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  Prologue


  Often, he wished someone would out him.  Borderline insanity would do that to a vampire.  Snagging his favorite trousers on a jagged brick, he elongated a claw, clipping the offending thread while moving along the second floor’s exterior.  Position was everything.  Sure, he could slither inside someone’s home and scare the living hell out of him or her…or not.  He was that good.  Staring at the wall before him, he cast no shadow.


  Never had. 


  A born hunter.


  So sliding in and out of human life was a simple existence hinging on his ability to keep a safe distance.  Which.  Was.  Becoming.  Harder.  Safe distances used to mean foreign countries, city parks, grocery stores…even church on Sunday mornings.  At the present, safe distances were no longer safe, since he was now staring through a thin pane of glass while baring his fangs.


  Dripping. 


  Starving. 


  Dripping. 


  Thirsty.


  On the other side of the barest of barriers laid his obsession.  His chosen mate slept before him.  Just like any poorly run zoo, he could hop the weakened fence and feast upon her body before she drew her next breath.


  Should.


  Could.


  Because waiting was torrential drudgery, he should know.  He barely survived highly tortured years away from her, and he deserved better.  He deserved her.  No surprise, she vehemently disagreed. She granted no forgiveness for his so-called past transgressions.  Nothing remained of him in her deadened heart except cold indifference.  Even so, a hollow place deep in her soul remained empty, because he put it there.  Unbeknownst to her, he simply wouldn’t allow her that one hidden comfort until she finally surrendered.


  On his terms...


  


  



   


   


  Chapter 1


   


  It was late of a very humid evening in downtown Fort Myers when Sixten detected uncommon succulence that rarely treated his palate. As far as he was concerned, AB negative was liquid gold.  Temptation was so close he could hear the pitter-patter of her little heart.  Breathing deeply, he realized that last tempting inhale was a seriously wrong move for her.  If he were considerate, he would stop now and drag himself away.  Allow her to enjoy a peaceful night while he dropped back and cradled a scorching throat that only warm, pulsating divinity could ease.  But he’d fool no one.  Kindness wasn’t his calling, and he refused to feel guilty about wanting the mouthwatering orgasm her blood would deliver. And whoever said fighting his biology would get him anywhere but aching?  Not that he ever bothered to try anymore. Why should he?  Predators were predators.  And Sixten Kovac rocked the top of the food chain. 


      As if on cue, there went his fangs, inching down while dripping wet in anticipated bliss.  They pulsated with every pounding beat blaring through Six Feet Under’s sound system, longing to sink flesh deep and drink their fill.  While twisting his neck around, Sixten stretched the tension, working out the knots.  Hoping some facet of sanity would come along and tell him to calm down.  He closed his eyes, knowing his irises were notching up to inhuman levels.  All the while, streams of lava torched his veins, telling him to kill everyone in this disaster of a Goth club except for AB negative. Then, if his delicious fantasy bled into reality, he’d save her for last.  Make her watch the others’ demise, so she’d have that extra punch of adrenalin, which heated the blood like a flame to the finest brandy.


  “So you need to hunt, Six?”


  “I’m good.  Continue.”


  “Uh-huh.” Remaining unconvinced, Bane Ruyter sat across from the narrow table alongside two of his kind.  All full blood werewolves too large to be low-key even in a local meat market that boasted discretion to other than human clientele.   “Well… you’re lookin’ a little thirsty.”


  “I’m wondering why that’s your concern.”  Oh, it should be; Sixten thought.  Glancing around his environs, he figured he could sign on several agreeable arteries alongside a screw or three in around, say, sixty seconds.  And the simple fact that Sixten scented a couple of Were mixed-bloods among the gyrating females didn’t sit well with the North American Beta.  After flashing Sixten warning glares from flaring blue lights, which Bane called eyes, Sixten, murmured, “I won’t drink your females.”  At least… not tonight.  “Relax.” 


  “Yeah.  If you need to DF, it’s a no go inside.  Got it?  Locals are startin’ chatter since shifters decided to set up shop on Captiva Island. Indiscretion exposes everyone and their younglings don’t bother to fly under the radar.” Bane spoke quietly behind bared teeth.  Possibly, it would pass for a smile with humans but it didn’t fool Sixten in the least. “Captiva’s such a small island,” Bane growled low. “Wondering why you haven’t heard from your brother lately.  Or know anything to help mend those rickety fences between our kind.”


  “First off, you don’t tell a vampire where to drop fang, especially this one.”  There, he said it aloud, and in this joint, no one ran out of the door screaming.  “Second, if I heard from dear sweet… What name was he using last?”


  “What name hasn’t he used,” a nearly white-haired, blue-eyed monstrosity piped in, deciding to join the conversation instead of sitting pretty and posing for the women. 


  “Aliases,” Sixten muttered, raising a brow. “Where would we be without them?”


  “Oh, I don’t know.” Bane tossed his sarcasm around. “Beheaded for crimes committed?” The Beta leaned on the table, placing heavily tattooed forearms on the black glassy surface while playing for casual.  But Sixten knew he was posturing.  Werewolves loved to puff out, dominate every creature.  Too bad these three weren’t getting the effect they’d hoped for from him.  Sixten wasn’t threatened in the least.  As night drew along and they didn’t back off, they would find out why. Bane continued in low tones that only immortals could hear, “Scotland’s Alpha lost his closest friend of three hundred years.  Murdered.”


  “Ah, the mighty Ciaran,” Sixten said without a drop of reverence. “I heard he nearly lost his ass in Scotland, yeah?  Shifters outsmarted his miasma of misfits, a laughable pack if there ever was one. Vamps swooped in and showed them how it’s done.  Word travels.” He smiled carefully, hiding his oral daggers that refused to retract.  “You’re accusing my half-brother of diving in the middle of that crazy shit and leaving behind a smoking gun?” Sixten would be the first to admit his brother, Rave, was a total dumb fuck.  Although he stupidly tried to revamp the Habaline Shifter species, using tactics that even Sixten considered wrong, he still wasn’t easily convinced Rave was capable of cold-blooded murder.  Yet, when was the last time they actually hung out?  Years.  And here sits the North American Beta and his wingmen in my face.


  “So you’re really stickin’ with your ‘nothing to see here’ story?” Bane sat stoically.


  “Pretty much.  Haven’t laid eyes on Rave in years and it’s not breaking my heart any.  I’m not privy to his locale, and frankly, I don’t wanna be. But look where that lack of intel still gets me.   I planted my feet in this country less than thirty-six hours ago, and I’ve already been welcomed by the neighborhood dog patrol.”  Sixten studied the crowd.  “Wrap it up, Beta.” He thought he had AB negative narrowed down to the kitchen area.  Better and better.  All industrial kitchens had at least one back door.  With the size of this place, he counted on more.  Hmmm…or maybe a bathroom with a locking door, then he could fuck and suck.


  The Norwegian pureblood threw an icy glare his way, which meant he had a death wish. “We know you share the same half.  How do you not sympathize with the plight,” he sneered, “of your brother’s kind?”


  Sixten casually lifted a shoulder and let it drop.  Inwardly furious that they knew his other half was shifter when most of his race still did not, but beasts sniffed out everything. In the immortal world, nosiness paid off in spades. “You’re telling me I should waste my time worrying over them?”


  With the exception of the one woman who Sixten gave up on for her sake and not his own, he was a narcissist bastard. And any self-respecting shrink would agree that the blame could be placed on mummy’s shoulders.  Over the years, he’d tried to remain indifferent, even civil, towards his mother.  Nevertheless, it was hard to love a whore who conceived him with a Habaline Shapeshifter instead of remaining true to dear old dad. Excusing herself since his father was the Undead instead of a Species Breed Vampire like herself didn’t hold water.  Sure, the vampire who raised him since birth couldn’t reproduce. None of the undead could.  But his mother knew the situation before they married.  Why she needed younglings badly enough to break her blood vows he’d never understand.


  Subsequently, the wandering Habaline that produced him didn’t have the illusions his mother had, and he quickly shifted on, landing between open thighs all over Slovakia while spreading his seed like the madman he undoubtedly was. So Sixten never knew him.  And there was no telling how many half-siblings he had at this point.  Not that he cared anymore. 


  Bane drained his whiskey.  “Don’t be an idiot.”


  The heavy tumbler met the table with a damaging thud.  Glass groaned and cracked, tinkling strangely while the Beta calmly swirled his bleeding fingers around the now jagged rim, unabashedly enjoying the nick of pain. Filling the air with his potent Were blood, he efficiently choked off the scent of Sixten’s prey.  An accident?  Hell, no.  The Beta was fang blocking, playing games he shouldn’t play.  Trying to get answers, he would never get from any vampire.


  Now Sixten was brutally pissed, which wasn’t a good thing for anyone within his immediate radius, and to be hungry on top of that?  Look out.  As Sixten stood up, a menacing hand thick with power settled on his shoulder. “Maestru,” he addressed his Coven Master while never taking his eyes off the Beta.


  Maestru spoke calmly, though anyone immortal could feel invisible flames leaping from his ancient body.  “Left corner,” he muttered, flicking a wrist, “she’s somewhere near a beast.”


  Sixten blinked a few times to settle his irises and turned to face three Species  Breed Vampires that were his true friends in another lifetime, closer than he and Rave ever thought to be.  “We’ll talk later.”  They all nodded, slapping his back as he eased by to hunt his prey.


   


  “Rock’s looking for Blythe!” Dakota yelled through the ‘in’ door that separated the kitchen from the bar. She smiled back.  “They’re looking, big man.  I haven't seen her since we grabbed lunch together, though.  Of course,” she glanced around the dance floor. “This place has been hopping all day.  Fridays are paydays for most.” She shrugged. “Trolling starts early.” Dakota nodded when a line chef stepped out and shook his head no. “Rock, you’re sure she’s not pushing paper at INKS?”  Six Feet Under’s proprietor had recently opened the tattoo parlor.  It was nestled between the club and Sven’s Spa.  Blythe handled the books for all three establishments, and she was getting busier by the day.  Lines were growing by the mile, and they recently had to hire two new bouncers for Six Feet Under and extra security for INKS.


  Rock seated himself at the bar and signaled for a beer. While rubbing a tired hand over his sweaty forehead he grumbled through his long fingers, “Already checked. I’m supposed to take her…somewhere.”


  Dakota’s smile disappeared. “On a date? This late?”


  “No.”


  “Whatever she needs, she’s covered here.” She placed her hands on her hips. “No biggie, we love her like family.”


  “She’s my …obligation.”


  “Really?”  Dakota leaned on the bar, tapping a fingertip against her lush lips. “I know my best friend.  If there’s anything that she doesn’t want to be, it’s someone’s obligation.  But I’ll find her.  Then we can both rest easy, alright?” She pulled her phone from her pocket while going for speed dial number one.


  Rock’s fingers shot out, lightly gripping her wrist. “I’ve got this.” With his opposite hand, he placed a twenty on the bar, threw back his draft with three large swallows before pulling her halfway over the bar.  “Don’t tell anyone I was here.  You understand, Dakota?” He kissed the inside of her wrist and sauntered away; making an exit that demanded the attention of every female he passed.


  “Sure,” she whispered dreamily, watching his back disappear into the crowd.


  “You okay?”


  “Huh?”  Dakota faced Ryan.  “How do you sneak up on me like that?”


  “It’s all in the owner’s manual.” He stepped around her to make change at the register. “This club demands light feet and acute hearing twenty-four seven. Keep’s employees on their toes,” he laughed easily.


  “So standing here dumbstruck goes on my permanent record?”


  Ryan gave her a seductive wink. “I’ll understand this time, but only if you promise to look at me the way you look at Rock one day soon.”


  “I’d better add a lawyer on speed dial.” She tossed her phone up and down before slipping it deep into her pocket. “I’m thinking that’s sexual harassment, sir.”


  “You are a mood killer.” After glancing at the entrance, he turned back to Dakota and asked, “Rock’s looking for Blythe?”


  “Yeah, strangely, he wanted it kept quiet.”


  “Eavesdropping’s a bad habit of mine, yet here we are.” He spun his lip ring with his tongue. “So spill it.”


  “That’s it.” She grabbed a wet cloth and went to work on something sticky. Rubbing the wood until she was sure the varnish would come off. “He went to INKS first, and then plowed through here.  Left all pouty-like when he couldn’t find her,” she said, pouting herself.


  “Blythe’s at home now.”


  “She didn’t say bye.”


  Ryan pocketed the change and grabbed a clipboard. “Blythe’s not feeling well, and it’s near closing time.”


  Dakota looked at her watch.  “Almost two.”  Then, she peeked around the bouncers, wondering if Rock had hooked up before he left.  But she wasn’t casual enough to fool Ryan.


  “You want advice from an old man?”


  “How old are you again?”


  “Twenty-seven.”


  “A year older than me,” she grumbled, “but I swear you look nineteen.”


  “I exercise and eat my vegetables.” He flexed a massive bicep littered with colorful ink. “Work with me here.”


  She sighed, “Alright, I’m listening.” The club’s lights were bouncing off Ryan’s shiny, dark hair - flashing blue, red, and gold.


  “Rock will break you.”


  “I changed my mind, Ryan.  I don’t wanna have this conversation.”


  “I know, but it’s true.  He will break you without a second thought.  Somewhere out there,” he whispered, pointing a finger at the front entrance, “is someone made for him, and it’s not you.”


  She scrunched her brows wondering why she couldn’t belong to someone like Rock.


  “Dakota,” he spoke gently, rubbing her shoulder, “there’s not one part of you that’s not gorgeous.  But you’re not like these other girls around here.  Just so you know, things aren’t always what they seem.  So believe me when I say that staying away from Rock is the best way to keep your heart in one piece.  And I say that as a true friend and not someone who’s trying to get inside you.  But if you change your mind about that last bit…”


  She placed her fingers over his lips.  “I’m going to, uh; make my final rounds since Jami’s taking over what’s left of my tables in a minute or two. Then I’ll check the bathrooms and call it a night, okay?” She pulled her hand away.


  “I’m heading out in a few, so have security escort you to your car.”


  “Don’t I always?”


  “No,” he snapped, “and if I catch you walking through that parking lot by yourself again, I’ll turn you over my knee.”


  Heat rushed Dakota before she stammered, “I’m going to….check…”


  “Your tables and the bathrooms?” Ryan brushed by her, making sure the back of his hand grazed her ass before slipping down the corridor that led to his office.  His phone vibrated in his pocket. “Yeah?”


  “It’s me.”


  “Rock, why are you looking for Blythe?”  Rock headed security for the North American Werewolf Pack, a powerful beast with a quiet disposition that hid something incredibly feral.  If there was anyone you wanted on your side, short of the Alpha or Maestru, it was Rock.


  “He’s back.”


  Ryan pushed his office door open and plopped on the corner of his desk.  “He’s back?”


  “That’s what I said. Bane gave me a heads up, and I’m giving you the same courtesy.” He heard a car horn in the background, before a motorcycle started up. “I just went to her apartment, but she sent me away.”


  “Well… she just may find out what we are.” Ryan took a deep breath, adding vehemently, “I don’t care anymore!  But one thing’s for sure; I’m not turning her out” – he gripped the phone until he heard it crack – “no matter what he does.”


  


  



  Chapter 2


  “You belong to me.”


      “Please, I don’t want to be your captive.”


      “You are pampered,” he hissed. “There is nothing nobler than being kept by the noble.  How could you expect me to release my fountain of nourishment, my will to rise every day, or my very soul?  You are all those things to me and much more.”


      “You were doing just fine before you met me.”


      “But now I no longer simply exist.  Not since, I found you.  I live.”


      “Please.”


      “Do not entertain thoughts of leaving me, Pet.” He kneeled down and dipped his tongue in her navel. “Where do you think to go?”  His hot, wet mouth slid further, skimming the elastic of her delicate scrap of panties. “Where do you think to hide away?” With sharp fangs, he tore them down the center, careful not to mar her skin. “I would always find you.  Always…always…find you.”


      “But-”


      “Hush,” his tone sharpened. “Now we begin our scene.  Play along or accept the consequences.” Scalding threats wrapped in casual words blew against her pink flesh.


      At the present, she couldn’t hide anywhere.  Mirrors were all around.  Every wall wasn’t a wall, but a visual study reflecting her precarious position.  Centered in the room staring at countless images of her body, she wished she could cover herself but that would bring on the more aggressive vampire - the one who spanked naughty girls who didn’t obey.  And once again, she’d pushed him to the brink with her pleas to leave.  All of them ignored.  So she waited patiently - just as he taught her - for his next move, his next set of instructions, or his next bite.


      She hated the way her body heated from his long perusals while he walked circles around her nudity, determining where he wanted to start or finish. Often he admitted that he encircled her to calm down, so he wouldn’t hurt her with spiraling, uncontrollable lust. 


  Every single time she loathed her body’s response to his simple touch – his encouragements, and his praises.  She despised his control over her, yet her easy acquiescence under his hands was shocking.  Blythe Giarrusso wasn’t supposed to be that girl:  She who submitted to a master.


      But here she was.


      Submitting to a master.


      She was no fool either.  Blythe understood her vampire facilitated her twisted descent into something she always thought was wrong, but couldn’t step away from it if she tried.  At least, not when he was this close, slipping fragments of her panties down her trembling legs.


      “Are you comfortable in your restraints?” a voice spiked with foreboding hunger asked. Powerful hands ran smoothly up her arms.


      She stared at the hook above her and rattled her lined wrist cuffs. “Yes”


      A sharp smack delivered on her backside. “Yes, sir.”  It stung, releasing internal moisture that would saturate her inner thighs before he was through for the night.  He secured her ankles and pulled a white rope that he’d attached to the hook, lifting her to his groin level. She felt a tug at her stomach, her thighs, various parts of her frame, and saw how he’d twirled the same colorless rope around her body. 


  His breath rushed out at the sight of her hanging there.  Her vampire went down on his knees again, placing his mouth against her dangling nipple.  He plucked with sharp teeth, stinging but nothing more - nothing but fueling her need.  Back and forth between the two, he plucked and suckled while ignoring her core.  He always did. Until she was dripping, coating herself with her response for him and him alone. 


      Unless he deemed it so, Blythe wasn’t permitted to beg after the scene began.


      Not in this room.


      “What a good girl you are staying so perfectly quiet.  It seems I don’t have to gag you this time.” He stood up slowly.  Caught her around the waist with one arm and ran his tongue down her back crevice. His other hand hovered over her clitoris with a heat she couldn’t enjoy because he wouldn’t make contact.  A game he liked to play, especially when she frustrated him as she had today.


      “Do not try to say goodbye to this, Pet.”


      His hand moved.  A whispering breeze but nothing more, which only caused her small bundle of nerves to throb demandingly.  She bit the inside of her jaw.  She traveled this dark road with him many times. 


  He wanted her to break the rules of the room, wanted to give her pleasurable punishments alongside anal.    He always lost himself between her legs, and at any time he pushed himself back there; she completely lost herself under his dominion.  And she couldn’t continue to lose herself, could she?


      “Do you surrender?” Gliding quickly in the way of vampires, he was in front of her again.


      She kept her mouth closed.


      “You are tamed under my hand, relaxed even.” He stroked her cheek lovingly and her eyes fluttered shut. “Look at me.” She obeyed immediately. “You have learned well, pet.” Blythe heard a snapping sound, saw a quick flick of his wrist.


      Something black was in his hand.


  “But I must confess that I am an untamed, uncontrolled creature in your presence.” Behind her again, something hard slid across her slick opening. “One touch from you, Blythe, just one touch and I cannot restrain myself.  Can you understand what it is like for a being of my power to lose myself to anyone?”


   Cool leather straps skimmed her shoulders.   “You’re so small and fragile - needy for my protection.” Back to the front, he cupped her chin with one large palm, turned her throat to the side and delivered a drugging bite filled with an aphrodisiac she absolutely did not need.


  She fought her moans while listening to his - waiting for him to finish.  He swallowed twice, licked her closed, and whispered hoarsely, “Yet I fall on my knees before you daily.” She smelled the copper tanginess of her blood on his breath as he continued, “Just as a peasant kneels before his king, worshiping your body with mine.”


  Desire rose hotly, pushing through every cell in her body.


  “But I am the king here,” he declared, “and I abhor that you bring me down to groveling.”


  She shuttered, trying to remain silent under his bite’s climatic assault.


  He glided in a distorting movement, positioning his chiseled and perfectly honed body between her cleft, stroking her fleshly curves absently. Gentle fingers parted her drenched folds, exposing her feminine core while the hard, smooth object slid inside, wedging her open. “And as powerful as I am, I hate that I haven’t the will to stop needing you.”


  He eased his broad crown in her forbidden hole, allowing her a moment to contemplate his actions. That he wasn’t following their agreed-upon terms this night. Her vampire groaned as he plunged in as far as he could go. His heavy balls sank the object inside her swollen sheath, over stimulating her with double penetration. He gritted, “No power to stop my desperate hunger for you.”


  The first lash struck her backside.


  Blythe’s arm shot out as she jumped awake to a loud pop and a familiar, wet slosh.  “Don’t do this to me now. So…tired.” Still dressed in her work clothes, she lifted off the couch and dragged her feet to the kitchen.


   


  “Suck harder.” Sixteen had AB negative on her knees in one of Six Feet Under’s many accommodating bathrooms, sinking deep inside her mouth at a breakneck speed.  He was going to climax and drink, in that particular order.  She pulled away again.  “Oh, come on,” he complained.  Although he could easily do it, he never placed a female under straight compulsion for sex, but if they were already turned on, he’d strum their libidos up a few more notches in a way only a vampire could.  This human needed nothing in that department, she was ready to go the minute he turned the door lock.


  But he still used compulsion to make her think his cock looked like a human’s in every way. Thanks to his biological father, that particular organ was clearly Habaline.  It was truly remarkable, if he did say so himself.  The females must agree, since he never had any skin left on his back after he was finished with them.  But when was the last time he actually fucked one?


      Her shrill voice bounced off the tiles, spearing his highly sensitive ears, “What was your name again?”


      “Al,” Sixten groaned. “Does it even matter to you?”  Who was she trying to kid?  She took one look at his pretty-boy face and followed his ass into the bathroom like a willing sex slave.


      “I want to get off, too.”


      Humans really knew how to spoil a good time, especially when they whined incessantly.  But her mouth was as far as Sixten was going. One-sided oral had been his idea of fucking for quite some time now.  Sure, the mortal was hot, but he really didn’t want to wedge himself between her thighs. And he refused to think about why it repulsed him so much. “Fine.” 


  He spun her. 


  After draping her legs over his shoulders, he adjusted her skirt, palmed the back of her head, and rubbed her face against his throbbing hard-on.  “You go back to what you were doing, and I’ll use my mouth to get you off.  If you stop again, or do a shitty job, I’m done for good.  And honestly, you really don’t wanna miss out on my tongue.”   That little pep talk did the trick.  She wanted more, moaning and groaning around his cock, and they were off.  


   After the Initial stabbing pain that she undoubtedly experienced, AB negative never knew he hit her artery instead of licking her core.  She climaxed repeatedly as he drank deeply from her inner thigh while pushing enough aphrodisiac-laced endorphins through her bloodstream to bring a wooly mammoth to shuddering ecstasy. 


  Drawing her lifeblood into his body, he rejuvenated with her liquid warmth.  It flowed down his throat until he heard her heart give a shout out; fluttering against her ribs until it decided to straighten its rhythm. So it was definitely quitting time, since Sixten didn’t actually kill his food.


  He sealed his pinpricks with his tongue, ignoring the moisture that coated her scrap of panties and the languid way she opened for him.  Nope, he didn’t want any of that.  However, he did want to come himself, therefore he pictured the only woman he had ever truly desired. 


  Blythe Giarrusso.


  It had been years since he laid eyes on her.   Even so, Blythe’s blue-black hair, her silky bronze skin, her wickedly swollen lips, and her man-eater body still etched his mind, permanently engraining his soul until he often thought he couldn’t take another breath without her.  And the way she called to him in his dreams night after night, slowly rocking her hips over his before lowering her supple body down his shaft, drove him to the brink of insanity.     


  Just to kill the visual, her last words to him rolled around in his head:  “Six, I think I love you more than you love me.”


  “NO!” A bucket of mental ice water doused his lust.


  “What?” She pulled away again.


  “Say you love me,” he demanded of AB negative, though he didn’t even know her name.


  “I love you?” She questioned.


  Like that was going to help.  After snapping out of his internal padded cell, he eased her down, zipped his pants, and straightened her clothes - since she was wobbly.  But luckily, it was more from her multiple orgasms than any blood loss, so he didn’t feel guilty when he zapped her memory and shooed her out the bathroom door. 


  He twisted the faucet and waited for hot water.  Soaping his hands until he thought he had caught a bad case of OCD, and then plunged them under the scalding stream to wash away her scent. 


  Sixten had to talk himself down from the preverbal roof.  Thinking more and more about Blythe was understandable since he had recently returned to the states and stood in the very town where they’d fallen in love.  Even though she was long gone, living back in Italy with her brother, memories charged him as if she’d never left in the first place. Sixten actually thought he felt her presence earlier, crossing paths with him in some warped turn of fate.  And how crazy was that?  He splashed his face, scrubbing at his lips to wash away visible traces of blood while doubting those particular memories would stop plaguing him anytime soon.


  “I find it hard to believe that werewolves suddenly rattle you.”


      Sixten caught Maestru’s reflection in the mirror.  His Coven Master was giving him a critical once over.  He couldn’t blame him. Loose cannons weren’t a good thing to have around, since they always went off at inopportune moments. But Sixten’s disposition had nothing to do with overinflated dogs. “Nah, only starving…I fed.”


      “I can smell that.” Maestru took another deep inhale.  “She was delicious, no?”


      “Adequate.” Sixten hitched his hip against the sink.  “Why did you call me back to Florida?”


      “The same reason the Weres are after you.”


      “I told them the truth, you know.”


      “I believe you, Six.”  Maestru crossed his arms and leaned against the wall.  “I suspect they want a special alliance with you, which I could care less about.  But I want you to come back into the fold.”


      “Here we go,” he groaned.  Sixten’s illustrious pedigree was the only reason he could be Vampyr Vojak for their species.  His mother’s bloodline ran all the way back to the first Species Breed Vampire that ever walked the face of the earth. In fact, his mother’s bloodlines were so pure that he did not have a drop of human blood in him, unless he drank it. 


  Power attracted power. 


  Therefore, power like his wasn’t easy for Maestru to walk away from.  Someone always wanted an alliance with Sixten, and after too many years of picking the wrong sides, he fought like hell to dodge conversations like this one.  Therefore, going back in as a Vojak, a warrior for the Species Breed Vampire race, didn’t sit well with his stomach. “That ship’s sailed, man.”


      “Unlike the others,” Maestru said much too easily, “I cannot force your compliance.”


      Because he was half Habaline, he had a choice. That’s when all that embarrassing mess, such as his genetics, came in handy.  No one could force him back into the game, and Maestru’s compulsion wouldn’t work on him.  No one’s would.  The only reason he came home in the first place was out of respect for Maestru. He would help him settle a recently escalated situation with the Weres and publically disassociate himself from Rave.  And while he was here, he was going to check up on his dad’s dwindling business that he left in his cousin’s care. 


  He locked eyes with Maestru and asked, “Is it so bad that you would force me if you could?”


      “What do you think, Six?”


      “That a long time ago we thought things were getting crazy.” Sixten shook his head. “We were flipping then, huh?”


      “You got it.”


      “But you have to know.” Sixten pulled a little honesty out of his hat. “I’m just… weary.  All I see is the way I gave everything that I had and lost all that was important to me.  And none of it made a damned bit of difference when the sun came up.”


      “It’s about guarding our race as a whole.  Sure, the Undead still get rowdy and waste a lot of our time with the civil stuff.  That’s annoying as hell.   And the Weres are always shaking things up, too. That’s never going to end.” He rolled his eyes. “What’s more important than all that petty shit combined?  Our.  Numbers.  They’re declining as rapidly as the Weres,” Maestru said carefully, weighing his words. “Shapeshifters have taken our females from under our very noses for centuries, and, as you know, I recently recovered several from a breeding camp in Scotland.  But any human with a touch of immortal descent can be bred with the Habalines, and their species is prominent through every generation.”


      “I don’t want to discuss their breeding practices.” Sixten tucked his shirt in his pants. “It hits a little too close to home.” 


  “You are an example of that.  We need your insight.  You’re one who sees both sides.”


      “Call it like it is, yeah?  Straight up, you want me to fight.” He sounded as disgusted as he felt. “And with all due respect, Coven Master, I don’t like being played, especially by you. You know my shifting abilities are limited.  As far as my vampire side goes, I flash the Species just like the rest of you.”  Sixten was highly dangerous when his Species overtook his body.  Transforming into a vampiric creature that roamed the nightmares of the young and old, sometimes he freaked himself out.


      Maestru pushed off the wall. “Not so long ago, our ancestors nearly eradicated Habalines for a reason.  Since these particular shifters really don’t need humans to survive, at least, not for any serious length of time. What happens when they overpopulate again?  They don’t take our females as much as they take from the Weres.  But our food source is questionable.  If they truly get out of hand, will they spare enough mortals to sustain us, allowing blood for their age-old enemies?”


      “God, I’ve got human friends.” Sixten pushed his fingers through his tawny hair. “You sound like we take a knife and fork to them.”


      He got right to the point. “I need someone to head this inquisition with the Habalines, and you’re the only one who can.”


      “Why can’t you?” He dared to say. “Last time I checked, that was your job.”


       Maestru released a slow breath and crossed his arms over his chest again.  “The Dynasty Vampyrs are in trouble.”


      That got Sixten’s attention.  “What do you mean in trouble?”


      “Their Donors are disappearing.”


      “You can’t blame something like that on Habalines,” he scrunched his brow.  “Would they even know about Donors?” Donors were a rare and special class of humans that fed the Dynasty Vampyr Empire, the true royalty of all vampiric species.  If the Dynasty, the backbone of their race, didn’t have their Donors, they would die out quickly and the rest of the race would soon follow.


      “Exactly.  Even if they knew about them, why would they bother? Dynasty Vampyrs mean nothing to the Habalines. Unfortunately, the Dynasty thinks otherwise.  Therefore, I have to chase unyielding leads with these shifters when I have a true conspiracy out there that I can’t yet name.”


      “So… you have to waste all your resources on dead leads? That’s unfathomable.”


      “Sure is, and no amount of arguing can convince them I’m right.  That’s just the tip of my troubled iceberg.” Maestru looked up to the ceiling as if asking for divine intervention.  “You know we need those Donors to keep the Dynasty alive.  Without their power, our race is weak at best.  They’re the building blocks of our life source, and we can’t let anything knock them down.” 


      “Outside of our race, how many creatures truly know what Donors are?”


      “Someone of substance does – a dark influence with wide arms grasping our sweet little empire and choking it to death.” He rubbed the back of his neck.  “Maybe it’s an attack against our race by outsiders or a simple vendetta against one of the royals.  Who knows?  And this little mystery is going to stay unsolved until it’s much too late, unless I get help. Seriously,” Maestru stepped closer, asking, “what would it take to get you back?”


      Before he could answer, a quick knock hit the other side of the door.  “Potty check,” a feminine voice called out.


      They both could mist out, but where was the fun in that? “What the fuck is a potty check?”


  Maestru curled his brow.  “Got me, but I like her voice.”


      A blonde head peeked around the door and muttered, “Oh, sorry…um, you didn’t answer.”


      “Did you wait for an answer?” Maestru asked, spearing her with his obsidian eyes.


      Dakota was quick on her feet, retorting, “Obviously not long enough.”  But that’s before she sized him up.  Hastily realizing she’d snapped at the wrong person, a shaky smile plastered her face right when a roll of toilet tissue dive-bombed from her arms and bounced off the tile.   “We have to keep the VIP areas pristine,” she explained before shutting the door, leaving the roll where it landed, “sorry…again.”


      Maestru caught the door with his hand. “We’re leaving.”   She stepped back into the corridor, looking everywhere but at him.  He herded her, breathing deeply while tracing a fingertip across her name badge.  “Dakota,” he read aloud. “Well, beautiful, it’s nearly closing time.”


      “Sure is.” She still wouldn’t look at him, clearly understanding that Maestru wanted to take her home.


      Blonde…Dakota…Blythe’s best friend from high school stood before Sixten.  That’s when a strange thing happened.  Everything dimmed around Sixten before diminished reasoning propelled him into something potentially dangerous.  A black hole where nothing existed, no throbbing music, no clinking glasses, and no boisterous laughter from drunken patrons, he stood in a dream born from a haunted past.  Because he smelled Blythe on Dakota and the scent was certainly fresh. 


  So she wasn’t in Italy after all. 


  Of course, it was all too easy for Blythe’s brother to take truckloads of cash from him, but upholding his end of the bargain by keeping her hidden seemed to have slipped his mind.


  He shook his head but couldn’t clear it.   If Blythe thought her life changed when they first met, well…. Now that he was this close to her again, his two halves became one, uniting against what was left of his pitiful conscious, just so he could understand who was really in charge.  Now he knew, just knew, that Blythe wouldn’t be able to get away from him this time. 


  This time wasn’t anything close to those other times.


  His body trembled as he drew in more of her unique scent, causing his inner shifter to sit up and take notice.  Yep… this time, it would own her.  And that little revelation guaranteed Sixten wasn’t going to keep his blood down.  “Ah, Maestru, I think I’ve gotta hit the can.” 


  


  



   


   


  Chapter 3


  “Damn, damn, and double-damn…” Blythe made a grab for the fridge handle a bit too late.  Face meeting tile, she slid into the bubble bath that currently occupied her kitchen floor.  No, she shouldn’t have tried to use dishwashing liquid in place of dish detergent.  She wasn’t being cheap, either.  The cost of the detergent simply didn’t make this week’s budget.  Tony’s medical bills did.


  Wouldn’t you know it?  A knock hit the door.  Slide, slide, knee bumping against that wicked little metal thingy under the fridge, a rip in her last pair of nylons, a trickle of blood…and she’s up.  Not bothering to reach for a towel, since she’d been too busy to do the wash and paper towels didn’t make the budget, as well.   Her toes met the living room rug, dug in steadily, and carried her to the front door.  Remove a chain, unclick a lock, and flip the little brass bar. 


      “You didn’t ask who it is,” a brusque voice filled the threshold.


  “Because you’re the only one that would hear my battle with the kitchen,” she stopped, wiping suds off her watch and viewing the time, “in the wee hours of the morning.”


  Ryan strode through and gave her a thorough once over before saying, “Fell in with your clothes on or decided bath time was only decent when fully dressed.”


  They’d been through this so many times.  “I’m fine.  You don’t have to take care of -”


  “Bleeding,” he interrupted, motioning to the trickle already flowing into a full-blown canal pooling on the top of her foot.  While wiping the suds from her chin, he brushed his thumb over her bottom lip.  “Do you have first aid supplies…who am I kidding?  I’ll make a run back down to the club.”


  She cocked an indignant brow.  “I have stuff in the bathroom.”


  He didn’t bother to hide his astonishment.  “Really?”


  “Yes, really.”


  “Okay.  I’ll help you with that.”  Ryan gestured in the vicinity of her legs.  “Then,” he surveyed the kitchen, blowing out a slow breath, “mop up whatever’s going on in there.  God, are you trying to electrocute yourself?”


  “I was out of the powder stuff.”


  “I’m a floor below,” he pointed out, staring down at her. “And I’m a phone call away.  Always.  But lately, I think you’ve lost my number.”


  “Ryan.”  She attempted something as both palms unconsciously came up in that pleading stance she always took when he was around.  “I have so much going on, and I can’t do this.  You give and give and I can’t keep taking from people, particularly you.”


  “You’ve never taken a dime from me.”


  “We both know that’s not what I’m talking about.  But to clarify, it’s the whole I can’t go there speech.  Except it isn’t a speech, but the truth, and I’m sure you don’t want to hear it again.   I certainly don’t want to repeat it.” She righted her skirt while pushing away the clinging suds.


  “Back to that.”


  “Never left that,” she said, squaring her shoulders.


  “We’re not having that conversation now.”  He clamped a steely palm over her arm, pulling her toward the kitchen.  Without another word, he jogged in an out of the bathroom with peroxide and cotton balls in tow.  “You don’t have bandages.”  He easily lifted her onto the snack bar.


  “I’m a tough gal.”  She grinned.  Relieved they’d dropped the unpleasant conversation she usually didn’t escape with him lately.  Of course, not wanting a relationship with Ryan didn’t stop her from ogling, not at all.  As far as she could tell, her hunky self-imposed guardian was physically flawless.   Ah, there’s no randomness in beauty, Blythe mused, since nature selects those who must be a step above, or even a few miles ahead of the rest.  It was a cosmic something or other, which happened from time to time.  A high-five from the genetic lottery bestowed upon the few lucky ones.  She admired the view, because she wasn’t nearly dead yet, and Ryan was a stunning man.


  He settled a chair between her thighs.  Giving her no other choice but to sit and endure or attempt another smack down on the tile.  Unnerving as usual, Ryan locked his possessive eyes with hers and reached under her skirt.  With a precision only a man who knew his way around a female body could take; he smoothly slid her pantyhose down her long shaky legs.  His nostrils flared a bit, going white around the edges, a telltale sign against his golden complexion.  Only then, did he break his hypnotic stare to pour the cool peroxide on the blood-matted nylon, forcing it to give way.  “Ouch,” she hissed.  Eyes flipping back to hers, he whispered lips over the worst of her cuts, staring soul-deep while kissing her bleeding leg.  “You shouldn’t,” she protested, but he simply tightened his hold when she tried to yank her leg away.


  He licked his bottom lip, openly tasting a drop of blood.  “It’s just you,” he said, voice dripping an octave with that gruff sex-filled edge of his, “and me.”


  Still holding on to her calf, he rubbed deep circles with his thumb, inching up and up and….  “Thanks, I have to get some rest.”  A level below, Six Feet Under’s throbbing music had just stalled out for the night.  With her floor no longer vibrating, it was the perfect time to catch some shut-eye.


  “Dismissal time,” he ground out. “So I go and pretend you mean nothing to me when you close your door in my face?”


  “God, don’t.”


  “Why not?  Do you think, even for a second, that this can go on indefinitely?” He looked as if he wanted to yell, rant and rave.   Throw something at someone other than her.  But he didn’t.  That wasn’t Ryan – not him.   No way, he was too cool-headed, eerily calm at all times. 


  “We’re close friends,” she said, helpless to offer more.  Her head was too messed up, and she refused to use the one man who had never let her down since high school.  If they attempted a romantic relationship, and it failed, she’d lose him for good. That just wouldn’t do.  She was still hoping that all his flirting with Dakota would amount to something.  However, Dakota wasn’t interested and Ryan’s heart truly wasn’t into her.


  “Call up whatever you need to fight me.” Gently he grasped her waist and efficiently planted her on a dry section of tile. 


  “I don’t want to fight.”


  “That’s just it,” he rounded on her, a sudden lightning storm reflected the depths of his shockingly bright eyes, “you don’t fight for anything when it comes to us.”


      “Ryan, there’s never been any us.”  She watched him walk over to her shabby bookshelf and pick up their prom picture.  Why she still displayed it after all these years, she’d never know.  But she couldn’t find it in her heart to stuff it in a box and shove it in the closet.


      “Our only true date,” he murmured.


      “Ten years ago,” she carefully reminded him.


      “You were radiant that night.”


      “I don’t think so,” she scoffed.  “I wore a hand-me-down dress accessorized by cheap high heels our dog chewed the night before prom.  And just look at my hair,” she groaned. “The only salon Dad could afford employed an ancient hairdresser who smoked while she worked and still thought Kennedy was president.”  Blythe cracked a smile.  “She gave me a black beehive and we both know it.”


      “It was beautiful.”


      “Uh huh, for someone who was marrying Elvis.”  Blythe stepped closer, staring down at the past.  “She must’ve plowed through two cans of Aqua Net to get that kind of height.”


      “I thought you looked more like Wonder Woman,” Ryan said wistfully. “I twirled you around the dance floor, hoping that dress would fall down and reveal your red, white, and blue body suit - a true tribute to the American flag if there ever was one. And when you finally kissed me, I thought we were headed for your Invisible Jet to place our membership in the mile high club.”


      “Weren’t you afraid of my golden lasso?”


      “Never afraid of the lasso, Blythe, and it’s not too late to whip it out.”  With great care, he repositioned the picture and faced her. “What I am afraid of is your continuing to take care of your brother while neglecting yourself, and I can’t have it.”


      “You can’t have it?” Unfortunately, he didn’t really get a rise out of her since she was used to his macho bullshit. Or maybe she was just too tired to step up to the podium and speak for women everywhere. Ryan was a ‘club them and cave them’ kind of guy.  He’d been that way since she first met him years ago.  His father was that way, and at this point, would never change.  And why should he?  Ryan’s mamma loved him dearly. He stayed faithful and loved her deeply in return. They had an awesome marriage that anyone would long for.  Depending on how you looked at it, Ryan had learned from the best and would make someone happy one day - just not her.


      “You work three times the hours you should,” he placated, trying his best to back off though they both knew he couldn’t. “You say you can’t give up the cash.  How much of your income goes to pay for Anthony’s medical expenses?”


      “Although you didn’t bring it up, I appreciate the cheap rent here. I know you could get five times as much from anyone else.” She was embarrassed. “And it doesn’t matter what income I share with my brother.  You know that Tony needs me.” She walked over to the window, noticing a metallic flash that disappeared as quickly as it came.  Blythe rubbed her eyes, blaming it on exhaustion while realizing it was way past bedtime.  She was expected in the doctor’s office at eight in the morning, and the time neared three already.


      “It does matter, Blythe.” He said steadily.


      “I need some sleep.” Dropping this conversation was the best thing she could do for their friendship.


      “You sure do.  But first, step into the bathroom with me.”


      She stared at him. “The bathroom?”


      He gathered her hand into his and pulled her through the barely there hallway.  A mustard yellow eyesore awaited them on the other side.  “Hop in, both of us can’t fit,” he said because he was well past six feet, weighing in at a good two sixty – all muscle, and her bathroom was the size of an animal cracker box.


      Blythe didn't do anything with the apartment except mediocre scrubbing. Sure, the bathroom was clean if you could overlook the mold growing around a couple of shower tiles. Everyone had that.  But that awful paint color…. They needed sunglasses, and it was pitch black outside.  Instead of taking the money, time, and energy – all three things that Blythe didn’t have – to repaint, she bought a twelve dollar shower curtain depicting the Beatles’ infamous Yellow Submarine and decided to embrace the day-glow theme.  Her friend, Dakota, found a replica of the old movie poster while yard sailing and tacked it over the toilet. Voila. All that was missing was an unconscious, naked rocker in the bathtub and a few groundout joints floating around inside the wobbly commode. 


      “Look around, sweetheart.”


      She did.  “I’m tired.”


      “Really tired?  Bone tired?  Do you feel like you could crawl in that little bed of yours and sleep for months?”


      That’s when she saw her hair.  Black strings matted the drain.  Some draped the counter, while most littered the floor.  Ryan leaned around the threshold and opened the tiny drawer under her sink, the one holding her rubber bands and hairbrush.  She was sure she cleaned it out yesterday, but still.  His long tapered fingers clinched around the bristles and brought a clump the size of a small rodent to her face.  “What’s going on?”


      “I don’t have cancer.”


      “I didn’t say that you did.  But you have something.” He threw her hairball in the trash, carefully put her brush away and then braced both hands on the doorway, blocking her in.  Yes, Ryan was domineering.  Yes, she was used to it.  His high-handedness always worsened when he was angry or upset. 


      “Stress.  Let me by.” She refused to look in the mirror and admire her pallor, brittle hair, or the lines working themselves around her mouth and eyes. 


      “I don’t doubt that you have loads of stress, but that’s not it.”  He stayed right where he was.


