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The Kings, book one: The Vampire King

A Big Bad Wolf spinoff series

And a Big Bad World book

By Heather Killough-Walden

Prologue


It hurts, she thought. God, it really hurts. Gingerly, Evie cradled her gauze-wrapped wrists against her chest and closed her eyes. Her heart was doing tricks in her chest now, the beat uneven and faint. Her head hurt and her legs felt numb. When she took the time to think about what it all meant, despair threatened, and she choked down a sob.

 “I can take the pain away from you,” he said as he watched her curl in on herself against the cold basement wall. “Why do you continue to defy me?”

 Evie felt tears on her cheeks and marveled at her ability to form them after all the blood he’d taken. But these were the same tears that had been threatening to escape since he’d brought her here. She’d been strong enough… she could allow herself this.

 Evie dropped her head onto her bent knees. I’m not really here, she tried to tell herself, though the pain fought her attempt. She wasn’t supposed to be there in that dark basement under a house in the middle of an impossible nowhere. Two days ago, she’d lived in another world. Two days ago, she’d been an author with a normal life and at least another thirty or forty years ahead of her.

 But now…. 

 Now, as she hugged her small body against the damp gloom of the horrible space that had become her waking nightmare, she felt a wretched anguish poke at her outer casing. That casing had become fragile and thin, like the shell of an egg. Any second now, any god-awful minute now, one of those tap-tap-taps would break through, and she would crack. Just like that.

 It was what he wanted, the man who had ripped her from her happiness and thrust her into this hellish darkness. It was what he was waiting for. What he apparently would do anything to acquire. Anything….

 A part of her still clung to disbelief, despite everything she’d witnessed over the last few days. The rest of her was transformed, however. Born again. She believed. It was the overwhelming proof that did it – proof that Roman D’Angelo had given her when he swept her off her feet and pulled her into his amazing, fantastical world. 

 And it was proof that Roman’s enemy now ruthlessly inflicted upon her over and over again that had finally bent her perception of fact and fiction. She could no longer hide from the truth of what had been laid before her. 

 Roman was a vampire. Her kidnapper was also a vampire. They were real. 

 They were real.

 And that meant that there was no way out. A human was fallible. A human could be tricked or overtaken. But a vampire was…. 

 There was no way out. None that she knew of, anyway.


Roman… Evie thought. She couldn’t help it. Where was he now? The tall, dark, intense man who had changed her life forever. It was pointless to yearn for him. Vampire King or not, he could do nothing to help her now. Her captor had seen to that. At least, that was what he told her, and she believed him. She had no choice, because Roman wasn’t here… and she was dying.

 “Just say the words, Evie. For the love of God,” her captor said as he knelt in front of her and took her chin once more in his hand. She kept her eyes closed, unable or unwilling to meet his gaze even one more time. “You can make all of this stop,” he told her. “You can make it so that you never have to feel pain or fear again.”

 Evie moaned softly in response. Her body hurt so much. Her captor released her chin and Evie’s head fell back against the wall. She felt colder than she had ever felt before. 

 She almost said the words then. She almost surrendered and gave him what he wanted. She just wanted the torture to stop. 


All you have to do is say three little words. Just three little words.

 Evie shook her head, dizzy as it made her, and pushed the thoughts from her mind. No, she told herself. Just hang on a little while longer.


 Her heart seemed to flutter, as if sighing in helpless response.


Oh God, Roman, she thought miserably. Please hurry.

 *****

 Charles Alexander Ward sighed heavily when he’d returned to the living room and re-locked the basement door. He sat on the couch and leaned forward thoughtfully, resting his elbows on his knees. 

 She was a tough one, and he had to admit that this last part of his plan was taking a lot longer than he’d anticipated. But he could hear the dawning despair that laced the edges of each of her breaths. The tide was turning. It wouldn’t be long before she either broke – or died.

 He wondered how much time he had left with her. D’Angelo had no doubt been scouring the world for his love. Charles could imagine the Vampire King’s edict spreading far and wide in no time at all. He could imagine the king’s eyes and what they must look like at that moment. The thought gave Charles an uncommon chill. 

 But it didn’t matter. The king couldn’t reach him here. Charles just needed a little more time… an hour, maybe, tops. He just needed his precious captive to say three short words.

 Offspring were creatures born of the union between an enigmatic, dark, and dangerous race known as the Akyri and the infamous mortals of magic, the warlocks. Because of this combination, Offspring were beings of magic above all else. Every vampire in existence possessed the intrinsic powers of a warlock – and the innate legerdemain charms of the undead.

 However, they were also a cursed race. The inherent darkness of their parentage tainted the blood in their veins, and over the years they’d come to know themselves by another name: vampires.

 The rules a vampire had to live by were few and uncomplicated, but difficult at best. The sun was caustic, no deadly, to an Offspring. However, despite the popular Hollywood portrayal of their kind, in reality, living in the dinge of night was neither an appealing nor acceptable choice for vampires, so they turned to their magic to fix the problem. Through the use of spells or items imbibed with the power of said spells, Offspring cleared the way for their kind to walk beneath the rays of the sun. 

 The second quintessential truth of being an Offspring was that blood was also a necessity. A vampire had to feed. How often the feeding had to be done was dictated largely by the environment chosen by an Offspring. It was healthier to live in humidity, near the ocean, and preferably shaded by forest. For this reason, places like Louisiana and the northwest coast were very popular for vampires. Those who either chose to live in the desert or were given no choice due to their careers were forced to feed more often, as if to make up for the lack of moisture in the air.

 Feeding fell into two different categories. Long ago, vampires automatically killed their victims while taking their blood. It was easiest that way, and it wasn’t as if humans were very skilled at tracking down killers – when they cared at all. 

 Since D’Angelo had been king, however, the ritual of feeding had taken a positive turn as far as humans were concerned. Vampires were taught to take only what they needed from a victim. Eventually, a kill was necessary. Offspring did not last long without imbibing of a victim’s last drop. But now it was more seldom. Younger vampires could go for a week or two without killing. Older vampires, several months.

 Lastly, there was only one way for a vampire to create another vampire. 

 And it was a secret.

 The Offspring were just that – offspring. In general, they were born, not created, and within the social circles of his kind, no set way of turning a mortal into an immortal had ever been officially documented. 

 It was possible to use vampire blood to keep a mortal young. Such a thing had been done by the vampire princess, Isabel Marie Wraythe; a steady ingestion of her blood had kept a certain werewolf young for give or take five decades. At the same time, that blood had tainted the inside of Byron Caige’s veins, causing him to be sensitive to sunlight. 

 The “taint” of vampire blood was well known. The Offspring had used their blood to heal mortals in the past, and when this happened, there were always side effects. It was best to draw the blinds after sharing with a human. At least for a little while.

 But the act of sharing blood and its side effects did not, in and of themselves, create another vampire. “Turning” a human into a vampire, as mortals would refer to it, was impossible. 

 Or, it was supposed to be. That was what Roman D’Angelo would have everyone believe.

 Malachi Wraythe, the late Warlock King, had been Charles’ oldest and closest friend. Over the years, Charles had learned much from Malachi. He’d been given much. After the warlock king’s also-dead daughter, Charles was listed first and foremost in Wraythe’s will, and one of the gifts he’d been bequeathed was a book – filled with secrets.

 Wraythe had been a lot older than he’d looked. His daughter was a vampire, the Offspring of Wraythe and his captive bride, the Akyri queen. Hence, part of his seemingly eternal youth was most likely due to borrowed vampire blood. However, black magic was also very useful in these endeavors. In truth, Wraythe was very old, and in that time, he’d acquired a lot of knowledge. 

 Knowledge in general was powerful. However, warlock knowledge was particularly potent; an evil edge could make anything so. Charles now had access to warlock spells that had been hidden from the sight of man for hundreds of years. It was how he remained hidden from his king now. And that wasn’t all. 

 He also knew how to turn a mortal into a vampire. The secret had been hidden away by the Vampire King eons ago.

 It was so easy. So simple. The taking of blood was necessary, of course. That was to be expected. Even werewolves had to do it. But when a werewolf claimed his dormant, he whispered words to her that sealed the deal. So, why wouldn’t it be different for an Offspring? It turned out that it wasn’t different. Charles was surprised none of them had thought of it before. Or perhaps some of them had and just hadn’t known which words it would take.

 Charles smiled now as he thought of this. He knew. 

 The words were ancient, so old that they had yet to be translated from their original language. Yet, it wasn’t this that made them difficult to produce. It was the speaker, the person who had to say the words, that made transformation from mortal to vampire so unlikely. 

 A werewolf could claim his mate. As he took her, he became the dominant, the one with the power, and in this power he made her his. Offspring had not been given this luxury. With vampires, it was so much more complicated, but not because there were more steps. It was more complicated because for a mortal to become a vampire, he or she must want it of their own accord. They must accept it through their own will.

 And say the words.


Addo nox noctis. Bring the night.

 Down in the basement, young Evelynne Grace Farrow, known as Evie to everyone close to her, most likely struggled with her inner demons, and Charles caught the faintest sound of a shuddering sob. His lips formed a decidedly cruel smile. 

 He’d played his hand very carefully over the past few weeks, and the cards had fallen perfectly into place. The warlock seer had been right about everything so far. 

 Several weeks earlier, Charles had visited the old woman in the darkness of the underground cavern she dwelled in, and he’d told her he wanted revenge. It was as simple as that. She wasn’t surprised. For a warlock, there were few other reasons. Hatred, revenge – the ilk of that murky, painful clan – were the driving forces that brought people to their doors. 

 So, she took his blood and cast a spell….


Charles clenched his teeth together behind closed lips as he brought the blade in a quick slash across his palm and squeezed his fist over the warlock’s black stone bowl. He could feel her excitement as she watched the blood pour from his wound to fill the vessel beneath it. Within seconds, the cut began to heal, but he’d filled the bowl half-way, and apparently that was enough because the warlock seer raised her hand in a stop gesture.



Charles lowered his fist and stepped back. The seer in turn moved forward. 




Charles watched as she bent and whispered over the bowl. The stench of burning blood wafted toward him and the bowl began to steam. He felt his fangs lengthen in his mouth, every muscle in his body prepared for fight or flight.



He was crossing the point of no return by doing this. He knew that. And there was a certain amount of fear that came with knowing you were officially signing your own death warrant, to be sure. But there was also a driving fury, because one didn’t reach the point of no return by accident, and it was that burning rage that straightened Charles’ spine and narrowed his gaze as the wicked witch spat her venomous words into the spell that was his deciding fate. 



 “A woman,” she finally said aloud, her voice rising to fill the shadows that darkened her cavern’s corners.



Charles frowned. “What?”



The warlock seer turned to glance at him over her black-clad shoulder. “A woman, blood sucker. It is a woman you seek.” She turned back to the bowl, which Charles guessed was carved out of a solid piece of onyx or obsidian, and she peered into the murky, crimson depths of his boiling blood. She seemed to consider something he could not see. Then she exhaled a shuddering sigh and nodded. “A very special woman.”


 Charles had never considered himself the settling down type. Malachi had known well enough. The two of them had roughly the same tastes when it came to women and how they should be treated, especially in the bedroom. However, little Evie presented a nuance to his existence that up until quite recently simply hadn’t been there. 

 She was a lovely thing, there was no denying that. Her thick brown hair was fine and soft and touched with honey-colored highlights that caught the hints gold in her brown eyes. She was small, but strong, with curves that made a man ache to dig his fingers in. And she was smart. It was her intelligence that intrigued him the most. Earlier in the month, he’d spent a bit of time in and out of her mind, listening in on the thoughts she thought were private. They were deep, sometimes intense, and undeniably different than what he was used to. There was an unidentifiable subtlety to her essence that fascinated him. He wouldn’t be able to put a name to it if he tried. Whatever it was, it captivated him.

 It made sense. Where he’d been capable of reading her mind before, he could no longer do so now. His warlock magic didn’t work on her either. She’d grown stronger against his kind somehow. She was not at all like other humans. 

 And the way she tasted made his fangs throb in his gums at the mere memory.

 According to the warlock seer, Evie Farrow was supposed to be the undoing of the vampire king. It would take a special woman to bring about the downfall of Roman D’Angelo. 

 Once he decided what the best and hence most painful course of action for D’Angelo would be, all Charles had had to do was hang back and wait. The seer assured him that Farrow and D’Angelo would meet. She’d been right. And, also just as the seer had claimed, the vampire king had fallen instantly and deeply in love with young Evelynne. 

 Now that Charles had witnessed Evie’s unwitting charms and even tasted her first-hand, he couldn’t blame his king. He was also beginning to believe that this plan might actually work. Evie Farrow could bring about any man’s downfall.

 He’d originally planned to allow the two to fall in love – and then to kill the woman. It would be fast and brutal and the blow to D’Angelo would be immense. However, Roman D’Angelo had lost a loved one to death before. He’d gotten over it and he’d moved on. This would be so much worse. It would be so much better than killing her. The king would never recover. 

 Charles was going to enjoy teaching Evie the ropes once she’d made the transformation to vampire. She would need to feed. She would probably resist at first, but he’d learned how to deal with resistant women. That part would be fun. She would probably try to escape as well. Aided by the strength afforded to her by her newfound vampirism, she would attempt to run, to fly, and even to hide. It was something Charles could both count on and look forward to. Women were so much more enjoyable when they fought back.

 Eventually, she would give in, and that would be the sweetest triumph of all. For when she did, Charles would have what the vampire king so desperately wanted for himself. The thing he wanted most of all. His queen would belong to another. 

 Charles might even have her kill him.

 He smiled at that thought. Malachi Wraythe would be avenged. And Roman D’Angelo would be no more.



 


Chapter One


Three weeks earlier….

 It was perhaps the most difficult thing he’d ever had to do, but Charles somehow managed to make it through the meeting without giving himself away. Across the long mahogany table, the Vampire King sat regal and tall, silent and still, ever the imposing figure of dark, steady calm. It made Charles sick. And this sickness would have singled him out to D’Angelo in a heartbeat if it hadn’t been for the spells Charles had cast prior to coming to the king’s mansion.

 They were imperative. They were words and phrases and bits of power learned through his friendship with the late warlock king and over the course of ages. They’d taken aggravating years to perfect, but now, as he faced down his enemy, surrounded by minions to the throne, he was ever grateful he’d put in the effort that he had. The ring he wore on his right middle finger protected his thoughts. The medallion he wore around his neck and tucked beneath his button-up shirt protected his heartrate and the smell of cortisol and adrenaline that ran through his blood. Finally, the spell he’d cast upon himself before leaving his flat acted as a shield. 

 Vampires possessed the ability to use magic. Despite their dark heritage, most of them tended toward the kind of magic used by well-meaning witches in covens across the globe. However, Charles’ magic had always possessed a more unnatural bent. His talents leaned toward the warlock side of the spectrum. It was one of the reasons behind his camaraderie with Malachi Wraythe. 

 But such magic would not go over well with the Vampire King, who maintained a strict hold over his kingdom. He was the iron fist in the velvet glove that no vampire in their right mind would dare go up against. 

 Charles had little choice. He was what he was – had been born that way. Wraythe understood this. Long ago, he’d taken him under his wing and shown him the way. Malachi taught Charles everything he knew, and it was this forbidden knowledge that Charles’ many shields kept from his king’s incredible perception. 

 Of course… there was a chance that D’Angelo knew anyway.

 D’Angelo knew everything. That was what they said. 

 The king’s eyes were more keen than any Charles had ever peered into. They were dark, the absence of light, as if all knowledge was sucked into them and hidden in fathomless depths, never to be released again. He had a way about him, a way of seeing things that weren’t quite there and hearing things that no one had yet said. Where magic was the sixth sense, Roman D’Angelo possessed a seventh. 

 Nothing escaped him.

 This was how Charles knew that D’Angelo had played the primary role in Wraythe’s demise. D’Angelo had never liked the Warlock King. He’d forbidden his people from working with him and those closest to him. He didn’t like Wraythe’s daughter, the vampire princess, and it was well known in Offspring circles that D’Angelo had a particular problem with the way Wraythe had more or less enslaved his wife, the Akyri queen, Olivia.

 Rumor was that D’Angelo was responsible for the vampire princess’s murder. Shortly afterward, when Wraythe himself was killed, Charles was on a mission personally assigned to him by D’Angelo. Why?

 It was as if the Vampire King knew that Charles would attempt to interfere. But for this to be true, D’Angelo would also have to be aware of Charles and Wraythe’s friendship. 

