hard to ignore, Amelia. I need to know one way or another.”

We left Riley with plenty of venom, but that doesn’t stop Erin from feeling the Fallen. Even from the other side of the world.

Balam and Itzel emerge from the trees carrying fruit. They’ve given us space to talk every day, but until now, we’ve always come to an impasse. Mainly because I shut the conversation down. I can’t do that anymore. Not when Erin is suffering for it.

“Will you join us?” I ask. Balam and Itzel sit without question. Erin looks at me with hope in her eyes. “I think it’s clear what you want, Erin. And I understand you are the better of us. Your reasons for keeping these gifts is to help our people. And even though I feel like we lost ourselves in other aspects of our abilities for a while, I know your heart, and I know you only want the best. So, I agree we should choose to be the vampires our people need.”

“Amelia—”

I place my finger on her lips. “But I have conditions. One: Balam and Itzel will remain our guides, our conscience for as long as they walk this earth. We will check-in with them every month. They will help us stay grounded and call us on it if we aren’t. Two: If we stray again from the purpose of what these gifts are intended for, we give them up. No questions asked. I’m not prepared to lose either of us to temptation. And third: We update how we help the Fallen. There is no need to be biting anyone.” Ugh, the thought of another drop of human blood touching my lips makes me want to gag. “Dr. Chord will continue to milk us and she
 will be the one to help the Fallen and their mates on our behalf. I’m not being coldhearted, but I am looking out for us. We deserve a life, Erin. We’ve waited long enough.” I take a deep breath. “There. That’s my decision.”

“This is why you deserve to hold such power,” Balam begins. “Because you don’t really want it, but you’ll do what’s right for your people. I would be honored to remain as your guide.”

“As would I,” Itzel states. “And your friends.”

“Erin?” She’s silent, which I think should worry me.

“Thank you,” she says, but it’s more of a sob. “And I agree with all your terms.”

I clap. “Excellent. Can we go home now? No offense, ladies, but I’m really done with the jungle.”

“You sound like Lucille,” Erin murmurs.

“You’ll be punished for that,” I reply. The spark in my wife’s eyes tells me she’s looking forward to it. And maybe my two-week dry spell is coming to an end.
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Marcus and Laurence are embarrassing themselves on the dance floor, as usual. Lucille is grinding up against Trent, and I’m dying for a drink. The party started hours ago and ended up relocating to Insomnia. Even my parents are here somewhere.

The queue at the bar is three deep, even with five bartenders working at full speed. Being the owner has its advantages, like slipping behind the bar to serve myself. I’m just bending down to one of the under-counter fridges when I feel a presence behind me.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

I stand up straight and turn around. “I’m getting a drink,” I reply calmly.

“I can see that. Surely you aren’t stupid enough to think you can just nip back here and help yourself. What kind of bars do you usually go to?”

“I rarely go to bars,” I answer.

“Maybe that explains this then,” Erin says, waving her hand between me and the fridge. I take a moment to look at her fully. She’s dressed in the bar’s signature black shirt and trousers. Her hair is tied into a high ponytail. The golden hues shine under the many strobe lights. Her eyes are piercing blue. And, without sounding too lecherous, her tits are amazing. Even hidden underneath the shirt, I can tell she has a pair of tantalizing assets.

“I’m not sure why you’re getting so upset,” I say casually. Cracking open the water bottle and taking a sip. Fire burns in her eyes.

She steps forward and grabs my chin. “I can hear your dirty thoughts, Mrs. Loch. Is that really what you were thinking the first time we met?”

I can’t help the wolfish grin. “Well, considering we were reenacting our first meeting, I thought I’d give it my all.”

We’re celebrating our anniversary. Not our wedding day, but the day we met. AKA, my birthday. The day I smelled cherries and laid my eyes on the most exquisite creature to grace this earth.

“You’d better give it your all. In the office, now.”

With mock outrage, I clasp my chest. “We didn’t do that
 on the night we met!”

She raises her eyebrow. “You did Dana
 on the day we met.”

I wave my hand like I’m batting away the last ten seconds of conversation. “Forget that. I’m doing you
 tonight.”

“Such a charmer,” Lucille cackles. She’s leaning over the bar, reaching for a bottle of vodka. “I still don’t know how you got the girl, dear sister.”

“I’m fantastic in bed,” I say.

Lucille laughs louder. “Well, you are a Loch. It’s in the genes. Enjoy ladies. I’ll see you at the house for breakfast.”

I laugh at Lucille’s antics. The laughter dies in my mouth when I turn back to Erin and see the look on her face as she traces her eyes up my body. I’m wearing the same black body suit as when we met. Placing the bottle of water down, I tug her until our bodies are touching. I can feel her heart racing and I can smell her desire.

Bending until my lips reach her ear, I snake out my tongue and trace her pulse point. “Fuck the office. I want you in our bed.”

She wraps her hands around the back of my neck and pulls me down into a scorching kiss. She nips my lip and sucks on my tongue. As usual, I forget about the world when Erin is close. It’s not the first time our patrons have seen us get hot and heavy in the club, and it won’t be the last. Anyway, it’s my birthday.

Grabbing her ass, I lift her until she wraps her legs around me. Our lips haven’t left one another and they won’t until I get her upstairs and throw her on the bed.

I vaguely hear catcalls from my siblings. The crowd parts with wolf whistles and laughter. None of it registers though, because Erin is moving her hips, and I am dripping for her. As soon as the hidden door to our penthouse shuts, I use my full speed to get us to our bedroom. She squeals as I launch her to the mattress. My body suit comes off in record time, and Erin’s t-shirt and pants take even less time to find themselves across the room.

“I knew your tits would be amazing,” I say with a wink. Lowering my body on top, I revel in the feel of her skin. Our rhythm is second nature now, and it doesn’t take long until we are both panting.

Since deciding to keep our abilities, life has been different. It’s been calm. We’ve kept our word and retained our life while helping as many Fallen vampires as possible. We work at Insomnia and go on vacation. The tradition of having family meals with the rest of the Loch clan and Erin’s parents is still alive and wholly chaotic. Barty and Anya moved here permanently. Chris and Simon are getting married. Not to each other. They mated with a set of twins, which I still think is weird.

Jordan and Mack are traveling the world. It took them a while to move past their experience with the soldiers, but they conquered their demons. They helped me too. I learned to live with what I’d done without letting it consume me.

Balam and Itzel are dear friends who have helped us navigate our way to a life that is quite regular. Just what we always wanted. They refuse to leave the jungle, which still baffles me, but it’s their life. One that is still full of love.

Mohan was re-elected by an overwhelming majority. As for the council, all I know is there was a radical change. My parents are still involved, but I stay well clear. It took a while, but eventually, the community stopped referring to Erin and me as queens. Although there are several “fans” who insist on calling her by that moniker. Some even come to the club, solely to get close. Apart from that, we slipped seamlessly back into society and back to running our clubs and bars. Mohan still tries to pull us back in now and then, but I make it clear my interests reside elsewhere. Like right now, on my wife undulating below me.

When I think back to my twenty-ninth birthday, I remember how utterly hopeless it all felt. But then my irritating sister dragged me to the club, and I met Erin. On that day, my life began. My soul found its mate, and I found my forever. We’ve been through hell to get here, but I’d do it all over again in a heartbeat.

“Show me the stars, baby.” Erin moans.

I’ll show this woman the stars and beyond. And I’ll do it for all of time.

For infinity.
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