      “Anemia, Ryan.  I have anemia.  My cancer markers are fine.  Platelets are up, but due to the anemia and nothing more.”


      Those spectacular eyes narrowed, before he marched into the kitchen, nearly slipping in the suds, and opened her refrigerator.  “There’s no food in here.” He slammed the door furiously.


      “Cut it out,” she pleaded. 


      “You cut it out!” He brought a mop and a bucket out of a nearby broom closet, and went to work on the remaining suds.  “You’re going to the doctor tomorrow.  With.  Me.”


      “I already have an appointment at eight in the morning. He looked up at her, though his arms continued laboring at a blinding speed.  Mopping the floor until she thought he would wear a hole and fall through to the club below.  “What doctor?”


      “Dru Holt.”


      He visibly relaxed.  “When was your last true meal?”


    He always could tell when she was lying, and she never understood how.  “Lunch with Dakota,” she said honestly.


    “No dinner?” He stopped long enough to point a finger her way. “That shit’s gonna stop.”


    “I don’t have an appetite, Ryan.  Not lately.  Okay?”


    He wrung the mop out and perched it on the sink.  The bucket ended up back in the closet after he rinsed it.  She never had the time to do anything for him in return, only Tony.  But Ryan didn’t want anything from her other than her heart.  And if it hadn’t been clawed out and stomped on by a certain nameless asshole, she probably could have given it up by now.


      He glanced at his watch and then back to her.  “You’ve got a few hours left to sleep.  Skip the shower, get your ratty Florida State jersey on, and I’ll be there in a minute.” He stared her down, daring her to argue and added, “I have to make a phone call first.”


      Like she’d invited him to sleepover.  “Dakota’s lending me her car, so I can drive myself to the doctor.”


      “I can see your hands shaking from here,” he ground out.  “You don’t wanna go toe-to-toe with me on this, Blythe.  Not the way I’m feeling right now.”


      After her parents were killed in a car accident on the Sanibel causeway, they’d slept side by side for countless nights as friends.  And even though she’d been gone for years, they’d stayed close with phone calls, texts, emails and an occasional visit.  Now that she moved back to the United States nearly six months ago, Ryan treated her as if they’d never been apart. At no time had he hid the fact that he wanted more, and up until lately, he’d been patient with her.  


      She understood that he wasn’t going to leave for the night, no matter her protests. “Yeah.  Bed sounds good.” 


      He had the nerve to ask, “You still snore?”


      “I hope so.”


      Ryan adjusted his hard-on while watching the curve of Blythe’s jaw-dropping ass disappear into the bedroom.  With his phone in hand, he pulled up his contact list and hit Dru Holt, resident vampire and all around ally of the Weres.  Which was more of a ‘command performance’ relationship since the good doctor married the Alpha’s sister-n-law, but most days, it worked out for everyone.


      “Ryan?”  The doctor asked sleepily.


      “Doc, I have a problem.”


  


  



   


  Chapter 4


     An hour later, Sixteen took the form of an alley cat and followed Blythe’s freshly blazed trail, which led to an upstairs apartment that was situated right over Six Feet Under.  He’d hunted her by scent alone.  One that he’d know anywhere. It had always called to every fiber of his being.  A relentless draw that said she owned his soul.  


  By her heart’s languid rhythm, she was sleeping, and he couldn’t believe how close his body was to hers.  Barriers of brick and mortar couldn’t stop the connection that first embedded itself into his very existence many years ago. Problem was, she wasn’t alone. Slinking further up a shaky, wooden staircase that led to his sleeping Blythe, he cocked his head, thinking he smelled another vampire.


      And he did.


      He hissed uncontrollably through the windowpane.


      Inside, the vampire stiffened.  Then peeked over her head and smiled cruelly in his direction.


      “Hey,” Blythe mumbled, “what’s wrong?”


      “Sweetheart, go back to sleep.”


      Sweetheart.  My.  Ass.  Well, Sixten can’t say that he saw this coming.  He’d left her in hopes she would mate with a human if she didn’t return to him.  Yet she had bedded another of his kind.  But there was no way Blythe was this vampire’s Bride, since he wasn’t challenging Sixten for encroaching upon his territory.    So…he… was just…fucking her – using her the way their kind did until they found their lifelong Brides.  That just made Sixten hiss again.  And he didn’t think it was his cat form doing so, but his Species chiming in, since no other vampire should be nailing her lush little body. 


  The vampire bared his fangs, so Sixten formed into his true self.   He placed his hand on the glass, pushing in, and his rival stopped playing and hissed his territorial warning.


      Blythe’s smoky voice interrupted their match, “Ryan, you’re waking me up.”


      Oh, so it was Ryan the asshole.  The one Sixten could never shake when they were together.  Ryan had the nerve to kiss her throat before he used compulsion to lull her back to sleep.  After that, while maintaining eye contact with Sixten, he sank his fangs in her throat and swallowed slowly. A second ticked by, and then Ryan’s eyes fluttered as if he’d entered the sole portal to sexual ecstasy. A stupid move reminding Sixten castration was such an easy and necessary thing to do.


  He let a mental directive fly the asshole’s way, ‘You fucker, come fight me.’


      Ryan responded with a middle-finger salute, before wrapping his massive body around Blythe’s sweet curves, nuzzling his bite, and closing his eyes.  All the while, he deliberately allowed a stream of blood to drizzle down his chin.  “The fucking nerve,” Sixten hissed another challenge, low and deadly.


      “You’d better come down from there.”


      “Back off, Kash.” Great, he’d been caught – a shifting pervert on the loose. “I’m not in the mood.”


      “You’re in some kind of mood.” The vampire released a throaty laugh. “I can see your wood from all the way down here.” 


      “Well it’s not for you, so go away.”


       Kash grew serious. “Physically, you may be able to cross Ryan’s territory, but you’re still breaking our laws.  Don’t make me take you in, Six.  It would piss me off more than you know.”


      “Are you shitting me?”


      “Nope.  So don’t lose control.”  He casually held a metal box in his palm, tossing it up and down.


      Sixten narrowed his eyes.  “Seriously, Kash, you think that would work on me? I’ve been hit with a stavz so many times I enjoy the pain.”  That was a total lie.  A gruesome mockery of the human’s Tasers, stavzs were the weapon of choice to bring down a Species Breed or Undead any day of the week.  Though the effects were only temporary, with a single touch, the weapon imploded all the body’s organs except the brain and heart.  After a few days of painful regeneration, you were good to go as long as you weren’t condemned to prison. So, yeah, Sixten had better things to do.


      Kash asked, “You remember Centennial Park?”


      “Do I look senile?”


      “Mist over and let’s have a chat.”


      Sixten took one last look at Blythe before misting.  He couldn’t really see her clearly, since she was cocooned in sheets, though one tantalizing leg hung out over the bed.  The curve of her calf flowed sweetly, narrowing to a dainty ankle attached to the sexiest foot he’d ever seen. He zoned in on a high instep that he’d like to nibble on only after he threw that luscious leg over his shoulder and put his tongue to seriously good use. 


      Their distant memories burned brightly, frame after frame played across his mind.  A time when Blythe was just eighteen and foolish enough to play where she didn’t belong - under a vampire’s ravenous body on Captiva Island:


      “How can you look at me that way?”  Blythe was breathless.  A usual occurrence when she lingered in his arms a bit too long.


  “What way, moja láska?”


  “Like you see into my soul,” she trembled.  He didn’t.  Strong, safe, and sure, he was all that and more for her, because she was of-the-charts beautiful inside and out.  In fact, she was much too beautiful for him to pass up. A blessing for most but a curse for her, since she was a scared little virgin and his usual selfishness got the best of him.  He saw what others did…what others wanted.  Everyone wanted Blythe and so did Sixten.  She was a tasty morsel he refused to pass up. 


  He tried to fool himself into thinking he wasn’t in love, convince himself that she was a passing phase. But every cell in his body screamed ‘liar’. And he knew he was a goner.  He loved her.  Would always love her.  And he decided he would follow her out when she died.  He’d ask for death because he knew he couldn’t live without her for one day.


  He settled himself atop a luscious body, which inspired indecent thoughts and promises of wicked, wicked sex.  “What sweet angel lies beneath me?”  Lowering his face to hers, he began a slow lick on her bottom lip, gliding back and forth.  Teasing, testing, and interrupting her sane thoughts as he replaced them with his hotly carnal ones.  “What sweet angel will open for me?”


  Obediently, she wrapped her arms around his neck and drew his tongue inside her open mouth.  He chuckled, his laughter vibrating against her chest.  Skin so warm, her body heat flowed through his sweat-dampened shirt, contrasting with the cool sea mist that was so unusual for this time of year.  “Again, I ask,” he spoke just above a whisper, nibbling her tender lobe and sucking on her earring.  “What sweet angel will open for me?”


  “Oh,” she gasped as her muscles went on lockdown.


  “Oh?” His tongue stroked her jugular, while his fangs waited patiently. “Is there some type of confusion?”


  “That?”


  “Romantic, nighttime picnic on the beach, you lying underneath me,” he breathed, trailing his tongue on the underside of her jaw.  With his pelvis to hers, he thrust gently, pushing his hardened length where any female would crave its presence.  “Is there any question in your mind as to what I want?”


  “Not really, I’m just…new to this.”


  “Don’t tell me you want a ring first,” he said, easing her bra strap over her shoulder and following his fingers with the scrape of his eager teeth.


  “I’m dizzy, and I can’t think when you do this to me.  And, well, I thought we were going to eat.”


  “We are, and I’ll teach you to eat.  The food will come later when we’re no more than famished.”


  “Six”- she placed her delicate hands on his chest - “I think I love you more than you love me.”


      There she went again with her amorous entreaties. The ones that tightened his chest and chipped away at her soul, though she didn’t understand that part.  Of course, he hadn’t discouraged them like he should have. He was a selfish vampire that wouldn’t let a human have her as he should. And every vow, every loving supplication she gave him, a distinct immortal in the immortal world, caused her to lose pieces of inner herself.  Ones she could never have back. Ones he kept for eternity. He asked, “If I promised to love you for the rest of my life, would you trust me?”


      “I guess… I already do trust you,” Blythe moaned. His hands had gotten busier, distracting her body therefore clouding her judgment.   Obviously on the verge of her first real climax, her head thrashed on the woolen blanket, teasing him with her black, silken strands.  Sixten enclosed his free hand around her nape, steadying her as she rode out his fingers.  Clenching, grasping, releasing, clenching, grasping, releasing, her eyes flew open wide before she sucked in the cool salty air between clenched teeth.  Melting over his hand, thrusting her hips up for more, she became desperate, begging, “God, Six, end this torture.”


  “No ends,” he promised, digging his knuckles into her soft stomach as he unzipped his pants, “only beginnings.”


  Well, that last promise wasn’t exactly a lie, Sixten reminded himself.  It was the first of many beginnings for Blythe:  her first love, her first orgasm… her first time.  The list was endless.  Her first engagement, her first bridal shower, and her first humiliating break up that didn’t go unnoticed on a tiny island named Captiva.


  Begrudgingly, he misted to Centennial Park.  A battered playground littered the riverside, and Kash was straddling a shaky swing.  “The next kid that sits in that thing is going ass down in the sand.”


  “Does that mean you’re not gonna push me, stud?”


  “Yeah, right off the North Bridge.”


  “I know you hate me right now.”


  “For pulling out your weapon of choice? Nah, but don’t get too comfortable around me, I may change my mind later.”


  “Like you did with the female?”  Kash stood up and yanked the swing down, finishing off a faulty link that awaited its next tiny victim. 


  Sixten studied the residual pile of chains.  “You’ve finally turned into a do-gooder.”


  “Don’t tell anyone.” Kash faced the river.  A breeze lifted off the horizon, bending his crisp bronze hair. He closed his eyes, inhaling deeply before asking the obvious, “You didn’t know she was back?”


  “Was it all the hissing that gave me away?”


  Kash hiked a shoulder.  “That and I’ve never seen anyone’s fangs push past their chin before.  For a moment there, I thought you were shifting into a Siberian tiger, but that shit was just you being you, right?”


  “I guess so.”


  “To think, all these years, you had your best friends believing you couldn’t shift except to shadow, and I find you begging for Tender Vittles at Blythe’s window.”


  “Harmless little cat, really.” Sixten tensed.  Jealousy said it didn’t want Kash even saying her name aloud.  And when he got his hands on the vampire sliding between her sheets…. Nasty.  Fucking. Ryan.  She deserved much better than that.


  “Your ability to shift into such a small creature leads me to believe you can shift into a much larger and scarier one.”  Kash met Sixten with his lavender eyes, the moonlight nearly turning them to silver.


  Wasn’t it a shame all his earlier preoccupations unleashed the forbidden? Sixten didn’t pay enough attention and was tailed by a Vojak, which forced him out of the proverbial shifting closet.  That wasn’t a good thing, since a trained shifter was considered a dangerous predator, and even his truest friends would stay away if they knew of his endless abilities. Better yet, try to frame him for ugly deeds never done and lock him up. “I’m not really into chick-chats, but let me ask you.  If you knew what I could do, would it have changed things between us?  Would we have become friends in the first place?”


  The silence stretched thickly, swallowing them both until Kash broke it. “It would have changed things back then, but not now.  I’ll keep it quiet.  But I can’t have your back with this.  If the others catch you like I did…” He curled his massive hands around Sixten’s shoulders. “If Maestru finds out, he will use this as leverage to bring you back in.  Although I still don’t understand why you left us in the first place, I respect your wishes to stay away.”


  “You couldn’t understand unless you were split in two.  I have two monsters within me.  And falling in love was crazy stupid.” He rubbed his stomach. “Have you ever loved, Kash?”


  “No.  You know I’ve never met my Bride.” A Species Breed Vampire fell in love the instant that he encountered his Bride, if he was lucky enough to meet her in the first place. Some never did.


  Sixten stepped back and kicked a deflated ball in the direction of the water. “You do realize I can’t have one, right?”


  “Yeah, but is that good or bad?” Kash pursed his lips. “Destiny can be harsh.”


  “There’s no good or bad, since it’s bad either way.  I can’t shake her, Kash.  Instead of it getting easier, with every year that passes, it gets rougher.  And now that I’m this close again…”


  “She doesn’t know what you are,” Kash summed it up. “You never told her.”


  “Blythe can’t be my Bride, and she isn’t immortal.” He shrugged and said begrudgingly, “It’s forbidden.” 


  “Right,” Kash laughed roughly, “because you always play by the rules.”


  “When it came to risking her, yeah, I usually played by our rules.”


  “In vampire terms, forbidden is the vaguest word of all. Interpretations vary.”


  Another long silence.


  “You were gonna die after she did, huh?  So much in love that you’d watch her fade with age.  She’d wonder why you stayed your gorgeous self, though. Unless you were constantly enthralling her, but that would take a lot of energy and blood.”  He blinked a few times when Six stayed quiet.  “You can age yourself…with your shifting abilities.  Can’t you?”


  “I can’t truly age myself.”


  “You can hide your true physicality though, right?  Behind wrinkles, swollen joints, and liver spots, you would have given all appearances of aging. She would’ve never been the wiser.”


  Silence.


  “Man, Six, you do have it bad for her. But why kill yourself over a broken heart?  I understand since you’re mixed, you can’t turn her Undead.  But I’m pure.  Why didn’t you ever ask me to change her?”


  “I only agree with the making of Undead when one is already dead or dying.  My Dad is fantastic, but transforming Blythe’s living flesh into something potentially unstable would be the vilest thing I’ve ever done.”


  “I can’t agree with that.” He checked an incoming call and then pocketed his phone. “What about your brother?  Any who have encountered him say he exudes alien power.  As far as intel knows, he’s a pure blood placing somewhere near the top of the Habaline power structure. Maybe a process the shifters use can bring Blythe over to immortality.  Then you could live your life the way it was fated, eternally.” Kash gave him a hard stare. “Rave shared nothing with you about your other half, did he?”


  “You just saw what he shared with me.  He taught me how to shift and fight with deadly precision. That’s pretty much it.  I refused to join his people, and we broke apart.”


  “Still,” Kash said, “he’s family.  At least to vampires, family is everything.”


      Sixten shook his head, knowing they both skated the lines of friendship with this discussion.  Out of duty to the race, Kash’s true allegiance was to the Vojaks. “Family isn’t important to Rave, and why should it be?  He had no example set before him, but luckily, I had my old man.  An Undead my mother cuckolded that didn’t resent raising a bastard.”


  Kash shoved his fists in his leather duster. “Put that on a Christmas card.”


  “It’s probably been done to death already.” He looked at the stars while he was trying to figure out the best way to ask, so he chose the direct approach. “Anyway, tell me what you know or I’ll get it out of you one way or another.”


  “Okay.” Kash grabbed both his shoulders, maybe to settle him down or to keep him from beating him senseless after hearing what came next. “I’ve watched Blythe from a distance, listened in on chatter when I could.” He took in a deep breath.  “Her brother brought her to the states five or six months ago.  Supposedly, he’s sick with cancer and wanted to come back home to recoup or die.  I haven’t a clue which.” He threw up a hand as if he didn’t care one way or the other. “In any case, Maestru checked out the situation…I guess out of respect for you.”


  Sixten’s bark of laughter surprised them both.  “Sorry, go on.”


  “He’s suspicious that she has inherent, immortal genetics.  I don’t want to get your hopes up, but she might not be totally human.”


  All at once, a thousand disturbing thoughts pummeled Sixten’s head. “Say that again.”


  Kash stepped back a few feet and cleared his throat. “Maybe…the barest of immortal blood…he can’t place her scent.”“No.  You’re wrong.” He blinked a few times. “Although I never fed from her, I would know if she were anything other than human.”  Even Sixten heard the waver in his voice.  


  “Level with me, Six.  In all your days, have you ever discovered a human with mixed blood from something other than Habaline or Were descent?”


  “No.  I can’t say that I have.”  He knew Habalines because he was one, and the Were mixed-bloods were easy to sniff out.  All vampires could smell their nasty stench miles away. “Why are you looking at me like that?”


  “Oh, I don’t know,” Kash answered sardonically, “maybe it’s because you look like you wanna tear out my esophagus with your fangs…but I won’t take it personally.  Kill the messenger and all that, right?”


  “Right,” he shot back, “I’m gonna kill you for giving me information that Maestru would have withheld until my dying breath.”


  “Well, you shouldn’t get so pissed off if you don’t like my intel.  Take all that hostility and do something about it if you want her back.  Damn you,” he snarled, throwing his head back and inhaling deeply, “my Species is coming out to meet your challenge.”


  Baring his fangs was a clear challenge, though Sixten didn’t realize he was doing it at the time.  He watched Kash’s cheekbones sharpen as his irises lit up.  His friend’s muscles rippled with the insane supremacy only possessed by a Vampyr Vojak.  A fight really sounded good about now, but Sixten didn’t have the time.  “I have to go back to her, man.  Head yourself off, and I will do the same.”  He retracted his fangs and threw his hands out in mock surrender.


  “It’s so good seeing you boys get along.” Maestru misted in.  He was ancient, but he didn’t look any older than Kash and Sixten.  For all appearances, vampires were frozen in time, around the age of twenty-eight or so - thirty max.  “We are family in our own way, yes?”


  “That depends on you,” Sixten susurrated.  “I have to ask.  What exactly are you doing with Blythe?”


  “Your arrogance is getting the better of you, Six.” Maestru’s eyes glittered. “Don’t forget who you’re talking to.”


  “Then let me amend my question.” He stepped forward until they were nose-to-nose.  Maestru sought out Blythe for one reason alone. “Where do you get off using my female to get to me?”


  “Six,” Maestru said much too easily, “the last I checked, she wasn’t yours.”


  


  



   


  Chapter 5


  “Listen, you know a lot more about this marking your territory business than I do.  But still,” Renee continued in a conspiratorial whisper while pointing a blue fingernail somewhere near her husband’s face, “I don’t think Scoopy is the kind of cat that would pee on all four tires.  Even if he did, maybe he was covering up the stench of another furry little deviant that slipped by the property unnoticed.”


      “He also took a shit on the hood.”


      “That’s just hearsay.”


      “I hosed it off myself.” Dr. Dru Holt pulled off the eyeglasses that he didn’t actually need and checked his watch.  The morning was flying by and he had wall-to-wall patients lining the clinic.  “I waited for that Bugatti for six months, sweetheart.  Now I’m living a daily episode of Animals Gone Wild and there seems to be a ratings war.  Irrefutably, Scoopy is using my dream car as his personal latrine.  But that clearly doesn’t damage its paintjob any more than your Pitt Bull that chews its fender.” He took the edge of his lab coat and focused on cleaning his lenses.


  “Puppies do that when they teethe.” She smiled brightly.


  “My sweet wife, contrary to what you believe, that dog has to be at least six years old.”  Before she came up with another absurd excuse, he confronted her about their newest freeloader. “And to clarify any misunderstanding, the only other furry deviant that you think has slipped by unnoticed is the seventh cat that you smuggled into the manse around two weeks ago.  There is treatment available for pet hoarders. I’m checking into it.”


  “Someone has to have some compassion around here.” She pressed her palms over her heart.  “No one would adopt Buttercup.  The shelter gave him top billing on their website for months.  The cat couldn’t catch a break.  He was going down, Dru.”


  “With good reason,” he snapped, refusing to remind her of his compassionate attributes as a volunteer physician for the poor and success as a worldwide philanthropist…for centuries.  “I think Buttercup is the pint-sized devil that left a turd inside the toe of my Versace hi-tops.”


  “Can’t you wear Nikes like everybody else?”


  “Like it would have made a difference,” he replied calmly.  “It wasn’t even dry before I slammed my foot in my shoe. Common courtesy seems to have slipped Buttercup’s mind.”


  “Really,” she pleaded almost desperately, “what’s a little poop among family?”


  He wrapped his arms around her waist, taking in her flowing, white halter dress.  She was a throwback as Marilyn Monroe in The Seven Year Itch.  But her raven hair curved over her shoulders like a naughty, ebony shawl.  He twirled his finger around a lock of her silky hair and gave it a diminutive yank.  “I’m thinking we need a vacation, minus the critters.”


  “You don’t mean Bane and Arian do you?” She spoke of their werewolf co-mates.


  “No,” Dru said, brushing her lips with his reply, “just the ones with actual fur that weigh less than two hundred and fifty pounds.”


  “Before you leave on that vacation,” a deep voice cut in, “could I talk to you?”


  “Ryan!” Renee twirled and gave him a hug despite Dru’s low hiss.  Vampires were exceedingly territorial and Ryan was a Species the same as Dru. 


  “I miss seeing you at Six Feet Under,” Ryan claimed, quickly stepping back from her.


  “I doubt that,” she laughed freely.  “I was the worst waitress you ever had.”


  “You sure were.” He laughed right along with her. “But when your Granny brought her friends in, none of the patrons complained about my overpriced cover charge.”


  “Yeah, floor shows by Granny and friends, who knew?” She patted Dru on the cheek. “Speaking of Granny, I have to pick her up and bring her out to the island.  She’s weekending with us.”


  “What!” Dru’s head nearly imploded.


  “Gotcha.” Renee smiled sweetly before kissing the tip of her husband’s nose.  “But that’s what can happen if I find Buttercup missing.”


  Dru ran a weary hand through his hair.  “Message received. Drive carefully, sweetheart.”  He watched her leave, lingering on the sway of her hips, and then motioned for Ryan to meet him in his makeshift office.


  “It’s nice what you’re doing for the community,” Ryan leaned against a peeling gray wall and crossed his tattooed arms over his chest. 


  “I care about the humans,” Dru said after he closed the door.


  “I know…speaking of which.”


  “In the human world, I don’t give out patient information without consent,” Dru explained, “but I saw your mark on Blythe’s throat and we’re far from mortal.”


  Ryan barely took a weekly swallow from Blythe to maintain the façade they were lovers, and she was his property.  Only enough to retain her blood in his body and keep his mark fresh, which forced him to feed from others.  What he couldn’t understand was how she was so sick when he didn’t taste any identifiable diseases. “What’s up with the anemia?”


  “That’s just it.” Dru pulled out Blythe’s slide and licked the blood smear for analysis instead of placing it under the microscope.  “I can only theorize, assuming you’re not gorging.”


  “I already told you that was not the case.”


  “I have to admit that I only found the faintest mark on her throat, and you’ve left the rest of her body untouched.” He met his eyes.  “I believe you, man.  I really do.”


  “Then” - Ryan was nonplussed - “if you can’t figure it out, who can?”


  “I didn’t say I couldn’t figure it out.”  Dru kept Blythe’s blood on his tongue, rolling it around while he was thinking.  “I’m curious as to how you keep from overdrinking when she tastes like this?”


  “I love her.”


  Dru’s eyes ran over him slowly, making Ryan aware of the fact that he knew the truth and the corresponding lie. “She’s not truly yours. Your Bride, I mean.”


  “I’m mindful of that,” he replied uneasily.


  Dru moved away from him to the sink and washed his hands.  Slashes of afternoon sun were coming through the filmy windows, casting dust motes in their light.  “Blood pets are frowned upon in this era, whether you fancy yourself in love or not.  You’re treating her as property.  I know it isn’t illegal, but still.  Others can be…intolerable.”


  “She’s not that to me.”  Ryan couldn’t tell him the truth.  An order was an order, go against Maestru and he would die slowly and painfully.  Vampires didn’t kill one of their own quickly, they had no mercy for traitors.


  “Either way, you’re selfish.” Dru waited for him to deny it while settling on the edge of his desk.  When Ryan didn’t, he said, “I understand you’re only in your twenties, and I have centuries on you.  But this advice comes from pure experience and not from an older Species trying to be an arrogant, know-it-all jackass.  I only met my Bride this year -”


   Ryan interrupted, “How many of us ever will?”  Then he dropped his keys, a very un-vampire thing to do that surprised them both.  He bent over to snatch them up off the floor just when Dru slammed the final blow home.


  “When you meet your Bride, and the earth actually moves just for you two, where does that leave the sweet woman I admitted for a blood transfusion?”


  Ryan wanted to say something unforgivable to the good doctor.  But how could he, when he was so blatantly hit with the truth?   And he hadn’t forgotten that tiny lecture he’d given Dakota the night before about Rock.  As a werewolf, Rock would find his mate one day, and it wouldn’t be her.  But Rock had more inherent decency with Dakota than Ryan did with his long-time friend, Blythe.  He reluctantly told a half-truth, “I marked her, because, for some strange reason, she always has the Undead or even Species swarming around her.  I don’t want someone else drinking from her…using her, and she hasn’t anywhere to live that she can afford besides my place.”


  “She mentioned her brother had cancer,” Dru pried.


  Ryan’s gaze dropped to the keys clenched in his fist, and his heart began to pound.  Blythe knew nothing of their world and didn’t understand she was in the crosshairs of their Coven Master.  Her doctor sure couldn’t find out.  “Yeah, I haven’t seen Anthony lately, but I’ve been knee-deep opening INKS.”  He kept his eyes fixed on the keys.  “Exactly how long is this transfusion gonna take?  They wouldn’t let me stay in the room with Blythe, and I sure don’t want her waiting.”


  Dru glanced at his watch.  “She started around nine…it’s a quarter past one.  I have a Species working on her.  Discretion is her specialty, and I donated my own blood to blend in with the units from the hospital.”


  “You’re giving her Species blood?”


  “I’ve done it many times. I’ve been a doctor for more than two hundred years, Ryan.”  His eyes were sharp when he promised, “She’ll recover fully in a few days from my blood alone.  Will probably stay that way for a while if she eats better and takes her prescribed vitamins, they’re stronger than what’s on the drugstore shelves.” Dru looked like he wanted to say more, something he found profound but pushed it down.  “Head back over to the hospital, she should be ready.”


  “Thanks for everything, Dru.” He felt fear for Blythe gnawing in his gut. “I’ll get her prescription filled and stock her fridge for her.”


  “Let me know if she needs any financial help.”


  “Thanks, but I’ve got it.”


  “It’s normal for her not to have an appetite with anemia.” Dru’s voice was quiet. “So, I’m expecting you to encourage her to eat and for you to eat elsewhere.” 


  Ryan’s fingers tightened around the keys.  If the Coven Master knew she wasn’t thriving, he’d put her in someone else’s care.  “Yeah, well, an anemic human really isn’t a nutritious meal,” he whipped out sarcastically and regretted it immediately. “No problem.”


  Dru didn’t take offense, but still said, “It would be easier on you to let her go sooner, rather than later.  Especially if she belongs to someone else,” he added cryptically.


  Ryan released one extraordinarily long breath.


  “Ryan, I’m not a Vampyr Lovec. In fact, I wouldn’t recognize a hunter if it bit me on the ass.  But like I said earlier, I’ve been around for centuries and that kind of leaves me out of the stupid category. Considering Blythe’s incredible flavor and her unexplainable anemia, I could easily label her a claimed Donor in need of a blood exchange with her Dynasty Vampyr.”


  Ryan sucked in a painful breath.  Maestru was leaving some serious shit out of their conversations.


    Dru continued, “I could also easily understand that Donors are an unfathomable delectation commoners rarely want to give back to the Dynasty when discovered.  But if that’s what she is, then there’s no messing with that kind of birthright.” He stared out the window. “Rumors say the Donors have their memories tampered with repeatedly or they’re kept mentally intact while remaining in gilded cages. Obviously, her memory has been tampered with since she’s under your care and not in the preverbal, gilded cage.” He sighed as if he didn’t want to go on, but knew he had to. “If what I’m theorizing is true, and she’s been away from a Dynasty Vampyr for at least the six months she’s been in America, surely she’s being hunted.  Taking all that into consideration, answer this hypothetical question:  How do you go about protecting someone of her rare importance, if others were to find out what she truly is?”


      Instead of answering, Ryan countered with another question, “What are you going to do?”


  “Besides hope that little sweetheart isn’t the main course of the next underground Species feeding frenzy?” He cocked a brow. “Keep my mouth shut for now.  Above all, I have my Bride to think about, and I won’t risk Renee for anyone.”


  “Understood.”  Ryan closed the door behind him and headed to pick up Blythe.


   


  An hour later, Blythe and Ryan were grocery shopping.  “Are you sure you should be walking around like this?” he asked for the hundredth time.


  “I told you I’m fine.”  She picked up a bag of chips and tossed it in the cart.


  “I don’t think so.” He pitched it out.


      She kept her aggravation under wraps and tried a tactic most men fell for. “You see all these women who keep following us while washing the floor in their drool?”


  He glanced around as if he just now noticed. “Alongside the men who can’t walk straight because you sauntered by?”


  She rolled her eyes.  “I’m thinking that one over there” – she discreetly tilted her chin to the left – “looks exactly like the woman you need today.”  He peeked over, and she took the opportunity to grab a carton of Twinkies and stash them under her mammoth-sized box of tampons.


  He turned back, reached under her tampons, pulled out the Twinkies, and set them on the shelf.  “Tell me what kind of woman you’re speaking of.”


  “Easy.”


  His eyebrows shot up.  “Contrary to the daily challenges I face with you?  I’ll have to admit that I’m tempted.”  He looked more than peeved, but added very quietly, “By now, you know I’m a man who doesn’t like to be told what to do.”


  She looked at him as though he were a Grade A Idiot.  “What man does?”


  “Dakota called when you were at the hospital.” He shifted gears to avoid a childish fight. “I told her you would probably be in tomorrow after you rest some.”


  “And you shamelessly flirted with her, I’m sure.”


  “Jealous?”


  “Honestly, I’m sorry to say that I’m not.” She pursed her lips in thought before she added, “Don’t mess with Dakota’s head if you can’t give her your all, Ryan.  Seriously.  She’s my friend, too, and I don’t want her hurt.” She pushed a black curl away from her eyes. “She’s not a random lay.”


  “I would never use her,” he whispered gruffly while steering her toward the steaks.


  “I don’t eat red meat.”


  “But you’ll eat chemicals wrapped in sugar?” he challenged.


  “It’s un-American not to enjoy a Twinkie.  Everybody knows that.” She gripped the cart with both hands and tried to push forward, but he held it back with a mere index finger.  


  “You’ve spent the last several years in Italy so that type of logic doesn’t work for you.”


  “I’m a citizen here.”


  He gave her a shrewd smile just as a package of steaks came out of nowhere and flattened the cheese curls she thought were well hidden under two loaves of whole-wheat bread.


  “I can’t believe you did that,” she growled. “They’re gonna make me buy those anyway, and I’ll have to lick my finger and drag it through tiny orange crumbs just to get a taste.”


  “Such domesticated bliss,” a distantly familiar voice spoke from behind.


  Oh, Jesus, help me. She could walk away, but knowing him, he’d find her alone much later.  And this wasn’t the kind of confrontation she needed without a big, strong friend present.  She nervously pressed her hands down the front of her too-tight, pale-pink jeans and slowly turned.  Knees don’t buckle now.


  Ryan already faced him.  “Six.”  A one-word greeting that said everything, but mostly: fuck off.  Funny how they didn’t seemed surprised to see one another.  But Sixten wasn’t looking at Ryan at all.


  She stood in a dream.  More like an exhausting nightmare in which there was no escape.  Although the store was brightly lit, everything seemed to dim except Sixten.  As if a halo of righteous light surrounded his perfect body - tempting her not to walk away or she’d be sucked into everlasting darkness. 


  Curious onlookers stopped and stared at his unequaled magnificence.  Carts slammed into one another, but not even a baby cried out.  They, like Blythe, were in too much shock.  All astonished by his masculine splendor.  Blythe astonished by his presence.  And with a face personally touched by the hands of God, he drew his sculptured lips into a gloriously intense smile and murmured a sexy, “Hello, beautiful.”


  Ryan squeezed her shoulder, and she took a gulp of air.  No doubt, Sixten noticed her sudden inability to breathe, and if she wasn’t mistaken, her mouth was gaping.  Yes, she had to close it.  As stunned as she was, when her bottom teeth met her top ones, she couldn’t form any words.


  Smoldering, ice-green eyes continually raked her from head to toe, taking in her shimmery-gray, strappy wedges, her second-skin jeans, and her sheer white blouse that layered a simple ribbed tank worn underneath. Sixten casually leaned against the refrigerated display case and anchored his hands on either side of his trim hips.  “Leave us, Ryan.”


  Ryan responded with a nearly inaudible ‘you wish’.


  Sixten kept his eyes on Blythe the entire time, but with a deadly tone directed at Ryan, he asked, “You want to do this here?  In public?”


  “It seems you do, or you wouldn’t have picked this inopportune moment.”


  “What are you two talking about?”  Her voice sounded strange, almost panicked. 


  There was absolute silence for several long seconds before Sixten swung his flaxen, platinum streaked hair from his forehead.  A low oath left his mouth the minute he zeroed in on her throat.  “Ryan, what’s the big deal?  Can’t you finish your shopping while Blythe and I catch up?  She’ll wait for you there.” He nodded in the direction of the deli.


  For the first time, Ryan looked uncomfortably nervous.  Not to mention a crowd was gathering as though someone threw down the gauntlet on an illegal cockfight.  “Honestly, Six, I don’t have anything to say to you.” She threw her hands up in a helpless gesture. “But I’ll listen while Ryan finishes up. Okay?” 


  He walked ahead of her, giving Blythe a moment to speak to Ryan privately.  Before she turned towards the deli, she eyed her best friend intensely and rubbed the deep crease that formed between his eyebrows with her index finger.  “I’ll be fine,” she murmured. “By the way, don’t get rid of that candy bar I have hidden underneath those cucumbers, or you’re dead.”


      With an obstinate gleam in his eye, he threw a family-sized package of ground beef in her cart for good measure. “I’ll be finished in ten minutes, and then we’re leaving.” 


  


  



   


   


  Chapter 6


  Blythe slowly closed the distance between her and her former fiancé, wondering where she would be without all the high-handed men who periodically graced her life.  Oh, I’d eat Twinkies for sure.  Ryan was ruling her with an iron fist.  She understood that he was worried about her, and she’d be the same way if he were sick, probably worse.  Nevertheless, whoever heard of a man stupid enough to come between a premenstrual woman and her chocolate?   She shook her head sadly.  That’s how people get killed, she thought.  Then, Blythe had to admit that she was distracting herself from the matter at hand.  Problems like those didn’t make her lose a wink of sleep.  What stood before her did.  “Six, um, it’s good to see you again.” 


      “Are you hungry?”


      Something told her that was a double entrende, but she pretended not to notice. “No, but thanks for asking,” she replied as they settled into a too intimate bistro set.    She looked down at her watch.


      “Is he timing you?”


      “No.” She refused to bite.  “He’s helped me take care of a lot of things today, and I don’t want to keep him away from work for too long.” Brightly colored mosaic tile covered the small tabletop.  She kept her head down and picked at a chipped corner.  Fried veal cutlets caught her attention, aromatherapy for her Italian nature.  In her peripheral vision, she watched a sweaty man with a wide belly sandwich them between a split French roll. On cue, her stomach howled.


      “You are hungry.”


  He rose to order and she made the mistake of touching his hand to stop him.  “I’m fine.”


      “Ah, that’s right.” He eased back in his seat with a mulish expression. “You have Ryan to take care of you now.” He cocked his head. “Maybe he doesn’t understand that you need to be waited on instead of cooking the side of beef weighing down your shopping cart.”


      That just made her mad. “I’m not going to defend him to you,” she said as if she didn’t care. “Over the years, it has never gotten me anywhere but angry.  Say what you need to say and be done with it.”  He stared pointedly at her hand until she realized she’d mistakenly kept it on his.  When Blythe pulled it away, he curled his fingers around hers and held firm. After that, he started feeling up her ring finger.  “I’m not married to him.” She jerked her hand away.


      “Just living in sin, then?”


      “What?”


      “The little shack over his dump of a night club…a love nest for two?”


      “You’ve been spying on me?”


      He blew out a tentative breath.  “You can have so much more than what he’s giving you.”


      “Wait just a minute.” She dared to meet his incredible eyes, and, as she thought, all those horrid memories came crashing back ten-fold. A machete would have done less damage to her heart than Sixten had. “I deserved more than walking in on you screwing my matron of honor in our future marriage bed.”


  “This isn’t going the way I’d planned.”  He said sourly.


  “At our engagement party,” she had the courage to ignore him and go on.  “That’s pretty heavy for an eighteen year old, you know?  Now, I would’ve beaten the crap out of you two and turned myself into the cops. That’s what you deserved.  But then, I ran out crying.” She sucked in a breath.  “And you had the audacity to go downstairs and tell everyone I loved, family and longtime friends gathered for our celebration, that I was drunk.” 


  “I don’t think it went exactly that way.”


  “And the next day,” she said, sensing white ash float above her inner volcano, “you didn’t apologize.  In fact, you’ve never apologized.”


  “I’m sure I did.”


  “You made me feel like a stupid a child.”


  “I didn’t mean to.”


  “And I was a stupid child,” she snapped, hating that her bottom lip quivered over something that happened a lifetime ago.  However, with him sitting so close to her, it didn’t feel like a long time ago. The day she left him ingrained itself in her heart. She remembered the horrific scene vividly as if it happened hours past instead of years gone by on Captiva Island…


       Packing and cramming, all her stuff would have to fit in one trip.  She couldn’t afford movers, and miraculously, she had one extra set of strong hands alongside a borrowed truck. 


  “You’re a fool.  Walking away is not your style,” Six taunted.  “You’ll have nothing without me, but you’ll want for everything if you leave.  Everything I can give you, which no one else can.  Don’t be stupid.”  He slid his designer, space-age glasses down his nose; no doubt, they cost more than her borrowed, dilapidated truck was worth.  His self-absorbed look said it all:  He held the world in one casual palm.  He could crush it, toy with it, or leave it alone.  Blythe voted for the latter.


  “Could you snag that last box, Ryan?”  Blythe wiped her sweaty palms on her comfortable, ratty jeans.  After crying all night and perspiring all morning, she felt dehydrated, though it was a good thing. If a single tear fell in front of Sixten, she’d never be able to look in the mirror again. 


  Cheap sunglasses hid her puffy eyes, and creamy, taupe lipstick replaced the smile she couldn’t give the general population.  The one that said life was great, and she didn’t give a flying fig what Sixten did anymore.  At least, that was the lie she told herself.


  “Oh, please, Ryan.”  Sixten mocked.  “Snag that last box, would you? What other tricks does he do for you, Blythe?  He hasn’t said a word since he’s been here.”


  “He’s not in the middle of this, and he’s smart enough to stay out of our discussions.”


     “Is that what this is?”  He stepped forward.  One menacing and strategic step had him staring down from an inflated height roughly a foot above her head. She realized then that Sixten was always indefinable, even to her.   Sixten defied the laws of …anything.  “This,” he gestured at the half-filled truck bed, “is your idea of a discussion?”


     “You slept with my best friend, and I had the privilege to walk in on it.”  The only indication of emotion he displayed, if one could call it that, was a knot that quickly formed in his jaw.  “What an engagement present,” she drew out the words, thoroughly disgusted with him.  “That little visual saved me from the worst mistake of my life.”


     “Drama, Blythe, your naivety is only endearing for a couple of good fucks, and then it wears off.  Where’s my real lover?”


     Her hand rose on its own volition, but, just in time, she stopped before she slapped him.  Never had she been a violent person, and even though he most certainly deserved it, she wasn’t starting today.  “I don’t want to hate you.”  She turned, eyeing Ryan as he placed her remaining box inside the rust-filled, truck bed.  It landed with a finalizing thud, just as her heart had last night.   


     “See you tomorrow,” Sixten continued to taunt her while sliding his glasses back in place with a cool fingertip, “when you come to your senses.”

  



     That did it.  Words formed from something so painful she nearly couldn’t bear it.  They seethed, swelling with hatred until they choked everything she thought she was.  “Never.”  Reigning back as much as possible, just so she could have some pretense of dignity, she somehow maintained her smokescreen of composure, “One day, someone will crack that icy soul of yours.  And when she does, that cocky, self-important delusion you depend on every day will abandon you, leaving you to grovel on your knees begging for mercy.” She dragged in a cleansing breath. “But I hope you grow up before that happens.  Have a good life, Six.  I truly wish you well, at least, as much as I can at the moment.”  She refused to lie, but she had too much class to utter the ‘fuck you’ teasing her tongue, daring her to toss it out.  “I can’t hold on to nothing, and that’s what you’re offering me,” she whispered, placing a boulder that he called an engagement ring on the concrete edge of a nearby planter.  “The trappings of wealth can’t replace fidelity.”


     “Don’t whine, Blythe.  It’s tiresome.  You’re in love with me, so stop this game before you lose everything.”


     She dug her fingernails in her palms and fought the juvenile urge to give him the finger. Ryan opened her door, and helped her up on the tattered vinyl seat.  She decided to sit on both hands since the need to flip the ever-loving bird was still overpowering.  Childishness withstanding, she was going out in class, riding in a rusty, orange truck far away from Captiva Island…at least, over the bridge. 


     Blythe watched the palms go by as she bid farewell to the colorful houses that dotted the beach.  She was supposed to live here after marrying the man of her dreams, making a love nest in the house of her dreams - on an island where the rich played while making babies in the sun. Admittedly, a fairytale most girls discarded when they actually grew up.  She should have, too. 


     Therefore, Blythe put away her fairytales, understanding they could never exist when a faithless bastard owned her heart.  After such a thorough devastation, she wondered when she would ever get it back.


   The tears she thought wouldn’t come escaped anyway, pooling at her jawline before they streamed down her throat.  Ryan had given her every moment to contain herself until he pulled up at the tollbooth.  After handing a ten to the operator, he said, “I know what I want you to do, but you have to be sure, Blythe.  You can’t move forward if you’re always looking behind with regret.”


     “Narrow is the path, right?” 


  “Something like that.” He manually rolled up the window, giving it a good slam when it stuck, and crossed the invisible train tracks from Captiva Island to Fort Myers.


   


  “– so I know that it’s a lot to take in, but I’m asking you to understand,” Sixten said warily.