 And it was for this reason that despite the precautions Charles had taken before coming to the mandatory meeting of the members of the king’s court, he now sat down a polished wooden table from the enigmatic, powerful man and feared that D’Angelo knew something anyway. That he could read his thoughts. 

 And that he would realize Charles planned on killing him.

 “Mr. Ward,” D’Angelo suddenly spoke softly, his incredibly charismatic voice carrying the power of ages behind it.

 Charles almost jumped. But that would have been too obvious, so instead, he licked his lips and attempted to meet his king’s gaze. It was nearly impossible. There was no gaze on Earth like D’Angelo’s. 

 “Yes, My Lord?”


 “You seem troubled,” D’Angelo said, his calm completely unruffled, his dark eyes wholly unnerving. “Are you not well?”


 “I’m hungry, that is all,” Charles said. “Please continue.”


 They’d been discussing the werewolf community and the effects of the reversal of a four-thousand-year-old werewolf curse. Up until a few weeks ago, male werewolves had held all of the cards in their particular society. They were the ones with superhuman strength, the ability to heal from most wounds, an aging rate that was half to one-third that of mortals and much more. Each male werewolf alpha was born with a certain power that set him apart from the others. But their female kin possessed none of these traits or abilities. Most detrimental was the fact that female werewolves were not capable of producing werewolf children. Because of this, male wolves had been forced to hunt down special women, women who could produce werewolf children – women known as dormants. These dormants had become essential to werewolf survival.

 Until now. Several weeks earlier, with the death of Malachi Wraythe and a sacrifice made by a dormant now known throughout supernatural circles as the “Curse Breaker,” came the end of the black-magic curse that had forced the powers of werewolf females into nonexistence. Now the women were just as strong as the men in every possible way. More importantly, werewolf females were suddenly revealing that they were a few weeks pregnant. 

 These sudden and intensely imperative changes were having major repercussions that spread like shockwaves across the supernatural societies of the world. The population of viable werewolves had basically doubled overnight. Where there had been perhaps five thousand, there were now ten. 

 The vampire hierarchy, also known as the “Court,” had joined in this meeting in order to discuss what should be done on their end to deal with these changes and the havoc they were wreaking. 

 “Two hundred women in New York suddenly woke up and had the powers their brothers or fathers have always had,” said one of the men at the table. He had shoulder-length dark blond hair, incredibly broad shoulders, and piercing blue eyes. His name was Saxon, and though there was no human position like his, the closest comparison would be to say that he was the general in D’Angelo’s vampire army.

 “You can imagine what kind of an effect that had,” Saxon finished. Charles could feel that the Vampire King’s eyes were still trained on him and had yet to focus on Saxon. D’Angelo was suspicious of something, and that suspicion was nearly palpable.

 “You don’t have to imagine it,” said another vampire at the table. She had bright red hair that had been cut into a razored bob, a small up-turned nose, and pretty, fairy-like features. Her name was Samantha, and to Charles’ knowledge, she was the single most brilliant techno-geek carrying vampire blood. She was also the youngest vampire he knew of, at just twenty-five human years. “I’ve been scrubbing YouTube of impromptu videos for the last three days. A fist fight in a high school parking lot saw a rather mousy young woman nearly break the neck of her much larger opponent with a single punch. And don’t get me started on the sudden sightings of wolves where they’re supposed to be extinct.”

 “It’s actually much more complicated,” said another woman at the table. She was older than the redhead, perhaps forty to forty-five, and starkly beautiful. Her thick black hair fell in waves over her shoulders and down her back. Her green eyes were piercing and highly intelligent. Her broad lips were seductive and perfect. She looked pointedly at each of the individuals at the table before she went on. “Many female-born werewolves who have grown up without powers and never believing they would have powers have married mortal men and have given birth to mortal children.” She paused, allowed this information to sink in, and then continued. “They’re now having to somehow break the news of their real ancestry to their husbands, who might at any moment catch their wives performing incredible feats of strength or even flashing into wolf form.” 

 “There’s also the matter of beta wolves,” chimed in yet another vampire. Charles turned to look at him. David Cade was a soft-spoken man with the looks of a movie star and the brain of an eccentric genius. He was shy and perhaps overly sensitive and mostly kept to himself, and Charles was fairly certain that he was one of D’Angelo’s most trusted bosom companions. He was also deceiving. He may have been on the quiet side, but Charles knew that Cade could take charge of a situation with incredible speed and acumen.

 “Beta werewolves who had never planned on having werewolf children because they couldn’t win a dormant for a mate are now capable of having werewolf children of their own,” Cade said softly, his intelligent, bright hazel eyes looking down at the table as he spoke. “What are they going to tell their mortal wives?”

 “That’s the least of our worries,” Saxon said, though his tone was not disrespectful, only concerned. “If enough female-borns mess up in public to expose the werewolf population for what it truly is, it paves the way for the exposure of every other supernatural race on the planet. Hunters will have a field day with us all then.”

 “They’re certainly having a field day now,” said Samantha. “If we thought that Gabriel Phelan was as bad as it could get, we were dead wrong. The Hunters’ new leader is ten times worse and apparently he’s backed by some kind of magic. He’s been able to organize the Hunters like never before and their numbers are growing, not dwindling. They’re listening in on police scanners and following ‘wolf’ sightings to their targets, among other things.” Sam shook her head and sat back in her chair. “The blood bath continues.”

 “These issues and more are being dealt with by members of the werewolf community as we speak,” D’Angelo said, his calm and low voice once more overriding everything else in the room. “And the way in which said issues are dealt with will have an undeniable effect upon not only their community, but ours.” D’Angelo leaned forward, folded his hands on the table, and allowed his presence to be truly felt. “It can be safely assumed that werewolves will be much stronger players in the game now. Whether they are allies or opponents is up to us.”

 Silence stretched over the inhabitants of D’Angelo’s meeting room. The king’s point had been clearly made. It was up to the Offspring society to help wherever and whenever they could. 

 “Court is adjourned,” D’Angelo said then, his voice so soft it was nearly a sigh. He backed up his chair and stood, exuding grace with every tiny movement he made. The rest of the vampires at the table followed suit until everyone was standing. D’Angelo excused them all and the eight of them began to leave the room. Charles glanced over his shoulder as he exited through the meeting room’s massive double doors. David Cade remained behind; the other vampire was watching him. For a brief moment, their eyes met, and a thrum of fear went through Charles. Cade was a very smart man. Did he know something? Had he figured something out? 

 Luckily, Charles’ magic would hide any subliminal signs of nervousness. It was up to Charles to hide the rest. He forced his expression to remain neutral, turned away from the room, and left the mansion. 

 *****

 “He has a darkness about him,” Cade said. “I don’t trust him.”

 Roman gave David a sidelong glance. The corners of his mouth turned up in the slightest of smiles. David Cade was not only highly intelligent, but incredibly astute. “Neither do I,” Roman admitted softly.

 David turned away from the open doors through which the members of the court had disappeared and gave Roman a long, searching look. “Keep your friends close and your enemies closer?” he questioned.

 “Indeed.” 

 “Let me know if you need my help,” David offered as he then made his way through the double doors himself. Roman knew he was talking about Charles Ward and not the werewolf situation. He nodded, just once, and David returned the gesture before disappearing entirely. 

 Now alone once more, Roman waited a moment in the hollow emptiness of the room. Then he turned, flicking his wrist as he faced the hearth against one wall. The double doors swung gently shut behind him. Flames erupted in the empty fireplace, at once crackling to life and filling the room with a welcome glow. 

 Roman closed his eyes and took a deep breath as he pressed his palms to the mantle and leaned forward to drop his head. 

 “Troubled, Roman?”

 He’d known she was there. It was the reason he’d started the fire; her old bones preferred the warmth – and he preferred her company. “My sleep has been troubled,” he said softly without looking up and without turning around.

 “I thought vampires didn’t need to sleep,” Lalura said, both genuine curiosity and a hint of teasing in her slightly gravelly voice.

 Roman’s lips cracked a smile. He lifted his head and pushed off of the mantle to turn and face the old witch. She wasn’t looking at him. She was eyeing the tall wooden-backed chairs at the meeting table with obvious disdain. Lalura Chantelle preferred much softer seating accommodations.

 Roman spoke a few arcane words and zeroed in on the table and chairs. A soft, glittering glow began to emanate from their surfaces. That glow spread, intensified, and then flashed bright white. When it was gone, so were the mahogany table and the unforgiving wooden chairs.

 In their place rested the set of double-stuffed love seats Lalura seemed to favor from Roman’s study. Between the two seats sat a small glass coffee table, upon which waited a steaming teapot and two empty mugs.

 Lalura didn’t hesitate and she didn’t at all seem surprised. Instead, the tiny, bent woman with long, thick white hair and piercing blue eyes harrumphed as if to say, “That’s better,” or “Damn straight” and made her way around one of the seats before plopping unceremoniously into it.

 She shut her eyes for a moment, sighed to herself, and then pinned the teapot with her blue, blue eyes. “This got the milk in it already?” she asked as she leaned forward and picked up the teapot.

 “Of course,” Roman replied. He found that the smile she’d placed on his lips moments ago had only grown. 

 Lalura proceeded to pour the contents of the teapot into each of the mugs, and then picked hers up and waved it under her nose. Roman waited, feeling oddly tense as she seemed to consider the tea. And then she nodded, more to herself than anyone else, and took a tentative sip.

 Roman relaxed at once and made his way to the love seat opposite her. He sat down, leaned forward, and placed his elbows on his knees. “To what do I owe the pleasure, Lalura?” he asked.

 Lalura eyed him steadily, her expression hard and unreadable. “Give me a break, Roman, I’m ancient, and I’m growing older by the second. You know damn well why I’m here.”

 Roman’s brow lifted. He sat back in the seat and cocked his head to one side. If he’d wanted to, he could have read her thoughts, but he’d always considered it rude to do so without permission or probable cause, and Lalura was the most respectable – and respected – individual he’d ever come to know. To break the trust he had with her would rub him very wrong.

 And in this instance, she was right. He knew why she was there. He took a deep breath and said, “I’m dreaming of her.”

 “I figured,” Lalura said. “When you said your sleep was troubled.” She paused. “I’m also assuming you’re not talking about Ophelia.”

 Roman turned away from Lalura to gaze out the window across the room. As did all of the windows in his mansion, this one looked out over an inner courtyard. At the center of the courtyard stood a marble fountain, its middle statue of a beautiful woman who gazed longingly up at the night sky. 

 Two hundred years ago, Roman had been engaged to a young London socialite. She had been very lovely and very sought after. But of all of the men who courted her, she chose him. 

 Before they could be married, disaster struck. The papers that morning read that a carriage’s horses were spooked and the young beauty was killed. 

 It was so long ago….


 “No,” he said. “Not Ophelia.” 


 “How long now?” Lalura asked. Roman turned back to her. She was watching him intently over the rim of her steaming mug.


 “Since well before your cryptic warning last week,” he said, meeting her gaze head-on. 


 Lalura lowered her mug a touch and lifted her chin. She seemed to hesitate.


 Just after the death of the Warlock King and the lift of the werewolf curse that was now causing so many changes in their society, the old witch had paid Roman a visit. And just before she’d left, she’d told him something…. 

 “I know you were playing chess with my pieces again, by the way,” she accused.



Roman nodded, just once. “She needed my help.”


 “Indeed,” Lalura agreed. “And on that note, Roman,” she said as she raised her hand and prepared to snap. Always the drama. “Someone else out there needs your help more.”


 And then, with the typical smoke and pixie dust that was Lalura Chantelle, the witch had once more disappeared to leave Roman to his solitude.

 Now the Vampire King settled his unsettling gaze on his ancient companion and allowed the seriousness of his emotion to find its way into his calm, deep voice. “Perhaps you should let me in on the joke, Lalura.”

 Lalura sighed and set down her mug. “I would if I could, Roman,” she told him frankly. “The truth is, I know nothing more than you do.” She shrugged. “I know that you’re meant to help someone. How? When? I haven’t a clue. I know that she will play a very important role for you in the days soon to come.” She slapped her hands onto her lap. “And that’s about the whole enchilada.”

 Roman considered this and leaned back once more into the cushions of his seat. He thought of the dreams he’d been having. They were indistinct, fractured, and troubling. And in all of them, he saw a set of pain-filled eyes that both mesmerized and infuriated him. He wanted to take their pain away. He wanted to find their owner. He wanted to do things he hadn’t thought of doing in ages.

 When he awoke, it was always the same. He was angry and he was hungry. He’d been feeding more often of late because of it. If things didn’t change soon, he would have to make a kill long before he should have to.

 “My advice to you, your majesty,” said Lalura as she slowly pushed herself up on to her rickety legs, “would be to get off of your royal ass and try to find that girl.” 

 Roman watched as the witch hobbled around her seat to an open spot in the room. She brushed her robe-like clothes straight and glanced back at the coffee table. The half-full teapot still steamed, forever magically warm. She eyed it greedily, pointed a magic finger at it, and watched it disappear.

 “I’ll return the pot later.” She nodded, as if to herself, and then sighed. “Time’s running out, Roman. That much, I do know.”

 With a grand flourish, the old witch waved her arm above her head. The air began to stir and fill with the vibration of time and space magic. Roman stood. It was customary for a gentleman to stand as a lady entered and left a room.

 Lalura looked back over at him and went still, her arm poised ready over her head. “And Roman,” she said.


 He waited, almost dreading what was about to come.


 “It smells like black magic in here.”


 With that, she snapped her fingers. This time, the air filled with pink crackling, the sound of static, and an unmistakable zap of a transportation spell. Moments later, Lalura was gone.



 


Chapter Two

 “Okay, no let’s go back. Just close everything you have open and look down at the screen on your iPhone.” Evie tucked her phone beneath her chin for a second, thanked the man behind the counter for her sugar-free vanilla latte, and took her coffee to a more private section of the coffee shop. On the other end of the line, her father had his own iPhone to his ear while he fiddled with her mother’s iPhone, mumbling under his breath as he did so. Evie waited. “Are you on the main screen yet?”

 She listened. “Okay, now do you see the app icon?” She blinked. “What’s an icon? Well, it’s just one of the little symbols on the main screen of the phone. Yeah, that. Okay, so tap on that.” She waited again. “You need to do a search for the Kindle app now….. A search? Just type in what you’re looking for. In the search bar. It looks like, well, an empty space where you type something. Like a Google bar. Yes, it has a magnifying glass on it. Okay, so tap on the search bar and then type in Kindle.” 

 Evie took a second to sip on her coffee, closed her eyes with the warm, delicious comfort of it, and continued to listen to her father on the other end. “It should be free. Yes. Click on it.”

 Evie glanced up as another group of people entered the shop. The chilled mist of the Portland, Oregon morning curled in behind them, and everyone in the store hunkered down into their sweaters for a moment as the doors let in the December cold. 

 The door shut behind the newcomers, but then opened again, almost to a collective groan to the shop’s patrons. But when Evie saw who walked through the door, her stomach tightened and chemicals released in her brain. He was decidedly handsome. Even from across the shop, she could tell he had distinctive, vivid eyes. Green, maybe – it was hard to tell at this distance. Or a very light blue. Evie was an eye girl. Nothing made her melt like an intense set of peepers.

 The man moved forward so that the door could close behind him and then scanned the inhabitants of the coffee shop. When he got to Evie, he paused, their gazes caught, and Evie felt a flush of something warm across her chest. Light blue, then. 

 But her father was saying something to her through her phone’s speaker.

 “What was that dad?” She looked down, looked back up, and found that the stranger was still looking at her. He smiled, flashing beautiful white teeth. Heat infused Evie’s face and she hastily looked back down at the floor. Stupid, she thought. You could have at least smiled back. “Yes, you’ll need to enter your password,” she said into her phone, feeling as though she were torn between two realities. “I don’t know what your password is. No, dad. You don’t remember it? Maybe try a few different things?” Evie bit her lip. Something was slipping away. 

 She chanced another look up to find that the handsome newcomer was now at the counter and ordering his own drink. It gave her a chance to look him over. He was tall and slim and had nice shoulders. Strong jaw and chin. Thick blond-brown hair cut stylishly…. She frowned. “What? It did what? Well, okay. Just start over again then. Wait,” she said, as a twinge of pain suddenly struck between her eyes. If she’d had a free hand, she would have pinched the bridge of her nose. As it was, however, she was holding her coffee cup with one hand, the phone with the other, and her laptop was tucked precariously beneath her elbow. “Let me get outside,” she sighed. 