  Blythe’s mind came back to the present.  He had both of her hands in his, rubbing circles over her knuckles and giving her that infamous eye-smolder trick of his.  He must have been rambling during her mental outage, and she hadn’t heard a word he said, but she figured it was for the best. 


  She pulled her hands aside and placed them in her lap. “You stayed away for almost two years the last time.” Sixten always came and pleaded his case every birthday.  She never could enjoy them past the age of eighteen.  No matter where she was, he always seemed to find her and ruin everything. 


  At that precise moment, Sixten’s eyes grew dark, dangerously so, as he fixated on something above her shoulder.  “I’ve already loaded everything in the trunk, let’s go,” Ryan said, instantly by her side, pulling her up by her arm.


  Pain shot through to her shoulder. “Ow,” she hissed, but was careful to keep her string of complaints to herself. Her arm felt raw. Considering the nurse had trouble finding a good spot to poke her, she wasn’t surprised. However, no one, especially Sixten, needed to know her business.   Ryan and Dakota were enough.


  “Sorry, sweetheart, that was careless of me.”  Ryan wrapped an arm around her shoulder and towed her away.  “There’s a bag of frozen peas in the car. We’ll ice down your arm, and I’ll have you feeling better in a few minutes,” he whispered faintly.


  “Goodbye, Six,” she heard herself say.


  Ryan looked over her head and spoke to Sixten in a very vampiric way, “Stay away from her.”


  “No one marks property around here, not for centuries.”  Sixten trailed behind them towards the exit.


  “I’m not too worried about that.”


  “You may not be worried about that, but you should be worried about me.”  Sixten circled Blythe.  “I want you to take my number in case you need anything.”


  “She won’t need anything.”


  “And think about what I said, angel.”


  “She’s not thinking about anything you said.”


  “Hold on,” Blythe said between them, flattening her palm against Ryan’s chest and realizing Sixten was letting her go too easily. “You’re… not just visiting here, are you?”


  “Not anymore.” A slight smile curved Sixten’s flawless lips.


  “Last warning, asshole, you will stay away from her.”


  “Ryan, you’re about to find out why that’s something I just can’t do.  And if you continue to get in my way, you’ll also find out that you have a serious problem on your hands.”


  “Not anymore?” she asked.  “You’re here for good?”


  “Yes.  I will see you soon, moja láska.”


  Blythe stayed frozen for a long moment, staring after Sixten as he walked away.  The Florida sun beat down on her with its overwhelming heat, or maybe that was just him.  Her arms ached.  Her head swam, and anemia weakened her body.  Above, a gull startled her with its sharp cry as if it warned of something impossibly worse headed her way. 


  


  



   


  Chapter 7


  Naples, Italy


  Gianni Ludovico was every girl’s dream.  That’s why three lovelies were in front of him - a redhead, a blonde, and a brunette.  Since he couldn’t make up his mind today, he figured he’d have the trio together.  They slowly caressed one another while dancing to some disconcerting beat that was driving his hunter insane.  “You want to dance with them, Lovec?”  Gianni mocked.


  “Sire,” Salk cleared his throat nervously, “it has been six months now.  I am certain she is dead or hidden incredibly well…like the others.  As you know, our resources are limited due to the fact so many Donors are missing, yet you have us spending an exorbitant amount of time searching for this particular one.”


  Pretty faces, pretty bodies, and pretty fingers alternately touched each other. They reached into one another’s slick and ready flesh, as they waited for him to pounce.  But Gianni’s pants were still on, and he didn’t even have an erection. “I have had enough.” Clearly bored, he waved his hand in the direction of the door. There went their pouty faces.  “Why do they think that if they stupidly puff out their lips, I will change my mind?” It just made him angry and disgusted with their selfish petulance.  Or maybe it wasn’t because of the nameless women at all, but the singular woman who he could not seem to get his hands back on:  Blythe Giarrusso.  Where are you? 


  He had to face it. Yes, his royal pride experienced its first putdown when she fought everything he was to her…everything he made her feel.  In return, he fell in love with Blythe, and emotionally; he couldn’t fight back.  Couldn’t let her go.


  “I’m afraid that I’m not an expert on their mannerisms, since humans aren’t my forte.” Salk rubbed his shaved head, speaking with as much patience as he could muster while he watched the women stomp out of earshot. “Sire, please, back to the matter at hand.” He pulled a linen handkerchief out of his jacket and swiped his perspiring brow.  “We have a dozen Donors missing now.  May I be so bold as to say that Lovci cannot spend all their time rounding up the lost and ignoring the possibility of finding the new?”


  “Of course I want them to discover the new!”  Gianni stood up, every bit the Marchii he was, and stalked towards the open window that overlooked endless and glorious gardens.  “We have many to feed.”  Dynasty Vampyrs could only drink from born Donors.  Their fangs were deathly toxic to any other creature they bit.  And even if they were starving, nothing besides a Donor could give them a drop of sustenance.  As a nobleman, Marchii Gianni was one of the purest bred Dynasty Vampyrs who walked the earth.


  “We have extra males on property.  All are Donors,” Salk explained easily, not worried for his nourishment since hunters could drink from anything.  “Personally, I love to feed from human males on most occasions.”  Salk, as well as the other Lovci, weren’t permitted to drink from Donors. “Surprisingly, their blood is chock-full of virility and innate aggression, which kicks up my hunting instincts.”


  “Find her.”


  Salk was still giving it his best shot.  “I had quite an exciting luncheon just a few hours ago in a darkened alcove behind the piazza,” he admitted wistfully.  “A male youth of twenty has incredible physical stamina.  After drinking that blood, I’m certain I could hunt for a week without stopping.”


  “I have incredible physical stamina, and I want to share it with one particular Donor.  Who is missing!”


  His Lovec continued, “Yes… everyone has a preference, and I understand you prefer your missing Donor.” He shoved his damp handkerchief back into his pocket. “But I’m respectfully asking that you drop the hunt for your specific Donor and allow us to use our resources to find her replacement.” 


  Having heard enough, Gianni pushed his body forward, moving across the marbled floors with extraordinary speed.  He landed atop Stalk with an astonishing gracefulness only a Dynasty Vampyr possessed and slammed him against the floor until his head thumped like an overripe melon.  “I want her,” he snarled as an expanse of silken hair whipped around his face.  “You have a lead, hunter.  I smell your deception.”  He extended his toxic fangs and watched as his lifelong Lovec, and sometimes friend, stared back in horrific astonishment.


  “The Lovci have one.  Only on her brother, but not h-her,” he stammered.


  “I knew you were hiding something!”  He hissed so loudly the floor vibrated underneath Salk’s back.  “I drank from her daily,” Gianni roared.  “Because of that, she needs my exchange, or she will die!  Do you hear me?”  No, he shouldn’t have done it.  Gianni shamelessly took from her for the selfish reason that he wanted to sink his teeth in Blythe and Blythe alone.  And for that, she would pay for leaving him…whether he wanted her to or not.  Unquestionably, he wanted her back, but Gianni never wanted someone so incredibly precious to pay for his ghastly mistake.


  “She’s not with her brother,” Salk answered regretfully.  “We used everything that you gave us to aid in tracking.  After all this time, her scent barely permeates her clothes, so I can’t exactly hunt her.  I need newly worn garments, and the hunt would be successful only if she entered a decent range within my presence, maybe a radius of twenty miles or so,” he sighed heavily. “Then I would be able to release my inner Lovec and bring her back to you.”


  “You’re forgetting one important thing,” Gianni said with blazing eyes.  “To this day, I am still full of her blood.  Within that kind of range, I can sense her myself.  We could split up.  Cover more ground.”  Gianni’s chest was heaving.  Choppy breaths punctuated with frustration.


  Salk wisely chose not to comment on the fact that royalty never hunts.  “I did not realize you chose her as…a mate?”  The Dynasty did not have Brides as the Species did. They could choose their mates and that particular fact suited their bloated egos tremendously.


  “Neither had I.”


  “Then I will put together a…traveling party.  And inform the Coven Master that we will be arriving -”


  “No Coven Master will hear of this,” Gianni interrupted as he stood up and straightened his clothes. 


  “Okay.”


  “Let me guess,” Gianni seethed. “Her brother, Anthony, was stupid enough to go back to North America.”


  “You are correct, sire.”  Salk rose nervously.


  “He is a stupid human,” he said exasperatedly. “Make arrangements.  I’ll get through all my pertinent meetings and have the rest of my schedule cleared.”


  Salk rubbed the newly forming lump on the back of his head. “Of course, I’ll inform your pilot of our travel plans.”  Vampires could mist, but traveling overseas ruthlessly drained them, necessitating massive amounts of blood to recoup.  With declining Donors in mind, the Dynasty Vampyrs used planes as an unspoken rule.


  “You will call one of those mortal travel agents and book us under American names.  Understand that you will tell no one.”


  “No one will know where we’re going…not even security?  They normally escort you.  And there’s the matter of your feeding.” He held both hands out in a plea. “You’ll need a Donor to travel with you.”


  Gianni was more determined than ever.  “Fine. Pick out a Donor,” he said irritably, “male or female.  Ensure he or she has padded security.  I haven’t the time to protect property and neither do you.  Our focus is on the end game:  Blythe Giarrusso.”


  “An excellent plan, sire.” However, Salk’s expression said otherwise.


  “I thought so, now leave.”


  Gianni misted to the terrace and stared out over acres of gardens and fields.  Every moment he spent with Blythe etched his memory.  Every inch of her skin, he’d made love to.  Thoroughly.  How could he tell his hunter, he fell in love with his Donor?


  He’d never forget the first time he saw her, not just because he was an immortal with a limitless mind, but due to the fact that she was simply incredible: 


  Glasses clanked and tinkled alongside a softly playing piano as fireworks lit up the night.  While others gazed overhead at gunpowder concoctions, dancing underneath rainbow colors glittering across the sky.  Gianni stared straight ahead.  Before him was a pure vision.  And he wanted her badly.  She had her hand curled around another man’s sleeve, laughing at something the human said, and jealousy shot through Gianni’s body like a cannon.


  The breeze picked up, carelessly tossing her hair around, black silk faceted with strands of naturally copper highlights. Obviously, it wasn’t sprayed into place and anchored like the other fashionistas around him.  He wanted to wrap it around his wrist, hold her head back, and plunge his tongue so far down her throat that she would feel it with those coral painted toes. The human hooked a stray lock behind her ear and Gianni wanted nothing more than to break his hand.


  “Are the new Donors to your liking, sire?” Salk asked proudly.


  Without a word, Gianni lifted his chin toward the ethereal vision.


  “Ah,” he said, “she is…unrehearsed in our ways.  Her brother escorts her.”


  Then he wouldn’t have to die, Gianni thought.  “She is completely new to the Dynasty?”


  “Yes.”


  “Her brother?”


  “Not a Donor.  But wants compensation, a lucrative settlement and he will walk away from her.”


  “He’ll walk away if I tell him to.”


  “Yes, but he has powerful connections I haven’t yet placed.  I’d rather we not dip our toes in those murky waters.  Besides, several other royal houses have placed competitive bids.  She’ll find generous accommodations wherever she goes.”


  The clock chimed midnight, and a luscious scent wafted in right as she strolled by in a flesh-colored dress that hugged every curve on her plush frame.  Gianni couldn’t stop his body’s reaction, and he didn’t want to, not when he had gone so long without anticipating a singular woman’s touch.  He wanted to push his fingertips in those hips and sink deeply.


  “I outrank all here.”


  “Yes.”


  “She goes with me. I don’t care who her brother is involved with, pay him whatever he wants.”


  “Consider it done.”


  An hour later, they stepped onto the sidewalk.  Anthony kissed his sister goodbye and said he would see her tomorrow.  That wouldn’t happen.  Anthony’s new lady, conveniently found by Salk, pulled him away to his car. 


  Gianni’s limousine was waiting at the curb.  He opened the door for Blythe instead of allowing his driver to do so, since he didn’t want any other male around her. 


  I could lock you away forever; he thought. 


  Other females would be on him before he closed the door, but not her.  She sat across the bench with her plush body severely pressed against the far side.  He bit back a chuckle.  How many times had he needed some breathing room with aggressive females?  Longing to be the predator he was, seducing what he desired instead of being pursued.  Countless.  Now that he desperately craved what was in front of him, he didn’t want to waste time on seduction.


  Hunger nearly made him mindless. 


  Not just for her sweet-scented blood, that was a given, Gianni was hungry for her.  He couldn't remember a single time in his life that he felt this way. He took a breath, trying to relax around Blythe, uncoil his body’s tension.  Hoping she might relax, too.  But when he caught another whiff of her blood, he thought of nothing more than sinking into her in every way.


  “Thanks for the ride home.”


  “You don’t look very grateful.” He leaned back. “In fact, you seem angry.”


  “I’m not trying to be rude.” She looked out the window. “My brother’s never asked anyone to drive me home.  


  The limo was moving, and he reached out for her hand.  “Sit with me, please. Let’s just talk.”


  “I can hear from over here.” She leaned her forehead against the glass.


  “Your brother wouldn’t leave you in the care of a marauder.”


  Her eyes flashed.  “I’m not worried about marauding.”


  “Ah, men are animals around you.”


  “Maybe.”


  “Beauty can be a curse, and I understand your vulnerability entirely.” He moved closer, scooting down the leather bench.  “I swear I would never hurt you.  And no other man will ever be an animal around you again.” 


  When she stared at him, tingling warmth wrapped his soul with something unfamiliar.  A moment or possibly one of those epiphanies he’d heard about.   Blythe Giarrusso was going to change his life.  That went both ways. What he was going to do to hers, well, she would have no other choice but to accept it.


  “I no longer believe in promises. Actions speak for themselves.” She shook her beautiful ebony curls. “Words are meaningless, and I don’t know you.” She adjusted her dress. “You don’t know me.”


  Let’s change that.  Come.”  He held out his hand again, and she hesitantly took it.  Her fingers were stiff and cold.  “You’re freezing.” His jacket was off in an instant, wrapping her with his heated scent. 


  “Thanks.”


  He didn’t mince words or waste time, not when it came to what he wanted. “I claim you, Blythe Giarrusso.”


  “What?”


  Gianni’s lips parted, and she saw his fangs.  He wasted no time putting his teeth on her neck, scraping her soft skin, breaking it here and there while lightly introducing his drug of choice:  him. 


  All Donors were sensitive to Dynasty Vampyr’s endorphins, and he wanted to take it as easy as possible.  He wanted her mindless with him, not his bodily chemicals. 


  Then he couldn’t stop kissing her, sweeping his lips over her face, her throat, and her tiny ears, before he pushed his tongue deep inside her mouth. Scant time passed before she finally stopped struggling.  


  Her lovely body quickly heated, melting to liquid under his masterful hands.  He pulled back, gazing into her incredible eyes as they took on the glimmer of rich cognac. “That’s it, Pet.” He sent many mental directives her way. “Take nice slow breaths.”  He was gentling her while his fingers traced every feature, setting them to his eternal memory.


  Gianni wound Blythe’s arms around his neck, wanting her to hold him on her own accord, but understood patience was in order.  Patience would bring her to him without his endorphins and coercion…one day, but not today.  And he couldn’t wait another minute. As he pushed her back on the seat, he split her thighs open with his weight, and pressed his chest against her lush breasts. 


  She was built for him.   All ripe curves, flowing raven hair, luscious lips, and inviting sensuality. He outlined her throat with his fingertips.  “I’m going to bite you tonight, Pet.  Gently.  You’ll enjoy this communal. I promise.”


  She moaned, twisting underneath him, and he was only gliding across her cunnus while clothed.  He couldn’t imagine what it would be like to take her fully.  But he wouldn’t have to try, because he couldn’t wait until they got home. 


  After more kisses and drugging scrapes of teeth, he kissed her again while taking his hand to the bottom of her skirt.  As he rolled it around her hips, he tried not to think about why it was wrong to take her in this way.  He’d done it too many times to count – to others.  Why was she so different?


  Then he forgot his inner turmoil.


  With his teeth, he lowered her bodice and stared in under fascination as the cool air hit her wide nipples, tightening them to stiff peaks.  She brought her hands up to his face, and he shook his head no.  “Pluck them, beautiful.  Show me how hard you can squeeze them for me.”  Under his mental command, she went to work immediately.  Pulling and stretching her lovely mounds, they jiggled with every rough bump the tires rolled over, and he was captivated at the sight of her, nearly coming in his trousers.


  When had that ever happened?


  He licked her hands as she continued to stimulate her nipples, running his tongue between each finger while instructing her, encouraging her.  “Are you wet, beautiful?”  He knew she was.  He could smell her.  And it was driving him fucking crazy.


  He ripped her panties apart, grabbed her hips, and brought his face to her swollen lips.   Gianni dipped his head and ran one smooth circle around her distended nub before sucking her flesh into his mouth.  She bucked under him, her breath rushing out on a desperate plea. 


  He groaned an answer, vibrating against her soaked folds as he repeatedly thrust his skilled tongue inside, saturating his mouth with the flavor solely held by Blythe Giarrusso.  Her sex was perfect, created just for him.  Back and forth, she thrashed, unconsciously rubbing her scent on his face. 


  And he couldn’t regret.


  When he pulled out his heavy cock and drove inside her for the first time.  “Ah, baby…fuck…yes.”  He gave her no time to adjust. He was rabid.  An animal without any conscious thought for his prey. “Open your legs wider for me.”  Slam.  Slam.  Slam. Flesh smacked flesh, music to his ears, strumming his body.  Heavy balls ground into her plush ass, and he was finally home.  “You feel like hot silk sliding over my cock.  So tight and wet for me, so damned good,” he moaned through the words.


  Gianni was lost…so mindless, sliding into slippery slopes of soft, aroused skin choking his cock, tugging him up to the opening of her cervix while begging him to empty inside her.  “Yes, I’ll give you what you need.  Always.  Do you hear me?  Always.”


  That’s when she screamed someone’s name. 


   Not his. 


   “Who?”   His one-worded question was rough, unforgiving.  Yes, they had just met.  Nevertheless, she wasn’t supposed to want another while she was open and drenched for him. Gianni picked up the pace, pushing his pelvis against her clitoris on the down stroke, making her scream until her throat was ravaged, and she whimpered instead.  “You will submit only to me.” He could scarcely breathe before his body discharged itself fiercely, pushing inside of her and spraying her walls.  Gianni felt so good he shook violently, at no time had he felt a connection such as this.


   The only thing that could make him feel better, if it were possible, would be to drink her. He stayed inside, still moving, and brought his thumbs under her chin.  After tilting her head up and stretching her long bronzed throat, he delivered a bite that brought them both to another shuddering ecstasy.   He swallowed until he thought he couldn’t stop.  Yet, he did. 


   Somehow. 


   Blythe’s heavy-lidded eyes stared up at him in disbelief.  Her irises had grown dark with exhaustion, and they were glaring daggers through all the endorphins and mental play.  She still had some coherency, understood what he had done.


   “Hmmm, you’re strength is fascinating.” He gripped her neck and plundered her mouth with a demanding kiss before continuing. “Sorry to say, I am stronger.” Gianni tugged her full bottom lip with his left fang. “You called out another’s name while I was buried in your slick passion.” He shook his head sadly. “You are forgiven for this only once.  My name is Gianni.” He penetrated her mind with his most powerful coercion. “Say my name.”


   “Gianni.”


   “Your life has changed.” He slowly withdrew from her body. “My rules apply to you.” He reassembled her clothes and fastened his pants. “Your life is no longer yours.” After flipping open the car door, he waved grandly at the ancient and stately mansion before her. “I own you.” 


   “And I still do,” Gianni snarled, clenching his fists at his sides.  “I know you are alive, Blythe.  I feel it, and I will bring you home.  For good.”


  


  



   


  Chapter 8


   The following afternoon, Sixten walked the streets of downtown Fort Myers.   Thinking about how much he was going to enjoy killing Ryan, yet how much Blythe would hate him if he went through with it.  Then, the aromatic scent of prey drifted through minutes before three, clean healthy females walked the opposite side of the street.  Sixten inhaled aggressively, scenting deliciously fresh blood.  Ah, they’re so close to me.  His fangs lengthened.  Deadly and dripping wet, they readied to plunge. I need to feed more often.  Of course, he’d tossed up his dinner the night that he scented his exquisite Blythe, and he hadn’t bothered to feed after that.  A problem he was going to rectify shortly.  


   He shifted, transforming himself into an inky shadow that mixed against a chocolate-hewed stucco wall.  After drifting over a darkened side street ignored by the sun, he landed inches behind his targets and reformed himself.  His voice greeted them, richly melodic and heavy with coercion, “Hello, ladies. I would have a word with you.  Now.”


   As they turned to face him, batting their thickly blackened lashes, the trio nervously giggled.  Expected, it was a typical response to his physical appearance.  Mortals and immortals alike took notice, desired him all his life, though he only desired a dark-haired angel with smoky, cognac eyes and a killer body reminiscent of a fifties calendar girl. His close-lipped smile charmed the women into a hidden alleyway, effectively beckoning his enamored prey. 


   Sensing no others around, he struck fast, maybe a little too hard on the first vein, but starvation could do that to a vampire.  One, two, and three, he quickly stepped back, listened to their hearts and knew they would be fine.  With great restraint, he figured he took far less than a pint from each. 


   “You will go to that café and eat.” He pointed across the street. “No alcohol, rest at a table and talk for an hour before driving home.”  Carefully planted, his powerful compulsion demanded compliance from each of their fog-filled minds.  Pulling out a significant bill roll, he slid cash in their awaiting handbags - more than enough to pay for groceries a month or even longer.  “Shoo, run along.”


   After ensuring they safely crossed the quiet street, he brought out a linen handkerchief and wiped the telltale liquid from his strangely conscience-stricken mouth. Why am I paying for food?  Why should I feel guilt?  Retracting his fangs, some strength returned as the warm blood mercifully traveled throughout his body.  Shaking his head in displeasure, he decided that they were terrible, all three.  Too coppery, too pungent, exceptionally healthy but not what he especially wanted.  The third had suffocated him with her perfume, and he figured he’d have to burn his suit.  And that just pissed him off considering how fine he looked in it.  He took in a deep breath thinking she must bathe in the shit, and now Sixten smelled as if he did as well.


   “All finished?”


      “Certainly,” Sixten answered, as his half-brother shifted behind him.  Yes, he was shocked as hell to see Rave after all these years, but he refused to show it. “I can still smell you, whether you’re disguised or not, so will the others.” Rave looked like a college-aged intern, carrying a courier’s bag an actual intern would transport between numerous downtown law offices and the centrally located courthouse.


      “Unless the others are very old and exceptionally close, I’ve nothing to worry about.” Rave was actually grinning, the freak. “Not that I would worry one bit, even if they were hovering right behind me.”


   “You should.  As usual, you’re wanted, brother.” Sixten glared at him furiously, pinpointing him with his ice-green eyes. “Don’t even think of bringing me down with you.”


   “I haven’t seen you in a while,” Rave sighed, tightening his hand on the strap of his leather satchel. “Can’t we visit without proliferating suspicion?”


   Suspicion?  Sixten was way past suspicion, and a private chat with his shifter brother was long overdue.  He just wasn’t in the mood for it right now.


   Sixten paused and studied the women he used. One teetered on her heels before she made it inside the café, so her friend steadied her by the elbow.


   Rave cocked his head and asked, “Were you that hungry?”


   “Yep,” he snapped, placing both hands in his pockets while striding forward on the sidewalk.


   “Forget it; the wobbly one doesn’t look like she eats much anyway.” He laughed while staring at her legs.  “Her ankles are too weak for her skyscraper heels, though they would look sexy wrapped around my neck.”


   Sixten only addressed part of that statement, “We both know I weakened her, but I agree.  Clearly, she doesn’t eat enough.  And one of them ruined my suit with loud perfume.”


   “Testy for someone who just feed,” Rave said, before stepping in front of Sixten. “Hmmm, for once in your existence, did someone turn away your perfection?” Rave laughed with wicked intent.  “I’ve got it.  We will compel her to gain fifty pounds or so.  Then, she won’t be uppity when she’s forced to wear sweats on a permanent basis and must retire her trendy, designer labels.”


   “I wouldn’t even know if she were uppity, since I only said hello before I indulged.” He skirted his brother and kept walking forward.


   Rave inhaled deeply, casting a quizzical eye at Sixten. “I don’t think you indulged at all, but merely fed.”


   Sixten lifted a hand from his pocket, ran it through his too long hair before he adjusted his lapel.  “I do not explain my personal habits to you or anyone.”


   “No explanation necessary, you just had three attractive females in a deserted alley and merely fed.  I bet they didn’t taste right, either.  Answer me,” he demanded.  “Were they delicious?  Savory until you thought you would drink them to death.  Could you barely stop?”


      “Keep your voice down.” He hissed low, “As if you knew anything about blood drinking.” 


    “Not from personal experience.”


    “Then stop embarrassing yourself.”  Sixten reached his father’s office building, stepped in and nodded at the beaming receptionist.  Proceeding to the private elevator, he couldn’t shake off Rave.  “Why are you tailing me?” he asked after the mirrored doors slid shut.


   “Why are you here?”


   “If you must know, my cousin, Devin, was supposed to be here managing things for Dad.  He seems to have disappeared,” he said slowly. “So I’m checking things out.”  A partial truth he was essentially sticking with.

  



   “Word is, you were overseeing things from Dubai quite well.  Now, mysteriously, you’re back in the good old U S of A.” He laughed. “It has nothing to do with a missing cousin.  You run the show from overseas.” Sixten heard the nerves rattling under Rave’s flippant tone, before he continued his excavation. “Funny thing, Six, I went to your house on Captiva Island, before I misted here.  Want to know what I found?”


   “I wished a ravenous gator.” Sixten stepped into the upper corridor, passed his recently hired assistant, and absently nodded before entering his private office.  Loosening his tie and settling into his chair, he flipped his screen and quickly surveyed messages on his laptop. 


   “Really?  One less brother to watch your back, you’d like that.”


   “More like one less brother stabbing me in the back,” Six replied without taking his eyes from the screen.  He nearly shuddered, remembering the day he found out there was something else inside him other than a Species Breed Vampire.  The very same day he met Rave, and things had not gone well since.


   “Harsh,” he barked with more laughter while folding into the adjacent seat. Rave crossed his overpriced boots atop Sixten’s grandfather’s antique desk - really antique. 


    “This desk is priceless.” Sixten admonished, gesturing at his brother’s feet. “Leave.  Go to the beach.  Get some sun.”


   “I found your house empty.” He went back to topic.  “Why aren’t you staying there?”


    Because memories haunt me, but why should you care?  Instead of explaining himself, he squared his shoulders and put his fingers to his keyboard.


     “There are reasons I haven’t visited you lately,” Rave softened his voice. “Too many to count,” he said carefully.  “I’ve heard they may be hunting me through you.”


      “Just the Species and the Weres, but what’s so unnerving about that?” Sixten oozed with open sarcasm.  “It’s just your typical, everyday goings-on, right?” 


     He still didn’t understand how Blythe played out in all of this, though if anyone was introducing her to this depraved, immortal world, it was him.  Maestru was acting cryptically in regards to her, dangling Blythe over Sixten’s head as if he had the upper hand about something.  All to get him back in the Vampyr Vojaks, a lifetime of never-ending battles Sixten didn’t wish to return to - ever. Since he couldn’t pull out any more information from Maestru, short of killing him, the horrifying unknown made his fangs throb in the most malicious way.


     Truth be told, if the Coven Master and his lackeys wanted to live, they’d back away from Blythe, or they would lose their heads by his claws.  Anyone who wanted to play that kind of hard ball with Sixten would easily push him into an unholy alliance with his shifter brother. Yes, it would be an ugly decision that he would only make in order to protect her, but, thankfully, it wasn’t necessary today.  Not when he still had a chance to stop whatever was coming.


                                                                      


    “I’ve sent some feelers out,” Rave droned on. “Their inside-chatter will ensure you aren’t linked to me in any way other than biologically.”


    “I’m not linked to you in any other way,” Sixten said with exasperation.  “You can help me by going away.  I don’t care what your friends try to do for me, it’ll make no difference - probably will hurt me in the end,” he hissed fiercely. “God, I’m still hungry.”


    “I’m sure your trio is still at the café.”


   “Why are you bringing up the human females, which I cannot take another drop from today?”  Sixten kept his eyes on his laptop.  He invented multi-tasking.  With his heightened immortal mind, room after room opened when necessity dictated, and it always did.  Just one of many reasons he was unparalleled and epically known in worldwide trade.  Swiftly typing, he answered all emails with a righteous flourish and contemplated his entire week’s appointments while simultaneously listening to the ranting of an openly planted spy, his very brother.


   “Sex slipped your mind?  You had no desire to have it off with any of them, dismissing a quick afternoon nail?”


   That did it.  Flaring the Species, Sixten bones sharpened.  Cheekbones protruded, as the stormy ice-green bled through the whites of his eyes.  Claws sharpened. Shoulders broadened. Muscles swelled.  Senses tripled, as fangs exploded and draped his lower lip.   “I have a question,” Sixten snarled lethally.


    Rave sprang quickly, standing his ground. Still hiding in the skin of a twenty-year-old college kid, he said, “Ask brother, though prepare for the answer.”


   “Oh, it’s nothing of your sadistic breeding camps that I could give two shits about.  I’m still the same selfish ass, so let’s talk about me.” He cut his eyes over Rave, watching him back up a few steps.  “Blythe.  Our engagement party.  Her matron of honor fucked you.  No doubt, while you paraded as me.”


    “Is that why she left?”


    “I welcomed you into my home, my very life.  I trusted you,” he seethed. “Even though I never trusted another living soul after I left the Vampyr Vojaks’ sanctuary, I still trusted you.  One of the endless regrets I have to live with daily.  Because of my misplaced trust, I lost Blythe forever.”


    “Let’s go to her and I’ll confess,” Rave said as if he didn’t care.


   “Do you realize I told everyone she was drunk that night?  I thought she had to be….  I didn’t figure it out until days later, when I got over the initial shock of her leaving me.  By then, you were long gone.  Weren’t you?”


    Sixten was trying to hold back his Species, a creature who should never stir in the afternoon of any workday around innocent humans.  He flattened both palms on his desk, steadying himself with everything he had in him.  “You knew all along that Blythe left me because of what you did!” He experienced the sudden urge to kill his flesh and blood, a reincarnation of Caine versus Abel. “If you wanted her for yourself, you would have taken Blythe instead of her friend when you shifted into my form.  As far as her friend goes, you didn’t want her at all.” He gave Rave a pitying look. “You just used them to hurt me. Because, once again, I had something that you didn’t: another loving family member.  You only had me, and I wasn’t good enough.  Due to your selfishness, you used two innocent women, one of whom I loved desperately.” All the blinders came off at once.  “What the hell, Rave?  Did you find it funny when she walked out of my door…out of my life?”


    “I came back here to help you.  After all these years, I figured you’d forgotten her by now.”


            “I don’t need your type of help.”  Who knew what a pure blood Habaline was thinking, Sixten’s own other half was crazy scary.  “Stay away from me, you hear?”


   “Should I pay her a visit, maybe ring her phone?  I sense clear obligation, now, to explain what really happened.  I almost feel sorry for Blythe, and that’s saying a lot of me.  My socialization skills are lacking, at least as far as humans are concerned.  Even I can see how cruel I was to your female.”  He added mockingly, “I’m a shifter without honor.”


    Sixten’s claws barely stopped before they pierced his Grandfather’s desk.  Deep calming breaths, he took them.  In and out, negotiating with two halves of a whole, he fought to contain them as his brother goaded their intrinsic behavior.  “I don’t know where Blythe is, and she knows nothing of our kind.  It will stay that way, brother.” Rave would not go near her as long as Sixten breathed.


  “You were marrying her!” Rave looked at him as if he’d lost his mind.  “When were you going to drop that bomb?” 


     “Leave me.”


    “I’m sticking around for a few days.” He said as if the hounds of hell weren’t chasing him in this very city. “Above all, I don’t want the Weres putting the screws to you because they want me.”


     Sixten thought he was going to retch for the second time. “Is that supposed to make me feel all warm and gooey inside?”


    “When I became a man, I put away childish things,” Rave quoted in a booming, masculine voice, then cocked his head and smiled.  “Isn’t that on a bumper sticker somewhere?”


     “I doubt it.”  It suddenly dawned on him, a surefire way to get Rave going on his way. “Did you try to kidnap and then bed Ciaran’s queen?”


   “Where would you hear such a thing?” Rave grinned wickedly. 


   “It’s all over the Captiva Coven.” Apparently, he was proud of it and might stay longer just to brag. “They paint you as a dangerous, breeding rapist.”


    “I’ve never raped.”  Rave went from flippant to indignant with one breath. “Look at me.” Gesturing over his body, he said, “Even in my truest form, I’m glorious. Who can say no to this?  Who would want to?”


    “Rebecca Walker did.”


    “She no longer intrigues me.”


    “All beautiful women intrigue you.”  That was when Sixten’s worries got the best of him, thinking about those what ifs.  What if shifters had imprisoned Blythe in one of Rave’s camps?  What if his very brother had taken her? The shifters would’ve used his Blythe for the singular, sick purpose of reviving a race that should have never walked on this earth to begin with.  “Although, I doubt you were cruel to any female.  Still, you don’t understand the concept of rape, do you?”


    “They were pampered, all of them.”


    “Then I doubt they wanted to leave…”


    Rave cleared his throat, but refused to look guilty.  “We satisfied the females and helped them nurture their young.”


   “Satisfied and nurtured?” he scoffed.  “Well, I heard some male offspring have never even touched another being.  Even though they have grown far past adulthood, at no time have they mated or simply enjoyed the company of another, because you’ve kept them secreted away from any form of a normal social structure.  Your plans are above everything and everyone, aren’t they?” A tight knot formed in his chest.   “Meanwhile, members of your colony are chomping at the bits.  Biding their time, before one of them takes you out, since they all have you to blame for their imprisonment.”


   “The breeding camps were recently overturned in Scotland.” An idle smile hovered over his lips. “You know that.”


   Sixten gave him an ‘ah come on’ look. “Where are the males, Rave?” His brother refused to answer so he continued, “Unfortunately, I understand your logic, and that’s scary in its own right.” He shrugged helplessly. “Maybe the others haven’t figured it out, but I think I have.  Although I’m sure you have some more tucked away somewhere, you’re nervous over the loss of the Scotland females, because your compound is producing all males.” Rave’s smile wobbled as Sixten continued, “And you wouldn’t dare to breed a male offspring who was only half Habaline when you could continue to use your pure blood males for that purpose.  At least, not for a while, right? Not until the purebloods are fighting? After all, when in battle, why take chances on the possibility of weak links?”


    “They are not for you to worry about.”


  Sixten rounded the desk, sad that Rave didn’t refute his incredible claims. “What’s going to happen when they finally escape you?”


      “Enough.”


  “Crazed Habalines that haven’t touched a female, yet their instincts have to be driving them insane.”


  “Enough, I said!”


   However, Sixten was just getting started.  “Do you think they’ll forgive you so easily?” His words nailed Rave with pitiless precision. “Allow you to run free when they can imprison you the same way you imprisoned them? Torture you for centuries without death’s mercy.  Do the words ‘turnabout’ and ‘fair play’ mean anything to you?”


   For the briefest moment, Rave reformed to his true self.  With keen eyes that burned as brightly as a thousand flickering, candle flames.  He looked a little lost when he said, “Life sacrifices for life.  There are always perfect lambs readied for the altar.  If I still had such males, why would they desire independence they’ve never yet tasted, especially when they know nothing of its existence?”


      Sixten laughed harshly and warned him, “Freedom always finds a way, brother.”


  


  



   


   


  Chapter 9


  Blythe was mildly irritated with Sven, which happened daily.   If he hadn’t been pestering her to wax his back, conveniently forgetting that she was merely his bookkeeper, he’d been flirting with every man and woman who graced Sven’s Men and Day Spa since the minute Blythe started working this afternoon.


  He was a total fraud.


  No, it wasn’t the dark roots under his bleach job that made him phony, nor could she blame it on his fake Swedish accent that often wandered into the lands of India and sometimes France. She leaned back in her chair, shaking her head sadly.  Without batting a guilty eyelash, Sven handed his private number to every customer who asked, shamelessly using his good looks to drum up more business. The poor souls never realized they weren’t receiving preferential treatment, and they would find out the hard way that Sven’s heart was at no time involved. He was a pig rolling in mud, and Blythe couldn’t stand his selfish callousness.


  That wasn’t the half of it.  Unfortunate for her, Blythe knew firsthand what Sven’s roaming eyes, fingers, mouth, and hardened body could do in between greeting his customers. In the past, she’d never put up with that kind of crap from any employers.  Times changed.   A desperate perseverance took hold of her, making her choices terribly unfair.  For the sake of her brother and the great need that she had for Sven’s higher than average pay, she marginally tolerated Sven’s gross misconduct and overall creepiness for the past three months she’d worked there.  Thankfully, she’d deftly avoided being alone with him at any given time.


  Blythe had to admit that today was exceptionally rough, since Sven’s mama had taken the day off.  He was walking on air, as if his parents had gone on an extended vacation, leaving his teen self at home and fully in charge. He’d probably down a six-pack later and turn on some porn in the break room just to warm up, or maybe he’d plant a Kama Sutra popup book on her desk when she took her next trip to the bathroom. 


  Nah, she tapped a fingernail on her keyboard, rethinking it.  All that would be too tame for Sven.  He was such a calculating weirdo that she wouldn’t put anything past him.  Blythe never knew what Sven would come up with next, so she was always on her toes.  Unbeknownst to Blythe, she’d inadvertently thrown down the carnal challenge when she originally started her job.  She refused to bend over his desk, and in his supreme arrogance, he couldn’t fathom why.  In the sexual arena of his brain, Sven’s virility rose to the challenge, and every ‘no’ that left her lips incited him even more. Things were starting to get a little desperate on both sides.  With him chasing intently and Blythe running to preserve any aspect of her lost dignity.


  “So, Blythe,” he said, moving in for the kill.  Since he was too close, his minty-fresh breath blew her hair around. “Let’s have an early dinner and catch the new play on Third Street.  It’s opening night,” he continued when she simply stared at him. Without a doubt, he’d just brushed his teeth – maybe threw in some mouthwash, hoping he’d shove his tongue down her throat. “I’ll buy you a shimmering dress that’ll slide over your amazing curves like water.  That boutique across the street has a marvelous silver gown in the window.”  She was still staring.  “Every man in the theater will hate my guts when I walk in with you on my arm wearing that.” 


  He was just too flattering.  “Well, Sven, even though it’s every girl’s dream to be a shimmering adornment on a successful man’s arm, unfortunately, after I leave here, piles of paperwork are waiting for me at INKS.  Then, I have to put in some time at Six Feet Under.” She clenched her fists in her lap. “I took yesterday off, catching up is necessary.” Because she didn’t have time to be sick. “Thanks for thinking of me.” When you were only thinking of yourself, she mentally chided. 


  “At least, let me take you out to an early dinner.  Trixie says you love that French bistro around the corner.”


  Thanks, Trixie. “Not tonight, Sven, but I appreciate the offer.” 


  While leaning over her chair, he gave her the same weary sigh that she heard from Ryan countless times. I’m weary, too, Sven.  Bracing a hand on each armrest, he corralled her. “You’re not going to give me a snowball’s chance in hell, are you?”


  Her skirt was riding up her thighs, so she squeezed her knees together to ward off any undue attention in that area.  “We work together.” She eased her butt to the edge, prepared to make a ‘drop and roll’ over the side of her chair.  “Keeping a professional distance would be a lot harder after giving in to crazy impulses.”  I have to keep this job.  She adopted her best forlorn expression as she continued, “So… I’ll try to stop ogling you all the time.” She followed a dramatic wince with the saddest smile she could muster on such short notice.  “And you pretend I’m another hard-working employee like Trixie…or even your mom.”  She knew he was smarter than this.  But as far as Sven’s overinflated ego went, it always needed a good stroking.   


  “Only because you work for me,” he said while eyeing her shrewdly, “is that it?” 


  She had a feeling she’d made things worse, so she lost all sense of reasoning and used Ryan ruthlessly.  “That and Ryan.”   She inwardly groaned.  It would be all over the club in ten minutes flat.


  “Ryan?” Sven had the nerve to laugh at her.  “Earlier, I distinctly overheard him asking Dakota to a rival bar that he wanted to check out on Saturday night.”


  “He does that from time to time.”


  “You didn’t see the way he was rubbing up against her.”  The corner of his lip curled like a snake.


  “I trust him.”


  “Because you’re just friends and everyone knows it.”


  “We can just be friends, too, if you put your mind to it,” she almost pleaded.


  “No one understands why you live in a hovel over the club when you can have so much more.” He had the nerve to sniff her hair.


  Oh, everyone had offers of ‘so much more’ as long as she raised tail for payment. “I have obligations and I’m grateful to have the hovel.”


  “I can give you more.” 


  That broken record was the typical, horny, self-indulged rich man’s mantra. She straightened her spine at the carefully worded insult.  Blythe decided on the high road long ago, at least as close as she could get to it.  Although she had a physicality men adored and a pitiful bank account that could use a decent deposit, she was no man’s whore. 


  Sven had other thoughts, though. His hand brazenly moved to her knee, squeezing the painful knot that had formed mid-morning after a strange encounter with a crate full of gourmet chocolate. She’d found a year’s supply of the best confections money could buy parked in front of her apartment door and tripped over it like a gawking idiot.  Logic said she’d be foolish to think that they were from Ryan. 


  Sven had taken her silence as an invitation to close in on her lips. But God, in his infinite wisdom, took the time to intervene.  The door chimed and Trixie was still on break.  Meaning Mr. Sexy And He Knew It had to put on the charm with someone other than her.  “Don’t go anywhere, Blythe,” he warned.   “We’re going to work this out.”


  What an ass-hat. Work what out?  She rubbed her sore knee and wished just one pair of pants had been washed so she didn’t have to wear a skirt around Sven.  On top of that, she’d eaten so much chocolate for lunch, she’d was experiencing scary bouts of tachycardia even now, and Sven’s annoying machineguns didn’t help any.


  Then she heard his voice.


  “I may be a bit early, but she’s expecting me.”


  As if.  She shot out of her chair to duck in the bathroom, but Sven was too fast.  He came around her partition and pulled her reluctant body forward. “Ah, here she is.” His accent was soaring over the lands of Malaysia, which meant Sven was highly pissed. “You should have told me you had a dinner date to begin with, Ms. Giarrusso.”


  She wanted to disagree, but her brain kicked in at the last second.  Blythe could use Sixten for the greater good.  “I was so engrossed in work, it slipped my mind.” She smiled sweetly.  “Sixten is always too early, or much, much too late.”  Sixten’s eyes narrowed a fraction when she stared up at him.  “Trixie isn’t back yet, so I have to man the phones, Six.”


  He played right along, releasing a dazzling smile, which displayed two perfect dimples anyone could get lost in for a while…or forever.  “Then a kiss, angel, to hold me over while I wait.”


  He curled his strong hand around her wrist, reminding Blythe of the difference in their sizes, and pulled her flush against him. Taking advantage of her circumstances was what Sixten was all about, so it was payback time.  She discreetly pinched his side as hard as she could when his soft mouth closed over hers, but Sixten didn’t have the decency to flinch. 


  Then, her toes curled without warning. 


  When her lips parted on a surprised gasp, he moved in for the kill, sliding his expert tongue over hers in a worshiping, systematic rhythm that spoke of bad, bad things. The kind of things she shouldn’t revisit. The kind of things she remembered about him in the middle of the night when she woke up in her bed all alone. 


  But they weren’t alone now.  Sven grumbled, “I’m outta here, and so are you.  Go eat your early dinner.”


  Heat pushed its way to Blythe’s cheeks.  Embarrassment was never easy for her to hide, even with her deep skin tone.  “Are you sure, Sven?”  She stared at Sixten’s chest, subtly trying to wrench her arm free, but he held firm.