 And with that, she gave up on the stranger with the beautiful eyes, exited through the coffee shop’s second door onto the frigid, deserted patio, and resigned herself once again to being single. Not that she’d actually had a chance at being anything but single just because a handsome coffee drinker had walked in at the same time that she’d been there – but that was how it felt at that very moment.

 Evie had known that they would hit a snag somewhere. It was never easy when it came to helping her parents through the technological labyrinth of every day modern life. It wasn’t easy when it came to helping her parents at all, in fact.

 Her mother was sixty-two and disabled due to a brain tumor surgery several years earlier. Her father was sixty-six and in constant pain due to advanced arthritis. The two had filed bankruptcy four years earlier and Evie, being the oldest child in the family and the only one who was either mentally or financially available to her parents, had suddenly found herself in the position of caregiver. 

 On the one hand, there was a lot of serendipity involved with the circumstance. Her parents’ financial situation hit the skids at the same time that Amazon released Kindle and self-publishing became a possibility. If that hadn’t been the case, Evie wouldn’t have been able to do what she did for them. She was fortunate enough to be able to make money doing something she was really good at and loved to do, and that career had allowed her sick and tired parents to throw in the towel and stop killing themselves at a dry cleaning business that should have been burned to the ground a decade earlier. 

 It filled Evie with a sense of pride and peace to be able to send them a check every month. She was lucky.

 At the same time, she was an indie author publishing her own work, and it was a lot of work at that. To keep up with her current fiscal demands, she needed to publish a book every two months. That meant writing a three to four-hundred page book in a month and a half and spending the rest of the time editing, creating an effective cover, marketing the work, corresponding with readers, producing video trailers, and posting the book online. 

 Over the last few years, she’d cut down on a lot of things that she used to spend more time doing – like bike riding and roller blading. Working out in general had more or less fallen by the wayside. Evie was blessed with a small body and a fast metabolism, not to mention a penchant for strong coffee, so burning the calories was fortunately never a problem. Plus, she had nice curves that always seemed to carry the occasional extra weight with grace. But she did sometimes worry about her heart. 

 Especially since she’d also given up on sleep because it was in the darkest hours of night that inspiration struck the hardest. She never caught up on the lost sleep because during the day, she had responsibilities. She worked part-time at a no-kill shelter in town, where the animals came into custody in droves and there were never enough beds for them all. 

 When she wasn’t at the shelter, she was helping her parents with the scheduling of doctor visits and obtaining the proper prescriptions, making phone calls to attorneys and accountants, marketing herself on Twitter, keeping up with readers and fans on Facebook and through email, and attending to the plethora of everyday tasks everyone had to tend to such as laundry and dishes and vacuuming. 

 There were mornings that she awoke alone in her bed and imagined what it would be like to wake up in a man’s arms. But she was an author. Many very famous authors had been quoted as saying that family and writing did not mix. Evie was afraid to give too much of herself over to the task of “finding” someone. It would take time, it would take energy, and Evie hadn’t a lot of either of them these days.

 There were brief, blink-like moments when she felt pangs of jealousy for the couple in the grocery store picking out veggies together or the family in the park feeding the ducks. She was thirty and had yet to settle down with anyone, much less have children. But then she remembered that she already had two other mouths to feed, and she tended to get over it pretty quickly. The loneliness remained; a hollow feeling where there should possibly have been something else. But she’d gotten very good at ignoring it and moving on.

 She moved on not only because she was used to it, but because a part of her preferred it that way. It made no sense, but she’d always been like this. She’d had plenty of opportunities to form lasting “friendships” in high school and in college. But there was always something keeping her from making more of it. The boys were… not…. Quite frankly, they were all too human and fallible. It was the drama queen, the creative freak, and the imagination junkie in Evie that forced her to want more in her mate.

 And that nonstop inner yearning for the impossible, for the vampires or werewolves or archangels she wrote about incessantly, had certainly contributed to her single status. She was helpless. So, she shrugged it off when it happened.

 Like right now. 

 It would never have worked out with coffee shop boy. He was human just like all the others.

 Evie took a deep, somewhat painful breath of frosty air, put her paper cup of coffee down on the metal round table in the coffee shop’s patio, and switched her phone to her other ear. “Okay, listen dad and I’ll walk you through it again.” 

 Her coffee was going to get cold. It was just going to be that kind of day.

 *****

 Charles watched as the woman across the shop exited through the backdoors and onto the patio outside. Frost covered the cement and most of the black wrought-iron tables, but she put her coffee and laptop down nonetheless and seemed to accept the fated cold. She was tough. That much was clear from the get-go. 

 She was also very fetching. The warlock seer hadn’t told him about that part. She was a petite thing, perhaps only coming to five feet and two or three inches. She was curvy in all of the right places and in such a way that made every one of her movements more feminine, more alluring. Her thick, lustrous brown hair fell in waves over her shoulders and down her back. It shone with natural health and begged to be touched. Long, thick lashes framed eyes that were a combination of dark and light; they were brown, almost black, but both ringed and flecked with flakes of gold. The contrast was intensely alluring. 

 At first glance, a man would be surprised not to find a ring on her finger. But Charles had been reading her thoughts for the last five minutes, and the reasons for her single status had been made very clear. There was something almost supernatural about her, despite her obvious mortality, and that part of her was most unsatisfied by what the mortal world had to offer her.


Interesting, he thought.

 There was more, too. She was committed enough to too many things in her life already, and very honestly feared a further commitment of any kind. The fact that she’d hurriedly escaped through the backdoor was proof enough of that. She literally ran from the slightest chance of companionship.

 Charles took an unnecessary sip of his coffee and was able to get it down thanks to more magic. Offspring lived under a host of spells from day to day, some of them constant and eternal, some of them re-cast upon awakening in the morning or evening. So many of them existed amongst the humans and under the same guise, eating in front of mortals had become a necessary illusion, and one perfected long ago.

 Charles moved to the side of the shop that she had vacated and sat down at an empty round table. He could feel the eyes of several of the girls in the store on him; he was used to it. Offspring attracted attention everywhere they went. There was a magnetism to them that was undeniable, and he was certainly no different. Normally, he would scan the area for an interesting mind and scope out that night’s entertainment. But this morning, his attention was riveted on the young woman who’d just left, and he easily ignored the others.

 Evelynne Grace Farrow. That was her name. He plucked it from the depths of her consciousness as he listened to her speak to her father. The man’s distant voice was enough to convey that he lived out of town – four or five hundred miles, in fact. He was out of state. Possibly in Montana.

 Charles continued to eavesdrop, taking the occasional sip of his coffee, until he heard something that concerned him. She was planning on going to visit her parents. They were sick, and driving had become difficult for them. They had medical appointments coming up.

 This would not do. Nothing must interrupt the sequence of events that would lead to the culmination of Charles’ plan. 

 He narrowed his gaze thoughtfully. Outside, Evelynne hung up her phone, picked up her laptop and coffee, and headed toward the parking lot. Charles stood and discreetly followed. 

 She made her way to a Ford pickup truck on the far end of the parking lot and used her coffee hand to fish a set of keys from the front pocket of her jeans. It wasn’t a new vehicle; he could tell by the slight fading of the paint and the older style of the chrome accents. Even from where he stood, he caught the scents of animal all around it. She’d washed it, but clearly used it to transport dogs and cats from point A to point B. Still, there were no visible dents or dings. She’d taken good care of it and seemed to be a safe driver.

 Once she had the car door open and was putting her things inside, Charles began to chant. He spoke softly and made certain his back was turned toward the coffee shop’s windows. In the truck, Evelynne, who apparently went by Evie with friends and her parents, turned her key in the ignition.

 Nothing happened.

 Charles smiled. The truck’s engine was dead and his spell had worked.

 Evie tried again, and again failed. He concentrated on the sounds coming from the truck’s cab and almost chuckled when he heard her softly swear under her breath. He watched as her lovely little profile put its head on the steering wheel in temporary defeat.

 A few seconds later, she straightened and began dialing a number on her phone. 

 “Hi dad, it’s me. I’m having some car trouble. Yeah. I did get the oil changed; I always do that. Dad, listen – I may be late getting to Billings.” She sighed heavily. “I might not make it at all, in fact.” She was silent for a moment and then continued. “I’ll call Beth. She might be able to help you this week, okay?” More silence. “I love you too. Bye.”

 Charles tossed his coffee cup into the nearest trash receptacle and headed toward his own vehicle, a black Escalade with dark tinted windows. He glanced in his rearview mirror as he pulled out of the lot. Evie was still behind the wheel of her non-working truck. 

 Problem one averted.

 His smile was back as he pulled out into traffic and down the busy street.



 


Chapter Three

 Roman sat back in the leather seat of the Lincoln Town Car limousine and took a deep breath. Lalura was right, of course. He needed to actively search for the angel who haunted his dreams and plagued his every waking thought of late.

 The world had become a more dangerous place ever since the lifting of the werewolf curse. It was a good thing that the wolves would no longer have to struggle so hard to remain amongst the living and that the women were no longer weak compared to their male brethren. 

 The Hunters were everywhere. The Curse Breaker, Katherine Dare, soon to be Katherine Caige, had unleashed a whirlwind of power, both good and bad. Roman couldn’t help but wonder what part his little dream angel played in all of it. Why did she need his help? What kind of trouble was she in? Where was she?

 How did he find her?

 Lalura had initially spoken of her weeks ago, and at that time he had already been dreaming of her. But Lalura was not a seer. What she “sensed” about the world was purely due to the fact that she was so old and so seeped in the legerdemain, the fabric of her spirit constructed a part of its web. It was natural for fragments to get stuck in it every once in a while. And when they did, she said something, just as she had with him.

 But that was all she could do. If Roman wanted further answers from a magic user, he was going to have to go somewhere else. Which was what he was doing now.

 In the driver’s seat, Roman’s longtime and loyal servant pulled the car out of the mansion’s lot and into the busy streets of Portland beyond. 

 This location was one of many in which Roman kept a careful and constant vigil over his realm. The mansion was a public place, maintained for meetings and for entertaining guests. His actual home, the one to which he retreated when all was said and done and the deepest kind of exhaustion made its way into his soul, was much different, and he alone knew of its existence.

 Roman D’Angelo was a very powerful king amongst very powerful men. Among mortals, positions of power were constantly the focus of underhanded plotting and political back-stabbing. It was no different among those in the supernatural community, and in fact could often be worse. For this reason, Roman took nothing for granted. And because he took nothing for granted, he’d been king for thousands of years.

 “My Lord, we will be arriving at the train station shortly,” the intercom sounded. He would take the train to Trinidad, California, where Lucas Caige and the witch known as the Healer currently resided. The Healer’s best friend was the herald of her coven, and Roman had a feeling it would be the best place to start. That particular coven had seen a lot of hardship and action and they knew of the existence of the Offspring. At the very least, diplomatic dealings with them would be less difficult than they would with other covens.

 Roman could have transported there, but there was no reason to. If he wanted, he could transport everywhere. Eventually, a soul yearned for some sense of normality, and Roman liked trains anyway.

 He turned away from the car’s interior to look out the window. It was late afternoon and the winter sun was already setting. It was at times like this that Roman couldn’t help but think of the traditional vampire and the way the world perceived it. If he’d been what Hollywood wanted him to be, he would only be rising now.

 How little did they know.

 Something strange and foreboding suddenly flashed through Roman’s brain as if in warning, and he found himself straightening. He sat up, his expression darkening.

 “My Lord? Are you well?” Jaxon asked from the front seat.

 Roman held up his hand as if to say, “I’m fine,” but the warning sensation sliced through him yet again, and he lowered his hand. 

 “Jax, stop the car,” he whispered.

 Jaxon, being a vampire as well, heard him very clearly despite his quiet tone. Without question and without hesitation, the driver began to pull the long black limousine over to the side of the road.

 The turnoff for a driveway offered a convenient escape from the traffic, and Jaxon took it. Roman watched the car turn with only half of his attention. The rest was focused inward, where something nasty was unwinding. His heart was hammering; it hadn’t done that in ages. His senses were prickling. His hearing was becoming sharper and expanding outward in an ever growing radius. 

 Cars honked outside. Engines rumbled. A dog was barking in the yard of a house several blocks down. The traffic lights hummed. Someone spoke into the receiver of a speaker at a drive-thru. Horses’ hooves clopped.

 Roman frowned. Horses’ hooves?

 He reached for his door handle and was climbing out before Jaxon could realize what he was doing. The driver scrambled to catch up, popping open his own door and rushing to his king’s side. Roman barely noticed him. His dark, dark eyes scanned the street and sidewalks. He moved away from the car to round a group of trees and Jaxon was immediately moving with him, as if it were his job to act as not only driver but bodyguard to the king.

 It wasn’t pride that had Roman admitting to himself that he was the last vampire on earth who needed a bodyguard. There was a reason he’d become king in the first place. But Jaxon meant well, and Roman certainly didn’t mind the company.

 “Is that a horse-drawn carriage?” Roman asked as he stood at the corner of the intersection and peered across two streets to the parking lot of a mall two blocks down.

 “Yes, I believe it is, My Lord,” Jaxon replied. 

 The holidays were upon the mortal world. Street lights were wrapped in tinsel streamers and wreaths hung from the traffic light cords up above. Tiny holiday lights lit up windows and trees in front of businesses, families were dressed in red overcoats bedecked in holiday pins, and pictures of Santa Claus and menorahs could be seen in advertisements upon every city block. 

 Roman’s gaze narrowed in on the horse-drawn carriage and the giggling family riding in the back and he realized that this was yet another holiday attraction for the mortal world. Some businesses must be selling “sleigh rides,” and children would of course jump at the chance to get up close and personal with the horses and wave at the drivers who passed them by. It didn’t matter that there was no snow on the ground; it was the spirit of the thing they would love.

 That warning sensation struck at Roman again. For a split second, he thought of the Hunters and their new leader. But he didn’t feel any of their kind around him. This was not a premeditated danger. This was different.

 He stood stock-still, staring long and hard at the horses and the open carriage they pulled. As he did, memories assaulted him, caveat niggled at him, and the magic channels inside of him opened up, readying for what might lay ahead.

 “Jaxon, remain with the car,” Roman ordered, his concern not for the car but for his servant. 

 “Yes sir,” Jaxon replied, though the tightness in his voice made it clear that he didn’t like the idea of being left behind if his king was about to waltz into some kind of danger. 

 Roman’s black camel hair trench coat whipped in a sudden wind as he made his way down the sidewalk toward the mall’s parking lot. He could feel that the people around him were struck by his appearance. He made an imposing figure; always had. From the top of his very black hair to his black trench coat and dark gray suit, he was the image of a very wealthy, very charismatic and powerful businessman alone on a sidewalk in the dark of night. There were only so many kinds of men who could foot that particular bill.

 He could smell the disease in some people – and the alcohol in others. The partying had begun early this night, it would seem. 

 A sharp, hard wave of treachery rolled through Roman, drawing him to a sudden halt on the sidewalk. He spun just as the atmosphere changed. Time seemed to hiccup; it froze – and then jumped into hyper speed. There was no screeching of tires, no applying of brakes to lessen the impact before the collision occurred. The sound of metal crunching on metal was deafening. 

 Roman had lived through countless generations and just as many horrible happenstances. The sudden stench of disaster, the way time slipped and slithered, and the chaotic echo of death were nothing new to Roman, and so it was with a practiced ease unlike any other that the words of a spell slipped past his lips and infiltrated the horror-struck atmosphere.

 Up ahead, beneath the long curve of an overpass, a turning, twisting car that had been vaulted into the air by another vehicle was suddenly halted in its skyward progress. It froze in the air, an anomaly to nature, a joke at gravity’s expense. It was an impossibility, and yet it was nothing more than a passing whim for the vampire who controlled it down below.

 On the street underneath the suspended automobile, another car had burst into flame. Roman quenched the fire, choked the blaze, and dispersed the smoke into thin air. A third vehicle rolled onto its side, its momentum driving it further and further down the street, half on the sidewalk, half on the tarmac. Roman stilled the car, lifted it onto its flattened tires, and focused on the man behind the wheel.

 Alcohol tainted the blood that dripped from the man’s multiple wounds. Roman turned away from him, scanned the unconscious body of the woman in the airborne car, and found a concussion. He lowered the car gently to the ground on a patch of grass in front of a closed bank. Nearby, the couple in the no-longer-flaming sedan were more or less unharmed, but very shaken up.

 The whispers came then. Those whispers turned into chatter that eventually became shouts and cries of disbelief. Chaos was spinning to life, people diving for cell phones, dialing numbers, trying to film the proceedings. 