  “Sure am,” Sven huffed.  “I’ll get our hydrotherapist to play receptionist while Trixie’s gone, and I’ll see you…tomorrow.”


  “Tomorrow?”


  “Tonight, you have to hit INKS as well as the bar, right?”


  “Yeah, I do.”


  “Then I’ll see you tomorrow, Blythe.”  He stomped to his office and slammed the door.


  “Hydrotherapist?”  Ice-green eyes burning with shocking possessiveness stared down at her.


  “If you have to ask”- she had to look away – “you don’t wanna know.” Blythe marched back to her cubicle, grabbed her purse, and prayed she could get away from him and hit INKS early.


  The clouds moved over the afternoon sun, cooling the sidewalk enough to make an early-evening stroll bearable. Still, a trickle of perspiration slid between her breasts, and she fought like mad to ignore it.  Leave it to Sixten Kovac’s kiss to break her out in sweats. 


  They’d walked away from the spa, going past several shops until they reached the corner.  People openly stared.  They had always made a striking couple, and human nature often orbited around the pretty.  But Blythe knew firsthand what kind of trouble her above-average appearance could garner, and that wasn’t pretty in the least.


  A car nearly rear-ended another when its driver wolf-called her, instead of keeping his eyes on the road.  Sixten shot him a murderous glare and muttered tightly, “Aren’t you the fantasy girl?”


  “Six, we’ve walked far enough.” She stopped, ignoring the men elbowing one another as they walked by. “Sven has better things to do than spy on us.”  Or so she hoped, but she wouldn’t bet on it.


  He placed his hand on the small of her back and ushered her in the direction of Maxxi.  “Is this the bistro you frequent?”


      When someone else insisted on paying, she thought, since she didn’t have a dime to drop in this place.  “I only left with you to get away from Sven.  You understand that.  Just like you know I don’t wish to eat with you.”


      “If wishes were chocolate…”


      “They would be at my front door,” she groaned.  “I’m injured because you wanted to be Mr. Wonka.” She pointed to her knee.  


      “I could kiss that.” He wasn’t looking at her knee at all.  He stared at her chest until her nipples pebbled under his relentless scrutiny. “Starting from the top of your head….  Retract that.” He deliberately slid his pink tongue over his bottom lip. “I’d start with those two” – he spoke to her breasts – “and work my way down…and back up again…and right back down again.  Damn, I could do that all night.  Wanna give it a go?”


      “Ryan wouldn’t be happy to hear you say that, or to find out how you attempted to corral me into dinner,” she said, trying to appear indignant while tapping a pink, peep-toe pump on the sidewalk. They both knew he hadn’t pressured Blythe, but he had the grace not to refute her.


      Like an idiot, she wanted to close her eyes and kiss him.  Step back in time on one of the better days…


  A strange wind blew through and their eyes simultaneously fixated across the street on the river. Without the sun’s brilliance, it just sloshed around like dirty, gray bathwater.  They were supposed to get married there, on the banks of the Caloosahatchee, followed by a lavish reception at a historical home one block over.  When Sixten turned his angelic face back to her, she knew he was remembering the same thing.


  Then, his eyes tightened, and he had the nerve to shoot green icicles at her. “The ‘Ryan bit’ is getting a little old, angel.  Perhaps you should come up with some new lines, since we know you don’t have a serious relationship with him.  Oh”- he snapped his long, eloquent fingers -“I’ve got just the thing.” He snatched her hand and brought her fingertips to his lips. “Lick me everywhere, Six.” He whispered while nipping her index finger roughly. “You know the way I like it,” he said in perfect falsetto, mimicking her husky voice.


      “What’s gotten into you?” She pulled her hand back, glancing around to see if anyone had noticed.  Somehow, without realizing it, he’d backed her into an empty alley next to a vacated store.


      He glared at her throat for a long moment, before he said, “Oh, I don’t know.  What’s gotten into Ryan, or Sven, or the man swerving his car off the road in a near miss with a minivan full of soccer kids?  How about the guys skirting us on the sidewalk, hoping I would take off so they could have at you?”


      “Stop.”


      “You stop.”


      “It’s not your concern now.” 


      “I want it to be.”


      “I’m not yours anymore.”


      “That fact doesn’t stop the jealousy, Blythe.” His eyes were truly haunted. “It never goes away.”


      But his love had.  “Maybe you should catch me in bed with another man and then you’ll quickly get over it.” Take that lover boy.


      “Since, you speak from experience.”


      Blythe white-knuckled her purse and watched everything blur.  Much too late, she realized she must have been crying all along. She could blame it on Tony’s illness, her most-recent attack from Sven the shark, her exhaustion from her own sickness, or she could accept the truth.  No matter how hard she tried, Blythe never stopped loving the faithless, beautiful man who stood towering over her. 


  She dabbed her eyes with the back of her hand.  Makeup was at a minimum today, but she had on mascara and it wasn’t waterproof.  “Why the chocolate?”


  “’Cause he wouldn’t buy you any.”


  That’s right, she realized.  Ryan refused to buy the candy bar hidden beneath the cucumbers in their shopping cart, even though she’d fiercely threatened him. “Yours were from Italy.”


  “Your favorites, I remember them all,” he said wistfully.  “Especially the chocolate dipped hazelnuts you sneaked into the movie theater on occasion.  You know, the ones wrapped in silver.”


  “I had them for breakfast, thank you.” She worked a mental wrench around her pipes, and successfully closed off her tears.   She stood wondering when her erratic emotions would ever go away and leave behind simple peace instead.


  “If you won’t have dinner with me tonight, then I want you to have breakfast with me tomorrow.”


  She knew he wasn’t referring to a date, and his wicked gleam snapped her back to reality.  “I’m not sleeping with you again.  Ever. I think I made that point quite clear when I returned your engagement ring.  I didn’t look back then, and I’m not going back now.” Oh, she’d looked back every day, but he didn’t need to know that.


  “Then let’s move forward.”


  “That only works in bad movies.”


  Something flashed behind his eyes.  A look that said he was upping the game, but she didn’t know what that particular game was. “I’m still not giving up, Blythe.”


  “Work on it.” A chill went down her spine. “If you stay away, it’ll get easier.” For both of us.


  He shook his head no.  “Every year I fought to stay away from you.  But, as you know, on your birthday, it was impossible.”


  “Yes, I was there on all those birthdays.”  Thanks for nothing.


  “Since… I proposed on that particular day…” He trailed off recalling the past, before he boldly declared, “You’re the most important thing I’ve ever had, and this time, I refuse to let you go.”


   “I’m sorry.” She squared her shoulders.  “That’s not gonna work for me.  If, at any time, I was that important to you, you would’ve opened your zipper for me only.”  Crude, though by the twisted look on his face, she had made her point. 


    Then, that look transformed into something alarming. His pale eyes flared as they moved over her face, across her throat, and wandered down her curves with possessiveness emanating from every pore of his body.   Oddly enough, Blythe could feel the strength of his need, and it was frightening.


  She took a step back.


      He took one forward. 


  Another step back and he caged her against the wall within the steel of his arms.  “Don’t,” she said. The single word came out throaty, and she hated him for that.


      Her lips burned with the brush of his, and she hated him even more for turning her body into a hot mess that didn’t care how tortured her heart was.  Her knees buckled and he caught her with one arm around the small of her back, bringing her tightly against his chest. “Don’t,” she repeated when he slid his whiskered chin across her jawline and suckled her earlobe.  


      “I want to,” he whispered against her throat.


      He stole her very breath, making her want things that she shouldn’t want.  Things she’d convinced herself had never happened to begin with.  She was going to drown.  Drown in the irrevocable hell he would place her in again when he took another stomp across her heart.  “I hate you,” she tried to say it convincingly, though they both knew it was a lie.  He’d taken everything else, but she needed her pride back.


   “Liar.”


   “When I look at you, I’m disgusted,” Blythe gritted, pushing fists against his chest and fighting for her personal space. 


    His lips touched her ear. “Don’t hold back.” He moved his hand lower, a single ripple that ended with him cupping her bottom.


  She wiggled to free herself, but he tightened on her and groaned loudly while using his hand to grind her against his hardened length.  His movements were so sure and knowledgeable, as if he’d never spent a day away from her body. “I loathe your touch.”  It had been so long since she sated her needs, she was afraid she’d climax on the spot.


  He knew it, too.  Sixten’s breathing picked up, nearly as ragged as hers.  He dipped his head, murmuring through her blouse against her hardened nipple, “You need my touch.”  And he bit it ever-so-lightly while her heart pounded in anticipation of what was about to come.


       Her fingers opened from their fists and, embarrassingly enough, she clawed him closer. “Whatever you’re doing, whatever this is…undo it.”


      “It’s a done deal.” Faster and harder, he stroked her through their clothes. “I have to make you come….have to.”


      “Uh,” she couldn’t finish her comeback for lack of coherent thought.


  His other hand left the wall, sliding around her breast and twirling the opposite nipple between his thumb and fingers while he continued tormenting the other with his mouth.  All the while, his right arm worked her against his stiff cock until sparks flared behind her eyelids. 


  The friction licked fire along her skin until her breath stilled.  Close, closer, closing in on her, and she shuddered against him with a shocking intensity she’d only known with one man. She roared with her body.


  Sixten cut her off, crushing his mouth to hers until she thought they suddenly shared the same body.  Her head spun from aftershocks, and her mind fought for the control it had lost.  And when she spoke with a hoarseness that told of a screaming orgasm, her face flamed with mortifying shame.  She bit his lip, gently but successfully stopping him.


  He leaned back, eyes heating with dark sensuality, as though he’d mistaken her bite for naughty foreplay.  After blinking them a few times, he realized the push-off, and then they took on a pleading intensity.  She shook her head and watched as they quickly turned into an empty sadness.  “Don’t look at me that way,” she said restlessly.


     “You belong to me and me alone.”  


     “You can’t really believe that.”


     “Only your pride is keeping us apart.”


  She dropped her hands from his chest and realized he just didn’t understand.  “It was pride for the first few hours after our break-up.  You know, while I was still in shock.” She leaned back against the rough brick, sacrificing a decent blouse on its sharp edges, but she didn’t care.  “After that, it was survival, getting over the pain of losing you.  Or, maybe,” she said, lifting her hands helplessly, “grasping the fact that I never had you to begin with.”


      “That’s not true.”


  “It is,” she said softly.  “So long ago, I thought you were flawless, did everything right.  For a while, I thought I was crazy, but now, I recognize the whole thing as youthful ignorance.  At least I pretend it’s that.” She nodded and closed her eyes. “Without a doubt, I loved you with a strange desperation.  I wanted you more than anyone should want anything.  The lies, the hurt you put on me nearly brought me to my knees.” She flicked them open. “No, I take that back.” She stared him down. “Clearly, you brought me to my knees.  But I’m not there anymore.  I’m no longer down while looking up at you.” Blythe’s body was still struggling with aftershocks. She couldn’t explain how their recent intimacy just happened and she refused to try.  Of course, it had been so long since she’d been with anyone, and her body was needy.  “I don’t understand what just happened here, I really don’t.” She said determinedly, “But I do know it won’t happen again.”


  He gave her a look that said she was gravely mistaken, but instead asked, “Then what am I supposed to do?”


  “The same thing I did, Six,” Blythe said with genuine conviction.  “Grow up.”


  


  



   


  Chapter 10


  Sixten’s frown deepened while going through the many scenarios he’d pictured for his outing with Blythe.  None of them ended with him leaving her at a questionable tattoo parlor.  She’d proceeded as if it were old hat to sit with testosterone-laden males who were getting everything pierced and inked while licking the very floors she walked upon.  He wasn’t happy about that one bit, and her days working there were numbered.  Sixten had barely left INKS without breaking a few legs, and he couldn’t imagine what she dealt with at the Goth club, Six Feet Under. 


  The permanent hard-on she’d left him with had wilted on first sight of more competition for her favor.  Most of his rivals were immortal, though Blythe didn’t have a clue, and his mouth had tasted something bitter.  Of course, that could just be his conscious talking.  Sixten used a lot of miasma on Blythe to shield them in the alley and take advantage of their much needed alone time.  After using both his sides, the Habaline and the Species, he’d brought her to a rocking climax that gifted him with the sweetest scent of her arousal.  And the best part?  From her smell, he knew she hadn’t been with Ryan at all.  In fact, he doubted she’d been with a male in months…maybe longer.


  He wanted to rub her scent all over himself.  Wash his body with every aromatic essence she released and smell it on his skin night and day. He inhaled deeply.  She still lingered around him with the feminine warmth that would’ve opened beautifully for him…over and over again. She had a body that literally stopped traffic, even today.  And he wanted it back.  He wanted all of her back, especially her heart. 


  He was trying to settle himself down with some deep breathing exercises, like ones the humans used.  In and out.  In and out.  Fort Myers didn’t need a killer vampire on the loose, and right now; he wanted to take out every male within a hundred-mile  radius of her – immortal or not.   But when it came to Blythe, what else was new? 


  Sixten released a half groan and gripped the edge of a wooden picnic table in an attempt to steady the impulses pounding through him.  He knew he couldn’t return tonight and snatch her up, knowing she’d only cede under compulsion.   Whichever way he looked at it, she needed more time, or he’d have to enthrall her.  He only hoped that he still had a chance to move things along naturally, albeit quickly. Tonight, she came apart in his arms, trusting him the way lovers do:  For him to catch her when she fell, holding her until she put herself back together.


  Still, there was no denying that his slimy shifter half deigned for the power found in ultimate possession. Since the Habalines arrived on Earth, they’d shamelessly overpowered what they wanted, which included females.  Just took them wherever they stood, wherever they were, selfishly hunting without any regards to others. 


      Shifters slung women over their shoulders, willing or unwilling, like the Neanderthals of long ago.  Since, in Habalines’ minds, they were absolved of any wrongdoing if they provided the women luxurious livability that was far better than anything they had before.  What did shifters expect in return?  Just mating.   Serious, nonstop sex-o-thons where any given female would refuse to return to her old life afterwards, since mating was simply that good.


  Sadly enough, there were times that Sixten couldn’t blame the Habalines whatsoever. Their blood rushed his veins, and their inherent impulses threaded through his mind with astounding logic.  He’d felt that solid aptitude when Blythe had shut him down in the alley, and he’d fought vehemently not to change her mind the way shifters naturally do. 


  A cracking sound snapped him out of his lascivious thoughts just as dull splinters shoved themselves inside his skin.  He should’ve taken care with the table top and not destroyed it, yet he welcomed the pain.  At least, it was distracting him from something he really shouldn’t do.  “Ah, but I want to.”


  Kash misted in right on time and dropped an orange and black plastic bag on Sixten’s lap.   Frowning faintly as he sat down at the wobbly picnic table on the edges of Centennial Park.  Sixten rummaged through the bag and grinned like a five year old on Christmas morning.  “A gift for me?”


  “I tailed Anthony Giarrusso most of my day off, so you owe me…again.” Tight lines stretched across Kash’s otherwise perfect face as he muttered, “Do you know how demeaning it is for a vampire of my station to shop at Spooky’s Halloween Superstore?”


  “I’ll admit I’ve never frequented that particular establishment,” Sixten answered in his best haughty tone, “but the drycleaners ruined my favorite cowl, and desperate times call for…”


      Kash cut him off, “Did you know he actually works there?”


  “No shit.” Sixten laughed evilly as he snapped off the plastic fangs attached to the neck of a chintzy, black cape.  “Damn, let’s hope I never need dentures.”  He clapped them between his fingers to the intricate beat of an age-old Spanish flamenco. “I would starve.”


  “After staying there so long, I had to buy something,” he said irritably.  “Humans are so suspicious.”


  “Kash, you’re beautiful and scary.  Humans love beautiful, but they don’t ‘do’ scary well.”  Sixten ducked his head in the bag. “Where’s the black spray for your hair?”


  “And waste more money on their stereotypical bullshit?”  Kash stared at him blankly.


  “I know, but the spray’s so campy.”


  “Like all vampire-inspired puppets on public television.” He looked to the sky.  “Darkness thickens. Anthony should be home unless he stopped somewhere.”


  “You have his address?” Sixten curled his brow at Kash’s anxiousness.


  “Strangely enough, he’s on Captiva,” he said uneasily.  “I checked out the perimeter of his house before I came here.  Like I said, he should be home by now if he didn’t stop anywhere.”


  “And your radar is going off.” Sixten smiled dangerously, showing the bone-colored tips of his fangs.  “You think little Anthony has a big secret.”


  “Maybe,” Kash answered, “but if that’s true, we’ll have more questions than answers before the sun rises.”


  “Just like the old days.”  Sixten wagged his blond brows. “Let’s go have some good, clean fun.”


  Six followed Kash and they misted near a half-built mansion on Captiva Island.  After the economy took a nose-dive, many lost their shirts and couldn’t finish building their dream homes. A few of those abandoned homes were sprinkled between Captiva and Sanibel, but not many.  “Are you sure this is the address?”


  “Sure am.” Kash stepped over a broken cinder block hidden inside a thicket of weeds. “I hear a human heartbeat.”


  Sixten inhaled deeply and shook his head. “Male.”


  “His car isn’t here,” he said with a trace of uneasiness “If you mist inside and that’s not Blythe’s brother, someone’s gonna die of a heart attack when he gets a load of you in all your vampiric glory.” 


      Sixten had released the Species, deciding to scare the hell out of Anthony for treating Blythe so badly.  His irises bled through, erasing the whites of his eyes, his bones sharpened, his fangs were in another zip code altogether and his body was prime and sublime – as usual.  Just a minor backtrack to appease Kash’s nervousness, he threw on the silly cape to offset the Species cruel features. “Then, let’s lighten the mood some.”


      “All those years ago when people told me you were crazy, I really should’ve listened.”


      “I swear you’re on your period, Kash.  Rag, bitch, moan, rag, bitch moan,” Sixten laughed while pulling out a black ski mask for his friend.  “I brought this from home, hope if fits.”


      “I can’t believe you’re wearing that cape.” Kash shook his spikey hair around before slipping on the mask.  His lavender eyes flashed hotly inside the mask’s eyeholes. “What’s the point of this? He’s human, so I’ll just wipe his brain if he catches me.”


      “It’s just not the same as getting away with something, though.” Sixten smiled wickedly. “As children, neither of us was allowed out on Halloween.  Let’s just call this payback time to the humans that stole our fun.” He ran his hand over his hair, shifting his flaxen locks into something off a breakfast cereal box or a sixties sitcom. 


  “A widow’s peak, Six?”


      “Just call me little Eddie.” He cocked his head. “Tell me it’s not hot, and I’ll tone it back down.”


      Instead, Kash misted to the grey structure and Sixten followed. His words hit the sultry breeze, twirling around the dilapidated house, “Ah, Anthony, ready or not, here I come.”


      “What the hell?”


      “Trick or treat,” Sixten hissed like a thousand rattlesnakes spitting at once.  Plaster shook from the ceiling, and some pieces stuck to Anthony’s horrified face. He lifted him by the neck with one hand.  Blythe’s brother was quickly turning the color of eggplant so fun times were going to be brief. “I heard you had cancer.”  He protracted his fangs even more, ensuring they had an abundance of dripping salvia for the freaky effect.


      “Oh, shit, Sixten?”


      Sixten shook him furiously, snarling a breath away from his face, “Did your yearly allowance pay your medical bills?”  He inhaled sharply at his jugular.  “You couldn’t wait for my next wire transfer so you sent your sweet sister to live in a dump above a bar while she worked three jobs.  Curious, though, you always had my number if you needed more funds, right?  Or was there a particular reason you didn’t use it?”


      “Lost it,” he sputtered and wheezed.


      “Hard to breathe?” Sixten dropped him on the bare concrete without preamble. Tony rubbed his swollen throat and didn’t bother standing, he knew he’d just get knocked down again. “Funny how my appearance doesn’t shock you, nor do my chompers.” He snapped them as loud as a lion’s roar just to make his point.


      “I didn’t know you were one of them.” He lifted shaking hands. “I’ve been trying to get her away from your type.”


      Sixten suddenly straddled him, tightening his hand on the back of Anthony’s nape while smiling down with deadly intent.  “It’s dinner time.”


      “NO!”


      “Don’t you know it turns me on when my victims resist,” he said silkily, “not to mention that it spices up the blood? My sick libido at its worst, it’s a hard thing to fight, Tony.” He hissed again, the slow panting sound his vampire side made when it was about to strike.  And he did.  It wasn’t a lover’s strike, or even a bite carefully placed to cause the least amount of damage.  It was one Sixten wanted Anthony to see in the mirror when he woke up in the morning. He swallowed at his throat, taking his time as Blythe’s brother struggled under his insistent hold.  After a half pint, he released him, licking his pinpricks closed even though he wanted nothing more than to let him bleed-out. But wouldn’t Blythe get pissy about that?


  “Well, I can’t concur with your medical team.” He smacked his lips in delectation.  “Tony, my man, you’ve been healed.” Sixten slapped his palm on his forehead but didn’t laugh.  “Tell me why you’re working your sister to death and stealing the money that I’ve provided for her generous care for the past eight years, all while not paying a dime to rent or any mortgage.” He clucked his tongue. “You’re obviously going for squatter’s rights in this lovely home away from home.”  


      “Please, get off me.”


      “Gladly,” Sixten agreed, misting four feet back and leaving Anthony to stare in shocked amazement.


      “I feel dizzy.”


      “You idiot, I hardly touched you.” He continued with a bored tone, “Now speak before I show you my dark side.”


      “Or mine,” Kash glided in with his mask in place. “I found this.” He pitched a computer hard drive to Sixten.  “I plugged it in his laptop while I was upstairs.”  He turned his head to Anthony and shook his head sadly.  “His password is fangs.”


      “To think, I just called him an idiot, yet I’m clearly mistaken.”  He waggled the hard drive between his long fingers. “What’s this?” 


      “Pictures of beautiful women, including his sister - Blythe,” Kash answered.  A howl of rage echoed the empty house, releasing more plaster as the walls vibrated. Before Sixten went for Anthony’s throat again, Kash moved in quickly and pulled him off.  “Not those kinds of pics, Six, calm yourself.  Oddly, they’re just headshots.”


      “What the fuck are you up to, Tony?”  Sixten ripped off his cape and returned his hair to normal, but the Species stayed front and center.  “I repeat.  You know about our kind, you are sucking money out of your sister when I pay you to keep her in luxury, and you live here rent-free.  Confess.”


      Kash reached behind him and threw several blocks of money onto the floor between Sixten and Anthony.  “There’s more upstairs.”


      “That’s got to be at least…”


      “A hundred grand.” Kash was baffled.


      “And you’re saying there’s more.”


      “Loads.”


      “I’m waiting on your little revelation, Anthony,” Sixten lowered his voice a menacing octave.  “Since you know who you’re dealing with, it’s not hard to figure out what we can do to you, while leaving no evidence after we’re done.”


      “You wouldn’t do that to my sister.”


      “Tony, in all my years, I’ve never come across such a worthless fool,” he enunciated every word, staring at him as if he’d lost his mind. “She wouldn’t know I did it, douche.”


      “She would grieve me.”


      “Not for long.  At this point, you’re simply baggage.  The kind lost at the airport, which no one bothers claiming because they don’t give a shit over something they don’t really miss.”


      “I’m glad she dumped you.”


      “Are you now?”


      “She deserves better than you.”


      “Broken record - new day.” He aimed his index finger towards Anthony.  “I have news for you, brother of the year, Blythe deserves better than you.”


      “Off topic,” Kash interrupted.


  Sixten knew Kash was right, but some things needed saying - no matter the situation.  “You are going to stay away from Blythe.  Do you understand?” He got right back on top of Anthony, seething with barely leashed rage.  “She will not be brought into any shady shit where you’re concerned.  Shake your head yes if you can hear me.” Since Sixten had him by the throat, Anthony couldn’t speak and barely could nod.  But he did.  “Now, that’s a good boy.  This is your last chance to come clean, before three take a walk but only two will return.”


   Right as Sixten released him, Anthony pleaded, “You’re bringing attention to this place, and if there ever was a time you truly loved my sister” - he stopped to stifle a cough and rubbed his throat - “you’d leave…before she’s lost to them…for good.”


  Icy fingers climbed Sixten’s spine. “What are you babbling about?”


  Anthony trembled, crab walking backwards since his legs wouldn’t hold him upright. Sixten took the opportunity to kick him in the ribs and slow him down… and because it felt really good to do it.  “Answer me!   What them are you talking about?”


      “She doesn’t know it, but she’s, uh, part other.” He clutched his middle and winced at the sharp pain. 


      “Part other?”  The players were moving around on the field and Sixten didn’t have the home advantage.


      “I’m protecting her,” Anthony squeaked.


      “The money, what’s with the money?” Kash interjected in a low methodical voice.  “Things don’t line up with me, pal.” He leaned down and placed his face in Anthony’s pain-stricken one. “In our world, if you’re protecting someone, you pay, not the other way around.”


      Sixten toed a booted foot on Anthony’s knee and stilled his feeble attempts at escape.  “And you’re definitely in our world.” He knew he wouldn’t get any answers that would help Blythe without a little more pain-induced persuasion, so he slammed his foot down until he heard a sickening crunch.  One that had Anthony screaming to every Saint he could name.  “Don’t play in our sand box, Anthony,” Sixten hissed.  “Our kind doesn’t like to be double-crossed by a mere mortal.  And if Blythe needs the protection you speak of, you should have come to me long ago.  I protect what is mine.”


      Sixten smelled them at the same time his friend did.


      “Full-blooded shifters!” yelled Kash, reaching for a sawed-off inside his leather duster.  He brought out the weapon as a bony hand immerged from a solid, concrete wall.  More and more pushed through, long nails scratching the coarse surface as they pressed themselves inside the house. 


  Anthony bellowed, inching off slowly since his injuries were hindering. Sixten lunged in order to mist him away. Kash lifted his gun and shot the first shifter, then the second, but he was too late to hit the monster who plowed through the side.  Its empty, glazed eyes fixated on Blythe’s brother before it twisted its incandescent arm, shaping it into an overgrown icicle and driving it through Anthony’s skull.  All the while, with the exception of a mass overspray of blood, it easily missed Sixten. 


  Sixten dropped Anthony’s lifeless body to clear his vision. After quickly wiping the blood from his eyes, he toppled Kash, steering his gun in the opposite direction, away from the creature. “It’s pointless,” he thundered, “Mist to the sanctuary.   I don’t feel like picking your brains from my hair, too.  Anthony’s is enough.” More arms pushed through the walls before sunken faces turned their eye sockets on them.  “Go, Kash!”


  After Kash disappeared, Sixten spun around to face the big one.  “Why’d you shut him up?” he questioned, gesturing in the direction of Anthony’s gory remains.


  The creature immediately transformed into pure, male beauty.  A breathtaking man resembling a human in many ways, but he was too stunning to be categorized as such. Sixten recognized it as its truest form. The others followed suit, leaving their zombie-like forms to resemble gods strolling the earth. Mortals could hardly look upon them in their truest form, some immortals as well.  Their incandescent eyes conveyed a thousand sunsets, lighting up Anthony’s humble abode until it glittered like Christmas Mass in the Sistine Chapel. 


  “There’s not much worse you can do than killing my mate’s brother,” he said carefully, though honestly, Anthony’s death didn’t disturb him the way it should have.  Not to mention, he needed answers, which the Habalines had now shot to hell.  “How am I supposed to explain this?”


  “You have a chosen mate?”


  Sixten didn’t personally recognize any of them.  But he directed all comments to the one that killed Anthony.  Figuring him to be the leader of this particular killing spree, at least, he earned the right during the horrific showdown.  “Yes, I have a mate.”


  The Habaline leaned down and rubbed his hand across Anthony’s brutalized body.  “He paid for his mistake.”


  Well, hell.  “For opening his mouth to me,” Sixten replied.


  “That is so.”


  The creature arose, walking to him until they were toe-to-toe, but Sixten refused to mist away without pinpointing the reason behind what had just happened.  “Are you going to show me more of what you’ve got, or have we finished playing?”


  “Brother of Rave.”


  “Some days, yeah, I claim him.” he said, “Most days, not so much.”


  “We want you.”  It tilted its head, braided locks adorned with beads clicked around his bare shoulders, mirroring the flickering lights from many surrounding inhuman and highly intelligent eyes.


  Sixten laughed. “Stand in a very long line.”  It coiled its lip at his response.  Sixten assumed it was a sneer, but the Habaline was too stunning to pull off a simple, human mannerism such as repugnance.


  “You stand by the vampires, then.”


  “I’m pretty much just standing, right now.  You hate them.  They hate you.  I’m tossed in the middle, repeatedly.  I walked away years ago.  So sick of everyone’s shit that I nearly lost my mind, but here we are again - same problems on a new day.”


  “Our numbers have grown since you were officially Vojak.”


  “There is that.”  Sixten didn’t care for the fact they were keeping up with his career.


  “We will reestablish our numbers into citizens who will rival vampires and Weres, blending flawlessly into mortal society.”  His voice lost its melodious edge, sounding more mechanical as though programed to repeat an age-old, relentless chant.


  “What scientific progress has ever run flawlessly?” Sixten asked. “What evolvement has no growing pains? From a Habaline’s perspective, what amounts to insignificant occurrences, more often than not, brings devastation among fellow species – mortals most of all.” He threw his palms up. “But what do I know?”


  “I understand you still are not with your vampire brethren in an official capacity, evidently you are discouraged with the part that splits your whole to half.”


  “I’m sickened,” he said morosely, trying to get the monster back on track. “I have to tell my chosen mate her sibling is dead.”


  “I had no choice.”


  “That’s the very reason I can never side with you.” He thrust both hands through his hair, fighting not to tear it out.  “Habalines don’t work around or solve problems when they can easily plow through them. They smell weak blood and it’s ‘fuck the world’, yeah?” He stepped back.  “Sure, I’m half you.  I feel what crawls through my body daily.  I fight its presence hour by hour since there’s nothing palatable to embrace.   This race,” he said, circling his finger between them, “has a long way to go before its superiors unlock those rattling cages you think are well hidden.” He started dissolving, misting away as his words circled the air. “And if you hurry your younglings along, my ancient brother, you will bring down the human society you crave way too much to begin with.”


  


  



   


  Chapter 11


  “Get lost, Six.” 


  “Your crew at INKS said she was here.  I can’t smell her.” His irises flared. “Where’s Blythe?” He leaned over Ryan’s desk, staring him down while radiating power the younger vampire had no problem understanding: He was about to get his ass handed to him if he refused to cooperate.  Persuasive tactics were Sixten’s specialty and no one would be the wiser.


  Thick walls muffling club sounds surrounded Ryan’s private office, and everyone knew thick walls worked two ways. No one would hear Ryan’s pleas for help or resounding screams of agony.  But he would try something simple first, Blythe was going to be upset enough about her idiot brother dying. “You’re young.  You have a hefty mortgage on this building. One I can payoff within minutes.” He dangled is phone.  “Name the amount. Funds wired to your account anywhere.”


  Obviously, Blythe’s brother dealt with Habalines on a very personal level, so Blythe was coming home with him tonight.  One way or the other, she would be under his protection, even if he had to bribe or beat the nervous bastard in front of him.  If that didn’t work, he was going shifter all the way.


   Damned the consequences, Blythe would get over it eventually. 


  “You have to know that I’m not giving her up to you of all creatures.  Besides, I love her.”


  “Take my generous offer.  Tell her she has to move out.  I have the rest covered.”


  “So she’s pissed at me instead of you?  Like I’d fall for that.  You fucked her over.  She doesn’t want you.”


  “Listen, not that it’s any of your business, but my brother fucked her over.  Rave shifted into my form that infamous night and nailed Blythe’s best friend. She walked in and thought it was me.” Sixten cracked his knuckles. “But how do you explain shifters to a mortal, Ryan?  Aliens aren’t good pillow talk.”  He sniffed the air, searching for her as he spoke, “Or realistic explanations.”


  Earlier, Kash paved the way for Qudir, the commanding Vojak, as well as the other Vojaks to have a sit-down when Sixten misted to the sanctuary.  He came clean about everything he knew, even the recent family reunion between him and Rave. In turn, Qudir delivered a cryptic message regarding Blythe.


  Sixten’s chosen mate centered a widening black hole; one, for some unspoken reason, only Maestru could forestall.  And things were going south quickly, more than they already were, if Sixten didn’t step back up and represent the vampire race.  So tonight, the Vojaks managed a serious commitment from him, one that told of a permanent ambassadorship representing the Species Breed Vampires. 


  He had no choice.  Sixten placed Blythe’s safety above everything, always had.  Begrudgingly, he agreed the best place for her was Captiva Island under their collective protection.  But he was getting answers out of his scheming Coven Master, even if he had to get down and dirty to do it. 


  After their meeting, he saved time by cleaning up in Kash’s room, scrupulously showering off Anthony’s remains. Then raided Kash’s closet and pieced together the easygoing clubbing look to blend in with the humans.  He threw on his friend’s Armani piped Moto jacket with matching sateen chinos and low-key black, leather boots.  Clothes weren’t the only things he pilfered. Serious blades strategically hid all over his body, all courtesy of his friend’s stash.  Now, Sixten stood before Ryan with his shoulders squared and his spine proudly straight. Not because he projected unchallenged power, or because he carried blades welded from deadly materials not of this world, he simply looked fucking hot in black.


      So look out Blythe.


  By the expression on Ryan’s face, he believed the shifter story.  “I’m sorry you have a dangerous mofucker for a brother; I really am. But it’s another good reason for you to stay away from her.  I love her.  Accept it.”


  Sixten glided down in the way of vampires, and sat on a leather club chair that had seen better days. Ignoring the ‘good reasons’ part of Ryan’s spiel, he said, “You don’t love Blythe in that way.  She’s not your Bride, and you’re certainly not bedding her.”


  “You saw us in bed when you were Tom Catting at the window.  What better proof is there?”


  “Scent.”


  “She didn’t let you in, Six,” he said evenly, walking around to sit on the edge of his desk. “Take you lies someplace else.”


  No, he wouldn’t discuss how Blythe succumbed to him.  It was beautiful and very private. So instead, he admitted, “Her brother died in my arms tonight.” The words slogged out as if he walked in wet cement – hard to tread forward but impossible to stand still.  “A bit ago, I clogged a drain with pieces and pieces of Anthony Giarrusso.”


  All the blood drained from Ryan’s face, and since he was Species, that was a feat within itself.  “He’d broken off in so many directions,” he whispered hoarsely, slumping at the shoulders, “I’m surprised he lasted this long.”


  “Tell me anything you know, quickly.”


  “I can’t tell you jack, Six.  Anything I have to say is to the Vojaks, and last time I checked, you weren’t one.”


  Everyone kept throwing that in his face, but times had recently changed.  “As of tonight, I am.  And I have to make this right.  Firstly, she’s obviously in danger and I have the feeling you know more about it than what you’re letting on.  Now, I would easily forget to be a law-abiding Vojak and show you what I can do to those who refuse to answer pertinent questions.” His lip curled mockingly. “But why mess up your ugly mug worse than it is?”


  “We both know you wouldn’t piss off Blythe that way.”


  “Ah, back to my forbearance, everyone assumes way too much when it comes to me.  I haven’t an inkling why.  Anthony assumed.  Look where that got him.”


  “Not by your hands – no way.” Ryan shook his head. “Who pulled Anthony’s trigger?”


  “Habalines.” Then silence. “Though, I was probably going to anyway.” Another long drawn-out silence implying Ryan shouldn’t ask anything more, or he might not live through the week.


  “You’re right,” Ryan confessed. “Blythe’s in worse danger than I thought.”  He scrubbed both of his hands down his face and kept them there, speaking through his fingers he explained, “Somehow, Anthony knew I was a vampire when they returned home, and short of torturing him, I couldn’t find the culprit who exposed our race to a loud-mouthed mortal.  He offered me a pittance to put her under my protection. Of course, I refused any payment, housing her under the guise of accepting a meager rent and allowing the immortals to think we were lovers.  Meanwhile, I gave her all the work she wanted to take on.”


  “Why was she working so much?” 


  “Even though Tony offered me the funds for her protection, their finances were a travesty and she needed all the work she could get her hands on to pay his medical bills.  On top of that, I got the gest they were in some weird exile from Italy, avoiding someone criminally inclined or simply powerful.  I can’t prove it, though.” 


  Ryan met Six with a deliberate stare and continued, “When she started working, other immortals swarmed her. I mean, she’s gorgeous and everything, but the draw to me…to them…was purely magnetic, yet something I couldn’t place.  Although, I never detected anything off or inhuman about her, for her protection alone, I approached Maestru. I told him about Anthony and he stopped by and observed Blythe.  He remembered that you were to claim her years ago.”


  “Did claim her,” Sixten interrupted, moving lethal muscle underneath his jacket.


  “Alright.  Later that particular night, Maestru…sampled her blood when she slept and insisted I mark her throat or he’d send her to another Species. I wasn’t about to let that happen.”


  “I noticed you weren’t stupid enough to make that mark permanent.”


  “I was going to.  Maestru threatened me, insisting I claim her as property and nothing more.  Some immortals are giving me shit over it. Others are following suit.  Claiming human pets as property since they think Maestru let me get away with it.”


  “Maestru kept his hands clean, Ryan.  Property is frowned upon, not forbidden.”


  “Makes me look like a piece of shit to those who matter,” Ryan grumbled.


  “Maestru knows something about her, yet he didn’t divulge anything, right?”


  Ryan muttered a string of blistering curses.


  “You may not trust me.” His gaze skidded between Ryan and the door. “But the only way I can help her is if I know everything.” A muscle worked in his jaw.

  “Maestru and I are on shaky ground, Ryan. Tell me before she ends up like her brother.”


      “All I’m going to say is that he’s on her.” He slammed his fist on his desk. “On her the way a barn owl eyes a field mouse and it shakes me up. I had to keep going with a façade of ownership, not only to keep her away from other Species, but for my parents.  Maestru told me he would pay them a visit when I pushed him for an explanation.   You know the Coven Master.  He has his sick ways.”


  “Now we’re down to facts.  So…to sum this up.” Sixten tapped his fingertips on his knee. “You know she’s in danger.  You understand someone murdered her brother only moments ago.  Violently, I might add.  Something suspicious is going on as far as Italy’s concerned.  And, oh yeah” - he snapped his fingers - “the Coven Master of North America shadows her with some type of unnamed anticipation and weird protectiveness.” He cocked his head. “Still, as old as I am, I sense there’s more.  Something bigger.  Something you don’t want me or maybe anyone else to know.”  Silence stretched again while horrific thoughts pummeled Sixten’s mind, each more disturbing than the last.  His Habaline raised its alien head, centering the rest of Sixten’s body on task. He had a chosen mate for years now.   And it was time he treated her that way – in every way. 


  “I had to take her for a blood transfusion.  She’s anemic.  That’s deterred, for now.  Dru Holt, you know him?”


  “Yeah.  The doctor.”


  “Gave her his blood and she’s looking better.  He has a theory about her.  One he won’t own up to if hard-pressed.”


  “God, it takes you years to get to the important stuff.”


  “Donor.”


  “What?”


  “A claimed Donor in need of her Dynasty Vampyr,” he answered quietly.  “I don’t know how many blood transfusions she’ll need with our blood, or if it’ll work again after this.  Dru was concerned for her, wants to help her even.  But from a distance, since he has a new Bride.  I mean, I can understand that, right?  Who wants Lovci or the Dynasty up your ass?  I heard they were more brutal than the Vojaks.”


  Ryan started talking again but he couldn’t hear the rest. “Where is she?”


  “I said Maestru won’t back down on this.”


  “Vampires fuck property.  You’re not fucking her.  Therefore, she’s not your property.” 


  “He said if you try to interfere that I’m to notify him.  What the hell am I supposed to do?  My parents…”


  Find her.  Sniffing the air again, Sixten began the hunt.  Pushing through the door and sprinting through the darkened corridor.  At the end of the hall, the club lights met his eyes, blinding green, gold, and red, before they changed into surreal silver.  Or was that his Habaline eyes making a special appearance? 


  “Shit, Six.”  Ryan caught up with him and tugged on his elbow.  Sixten ripped an answering snarl that nearly shook his teeth out of his head.  Ryan cautiously backed away but held up a pair of shades.  “You’re eyes, man.  Just slip them on…keep them.”


  Six adjusted the blacked-out Revos and said with a low, growling voice that wasn’t anywhere close to normal, “Stay away from her or die, Ryan.”  His fangs pulsated with his harsh warning, “The choice is yours.”


  Ryan held his palms up in a show of difference.  “I have to report it, Six.  You have to deal with Maestru, not my parents.” He kept his hands up, readying to defend himself.


  In a flash, he slammed Ryan against the wall.  “Fucking report it, Ryan.  She. Is. Mine.”


      “Asshole,” he coughed out the rest after Sixten embedded him into the wall, “I’m giving you a five minute head start.” He pushed himself out of the broken drywall.  “And then I make the call…for my parents’ sakes.  But you’ll be taken down, Six.”


  “That’s for me to worry about,” he spat through fangs that refused to retract. “She never belonged to you, and Maestru can’t do shit when I take her.” 


  “Hold up, don’t take her.”


  Sixten smiled cruelly.  “I’m not like anything you’ve ever encountered.  Remember that if you try to touch her again.”  He gave him one last slam for good measure – all the way past the drywall until Ryan hit an old brick and mortar wall.                                                 


  Sixten determinedly strode forward with his Habaline side in the driver’s seat.  He passed the bar where a talented, nonhuman bartender was spinning bottles overhead like flaming torches in a circus act.  The humans slid on and off barstools between dances.  Sweat mingled with various strengths of colognes and perfumes, each more disgusting than the next.  Where are you? 


  When he stopped to negotiate his next turn, assorted chippies took it as an opportunity to run their hands all over him.  He ignored them all, earnestly pushing away those that went for his crotch while he discretely hunted.  Ah, there she was, Blythe’s sweetly distinct heartbeat was music to his keen ears.  He spun right and caught her watching him with a deep scowl on her extraordinary face, right when a chippie leaned into him.  “Let’s dance, or we can head somewhere more private.” She grabbed his ass and gave it a squeeze.


  Dammit to hell.  “Off you go.” He used his powers and coerced them to scatter while he made unwavering steps Blythe’s way.  And wouldn’t you know it? She made a dash through the back door.  Perfect, if he got to her before anyone else.  He sped up.  Not just to catch her, but also to avoid the sudden power shift he sensed in the club.  The big boys were out tonight – all mixes, but none shifters.


  “Don’t,” a werewolf instantly stood in his way.


  “Rock, the very spine of the North American Pack,” he mocked.  “You took time away from your nightly bump and grind to find me?  How flattering.  Move.”  Rock was blocking the door, standing between Sixten and Blythe and he wasn’t budging.  Dumb.  Dumb. Werewolf. 


  “Hear me out.”


  “Usually people say that when they want to change another’s mind.  Not happening, I said move.” He took a step forward and Rock planted his feet shoulder width apart and slapped a palm against the door handle.  “She’s under the packs protection.”


  “Fuck you.” Revulsion seeped from his pores with the mention of Blythe and beasts, and he shouldn’t have to repeatedly explain himself to a dog. “She has absolutely nothing to do with you primitive beasts.”


  “So you say, not what her bloodline says.”


  “I have a nose, hotshot.  I can smell.   She’s not a mixed blood.” He sounded strange speaking around his fangs, but Rock and company understood every word. “You fools are losing a mating war, and I get that. Bating hard for the team is one thing, but claiming females that don’t belong anywhere near your pack is another thing altogether.” A blast of dry ice fogged the dance floor, drifting toward the back. “Move dog.”