 Roman closed his eyes.

 Within seconds, he had infiltrated the mind of every man, woman and child on the streets in a half-mile radius. He prepared to erase their memories, clean their thoughts of all trace of his interference…

 And that was when he sensed her.

 His eyes flew open. Her presence there amongst the others felt like spotting a white butterfly amongst a sea of black moths. She was stark and clean; a light for him to see by. He couldn’t help but focus upon her.

 He turned – but it was too late. There, where the horse drawn carriage had been coasting steadily along with its passengers seconds before, the passengers were now sprawled on the parking lot ground and the carriage dragged and sparked along behind a pair of horses that had gone insane.

 A mother cried out, pushed herself up from the ground, and dove for her son. Roman was in the mother’s mind; he knew her thoughts and could have controlled her, but not without great effort. A desperate mother trying to protect her child was the most difficult kind of mind to subjugate. He held back, watching with a growing sense of unease. 

 The child rolled, reached up, and the mother had him. They ran for the safety of cars nearby as the horses bucked and the carriage went flying. BANG. It smacked into a nearby car, smashing the headlight and breaking the windshield. And then the horses were running again.

 And Roman saw where they were headed.


Oh God, he heard. The voice was unmistakable. It was smooth and a little husky. It was familiar and somehow precious. His vision focused, zoomed in. There at the other end of the parking lot and directly in the horses’ crazed path stood the angel from his dreams.

 He’d never seen all of her before. He’d only seen her eyes. He’d only felt the spirit of her, strong and special. He’d only heard her speak unintelligible words that were both indistinct and maddeningly beautiful. He’d only ever sensed the desperation in her.

 Desperation she was now feeling very strongly. 

 Roman couldn’t control the minds of nonhuman animals. If he could have, he would have done so. Instead, he moved.

 Offspring possessed immense, incredible, mind-blowing speed. The stronger of his kind could move in such a way that they seemed to blur to the humans around them. Roman’s body disappeared from all natural sight in that moment – and reappeared before his dream angel, directly in-between her and the horses.

 The past assaulted him and he stared it down. He saw it in the eyes of the spooked animals and heard it in the thrum of their hooves. And the strange thing was, he hadn’t been there the morning Ophelia had been run over. He hadn’t even been able to bring himself to lift the lid and peer into her coffin at the funeral. Yet, there he was, living her demise all over again.

 Behind him, he heard the woman gasp.


Evelynne. He caught her name, ripped it from her vast, compelling mind, and memorized it in the same instant that he spun, grabbed her around the waist, and took her to the skies. The air erupted around him, casting itself into a vicious wind that propelled him upward and held him aloft. In his arms, Evelynne went stiff.

 At once he was flooding her with his power, sending her into a deep hypnosis. But even as he worked, he noticed things. It was disturbing. He’d never been bothered by mortal things before. He’d never experienced the weakness of human distraction. But he noted the way she felt beneath his palms, beneath his fingertips. She was soft and yielding and warm. She filled him with the urge to hold her tighter – to squeeze her to him.

 He heard her heartbeat, monitored it as it slowed from its breakneck pace to the even rhythm of trance, and to him it sounded like a lullaby. Confounding. His own pulse beat in time with the thoughts in her head as if they were the harmony, and his heart the drum.

 The gold ring around her dark irises struck him with some kind of spiritual solidarity. They looked like a promise, freely given, and called out for some like commitment of the eternal kind.

 He wanted to give it. Right there, in the dark cold night, with the scent of her cherry blossoms all around him, he wanted to pledge his soul.

 And he didn’t even know her, this stranger from his dreams.


Yes you do.

 The moment pulled at him and begged to be further explored. He was in her head, and it was a strange place filled with alluring passageways and countless tributaries of creativity that he itched to go down. There was also something different there, something he couldn’t quite put his finger on. It was like a light at the end of a long tunnel or an object moving in his periphery vision. He couldn’t place it, and it would take time to do so. 

 But there were injured mortals below them, and a host of memories to erase. Reality tugged at him, relentless in its desire to go on. There was nothing for it.

 Roman returned to the Earth, his form and that of Evelynne’s like descending angels – his considerably darker than hers.

 When he touched down, Jaxon was beside him in an instant. “My Lord?” he questioned softly, respectfully. He looked from his king to the woman in his arms, his calm eyes taking in her small form and the way he clutched her to him so protectively. Roman couldn’t blame the man for wondering.

 Evelynne’s soft hair brushed Roman’s face as the wind caught it and blew a few strands about her like a halo. The cherry blossom scent grew stronger.

 She radiated heat where his hands so strongly gripped her small waist. Her right breast pressed temptingly against his left bicep, and quite suddenly, Roman had the incredibly strong urge to hold on forever. She was precious and vulnerable.

 And essential.

 In front of them, Jaxon continued to look on with questions in his eyes. The world behind them waited to resume its pace, and the Vampire King was not himself. He was draining himself holding onto all of their human minds for so long, suspending them in that mental bubble of time, but he barely noticed and he couldn’t have cared. Evelynne’s small, curvy body seemed to pulse with absolute life and even power. It was as if she could forever sustain the strength he needed to use his magic – just by being close to him like this.

 “Jaxon,” Roman finally forced himself to speak. “Take her.” It was an order much more difficult than it should have been. “Put her in the car and keep her under, but be gentle.” His look meant business, but there was no doubt that Jaxon could tell all on his own that Roman’s feelings toward the woman were, for lack of a better term, very deep.

 “Yes, My Lord,” Jaxon replied respectfully as he slowly moved forward and almost lovingly put his arms around Evelynne’s hypnotized form.

 “I will see to the others,” Roman continued. “There are injuries.”

 If there had been a werewolf nearby or if the Healer had been in the vicinity, they would have helped those who had been hurt. Thousands of humans everywhere who believed they’d been in accidents only to miraculously walk away from them without so much as a scratch were actually the secret beneficiaries of supernatural aid. They would never know that they’d received a taste of werewolf blood or that Dannai Caige, the Healer, had laid her hands on them to cure them of their wounds. They knew what the supernatural world wanted them to know – only that they were very lucky.

 But werewolves were hard to come by, despite the turning of the curse recently, and the Healer was only one woman, so ninety-nine percent of the time, it was up to humans to help humans. 

 “Make certain that the medics arrive,” Roman instructed. Jaxon would give them a call while Roman took care of the more difficult business of setting everything right and erasing people’s memories.

 The servant nodded. “I will, sir.” But he gave the king a look that was part reassurance and part gently beseeching. Roman frowned. He looked down – and then realized that he hadn’t freely released Evelynne from his hold.


Evie, he thought. That was what her friends and family called her. It danced through his mind like a butterfly. He stared at his own hand where it still held possessively to Evie’s wrist. His gaze narrowed on it as if the appendage were no longer under his control. And then, as he felt the fangs behind his lips lengthen, he let her go. It nearly hurt to do so.

 “I’ll see that she’s safe My Lord,” Jax reassured once more as he again wrapped his arms gently around Evelynne and led her toward the waiting limousine. She went without question and without a fight; Roman’s power made sure of that. Her striking gaze was unseeing and her lips were parted slightly. She was submissive and subdued in his vampire trance, and Roman felt an uncomfortable stirring as he watched another man handle her, no matter how careful that handling might be.

 Jaxon tucked Evie into the back of the limo, and Roman shut his eyes, cursing inwardly. There was a royal mess behind him that needed tending to, and he’d wasted an inordinate amount of time. All because of this stranger who had come to him in his dreams.

 The Vampire King had no idea what it could mean. He had no clue as to what part this woman was going to play in his life or why she affected him the way she did. But he would find out. 

 As he turned and almost ruthlessly infiltrated the minds of every human on the accident scene, Evelynne Grace Farrow was all he could think about.



 


Chapter Four

 Jason Alberich felt the weight of inordinate amounts of magic press in around him as his form began to materialize in the dark abandoned alley several blocks down from the designated meeting area. He wasn’t even at the hotel yet, and already he could tell that more power had gathered in New York than he’d ever before encountered.

 The meeting would be held at six p.m., just after sunset. Jason casually brushed his hand over the lapel of his black sports coat and then exited the alley. There were probably ten thousand different ways he could have come to the meeting, ten thousand different first impressions he could have made. However, he was one of the Thirteen now. Once a member, a member for life. There was no point in being anything but himself.

 New York was cold in December. He’d known it would be so and he’d taken the trouble to cast a protective spell upon himself to keep the worst of it at bay. Even so, his breath steamed the air as he made his way down the busy sidewalk. 

 The feeling of heady power grew stronger and the crowd got thicker when he entered a more heavily populated area of the city. At points, it seemed he was working against the flow, an individual man weaving through an ocean of faces. Each had a look of stark concentration, and none were smiling. He knew that the cold had something to do with it; the streets were part wet and part frozen, and the combination was painful. But there was more to it than a natural disdain of the weather. These people were headed somewhere for some purpose and needed to be there by some time, and it was miserably clear that they’d rather be doing something else.

 This was where they usually were, here on these streets, no matter what the season. And that meant that this was how they spent the majority of their lives. A humongous fraction of their precious, short existence spent in misery and disappointment. For what?

 It was perplexing to Jason and always had been. He’d never denied himself the things that made him happy. Perhaps it was that willingness to take life by the balls and make it your slave that cast a wizard into a warlock’s darker colors. If that was the case, then so be it. He was a warlock through and through.

 “It’s better than being unhappy,” he muttered to himself.

 “Does that mean you’re finally happy then, Jason?” came an all-too-familiar voice.

 Jason stopped in his tracks and stared down at the woman who looked like a cross between a dwarf and an elf and who had, until recently, been an elder in his coven. She stood in the middle of the flow of bodies, and for all the world, it seemed as though they moved around her like water, affording her and Jason a wide girth and a generous bubble of space in a place where there wasn’t much to spare.

 “Lalura.” The shock of seeing her there so suddenly moved through him, wore off quickly, and was replaced at once by wariness. Lalura’s question seemed too on the spot to have been born of his single spoken sentence. It was as if she’d been following along with his thoughts. “Are you reading my mind now?” he asked, not at all sure that he’d be surprised if she was. She was a very unpredictable and exceedingly ancient witch.

 Lalura Chantelle waved her hand dismissively and rolled her eyes. “Gods, no. That would really be the shits. I can only imagine what kinds of nonsense I would be pulling off of all of these people. New York,” she said with a shake of her head, “is not a place you want to be reading people’s minds.”

 The rest of the world ignored them, continuing to flow around them like an oblivious river.

 “Why are you here?” Jason asked.

 “To check on you, of course,” Lalura said easily. She hobbled forward a few steps, closing the distance between them. Jason held his ground, towering over her by a good two and a half feet. “You happened upon this position by accident, Jason. You’re a warlock, yes,” she said, taking a deep breath and sighing. “But you’re not Malachi Wraythe.”

 Jason’s lips twitched. “Am I supposed to take that as an insult or a compliment?” he asked softly. Despite his quiet tone, his words carried clearly in the cacophony of pedestrian and street traffic. 

 “It’s meant as neither,” Lalura answered. “It’s an observation. Warlocks work in the confines of a darker kind of magic, Jason,” she said, her tone now becoming more personal. “You were thrust into position of king due to the fact that with Wraythe’s death, you now have more of this kind of power than any other living warlock. Why?” She shrugged. “I have no idea. You were born with it and that power is also growing, like everything else is these days.” She glanced around her, seemed to contemplate something else for a moment, and then turned back to Jason. “And perhaps it’s unimportant. The important thing is that you’re now in charge of a whole host of black magic users.” She paused, narrowed her stark blue gaze, and added, “And you’re about to meet the other kings.”

 “You know about the meeting then.”


 She just looked at him.


 Jason smiled a toothy smile. “Of course you do.”


 “Be forewarned, kiddo,” she told him then as she suddenly turned around and began to walk away through the crowd, her afforded bubble following her as she went. “There’s more of the supernatural in that one room than you’ll see in all the combined days of the rest of your long life.” 

 Jason watched her go. For a second, the bubble of humanity closed in around her, and when it opened again, Lalura Chantelle was gone. 

 Jason lifted his chin and took a deep breath through his nose. For a few seconds more, he stared at the spot where she had disappeared, considering her words. She was right, of course, but her warning had been unnecessary. Jason was well aware of what he was about to experience.

 The Thirteen were the Thirteen Kings. One or two of them, he was now familiar with, such as the Vampire King Roman D’Angelo. D’Angelo was arguably the most powerful member of the Thirteen, but it was arguable for good reason. Every King was notable in some manner.

 Jason also knew of the Akyri king, a fairly ruthless man with an insatiable appetite for women. There were a few he’d heard rumor of, such as the Shadow, Dragon, and Phantom Kings. There was talk of turning the Thirteen into the Fourteen by inviting the werewolf Overseer into the fold, but as of now, the issue was on the table, most likely due to the fact that Jesse Graves was not the kind of man to want to have anything to do with politics of any kind and had only happened upon the position of Overseer through a kind of bequeathing.

 The other Kings were complete strangers to Jason’s knowledge; he didn’t even know what they were kings of. This would be his first time meeting any of them personally. It was sure to be an experience he would never forget.

 The Warlock King took another deep breath and moved forward to continue his way down the busy sidewalk. The smell of curry, taxi exhaust, and trash bins was too strong to be completely drowned out by the cold. Jason’s ice-green eyes scanned the crowd as he moved; the magic in the air had him on high alert. His fingers twitched, his jaw tensed.

 And then he saw her.

 She was waving down a taxi, her long, slim form rushing to the curb to meet it half-way. He stopped in his tracks, his chest suddenly tight. She smiled a gorgeous, white-toothed smile at the taxi driver, tucked a stray lock of blond hair behind her right ear, and readjusted the purse over her shoulder as she opened the backdoor.

 It was a big purse; a travel bag. She was going away.

 The realization struck Jason with an inordinate amount of stress. A kind of separation anxiety burgeoned inside of him, both freezing him to the spot and filling him with the urge to rush forward, grab her by the arm, and send the taxi on its way.

 She paused, glanced over her shoulder just once, and her tropical sea foam eyes roved over the crowd until they met his.

 He caught her gaze and held it.

 At once, he recognized who – or rather what – she was. He’d never seen her before in his life, and yet even from this distance, he could feel the darkness in her aura. Outwardly, she was a stunning smile and long golden hair and eyes the color of the Pacific shore. But on the inside, she was hungry. She was an Akyri. She looked nothing like her kind normally looked; Akyri were usually dark from head to foot. But he recognized the signature on her soul nonetheless.

 He could tell it had been too long since she’d last fed from a warlock. Her own essence was weak, more mortal now than immortal. No Akyri that he’d ever known had gone as long as she apparently had without benefiting from the symbiotic relationship of a warlock’s power.

 And she was running away.

 As he stared her down, fear, palpable and real, crossed her beautiful features. He saw her swallow hard and watched her upper lip twitch with decided nervousness before she broke eye contact, spun on her heel, and hurried into the back of the cab, slamming the door shut behind her.

 Alarm shot through Jason.


I can’t let her get away, he thought.

 But the taxi was pulling from the curb, and more importantly, if he went after her, he would be late for the meeting. 

 Still, he was torn. Turning up late for the first time in front of the Thirteen would be all kinds of stupid. But the unique Akyri beauty with the ocean eyes was speeding away in a yellow car that blended with the thousands of other cars around it. And she wasn’t coming back. 

 An unprecedented rage spurned by shocking panic surged through Jason’s mind, releasing tendrils of his magic. It was as if he had no control over it. Without premeditation, he infiltrated the receding taxi, whispering the words to a spell that would afford him glimpses of his target’s thoughts.

 … a warlock… but gone now… it’s going to be okay, it’s going to be okay…

 Jason’s green gaze narrowed, taking on an eerie, bright cast. He focused, concentrated, and shot deeper.

 Thoughts of escape, of sanctuary and solitude, skirted through her mind. She saw an ocean, much the same color as her eyes, and she saw an empty beach. Jason felt her lean against the back seat of the cab and exhale softly as she let her mind wander. The car was pulling out of his spell’s range now, but just before the connection was lost, he heard a single word, breathed like a mental sigh.


Maui.

 Jason pulled his power back, straightened, and smiled a slow, triumphant smile. He knew where she was going. It made no sense that he should care. He had no idea who she was. He hadn’t even pulled her name from her thoughts before leaving them. She was a stranger in every sense of the word but one. He knew she was an Akyri and he could feel the predatory pull of her flight. Men couldn’t help but want to chase what ran from them.