  Sixten was getting more anxious by the second, worried about Blythe walking through the alley.  He started to mist, and a stern warning came from behind.  “No misting inside the club, Six, or you’re out for three days regenerating…painfully.”  He felt the box against his back, cold and ready for a cruel reorganization using every organ inside his body as punishment.  Bane Ruyter, the North American Beta, stood behind him.


  “You hold that particular weapon illegally, Beta.”


  He thrust it in Six’s kidney.  “You gonna tell my mommy?”


      “I heard you were recently mated.  So you understand I’m getting what I came here for.” He canted his head, feeling more dangerous than ever. “And you are standing between me and my chosen mate,” he gritted out, “who is not a Were mixed-blood.”


  “So you say,” Rock smiled evenly and Sixten wanted to knock his canines out.


  “Last warning. Back off,” Sixten demanded.  He felt his body getting larger, shifting further, but he didn’t have a clue what was happening. But he knew he was going to kill them all in seconds.


  Rock’s eyes widened, before he nearly smashed through the back door.  “I smell pureblood Habalines circling in back,” he yelled over his shoulder. “The alley!” 


      Bane stayed behind and held the miasma that ensured all clubbing humans didn’t notice anything until their group headed out.


  Sixten ripped through the Weres the second Bane had dropped his brutal weapon.  The asphalt smelled hot as he ran the length of the alley.  “Blythe!” His voice was not his own, and she wouldn’t recognize his otherworldly intonation.  But he gave it a try anyway.  “Blythe, answer me!” 


  He inclined his head, and picked up on her heartbeat and misted in that direction.  A low breeze pushed through his body and brought the tang of her fear on his tongue, sharp and acidic.  Of all the things that he wanted to taste on her, this wasn’t it.  He spoke through the wind, sending his soothing voice in all directions, “Calm down for me, moja láska.”   The scent of fear was a red flare in the middle of an ice storm, and with all the predators circling tonight, one was bound to catch her before he did.


   


  “Moja láska!” the stranger yelled an endearment only one had ever said to her. 


      “Six?”


      Her kidnapper spoke in a calm voice, “He’ll be here soon.  But if the others come first, we’ll have to drive to another location.”


      Blythe sat inside a luxury two-seater she couldn’t name.  She’d never seen anything like it.  After he seat belted her in, her hands were somehow fixed behind her back where she couldn’t move them.  Although she wasn’t physically uncomfortable, she was purely terrified.  They sat idling on a too-quiet and pitch-black backstreet by the river.  Early on, her stunning captor told her that they were waiting for another to come.  Now, outrageous as it was, he’d confirmed it was Sixten.  Somehow, she couldn’t scream for help and moving was an impossibility since no part of her body was willing to cooperate with her brain. 


      She whimpered again, “Who are you?”


      “Right now, I’m the only person who prevents you from becoming taffy amongst thousands of greedy, hungry hands.”  The stunning man flashed crazy eyes her way, leaning over the gearshift of a car seemingly itching to take off on its own accord.  “No one wants to be pulled in that many directions do they?”


      “Ambiguity gives me the willies.” Blythe couldn’t physically shudder, but she sensed her tremors deep inside.  Virtually bound from the neck down, she could feel things yet she didn’t quite own her body.  “What do you want?  And what’s Six doing?”


      “Right now, only one thought is dominating his mind, driving him to follow a primitive need he’s ignored for roughly eight years:  to take you.   He thinks he has to get you away from me, yet I’m the one helping him.  He’ll quickly find out that he has to get you away from many.  So your battle has merely begun, Blythe Giarrusso.  You are distinctive within this realm, and you’re about to find out the lengths people will go to in order to possess you - permanently.  A word of advice, though, Sixten is the only one you can trust – not even your precious Ryan.”


      “Advice coming from a stranger who has me strapped inside the getaway car should always be taken into consideration.”  She tried to laugh, but it came out as tearless, hysterical sob.


      A shadow broke through the pool of darkness before her captor opened the driver’s door.  The odd voice with its rolling burr thundered, “What the hell, Rave?”


      “Take my car.  I have guards on your island property. Hurry.” 


      Blythe managed a small jump when blood suddenly sprayed the windshield followed by scathing vulgarities.  However, she couldn’t move enough to get away. Lead replaced her flesh, forcing her body into a peculiar sense of submission. “Help me,” she whispered, knowing how ridiculous her weak efforts were.


      The shadow shifted inside the car, churning wildly until she saw Sixten.  “I’m here.”


      “That’s supposed to make me feel better?”  Blythe’s voice was thick and slow and she realized the man probably drugged her somehow.


      “We are helping you, little brother,” her captor said from outside.


      Sixten hissed like an animal after slamming the door.  “This means nothing, Rave!”  He spat through the glass, “You owe penance for your sins against me, brother.  I owe you nothing for this.”


      “Agreed, but accept more help than this.”


      “I don’t need you.”  He spun away, going in a blinding speed that pushed Blythe’s head against the headrest. 


      “Six,” she tried to talk to him, but she could hardly understand herself.  They were going faster and faster, an overwhelming speed which already carried them down McGregor Blvd.  The palm tree lined streets blurred in front of her eyes.  Green and gray strokes that kept her mind floating in a surreal state, a dreamlike quality one would expect to have upon the very steps of death’s door.  Or a mental detachment brought on by drugs or too much alcohol.  She hated it.  “Please, Six.”


      “You’re alright,” he said in a voice she finally recognized - his own.  “We’ll be home soon, and I’ll explain as much as I can.  I understand that you’ve been ill, so we’ll take everything slowly.”


      “This is far from slowly,” she took a steadying breath and continued, “and what do you mean by home?”


      “At this speed, I can make the Sanibel Causeway in another three minutes.  After that, ten more minutes will have us sipping champagne in the Jacuzzi in our home on Captiva.”


      “Don’t you think one of the tollbooth operators will call the police when I’m seen trussed up in this seatbelt and begging for help?”


      “No one will see you,” he answered calmly.


      “How can someone miss me sitting here?”


      “They’ll see what I want them to see,” he replied in a methodical tone that promised to drive her insane.


      She didn’t know what to say to that, so instead, she asked, “Was I drugged?”


      He inhaled deeply and shook his head no.  A sob left her lips when she spotted something incredibly alarming.  “Six, are th-those… f-fangs?”


      “Why yes, moja láska, they are.”


      “Ooooh.”  Bile climbed her throat.  “I sooo want out, please.”   


      “I know, Blythe.  I know.” Sixten looked away from her, and she saw knots of tension forming in his jaw. He shook his flaxen head, and platinum streaks flickered as they passed underneath streetlights at a dizzying speed.  “It’s too late for you to get away from…what I am.” She stared in shock at his profile.  Bone-colored points were hanging over his lower lip. “I tried, angel. I really did.”  One hand tightened on the steering wheel while the other wrapped itself around the gearshift to shift down, and he admitted, “The years bought you some time away from my…lifestyle, but that’s all over now.  After countless times listening to your refusals to take me back and always respecting them, I can’t concede this time.” He smiled but it wasn’t a smile. “I’ve realized – almost too late, I might add – that you’re safer with me than without me.”


      She seemed to disengage in some way, drifting off to a strange sleep she knew was entirely unnatural.


  


  



   


   


  Chapter 12


  Rave entered the dark and dingy apartment, gathering clothes from Blythe’s wardrobe and hamper.  Even though Donors were a rarity, he had no idea why the Vampyr Lovec was adamant about finding her, in particular.  Still, after he’d gotten wind of the hunt, he’d given Sixten a hand in protecting Blythe from the hunter this very night. 


  That decision blew up in his face.


  And since his brother continued to refute him, he now had no qualms with using Blythe for his purpose - the greater good of his race.  The very one that walked this earth so long ago, coexisting with humans before vampires used them for cattle, giving all immortals a bad name.  Now, because of the selfish choices the vampires had made, Rave had no choice himself.  He had to use human cattle to keep his half-breeds fed, or they would wander off to hunt.  And an uncivilized Habaline - half Species Breed Vampire or werewolf coupled with half Habaline Shapeshifter - wasn’t what the streets of Southwest Florida currently needed.


  Rave’s breed of Habalines merely needed time to adjust and settle within their alien side to maintain a sense of sanity when faced with the public.  He would be the first to admit that wasn’t easy at all.  Habalines were distinctly powerful beings of superiority, yet they were civilized in every way.  Nevertheless, when mixed with other species, and Rave hadn’t had a choice in that matter; they didn’t keep the semblance of innocence humans cherished.  If a pureblood Habaline wanted, it took. Even so, it paid homage to the costs of its desire, putting things to rights after it finished.  However, if a mixed-blood Habaline wanted, it took as well, but with a major difference - a brutal difference.  The consequences were of no consequence, and pain was something they enjoyed, whether theirs or someone else’s. 


  That was the very reason he hadn’t allowed the mixed-blood adults to mate yet.


  Like most immortals, Rave prized females – human or otherwise.  They were softly supple, deliciously scented, husky-voiced after reaching just one orgasm, and very cooperative once he moved his tongue inside them.  


  But he loved the grouchy ones, too.  The cantankerous sexpots that enflamed his alien blood as the fire-headed Rebecca Walker did back in Scotland.   Why did she have to get pregnant by the Alpha? He didn’t feel right about returning and snatching her while she was with child, though he had such plans for her…for them.  Maybe he still did.  Or maybe, there was another to take her place.  One he hadn’t encountered yet. One he could spoil and bring to shameless pleasure repeatedly.  One that would be waiting for him when he came home to a real home, warming his sheets and opening her arms wide for him and him alone. “Hope springs eternal,” he laughed greedily while misting to an underground labyrinth well hidden under Captiva Island - a dwelling built by his advanced ancestors, one that stood the test of time.


  “He needs to feed.” 


  Seconds couldn’t pass without requests or serious matters to report.  He eyed his second in command, the very one that had killed Blythe’s brother earlier. After placing some of Blythe’s belongs in Poison’s hands, he ordered him, “Send him to the chamber.   I’ll bring the Donor myself.  One we haven’t used with him.”  After weeks in Rave’s care, the poor female Donors were still skittish.  He patiently understood, but he wouldn’t give them up for anything and told them so daily.


  All Donors were addictive to regular Species Breed Vampires, especially the females.  Their intended purpose, the one they’d been born for, was to serve Dynasty Vampyrs exclusively.  A special human nature chose to feed the catalyst vampires. If they became unavailable, all vampires, as a whole, would die off.   One of the two reasons Rave was taking them.  The other reason was to keep his mixed-bloods from rioting and leaving the property.  If they were readily granted the transcendent, prohibited blood inside the compound, they wouldn’t hunt for anything inferior on the open Florida streets. 


  As his community grew, Rave needed more Donors, or he needed to find a way to breed them.


  He entered the chamber of a sweet dark-haired and pale female.  She trembled the minute he neared her, but he refused to take it to heart.  He was her imprisoner, and most days; he was a brutal ass.  Just not to her.  Even so, she was smart enough to erect her mental walls of protection.  He tried to keep his seriousness under wraps, maintaining as friendly a stance as he could.  But he was as nervous as she was.  All mixed-bloods had a tendency to get very physical, especially since they weren’t allowed to mate.  Unfortunate for the beautiful Amy, Rave had to take her to their worst offender, a mixed-blood that had nearly killed a female just last week while trying to fuck her.  His men were supposed to be inside the chamber with her, but the offender had fooled security repeatedly, making them complacent on their watch, since they thought he was in the beginnings of playing civilized. 


  Wrong on all accounts.


  Now, Rave had to take time out of his busy schedule to sit in on feedings, especially with the specific devil awaiting this whip of a woman.  “I know you don’t want to hear this, sweetheart.”


  “No.”


  “You’re a helpless victim if you see yourself that way.”


  “You’ve treated me badly.  What other way is there to see myself?”


  She had him there.  Most immortals never saw the point in avoiding the unavoidable, and he was no different, so he pulled her in his arms and started for the feeding chamber.  “Please be as still as possible, sweetheart.  Then, perhaps, he won’t get so excited.”


  They entered the next chamber quickly.  He didn’t want her to feel as if this were her death march, her hour of doom.  So he placed buds in her ears and a soft scarf around her eyes, and then he turned on romantic music most women her age liked to hear.  The alternate snarls and slurps wouldn’t help her relax around him, and Rave refused to subject her to more than necessary.  Did it wipe the blood off his hands?  Nope.  But for some reason, it made him feel somewhat generous.


  “Adam,” Rave approached the vampire mixed-blood cautiously.  Not because he couldn’t take him out, but due to the fact gentle Amy was tucked into his side.  He held his arm over her outer ear and pushed her against his ribcage, effectually ensuring the music was the only thing she heard.  “We’re starting fresh this day.”  Adam’s eyes widened as he took in Amy.  He reached for her, but Rave pulled back.  “I can’t let you have free reign with the females.  Look how tiny she is.  Consider how powerful you are. Drink from her until your hunger is sated, but not your desire. If you must, use your palm while you feed. Do we have an understanding?  These sweetings are a rarity.  If you were to kill one, I wouldn’t be able to mist out and find another easily, if at all.”


  Adam blew out an infuriated breath, somewhere between starvation and reluctant submission. “Give her to me.”


  Rave pulled her up and placed her in Adam's brawny arms.  He was a big one.  Bred from a bloodline, which boasted gladiator-style aliens who played blood sports and overpowered inferior populations in another era, a bloodline Rave bred above all.  Power spoke where many refused to listen.  It made its way generation after generation, molding those around it to evolve with its parasitic fashion and determined leadership. This was exactly what Rave expected out of his efforts.


      Power was his weapon.


  Rave ignored Amy’s whimpering and watched Adam carefully.  “If you want me to spend every day watching you feed and jackoff, then harm her.  Harm a single hair on her precious head and you’ll never have the life you desire, the one I want to give you someday.”


  Adam sat down, tucking Amy inside his arms, cocooning her with a semblance of reassurance he had no right to offer.  But it was a start.  Rave sensed Adam’s Species emerging, hungering with need and excitement, deepening within its own will as he struggled not to overpower her with his growing body.  Adam’s fangs lengthened, dripping with aphrodisiac-laced endorphins Amy’s body wouldn’t be able to resist, even though her mind shouted otherwise.  And the guilt that sprang after she climaxed in her captors arms wouldn’t make her feel any better, but it would come. 


  Donors always came.


  Rave watched with clinical detachment as Adam sank his teeth in her flesh.  She struggled longer than he anticipated, before settling back and deciding her resistance wasn’t worth a torn-out throat.  Adam groaned around her, swallowing greedily at first, and then slowing into a languid rhythm that mocked the way humans made love.  As she became pliant, he swallowed more.  Instead of seeking her acquiescence, he quickly reached between her legs and trailed his long, thick fingers inside her panties. But Adam had known all along he didn’t need her acceptance, not when she was so heavily drugged from his bite.


  Her legs fell open.


  For the simple reason, she couldn’t turn away.


  No matter how much Amy hated the thought of Adam. She shuddered fiercely by his hand, because her vampire possessed her.  All for Adam’s merciless need, the unwilling female became the willing in seconds. He sat drugged on her blood while she sat drugged on his endorphins, an amazing, never-ending cycle that worked in Rave’s favor, just as he’d planned from the beginning. 


      Nothing stood between the delicious Donor and the mixed-blood’s brutal need except Rave.


  This was Rave’s world to command.


  A job he did brilliantly.


  A simple word left his lips, “Stop.”


  Surprisingly, this time, Adam obeyed.


  Unfortunate for the Adam, Rave discovered his new, and possibly only, weakness. And like the rest, he would always be his to command.


  


  



   


   


   


   


  Chapter 13


  When Blythe came to, she realized from the dashboard clock that fifteen minutes had passed.  Even though her head felt clouded, she hadn’t forgotten their conversation.  “Safer with you…how?  Why?”  She heard the catch in her breath and felt a lump of pure fear forming in her throat.  She remembered fangs.  What were with the fangs? “Six, answer me!”


      “Blythe, tonight a stranger easily captured you and held you in a running car.” He shook his head determinedly. “That will never happen again,” he said with conviction. “I won’t allow anyone to harm you.”


      “H-he was doing that for you,” she stammered, “for all this stupid bullshit you’re doing right now.”


      “I had nothing to do with it,” he said while shifting gears.  Looking in the rearview mirror and all around, he acted as though hell was fast on their heels when they parked inside a darkened garage.


      She recognized a restored corvette parked next to them.  “You really brought me here.  I didn’t know you still owned it.”


      “How could I sell our home, angel?”


      “Oh, God.” She looked around in the darkness, feeling her mouth gape. “I don’t want to be here.”


      “You will after you relax,” he said while pulling her out of the car and scooping her in his arms. He kicked the car door shut, leaving a huge dent.


      “You dented that on purpose?”


      “Afraid so.” He gave her a crooked grin.


      Obviously, it really wasn’t his car.  “I don’t want to be here,” she repeated childishly.  If she could just get down and walk, she would get away.  Her thoughts bounced back to the guy that had forced her inside his car outside of the club. “What did you do to that man who took me?  Wait, you called each other brother.”


      “You do have a strong will, angel.  I’m surprised you remember after that sweet nap you took.” He held her firmly.  One arm under her thighs, a little too close to her bottom, and the other curved around her shoulders.  “By the way,” he said, evading her question, “you still snore.  I guess it’s a good thing I sleep like the dead.”


      They were inside.  A wrenching heartbeat stunned her.  She was inadvertently going back in time, taking those steps she’d forgone years ago.  He was carrying her over the threshold.  The way he would have if they married.  Blythe didn’t miss the determined edge to his jaw, understanding Sixten tallied this moment as a significant change in their mutual direction.   “I’m not sleeping with you,” she claimed resolutely.


      “Yes, you are.”


      “I’m going back to my apartment.” 


      “As God as my witness,” he growled dramatically, carrying her like an angry Rhett Butler on steroids up a back staircase which led from the kitchen to the master suite, “if you even step foot near that building again, I will burn the entire thing down with Ryan and that fucker, Sven, inside.” He smiled tightly while negotiating the upper landing. “Have I made myself perfectly clear?”


      “As clear as any asshole can be.” Two more rooms and they stopped. Where did the fangs disappear?  She managed to lift a shaky hand and push her index finger inside his mouth to inspect it.  He stopped her with his tongue, forcefully sucking until her finger touched the back of his throat.  A languid pulsation rolled over her flesh, fast and sure, until she thought she was going to climax in his arms. What the hell? Her nap…she must’ve been dreaming about the fangs. “Whatever you’re doing, stop it.”  Her legs wobbled when he lowered her to the bathroom tile.  He released her finger with an audible pop.


      “Why play coy?  Step off your high horse.  We’re adults with needs and wants. We both know that I’m not doing anything you don’t want.”  He smiled like the devil and licked his lips.


  He stared down at her with the same, mesmerizing ice-green eyes that had watched her thrash with her first orgasm.  She may have given him her virginity, but she was fighting to keep her pride.  “What’s really going on?  Tell me.” The tile was cold under her feet and she realized, somewhere along the way, he had removed her shoes. “Six, seriously, you’ve got to give me some answers.  It’s my life.” She caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror, and she looked rough.


  “Instead, we could talk about that rockin’ orgasm you had in the alley.  By the way, that’s the slightest taste of what’s to come.” He curled his hand around her nape and lapped her throat like a cat. “Oh, the things we’re going to do together, Blythe.  So many configurations and so little time,” he murmured against her collarbone, while herding her near the wall. 


  “Yeah, well, that bout of exhibitionism in the alley doesn’t mean squat. I was just horny, and you were there.” She tried to ease away. “I haven’t changed my mind in all these years, and I’m not giving in tonight, Sixten.” Nothing was right about this, and by his stance, he wasn’t anywhere close to backing down.  He was weirder than usual.  Violence mixed with heady sexuality.


      “Unacceptable.”


      “I’ve grown up.” He was a hottie, a hottie who wanted her.  Why do I have to be unforgiving?  Her eyes narrowed to his major swell calling her name from behind his fly.   She said weakly, “I see things more clearly now.” 


      “Good.  Then you’ll enjoy seeing me naked.”  He pulled off his jacket and gradually eased his shirt over his head.  Yeah, he was taking his time, a striptease to whet her appetite.  But who said there was harm in looking?


  More than that, who could turn away from perfection? 


  Sun bronzed skin and heaving muscles defined a too-good-to-be-true physique.  His waist tensed and relaxed as he kicked off his boots.  She followed the stark tendons in his forearm, the veins running under his skin, connecting bulging flesh to bulging flesh in a bodily roadmap she wanted to follow with her tongue. Had she ever been this horny? She knew what it was like to be under those arms, underneath that fearsome body.


      And so did her matron of honor.


      She snapped out of it and made a dash for the door, but he was leaning against it before she reached the knob. “How?”  She felt peculiar, warm prickles touch her skin, flicking her entire body with flaming licks.  Relaxing her.  And she knew she should be leaving, or running…and someone else was after her.  Wasn’t he?  No, maybe not.  Her stomach clenched, but not from fear.


      “I’m faster than you are.”  He loosened his belt, leisurely pulling it through, loop by loop.  Without taking his eyes from hers, he slipped his hand inside his pants, giving himself a slow squeeze before deliberately sliding it out. “Get naked, or do you still prefer to be undressed with my teeth?”


      She dropped the f bomb, but not in protest.


      His lip curled.  “You’re talking nasty to me?  Delicious.  What other changes are in store?” He flattened his palm on her sternum. “You’re definitely curvier than when you were eighteen.  I can’t wait to sink into those.” His middle finger traced her cleavage.


  She heard the Jacuzzi start up, and then he cleverly traded places with her.  Sixten stretched her hands over her head, holding her wrists with one determined hand.  A kiss hit her lips accompanied by a warm tongue pushing through her mouth until she opened wide.  His rippling, oversized body thrust against hers.  Rocking her pelvis with a primitive dance no normal woman could refuse and stay sane. 


  His kiss demanded everything, ruthlessly burrowing until it reached her soul, pulled it out by his teeth and devoured her humanity. His strong fingers caressed her curves, sinking into the flesh of her bottom.  Releasing her wrists, he lifted her higher, sliding her up the wall until he had the back of her knees over his shoulders.  His tawny hair tickled her thighs and his breath warmed her center. 


  “Ah, moja láska, I can’t wait to be inside you.” She heard a small ripping sound – her panties, right before his tongue struck.  Hot, long, languid, strokes torched her then cooled her. Torched her then cooled her. Repeatedly. He didn’t tire and she spurred him on. One after the other, wicked laps brought her higher and higher until his incessant mouth, the one that just stole her soul, transformed her into a nascent, snarling animal.  She fisted her hands in his hair and he speared her with his tongue, rousing her with the most intimate of kisses. 


  Maybe, at some point, she thought to pull him away, but she forgot why.  “You taste like mine,” he spoke inside her, blowing heat deep within her body until trickling moisture turned into torrents.  “Ah, Blythe” – he pulled his head back and his lips glistened with her response to him – “for so long, I’ve dreamed of tasting you again.  And now that I have, I don’t know how I’ve made it without you.” Stubble abraded her plumped flesh when he spoke; his scratchy chin was her new sex toy. “I really don’t.”


  While she trembled on the cusp of orgasm, he slid her down.  As her breasts passed his mouth, he rent her shirt and bra, exposing and then skimming her nipples with his evil tongue.  Her mounds grew heavier, hardening until they peaked with oversized pink berries.  He feasted on her, stoking the fire low in her belly, bringing her back to the brink of relief before changing sides and giving her opposite breast even more attention. He stopped again, teasing, sparking her ire.


  “Six.” She gritted her teeth.


  “Not yet.”


  The Jacuzzi was full and bubbling.  He spun her against the wall, pushing her heated nipples against the cool surface while using his talented thumb to strum her swollen clitoris. Flick.  Flick.  Flick. “I’m going to crawl so far inside of you,” he panted nearly a foot over her head, enclosing her body with his, “that you’ll never be able to leave me again.”  


  Faster flicks, slower flicks, a random pattern coupled with an inherent rhythm.  Drowning in the rhythm, she knew he was determined to torment her. Make her beg for his carnal mercy. Blythe sucked in a sharp breath, sensing his naked chest against her naked back.  Somehow, he’d stripped her completely, leaving her entirely nude. She felt his zipper against her bare bottom, his long fingers moving around. An ominous unzipping interrupted their harsh exhalations. Metal teeth bit into her flesh and she reached around, grabbing his muscled ass as he undulated against her.    “How’d you -”


  “Shush,” he said with a thundering growl.  “I’m raving mad for you.  Starving for your body and now the hunger is inescapable.”


  She shivered as his words hit her nape, making the silky hairs stand up. Logic was lost.  Pieces moved on her internal chessboard.  Not the king, not the queen, but a shiny, black knight with flaming, red eyes aimed straight at her libido.  “I wanna come.”


  “Say I can’t think, Six.”


  He whirled her around, pushing her against the granite countertop. “Damn you,” she groaned.  He tipped his dick inside her dripping lips, stroking in an inch, taking out an inch.  Again.  Going in an inch, then he left her empty. She watched him poised behind her, the mirror reflecting his bunched shoulders as he held back what she desperately wanted.  Sweat beaded his forehead.  White teeth clenched inside an open panting mouth.  Nostrils flared and sharp tendons sculpted his neck, straining up to a jutting jaw.


  “Say I’m not going to leave you, Six.”


  “No.  Sex.  Only sex.”


  “Oh, Blythe” – he pressed most of his weight against her back, molding his body to hers, and cupped his palm around the front of her throat - “you’re refusals only sweeten your capitulation.”  In one deep thrust, he was all the way inside her.  Her walls quivered around him, confused with his of his unyielding size, his possession.  He always had something that no one else had and she couldn’t understand it.  The sensation of him this way was insurmountable.


  Sixten Kovac could consume anyone with his cock.  Eat them alive with his animalistic eroticism. He moved her hair over her shoulder and sinuously ran his tongue up her spine, then pressed his face against hers - cheek to cheek.  She stared at their reflection as he took her body. He was beautiful. A formidable man was moving behind her – all thickly male, maybe his possessiveness skated a little too close to his primitive ancestors. But who was she to complain when he could make her feel this way? She moaned when he reached the top and hissed when he withdrew, feeling suddenly empty and lost.


  He pushed in again and she figured he touched her pelvic bones that time.  “You are a voyeuristic fantasy, Blythe.”


  She wiggled for him, enticing him to hurry.  Release her ‘Six-imposed’ pent-up hell from dangling her over orgasm’s cliff one too many times.  Then they could start all over again when she caught her breath.  But his moves were precisely driven and his desire was methodically controlled, though his eyes told a different story.  They were dangerously wild as his gaze flashed between her full ass and the mirror displaying her shallow, open-mouthed breathing and jiggling breasts. 


  “You’re not rushing me, Blythe.  I’ve been too long without you and I’m enjoying it way too much to hurry.  The feel of you…ah, just the feel of you again.”


  In a blinding movement, they were in the Jacuzzi.  He was riding her while she rode a powerful jet.  Water hit her swollen bundle of nerves while Sixten swirled and tormented her g-spot.  “Ooooh, Six, yeah…”  She tossed her head.  Black hair flew all over the place as she shuddered and groaned her way over that damn cliff. Finally.  “Oh, shit!” Lights were blinking in and out.  No, that was her vision. 


  “Do you love me?”


  “Six.”


  He withdrew and flipped her around.  Water lapped her puckered nipples.  Strong hands raised her over his lap, easing her down his shaft in torturous increments.  “Answer me.”


  “Please, it’s too sensitive.”


  His smile was wicked as he slammed the last inch home.  “Say it, baby, say it for me.”


  “I have no reason to love you anymore.” She bit her lip.   Stifling screams he longed to hear - screams to stroke his ego while he stroked her body – or if she was honest with herself, she was biting off the words saying ‘I love you’.


  A warm, wet mouth sucked her neck as he pumped her.  Then he pressed her ass to that same jet and spread her halves open.  Her release was so immediate, so violent, she nearly blacked-out.  But not before she got a load of Six.  His head was back, his shoulders straining as he hissed between dark, erotic tremors.  She slumped on his gorgeous body, placed a hand on his scratchy jaw and kissed away the pained expression on his face.


  “You let me in your skin just now.  You’re nowhere near over me,” he whispered, both still experiencing aftershocks.  “The words didn’t come, but I felt them rolling off your amazing body.” He kissed a line across her collarbone, nipping here and there. “You do love me, and you’re home now, Blythe.  You’re home with me.”


  That’s when the lights really went out.


  “Six?”  He pulled her out of the water and wrapped her in a towel so quickly her head spun until she tasted bile.  She heard a rustle and then his zipper.  “How can you see anything?”


      “Stay here,” he barked, pushing her to the floor and putting his shirt in her hands.  “I mean it, Blythe.  Stay in this bathroom.”


      A strange sensation came over her, and she pressed her fingertips to her temples to push it away. She lost her warm prickles, her sense of comfort and relaxation.   A cold, imaginary blade scraped her spine, replacing her serenity. “Something wants me.”  Somehow, at that moment, Blythe felt it.  All of tonight’s weirdness revolved around her not Sixten.


      He wasn’t simply taking her, but possibly protecting her.  From what?


  An odd shiver crept across her skin.  An inert rhythm vibrated her bones as if a languid current pulsed within her, connecting her soul to something far too powerful to comprehend. A calling card of something dark, and that ‘something’ was hunting her.  “Don’t leave me here.”  Blythe fumbled for Sixten, but he was long gone.


  


  



  Chapter 14


      “I’ll pretend you aren’t trespassing, werewolves.  In return, all of you will pretend to be lost on your moonlight stroll.” Sixten crossed his arms over his bare chest, staring down from his beachside deck. “We’ll all go back to what we were doing as if nothing happened.  Fair enough?  In fact, I think that’s more than generous on my part.”


  “Release her.”  Bane stepped forward in mid-transformation – much larger, more dangerous; a voice filled with gravel, and mouth exposing strong canines.  Werewolves didn’t grow fur and four legs as depicted by legends of long ago, or overactive human imaginations.  They stood upright, walking as men.  When in mid-transformation, they moved with otherworldly power. A mystic no one could follow.  They were their human façade – though not human at all - only inherently charged and very, very lethal.  Bigger and stronger than thousands of human males combined, and most were magically blessed with various powers through certain bloodlines.  While in full-transformation, they walked the razor blade of sick nightmares. 


      And Sixten was staring down five of them.


  “Release her from what?”


  Bane took a step forward. “I’m sure you enthralled her.”


  “Jealous of my enthralling capabilities, or are you just wanting between her thighs like everyone else?”


      Sixten had never dealt with such disaccord in this area.  Raised in a community controlled by immortals, the werewolves and the vampires were close neighbors between the two islands:  Captiva and Sanibel.  The Captiva community was becoming more crowded by the day, considering the Species Breed Vampires had to share their digs with the Habaline Shapeshifters and their mixed-bloods. 


  All had been well between the vamps and the wolves until Maestru had pulled some serious shit in Scotland, fracturing his relationship with the North American Alpha, Jayce Jordan.  Simply put, he poisoned Rock, head of security for the entire North American Pack, took the Alpha Queen and fed from her repeatedly. Using Tatum Shirley as a shield and bargaining tool to get what he wanted. How stupid was that?  Even deranged with bloodlust, Sixten wasn’t foolish enough to come between an immortal and his mate.


      In his questionable efforts, Maestru rescued a small number of females from a Habaline breeding camp well hidden in Scotland but sacrificed any comfortable coexistence with the Weres in doing so.  His means didn’t justify the end, at least, not according to Jayce Jordan.  So now, something ruthless and fierce was brewing between the two species. As if two feuding crime families controlled the area to see who could get to the top first, and stay there.


      Four werewolves flanked Bane in a v-formation.  Something Sixten was more than familiar with, a fighting stance presented as an open threat, especially since all werewolves were in mid-transformation.  Flawless killers who struck without mercy, werewolves loved a good bloodbath as much as the Species.  And when they were at their worse, fully transformed, they lost respect for life or any laws that protected it. “You have no rights here.”


      “You don’t have a say in territorial rights when you have shifters floating on your property, phasing in and out,” Bane breathed through his open mouth. “They are protecting you, and we are here to protect her.  Give her up.  Now.”


      “You’re not taking her.  I don’t need any Habalines to protect what is mine.  I most certainly didn’t ask them to run interference.”


      “You told me you hadn’t heard from your brother,” Bane said accusatorily.  “When did that change?   Or did it ever?   I realize lies are commonplace with your kind, though.  Everyone does.”


      Sixten didn’t have to answer squat.  “We need to get down to brass, Beta.  The real reason you want Blythe.”


      “I told you she is of our blood.”


      “Bullshit,” Sixten hissed, long and guttural. “She’s leverage to get to my brother through me, and you can’t own up to it.  God, do I look that stupid?” He pointed a finger at his intruders. “It’s beyond your kind to use a female for any gains in the immortal world, yet you decide to stoop with mine.”


      “It’s truth,” he replied, looking Six straight in the eyes. “Blythe’s bloodline is of consequence to our pack.”


  Of consequence, Sixten thought, but not necessarily of their blood as he’d tried to make it sound.  Any idiot would know that they were beyond an impasse.  Animalistic strain crackled around them.  Sixten gripped the railing in an attempt to hold himself still.  He could feel the weight of their tension eating up the night air, transforming his land into a battleground in which many would die.  Problem was, one could easily get to Blythe while he was engaged with five horrendous beasts.


  With that in mind, he scented another, though he couldn’t detect the source – definitely not the roving Habalines. His vampire side focused its attention on the other.  His body released the Species, honing itself into nearly seven feet of graceful, deadly muscle.  Sixten felt his bones sharpen.  Above his protruding cheekbones, his irises flared, eating up all white until his signature ice-green completely took over into vampiric flares.  Ones matching the Weres celestial blues, power against power, but his were solid green.   All glowed dangerously yet remained deceptively beautiful.  Just as any true hunter needed them to be.


  He moved with the lethal confidence of a predator, yet tinged with an edge of cautiousness.  Since he now understood this was a complete setup.  But Sixten refused to ask the Habalines for help.  He sure didn’t want to owe them anything, nor did he want the Weres coming to the wrong conclusion about his relationship with the shifters. And short of calling the werewolves on their impending ambush and lunging forward with battle-ready gusto, he decided to play along, granting them the illusion of control. 


  Only, that is, until he figured out what to do to keep Blythe safely tucked away.


  “Six, what’s going on?”


  This really couldn’t be happening.  A night destined for lovemaking was piling up with ever-increasing absurdity.  Sixten turned and yelled at Blythe, “What part of ‘wait here’ confuses you?”


  “You…,” she stammered, turning in a slow circle around him, “do have f-fangs.” He watched her wobble, but standing between her and the werewolves won precedence over scooping her up.  After turning and taking in the appearances of their unwelcomed guests, she looked like she was going to retch on the spot.  He moved in front of her again, staring down at the beasts that refused to reassemble to a more human state. 


  “Is…that Rock back there?”


  “In the flesh.”  Sixten couldn’t call back the Species unless the beasts came out of mid-trans around Blythe. “Charming, isn’t he?”  He steadily turned his head, keeping the five in his peripheral vision as he warned her, “Go inside.  I will be there shortly.”


  “You’re a …,” she whispered over a strange gurgling sound, “a…what?”


  “Blythe,” Sixten exploded.  “Inside!  Now!”


  “Blythe,” Rock interrupted, taking advantage of the distraction to move closer.  “I want you to come with me, sweetheart.”  He beckoned her with his large hands.  “Come on down the steps.  You’ll be fine.”


  Sixten punched his fists through the railing, sending wooden spikes the beast’s way.  “Keep the fuck away from her!”  Blythe clutched her stomach, went to her knees and heaved.


  Rock laughed at Sixten.  It wasn’t a pleasant laugh or a gesture of compatible humanity.  Beasts had no humanity.  They weren’t human.  It was a warning from the belly of his beast.  “Expect to keep her by force?  With your mixed-breeding, she has a choice you know.”


  “Expect to live by staying here and threatening to take what is mine?”


  “What mixed-breeding?” she whispered slowly, wiping her mouth on her sleeve.


  Sixten didn’t answer her, but simply pulled her to him. She’d put on his shirt and he yanked it down where it had ridden up.  After tightening his forearm under her heavy breasts, he said, “And as you can see, she’s not enthralled.  Not that it should matter to you.”


  Bane smiled slyly, while staring up at Sixten and Blythe with shining, immortal eyes.  “She matters to many of us.”


  Sixten kissed the top of Blythe’s head.  By the sound of her heartbeat, she was going to pass out soon.  He could put her back to sleep, but decided he would do so only if she were to go into shock. He forced himself to hold back.   She had to see the world in which she truly belonged…with him. 


  He mentally summoned Maestru.  The Coven Master appeared within seconds.  Obviously, he was watching from a distance, waiting to intervene.  But it wasn’t the strange scent or power Sixten had recognized earlier.  That was something entirely different, and wholly unwelcome.  But he had no other choice than to put that investigation on hold, for now.  That is, until he heard her next words.


  “Something’s coming for me.”


  Qudir and Kash misted in on the deck.  Never once considering Sixten took them as threats.  Right now, by their stance, they stood brothers-n-arms, beside him in his hour of need.   


  “What’s coming for you, angel?”  She flinched when she saw Sixten’s claws.


  Bane stepped too close.


  “Fuck off, dog!” Kash hissed.  “He doesn’t have to prove shit to you.  You breached his territory.  Leave or I take your head.”


  Sixten forced Blythe to look at him, pushing her chin up with his knuckle, careful of his claws. “Tell me.  What’s happening?”


  “I feel attached to something…and it’s pulling me.”


  Sixten mentally directed Qudir, asking for a small favor.  What he needed was to stop all of this bickering, so he and Blythe could find the underlying cause of her strange new senses – together.  Qudir misted inside the house.


  “He poofs in and out like a genie,” she whimpered in his arms.


  “You should see him when he’s showing off,” Kash said matter-of-factly, though he didn’t take his eyes of the werewolves.  “It’s your reality, Blythe.  One that you aren’t familiar with, though you’ve been exposed to it all your life.”


  “Nothing’s going to happen to you, angel,” Sixten soothed her while shooting ocular daggers at the wolves.


  “What are you?” she turned and asked Rock.  “I thought…I thought we were friends.  We grew up together.”


  “If we weren’t friends,” Rock replied calmly, “I wouldn’t be here.”


  Kash spouted off, “No one needs a friend like you, especially her.”  He tilted his spikey head Blythe’s way.


  Qudir reappeared with an alabaster box.   Instead of giving it to Sixten, he presented it to Maestru.  Maestru turned to Sixten, flashing a pleasant smile, though disingenuous.  “Are you presenting this formally?  I might remind you that once you prove the validity of this claim, it is something you can never take back, no matter what she asks…or feels.”


  “Her feelings are to matter now?” Sixten asked.  “When the desires of these beasts press on her and she thinks something comes for her?”


  “Don’t,” Rock warned, “even think about pushing her into this.”


  “Aren’t we all born selfishly cruel?” Sixten hissed, baring his long fangs high above Blythe’s head.  “You are the worst offender, Rock,” he spat through his teeth, “leather, chains, and humans, oh my.”


  “Has nothing to do with her.” Rock lunged but his pack mates held him back - smart move on their part.


  “It has everything to do with her,” Kash interrupted.  “You seek any reason to mistrust us, all in an effort to keep her away from Sixten, but you’re not giving us a true reason to listen.  Besides, I don’t think she would be amiable to being shared.” Kash nodded. “How many would she have to take with your kind?   Three or more?  All at one time?”


  Despite Kash’s well-proven points, Sixten had to move things along.  His friend had a tendency to provoke the werewolves rather outrageously, and the more keyed-up he was with the Species, the worse the situation became. 


  “Enough,” Sixten interrupted; now holding Blythe’s entire weight in his arms since her knees buckled. She still hadn’t passed out, yet her body was thinking about it.  “We were presenting the validity of my claim, even though I shouldn’t have to prove it to another species.  Kash, please, take Blythe inside.”  At that moment, Kash was the only vampire he trusted with her.  She protested feebly, smacking him a few times on the biceps as he lifted her, causing Kash’s mouth to quirk around the corners.


  Maestru had the box open; lifting out a neatly cut section of the beach blanket he’d kept with Blythe’s virgin blood smeared on it.  All vampiric blood ceremonies held a form of blood exchange.  And an exchange with a human virgin was the equivalent of a human marriage, but in vampire terms, it was a blood oath that could never, ever be broken.  He’d provided for her for years, no matter what Anthony had done with the money, so he’d held up most of his end of the blood oath.


  Maestru didn’t look happy.  “You are claiming a bride,” he pushed, watching him with a curious fascination.


  “He is mixed-blood,” Rock protested.  “He can’t have or claim a true bride.”


  “No…he is of our Coven and has the rights all vampires do.  He stakes a claim,” Maestru said and inhaled deeply over the blanket, “and proves its legitimacy. I recognize this blood to be hers.” He took another deep breath. “Blythe Giarrusso’s innocence was spilled here.” He pushed the box into Sixten’s hands.  “No one has a better claim than Sixten Kovac.  He owns her body and soul.  She owns him body and soul.  It is done.”


  The words resounded in Sixten, as if the heavens had opened up on this dark night and pushed a light into his soul that no one could take away.  The words could never be taken back, not after a Coven Master as powerful as Maestru said them before other immortal witnesses.  Sixten found it almost impossible to speak over the emotional lump in his throat, but he did anyway, “Get off my property, werewolves, and stay away from my wife.”


  They reluctantly misted away, but he wasn’t stupid enough to think they were giving up. And they confirmed it with every threat they could spew before they misted away. After the shakedown in Scotland, he doubted vampire laws meant much to the beasts anymore, so they would try to carry out their vicious promises.  Sixten said, “Sorry to dissuade your plan, Maestru.”


  Qudir looked between the two.  “Plan?”


  “You may have backed me up here, Qudir,” Sixten said without gratitude.  “However, I’m hard-pressed to forgive you for holding my mate’s life against me.  Forcing me to accept that fucking ambassadorship, which we all know is a guise to pit brother against brother, overpowering the shifters until they once again become nothing.  You don’t want me as an ambassador, you want me as a warrior, a Vojak, pure and simple.  Where were you earlier tonight, then?  Not backing up your fellow Vojak, that’s for sure.” He felt a trembling underfoot, as if something powerful was moving.  “And if it were up to you, I wouldn’t have gotten to her in time.  You would let the werewolves have her.  So I would have to come crawling for the Coven’s help, sealing my fate with an eternal pledge to fight for the race instead of this temporary ambassadorship. We all know vampires require payment for everything they do for another.  It’s duplicitous at best.” He held up a hand when Qudir started to argue. “One day, when you find she who is yours, maybe you’ll understand that vicious drive to protect your mate at all costs.”


  “And you,” Sixten said, turning to Maestru, “I would appreciate it if you clarified your intentions.  I know you put Blythe under Ryan’s ownership to dangle her over me, force me to come back to the Vojaks, but this whole setup is past immoral.  It reeks of the forbidden.”


  Maestru inclined his head.  “You’re right about that, Six.  I would do anything to get you back, including a force of hand. I never led you to believe otherwise.  But, for the most part, I put her under Ryan’s protection to keep her hidden from the Lovci,” he admitted only now. “They’re in a mad hunt to replace those stolen Donors, which I now understand that you’re aware of your wife’s desperate situation.  So as far as forbidden goes, yes, I’ve breached the forbidden when I didn’t report her and kept her for my returning Vojak.”


  Meaning he could still easily report her if Sixten didn’t do as he said.  “I take this as a threat.”


  “Coercion at its worst, Six.” Qudir interrupted and then raised a brow.  “If Blythe is a Donor, you know what that does to a Species or the Undead – she’s addictive.” He rubbed his jaw thoughtfully. “Considering that, it’s stupid to stay here, especially since we don’t know what the beasts are all about when it comes to her.   Come home with us.”


  “The sanctuary isn’t set up for females.”


  “The others won’t touch her,” Maestru said assuredly. “Qudir will make sure of it.”