 Jason was no different. If anything, the dominant in him enjoyed it more. And the Akyri pulled at him as nothing ever had in his life. Not even Dannai had filled him with the urges he was experiencing just then, in that decisive moment.


Run away, he thought tauntingly. Run, run as fast as you can. 

 Still smiling, he turned back to the sidewalk and continued to make his way down the street.

 A few minutes later, the Akyri had taken a back seat in his mind to the situation directly at hand. Jason passed through the revolving glass doors that led to the marble-floored lobby beyond. He didn’t pause at the security desk and didn’t slow as he passed through the metal detectors. His magic pulsed around him, protecting him from the sight of both cameras and man as he made his way to the elevators and waved his hand over the button. 

 At once, a set of gold-gilded double doors slid open. Jason stepped inside, once more waving his hand over the buttons on the inside. Every one of the dozens of floors lit up at once. Jason’s gaze narrowed on them. He released a last pulse of his power, and a final button appeared beneath the others. It was unlabeled. Jason pressed it, it lit up a bright red, then orange, then yellow, until it had highlighted every color of the rainbow. And then Jason felt the elevator budge into gentle motion. It was impossible to tell whether it was headed up or down; the sensation was unlike that of a normal elevator.

 Jason moved to the center of the elevator, closed his eyes, and corralled his power around him. The elevator came to a stop, dinged softly, and the doors slid open once more. Jason opened his eyes.

 “Welcome, warlock,” came the most charismatic voice Jason had ever heard. Jason nodded respectfully and stepped off of the elevator.



 


Chapter Five

 Evie blew out a frustrated sigh. She’d been sitting in the same spot, her fingers poised over the keyboard for at least five minutes. It never took her this long to figure out what to write. The words were there, swimming through her mind, but none of them would pair up properly. It was all nonsense.

 It didn’t help that the trio of teenage boys at the next table couldn’t stop describing the gore of some horror flick in vivid and very loud detail. That was distracting, to say the least. But it wasn’t just that.

 For the most part, the words in her head were nonsense because the last two days of her life had been a strange sort of blur. She didn’t drink or take recreational drugs, but she could have sworn that what she’d suffered was like a kind of blackout.

 One minute, she’d been crossing a parking lot to the grocery store – the next, she’d been waking up in her bed as usual, warm and comfortable and a little more sleepy than normal. She couldn't help but wonder whether the events of the night before had been a dream. Dreams often went unfinished. It would make sense.

 But since then, she’d been experiencing… flashes of things. They were like bits of a movie reel separated from the rest of the film and highlighted for only a second. She saw horses, or smelled and heard them anyway. There was wind. Holiday lights. 

 And a man.

 Evie closed her eyes for a moment, took a deep, shaky breath, and sat back in her chair, dropping her arms. The man was all-encompassing. 

 Evie had always had vivid dreams. Some of those dreams contained men in them, men so charismatic that they’d earned special places in her stories and books. Entire series had been plotted around some of them, in fact.

 But never before in her life had she dreamed of a man like this. He was quite literally inconceivable. She never could have made him up on the fly or on her own. Most frustrating of all was that despite the fact that this man was positively the most powerful persona she’d ever witnessed in a dream, she couldn’t seem to find the right way to bring him to life. She desperately wanted to use him for her writing. But instead… it seemed he was using her. 

 “… No, man, the shit was coming out of her mouth then ‘cuz her throat was sewed on to that dude’s…”


Crap, Evie thought furiously. She’d never been more tempted to tell someone to shut up. It was fortunate for the boys behind her that there were no children around; they would have afforded Evie the excuse she needed to get nasty. 

 She took a deep breath and closed her eyes. Almost at once, she saw him again. It was just a flash, but so powerful, so omnipresent, it honestly felt as though he was watching her then and there.


If I could put people like him to paper, I’d sell like Malcolm Cole, she thought. The thriller writer, Malcolm Cole, had dominated the New York Times bestsellers list for years and probably would for years to come. His descriptions of people and places were so in-depth and three-dimensional, it was as if the author had experienced them himself. Evie would give just about anything to be as good as he was. As successful as he was. 

 She bit her lip and racked her brain for more memory detail. But all she could come up with was what she witnessed in those strange, fast flashes. A gleaming, expensive wrist watch. The smell of high-end cologne or aftershave. He was taller than her – way taller. She could just barely make out the perception of his form in front of her, larger than life and… and… 

 Evie made a small sound of frustration and ran a hard hand through her brown hair. It tangled almost at once, and she remembered that she hadn’t brushed it that morning.


Ugh, I must be a mess, she thought. It wouldn’t have bothered her at home, but she’d gone to the trouble to leave the apartment this morning in order to ignore the building laundry and dishes and dust and focus on her writing. She needed to. She needed to get another book out soon. Her parents were depending on her and tax time was just around the corner. To say nothing of Christmas.

 She swore under her breath. Her stomach was knotting up and by the return expressions she was getting from the people around her at the coffee shop, she knew that the look on her face was probably pretty unpleasant. Either that or they were just as irritated by the teenage trio as she was.

 The no-kill shelter she volunteered at had lost a dog that morning. He’d been hit by a car and then brought into the shelter because the person who hit him couldn’t afford to take him to the vet. The shelter employed a vet, but the doctor didn’t make it on time. It hurt. Every time it happened, it hurt in a new way. Evie had been volunteering at the shelter for four years; she’d thought that by now she would be used to it. But nothing ever changed. She saw each animal as its own animal with its own soul and its own story to tell, and when it died, it was like reading the last page of that story.

 So many of those stories were far too short. 

 It left her with a withered sensation, a little more helpless, a little less hopeful.

 She was also worried about her parents. Her truck had been acting up lately and she hadn’t been able to make it to Billings to help them out as she’d planned this week. Plane tickets were too expensive at this short a notice. Her mother had two medical appointments to make it to, and neither she nor her father could drive. Her youngest brother, Stephen, was a marine enlisted in Afghanistan. As a result, Evie had been forced to call upon her other brother to ask for help.

 Derek… was begrudging at best. And that worried Evie more than anything. The last thing she wanted was for her parents to feel that they were a burden to anyone. They’d taken good care of their kids for as long as they’d been capable of doing so. They deserved to be treated better in return.

 Her stomach knotted again, a cramp of anxiety, and Evie ran a fast hand over her face. It was flushed hot, though her body felt cold. Sugar, she thought. I need a sugar fix and some more coffee.

 The coffee shop always sold a plethora of uber unhealthy, ultra fattening dollops of sin that she normally turned a blind eye to and that would more than do the trick this time around. Evie grabbed her wallet out of her purse and headed to the front counter. Her pant size wasn’t going to thank her for this, but frankly, she couldn’t give a shit. She was really starting to stress, and as far as she was concerned stressed out people should be afforded an extra calorie allowance.

 *****

 Roman’s dark, dark eyes followed Evelynne Grace Farrow as she stood from her small round table and made her way to the coffee shop’s front counter. They tracked every tiny movement she made, each breath, every idiosyncratic twitch. They noted and memorized the angles of her chin, each emotion that crossed her face, every thought that skated across the spellbinding gold and brown of her eyes. 

 He’d been watching her like this for two days. He’d been shadowing her ever since saving her life from a group of rogue horses in a parking lot outside of a mini-mall. He remained close by, always within a vampire’s arm’s reach. He could see her, but she couldn’t see him.

 Roman D’Angelo was hidden from the sights of humanity beneath the shield of a spell, and from the solitude of this invisibility, he played guardian angel to his unwitting target. He was transfixed by her. He couldn’t pull away.

 He’d been in her head, reading her thoughts like a fledgling vampire for the last forty-eight hours. It wasn’t like him. Such invasive Offspring behavior was the kind carried out by the young and rash and power-crazed. Roman had been around for millennia. There was a kind of exhaustion that came with the wisdom of time. They went hand in hand. He no longer treated the mortals around him as lesser beings with fewer rights, and hadn’t for a long time, partly because he knew better – and partly because he was too tired to care.

 But Evie…. 

 She’d been thinking about him, remembering him, despite the immense strength of the spell that he had placed over her. It was unheard of for a human to work past such mental walls. Who was she that she could do such a thing? It boggled his mind, fanning the flames of his curiosity into a bonfire of obsession.

 Just now, she had been thinking about her parents. She was preoccupied with her responsibilities, saddened by the loss of one of the animals she helped care for, afraid for her parents’ safety, stressed over finances. The inner turmoil was causing her physical pain. He didn’t miss the way her heart rate sped up as a cramp claimed her abdomen and a headache developed behind her eyes. He wanted to interfere. With so little effort, he could fix everything and ease all of her worries away. At least, he could with anyone else. But if her resistance to his memory wipe was any indication, Evie was somehow at least partially immune to his powers.


Amazing….

 Evie Farrow had shoved herself under his supernatural skin the moment she’d unwittingly come to him in his dreams. Her voice, her eyes, her very presence were confoundingly alluring. And then he’d held her above that parking lot two nights ago, and all reason had flown from his mind. He wasn’t himself now. She’d bewitched him.

 But she was a mortal, not a witch. He’d have known otherwise.

 At his command, Roman’s men had done their homework on her. What he hadn’t pulled from her mind, they’d discovered the old-fashioned way. She was an “indie” published author with works in several different genres, and she hoped to one day win a Pulitzer. 

 She wanted to change the world, so she volunteered for a no-kill animal shelter in town that had too many animals and not enough funding. She was one of those souls who were the saving grace of the human race. Many people were unhappy with the way things were, but few bothered to make any kind of sacrifice in order to change the status quo. Evie was one of those few. 

 She was supporting two parents who had recently fallen on hard times, she had two brothers, both younger. She was born on Halloween night thirty years ago. She lived modestly, in a two-bedroom apartment just a few blocks from here in the heart of Portland on the West bank of the river. She was a loner, preferring long-distance friendships to those up close. She’d never had any serious illnesses or surgeries, and had never earned so much as a speeding ticket. She donated to several charities on a sporadic spur of the moment, and her Netflix cache contained more British comedies than anything else.

 She was level-headed but for the occasional panic attack due to an anxiety disorder, so she would never suspect that she had what amounted to a seriously dangerous supernatural stalker tracking every one of her moves, both past and present. In the past two days, Roman had read all thirteen of her published novels. He now most likely knew more about little Evie Farrow than she knew about herself.

 He knew she loved Night Wish. She blasted it into her poor defenseless ear drums every time her concentration drifted enough to piss her off. He knew she loved big, heavy boots; they were her weakness, perhaps. She wore a different pair every day of the week, though Portland winter weather called for them and more. She enjoyed vacuuming because the triangles it made in the carpet made her feel productive and calm. She loved watching British comedy to help herself through fits of anxiety, and she escaped to the train tracks when life got to be overwhelming, where she placed coins on the tracks and later collected them. 

 He knew she had no ingestible vices save caffeine, which she imbibed of at a fairly constant pace throughout the day and which had the opposite effect than expected, calming rather than stimulating her. She was a vegetarian, she took her vitamins, and she showered with a gel scented of cherry blossoms. It surrounded her like an ethereal veil, wafting temptingly around her as she moved.

 There were things she hated about herself, and this self-degradation both endeared Roman to her and made him edgy. She had that charm of one who is lovely but doesn't know it. Even so, he had the impulse to erase the negative emotions from her mind, or at least to try. He couldn’t stand the thought of her berating herself over things as inconsequential and meaningless as her petite height and delicious curves, especially when she was so… good. But he schooled his impulses, as he was well-versed in doing, and chalked her esteem issues up to being human. No mortal was ever fully happy, no matter what they claimed. Roman knew better than anyone that even the Dalai Lama most likely had skeletons in his spiritual closet.

 But of all of the fascinating facts he’d gleaned from Evelynne Farrow’s mind, there was one bit of information that affected Roman more than the others. 

 He knew what kind of man she was attracted to. 

 It was easy enough to determine as much by simply reading her work. The leading men in her stories had different features. Some were blonde, some were brunette, some were taller than others and broader than others. They had different colored eyes, skin, and nationalities. But there was one thing they all had in common. Almost every single one of them was literally more than human, and all of them were positively larger than life. At least as far as the life she knew was concerned.

 It made sense. There was an otherness to Evie’s mind that belied explanation. Her imagination was profound; he’d ventured into her dreams over the last two nights and had come away breathless with the color, detail and creativity of each one. She was vastly intelligent in that capacity. But there was something else. It was that light at the end of the tunnel that he had yet to identify. Whatever it was, it set her apart. It made sense that her eventual mate should be set apart as well.

 And it was as if Evie knew this on a subconscious level. It was part of the reason that she had yet to develop any lasting or meaningful relationship with a man. She knew that a human would ultimately disappoint. Unfortunately, in a mortal world, this would have condemned her to a life of spinsterhood.


Fortunately, she did not live in a purely mortal world. Not any more – and never again. Not now that he’d found her.

 Roman watched her approach the counter as her turn arrived. The salesman greeted her warmly and she returned the gesture before ordering.

 The man behind the counter smiled a teasing smile. “Cheesecake and sugar free coffee,” he repeated jokingly. “Got it.”

 Evie laughed. “I know it makes no sense. But I can’t stand drinking my calories.”


Too bad, Roman thought. It’s all a vampire does. And then he blinked. The thought had come unbidden, as well as the accompanying image that had floated before his mind’s eye: Evie – as a vampire.

 It was impossible. Or, rather, it was no longer done. Roman had seen to that long, long ago. Offspring were born, not made. So why had he imagined her as one just then? And why had the picture caused his heart to race and his gut to clench in longing?

 The man behind the counter took Evie’s money, handed her the slice of cheesecake, and nodded a farewell to her as she left for her seat to wait for her coffee. A charge hit the air between his table and hers, and Roman sat up a little straighter. 

 His dark gaze narrowed as a human slowly, somewhat nervously approached Evie, coming at her from the side and a little behind. A would-be flirter. Roman’s teeth erupted in his gums and his fingers curled into his palms. He could read the man’s thoughts plainly.


I don’t think so.

 A pulse of Roman’s power struck the man’s mind, and the newcomer stopped in his tracks, his expression at once going blank. 


Leave.

 The command was simple and effective. The man frowned, turned on his heel, and headed toward the coffee shop’s exit. Roman watched him retreat, thoughts of violence occupying a part of him where no such thoughts had been entertained for thousands of years. 


What’s wrong with me? he thought, turning back to watch his target as she slowly pulled a bite of cheesecake from her lucky fork. 

 Beside them, a group of teenagers rattled on about some disgusting film in which all sorts of inhumane things were done to humane people. Roman would normally pay them no heed, but they were bothering Evie.

 She was turning him inside out and she hadn’t so much as made eye contact with him. Enough was enough. It was time young Evie met one of her dark heroes up close and personal.



 


Chapter Six

 Charles placed his fingers to his lips thoughtfully. His light blue eyes threatened a glow. He was hungry, but it wasn’t serious yet, and he was pretty sure that he’d just located dinner.

 Her type was not his usual fare. When Offspring had to feed to obtain a victim’s last drop of blood, they were required by vampire law to go after people who were either doomed to die anyway or that deserved to do so and that no one would miss, such as the terminally ill and homeless. The Vampire King was far more powerful than most Offspring, and because of this, he could afford to be more choosy. D’Angelo regularly rid the world of criminals – rapists, murderers, psychopaths – and in doing so, also erased the memories of their existences from those who would otherwise care.

 Charles did not have the luxury of such powerful mind control. His killing meals were filthy, smelly, and used up. He was accustomed to picking off these victims quickly and efficiently and disposing of the bodies without giving it too much thought. Thinking about it made it worse. It was a necessity, tolerable at best.

 But Charles felt strange lately. Ever since he’d looked into Evelynne Farrow’s eyes and delved into her mind, he’d been on edge. Unsatisfied. She’d awakened something inside of him.

 It was not fortuitous. She was ultimately meant to die. Roman D’Angelo would fall in love, and then lose that which he cared for. It was retribution, cold and hard and merciless. There was no room for infatuation in Charles’ plan. Yet, it was happening all the same, it seemed.

 Now every time Charles thought of feeding, it was little Evie’s slim neck he imagined sinking his fangs into. The glimpse he’d had of her spirit only made him yearn to go deeper and find out more. He wanted to drink her in, both literally and figuratively. To the last drop.