  “Uh-huh.”


  “Six,” Qudir’s calm voice contradicted the venom in his black eyes, “she’ll be fine with us.  We will adjust.  She’ll adjust.”


  Maestru placed both hands on Sixten’s shoulders. “As far as your brother is concerned, I understand that you confirmed Rave is still digging pits under other species, trying to take down what he thinks is still a threat to his race.”


  “All immortals are still a threat to his race,” Sixten contended.


  “And Habalines are fanatics when it comes to vengeance,” Maestru tilted his head as if listening to something far away.  “No matter what your other half is, we still accept you as whole.  Can you say the same about your brother?”


  No he couldn’t, especially after Rave’s actions had taken Blythe away from him for more than eight years.  There was no justification found in that – only cruelty.  “I can’t say anything positive about my brother.”


  Maestru inclined his head.  “We’ll be expecting you shortly, then.”


  


  



  Chapter 15


   


  “He has purple eyes.”


  “I know, angel,” Sixten said softly.


  “No, Six.  I mean…really purple,” Blythe hiccupped and Kash brought another sip of water to her lips. “Like someone colored them with a crayon.”


  Kash was bewildered, studying her in turn.  “Most humans think I’m hot.”


  “Humans…,” she muttered.


  Sixten curled his arm around her. “Take deep breaths, Blythe.”


  Kash nodded to the side door. “I’ve fed earlier, so I’ll stay.  Summon me when you’re ready.”


  “Thanks.”


  “He fed?  Who says fed?”


  “Vampires do.” Her throat was constricting. “Let’s go upstairs, moja láska.” He delicately scooped her and carried her up an impressive double staircase that lined the stately foyer.  Blythe knew that if he had it his way, he’d carry her everywhere, preferably when they were both naked. “We have a lot to discuss,” he told her. 


  Damn straight they did.


  When they arrived back in the master bedroom, Sixten gently placed her on the gossamer-lined bed, but she decided the chaise next to the door – the exit - was a better choice.  So she moved.  He raised a golden brow, but that was the extent of his protests.  “You’re really a vampire?”  She tried to scoot backwards on the chaise, but her knees gave out, effectively planting her on the other side with her ass on the floor. 


      He came down on his haunches in front of her, but didn’t lift a finger to touch her trembling body.  “Half vampire,” he answered. “What I’m not, is someone you should be afraid of.”


      She tried to swallow, but her throat wouldn’t work.  “I saw you out there…and the others.  I’m afraid of you all – very afraid.  Hell, I should be afraid to walk down the street in broad daylight.”


      “No,” he said with utter conviction. “Only those who think they can take you from me should be afraid.”


  “Just leave me alone.”  She pleaded, biting her lip, “For good this time.”


      “If I could…nah, I still wouldn’t,” he said honestly. “I love you desperately. And you cannot hide from one like me.  By your scent, you want me.  By the light in your eyes, you still love me, Blythe.  I feel it.  I felt it when I joined with you through sex.”


      “Maybe, but how can that matter when I don’t really know you as I thought I did? You’ve been lying to me all along.  You hide under a pretense of…I don’t know what.” She ran fingers through her dark hair, twisting it absently. “But it’s not honesty.  You’ve never been honest with me, have you?  What world do we live in where…things threaten…things?”


      “Humans threaten one another constantly – kill, too.”


      “Uh-huh.”


  “When you see what I am and what I come from, you’ll understand why my ways are so different from yours.” He shrugged. “I don’t have human instincts.  No one fully immortal does.  We only learn by watching humans, assimilating to blend into society.”


  “You’ve always fooled me…even in bed, right?”


      “The times we’ve made love were beautiful and sexy and hot, but I held back the ‘true’ me every time – not emotionally, but physically.  In that very elemental way, I’ve always protected you from what would…frighten you.” he swallowed thickly. “I understand this will take some time, but you’ll feel comfortable with me again.”


  “Stay away from me, and I’ll feel comfortable right away.”


  “So we’re on the same page, accept that I’m not staying away, and you’re not leaving.”


  “I can leave.”


  “No, you can’t,” he said with so much confidence it chilled her skin. “We are one.”


  Utter determination tightened his stance, so instead of arguing, she asked, “Is this all fake?”  She lifted a shaking hand and gestured towards him.  “Do you really look like this…when you’re not…big…and fiery-eyed...and fangy?”


      “No and yes.  This is the way I normally look.  The natural way I was born to look.  But I can change upon will anytime, anywhere, and for any length of time.”


      “So you’re boundless.”


      “In some ways I am, especially my love for you.” She just stared at him so he continued, “You know the adage about a tiger not changing his stripes?” He didn’t wait for her to respond.  “Whoever started that never encountered a Habaline.”


      “Habaline?” she licked her lips nervously, but she stayed put.


      “I am one-half of a species of many, many immortals that walk among the mortals.”


      “Like some Greek…tragedy.” She shook her head until hair flew around. “The myths…the fables…don’t tell me those are true.”


      “I won’t,” he said softly.  “Although you have to consider creatures of mythoi intricately weave themselves within those fables and the world as you know it.  All challenge your intrinsic understanding of reality.  I get that, Blythe, and I will help you understand.”


      “I don’t want to understand.”


      “You have to.  There’s no other way for you to go.  You most certainly can’t run.” 


      “If I had not seen it with my own eyes, I would have…”  She stared up at him horrified.  “You were marrying me,” she accused.  “You never told me any of this.  Were we going to have kids?” She shuddered.


      “God, I hope so.  Do you know what it would feel like to watch you grow with my child?”


      “What…would it have…been?”


      “What will it be?  Hmmm. Let me think.  I’d say if it were a boy, he’d spend his teenage years thinking he was the hottest thing out there and commit selfish atrocities left and right until he meets someone half as wonderful as his mother.  Only then, would he settle down and play well with others.  If he’s a she?  Well…she’ll probably have our combined looks and those unbelievable curves of yours, so she’ll be locked away until she’s a hundred or so.  After her daddy-imposed imprisonment, we’ll discuss the possibility of her dating someone.”  He flashed a brilliant smile.  “Someone I’ll probably kill the minute he rings our doorbell, so be prepared for that mess.”


      “It’s all funny to you.”


      “No, moja láska, there’s nothing humorous about this, or the way you’re looking at me.  You’re mentally pushing me in the distance because it hurts for you to realize there’s only one way for you to go.”


      “Alternate realities are hard to believe in, even if they’re staring you in the face.”


      “There’s nothing alternate here.  It has always been this way, angel.  The truth, as you knew it, wasn’t exactly the truth.  That’s all.”


      “No. You’re recreating my world…everything I understood to be normal.”


      “I can do a lot of things.  Recreation isn’t one of them.  Just so you know, I never wanted to be human.  I like being me.  The me I am for you is the best I’ve ever been.”


      She heard what he was saying, but he knew that her mind refused to understand. “When were you going to tell me?”


      He didn’t bat an eye, knowing exactly what she was talking about.  “After a while into our marriage, I wasn’t in any hurry.”


      “You will go on forever, right?  I wither and age.” She closed her eyes against his masculine body.  Unlike her, he’d always be that way. “How did you expect it to work?  I can’t think of a single time when I wondered if others were not human.  I never contemplated living infinitely, at no time fathomed whether others made it to their graves…and got back out.” Icy fingers crawled up her spine. “I just assumed you live, you die, and then you move on to something better.” 


      “I would’ve died alongside you.” He grew sad. “There are ways.”


      “You can’t mean that.”


      “If I didn’t mean it, then why did I choose to attach myself to you, a mortal, in the first place?”


      “Attached?” She pushed wisps of hair from her eyes. “After our break-up, you went on just as I did.”


      “Going on without the one you love is insurmountable.  People do it all the time.  Yes, somehow, I did it, too. But not that well, considering I begged you to come back year after year.  Still, even though you turned me away, I knew you were healthy and alive, so that helped.  Even so, there’s no comparison if you were to die.  You were a mortal with the barest whisper of a lifespan.  To know you could’ve gotten into an accident or be harmed by one of my enemies tore me up daily.”


      “Tore you up? Were a mortal?  Past tense?”


      “Brace yourself, angel.”


      “There can’t be more.”


  “It seems you’re not exactly human.”


      She heard this strangled, choking sound and realized it came from her.


      “Deep breaths, Blythe, bring them in and push them out.  I don’t have all of the facts and neither of us has the time to fact-find right now.”


      “I don’t believe any of this.”


      “Yes, you do. I can smell many things from you and distrust isn’t one of them. Right now, you’re stunned, but you believe what I’m saying. We’ll work through how you’re really feeling when you settle down.”


      “I’m really feeling like leaving.”


      “Never.”


      “You said we’ll work through it. I have no clue how to deal with this. That’s how I’m working through it.”


      “No.  Chaos threads your mind.  I can see it churning in your eyes.  But leaving me is never, ever going to happen again, so you’ll find another way to deal with all of this.”


      “You have no say.”


      He laughed, “Wrong.”


      “I mean…you have power that I obviously don’t.  But you wouldn’t hold me with it, or else you would have for years.”


      “Those humanistic idealisms have left me.  Besides, I kept you for years.”


      “Kept.”


      “I paid your brother to keep you in luxury, to see that you finished your studies.  Not that your education mattered to me, but I knew it did to you.   I paid for…everything… you to go to the best schools, stay in the best homes, wear designer clothes, and dine on the finest cuisine.  All while staying behind the scenes, negotiating with your brother, keeping your wishes, the ones that insisted you wanted no part of me.”


      “I want no part of you now.”


      He inhaled again and gave her the cockiest smile she’d ever seen. “You’re full of shit.”


      She scooted back and he tracked her movements in a clearly predatory way that made goose bumps pop up on her flesh.


      “I can’t say anything you want to hear,” Sixten’s breath rushed out on a long sigh. “But I didn’t treat you as badly as you think.”


      “Even if I could accept that you’re not human…maybe I’m not human.  You were still faithless.  No matter what you are, you’ll do it again.  Faithless people remain faithless.”


      “Now, you need to understand that it was Rave, my brother, that night and not me.”


      “I saw you.”


      “You saw a Habaline Shapeshifter that formed himself into his brother and had sex with your friend.  Not me.  Never me.  Nevertheless, I couldn’t tell you then, could I?  I figured it out later, after I calmed down.  You didn’t know she wanted me. I never took her…touched her at any time.  Rave was around at our engagement party.  Do you remember meeting him then?”


      She shook her head numbly.


  “He decided to have fun with my predicament,” he said tightly. “I didn’t want you to know, especially right before our wedding, that your best friend didn’t have your best interests at heart.  She’d been after me all night.  Rave got wind of it, and without my prior knowledge, played me perfectly.”


  “And you figured all that out, huh?”


  “Yeah.  She wouldn’t stop badgering me afterwards, so I had to erase her memory.  I couldn’t stand the notion of her thinking I betrayed you.  And in the back of my mind, I knew what happened, but Rave took off.  Only recently, years later, did I get a chance to confront him.”


  “And?”


  “Humans are a game to him.  He has no qualms with playing with them and putting them away for another day. I don’t condone his actions.   Unfortunate for us both, he chose that particular situation to play in, one which ruined our lives for years.”


   She asked skeptically, “You expect me to believe your brother impersonated you?”


  “Yes,” he replied solemnly. “He’s truly a monster.”


  “I’m to accept everything you say?” He saw she had so many questions; they jumbled inside her and got lost before she could call on one. “You’re screwing up my head.”


  “No.  You’re allowing newfound knowledge to screw with your head.” He paused heavily. “Why should I hold anything back now? You’re acclimating as we speak.  Quite nicely, I might add.”


  “Stop talking.”


  “It’s cruel to keep you in the dark, and you need to know what’s in store for you,” he said hesitantly. “By the way, we’d both feel a lot better if we played in that bed over there.” He cocked his head toward the bed draped in gossamer and wicked, crimson sheets.


  She shook her head, refusing to look it.  “Let’s say I believe you about your brother, even though all my brain waves are screaming ‘you fool’. Why didn’t you tell me all of this a long time ago?”


  “I had Anthony cart you off to Italy because I didn’t know how far Rave was willing to go.  I was stupid enough to think he’d leave you alone, but in a very meaningful way, he hurt you more than words can suffice.  Me, too.  Within hours of your pitiful discovery of them in bed, a heavy raid went down that obliterated many of the Habalines on this island.  One I knew nothing about, but one my brother asked me to take sides on – specifically his side.  On the other hand, my Coven Master, Maestru, expected me to stay where I was.  Loyal to the Vampyr Vojaks, in which I was one of the warriors who protected our race.   So that’s why I allowed you to finally leave. I’m selfish, Blythe, but not when it comes to your safety.  I never once set you free, though - not in any way.  I cared for you implicitly with hopes you would return to me one day.  And here you are in our bedroom.”


  “Just talking.”  No matter the situation, he still made her blood boil, and it wasn’t from anger.


  “As I said, this can only go one way.”  His eyes flared carnally, incinerating her obstinate will.


  Weary to the bone, she still asked, “If you say I’m not completely human, then what am I?” Did she really want to know the answer?


  “Let’s take this step by step.”


  “How?”


  He gave her a crooked grin.  “Maybe you should close your eyes.”


  “Maybe, I should turn my head and run.”


  “Hmmm.” He inched closer. “I don’t think hard to get will do it for me right now.  Not when I’m so hard.”  He placed her hand on his bulge and she felt him jerk under her touch.  She quickly removed it. He loomed over her with the slow, lethal grace of a lion herding his mate, or maybe his prey.


  She was sweating bullets. “If I lost my mind and believed everything you said.  I still couldn’t go back, and I don’t want to go back.”


  “I understand, moja láska,” he purred, bracing his arms on either side of her head, caging her.  


  “I’m definitely afraid of you, freaked out is more like it.  But I should be terrified right now, truly terrified.   As time passes, my fear seeps away.  Until l feel eerily calm, Six.  Is that something you’re doing?  Are you pulling my head together when it wants to scatter into a million pieces?  I think it would be easier that way, for me at least.  Just allow me to disassemble.”


  “I love you too much to watch you disassemble, so yes, I’m helping you stay focused.”


  “There’s nothing left to focus on.”


  “Listen to me.”


  “I don’t love you anymore.  I refuse to…to let you…  I won’t take you in my body again.”


  A small hiss left the back of his throat. “When I look at you and see all the things that I did wrong; I want to fix the past.  But I can’t, and that’s the part that just sucks.  You,” he murmured, touching his forehead to hers, “you’re the one that can make it right.  Right now, it’s you.  The sad part is that you don’t give a damn - not about me, you, or us.  You just don’t care.”


  “So I’m to walk away?  I leave, knowing that everything I hold dear resides in you, inside that frozen heart of yours.  It’s the one that refuses my love, alongside the body that refuses my entrance.” He pushed his lips against hers, speaking into her mouth. “For years, I’m torn, torn between letting you go forever and locking you in my bedroom.” He flicked his tongue across her lips. “Would you be a willing captive?  Would you surrender your heart if I took your body forever?”


  “Never.”


  “I didn’t think so.  I guess that adds to the excitement.  Anger, even fear, makes for more passion.  I can hear it.” He dropped some of his weight on her, pushing her back onto the floor. “Your heart pounds, it’s calling to me.  Do you wonder what it says?”


  “No.”


  “It says take me anyway and I shall.”


  


  



   


  Chapter 16


  Sven decided to drown his sorrows.  When he was drunk, his southern drawl was the sexiest of all in his repertoire.  Many chippies were hitting on him, and he knew he would bring one home.  And the sad part was, he also knew he’d pretend she was Blythe.  Not because he loved her or even liked her, but due to the fact she was sex on two of the most perfect legs he’d ever laid eyes on.  


  He would have landed her eventually, since he always got what he wanted. But the walking god who Ryan said was Blythe’s fiancé screwed him out of taking her to the theater.  Where Sven was going to show her off in front of his snobby, artificial friends, and later, charm himself into her bed.


  “And you’re sure about this, Ryan?” he asked for the second time.


  “Yeah, don’t expect her to come back to the spa…or even give you notice.  She’s back with Sixten and he won’t have her working in this building or probably anywhere.”


  “So he’s in charge of her?”   He laughed. 


  “Sven, listen,” Ryan said gravely, “don’t ever mess with Sixten.  Seriously.  It’s not something you wanna do.  Alright?”


  “Fine.”  He tipped his glass, enjoying the burn that accompanied excellent tequila.  He eyed the women, wondering whom he would choose.  “So…this Sixten dressed as if he could afford something other than your efficiency upstairs.”


  “Don’t worry about her.  I know you paid her well, and I appreciate that, but she’s more than fine now.”


  “They’re moving away?”


  “I don’t think so.  I’m sure he still has his place on Captiva.  They were going to live there years ago, and I doubt he sold it. It’s close enough to his downtown office.”


  Sven had thrown another one down, stoking quite a buzz.  “Hey, earlier I thought the everglades were on fire again.  You know that burning stench when it’s ablaze?”


  Ryan smiled cynically and said, “Probably just a local brushfire, Sven.  I went in the alleyway a few minutes ago, smoke’s all clear now.”


  The buzz slammed Sven the moment he stood. 


  Ryan stood with him and pushed in their chairs.   “I’ll call you a cab, man.”


  “No need.  I’m going back to the spa with a chippie, nailing something easy. By the time I’m finished with her, I’ll be good to drive home.”  He shook his head, pushing through the couples that encircled the bar and heading out the side door that linked the club to INKS.  A small passage separated the two buildings, barely enough to get a bike through.  Sven reached around, and in his drunken haze, he realized he didn’t have a girl on his arm.


  He rummaged in his pocket for his cell phone, found it and flipped it open.  Many numbers to choose from and any would come to his carnal rescue for a good bump and grind.  That is, if he could actually see the screen.


  “Need a ride?”


  Dimly, he realized someone was creeping forward, almost gliding.  “No.  Just a good lay.”  Oh, he shouldn’t have said that.


  “Well,” he murmured, “you are quite pretty, but I’m in a hurry.”


  Sven dragged his fingers through his hair, forgetting his cell phone was in that hand.  It crashed on the cobblestone, but the stranger had it in his palm before Sven tried to pick it up.  He stepped closer, closer, closer, until he had him against the jagged brick. His breath was intoxicating, more than the tequila.  It was warm, sweet, and dangerous, all with a touch of cardamom.  He slipped Sven’s phone inside his back pocket and suddenly gave his throat a hard squeeze. 


  “You smell like Blythe Giarrusso.”  He sniffed his neck behind his ear.  


  “Who are you?”


  “Salk.”


  “How can you smell her on me?”


  “You were way too close to her.  That’s how.” He squeezed harder. “And she has a distinctive perfume.”


  Sven swallowed thickly, frightened beyond anything he could remember, yet he couldn’t run.  “I don’t think,” he stalled out when Salk moved his hand and scraped his sharp teeth down his throat, “she wears perfume.” 


  “Tell me everything you know about her.”  Salk moved in on him, handling him in a way one could only describe as predatory.


  “Okay.” Sven closed his eyes.  Though Salk had produced no weapon, he knew he would save his life by opening his mouth. “Whatever you want to know, just don’t kill me.”


  Rave followed their movements, transfixed.  “Poison, can you understand the way the human male succumbed so easily to the Lovec?  He was not entirely enthralled, though somewhat inebriated.”


  “The human found his life was of more importance than the female’s, betraying her quite easily,” Poison replied, shaking his head in amusement.


  “Ah, but what’s betrayal?  A breaking of a contract?  Or a treachery to pair evil with evil?  Should he feel shame to surrender under a highly skilled immortal?  We’ve all done that from time to time.”


  “I doubt you have ever surrendered anything.”


  “Not completely.” Rave swallowed hard.  “Did you scatter Blythe’s clothes around the Vojak’s sanctuary?”


  “Of course,” Poison whispered and rolled a rock around under his foot.  The rooftop was still hot, baking his feet.  “I can’t believe you know its whereabouts.”


  “Small island.” Rave exhaled slowly. “But it is protected.  Even I haven’t penetrated their walls.”


  “You’re so sure he’ll take her there?”


  “Our shifters said the werewolves threatened to take her – strike one.  Sixten conferred with the Coven Master and understands she’s a Donor – strike two.” He pointed to Salk. “So he understands that a Dynasty Vampyr and its hunter are hot on her trail – strike three.”


  “Yeah, well, I’m ready to shift underground unless you need anything else tonight.”


  “No.  Nothing else.”


  “You’re sure you want to do this to your brother.  Spite him again.  Take away what is his… permanently?”


  Rave stared at the city lights, scouting out areas for future battles.  “He made a choice, so did I.  At least, I’m not killing her.  And I’m sure her Vampyr will take good care of her.  In a way, Donors are sacred.”


  “You are soft where she is concerned, yes?”


  “No.  But I’m still soft-hearted where my brother is concerned.” He was shifting in and out with the river breeze. “Yes, since she is a Donor, I could easily take her for our vampires.  I thought about it for a while.  But I will spare her that life and wish her well.  And my brother will learn the hard way.  That he belongs with me and he picked the wrong side.  Again.”


  “Perhaps, he still will not see it that way.”


  “He will when he loses her and finds that I’m the only who can get her back.”


  


  



  Chapter 17


  Sixten settled Blythe on the bed after explaining exactly what he was going to do to her in vivid details.  Dark words she’d never heard strung along in any imaginable sentence.  He held nothing back, and embarrassingly enough; Blythe grew wet before his first intriguing adjective left his panting mouth.  The very mouth he promised to do truly naughty things with all over her body. And she was having a hard time remembering why she refused him in the first place.


  “…and then I’m going to shove it up that sweet ass of yours.”


  She tried to huff indignantly, but it came out as a needy groan, “You’ve never done that…”


  “That was then.  This is now.”


  “Are those your fangs again?”


  “Ignore...”

     

      “How?  Are you really a vampire? As in blood drinker?”


  “I’ll be anything you want me to be.” He tossed his hair from his forehead, staring down at her with glittering, ice-green eyes.


      “Any…thing?”


      “I’ll show you my thing.” Metallic sparks flared within the ice-green, transforming them into a wild sea storm.  He placed his open mouth over her throat and moaned - a purely hedonistic sound that torched her straining nipples.


      “You’re doing something to me.” She writhed underneath him. “I recognize it now.  You did the same thing to me in the bathroom, making me horny.  How did you get my clothes off without me knowing it?” She demanded. 


      “Don’t worry.  I’m just taking away some of the shock and replacing it with some of the ‘feel good’.” He spoke against her throat, lightly scraping sharp tips down the front. “And yes, I can do things quickly, like take off your clothes without your knowing about it.  But I’ll go slowly…when I get to a point that’s worth going slow for.”  He rose up again, clearly enjoying the view he had of her body.  “You’re amazing.  You always were…but, my, how you’ve grown in all the right places.”  He curled his tongue around a stiff peak, tickling and licking until a raging brushfire of need burned her body to its bones. His strong fingers moved down, sliding around and around, never going inside, but gathering moisture and delivering it to her clitoris in deliberate circles. “What angel lies beneath me?”


      Flames liquefied between her legs. Blythe could be dying right now.  Vulnerable under his freaky fangs and she could not care less, as long as he kept touching her.  “Six, please.”  She thrust her hips forward, which only made him pull back, teasing her. 


      Sixten brought his fingers to her mouth, painting her full bottom lip with his slickened middle finger. “Please?  I’ll please you all right.” Small white lines strained his mouth as he held himself back. “You’re positively glowing, moja láska.”  A muscled arm slid up her back.  An experienced hand tunneled through her hair before firmly grasping her nape.  The other did some tunneling of its own as two strong fingers penetrated her instantly, spearing her to the top. She gasped at the intimate touch, feeling him so deep inside that her navel tingled strangely and her inner walls tightened and flexed under his expertise.


      He brought his head down slowly, never taking his otherworldly eyes from hers.  “You’re eyes are a burning like molten amber, Blythe, staring into mine as if I’m your entire world.” He licked his lips, wetting them purposely. “I’m going to stoke their fire.  I am your entire world.  No one else is mine.  No one else is yours.”


      “Wait.”


      “Just try to stop me now.”  For a moment, he held her eyes, and she knew she should be frightened, if only for his sexual pull alone.  But she held his gaze, instantly forgetting what her protests were all about.  And there wasn’t a doubt in her mind that he was playing her libido.  But the decision barreling through her psyche, the one that said to take him back once and for all, was all her own and not any freaky mind trick on his part.  It was such a relief to unbury those feelings, unburden her heart, knowing Sixten reciprocated each of her fragile emotions.


  Even though she didn’t say the words he wanted to hear, his whole body jerked.  Somehow, he felt her surprising acquiescence, and that’s when he collapsed atop her, suddenly moving in unexpected liquid strokes only something other than human could.  Ones she couldn’t begin to keep up with.  His lips crushed hers and then he thrust his tongue inside.  He tasted like her everything.  Hot razor-edged strength and warm comfort coupled with thoughts of a true home.  She’d been cold without him for so long, she no longer wanted to walk away from this kind of heat, even though thoughts of what he was agonized her.


      He moved down in a blur, licking the line between her breasts and pushing his tongue flat against the solid bone, before he brought his mouth back to hers.   She pulled his head against her, thrusting her fingers through his golden hair while kissing him as if she never wanted to leave his bed.


      Because she didn’t.


      She felt him glide down, putting his head between her legs, scraping those tantalizing fangs all over her.  She made all the room she could, nearly bringing her knees to her chin and he hissed roughly.  Lick, tug, scrape, pull, suck. He stared up between her thighs and grinned wickedly.


      “You’re as beautiful here as you are everywhere.”  He opened his mouth wide, flashing his crazy teeth.  “Where do you want my mouth to be, moja láska?”


      “I hate the teasing, Six.”


      “Do you now?” 


  He pushed his tongue deep inside, and she thrashed on the slippery duvet.  Six caught her before she hit the floor.  Her head was upside down, hanging over the side, when he unzipped himself and thrust inside.  “Feel it, baby?”


  “Not from here, but it looks like it feels good.”


  She saw inverted, leather-encased legs and screamed, trying to right her body, but Six was still inside her. 


  “Out, Kash,” he thundered.


  “Man, you’re the one that has to get out. Of her.  Qudir’s picking up new chatter.  Not the good kind.  And do you smell anything?”


  “Could you stop looking at her?”


  “Why ask the impossible?”


  The next thing Blythe knew, she was sitting and dressed in Sixten’s lap.  “Oh, I can’t get used to that.”  She rubbed her temples.


  “Smell what?”


  “Uh, your wife.”


  “Wife?”


  “Settle down, he’s referring to you,” he shushed her.  “Again, smell what?”


  Kash flushed a little and rubbed the back of his neck nervously.  “Her cycle, maybe.”


  “We aren’t werewolves.  Menses does nothing to call vampires.  Or are you telling me werewolves are circling and I’ve missed it in my… preoccupation.”


  “Exactly.  I’m telling you she’s stirred some pointed interest from the, uh, locals.”  Kash was rock hard behind his zipper.  “Shit, Six.  Maybe you can’t smell it since you’re -”


  “A Halfling?” He nodded.


  “Oh, I cannot believe you’re talking about me in this way.” She buried her face in her hands. “You’re saying…I stink?”


  “In a very good way,” Sixten said. “Yes, you’re attracting attention because of your womanly fragrance.” He ran his thumb over her cheekbone.  “When you wanted all the chocolate in the store and Ryan was refusing you.  We’re you craving it?”


  “Yeah, I do that when I’m,” she stopped, glancing at Kash, “what he said…I’m premenstrual.”


  Sixten licked his chin, tasting her essence from before.  “Yeah, Kash. It’s nearing.”


  “Sick and gross,” she groaned.


  “Humans.” Kash rolled his lavender eyes. 


  “It’s natural, Blythe,” Sixten refuted. “Bad part is, you’re calling out dangerous creatures.”


  “Let’s get her underground,” Kash said. “I’ve already summoned Dru to the sanctuary.”


  “I’m not going underground…with vampires.” She made to leave, but Sixten held fast. 


  “A home Blythe, it’s a home. And you are going.”


  “Is this what it’s going to be like every day…if I were to stay with you?”


  “Don’t.  No negative speak, Blythe.”


   “For now,” she said, watching him elongate his fangs again. 


  “We travel by misting.  Remember when you said Qudir poofed like a Jeanie?  We can do that together. I have to bite you, swallow some blood, and only relinquish the hold when we arrive at our destination.”


  He allowed her to pull away from him that time.  During the sex, she enjoyed the funky burn his fangs stirred on her sensitive flesh.  But the thought of being bitten?  She wasn’t too keen on that. “Uh, why can’t we drive?”


  “We could.  However, right now, we’d be tailed,” Sixten explained.  “Our sanctuary is private for a reason.  Only certain members of our race can mist inside those sacred walls. And you would be safe misting with me, or I wouldn’t consider it.”


  “I don’t want you to bite me.”


  “I lubricated my fangs with endorphins.  The bite will be pleasurable, Blythe.  It’s so intimate when shared between those who love one another.”


  “Yeah,” Kash interrupted, “you’ll have one hell of an orgasm.”


  “Do you mind?” Sixten grumbled.


  “Six, we have to hurry.” Kash adjusted his crotch. “I’m telling you seconds, not minutes.”


  Six blew out a breath, encircled one bulging arm around her waist and the other hand secured her head.  “Close your eyes.”


  “No.”


  “Take me this way,” he murmured, licking her jugular up and down, sensing a sweet vein he wanted to tap.  “Want this from me.”


  “No.”


  He suckled her neck until it burned, lulling her, coaxing the vein to the surface. She knew it somehow, but didn’t understand why.  Blythe watched Kash staring at them with his fangs growing and overhanging his bottom lip.  Then a sharp pain struck before a blinding eroticism hit her squarely between the legs. “Oh, Six,” she panted.


  “Don’t squirm, Blythe,” Kash said. 


  Sixten had flattened atop her, securing her body with his weight, groaning in her ear.  She felt the rhythmic pull, the ebb and flow of her blood as it entered his body.  It was sex.  Sex in a wholly unique form.  She managed to loosen one hand and cupped his jaw.  The hard muscle flexed under her palm, just as his tongue flicked her neck.  He’d bitten her again.


  “Six.” Kash was standing above them.  “Six, man, what are you doing?”


  Sixten growled violently, but didn’t let go.  She felt a tremor in his body.  A change indicating something wasn’t quite right. Her hand slid away from his jaw as black dots mottled her vision.  Another growl, followed by a long and lethal hiss, his mouth was suddenly manic.


  Distantly she heard Kash say, “It was only supposed to be a bite, not feeding. You’re in a frenzy, Six. If I have to take you off, it’s going to rip her open.  Fuck, man, just get up.  Step back.”  His words were jumbling, moving farther away while she landed in a soft cloud, shuddering under a paroxysmal orgasm and surrendering her life.


  Kash kicked Six in the hip. “She’s dying!”


  Only then did Sixten release her.  The room distorted, pulling and stretching, and then a Florida Panther, a subspecies of cougar, was licking his lips, grinning in a feral way only very confident wildcats can pull off. It was huge, bigger than a Florida Panther ever thought to be - at least four hundred pounds, maybe more. 


  Kash instantly swung a thick, purely silver chain from his wrist.  “Sometimes, it’s just so hard to be your friend.”  A violent roar ripped through the room.  Hot, copper-tanged breath blew Kash’s long spikes around his head.  It’s eyes flashed between Kash and Blythe.  “I’m not taking your wife, man.  Hear me out.  You’re hopped up on her blood, and you want it all. Pure and simple. You’re also feeling territorial after bonding in this momentous way. I get that.  And it’s okay, I can understand that kind of need.  We all can.”


  He swung the chain again. “But we have to get out of here.  Now. Things are closing in on us.” The cat stepped over Blythe, keeping her underneath him without dropping any weight that would hurt her. Her heartbeat had straightened its rhythm, but she couldn’t spare another drop of blood, and Sixten hadn’t sealed up his multiple bites.  “Go down.  Drive down your Habaline and take her home properly.  You’re in charge, not your shifter.  Turn it around for the good, man.”  Another roar sounded, louder than the first. 


  “Six,” Blythe whispered, regaining consciousness, reaching up to feel her throat. 


  “Don’t touch it,” Kash warned. 


  “It hurts.”


  “I’ll help you as soon as he settles down.” He kept his eyes on the cat. “Hang on for me.”


  Fur tickled her face.  “Oh…a,” she swallowed roughly, “p-panther.”  She blinked several times, as if she wasn’t seeing what she really was seeing.


  “Oh, you’re seeing it alright,” Kash assured her.  “You haven’t gone crazy, Blythe.  Take deep breaths, one after the other.  I’m sending you a slight enthrallment to maintain a calm composure. You don’t want to get upset with him like that.  Not at all.  He thinks I’m trying to take you away, and I’m trying to convince him we have to leave.”


  “I don’t feel right.”


  “I’m sure you don’t.”


  “Not just my throat.” She was amazingly calm. “That same sensation is back, the one that pulls me.”


  “I only sense werewolves and a few vampires here and there. How would you feel any of that?”


  “Who knows?  But I feel something.”


  “Maybe it’s just Sixten’s energy coupled with the others encircling us that’s firing you up.”  Kash stayed focused on the panther. “Six, listen to me. I can summon everyone available to fight back these werewolves, but they’ll see you this way.  And it would be easier and less messy if we get her out of here,” he placated. “If you can’t walk away from a territorial battle regarding your mate, especially in this form, then I’ll take her to safety. Thanks to you, she’s lost too much blood, so we’ve got to get her to the sanctuary now.  Are you listening?  Go out there.” Kash stabbed his finger at the window, though the hurricane shutters were down.  “And do what you have to do to bring your Habaline down.”


  Sixten snapped his jaws but Kash stayed put, not misting out. They stared each other down another minute before Sixten finally deferred and faded away.


  “Thank God, he has better control than most Habalines.”  Kash was over Blythe in a flash, examining her neck before putting his lips on her flesh.


  “Stop it!” She protested, but he wouldn’t let her push him away. “No more!”


  “I have to seal it up with my tongue, or you’ll bleed-out.  That’s all.  And we have to hurry, Blythe.  Have you been listening?”


  “No fangs.”


  “Whatever you say,” he lied.


  She lifted her chin up and winced.


  “That bad, huh?”


  “Kash, it’s beyond bad.” She refused to cry, but she managed to whine, “I wanna go home.”


  “You’re better off with us.” He licked her, stroking his skilled tongue over her bitten flesh.  She jumped and trembled with every dragging pull.  “Still that bad?  I need another minute or so, he made a bit of a mess.”


  “I’m dying, right?”


      “Nope.”


  I can’t believe you can keep me so calm through having my throat chewed and Six, my God, he just turned into an animal.”


  “Everyone has their demons to fight, Blythe.  Even humans.” He stroked the sensitive flesh behind her ear.  “And you should be glad we have the abilities to keep you calm or many of you would have died from sheer terror from seeing us in action from time to time.”


  “So you vampires use your machismo to control humans all the time. Practice makes perfect.” She snapped, “You get your way when and where you wouldn’t normally.”


  “No.” He licked her again.  “The machismo is strictly reserved for putting your libido into overdrive.  What I’m giving you right now is the vampire equivalent to hardcore valium.” In the distance, he heard Sixten’s roars, followed by the sounds of ripping flesh and age-old, foreign curses.  “Okay, we’re back to biting, sweetheart.  I have no choice.”  Before she could think to protest, Kash bit down, delivering aphrodisiac-laced endorphins to give her pleasure instead of pain, swallowed as little as he could, and misted them inside the sanctuary’s south entrance. 


  Kash didn’t want to remove his fangs.  He fought within himself, back and forth.  He wanted more, everything she had.  Addictive.  He reminded himself.  She’s addictive to our kind.  A hand gripped his shoulder. 


  “Seal her up,” Dru Holt said from behind him.  “And carry her into the south parlor.  I have some blood waiting. Not enough.  So you and a few other Vojaks are going to have to donate.”


  “I wasn’t trying to hurt her. Sixten did the damage.  I was just…”


  “Fighting to pull away?  Yeah, just like I thought.   Lick her closed.  I’ve given her my blood, but I don’t want to go back to my wife after licking the flesh of another woman.  Not unless it’s truly an emergency, and you can’t handle it.  So?”


  “Yeah,” he whispered hoarsely. “I can finish.” They stayed on the cool, gray floor.  Kash fixed his stare away from Blythe’s beauty and focused on the red mortar between the tiles.  He moved as fast as he could, sealing her with his tongue, but not swallowing.  Two minutes passed before he was finished.  Intermittently, he had been spitting her blood to the side, still struggling not to swallow, while wishing all women could taste this way…and look this way.  Then, he could fine one of his very own.


  A Bride. 


  Where is my bride?


  He shook his head, spikes flying around.  He didn’t want to think about that.  His life was fine the way it was.  Kash enjoyed a variety of willing sweetness everywhere he turned. And there was no one to grieve him if he didn’t return home after a dangerous battle.  After watching his mother deal, he knew it was a pain he wouldn’t wish on anyone.


  So, yeah.


  He didn’t need a Bride.


  


  



  Chapter 18


  After carrying her at least a hundred feet through an underground stone-lined tunnel, even though Blythe insisted she was fine to walk, Kash deposited her on a cement floor centering a bizarre cross section.  To her left, walls etched with intricate carvings depicted….  “A story?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Like vampire hieroglyphics?  Are they”- she squinted under the dim lighting – “sacrificing people?”


  “Not exactly.” Kash was obviously looking for someone. “Um, most didn’t kill their food then.”


  She flinched.


  “I mean…shit,” he hissed softly while brushing his knuckles across her cheek.  They were leather clad, but butter soft.  “I’m sorry.  From now on, we’re all gonna have to watch our mouths down here.  You’re the only female in the sanctuary.”


  “That sounds promising.” She took a steadying breath.  “But I won’t be staying long enough to warrant changing your”- she threw a palm up, trying to find the word – “habits.”


  He pursed his lips and pointed to the left, acting as though he was avoiding someone.  “We’re headed that way.  If there’s any trouble, and I’m not saying there’s going to be, stay as calm as possible.  Sixten’s marked you.” He curled his brow.  “He really marked you.  So… we should be fine.  Just, yeah…, stay with me – no wandering.  Got it?”


  She touched her throat.  “Marked me?  I’m gonna kick his ass clear off this island.”


  “Humans can’t see it.” He dipped his head, checking her rapidly healing bite marks. “Don’t worry.”


  “Oh, that makes it better.  Yeah, if humans can’t see it then we’re just dandy, right?” Instead of responding, he pulled her up into his strong arms again and sprinted through another tunnel where she could see packed sand and white roots.  They were moving quickly, but nothing comparable to the strange misting thing.  “Why are we moving this way?”


  “We can’t mist down here. Dru’s already in the south parlor waiting to treat you, though your heart sounds normal now.” He wasn’t even out of breath. “Chugging along and doing its job.”


  “You can hear that?”


  “Yeah, I can.”  He pushed through gray double-doors and eased her onto a hard surface – a desk.


  “Hello, Blythe.” Dru Holt stuck out a hand, appearing a bit sheepish.  “Sorry we have to meet again like this.  I was hoping you wouldn’t have to be treated for a while.”


  She caught a flash of fang.  “You’re one of them.”


  “Guilty.”


  “You don’t turn into cats, right?  I mean…I’ve had enough-”


  “She’s confused,” Kash cut her off.  “Bane and his cronies paid us a visit earlier.”


  

      “A cat, though?”


  “Yeah, she’s really confused.” Kash threw her a look that said ‘shut the hell up’. “The canines…the claws.”


  “Uh huh.  Well, anyway, Bane insisted I bring her food.”


  “We don’t want anything from the beasts, Doc.”


  “You don’t have a kitchen here.”


  “And Bane knew we would bring her underground?”


  “Not by me.  You know I refuse to cross ethical lines between the Weres and the Vampires.  But he’s Beta.  In case you need me to spell it out,” Dru said with great sarcasm, “that means he knows important stuff.”


  “Right,” Kash snapped. “As long as he doesn’t follow you.”


  “He won’t use me that way. And I have to share my mate with the Beta beast for an eternity - not to mention a Nordic Pureblood.  We’ll have a lifetime of hatred if we play each other over Were and Species trivialities.” Dru gave Blythe all of his attention.  “Are you in pain?”


  “No.”


  

  “Dizzy?  Weakness?”


  “No.” She studied the doctor and knew he was trustworthy.  He had an amazing vibe that shone as a beacon.  His empathy was a lesson many needed. “Just freaked out.”


  “Who can blame you?”


  She felt something moving inside her arm and looked down.  The whole time Dru had been arguing with Kash and talking to her, he’d worked an IV in her arm and administered something strange.”


  “What’s that?” She gestured with her free hand towards the bag he was holding over her head.


  “Umm,” Dru chuckled, biting his lip with a fang.  “Maybe you don’t want to know.”


  “I think I do.”


  “Species blood.”


  “Vampire blood!”  She tried to rip the tube from her arm but two steel bands caught her from behind.


  “Stay still, moja láska.”


  “You!  You’re the last person I want to see right now.”


  “I’m sure I am.” He loomed over her, scowling down. “But we’ll discuss this privately.”


  “No to discussing anything privately, Six,” she shot back. “No way.”


  “Hush now.”


  Something penetrated her, broke through sentient thoughts.  Or maybe she just finally woke up and found out she actually lived in her nightmares and dreamed her realities. She looked away from Sixten and scanned the room as more vampires joined her little blood party. 


  All studied her. None said a word. She wasn’t welcomed, but she sensed they would stop her from leaving if she tried. That’s when Blythe started to snicker.  A small giggle at first, but it grew longer with every inhalation until her laughter bordered the hysterical.


  “Don’t look at me.” She heard a male voice. “I didn’t even think about dropping fang.  Well – not much.  But how could it know that?  Someone else frightened it.”


  She laughed harder, until tears were streaming down her face.


  “I think it needs food or something, Doc.” Another said nervously. “Maybe the blood’s not enough.”


  “It?” Sixten cursed loud and long from above her.  “Keep giving her hell by opening your foolish mouths.  Qudir, at least send the younglings out of here,” he asked respectfully, though he was clearly snappish with the commander.


  She hadn’t seen anything close to ‘younglings’. But she watched several monster-sized vampires follow pointed fingers out the door. She guffawed as they slumped out like chastised children. 


  “Can’t you order me out, too, Qudir?” She covered her mouth, hiccupping into her palm.  Her stomach was hurting from her efforts to stop. “Leaving sounds pretty good about now,” she added when she finally settled down.


  “You crashed on us for a minute, Blythe,” Dru explained and he appeared to be all finished.  “Spiked adrenalin can do that easily, but your heart sounds perfect.”


  “You don’t need a stethoscope,” she muttered.


  “No.”


  “You used one on me in your clinic.”


  “Props.” He smiled weakly. “Can’t give myself away, can I?”


  “No, I guess not.”


  “You’ll be fine, Blythe.  Most humans would have crumbled after experiencing what you have, especially in such a short period of time.” 


  She heard shuffling and noticed the vampires were sitting down.  Sixten still had his arms wrapped around her as she sat on the desk.  She was immediately reminded about those vampire etchings in the tunnel and decided she didn’t want to be sitting on anything that resembled an ancient ceremonial slab.  “Down.  I want down, please.”


  Sixten pulled her to a small chair.  Everything looked dark and industrial, serviceable without any grandeur.  He pointed at the seat and she sat obediently.  Why?  She knew when to pick her battles and this wasn’t the time to tell him the caveman thing was only a turn-on in certain situations, depending on how horny she was. 


  Dr. Holt was putting his stuff away, and Kash stood next to Sixten, bordering her in a way that made her nervous.  Were the rest going to jump her?  Drink her dry any minute?  More questions pummeled her mind as they waited for something or someone, but no one spoke.  So she had more time to think.  Dru said there was no kitchen here.  If vampires didn’t eat food, did they have a bathroom here?


  “There’s a bathroom here.” Someone said.