 Charles watched his next mortal victim leave the university library. She was younger than Evie, a mere junior in college, but there was enough of a similarity there to pique Charles’ interest and hopefully at least temporarily quell his thirst. Charles was intrigued by the girl’s thick brown hair, not quite as lustrous as Evie’s, but close. She had brown eyes. They lacked the ring and flecks of gold, but again – they were close. And then there was the intelligence.

 Evie Farrow was a bright girl. She possessed the mental faculties to keep a vampire entertained for many, many years. In fact, he could see himself taking on the years with her at his side. 

 It posed a possibility to Charles that he hadn’t previously considered. There were other ways to have his revenge. Evie might not have to die.

 Charles stood and made his way out of the library after his young mark. As he exited the building, the night moved in to welcome him, wrapping around him with friendly familiarity. He was Offspring; the night was his natural habitat, all daytime protective spells aside. 

 With exceptional ease, Charles infiltrated the mind of the woman thirty paces ahead. An anticipatory smile crossed his handsome features, exposing his deadly fangs.

 *****

 Ramses turned in the rare solitude of his empty quarters and caught his own reflection in the mirror against the opposite wall. It had been a long time since he’d truly looked upon himself. There were no mirrors in the desert, no pools of water to faithfully cast your image back to you. 

 And he’d been sleeping.

 With slow, unnatural grace, Ramses crossed the room until he stood before the tall looking glass. Even at its length, it barely encompassed his impressive height. He stared into the mirror – and the handsome, dark-haired image of Amon, the god of gods, gazed back at him through ancient, fathomless eyes.

 Ramses raised his arms at his sides. Wrapped around each generous bicep was a string of black tattooed hieroglyphs, archaic and potent. They were well visible just beneath the edges of the short-sleeved shirt he currently wore. They labeled him for who and what he was.

 With slow deliberation, he ran his left hand over the markings on his right arm. At his touch, they lit up one at a time. He watched them glow for a moment, reminding him of older, better days, and then they slowly faded back into deep, dark black.

 Once more, he turned to the mirror and took in his reflection. It was a mortal reflection. He always took this form when he walked the Earth. With the form came all of the current knowledge of the human race – its cultures, its languages, its technologies. Never before had so much information hit him so hard, so fast. This day and age was new indeed. 

 Ramses’ keen gaze trailed over the figure in the mirror, taking in the simple modern garb he wore of a black shirt and jeans and the heavy boots that would have been so uncomfortable in the desert. It had been a very long time since he’d felt the thickness of human muscle and the hardness of mortal bone encasing his form. It was always uncomfortable at first, a touch smothering. But in time, he grew accustomed to the form and could even appreciate some of its attributes.

 Mortal women certainly appreciated it. 

 Ramses thought of this now and frowned. There were several female members in the organization he had recently subjugated. They were strong and fast and unafraid. It pleased Ramses that the women of this age seemed more readily capable of recognizing their inherent potential. It had not always been so, and eons ago, he had wondered whether things would ever change. 

 But it was not these women who had drawn him to the waking world. They were not why he was here.

 He was here for her. 


Amunet.

 He could feel her somewhere out there. He could hear her heartbeat; it was faint, barely there. Each pulse encompassed a day and a night, so slow as to be nearly nonexistent. She was weak, but she was real and awake, and if it was the last thing Amon ever did, he would find her.


Ramses Amon, he thought. Ramses. It was the name he took in this form. It was nearly as ancient as he was. It suited him.

 Behind him, there was a tentative knock on his door. Ramses glanced over his shoulder. He waited a moment and then slowly turned to face the door. “Come,” he said softly. It was a voice that encompassed one-one-hundredth the power it was capable of, but humans were sensitive and he had no wish to harm or frighten them.

 The door opened to emit one of the very women he had just been thinking of. She was very young; perhaps only nineteen or twenty human years. 

 “Sir?” she asked, obviously unsure as to whether she should be intruding on his privacy. To her thinking, Ramses was her superior officer. He was new in this position, but had more than proven his right to own it. In that, despite his desires, he had succeeded in scaring the mortals around him to some extent anyway.

 “Yes?” he replied, gesturing for her to enter all the way and have a seat on one of the large over-stuffed chairs inside.

 She blushed a little, as all women did in his presence, and fumbled with the door behind her as she shut it and entered. “Sir, you asked that I retrieve the surveillance information from sectors eleven through nineteen. Here it is.” She removed a pack from her shoulder and pulled out a single memory stick, placing the small black object on the coffee table before her.

 Ramses nodded his thanks. “You’ve done well.”

 “Thank you, sir. You’ll be pleased with the results. We’ve located five more werewolf demons, some very strange energy readings at various coffee shops and their surrounding areas in Portland, and… something else as well.”

 Ramses’ gaze narrowed. There were ten thousand things that comment could mean, and only a few of them were of interest to him. “Explain.”

 “Well sir, I believe we have caught what must be a witch on tape as well. There’s no other way to explain what she did.”


 “What did she do?” he asked, his interest indeed piqued.


 The girl hesitated, for some reason uncomfortable with what she was about to reveal. “I believe she was healing someone, sir.”


 Ramses remained silent for several seconds as he considered her words. And then he nodded, just once. “That will be all. Leave the thumb drive here.”

 The girl nodded, stood immediately, and left the room, closing the door once more behind her. 

 In the renewed silence and solitude, Ramses made his way to the small table and looked down. As he did, a lock of his shoulder-length jet-black hair fell before his eyes. He brushed it aside absent-mindedly. 


I believe she was healing someone, sir.

 Amunet had possessed the ability to heal. She alone could erase a mortal wound as if it had never occurred. 

 Could it be?

 If it was her, if there was the slightest possibility that he’d found her, what did it mean that she was in the company of werewolves? 

 It was the supernatural creatures of the world who preyed upon the mortals that worshipped him and Amunet. Their kind – the werewolves, the vampires, the dragons – routinely slaughtered the innocent in order to satisfy their unnatural hungers, erasing entire lineages as they did so, along with the memories they held that kept Amon and his heritage alive.

 When Ramses had recently awoken, he’d immediately sought out the most powerful organization capable of fighting these otherworldly forces. Hunters had existed in one form or another for as long as supernatural beings had roamed the earth to draw their attention and earn their hatred.

 Recently, the Hunters had undergone hard changes, experienced various losses, and had all but fallen apart. Ramses found them, drew them together, and within days, he was in charge, his ultimate goal of a two-fold design. He would help the mortals in ridding the world of this constant, evil threat. And as he did, he would hunt the world, right along with his Hunters, in search of his queen.

 With fingers that nearly shook as a mortal’s would, Ramses leaned over and picked up the small data recording device. Then, with a quiet resolution and a pain in his heart that felt all too human, the god of gods made his way to the surveillance system against one wall, slipped the drive into its respective slot, and waited for it to open.



 


Chapter Seven

 Evie swallowed the fresh, hot coffee and closed her eyes, thoroughly enjoying the way the liquid burned slightly as it slipped past her lips, over her tongue, and poured down her throat. At once, she felt a little better. It was like magic. 

 Taxes were coming up and she had a plethora of expenses and she really shouldn’t be spending the exorbitant amount that she did on coffee, but a part of her completely rebelled at the thought of giving it up. Not this, damn it, she thought stubbornly. Just leave me this.

 Evie carefully sucked in her second mouthful of steaming therapy and was about to swallow when one of the boys at the table behind her said something so foul, a wave of queasiness passed through her. She gulped down the liquid, burned herself a little, and cringed. Her head started to hurt.

 And then the air around her shifted. It felt like a sudden charge, as if lightning were about to strike. Evie straightened and turned to glance over her shoulder.

 “You. Leave. Now.”

 Evie’s heart slammed hard against the wall of her ribs and then skipped as if it had hurt itself. Her jaw felt slack, her eyes wide. Her body flushed warm and the breath stilled in her lungs. 

 A man stood beside the table with the trio of teenagers. All three boys seemed frozen, unable to move as they stared up at him despite the order he’d just given them, and Evie could see why. She could scarcely believe her own eyes. What she was seeing was impossible.


Oh my God, she thought.

 Because the man was the same man from her flashes and dreams. 

 He was so tall, Evie would place him at six and a half feet. His eyes were like midnight skies, endless and deep. His skin was slightly tanned and touched with olive, unblemished and smooth. His bone structure was strong and perfect, his physique honestly reminiscent of a Greek god’s. His thick, short-cropped hair was the color of a raven’s feathers. It brushed the top of what looked to be a dark gray silk and cashmere blend sports coat, the starched white shirt beneath it open at the collar. 

 She swore internally. He was sex incarnate, the entirety of him nearly breathtaking in its promising temptation. She somehow took a breath anyway, and when she did, she caught a hint of expensive cologne. 

 Just like she remembered.


No, she thought. It couldn’t be. It couldn’t be that she’d clearly and perfectly imagined a living, breathing man that she had never before met – because that would mean that she was magic or something. Or that he was. What was happening had a logical explanation. She was going nuts. That was all.

 Suddenly, all three boys at the table jumped into sporadic motion, their lanky bodies scrambling to push out their chairs. Without a single sound of protest or contempt, the boys rounded the table, rushed through the coffee shop, and filed out through the exit. 

 The tall, dark stranger watched them leave, but every other set of eyes in the coffee shop was on him, Evie’s included. 

 In the fresh silence, Evie could hear her own heartbeat. At long last, the man looked away from the shop’s door and turned around.

 His dark eyes found hers at once and the rest of the world receded. Evie felt herself go very, very still, as if he could shackle her with no more than a look. Thoughts flew from her mind. 

 She heard her mouth speak without any conscious thought and could only hope it wasn’t saying something damningly stupid.

 “Thank you,” she said, her voice a thousand miles away. “That was… pretty incredible.”

 The stranger’s dark, dark eyes seemed to sparkle as if she could suddenly see their stars, and a second later, he smiled a smile that once more left Evie feeling breathless. His teeth were perfect, straight and white, and the expression softened his starkly handsome features into the visage of some Michelangelo angel. She felt, in that moment, as though one of the sculptor’s statues had come to life and entered the coffee shop.

 “May I join you?” he asked, gesturing gracefully to the empty seat across from her at the small round table. His deep, smooth voice was like black velvet.

 Evie opened her mouth again to reply – no, yes, of course you can, oh god please do – but nothing came out. Stupid, she thought. Stupid! You were able to speak before! At least smile at him! 


 Instead, she nodded.


Great. You dork.

 *****

 As he always did, Roman allowed the invisibility around him to slip with a deep, subconscious gradualness. People in the shop imagined that he’d just walked in, or perhaps that he’d been there all along and they hadn’t noticed him until now. Dropping the shield was something he’d done a million times around humans, and that now came as second nature.

 He stood slowly and gracefully, brushing the front of his immaculate suit jacket as he pushed out his chair and came to his full impressive height. 

 The trio of adolescent boys at the table beside Evie had gone quiet for once. Roman met each of their gazes and noted the natural, old-brain fear that blossomed there. With a measured patience, he moved around the table, noting that the entire coffee shop had fallen into a hush.

 “You,” he said softly as he came to stand beside the boys’ table. They froze, their eyes wide, their pallor pale. “Leave,” he said. “Now.” There was of course no need to raise his voice. His tone and the eons of built up power behind it were enough.


Oh my god.

 Her husky, beautiful voice was as clear in her thoughts as it was when she spoke aloud. He felt Evie’s eyes upon him, heard her heart literally skip a beat, and it was everything Roman could do not to crow. 

 The teenagers waited another two seconds. And then all three boys were jumping into action, scrambling to get their chairs out from under them so that they could do as he commanded.

 Before a full quarter of a minute had passed, they’d left the shop and Roman had turned his full attention upon his prize.

 Now he tried very hard not to laugh. It was difficult; he could hear her thoughts loud and clear as she called herself a dork and tried not to die of embarrassment. She was too cute. Fumbling, innocent and naïve – and way too cute. He could just eat her.

 The thought caused his gums to ache. He felt his gaze heat in response. Evie noted the change and her blush deepened as he pulled the second chair out from the table. 

 He was about to sit down when the hair on the back of his neck prickled and time seemed to slow. A buzzing filled the air, riding along his skin like rivulets of electricity. The magic within him coiled, building upon itself like a massive spring. The sensation was not new to him; he’d felt it many times before. It was a warning, hard and focused. 

 His body tensed, each muscle flexing beneath the layers of his clothes, and his senses went on high alert. In a split moment, he could hear everything, smell everything, and see for miles. 

 In this new, slowed-down stillness, Roman D’Angelo turned to peer through the coffee shop’s dark windows into the mystery of night beyond. What he found there filled him with dual emotions: stark confusion, and sudden, sharp wrath.

 With that, he was simultaneously blurring into motion and sending out an enormous pulse of his power. It wasn’t enough to stop the Hunter’s attack altogether; the bullets had already been fired and the glass would be shattered either way. Roman had the faculty to realize that the weapons had expertly been discharged in such a way as to minimize the chance of harming any of the humans, even where the glass was concerned, but he hadn’t the luxury of figuring out why at the moment.

 The shockwave of his power struck the windows like the blast of a bomb, instantly cracking them into a billion tiny shards and then sending those shards outward in a dazzling and dangerous display. The Hunters outside seemed to react in slow motion, diving for the ground and covering their heads as the blast rode over them. On its way, his power wave picked up the bullets mere inches from the barrels of their mother guns and spun them back toward the men who had fired them. 

 Roman didn’t bother aiming any of the lead slugs; it wasn’t his intent to injure the Hunters, only to stop them. His more immediate concern was the one who was standing right now, also in slow motion, her brown-gold eyes as large as saucers in her lovely face.

 For the second time in as many days, the Vampire King pulled Evelynne Farrow into his strong embrace and held her with a fierceness that barely echoed the ferocity of his emotions. A kind of shock was setting in in the shop around him, striking Evie with the same chaos that it did the others in the shop. She struggled in his grasp, but it was short-lived before Roman felt his eyes glow in his face and his fangs grow in his mouth once more.

 He turned with Evie, tucking her into his chest despite her mounting fear. Stop, he commanded. After a few seconds in which she fought his mental control, which seemed an impossibility in and of itself, Evie finally went still, hypnotized by him once more. A part of him felt like roaring in anger. He hated that he was doing this to her again. He wanted to be gentle with her. He had only wanted to sit and talk with her. But the Hunters were making any attempt at normalcy an impossibility for him. They’d come for him and he had no idea how or why. Since when did Hunters hunt anyone but werewolves? 

 Outside, those same Hunters picked themselves up off of the ground and regrouped with uncommon efficiency. Roman felt the focus in their brains and sensed their sights upon him once more. It had been mere seconds since the first attack. This was different.

 But it was shoot first, ask questions later when targeted in such a manner, and Roman didn’t hesitate before releasing a second pulse of power. This one was stronger than the first, meant to bring the situation to an abrupt end.

 A visible rivulet of force cascaded out from Roman’s tall form, enveloping the entirety of the coffee shop as it once more struck the windows and walls. The glass was already gone, but the walls cracked under the pressure. Beyond those, the cars that were lined up along the side of the walk leapt into the air and flew back several yards. One truck flipped onto its tailgate. A female Hunter was slammed against the vehicle’s undercarriage, and her gun went flying.

 Roman scanned her system quickly to reassure himself that she was alive. As he did, he ruthlessly scoured her brain, hoping to extract the information he was looking for. But someone had taken the pains to protect her from just such an intrusion, and he got nothing worthwhile.

 A second later, he spoke a quick word of magic and transported both him and Evie to safety. As he and his small charge warped through time and space, the Vampire King sent out a mental call.

 David Cade and Jaxon were waiting for him when he rematerialized outside of one of the various safe houses he kept around the globe. David’s expression was grim when he saw the glow in his king’s eyes. Jaxon immediately recognized Evie.

 “What happened?” Cade asked, his tone somber.

 “Hunters,” replied Roman simply. He pulled back a little and looked down at Evie’s face. It was passive, as it had been the first time he’d hypnotized her, but there was something in her eyes that wasn’t there before. It looked like knowledge.

 “Hunters?” Cade frowned. “Sam was right, then. They’ve become stronger.”

 “You have no idea,” Roman told him. “Cade, I need you to take several Offspring to the attack site and clean it up. The last thing we need is more press, as Hunters seem to be using it to their advantage.”

 Cade nodded, spoke a word of transportation, and disappeared.


 “Sir, is miss Farrow alright?”


 For once in his long life Roman wasn’t certain how to answer a question. “I….”



Was Evie alright? It had taken far too much pressure to put her under this time around, and even now, he could sense some kind of struggle going on inside of her. Physically, she was unharmed. But there was so much more to a person than the physical, especially, it seemed, where Evie was concerned.

 “I’m not sure, Jax,” he finally said. “I’m taking her inside. Please have some of her belongings brought to the house.” He took a deep breath, and a new kind of dread unraveled within him. Little by little, he could feel his influence over Evie slip. It had never happened before, not ever. The fact that it was happening now and with her, of all people, was more than slightly unsettling. “I have a feeling the next few days are going to be difficult.”



 


Chapter Eight

 There was a hollowness to the air that Evie could feel even through the veil of half-sleep. She felt edgy and off. She felt misplaced, as if she’d put herself somewhere and had forgotten where. Her memories churned and boiled, and queasiness threatened her belly.

 Something popped and crackled – fire – and it sounded strange. She woke slowly, all too aware of this echo-like quality, to blink her blurry eyes against a contrast of light and dark. It took a few seconds for her vision to adjust. When it did, it settled upon the fire that crackled in the hearth across the room. 

 The flames were perfect, each one a warm and comforting yellow-orange that at once settled the worst of her nerves. Her wooziness lifted. She focused on the fire for a moment, allowing her vision to clear the rest of the way. Just breathe.

 Despite the peaceful effect of the fire, there was a waiting panic sitting in the pit of her stomach, threatening to stand and dance around. She tried to dominate it, to stamp it down. Panicking never did anyone any good. But even as she attempted to take control of her emotions, memories continued to assault her, flying at her like crazed bats in the darkness as she sat up and took in the rest of the room….

 Soft bed, three quilts, feather pillow.


In her memories, she saw a face that was painfully handsome. She heard a voice that sounded like sex.

 Brick walls, tapestries hanging from hooks.


She caught a whiff of cologne, saw a man’s tall, strong profile in expensive clothing, and heard the sound of glass shattering.

 Fire in the hearth, one door. No windows.

 Evie swallowed hard and heard the sound she made in the silence. She didn’t recognize where she was. It happened in books and movies all the time, but in the real world, when this happened, the fear that accompanied it was paralyzing. It meant that you’d lost control at some point. At some point, you had no longer been in charge of your own faculties, your own memories or your own fate. Someone else was. And you could only hope against hopes that whoever it was didn’t mean you harm.

 “Never in a million years would I mean you harm, Evie.”

 Evie jumped, inhaled a sharp gasp, and scrambled out of the bed with insane speed. Her hair whipped around her face as she spun to face each corner of the strange windowless room. The shadows there were long and dark and endless.

 But there were stars in the darkness – two stars that grew brighter as a man stepped out of the shadows. The light struck his handsome features, illuminating him.


Oh holy…. Curses speared through Evie’s mind, frantic and terrified. It was the man from her memories, all six and a half starkly beautiful feet of him. No…. She shook her head. The dichotomy of emotions that came with her attraction to him and what his appearance before her meant was wreaking havoc on her senses. The memories were coming harder and faster now and connecting themselves together like the animated pieces of a sentient puzzle. They made no sense. They were impossible. 


Fantasies.

 In the dance of color, light and sound of her memories, the tall, dark man came out of nowhere, took her to the skies to save her from a team of runaway horses, and then greeted her in a coffee shop. There were shots fired, the windows exploded, and he was again pulling her to him…. 

 Her memories hiccupped as she recalled the way she felt when his arms encircled her. His grip was tight but gentle, sure and solid. He felt warm and, despite the craziness of it, he felt safe.

 They were impossible fantasies. She really had gone mad. 


Who are you? she wanted to scream. Where am I? What the hell is happening to me? But her lips would form no words. She was frozen in the wake of the images that unfolded before her – and the thrall of the man standing several feet away.

 It was too much. She felt herself slipping, as if life had become a muddy slope and the maw of insanity chattered, gaping and red below her.

 “I am so sorry, Evie,” the man whispered. She gazed into his bottomless eyes, so dark and filled with what looked like genuine regret. “Somehow you have developed an immunity to my influences. I can no longer protect you-”

 “Who are you?” Evie suddenly screamed, her voice having finally bubbled up and exploded from her mouth as if her lungs were a volcano. “How do you know me?” she demanded next. Her heart hammered. “Where am I?” Her words trailed off, becoming dangerously high pitched as she looked from him to the room they stood in. 

 “Evelynne Farrow,” the man said then, his velvet voice seeming to amplify. It made its way into her head, temporarily overriding the memories, fear and the gnawing insanity. It demanded her attention – and she gave it. With a shaky breath that rode the barrier of hysterics, Evie turned back to peer once more into his fathomless eyes.

 “First you must understand that I mean you no harm. You will not be hurt in any fashion while I am with you,” he told her. “While you are here,” he gestured to the room around them. “You are in my care and believe me when I tell you that danger will have to go through me to get to you.”

 Evie heard his words, somehow processed them, and against all odds, actually began to feel a touch calmer. 

 He took a step toward her, his polished shoes echoing slightly on the stone tile floor. “Do you understand?” he asked. His tone was gentle but insistent, as if he were speaking to an injured child.

 Evie wasn’t stupid. She knew very well that serial killers and psychopaths had very strange ideas about what constituted harm to another individual. She knew that it was insane to trust him. But the world was insane just then – and as she stared up into his incredible eyes and felt his voice wrap around her, she couldn’t deny that she wanted to believe him. Very much so.

 She nodded. It was all she could manage.

 The man took a slow, deep breath and said, “My name is Roman. This is my home.” He paused and glanced at the doorway and walls for a second. “One of them, anyway.” He turned back to her. “I’ve brought you here to protect you.”

 “F-from what?” she asked automatically. 


From the horses, her mind laughed. It wasn’t a reassuring laugh. No, she told it sternly, like a school teacher hushing a giggling student. From whatever was outside…. Her memories solidified, slowing down in time. She looked inward, as if stepping into a movie that played in her head. She saw the danger – felt it just outside the coffee shop windows. She looked at the windows, through them, and saw figures crouched, dark, and waiting. It was there for her. Death. No, not for her.


For Roman.

 “They are called Hunters,” he told her. “And now that they’ve seen you with me, they’ll be hunting you as well.”

 Evie blinked. She swallowed, or tried to, but her throat caught on the dry lump that had formed there. Tears sprung to her eyes with the effort, blurring her vision again. She ran her shaking hands down her jeans, looked down, and realized she was still fully dressed clear down to her thick wool socks. All that had been removed were her boots.

 It was something reassuring.

 Still looking down, as she found that it was easier to think when she wasn’t looking into Roman’s eyes, Evie said, “How did you get me here?”

 “I transported with you. It’s a very simple spell for one such as myself.”


A spell…. 


 The world darkened a little, and Evie felt that muddy slope beneath her once more. She thought of the parking lot and the horse-drawn carriage. She could even hear a crashing sound as the image became more real. “And the first time?” she asked, her voice having dropped into little more than a whisper. “With the horses?” 

 Roman hesitated. It was a damning pause.


 “The first time I rescued you, we flew.”


 *****


 Roman didn’t understand why it was happening, but as Evie had slept off the effects of his trance, her memory fought the influence of his wiping spell, each past event surfacing with fierce stubbornness. Little by little, her subconscious won the battle for control of her mind, and within a few short hours, Roman was no longer able to decide what she remembered about the last two days. The images were there, clear as day, for her to re-assemble and witness.

 There was nothing for it now but to tell her the truth. Roman was the most powerful vampire on the planet. He’d walked the Earth’s surface since before most cultures had recorded history. There was not supposed to be a human soul alive who could withstand his power. 

 But Evie could. She was remembering things now – and that wasn’t all. Little by little, her aura became stronger, blocking his waves of influence like a shield. Who the hell was she that she could do this? And why…. Why did it have to be her? Why now? When she needed his help the most?

 Fear churned her stomach; he could feel her discomfort as if it were his own. He didn’t know how this was possible when he’d already pulled out of her mind and she’d shaken off his influence without even trying to do so. But he could nonetheless. It was making her sick inside, this chaos of confusion, and because she was withstanding him, he could do nothing about it.

 Not unless she wanted him to. Not unless she let him in and dropped her shields. 

 Her suffering was eating him up inside just as surely as if it were his own. It was draining him like nothing else had in a long time. It had been a while since he’d fed. He’d been busy with issues regarding Hunters and werewolves and meetings – and then he’d spent every possible moment he could with Evie. Even as his angst for Evie’s discomfort grew, so did his hunger for her. It was an extremely volatile situation.

 And now he could feel her anxiety ratchet up a notch. He could almost hear the tight twang of her rope of sanity as it pulled taut and threatened to break. She was a level-headed girl, and everything he was presenting her with made no sense, not in her world. Not according to everything she had learned for the last thirty years.

 Suddenly, Evie ran a hand through her hair and he noted that the hand was shaking badly. She cocked her head to one side, broke eye contact, and took a rather stiff step to her right. She looked down at the ground. 

 “Unbelievable,” she said, shaking her head. “Absolutely unbefuckinglievable.” She began to pace then, and Roman was tempted to push as hard as he could to get past her newly developed defenses so that he would know exactly what was going on inside her head. He felt helpless and that was brand new for him. It was like being behind the wheel of a very large vehicle with no brakes.

 “My whole life, I fantasized about people like you, you know that?” Her voice was pitched a touch higher than normal as she turned and began pacing quickly in the opposite direction. “I wrote about you, dreamed about you, and believe you me, I wished and wished and fucking wished that you were real. It would have been so nice to know that there was magic in the world and that I wasn’t holding out for nothing.” She shook her head again, put her hands on her hips, and turned around once more, pacing a fast line back and forth.

 She laughed harshly. “My mother told me I was too picky, my brother called me a shrew, and half of my high school class was positive I was gay because I just couldn’t be bothered to get into the boys around me.” She threw up her hands, spun, and paced again. “They were so damned human!” She laughed, louder this time. “And me, in my idiotic holdout for something more, was bored stupid by humans!”

 She turned on him then, her brown-gold eyes flashing into a striking amber with her anger. “Why do you think I write?” she asked, as if she were actually expecting him to answer – which she wasn’t. “Why do you think I nearly flunked out of high school because all I could do was write story after story about people who were more than human?” 

 She spun away from him, making a loud sound of stark frustration. “God!” she said. “I begged the world to send me something different so many times! I lamented the fact that there was nothing better to life than reality!” 

 Her voice shook, and Roman could sense that she was on the verge of tears. His chest felt tight and his fingers twitched. His fangs were fighting to erupt in his mouth. 

 “But nothing came! Nothing magical ever
happened!” She whirled on him again, the amber in her eyes now nearly yellow. Roman had the instant impression of heat, as if Evie were warming up, not just emotionally but magically. That otherworldliness about her that he’d sensed before was amplified. He felt it coming off of her in waves much like others could sense his own power. It was alarming.


Impressive, but alarming. He feared an oncoming fight, a real one. And because he had no idea what it was he was up against, and because he could never bring himself to harm Evie Farrow, for the first time in his life the Vampire King wondered whether he would win.

 “And that’s the worst tragedy of all,” she said next, spearing him with those powerful, golden eyes. “You filled me with hope and then dashed those hopes again and again.” Roman saw the moisture fall from beneath her left eye – one tiny but significant tear drop. “You let me believe against hopes. You may as well have just killed me.” 


Never, he thought.

 She shook her head, and the speed of it gradually slowed. He could feel a change come over her then, as if reality were once more settling in and she was out of mental defenses to keep it at bay.

 “What… are you, anyway?” she asked next, her voice once more very quiet. She hugged herself, and Roman knew it wasn’t because she was cold.

 She stared up at him for the longest time and the silence between them stretched. Roman felt the world stop, the Earth’s heart stilling in its chest as it waited for him to reply.

 A pulse of fate beat loud in his eardrums as he took a breath and said the words he had never before uttered to a human. “I’m a vampire.”



 


Chapter Nine

 Roman had read all of her novels, so he knew well that the vampire was her favored literary character. As he’d read, the idea that she liked vampires had filled him with a mixture of pride and hope. It had been interesting, intriguing, and a little amusing. What he had completely missed and failed to consider was that there might be a reason for this fascination of hers.

 Her descriptions of a vampire’s emotions, of his or her inner trials and tribulations, were amazingly astute. He’d chalked it up to the characteristics of a good author, but she seemed to understand things about vampires that a human shouldn’t – such as their hunger, their urges, and their ultimate loneliness. 

 Now, as he gazed down at her small, precious form and saw the desperation in her nearly glowing eyes, he had no choice but to believe there was something more to it. He felt odd about her and had since he’d first witnessed her in his dreams. He felt obsessed, painfully and desperately interested. And this was the way she’d felt about his kind for most of her life. 


Desperately interested.

 There was a reason this was happening. There was a reason she was who she was and had done what she’d done with her life. There was a reason he literally couldn’t take her off of his mind for more than a second and didn’t want to leave her side for anything. 

 It was plainly evident, both in the way he now lacked control over her and in the growing supernatural qualities of her petite form. Evelynne Grace Farrow had lived the life of a human for thirty years. But she wasn’t a human. Not fully.

 She seemed to stare up at him forever, and he had no idea what she was thinking. Finally, she repeated his words, and her tone was enigmatic. “A vampire.”

 Roman could only nod, just once.

 “Show me,” she said, and her gaze slipped to his lips. He knew what she was asking. It was what anyone would ask. A vampire’s fangs were quintessential. He allowed them to fully extend, and then bared them, all the while watching her reactions with hawk-like eyes – and fearing the worst.

 Evie looked at his fangs, her expression still mysterious. He saw her swallow hard, normally an indication of fear. But she didn’t try to back up, and she offered no other evidence of a mounting sense of terror. Instead, she looked back up into his eyes and asked, “Are you going to kill me, Roman?”

 Roman experienced a horrified moment of disbelief. He opened his mouth to answer, but she went on before he could.


 “Because it doesn’t make any sense that you would save me twice just to kill me.” 


 Again, Roman opened his mouth to answer, and again she interrupted before he could speak. 


 “And I gotta tell you that it would totally ruin my image of you if you went all psycho on me and started ripping me limb from limb.” Her pitch of her voice had risen a little again, indicating that once-more rising fear he knew he had sensed.

 It was now clear to Roman that she actually continued to talk because she was afraid of what he was going to say. She wanted to know if he was going to kill her – and she also really didn’t.

 This time, he cut in before she could do so to him. “Not for anything would I hurt you, Evie. I thought I made that clear.”

 Evie licked her lips, the act drawing his gaze to her mouth. It was a nervous gesture on her part, but it didn’t help to quell his growing hunger. She ran her hands over her jeans again, another nervous habit. And then she asked, “Can you read my mind?”

 He almost laughed. At least he could be honest with her about that.

 “No.”

 It was another long moment before she spoke again. She seemed to be gauging everything he did and said, working something out in her head.

 “What do you want with me?”

 That was the question of the century. He had no idea what to tell her that wouldn’t scare the shit out of her. He wanted….


To lay you out on my bed.

 “I want to help you,” he said. At least that was the truth, even if by far it wasn’t the whole truth.

 Evie’s honey-colored gaze narrowed. She didn’t believe him. It had been a very long time since someone had not believed him. Though he couldn't blame her; he didn’t believe him either.

 “You want to help me.” She straightened a little, still visibly trembling but somehow regaining her wits. 

 Roman knew she didn’t understand. How could she when he didn’t understand himself? He showed her his open hands in a gesture of well-meaning and said, “I don’t know why, but I’m drawn to you. It’s why I was able to save you, Evie.” He took another step forward, unable to help himself. The distance between them was just too far and it was driving him a little nuts. “I was there when danger struck because I couldn’t stand to be far from your side.” He paused when a look of panic floated across Evie’s beautiful face. “I think it has something to do with what you are,” he said softly.

 Evie took a step back and Roman’s heart sank. “And what exactly would that be?” she asked, her tone still clearly frightened, despite her obvious strength of character. “Human?”

 Roman waited a moment. And then he shook his head. “I don’t believe you really are, Evie.” He paused. “Human.”

 “You’re insane,” she said suddenly. Roman might not have been able to delve into her mind, but his hearing was still top rate, so he caught the sound when her pulse quickened and began to race. “You’re one of those crazy guys who gets fang implants, aren’t you. I don’t know how you managed to mess with my mind – hypnotism? Or did you just knock me out with some kind of drug?” She exhaled shakily and shook her head. “Oh man, I almost believed you – Jesus, what the hell is wrong with me? I must still be drugged up. I almost fell for your bullshit. But you messed up here, Roman.” She said his name with clear distaste and anger. “When you suggested I was anything but human. Because if I were Superwoman, I sure as hell wouldn’t be here right now.”