  He had orange eyes.  Orange freaking eyes.  “I’ll walk you,” Sixten said.


  “Not necessary,” she said hotly. Then Blythe asked a one-worded question, “How?”


  “He can read human thoughts,” Sixten said snidely and stepped in front of her. No matter what he’d done earlier, Blythe wanted nothing more than to reach out and grab his sinful ass.  How hormonal was that?  Dark blond stubble had shadowed his strong jaw and it was knotting while he stared down the mind reader.


  The vampire laughed back, shaking his mahogany hair until she heard the clatter of beads.  He was tall like the rest, maybe more powerfully built.   Arrogant features, and a mouth to match, challenged his masculine beauty. 


  “She wants you, Six,” the mind reader spoke again, though he’d quickly been downgraded to arrogant asshole mind reader. “Surrounded by death, she still wants to do the dirty, and that’s what she’s thinking about:  your sinful ass and my masculine beauty.”


  “Shit,” someone said distantly.


  “Here we go,” another chimed in.


  And they were off.  One second, Sixten was next to her.  The next, he and arrogant asshole mind reader were rolling on the floor screaming obscenities she’d never heard before, and she worked in a bar.


  “Hmmm, Six, your breath smells like fresh pu -”


  Wham.  A serious blow flattened an aristocratic nose. Blythe flinched, covering her face though peeking through her fingers.  Yeah, he deserved it, but still.  Yuck.  More blood was everywhere, strangely scented blood – that is.  Then, her stomach howled.  Yuck again.  Yet hadn’t she tasted it along the way?  But where? 


  A flavor - a memory of flavor - settled on the back of her tongue like one of those childhood flashbacks.  One when she heard a familiar, old song playing on the radio, and she was suddenly a small child sitting in the backseat of her parents’ car watching them sing and laugh, never thinking death would come for them before they reached middle age. 


  Memories.


  I know that smell. 


  She’d smelled it before. 


  But when?


  “Children.” A low command laced with annoyance interrupted her thoughts.  “Let’s act civilized in front of the pretty.”  The one they called Maestru had entered the room.  Barely.  His shoulders were almost as wide as the doorway.  And it was a big doorway.  She bit her lip thinking ‘the pretty’. Blythe fisted her hands in her lap. No wonder these vampires were so overbearing, considering their chauvinistic ringleader.  She watched Sixten step off arrogant asshole mind reader and face Maestru.


  “The name’s Oycher,” he aimed another unsolicited answer at her, smirking from a freshly healed face. 


  Oycher had ocher eyes to match his funky name.  She shook her head with a sigh.  She hated fighting.  And what satisfaction could they garner when they healed right up?


  “Cause it feels good,” Oycher answered her unspoken question.


  In the next second, his nose was broken again, flattened all over his face. Blood sprayed the floor and Blythe stifled a scream. 


  Sixten shook out his hand.  “Did I not make myself clear enough? I thought I had. But you just keep going there.” He tossed his flaxen hair from his face. “No one is inside her but me.  That includes her head.” Kash and Qudir peeled him off when he lunged for Oycher again.

  



  “Crude,” Blythe grumbled under her breath, but they all caught it with their astute hearing, though wisely pretended not to hear.


  “I would have expected a better welcome from our Coven than this, especially from our Vojaks,” Maestru said in a smooth whiskey voice that permeated the room. “For those that haven’t heard, Blythe and Sixten were joined in vampiric matrimony.” Blythe started choking on absolutely nothing. Kash pounded her on the back, and Sixten gave her a look that could ice over the Sahara.  “And Sixten has decided to fill our vacant ambassadorship, acting as liaison between the Species and Weres…and Habalines.”


  Tall order, Blythe thought.  Though anyone who could transform their body at will should be able to hold up under the pressure.  So Sixten was probably the best man or vampire or whatever for the job.


  She figured the vampiric matrimony thing Maestru spoke of was the marking - a way to keep others off her.


  Blythe crossed her legs and realized she wasn’t wearing any underwear. In the bedroom, he’d dressed her like a magician without the smoke and mirrors. So putting her underwear back on shouldn’t have been a hard thing for Mr. Ambassador to do, yet here she sat with a bare bottom.


  Oycher met her eyes and pointed to Sixten’s ass.  She thought he was making a silent joke about her sinfully sexy ass thoughts until she saw a small roll inside his back pocket.  Oh, yeah, he was carrying them around.  And she wouldn’t put it past this Oycher to comment on it in front of everyone here. Since Six was standing in front of her again, she reached forward, but he caught her hand behind his back and gave her a slight warning squeeze.  He didn't even turn around.  Could she get away with anything?   Panty snatcher.


  Maestru cleared his throat. “Normally ambassadors don’t hunker down in the sanctuary, but the Weres have made it clear they are going to use Sixten to infiltrate the Habalines, thinking he has the inside track because of his half-brother.  Beasts are beasts.  They’re making noise.  Chatter says they’re calling Blythe mixed-blood.”  Everyone sucked in a collective breath and Blythe felt the oxygen leave the room. “So we have a call to protect our ambassador’s mate as she is of the Coven now.” 


  Mixed-blood?  Sixten said she wasn’t entirely human.  But mixed-blood?


  “She wants to know what’s with the mixed-blood talk.”


  A violent hiss left Sixten, so savagely intense her hair whipped around her head as if a Cat 2 hurricane had suddenly hit the island while she was still standing on the beach.  “Um, excuse me,” she whispered.  Six stiffened next to her. She didn’t know the protocol in these ‘meetings’, and she wasn’t into angering creatures who could kill her before she took her next breath. But she was beyond sick of Oycher.  “Oycher, I think broadcasting my inner thoughts is cruelly rude.  It’s a mild form of rape. At the very least, you are a bully, and I don’t like bullies. I don’t like you.” 


  Her voice grew stronger.  “In fact, I’m beyond pissed off right now. I encounter men like you all the time.  Those who override, overrule, overbear, and overthink their importance in the grand scheme of anything. I don’t know what world this is below ground, but in the human world, you don’t piss off an ambassador’s… uh, wife.” She brought her chin up, staring Oycher square in his orange eyes and added, “So if I have a question, I’ll ask it myself.”


  Shouts of laughter nearly brought down the ceiling and Oycher’s lips were twisting behind his mock scowl.  She turned to Maestru and asked, “Would you mind explaining why these Weres think I’m a mixed-blood and why that intrigues them - for lack of a better word.


  Maestru moved.  His powerful body rippling and gliding toward her, but Sixten stayed put.  She placed her hand on his back to push around him, but his arm came out and tucked her body to his side.  “Be careful, moja láska.  There are things better left unsaid.”


  “Six, if she wants to know.” Maestru shrugged those broad shoulders.  “She’ll find out eventually.”


  “Fine,” Six relented, but explained himself.  “Blythe, a mixed-blood is a human who has Were blood in their body.  Infused by genetics and not, uh, from their diet source.”  More sniggers followed by a lot of quite laughter. 


  “Were blood?”


  Dru stepped forward and offered.  “My wife, Renee, was brought up in the human world.  Has no supernatural abilities – not even heightened speed.  Yet her father is half werewolf.  But the bloodline doesn’t have to be that close.  The Weres have found those that descend from Weres hundreds of years ago.  Sometimes the gene is dormant. Most of the time, Weres detect it by smell.  And then they can match-mate if those mixed-bloods are found.”


  “Renee Shirley is a mixed-blood?”  She knew Renee from the club.  She used to work there with Dakota and visited every so often. 


  “But you’re a vampire.”


  Dru shrugged. “Yes.  I met her in the hospital and discovered she was my Bride – a predestined mate for Species Breed Vampires.  She was also fated to Bane and Arian, both full werewolves, so we had to work it out. We’re very happy together.”


  She pieced that together quickly.  They shared.  What Kash had said earlier on that deck hit her hard:  Would they expect that from her?  “Wait a minute.” She backed up.  “No offense, doctor, but I’ve got my hands full with Sixten.”  Qudir stomped his foot on the floor once, cutting off the beginnings of more laughter.  Sixten was still as stone and Kash hadn’t cracked a grin.


  “Enough!”  Maestru yelled and the room heated up, boiling until her bones were jelly.  No one else seemed to notice.


  “Coven Master,” Sixten chided, “she’s buckling on me.”


  Cool air reached her skin instantly, reviving her. “Blythe, you are joined with Sixten.  You are his.  As far as the Coven is concerned, you’re one of us now. And I can smell a Were mixed-blood from a long distance.  You’re not one.”


  “Then why did this Bane guy say my blood…” She pushed her fingers to her temples.  “Was of consequence – he said my blood was of consequence to the werewolves.”


  “We haven’t figured that part out, yet,” Qudir spoke up.  “But we will.  They’re evasive creatures, same as us.  And it’ll take a while.”


  “I can’t stay under here while you figure it out, especially if it’ll take a while.  You guys obviously live indefinitely.  What’s a while to you?  I’ll probably be dead by then.”


  “There’s a chance you can become immortal, sweet Blythe,” Maestru told her.  “Still, we need time to find out.”


  “We have meetings to attend,” Qudir interrupted.  “And if everyone cooperates.  Blythe will be above ground before she misses the sun.”


  “Meetings?”  Her head was pounding and intense cramps were coming. 


  “The Weres have requested a meeting with Blythe - one where their side is represented without everyone” – he looked pointedly at Sixten – “threatening war or bodily harm in front of her.  The Alpha himself called me.  He insists Blythe’s been disrespected during these particular discussions and he wants a mediator between the pack and the coven sitting in to keep things in perspective and running smoothly.  He’s requested that she stay on his property where she will be treated and I quote ‘as well as his queen’.”


  “Representing their side?” She raised a brow at Qudir.  “The only side I’m on is mine.  I’m not going to any meeting with those…did you see them?  They’re freaky.  I think they’re freakier than you guys and that’s saying a hell of a lot.”


  “Well thanks for that,” Kash deadpanned.  “Blythe, at one point, you and Sixten are going to need peace.  Why not meet with the Weres face to face.  We’ll insist they remain in their human façade and, of course, you’ll be under our protection the whole time.”


  “Human façade,” she said sarcastically, “that’ll help.  It’s not like they can’t just explode into something feral and dangerous at the snap of a finger.  Oh, wait, they can.”


  “And so can we,” Oycher said.


  “I understand you’ve known Rock for years.”


  “Yeah,” she answered Qudir, “that was a shocker.”


  “Your friend, Ryan, is one of us. Were you aware?”


  “What?”


  “He’s a Species Breed like us.” Qudir said.  “He kept it from you, as he should have.”


  “Well, how hard could it be to wrap my head around that, right?” She chewed her lip. “I’m thinking I’m the only human left in southwest Florida.”


  “So,” Maestru explained, “when you came back to America, your friend, Rock, kept the Weres at bay as long as he could.  He has influence as head of security for their pack. As your friend, he wanted you to adjust to living at home again.  You were coping with your brother’s illness and working hard.  He saw the strain and asked his pack leaders to give you space for as long as they could.  You see; werewolves have been more aggressive in finding and protecting mixed-blood females since the Habalines began harvesting them for their nefarious purposes.  Lately, for reasons I’d rather not discuss, all their males prioritize finding and protecting all Were females and mixed-bloods.  It’s become their top law.   Were females are their top hunt.”


  She felt herself flinch.


  “Whether mated or not, they now want all mixed-bloods under the pack’s protection.  Since Rock recognized you long ago and revealed you to their Beta.  Bane kept you on their list – a very short list.  If you are mixed-blood, and I’m betting you’re not, you are extremely rare.”  He pursed his sculptured lips. “Recently, when you were under Ryan’s protection, the pack was temporarily satisfied. That is, until Sixten came back.” Maestru leaned against the desk and crossed his booted legs as he spoke. “Then all bets were off.  Fair game, sweet Blythe, that’s what you are as far as they’re concerned.”


  Sixten was stiff like plaster, not moving or speaking.  But she hadn’t lost her nerve to find out everything.  “But you’re convinced I’m not a mixed-blood.”


  “I’m convinced you’re an enigma.”


  “Gee, thanks.”


  “Yes, your beauty is a given.  However, I’ve never seen someone without any power to speak of so persistently sought after.”


  “Lucky me.”  She stared at Maestru until he started up again.


  “Sixten has chosen you.” His smile was marked with cynicism and Blythe thought it had more to do with his own life instead of Sixten’s. “He has a choice as far as his mate is concerned.  He’s not predestined to a Bride as we are.  His Habaline side was obviously in agreement.”  At her raised brow, he said.  “Meaning anyone that crosses him to get to you has a death wish. That’s why the Weres didn’t take you.  They don’t want an overwrought Habaline on the loose…around their mates and younglings.”


  “Take me?”


      He lifted his hand in a vague gesture and went on, “But we have another issue besides the Weres.  An issue from our side poised well above our heads in our Species hierarchy.  Our royals – the Dynasty.”


  Something was kicking in, sounding oddly familiar.  That damned Oycher shifted in his seat.  After she glared at him, he kept his mouth shut.  Sixten remained quiet, eerily so, and she couldn’t see his chest move.  Was he breathing? By his stance, she figured someone else was about to pull another rug out from underneath her, and she hadn’t yet had the chance to brush her knees off from the first few times.


  “Donors are a rare class of humans who feed the Dynasty Vampyrs.  All are immortals after the approximate age of twenty five.”


  She made an ineloquent sound in the back of her throat but stifled her slew of protests.  As if humans were cattle. 


  “And we have every reason to believe that you are one of them.”


  Colors stirred in her vision.  Rainbows on her right side, pulsating like carnival lights against a black velvet night followed by intense pain.  A knife must have gone through her eye. 


      “She sees colors.  Has pain.” Oycher was useful for once.


      “Ocular migraine,” said the doctor.


      Or just another rug, she thought, went right out from underneath her.


  


  



   


   


  Chapter 19


  “You respond incredibly to my touch, Pet.” He kissed her cheek and fed her another olive.  Kalamata, she thought, salty, pungent, and potent on her palate.  Blindfolded, she couldn’t see her vampire, but heard every rustle of cloth and every breath he took. Since he could mist anywhere at will, she never knew where he would be next.  Or what he would do.  “Open your mouth wider.” 


  Would it be his blood this time or more food? Ah, a small cube of cheese she couldn’t identify, but it was delicious. “No.” He tapped her clit with what felt like a conductor’s baton. “Chew slowly so I can watch your jaw work.  Love the muscles there, pet, don’t stop.” He breathed raggedly in her ear, lips touching her sensitive lobe when he said, “That’s it.”


  She obeyed, spreading her thighs further apart against the metal contraption she was hanging in when he tapped each knee.  “You’re gorgeous clit is swollen like this small cherry.” The fruit touched her mouth, overly sweet yet tinged with bitterness. “Such full, red lips above and below,” he said, licking at her mouth and sipping the juices away.  “Would you like some wine?”


  A trick enticing her to speak, she knew better.


  A second cherry, chilled and round, slid over her right nipple and then her left.  A flick of tongue teasing her until Blythe almost whimpered, relieved she’d held it at bay. Another rubbed her nether lips, coaxing them open.  “You can improve any flavor, Pet.” She heard him swallow, before he jammed his tongue inside her body, eating greedily.  She bit her own until she tasted blood, and her vampire stiffened immediately.


  A brush of wind swayed her hanging chair.  


  A frenzied shark circling to strike, he was back in her mouth weaving his tongue with hers and sucking her wound frantically.  He pulled away roughly, gasping for breath, wholly annoyed that she’d made him lose control first. “Humans think women have over one hundred erogenous zones.”


  It was a warning.


  “I beg to differ.” The baton trailed her mouth, lowered to her chin, ran along the front of her throat, carrying further and touching each nipple before sliding over her sternum.  Down. Down. Down. Around her navel, twirling and twirling before he rubbed it between her soaked labia. “I’m here to show you there are more than a thousand.” His sinful tool suddenly skimmed her mouth, coating her lips with her essence before he took them again – a dangerous kiss emitting an unyielding promise.


  She would cry out today.


  And he would punish her for it.


  “Say you love me, and you will have instantaneous pleasure.  Anything you ask for will be yours.”


  The same plea on a different day, but Blythe couldn’t say the words she only felt for one man. And she would never say them to a vampire.


  Her chains rattled as her chair swung, he was moving again, thrusting thick, lubricated fingers inside, scissoring them – opening her up for his ultimate invasion.  “You stay so tight here, no matter what toys we use.  But I’m your toy today: flesh and blood.”  A third blunt finger pushed against the other two.  “Are you ready?”


  She said nothing, still in control.


  Until he whirled around her body in supernatural speed, touching each and every erogenous zone known to man and creature.  Three times, four times, he worked every needy part of her until she clenched her eyes shut and pulsated for him.  Until she was lost, she had lost.  Blythe floundered, crying out repeatedly while he continued to conduct her body, his orchestra, with his wicked baton.  But he wouldn’t allow her release.


  He panted heavily, visibly relieved she’d lost her control and whispered, “Ah, yes, it would appear you need to be punished.”


  She turned her face away.


  “Say you love me.”


  Blythe pulled at her restraints.


  “Say you love me,” he repeated.”


  “I won’t, Gianni.”


  “Say you love me and I’ll refrain.”


  “NO!”


  “Blythe, I just want to hear it,” said a familiar voice. “Please, throw me a fucking bone.  Just once, moja láska, say you love me.”


  “Sixten?”  She clutched the arms wrapped around her, feeling his familiar warmth.  It was dark, but Blythe knew they were still underground.  Not that it was damp, stinky, or moldy – far from it.  She sensed the earth around her, closing in on her.  She moved her legs, sliding on luxurious sheets. 


  I’m in a bed.


  Sixten’s warm, heady body moved behind hers.  “How’s your head?” Lips made their way up her naked spine.  A strong hand moved across her flesh, thrumming her sensitive nerves until she arched back to capture a kiss. I’m so horny and wet. Her mouth pressed against fangs. 


  Large fangs. 


  “I still haven’t forgiven you for trying to suck me dry.” She drew away. “Are you using your evil powers on me, because I’m way too calm and horny around you?”


  “Dru actually gave you potent herbals.  Some helped you sleep off the migraine and the others…well, stopped your menses for the month.”


  “Was it that bad?”


  “Not to me.” He murmured, sliding his tongue across her hip. “Like I said earlier, you were attracting the wrong attention.  We’ll figure out how to stop that soon…or I’ll just kill everything that circles you.”


  “Kill everything?”


  “You have my word, angel.” He was over her, skimming his lips over her eyelids, and then to her ear. “I love you.” She said nothing, so he continued. “I’d like to be myself as much as possible.  I hate hiding from you. I want to use my abilities to give you pleasure.” It was a breathless plea. “Can I?”


  “Since when do you ask?”


  “I feel like you’ve been pushed around a lot lately, and I thought about the bullying remark you made to Oycher.” A hand under her bottom pressed her to him intimately.  “So, yeah, unless it determines your safety, I’m going to try to remember to ask first.  Can’t always guarantee it, though, I am what I am:  entirely controlling when it comes to you.”                                                  


  She had much more to say, but held her thoughts when he pushed his fingers between her thighs and made those tiny diabolical circles around her clitoris.  Orgasms launched themselves from this man’s hands alone.  Right now, Sixten had more patience than she did. 


  “Damn, you are so wet for me, and I am so hungry for you.” 


      “Want it in.” She demanded, “Now.”


  “I was just going to use my mouth on you, angel.” Blythe shivered at the thought of his mouth working her. “Are you feeling up for more?”


  She tried to move his fingers inside, wanting those little circles rolling over her g-spot, but he wouldn’t cooperate.  “You have inhuman techniques you’ve never used on me.” She dug her fingers in his broad shoulders.  “And since I know you’re not human…”


  “Perhaps we’ll build up to those,” a tight, guttural whisper. “You’ve been frightened enough.”


      “Now, Six.” She twisted a hand in his hair when his hands moved away from her slick core, pulling his face to hers, staring in the low light at his thick, dark blond lashes, his straight elegant nose, and stern shadowed jaw. “I need to escape.” Her lips touched his perfect ones. “I need you.”


  “Okay, I’ll concede to one major sexpertise I’ve never used on you.” Yet he kept his hands away. “All you have to do is say you love me. And you won’t regret it.”


  “I’ll say that I don’t understand why I can’t keep my hands off you.  I’ll admit that I grow wet at the sound of your voice and want to drop my panties the minute you walk into the room.”


  He regarded her a moment, searching for something. “Tell me what you were dreaming about,” he asked softly, but it was a command nonetheless.


  “No point,” she grumbled, angry that she couldn’t get a much-needed distraction. “I can’t remember any of them when I wake up. If I do, it’s only for a few minutes and then my brain goes foggy.”


  He looked as though he didn’t like the sound of that, but instead said, “Feel up to breakfast?”


  She gaped. “I’m hot and horny, not hungry.”  He tilted his head, listening to something she couldn’t hear.  “Someone’s talking in your head,” she surmised, “and it’s not due to schizophrenia.”


  “Something like that.” His heated gaze took in her nudity. “A summons.”


  Suddenly she was up, dressed in jeans, sneakers, a red t-shirt, and a simple grey hoodie.


  “Are those clothes warm enough?” His body faded in and out, and then was fully clothed. “Even though we’re in the tropics, it can get cold down here.” He added, “At least, for you.”


      “Did we shower, too?”  Blythe had her hands on her hips, shaking her head as usual.  His supernatural speed could get her into a heap of trouble. 


      “No, didn’t have time.” He adjusted a gold watch around his wrist. “Maestru wants to meet with me.”


      “Okay, but I’m not really hungry for breakfast.  So, I’ll hang back.”


      “Blythe, you’re not meeting with Maestru again.” He turned the knob and clasped her hand. “Come on.  I can hear your stomach grumbling.”


      She counted three left turns and one right before they came to another utilitarian room.  Gray again with rows and rows of ancient books nestled among a lot of current science fiction.  


      “We’re you looking for a romance novel?”


      “Oycher,” she groaned.  “What an unpleasant surprise.”


      “Don’t worry, Six.” Sprawled in an oversized, black leather chair with his long leg hanging over one side, he sat with a book in his lap – the picture of relaxed innocence. “I don’t think she’ll hurt me too badly.” An orange eye winked in the dim lighting. “At least, I think we’ll be okay until you get back.”


      “Oycher’s going to keep you company while you eat your breakfast.” Sixten waved a hand over at a card table filled with takeout containers of every breakfast food they could cram on it.  “And I’ll be back shortly.”


      “After you two went rounds last night,” she asked in disbelief, “he’s my new babysitter?”


      “Fights are commonplace with vampires.” Oycher laughed, “Our spat is water over the bridge.”


      “Under,” she corrected.


      “I still don’t have those human adages right.”  He sucked his lower lip between his teeth and went back to his book.


      “If things go the way I think they are.” Sixten drew her to his chest, wrapping his heavy arms around her. “We’ll hop around both islands later, just like the old days.  We’ll shop, buy you some clothes, and, maybe, pick out things to start updating the house. It’s been closed up for so long, it could use some attention.” He pecked her lips. “We’ll make it our own, again.”


      “Hanging out is fine, but there’s no need to buy stuff.” She reached between them and zipped her jacket. “And you’re still assuming with the house…and, uh, living arrangements.”


      He didn’t address that comment, but said, “Afterwards, hopefully, we’ll go on a real date.  Delicious food, overpriced wine, candlelight, live jazz, dancing, and whatever it takes to get inside your panties later,” he whispered, though she knew Oycher could hear or read it from her thoughts. “Doesn’t that sound romantically tempting?”


  “Everything with you is tempting.” She gnawed on her lip, gripping the phone in her pocket.  “I haven’t heard from Tony.”


  “I called him from your cell phone while you were sleeping.” He brought her palm to his lips, kissed it. “Your brother may see you tomorrow or the next day, alright?”


  Oycher suddenly had a coughing fit.


  “He sounded okay, Six?”


  “Um, as okay as Anthony ever does,” he replied with a wobbly smile.


  She glanced over at the door and back, feeling suddenly anxious. “You brought me down here after the werewolf fiasco, and your weird brother put me in his car.  What’s changed so quickly enabling us to go above ground?”


  “Well, I agreed to allow a meeting with the Weres.” Every feature on his perfect face tightened. “Particularly, you will meet with Bane Ruyter, the Beta of the North American Pack, and they agree to back off after you listen to whatever garbage he spews.”


  One word in that statement bothered her more than meeting with a feral werewolf. “You will allow?” She pulled away from him, tried to anyway, but he tightened on her.


  “Permit. Authorize. Sanction. Approve.” He kissed the tip of her nose. “Any of those words better for you.”


  “Uh, no,” she snapped, by the gleam in his eye, he was enjoying this proclamation a little too much.


  “You’re in my world, angel.” He nipped her ear, and then laved the sting away. “Males of our race provide for their mates in every way.  Females accept provision.  These are vampiric mating terms.  You are with me on my terms. I’m not human, and we are thoroughly mated.”


  She chose her words carefully, biting her tongue along the way. “Is that why everyone refers to me as your wife, though we aren’t married?”


  “By vampire law, we are husband and wife now.” He stared her straight in the eyes with profound conviction. “I provided the Coven Master with proof of the night I took your virginity: the blanket smeared with your innocence.”


  She recoiled, but listened nonetheless.


      “We would have been married for eight years, if I had presented it to Maestru then, and he made the proclamation before others of my kind. But I’ve explained all the reasons I allowed you to walk away, but I provided for you handsomely while we were apart – though we weren’t technically married without the official proclamation.”


  “That’s how vampires get married?”


  “One of the few ways, spilling of innocence is the easiest way – less painful for the female,” Oycher added his two cents.


  “I don’t want to hear the other ways,” she snapped, angry with herself for forgetting he was there in the first place.


  “I wasn’t telling.” Oycher shook his head, smiling secretively.


  Six gripped her chin, forcing her attention back to him. “You have to understand, all those years ago, we were also marrying in the humans’ way. To uphold you race’s traditions.  I conceded to that, though most vampires find it insulting.”


  “Why would they?”  Did she really want to know? Blythe realized learning something new every day could be a bad thing. 


  “Many humans, not all, regard marriage as a contract that can be broken for any reason by the rap of a judge’s gavel and a signed document.  Species Breed Vampires consider vampire ceremonies sacred and eternal.  Even those who have lost their mates due to death, rarely take another lover.” He curled a lock of hair around her ear. “We are dangerous, but our love is everlasting.  It shows in our commitment to our mates.  Therefore, when I say ‘allow’, it’s inherent to my very nature as a male.  I will protect you no matter what it takes, which is my right to do so.  I will provide for anything you require, and, of course, all things frivolous.”


  “I…I have plans.” She pulled back. “Plans you never even asked about.  I have an education - a degree that wasn’t easy for me to earn, and work experience I will continue to use. After Tony gets well, I’ll be able to save to start my own accounting firm - a small one that I’ll grow client by client.” She raised her chin. “I’ll rent a place right on First Street.  And I’ll be successful…helping interns from the local college, and maybe they’ll be prosperous partners with me later.”


  “I know you’ve become quite educated and hard-working since you were eighteen.  If I must, I’ll find a position in my company for you, but I have to admit, I don’t like that idea at all.”


  She opened and closed her mouth several times before she settled on, “Right now, I’m too mentally drained to discuss my rights” – she started to say woman, but it wasn’t that at all – “as a person.”


  “Then don’t.  And you will never fool me into thinking you want an emasculated man, so don’t bother to try.” He grew irritated, saying, “You want me the very way that I am:  uninhibited, wild yet responsible, and caring for you in and out of bed.  You want me as a vampire.  You want me as a shifter.  You want me as a counterpoint to your female nature.” He stuck a finger in her face. “And to quell any bright ideas you may have, you’re not getting out of this marriage, and why should you?  I’m the male who loves you unconditionally.  It’s time we had our happily ever after, and I’m sure as hell ready for it.”


  “This marriage doesn’t hold water in the human world,” she said weakly.


  He made a dismissive sound in the back of his throat.  “I knew you would say that, so Kash took care of it.  Here,” he handed her an official document from the clerk of courts.


  “A signed marriage certificate.” Her chin hit the floor.  “That’s my signature…by yours, witnesses, and an actual judge.” Blythe huffed, “I know this man; he comes into Six Feet Under every weekend!”


  Oycher muttered, “And the thought of crooked community leaders angers you?”


      “Not funny.”


  Sixten threw Oycher a murderous look. “Not meant to be, angel.”


  “It’s legal,” her voice shook, “really legal.”  He pulled the paper from her hand, folded it up, and tucked it away. She groaned, “You’re beyond high-handed.” She closed her eyes, blocking him out. “There aren’t words to describe what I’m feeling right now.”


  “That’s where we’re at now, Blythe.” He tugged her arm away, getting in her face.  “What do you want to hear?  A lie?  I’m a normal, immortal male. I told you.” He trailed kisses down her jaw, though she wrenched away. “I don’t need a paper. For that matter, I don’t need a fucking proclamation from the Coven Master.   I need you.  And you’re not going anywhere Blythe Kovac.” A powerful hand cupped her nape possessively, fingers sliding over her skin.  “Not. Anywhere.”


  “You’re up, man.” Qudir was at the door, officially ending their discussion – for now.


  After he reached the threshold, Sixten turned back and said, “Get used to it.”


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


  Chapter 20


      “What the hell is this?”


      “I told you, Six.”  Kash looked exhausted.  “We’ve been at it all night.  Man, just accept it.  Tony is not pulling out of this.”


      “We’ve all tried.” Qudir curled his lip.  “Everybody’s had a mouth on him.”


      Kash said, “I don’t know what you expected with half his brain missing.”


      “At the least, I expected him to answer some pertinent questions about my wife before I re-killed him.”


      Kash made a piffing sound.  “You weren’t going to kill him again.  A mate in mourning makes for a lonely bed.”


      “How am I supposed to find out what he was doing with these women, particularly my wife?  Furthermore,” he muttered, turning away from Anthony, “how was he involved with the Habalines? Pure Habalines, mind you.” Sixten yanked at his hair, a sign of pure frustration. “This really stinks.”


      “Yeah, I want him out of here,” Qudir ordered Kash. “He’s too ripe, shitting up the place.”


      Sixten opened his mouth, but Qudir cut him off. “Before you ask, Maestru already tried.”


      “You’ll have her at Six Feet Under later?” Kash changed the subject when Maestru entered the room.


      “Yeah, I’ll have her there,” Sixten spat the words. “Heads up to all, I’m not promising to behave.  In fact, I’m sure I’ll be a total ass.”


      “I’ll expect the worst from you, Six.” Maestru neared him.  “There’s no shame in guarding your territory.  If we own lovers, it’s difficult for other males to near them.  But a mate, damn, it’s unthinkable, especially if a werewolf’s involved.”


      “Is this you trying to make me feel better?” Sixten’s claws elongated. “Because I’m telling you right now, you’re wasting your breath and my time.”


      “Eh, I tried.” Maestru looked at the deceased. “When are you breaking it to her?”


      “I want at least one more day.” He brought his fists down on a file cabinet, denting it. “She needs more time to acclimate to our ways – to me as I truly am.”


      “Yeah, this is the kind of shit” - Qudir tilted his head toward Anthony - “humans break over.”


      “That’s the point of this meeting.” Maestru scrunched his nose. “If only we had a window down here.  Anyway, we have so many claims on Blythe floating around.  Werewolves say she’s theirs.  Dru says she’s a Donor.  I proclaimed her your wife. So…to calm things down and get to more pressing matters, what if we took the other two groups out of this maddening equation?”


      “Short of killing them all, what did you have in mind?” Sixten asked warily.


      “Undead.”


      “Forget it.”


      “I’ve already offered to change Blythe for him,” Kash said.


      “You’d better think about this, Six.” Maestru leaned against the wall, crossing his arms. “Who else knows she’s a Donor?  Dru will keep his mouth shut.  The Vojaks always stand behind their fellow Vojak.  Who else is there?  Her brother obviously knew, yet he lies dead before us.” He cleared his throat. “Maybe there’s Ryan.  But he knows I’ll kill him if he even thinks about letting that intel fly.”


      “Or his parents?” Sixten gave him a disgusted look.


      “Six, rule the Coven and then tell me how to keep certain members in line,” Maestru said with exhaustion Six had never heard from a vampire. “Then we’ll talk ethics.”


      His stomach sank. “Ethically, I can’t kill Blythe.”


      “It wouldn’t be you, but one of us,” Maestru said without hesitation.


      “Won’t happen.” Sixten gave the battered file cabinet an angry kick.  “She would be my mate, and one of you would own her as your Undead.  I go from one equation to another, yet nothing gets solved.”


      Kash looked affronted.  “Like I would require anything of her, or hold ownership over her head.”


      Six sighed. “Of course you wouldn’t.  But what happens if you get killed?  Your next of kin gets ownership of your Undead.  That would include my wife,” he said hoarsely.  “None of this matters, anyway. Even if I had the ability to change her myself, I would never stop her precious heart.  Never.  It’s just not right.”


      Maestru pushed off the wall.  “Six, I have no alerts to any Dynasty Vampyrs or hunters in the area, and I will tell you if that changes.” He chose his words cautiously. “But think about what’s best for you and Blythe before you say never.  Never is a long time to be lonely.  Why harbor regrets later, when you can prevent them today?”


   


      Blythe stabbed her second piece of sausage, but she didn’t have room for another bite. While reading in his chair, Oycher ignored her the entire time.  Blythe wasn’t fooled, though.  She hadn’t a single doubt that he was digging in her head.  Most likely. “Want some?” She lifted her fork, dangling the sausage Oycher’s way.   


      “No.”


      “Pancakes, then?”


      “No to the pancakes.”


      “Can’t eat any of it, can you?


  

      “Offer what I’m hungry for, and I can eat plenty.” Oycher smiled cruelly. 


      She shifted uncomfortably, balling up her napkin on her plate.  “Should I make a run for it?”


      “As fun as that sounds, you don’t know your way around here. There are doors you shouldn’t open, which belong to Vojaks you need to avoid.  So, no.” He creased a page in his book and put it on a side table.


      “I haven’t met the half of you, have I?”


      “Not even close.”


      “So…you’re babysitting me because you’re one of the good ones?”


      “Yes, I’m pure as the fallen snow.”


      “You actually said that with a straight face.”


      “Much like the straight face you kept when you refuted your marriage.” He clucked his tongue. “But we both know better, don’t we?  You’re still in love with Sixten.  You want him.  You’re proud to be his wife.”


      “Nosy much?”


      “Answer this question, and I’ll keep my mouth shut.”


      She didn’t have to work up the nerve to be honest with him since he could hear her thoughts before she voiced them. “I don’t believe you, but shoot.”


      “What sacrifice are you willing to make for the one you love?”


      “Do you all live such tragic lives, dwelling in gloom and doom?” Blythe scooted her chair out and stood up. “Why does there have to be a sacrifice?”  She waited for some profound answer after such a philosophical question, but to her disappointment, he was rather glib with his reply.


      “Some days, that’s how the dice rolls, baby.”


      “She’s not your baby.” Sixten blew in like a thunderstorm, glancing at her plate, nodding in approval, and then gripping her by the elbow. “Bedroom. Now.”


      Oycher’s annoying laugh drifted through the corridor and she protested, “We need to discuss these caveman tendencies of yours, hubby.”


      Silence. 


      “Six?”


      He opened the door, pushed her inside, and shut it with an ominous finality.  “You.  Naked. Bed.”  After kicking off his shoes, he stripped, put his hands behind his head, and leaned against the headboard waiting.


  Just like that, her skin was on fire, arousal tingling under her skin. How had her mouth suddenly gone dry?  “I think we’d better discuss this, uh, marriage certificate.”


  His eyes darkened into a smoldering, carnal rage while waves of sexual tension rolled off his body. “You get me so fucking hot.  Clothes off.  My claws won’t retract right now.  So unless you want me to claw my way through them, I’d suggest that you strip. Quickly.”


  Wicked currents crackled around them, enticing heightened eroticism, and he wasn’t even inside her.  With her next breath, scraps of cloth were scattered everywhere, and they were tangled.  A low hiss escaped Sixten before he plundered her mouth. He pushed his free hand through her hair, tightening on her nape, while he maintained a blistering friction on her now swollen clit.  Her hips lifted, bucking, but he held them down by placing his heavy thighs against hers. 


  She knew what he was doing, using his power to coerce her to orgasm, to lay open for him. So much for him trying not to.  And when she attempted to push his tongue from her mouth to catch her breath, a frightening warning growl left his throat.


  He lifted his flaxen head and leaned his forehead on hers.  “My shifter side wants free.” After pulling his hands away, tight mini-orgasms took over, stealing her breath as they antagonized her sex.  A battled raged inside him.  She saw it by his dark look as he stared down at her. “It wants to take you this way.”


  What did that even mean?


  “There’s, uh,”- he was panting heavily, fighting for control -“something I want to be honest about.”


  “What else is there, Six?” Her dark brows drew together.  Mentally, she was trying to erase the sensations she just experienced, and the empty ache he’d left behind. “I mean, your mother’s a vampire and your biological father is a shape shifting…ah…”  Blythe’s head was spinning.  Her body was in acute need of his.


  “Alien.”


  “Yeah, well, I didn’t wanna bring that part up.”


  “What’s the difference?” He splayed a possessive hand over her lower stomach. “You’ve met werewolves and vampires.”


  “Sure.  Logically, there shouldn’t be a difference.” Her breaths were choppy. “In the human world, those who believe in aliens think they are smarter and more advanced in most ways.  Any life-forms who have higher intelligence and capabilities to change at will are pretty scary.”


  “Hmmm”- he dipped down and nuzzled her neck- “so you think I’m pretty.”


  “Scary.” She leaned into his touch and murmured, “Left off the scary, Six.”


  “How’s this for scary?” He rose on his knees and gripped his penis, hiding nothing. 


  “Oh!”


  Blythe reached over and flipped on the bedside lamp.  “Oh…oh.” She was staring at something she’d never seen before. “Where did that come from?” Her voice sounded distant to her ears.  It was definitely larger, much larger, but had two additional ridges behind the crown and long blue cords ran under his golden skin, too many to count. “Those aren’t, uh, bulging veins.”


  “No.  They are like your clitoris, highly sensitive.  In this true form, just running your sweet fingertips down them could lead me to coma-inducing orgasms.  As you can see, when my shifter side is present, they swell, waiting to please you.” 


  Texture, lots of texture, she was more than intrigued by that thought.  “So…you shift this to look like a human’s penis?”


  “Yes, and I don’t want to hide from my wife.  I want you naturally - this way.” He tightened his grip until his head turned blue and moisture slicked his head.  She couldn’t help it and reached forward to dab her tongue in the slit.  But he pulled back, trembling.  “When I took you, I made it smaller, smoother even.  I won’t do that anymore. I want it all. Do you understand?”


  “Why does sex have to come with a dire warning?”


  “When you’re with my shifter side, when it fully comes out, you are not in control.” He hesitated a moment, absently stroking himself. “Hell, I’m not in control of it. You shouldn’t argue, fight, or push me away.  It likes that. So before I take you this way, I wanted to be honest.”


  She scooted back on the bed, desperately wanting what he had in his hand…yet.


  “Come here, moja láska.”


  She stayed, thinking too much - all the while burning for him.


  “I almost killed Kash early this morning, he was telling Oycher you had the prettiest pussy he’d ever seen.” He stretched it with his hand, pulling it way past his navel. “I’d forgotten how he walked in on us at the house and lost my shit in front of half the Vojaks.  Qudir had to peel me off him.” A crystal stream trickled down his shaft. “Only because I decided to let him live.”


  She lost her breath at the sight of those glittering eyes full of untamed desire, Thoroughly overwhelmed with lust, she whispered, “I’m gonna kick his ass.”  After I screw your brains out, buddy.


  “Oh, he would let you, if you were to do it naked - which will happen only in his dreams.  Spread your legs wide, angel.” She opened them and he picked up his stroking.  “Wider.” His fangs elongated. 


  “You’re not going to bite me, are you?” He’d almost killed her from that.


  “I want to so badly.” He was fixated on her pink flesh. “Look how wet you are for me.”  Sixten inhaled deeply, drawing her scent into his body and curling his tongue around his left fang. “We will condition me to your incredible flavor, bit by bit. I will learn restraint, since I want to feed only from you as long as Dru says you’re able.  Relax, and I will show you how pleasurable it is between mates.”


  He was on her, burying her body under his hot, heavy weight. “Do you want me, Blythe?  I smell that you do.” He pressed his thumbs on her center, spreading her open before thrusting his stiffened tongue inside, mindful of his claws.


  “Oh, yeah, Six, I want you.”  Sixten scraped his fangs over the hood of her clitoris before pulling it back, and then suckled voraciously as she screamed out his name in a climatic benediction. “God, Six…so good…” Her body bowed off the bed, tightening right before it released violently.  He gave her no time to recover.  His tight hips pressed between her quivering thighs as his blunt head dipped inside.    


  She was dripping for him, but she tensed when she felt the second ridge push through.  He stared down at her with his sex-slicked mouth and encouraged her to take all of him. “Relax into it.   You’re very responsive to my shifter – open for us.”


  Her body throbbed and clenched under his commands, losing itself in his sensuality - his alien side. His voice distorted, but she still understood him. “You are precious to us…we’ll, oh, uh, care for you always,” he groaned while closing his eyes and clenching those straight white teeth. Large, elongated fangs stabbed his whiskered chin.  


  The third ring passed through, and then she really tightened on him, burning and stretching around his thick stalk.  Sixten took her hand and placed it where they joined. “Feel us together?” He slid another inch, stinging in a very good way.  “Love me.  Now.  Let me have everything.” Then he was all the way in, balls pressing against her while holding still.  Sweat dripped down, flowing in sensuous rivulets over his sexy body.  Her face was under his chest, and she listened to his pounding heart while running her wet tongue over his flat nipple.


  Sixten threw his head back, corded muscles straining down his throat, shoulders bunched and poised to pounce with fangs catching the light.  She exploded at the sight of him, though he remained still while deeply rooted inside her.  Her flesh gripped every solid inch of his length until she thought his cock would shatter under the sheer force of her clenching.  “It’s too much.”


  “Not nearly,” he hissed, while sliding all the way out and starting in again.  Slowly.  Friction fed friction, she screamed from the contact, the too-full sensation, clawing him as he growled his approval.  That’s when he grew dark above her – black seduction, appearing inky as a nighttime storm cloud, but still in his corporeal form.


  “What’s happening?”


  Warmth encircled her as he thrust on, overheating her body, rushing through her before cooling her down.  A velvet tongue flicked her pulse, as her channel tightened around him again. Stroking, stroking, and stroking her inner walls, while his tongue continued on her pulse.  She heard herself cry out as he hissed over her throat. 


  Sixten bit down, pinning her to the bed as he picked up an incredible pace.


  Inside her body, he pounded with his hot, hard cock.  At her vein, he drank greedily, cupping her jaw and pulling her closer.  Teeth scraped her sensitive neck, as he savored every drop with a flickering tongue. His soft moans of approval contrasted the sounds of heavy flesh smacking flesh. 


  She closed her eyes as he swallowed and gasped when he switched techniques, circling wide inside her.   His tripled-crowned cock unturned everything within her, throwing her over an unknown precipice she feared.  Those blue cords stiffened, rolling over her soft ridges with every thrust and just the right amount of abrasion before they initiated a soft, rhythmic suctioning.  “What…oh, what…is that?” She dug her heels in his muscled ass.  Too much pleasure, she had to get away.  So overpowering. 


  “Lose control,” he pulled up, growling until her body vibrated with his, both trembling together as they fell apart in one another’s arms. “Let us have you.”


  Moments passed – maybe minutes or possibly hours.  Sixten became him once more, inky cloud to golden flesh, staring down at her as if she were the only thing that mattered in the world.  And she had to openly admit that she couldn’t walk away from him either, never again. So Blythe said the words he wanted to hear.  The ones she wanted to say.  The ones buried behind a heartfelt commitment she’d avoided for far too long. “Six, I really do love you.”


  “I know.”  His eyes closed tightly as he swallowed thick emotion.  “God, I know it.”


  


  



  Chapter 21


  Sixten had finally given in and allowed her to go back to her apartment to collect her things, of course, with him in tow.  Conveniently, the Weres agreed to meet her downstairs at the club. Ryan was pushing off the opening an hour to accommodate everyone’s schedule. 


  She smiled over at her domineering Sixten. She didn’t want a Neanderthal, never expected to ask permission for this and that.  But as far as her safety went, Sixten was caveman and highland lord rolled into one.  She understood his protectiveness, even appreciated it somewhat, especially considering what she now understood was ‘out there’.  And if she ever thought about forgetting, Sixten would pointedly remind her how his brother easily collected her in a dark alley while on her way home from work.  Only by Rave’s mercy did she fall into Sixten’s hands due to the fact that Rave seemed to have some bargain with an obscure entity.  One that enabled him to do anything, anywhere, and at any time, he wanted. 


      And wasn’t that a pleasant thought?


      “I’m sorry about…leaving suddenly,” she said after hearing Ryan step inside the door. Blythe recognized his breathing patterns and the gait of his walk for a lifetime now. “You must’ve been worried.”


      He spoke to Sixten instead, “You wanna give us a minute, Six?” 


      “No.”


      “Do you want me to give you a minute later?” She narrowed her eyes at him and placed both hands on her full hips, drawing his attention to a place he loved to hold on to…and bite…for hours.  She could feel his intense sexual arousal directing itself straight at her and she fought not to gasp in front of her friend.  She raised a brow as if to say ‘marking your territory’ in front of Ryan? 


      His lip lifted at the corner while he unhurriedly slid off a metallic-coated leather bomber revealing a tailored, white oxford shirt that fit his form muscle by muscle.  He threw his jacket over the back of her ratty sofa and sauntered out the door.  Before he closed it, he took a quick look over his shoulder and caught Blythe eyeing his fine ass covered in distressed, skinny jeans that should be outlawed now that he’d worn them. At least, other men should be embarrassed to wear them in his presence. There wasn’t anything skinny on that man, especially what hung quite heavily between his legs.  He’d worn them for her, no doubt, wanting to keep her eyes on him and him alone.  His plan worked brilliantly, just as his body did.


      “It’s hard for a man to compete with perfection.” Ryan snapped her out of it, clicking the door closed.


      “You were never competing with him or for me.  What were you doing?”


      “I can’t exactly say.”


      “Because I’m not one of you or because you weren’t acting in best friend capacity?” She chewed her bottom lip when it trembled.  “At least, since I moved back here.” 


      “You’ve met Maestru?”


      “Yeah, we’re not exactly chums.”


      “Then please understand why I’m not allowed to explain.”


      She nodded. “Days like these, I look back and see a friendship that was built on deceit.”  She stared at the boxes filled with most of her old clothes and knickknacks.  Inconsequential items that didn’t matter in the grand scheme of things.  At one time, she thought they had, but not so much anymore.


      “Because I never told you I was a vampire.  Take that omission away and look at my actions.  They speak of a true friend.  One that doesn’t want to let go of what we have.” 


  He ran his eyes over her, but it wasn’t the same way Six did.  It was typical-man style, a glance of carnal appreciation.  The way any guy strolling along admired her and any other woman that passed by him later – foolish romanticism on the female’s end, hot need on the male’s – and nothing more. 


  Ah, but when Six looked at her in carnal appreciation, his eyes told a different story, his soul shone through lacing all hot looks and dirty thoughts with pure passion and interminable love. By God, she was so glad she was with him again – wholly relieved.  No one else would ever do.


  No one would ever measure up.


  “I’m not letting go of our friendship.” She stepped into the bathroom and removed brushes and hairclips from the drawers. “I’m just trying to understand what you’re not telling me.”


  “Don’t try so hard to understand things you can’t be told.”


  She made an impatient sound and lifted a tube of blood-red lipstick.  She pulled off the cap and went to work on her lips.  “How long have you kept secrets from me, Ryan?”


  Instead of answering, he asked, “How can I set your mind at ease, Blythe?”  He stepped into the doorway and took up all of her space.  Ryan was as big as Six, but she’d place bets he wasn’t nearly as powerful.


  “Do you think I’m something other than human?”


  “I can’t answer that.”


  She pushed past him, stomping into her old bedroom and slamming the door.  “Can’t or won’t?” she asked while slipping off her clothes.  Ryan shuffled his big body around in the tiny hall.  She heard his sighs, almost heard his internal gears slugging along while wondering how far he could push her before he broke all their lifelong connections.  His weight pushed against the door and she fought not to open it on a surprise attack, landing him flat on his ass in a childish but very fulfilling move on her part. 


  She’d pulled an emergency outfit out of her closet the moment she’d gotten there and hidden it on the back of her bedroom door, away from Six’s prying eyes.  After seeing him in those painted on jeans, she felt the need for her own ammo.  Silly as it sounded, she was still as jealous as he was.  The restart of their relationship was too fresh.  Some wounds were still open.  And if a cream mini dress made entirely of soft leather placed her on nearly equal footing with Six, then so be it.


  Her bronze coloring had come back somewhat.  She stared at her image in the long mirror screwed to the back of her door, and saw the glint of happiness that hadn’t been in her eyes in ages.  I love you, Six.


  Ryan rattled the doorknob.


  “I’m changing.” She yelled through the wood. “Six is taking me to dinner after this so-called meeting.”


  “I’m sorry to see you pack your things.”


  “I’ll be out of your hair.”


  “I’ve always tried to protect you, sweetheart,” he whispered softly on the other side, but she heard. 


  “In a way, I understand, and I appreciate what you had to do.  Though I want honesty from this day forward, Ryan, total honesty, okay?”


  The thought of meeting with werewolves made her stomach sick, so she concentrated on her man.   Sixten was downstairs waiting for her to wrap up her packing. After she had her illustrious meeting, they were going to enjoy a normal date at a fine, romantic restaurant by the river that housed an awesome band and an overbuilt veranda as a dance floor - just the two of them. 


  And a lot of guards.


  She pressed the dress with her palms.  Angular seams ran down the sides, paralleling her larger curves perfectly before settling mid-thigh with a hem that was simply rebellious.  She slipped into the matching thigh-high stiletto boots made entirely in suede.  Although they covered most of her legs, the flesh that peeked between the dress and the boots was a flash of pure eroticism and she couldn’t wait to see Six’s face when he got a load of her.  She opened the door and slid past a gaping Ryan before making her way to the street. 


  Although he had many modes of transportation, Blythe suggested Sixten drive his rebuilt 1963 Corvette Stingray.  By the gleam on his face, she’d picked his favorite.  It was loud and sexy as hell, just as Six had been when he was climaxing over her in the bed earlier.  Apart from the neck ache that accompanied riding in such a fast car with such a fast man, she’d had one of the best days of her life, bouncing from shop to shop all over the islands with the man of her dreams. 


  Sixten had spoiled her rotten, though she didn’t want any of it, she only wanted him.  But his smile stretched wide as she ooh’ed and ah’ed over every purchase, and they kissed madly until her stomach clenched with need.  All she wanted was his love, and he wanted to give her love and the world alongside it.


  He was standing by his car.  The sight of him turned her heart over, until she saw the livid expression on his face.   There was pure savagery haunting his eyes. It moved with his stride as he neared her and pushed blazing lust through her body.  Though unsure, Blythe stopped herself from taking a step back.   As divided as she was in her reasoning to hide or stand her ground, she didn’t want to be afraid of him in any of his capacities, forms…or moods.


  “What are you wearing?” He asked in clipped tones.  “That’s not the outfit I bought you.”


  She knew his feelings weren’t hurt, or his pride.  “You don’t like it?”


  “You are trying to provoke me.”


  That made her take step back.


  He followed her movements, dipping his head and brushing her cheek with his mouth, lingering for a second before saying, “Do not attempt to make me jealous, Blythe.” A warning. “I can have you under me, barley speaking and entirely incoherent without using any of my endorphins or coercions – only my body.”


  “Hold on,” she said, flattening her palms on his chest.


  “I am a mated male.  I am dangerous when other males are around you. Think about that before you walk out dressed in such a manner, tempting others and putting their lives at risk just to get a rouse from me.” He bit her ear, and then sucked it hard. “Or do you mind if they die?”


  “You started it,” she mumbled, not intending to fight, but she couldn’t think straight.


  “Oh, yeah?” He breathed in her scent. “How did I start it?” A firm hand on her bottom…squeezing.


  “The pants,” she whispered, fire curling in her stomach. “Stop wearing tight pants.” She wrapped her fingertips around his waistband, tugging. “I don’t want women ogling you.  Ever.”


  “Good. I only want you ogling me,” his low, sexy voice rumbled against her ear, sending shivers over her skin.


  “Please, let’s go back up to the apartment alone, just for a while.”


  Abruptly, he pulled away to stare down at her.  “They’re here.”


  “Oh.” She squeezed her eyes shut. “Great.”


  Fifteen minutes later, Blythe peered at Bane Ruyter through her dark lashes.  His Beta beast was at bay. So everyone said.  But if she thought that he was intimidating several yards away from her while working his werewolf the other night, she was wrong.  Up this close, sitting across the table from her with his unbelievable blue eyes, she figured he was an axiomatic Trojan horse:  Death wrapped inside an inhuman sculpture. Very pretty to look at, but he was coming to get you sooner or later. And the later wouldn’t be pretty at all.


  “Thanks for meeting with me,” his deep voice echoed unquestionable authority.


  Me?  Half of the supernatural community was waiting outside the doors of Six Feet Under.  Apparently, no one would agree on anything until Sixten promised to square things away at his father’s office located a few blocks down. And stay there until he was called back. Not that he couldn’t poof in anytime he wanted, but he agreed nonetheless - only because he had every available vampire on security detail, which included the almighty Maestru. 


       “Yeah, well, let’s get this underway.” Blythe had freaked out when she walked in.  Since the club was closed, it offered tremendous accommodations for everyone ‘other’ to cram around the tables, dance floors, and even behind the bar.  Not to mention, all eyes were on her. 


  When they weren’t, vampires hissed at the werewolves, and werewolves growled at the vampires.  It was high school all over again, only with limitless creatures who could throw entirely too much death and destruction around while groused by childish, angry whims. So she figured if they could toss Sixten out, everyone else could haul ass except for Bane.  She crossed her arms and tapped her booted toe on the floor until the last immortal left, standing proud that she got her way for once.


       “You understand that you were recognized by our pack years ago.”


      She stared at him, blue-black hair and bronzed skin like her own.  Except for their eyes, they looked more like siblings than she and Anthony.  “Yeah, I’d rather get to the current situation, though.  I think a war’s about to break out any minute, and I don’t want to be the cause of it.”


       “You wouldn’t be.” He splayed his large hands on the dark tabletop, watching her intently. “Maestru would.”


      A tense moment filled the air before she said, “Well, I know better than to discuss him with you.”


      “Good.” Bane almost smiled while assessing her.  “Intelligence can keep you alive.” He sharpened his perusal. “But I’ll train you to fight.”


      “I’m not playing the ‘who can keep me alive the longest game’.  I’ve taken care of myself for quite a while now, and although things have been weird lately.” She wouldn’t discuss the Habalines or Rave with the Beta. “I won’t always depend on a man or male or group of beasts to do that for me.  I will be with someone because I choose to – not due to what they can or cannot give me, including bodily protection.”


      “Well said.” He rubbed his whiskered jaw. “However, in our world - your true world - you are a Were. In that world you answer to your pack leaders.”


      “The vampires disagree with you.” She shrugged indifferently, though she felt otherwise. “They say I am something other.”  She wasn’t going into the logistics of what the other was, either.  If he knew –fine.  If he didn’t – she wasn’t telling. 


  But Bane looked way too confident, and she knew it had nothing to do with him being an authoritative Beta.  He knew something important.  One of many who knew pertinent facts about her life that she didn’t, and that just pissed her off. 


      “There aren’t many women who could sit with a werewolf and have a polite conversation.” He paused and cocked an ebony brow. “I’d say most would pull a disappearing act.” A masculine lip curled. “Not that they would get far with me on their tail.”


      “Maybe.”


      “You aren’t most women, because you’re a female mixed-blood.” Then he flashed a genuine smile. “Fear doesn’t affect you the way it does someone who is wholly human.”


      She frowned over at him. “Don’t be ridiculous.”


      “You are not a Giarrusso,” he said gravely.


      She stood up so fast her chair fell over.  “Then who the hell do you think I am!”


      “A Ruyter.” He stood up. “My bloodline.”


      “What?”


      Bane had that blinding speed, the same as Sixten.  He was suddenly behind her, turning them both towards the bar.  Facing the large mirror lined with countless bottles, he whispered, “Look at us.  We are blood.”


      She stood numbly, shaking her head at their reflections.


      “We are. I smell it, but I can prove it by paperwork and blood, since you refuse to take a Beta’s word.” He gazed at her. “Come home with me.  If you don’t trust me enough for that.  At least go to the Alpha’s manse on Sanibel.  He’s away in Miami, but it’s fully staffed and security will be tighter than anything the vampires can come up with.”


      “Yeah,” her voice broke. “I heard how well you protected your wife and queen.” He flinched behind her.  “I’m fine where I am.  Sixten and I are together - for good.”


      He delved into something she didn’t want to discuss. “Word is, you’re a Donor. We think that’s why the vampires can’t scent you as a Were mixed-blood.   Most pack members do not understand the significance of Donors to vampires,” he was speaking to her reflection, since she wouldn’t turn around, “but I do.  The Alpha does. Loose chatter like that in the immortal world puts you in harm’s way.  Bounties are placed on heads like yours.  If you continue to hang with vampires, you’re a blood slave waiting to happen.” He drew in a breath and leaned against the bar, facing her instead of her mirrored image.


      She was trying to soak everything in, and then sort it out to make sense.  But she was having a hard time after the ‘you’re not a Giarrusso’ comment.  Somehow, she knew he wasn’t lying.  And it didn’t make sense for a Beta of his magnitude to claim just anyone as family.


  “We have a gifted shaman from Scotland’s pack,” he continued when she stayed quiet, “and we think he can help you.”


  “How…are we related?”


  “It’s a long story I would like to share with you.  Maybe, it’s incentive for you to come with me and find out.  I won’t force you, though.  But I will say that you have brothers out there, Blythe.  I’ve contacted them, and they’re dying to meet you – to protect you as their own.”


  She thought that over. “I…have Anthony.”


  “Well, since he’s gone,” Bane said softly. “You’ll have the rest of us to lean on.”


  “Where did he go?”


  “Blythe?”  Bane shook his head.  “What do you mean…where did he go?”


  “You said he was gone.” She gripped the bar until her knuckles turned white. “I didn’t know he was gone. He hasn’t been returning my phone calls, but Sixten said he spoke with him earlier.”


  “Damn it to hell.” His eyebrows shot up. “Sixten didn’t tell you?”


  “Tell me what?”


  “He was actually with Anthony,” he released a heavy sigh and continued, “when he was killed by Habalines.”


  “No.” Her other hand clutched a nearby bar stool as she took in deep cleansing breaths.


  “It happened the night we came to Sixten’s house in order to…help you.  Our pack knew about the altercation.” Bane tilted his head, his expression guileless. “Can’t keep that kind of stuff on the low talk, you know?  I guess our worry played out in our aggression when we approached and demanded you.  I’m truly sorry we were frightening.” He reached for her as if to steady her trembling, but she pushed his hands away. “I don’t like Six, honey.” He added reluctantly, “But I believe he tried to stop them.  Sixten would have done that for you.  And I heard the Species tried to make Anthony Undead, so you could have him back.  But, uh, it didn’t take so well. So that plan’s out.”


  “Habalines?”


  “Yeah, shit, honey, I’m sorry.” He placed a gentle hand on her shoulder. “Let me hold you.  Scream.  Cry.  Let it all out.  I’ve got big shoulders.”


  “No.”


  “Please, come home with me,” he said solemnly. “My mate, Renee, is wonderful.  Her cooking sucks, but you can have those talks females need to have.” He pushed his hands in his pockets and started pacing. “We’ll pull together around you - a true family who will support you through this.  You’ll want for nothing.”


  “She has me,” Sixten hissed lethally, and Blythe started crying the moment she saw him. He glided to her looking hostile and gorgeous, stretching to his full height while putting his big body between her and Bane. “Yes, Blythe, your brother was murdered.  Until this morning, I thought we were bringing him back to you.” He shook his blond head determinedly. “His injuries were too severe, even for a Species to revive him.”


      “How?” she cried, nearly suffocating. Was there any air in this place? “How is someone Undead?  Who are you…things…that can bring people back from the dead?”  She felt tears running down her face.


      “I would never discuss the mechanics of it in front of a beast.” He inclined his head toward Bane. “Only few are chosen.  They are Undead, a product of vampires. They are a classification of Species Vampires and governed by the Vojaks.”


      “The walking dead,” Bane interrupted, “the ones who play across the big screens in human theaters.  You know…no daylight, erratic behavior, and sucking blood -”


  Sixten’s hands were around Bane’s throat before Blythe could blink.  “My father is Undead.” They were chin-to-chin. “Watch it, dog.”


      Bane gave Sixten a look that said ‘I suffer you to live’, but he wasn’t going to make the first move.  And suddenly the concept of a Were family wasn’t so far out there.  It hit Blythe so hard, the way Bane already cared for her, enough to tolerate Sixten’s manhandling or even put a roof over her head if she needed it.  Bane was part of her and Anthony…was gone. 


  “Tony was improving,” she trudged through the words, “beating the disease.  I visited him at work a few days ago. He needed money for some new medicine.” She snuffed ineloquently and didn’t care.  Sixten stepped away from Bane. For a moment, Blythe hoped for either of them to take back their agonizing words.  But she could see that wasn’t happening.


      “He would have never died of cancer, moja láska.  I don’t want to add to your pain.  But, you see…Anthony lied to you all along,” he spoke slowly, trying to push the words he knew that she wouldn’t accept. “He was involved with something seriously underhanded and wasn’t sick.  At. All.”


      “Six.” Black dots were forming over her eyes, obscuring her vision and pulling her mind far away.


  “Is it another migraine?” His arms were around her, comforting and warm.


      “I don’t think so,” she murmured, clutching her head.


      “She has migraines?” Bane asked.  “I’ll summon Dru.”


      “He already knows. Go away,” Sixten growled a warning and picked her up. “If I could take this pain from you,” he hesitated while kissing her closed eyes, “I would.  Don’t put this between us.  We’ve come too far.  We made a commitment, and I won’t let you walk away from it.”


      “I’m not walking away from you over this,” she choked up.  “In your weird way, you were trying to help. But I’m very angry with you.”


      “I don’t blame you,” he whispered over her lips, moving her deeper into the club near the back door.  “Be mad all you want.”


      “I’ll know if you’re lying.” She pressed her face in his open shirt collar, rolling her forehead on the hollow at the base of his throat, sobbing until her chest rattled. “So tell me the truth.  Did he suffer?”


      “Not at all.” His lips were in her hair, kissing her. “Anthony’s ashes were brought to the house.  When you are ready, you’ll decide what to do with them.” Sixten crushed her to his chest. “Or you can do nothing at all.”


      “I love you,” she said simply.


      “And I love you.” He ran his chin over her temple, his breath sweet and relaxing. “I want you to tell me every day.  I’ll never tire of it.” They were at the door.  “If you don’t, I’ll force it out of you,” he teased her, but she didn’t smile. All she wanted to do was crawl inside his skin and stay in his haven.  Hide from the world until it stopped bothering her, but that would be running away.  And Blythe was a lot of things, but not a coward.


      Sixten stopped in the middle of the alley and uttered his usual string of profanities.


      “I hate when you do that.” Blythe glanced around. “That look means trouble’s coming.”  She tried to get down, but Sixten secured his arms around her, and to her utter astonishment, jumped up three stories as if he were skipping mud puddles.


  “Get down,” he ordered when they landed on the roof. “Keep your head covered.”


      She heard Kash’s voice as he misted in, “They’re everywhere. Habaline mixed-bloods.  Someone tipped them off, or they sensed all the concentrated power around the club.  An ambush.  I don’t know how he managed it, but Maestru already bagged five shifters.”


      “Let me guess, all males.”


      “That’s all I smell so far, why?”


      “One of my predictions,” Sixten said after clotheslining a very extinct and highly overgrown form of Teratorn flying above their heads, “and it’s one of those times I hate being right.”


  “None were pure, though.” Kash’s boots scraped across the roof, crunching broken glass.  “God help us if the pure bloods join in.  Rock and Bane are holding off the west side, throwing miasma everywhere, mentally directing the humans since these freaks don’t give a fuck what they shake up. Or if we’re all on the evening news.”


      “So much for blending into society,” Sixten muttered.  “What’s the guard count at the sanctuary?”


      “Fifty,” Kash answered, “We always maintain fifty.”


      “I’m taking her there.”


      “Take my weapons,” he offered. “I’ll mist her and grab extra ammo.”


      “No, man. I’ll load up on weapons after I secure her inside the sanctuary.”


      “You don’t need to lose control with her, Six.  I’m certain I can bite her and walk away.”


      “I’ve been working on it, Kash.  I’m good.” He kicked a black rat off the roof, but he wasn’t sure if it was shifter. “When I return, we fight as brothers-n-arms.”


      “I guess Maestru sucked you back in after all.” Kash scanned the streets. “So, yeah, we need your power, man.” He shook his spikes from his face, narrowed his lavender eyes. “The humans…there’s gonna be a lot to cover up this time.”  He released his Species and jumped from the roof, toppling a giant coyote that was peculiarly out of place roaming the streets of Fort Myers.


      Sixten turned to Blythe. “Moja láska, I have to get you to safety, and then come back and fight.”


      “I heard.” She pushed her hair from her eyes and looked up at him. “There’s bird crap up here, loads, and I’m lying in it.  Can we get going?”


      “Certainly and when this is over,” Sixten said, squatting next to her, “I’m going to have this place pressure washed and bring you back.”


      “Why?”


      “You look so beautiful against the moon, angel.  So beautiful.  I would dance with you on this rooftop all night.” He pressed his lips to hers. “Would you save that dance for me?”  He moved his mouth to her throat.


      “Yes.” Her eyes watered as she ran her fingers through his tawny hair. She didn’t want him to fight, didn’t want him to risk his life in any way whatsoever. “All of my dances are for you, Sixten. Only you.”


      He released his Species, and she stiffened.  “Trust me,” he hissed, and gently sank his fangs into her throat before she raised a voice in protest. 


  Everything disappeared from around them, leaving only Sixten and Blythe.  Her mind emptied and refocused on him.  Physical forms receded while the stars brightened. As if someone powerful hit the slow motion button on the world’s remote control, she saw fragments of their bodily cells joining, floating high above the roof.


  Sixten kept her conscious, granting her an extraordinarily inhuman experience. And she’d never forget watching Fort Myers disappear as they picked up momentum and spread across the river. She’d always remember how they headed to the island, took a moment to mist above the nighttime clouds, before closing in on the secret entrance that marked the sanctuary.


  She laughed softly, awestruck as a child while staring over at Sixten’s mist. Time stood still as they drank one another in, all in the middle of chaos, they only needed each other. His ice-green eyes flared as he mouthed ‘I love you’, before they disappeared deep into the ground, hand and hand.


  Five minutes later, Sixten had her in Kash’s bedroom. “Stay inside this room until I get back,” he ordered her.


  Blythe kept her distance on the other side of the bedroom. In literally seconds, while maintaining his Species form, Sixten covered his body in black leather and an array of deadly armament, moving too fast for her to track. His fangs were stretching over his bottom lip and she rubbed her throat as an afterthought.


  He froze instantly.  “Are you hurting?” Ice-green eyes darkened, roaming over her throat.


  “No.” She eyed him back, staring at a massive, black leather wall with fangs. “Not even a sting.”


  In his distorted voice, he said, “I’m still me.  Remember that when you see me this way.”


  “I know.” She made a shooing motion with her hands. “Go.  Help.”  Another blurring movement had his arms around her.  Endless leather, the scent of Sixten, and long fangs, all suddenly molded to her body. His mouth worked hers, thrusting his warm, velvet tongue between his daggers, moving inside her. 


  Then he was gone.


  Blythe looked around, feeling bereft without her man.  All those years apart were wasted.  She’d never get them back, but she had every intention of making up for lost time. 


  Blinking rapidly, she made the conscious decision not to cry over her brother until Six got back.  She wanted his strength to lean on, and she needed to understand what games Anthony had been playing.  More than that, she had to know who she really was.  And if there was a biological family waiting for her out there, should she trust them?


  Before long, exhaustion took over. A shower sounded good, so she pulled new jeans and a Henley from the shopping bags Six brought in the room, wishing she could wash the store smell off, but they were better than staying in the leather dress all night while waiting for Six to show up. 


  Making her way to the bathroom, she picked up a basket of overpriced bath products and shook her head.  All were unscented.  “Figures,” she mumbled, remembering how Sixten loved her natural scent. 


  Another step stopped her cold. Blythe frowned, staring at the floor as the earth rumbled under her feet.  A crash hit the wall – outside the door, in the main corridor. Another followed, and another; she spun her head, searching all around for an alternative exit.  Nothing presented itself but the single door that led to the sounds of impending doom. 


  Men screamed as if their bodies were on fire.  She bit her hand, stifling her own answering scream.  Were they under attack?  If so, who would find them here?  She shuddered at their inhuman cries – inhuman suffering.  Whoever was causing this much destruction was stronger than fifty collective vampires were.


      Somehow, Blythe made her feet move again. She quickly riffled through Kash’s top dresser drawer and lifted a lone switchblade.  Great. She flicked it open and studied its serrated edge.  It wasn’t constructed of any metal she’d ever seen, so she was hoping that she could put it to good use and slice up whatever was coming down the hall enough to get away, which was optimism at its best.  She wasn’t a vampire or a Vojak…so yeah…good luck to her.


      Hair stood on her nape when an eerie quietness shadowed a teeth-gritting scrape across her door.  The doorknob wiggled. The lock groaned in protest.  “I smell her,” a bold voice said.


      Who was he?


      Another series of screams coupled with curses and wet, straining gurgles.  Blythe tasted bile on the back of her tongue right when her door exploded.


  Metal fragments sprayed the room, and she hit the floor, covering her head but not dropping her weapon.  A thousand sawed-offs could have blasted simultaneously, and their damage wouldn’t be comparable.  Or their sound.  Her ears were ringing off her head. 


      She pushed herself up on her elbows, finding her bearings when a guttural hiss sounded from right above her head.  Braving a look up, she saw a cruelly handsome face stare down at her, half-lit by the corridor lights, half-shadowed by the bedroom’s dark depths. 


  She shot to her feet with a confidence she didn’t understand, brandishing her knife at the massive man moving directly to her. His long hair blew all around in a mystical wind.  He didn’t glide in the way of vampires. By his mass and uncannily fluid movements, she understood him to be something more.


      The front of his leather trench coat split open when he raised his hand toward her. “I am here for you.” Inside his thick belt, she saw several metal boxes among his weapons. 


  “D-Did you kill them?” She kept her blade up, for whatever good it would do.


      “Do you want me to?” He inhaled sharply. “Have they hurt you?”


      Meaning he may not hurt her.  “No.” She tried to back up and her legs met a cabinet. “They’re my friends.”


  He kicked everything out of the way, as he cornered her.  He wiggled his fingers, and her blade followed their movements.  She clutched it harder, until her wrist twisted painfully, and it fell at their feet. All with his mind, he’d disarmed her.  “Who are you?”


  “Adam,” he answered. “You will come now.”


  Her eyes widened and she shook her head no.  Fear gave her strength.  Blythe careened to the left and twisted around him, yet he didn’t follow.  She was already shooting through the door and hitting the unlit corridor when she slammed into something solid.  Rough hands seized her, pressing her body to another man. 


  “You’re right.” He breathed. “It is a female.”  


  “I want this one for my own,” another said. 


  A third nearly crushed her, licking her face like an animal.  “She will be my mate.” 


  More arguments arose from those around. Hands never faltered, mouths never stopped, fingers probed, trying to learn her body. “Please, stop,” she said on a breathless plea, tears clogging her throat, while she struggled to get away. “Please, don’t do this to me.”


  There were too many of them.  Countless.  None human.  Powerful.  In the darkness, Rave’s earlier words came back to her.  As if a prophecy fulfilled, many hands were all over her, stretching and pulling.  In this living nightmare, she was their taffy.


  “I warned you!” Adam was near her - now enraged. “None of you can have this one!”


  “Just once, then, I’ve never touched a female,” a furious, needy voice countered.


  “Fine.  Touch her only.  Be mindful where you touch her. Or do you want her to feel imprisoned the way we all have been forced to live our lives?”


  All movements stilled at once. 


  A major shut down. 


  A dead silence. 


  Then, what she thought were the backs of claws smoothed down her cheek, followed by rough whiskers from a day’s growth of beard.  “You are part werewolf, like me,” a Scottish burr whispered in her ear, confirming what Bane had vowed. “I would kiss you now.” He sniffed her throat, rubbing his nose up and down her neck. “Unlike the others, I would ask.  Not take.”


  “I have a…a m-mate,” she managed to get out.


  “Not your true beast,” he replied with lips hovering over hers, still thinking about it.  But he backed away and asked, “Adam, are we truly free now?”


  “As long as we have her.”


  “I h-have a mate,” she repeated.


  In a low deadly tone, Adam said, “Female, that may hold true in the world of vampires, but in our neck of the woods, possession is nine-tenths of the law.”


  


  



   


   


  Chapter 22


  “Dakota, run!”


  “Ryan.” She stopped dead in her tracks. “Ryan?”


  A small kitten curled up around her ankle.  “Don’t touch that.”


  “What’s wrong with you?” She backed up, hitting the dumpster. “Why do you look like that?”


  “I’ve gotta get you outta here.” He kicked the kitten a mile or two and Dakota released a horrifying scream.  He held out his hands, topped with claws.  “It wasn’t really a – oh, never mind.”  Better that she thought he killed animals than aliens.  “Come on, sweetheart.”  Without another choice, he had to bite her and mist her to safety. 


  Somewhere underground.


  Right as he opened his mouth and lubricated his fangs, mixed-blood Habalines in their true humanized forms rushed them.  One easily pulled Dakota inside the dumpster.  To feed, he realized, while three pounded him into the cobblestones. 


  Ryan slashed upward, severing someone’s hand.  “Dakota, hold on!”


  Immediately, a growl came out of nowhere, like none he’d ever heard.  One of the mixed-bloods lifted in the air, swinging in circles above a blinding blue flame.  A werewolf – a powerful one, had saved his ass.


  Now he was down to one and a half, since the other couldn’t stanch the blood flowing from his wrist.  He pointed at it. “You and me, road kill.” It jumped him first, and he jabbed five lethal claws in its kidney, dropping it to the ground and kicking its skull until it was, at least, unconscious.


  In the meantime, Rock had killed the other.


  “Dakota’s in the dumpster,” he growled as another jumped his back. “One’s feeding from her.”


  Rock catapulted over them, kicking Ryan’s attacker in the head on the way inside the dumpster. Before it went down, it quickly slammed a blade inside his thigh and twisted until something popped and blood floor mercilessly.  “Not bad, mother fucker,” Ryan hissed, pulling a gun loaded with very special bullets from the back of his boot, surprised it was still there.  “Feel this.” And it was toast, ashes upon ashes dissolving in puddles of Ryan’s blood.


  “You shot a fucking gun?”  Rock was walking the thin metal ledge, balancing his body while cradling Dakota over the dumpster. “Bane’s the only one holding up the miasma, and you probably just shot that to hell.”  


  “Wasn’t in the mood to die tonight,” Ryan grumbled, unable to stand.


  “You gonna bleed out?”


  “No.  Is she?” Ryan gestured to the blond sweeting caught in the middle of an immortal war. “Her heart’s skipping.”


  “She needs Dru.” He stepped off the dumpster, landing gently. “She’ll die under human hands, so a hospital’s out.” Maneuvering over the fallen bodies, Rock asked,

  “You can’t mist, right?”


  “Not in this shape, find another vampire quickly.”


  “Problem is, I don’t smell one.” He picked Ryan up by the collar, while still easily carrying Dakota with his other arm, and dragged him to a quiet alcove.  “As soon as I can, I’ll get you…uh, food.”


  “Just take care of her.”


  Rock nodded and took off in a blue blur with a still unconscious Dakota wrapped in his arms.


  After an hour of being thrown from roof to alleyway to street and back to the rooftop again, Sixten still hadn’t gotten to the bottom of anything. No one could take on his brother, apart from him and Maestru.  But his Coven Master was a little busy keeping the shifters from hunting the streets of Fort Myers.


  So here he was.


  Rave, in his natural form, lunged at Sixten, swinging a small ethereal sword at his throat, nicking it in a near miss before Sixten flipped backwards, and knocking it out of his hand and off the roof. He gave him a look of pure hatred.  “What the hell did you do? Where are the others?”


      “Rave the raving lunatic, what befuddles you so?” Sixten snatched a flying razor and nailed his brother in the thigh, though by the lack of heavy blood flow, shamefully missed any pertinent arteries.


      “You were the only one who knew about the males.” He jumped out of the way of Sixten’s debilitating kick, landing in the darkened street atop a parked car.


  Sixten glimpsed the brutal fighting in his peripheral vision. He didn’t notice any deaths on his side, but the night was still young. Blood and heavy grunts filled the air, metal clanked metal, though the shifters were smart enough not to pop off guns, except one small fire that had hit the air moments ago. He didn’t know how long their intelligence would hold out and muffling gunfire took a lot of miasma.  Power better spent fighting instead of shielding.


  Sixten leapt to the street, touching down perfectly on the balls of his feet. He watched in horror as Rave dug his claws into the side of a van and coiled the metal into a giant baseball bat. Three minutes of swing and duck later, he asked again, “Tell me about your males, Rave.”


  They weren’t getting anywhere.  His brother was one of the most powerful creatures of the immortal world, yet Sixten could countermove him almost too easily.  After all, Rave had taught him to fight.  So with Habaline blood from a pure blood alien and Species Breed blood from a pure blood vampire, Sixten put the supe in supernatural. 


  His tone was as scathing as the kick he landed on Sixten’s temple. “You set them free.  I think they killed Poison, my right hand man.”  He stumbled from the impact, nearly tripping in a pothole, and righted himself just as Rave cracked him across the face.


  Before he could wipe the blinding blood from his eyes, Sixten crashed through a plate-glass window.  Rows of knick-knacks and figurines toppled him. Porcelain flew out of nowhere, and crystal shattered the second he hit the tiled floor. 


  He remained unmoving.


  When Rave was close enough, he grabbed the front of his shirt and swung him over the front counter, clocking his head on an antique cash register.


  Rave rose up and licked the blood from his lip with a diabolical sneer.  “What do I have to lose by killing you now?  The compound I wanted you to oversee exploded tonight.  Ironically, thanks to you.”  A stunning creature, almost too beautiful to look at, Rave was drunk on invertible power and consumed with bloodlust - all with the sole intention of killing his brother over an assumption.


  “Someone else fucked you over.” Sixten jumped feet over head, landing a few feet to his left. “With a half-assed job, I must say.”


  Next, he drew his prized and forbidden Habaline blade for the deathblow, pinning Rave to the wall in a split-second move that surprised them both. “I didn’t know where your compound was located,” he grated, positioning the tip over Rave’s heart. “But if I did, I would’ve made sure you were trapped in it before I brought it down.”  He stared at him with loathing. “That’s my signature style.  Maybe you’re not too familiar with it since I’ve grown up.  But I never, ever do a half-assed job.”


  Maestru misted behind him, followed by Kash.  “We’ve rounded up what we could.  Killed most. But the sanctuary was the hardest hit.” The current scene froze Maestru in place, but he continued his report, “All of our guards were attacked with Stavzs.”


  “Blythe is gone, Six.” Kash didn’t take his eyes off Rave, raising his weapons chest level.”


  “Your little monsters took my mate,” Six’s voice sounded strangled - razor blades running over a chalkboard. He leaned in, shoving the blade to the hilt, puncturing his brother’s heart.


  “You won’t do it,” Rave taunted, his eyes tunneling into an odd, day-glow swirl. “We are blood.”  Dripping crimson lips curved into an icy smile. “More alike than you realize.”


  Sixten was eyelevel with Rave, pressing him harder against the wall with the length of his weapon embedded into his alien body. “Power and nothing more, I fight the evil within myself every damned day. You thrive on it.” He twisted the blade and finished the job.  While watching his brother slide down the wall, Sixten snarled, “But no one who takes what is mine, lives to tell about it.”


  Sixten and Kash misted to Captiva Island.


  Maestru meant to follow, until he saw Rock carrying a limp and bloodied Dakota by the ransacked gift shop.  He jumped through the broken window and blocked the werewolf.  “Where are you taking her?” His hands clenched at his sides.  “Why is she bleeding?”


  “One of the shifters got to her.” Rock was in mid-transformation:  glowing, mammoth-sized body, flaming celestial eyes, full canines, and lethal claws.  His werewolf distorted his voice, but Maestru clearly understood him. “She came to work early, got jumped. Ryan is down.  He’s regenerating in an alleyway by the club, but in no shape to care for her.  Send him someone to feed from.” His lips drew back in a low growl. “I don’t know her damage, but her heart sounds better and she’s breathing regularly.”


  “Those who touched her?”


  He didn’t blink. “The shifter who took her blood is dead.”


  “Excellent.” Maestru opened his arms. “Give her to me.”


  His brows popped.  “That would be a NO.”


  “We have no time for this.”


      Rock reared back his head. “Why are you so concerned with a mere human when your vampires are under attack?”


      “Give her to me.”


      “There are only three vampires I trust with her.” Rock snorted. “You’re not one of them.  So why would I give an untrustworthy master vampire a friend basted in blood?”


      Maestru came closer.


  “Get the fuck out of my way, leech.”


      “She dies.” He held out his palms in grand gesture. “You die.” Maestru misted to the island empty handed.


      When he arrived, he saw Sixten gliding frantically through the mess of bodies, sniffing everything.  Guards were down, though uncharacteristically spared.  “Why would the shifters not kill?” Maestru asked Qudir. 


      The Vojak Commander answered dismally, “We won’t know anything for at least thirty-six hours.  No one can talk through that kind of pain.  No one.”


      “I can’t enthrall them after a Stavz attack.  Can Dru inject them with anything?”


      “He’s left the site a few minutes ago.  Did everything he could.  But so far, nothing’s working.” Qudir picked up a scrap of cloth, sniffing it. “We have to head over to Marco Island.  Our back up sanctuary is prepped and staffed.”


      “Good.  You and Kash lead the transfers. Have all the vampires in the area been warned?”


      “Yeah,” Kash answered, gliding next to them.  “I’m not as worried about the shifters re-attacking, though.  They left everyone alive.  Ignored masses of powerful weapons lying around and zeroed in on one thing: our sweet Blythe.  Now that they have her, what’s there to come back for?”


      “When I find out who tipped off our location,” Maestru growled, “I’ll revive torture techniques that haven’t seen the light of day since the dark ages.”


      “I guarantee that Sixten will beat you to it.  He’s a mess.” Qudir rubbed the back of his neck. “Tell me how anyone’s going to live through this if he doesn’t find his mate?”


      Maestru shook his head. “Qudir, sometimes you miss the big picture.  Tell me how southwest Florida is going to live through uncivilized, mixed-blood Habalines on the loose.  All starving for socialization and physical contact they’ve been denied all their lives.  How would any male suppress that kind of craving?”


     


      Blythe awoke on a small bed, in what appeared to be a plane. “Welcome back, Pet.” A thickly accented male voice floated around the cabin. “I chartered this when I received the good news.  It is not our normal plane, but I am sure you will understand discretion is of grave importance.” A deep inhale followed by a long release. “I was beginning to lose faith in my hunter.”


      Her head was pounding.


      “Of course, when one has the choice of being tortured for centuries or bringing back a runaway female, one chooses wisely.”


  She licked her lips, tasting blood.


      The scent of warm sunshine and summer breezes invaded her. A finger brushed her lower lip.  “Do not worry, it is not yours, but my blood.”


      This was no dream.


      “Look at me, my Blythe,” his voice was compelling, oddly familiar.  She could feel his power.


      Yet she stared at the stranger.


  He towered over her and the tiny bed, bare-chested, rippling six-pack, with two streaks of blood streaming his throat. Long dark hair fell half way down his back.  Perfectly proud features stared back at her.  Eyes so golden they could pass for a lion’s, but anyone could see that he was too powerful to be a mere king of beasts.  He blinked deliberately, flashing silver pupils instead of the customary black.


  Behind him, a white silk shirt lay haphazardly across a covered bench.  Underneath was her leather dress. He followed her eyes. A slow sweep of a piercing gaze heated with lethal seduction. “Ah, I remember when you first wore that dress.” A golden hand clenched at his thigh. “Or didn’t wear it.” His tongue trailed his lower lip. “I could not keep my hands off you, and we never made it to the club opening. Do you remember that night? The first night I took you in my private bedroom.  Made love to you, treasured your body, and committed my heart to you as a woman and not my Donor?” His eyes flipped up, penetrating her head-on. “Think back.”


  Pressure increased inside her skull.  It wasn’t painful, but it wasn’t comfortable, either.  Then, she saw the same dress tossed across a damask chaise in a bedroom fit for a king… 


  “Don’t turn away from me.” Gianni gripped her chin between his finger and thumb. “Face me.  See me for what I am.  Understand what you are.  You have needs only I can satisfy.” He thrust deliberately, lifting her knee with his other hand to drive deeper while reaching that sensitive spot within her. 


  They weren’t in that room.


  She didn’t want him this way.  In his bed and lying on his pillow while playing his mind games that spoke of true love and everlasting commitment.  Things she didn’t believe in anymore.


      “You can speak freely in my bedroom.” With his opposite hand, he reached between their bodies, expertly kneading her clit.  “You know that.” Her heart was beating faster, nearing the orgasm she desperately craved. “Pet, why aren’t you?”


      “I have nothing to say,” she moaned around the words, “that would be what you want to hear.”


  “Love me, Blythe.” He buried his face against her throat. “It’s a simple thing to love someone.”


  “Loving someone is the hardest part, hating is simple.” Her breaths picked up. “To whisper words of love and then turn away from lovers’ promises is the cruelest thing a man can do.”


  “Tell me who destroyed your heart, and I will lay his at your feet.”


  She gasped, placing her palms against her eyes.  Her lids were fluttering, as she relived portions of her time with him in Italy, frame by frame.  From the moment that she met Gianni until months later when Anthony secreted her away.  There were major gaps. Things were missing…chunks of her life, huge pieces of her existence.  “What happened to me?”


  Dark brows slashed over golden eyes. “Even now, you have no recollection?”


  “Not everything.” She gathered the covers, hiding her nudity, definitely remembering the room. “Who took my memory away?”


  “I only fed you once.” He sat next to her, ignoring her flinch. “Still, you should have remembered all.”


  “Fragments.” She pinched the bridge of her nose. “My memories are a patchwork quilt, still unsewn, strewn all over the place.”  Her heart raced.  Where was Sixten?  Had they harmed him getting to her? Was he even alive? Fear of losing him overpowered her. A terror she’d never known. “You referred to me as a Donor.”


      “I did.” He wrenched the covers away easily. Eyes widening in appreciation as he perused her naked form. “But now, I call you mine.”


   


  To check for updates on Captiva Craving (Six Feet Under Book 2) visit www.talynscott.com.  www.facebook.com/talynscottauthor


  Other books by this author:  Sanibel Heat, Sanibel Burn, Sanibel Sizzle, and the upcoming Sanibel Seduction (Fanged Romance Series Book 4) December 2012.
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