 “Evie –”

 “No!” she yelled, holding up her hand as if to stop him. “My name is Evelynne,” she said. She swallowed, her eyes went to his mouth, where he’d hidden his fangs behind his lips. Then their beautiful gold skirted to his shoulders – broad and possibly frightening to her. She shifted from one foot to the other. “Evelynne,” she repeated.

 And then she blinked. Her gaze narrowed again and flew back up to his eyes. “Wait. How did you know people call me Evie?”


 Roman swore internally. This wasn’t going well at all. He was going to have to nip this deteriorating exchange in the bud.


 She wanted proof?


 Fine. He would give it to her.


 With all of the speed his supernatural form was capable of producing, Roman shot forward, wrapped his arms around Evie, and spoke the word that would transport them out of the room. It happened so fast, Evie didn’t fully realize what he had done until they were rematerializing at his destination, and he was letting her go.

 She stumbled for a moment, her breath catching, her heart hiccupping with shock, and then stared at him with wide eyes. “What… Oh my God, what did you just do?”

 “This is the transportation spell I was telling you about.”

 Evie’s eyes remained wide and her breathing fast. She turned in an unsteady circle to survey their surroundings. 

 Roman watched her small, shaking form take it all in, and then his own gaze skirted to the world around him. It was one of his favorite places in the world. It encompassed everything he loved about life, and nothing he didn’t. He had created it himself – and no one else on the planet knew it existed.

 The cavern was enormous, stretching the length of two football fields, its ceiling so high up, it was barely visible. Bioluminescent mushrooms, algae, and even flower blooms that had yet to be named by science carpeted the ceiling and part of the walls, shedding enough light to mimic the sun just before twilight. A waterfall against one wall poured fresh, clean drinking water into a river that ran through the center of the cavern. That crystal clear river divided the cave’s ground into what appeared to be islands. Each rounded island was connected by small wooden bridges.

 The bridges were intricately carved as if by expert hand. Some possessed ropes of flowers twined around their railings. Others were graced with gas lights that flickered invitingly. Each separate island possessed a single tree growing from its thick bed of shamrocks or moss. The branches of these trees stretched over their islands like Banyan tree benches, waiting to be climbed and rested upon. The buds on these branches were brightly colored, and some contained sweet, refreshing fruit that Roman knew no human had ever tasted. As a vampire, he didn’t need to eat such things, but a part of him had always enjoyed the flavors of the mortal world. These were his own creation, a combination of his favorite fruits in one.

 The air in the cavern was the perfect temperature, not too hot, not too cold. The waterfall provided a far-off static, the rivers babbled and flowed at a constant, calming pace, but most inviting of all was the small thatch-roofed cottage that rested upon the biggest island. It was impossible to tell from the outside, but Roman knew that it was two-story. A tiny kitchen, dining set, and rocking chairs occupied the first floor. A winding wooden staircase led to a loft, and in that loft was Roman’s sleeping place. 

 There were two fireplaces in the cottage, one on the first floor and one on the far wall of the loft. Smoke curled from the single chimney, in the cottage’s roof, but the air in the vast cavern remained magically pure and fresh. 

 All along the walls, crystals of various colors and size grew and glimmered, dressing the cave in what looked like gemstones. Some of them were gemstones, both precious and semi-precious. 

 It was a magical place, to say the least. It was born of magic, of spell upon spell upon spell, layered over the course of thousands of years. It had taken Roman countless lifetimes to create the place he stood in at that moment. And never, not in all of that time, had he even considered bringing another being into it with him.

 Not until now.

 He turned his gaze from the cavern he’d hidden from the world, and looked down at the woman he’d finally shared it with. She had gone very still, her breath barely audible over the babbling of the various brooks and the distant roar of the falls. She was turned away from him at the moment, but very slowly, she came full circle – and finally looked up at him.

 “Where are we?”

 “This is my home,” he told her. “My real home.”

 She glanced around again, her gold-touched eyes still wide with awe. Her mouth was open, her expression bewildered. She shook her head a little. “I’ve never….” She stopped, swallowed, and then did the most wonderful thing Roman had ever seen. She smiled. “I’ve never seen anything so beautiful in my life,” she whispered, looking back up at him once more.

 Roman exhaled, only then realizing that he’d been holding his breath since they’d rematerialized in the cavern. “You have no idea how happy I am to hear you say that.”

 She waited, gazing up at him, her lovely features filled with child-like fascination.


 “Because I’ve never shared it with anyone before,” he told her. “You’re the first.”


 She turned a full circle in place, clearly overwhelmed by what she was seeing. And then she shook her head. “The first?”


 “In the thousands of years I have existed, Evelynne, I have never felt about a woman what I feel for you. And that’s why you’re here.”



 


Chapter Ten

 Evie hugged the steaming cup between her hands and watched the vapor rise from the hot tea inside. The fire in the small fireplace crackled merrily. The air was just as perfect in here as it had been outside in the cavern, but it was scented like cinnamon and cloves and fresh baked bread.

 She felt calm.

 It made very little sense. She knew she should have been crying hysterically or maybe jabbering like a hyena and rocking back and forth on the ground. She’d fallen down a freaking rabbit hole. The cavern outside was literal proof.

 But despite conventional psychology, the truth was, after Roman had brought her to the cave and showed her that what he claimed was actually fact… Evie’s heart rate began to slow. She felt her lungs opening up a little more. Her mind stopped spinning. 

 For lack of a better description, it felt like something inside of Evie began to slide into place. And now as she sat at the small polished wooden dining table and Roman served her hot tea and bread with butter, she was hearing it click. 

 It felt almost like a high. It was similar to the way it felt when you’d suffered a vast amount of pain and suddenly the pain killers kicked in and the pain was gone and you were tired and thankful and filled with peace. 

 That was how she felt, despite everything he’d told her over the last hour or so. He’d told her that he’d been dreaming about her, that a very old and respectable witch had foretold her existence, and that there was something… different about Evie. He couldn’t tell her exactly what that different thing was, but it set her as apart from other humans as his own “difference” did him.

 Evie was dubious about that. Roman D’Angelo was a freaking vampire. How much more different could you get?

 “Evie,” Roman said softly. Just as it had every time he’d spoken, his incredible voice gave her an almost physical feeling of sexual pleasure. 

 She steeled herself, turned slightly on the wooden bench, and looked up at him. Christ, she thought witlessly. It didn’t get any better the more times she looked at him. Roman was quite literally the most handsome man she had ever seen. That gaze, she thought. It’s Michael Fassbender plus Richard Armitage times a bazillion. He’d taken off his sports jacket and rolled up the sleeves of his white button-up shirt. The effect was mind-blowing.

 “May I join you?” he asked. Evie hesitated. It was the same thing he’d asked her at the coffee shop… where the Hunters had attacked.


The Hunters, she thought, her brow furrowing. The memory of the shots fired and the windows shattering was enough to take her mind temporarily off of Roman’s incredible good looks. 

 Temporarily.

 “I might not be reading your mind,” Roman told her, “but I’ve lived a long time.” He smiled a damnably beautiful smile and Evie melted there on the bench. “I can tell what you’re thinking all the same.” He paused, allowing the double entendre to simmer – not that it had to. “There is much we need to discuss, not the least of which is the Hunters.”

 Evie swallowed, cleared her throat, and said “It’s your house.” She nodded toward the bench opposite her own.

 Roman sat down. She watched him over the rim of her mug while trying her best to hide her blush behind it. It didn’t work, of course, and the effort of trying to digest the current mind-boggling situation, not go whacko, and play it somewhat cool around the first member of the undead she’d ever met was giving Evie the beginnings of a migraine.

 “Your head hurts.”

 Evie blinked. “You are reading my mind.”

 He laughed, the sound so fucking delicious, she almost put down her mug to enjoy it. But somehow she managed to remain absolutely still.

 “I promise I’m not,” he insisted softly. “I told you that I couldn’t. It’s one of the reasons I know you are different, Evie.” He paused, looked down at the table, and placed his hands atop it to casually lace his fingers together. He leaned in, causing his forearms to bulge with powerful muscle, and Evie’s throat went dry. He was so much bigger than her.

 He was still looking down when we went on. “You’re an author, so I know that you spend a lot of time noticing things.” He looked up then, pinning her with a look that speared her to the core. “And I know it must have occurred to you that you notice more now than you did when you were twenty. Or when you were ten.” He paused then and must have suddenly experienced something akin to nervousness, because he looked back down at the table top, and Evie saw his fingers flex where they held each other. “Imagine how much more you would notice after a hundred years. Or five hundred.”

 He stopped again, the air grew thick with words waiting to be born, and Evie absolutely knew what he was going to say next.

 “Or a thousand,” he said, proving her right. 

 Even though she’d been expecting it, the admission took the wind from her sails. She froze there on the bench, unable to speak and not knowing what she would say if she could.

 “So I can tell when you have a headache, Evie,” he said, looking up at her once again. Amusement touched the corners of his eyes, causing the stars in their depths to sparkle.


God, he’s beautiful.

 “And if you’d like, I can take it away from you.”

 It was a while before Evie could form words. When she finally did, she had to clear her throat twice. “I’m… I'm fine. It’s not that bad, really.”

 Roman watched her carefully, his eyes burning through her as if she had past lives and he wanted to read each and every one of them. Finally, he cocked his head slightly to one side and took a deep breath, smiling a little. “Then let’s talk about the Hunters.”

 *****

 Roman would have given just about anything in that moment to be able to read Evie’s mind again. He felt like a fish out of water, completely unable to head off her fears or concerns, unable to get a head start on their communication. It was brand new territory for him and exceedingly uncomfortable. Despite all of the restraint he’d practiced and learned over the centuries, it was making him edgy.

 In filling her in on their situation, he’d started from the beginning, not only for her sake but for the relative ease that chronology afforded his explanation. It was just simpler to begin at the start. He’d told her that as far as people were concerned, the world consisted of both humans and nonhumans, but as she’d plainly observed for the majority of her life, the nonhumans remained hidden. 

 He explained why, more or less sticking to the same notion authors and screenwriters had always put forth – that humans weren’t given the truth because, quite frankly, they couldn’t handle it. The color in Evie’s cheeks had darkened as he’d admitted this, and he knew she was thinking of the way she herself had reacted when confronted with the truth. A human would feel it was natural to react this way. And that was the problem. No mortal in their right mind could really, truly fathom that there were more things in the world than what they were already aware of. It was like a fish trying to imagine a bird. 

 Still, he had to admit that she was handling it better than most people would. She seemed to have accepted the proof he’d presented to her so far and was now re-ordering things inside her mind. He was impressed with how she’d gradually steadied her nerves, forced herself to calm down, and was willing to hear him out. He wouldn’t deny that some humans possessed the ability to see reason this way, but he did have a feeling that in this case, it was at least in part due to the fact that she was different.

 Roman had gone on to tell her about the werewolves, their curse, and the Hunters. And this was where her anxiety clearly ratcheted up a notch. He didn’t have to be able to read her mind to know that much. But it couldn’t be helped. In fact, if anything, fear was the right reaction when dealing with Hunters.

 “They’ve gone after werewolves all this time,” Evie said, staring down at the table and its half-empty dishes of cookies and fruit. “Why did they go after you at the coffee shop?”

 “A lot is changing suddenly,” Roman reasoned. He’d been wondering the same thing, of course. It was something he would have every intelligent, immortal mind under his sovereignty working on by the end of the night. But for now, Evie was his primary concern.

 “Whatever their reasons, Evie,” he said, allowing the gravity of his next words to be carried by the weight of his tone. “They will no doubt associate you with me now. I’m afraid I’ve put you in very great danger.”

 Evie was so still and so quiet, Roman could hear his own heart beating. His fingernails dug into his knuckles where they were laced over the table. She was so beautiful in repose, so regal and silent, like a painting or a princess. Her long lashes brushed the tops of her cheeks as she stared at the table, her thoughts having taken her prisoner.

 “Roman,” she said, lassoing every ounce of his attention with a single word, “you said that I was… not human.” She looked up at him now, her honey-colored eyes wide and earnest, and Roman had to rather brutally force himself not to move over the table, grab hold of her, and kiss her then and there. “What did you mean by that?”

 Roman swore internally. He’d known she would eventually want an explanation. He’d felt it coming. But he had no idea what to tell her. He could sense that she was different, that there was something incredibly special about her, but for the life of him, he could not figure out what it was. He couldn’t control her mind or take care of her fear or discomfort unless she actively let him in, he couldn’t read her thoughts, and he couldn’t make her forget. Her spirit literally felt as ancient as his own, but she was a mere thirty years old. Three decades.

 He’d lived one hundred times that long. And he’d never met anyone like her. The closest he had ever come to feeling as suddenly and furiously obsessed with a being as he was with Evie was when he’d become enamored with Ophelia in 1798. And comparing the two was like comparing a candle’s flame with a bonfire.

 Or the sun.

 “The truth is, Evie, I don’t –”

 He cut off in mid-sentence as a warning vibration thrummed through him hard, fast, and sudden. At once, he was opening his mind, sending a whiplash-like wave of his power out into the waking world above. His men were communicating with him, reaching out to him. He found Jaxon’s mind, Cade’s mind, and the others and he dove in without hesitation.

 A body had been found.

 A woman in her early twenties, brown hair, brown eyes… drained of blood and half-burned. It had only been a few hours, and already, alarms were being raised. 

 “Evie, I’m so sorry,” he said softly as he stood from the table and moved around it. “But I have to go.”

 Evie blinked, her eyes went wide, and she was immediately standing as well. “What? What do you mean? Go where?”

 He looked down at her and couldn’t help but take her in, from the heavy combat boots she wore on her small feet to the thick pink-peach sweater she wore that so perfectly touched on the slight blush to her cheeks and lips. He’d transported all of her belongings into the cottage, he’d filled the cabinets with food, and the cottage was warm, inviting, and safe.

 “I want you to stay here.”

 “What?”

 “There’s been a murder and I’m afraid….” He trailed off suddenly, realizing at once that his fear that the killer was a vampire was the very last thing on Earth he wanted to share with Evie Farrow. He didn’t want her thinking of his kind as killers. It was true that Offspring had not always been under his command, and had not always been as careful as they were now. But he had worked very hard to maintain a sovereignty that was nothing like the twenty-four-seven blood bath portrayed in some Hollywood vampire fiction. And he didn’t want Evie thinking otherwise.

 “What? How do you know this?” she asked.

 “Several of my men discovered it.”

 “And you’re communicating with them or something?” she asked. She was clearly still trying to figure things out. This was an alien world for her, but she was giving it hell.

 “In a manner of speaking,” he replied. 


 “Who was killed?” she asked, suddenly turning the conversation back to the very thing he didn’t wish to share with her.


 Roman shook his head. “Evie, please stay here, if only for a few hours. I’ll be back –”


 “Was it a woman?” she asked next, as if she could read his mind.


 Roman swore internally. Again. “Yes.”


 “Was it the Hunters who did it?” And then recognition flickered in her beautiful eyes and she straightened, her expression darkening. “It was a vampire, wasn’t it?”

 Now Roman swore out loud, but softly. “We’re not certain,” he admitted. 

 “You never did tell me how you feed,” she said. Her tone had lowered, her voice dropping to almost a whisper. “I mean… do you have to feed? Drink blood? And if you do,” she swallowed hard and went on, “do you kill your victims?”

 A current of desperation abraded Roman, and his skin felt prickly. This was a discussion he had both known was coming and had tried very hard to avoid. Now he was faced with the worst of it when he had the least amount of time. He had never been more tempted to use magic on an unsuspecting human as he was just then. He might not have been able to control her with his inherent Offspring powers, but a simple magic spell and she would be in dream land. 

 But he held himself in check. Somehow, he knew that such a path was the wrong one to go down with Evie Farrow.

 “I promise that I will answer all of your questions in short order, Evie,” he told her. “But at the moment, I’m desperately needed elsewhere.” He lifted his chin and asked, “Will you please stay here?”

 “No.”

 Roman stilled. He blinked. He hadn’t been expecting her defiance, though he wasn’t sure why. Given the fact that he no longer had mental control over her, and given what he’d learned of her spirit over the last few days, it would have been logical to expect it. 

 But this cavern…. It was almost everything he loved about life and was quite literally magical. Wouldn’t anyone want to stay here? Especially in comparison to where he had to go just then?

 “What?” he asked, feeling completely out of his element.

 Evie lowered her head and narrowed her gaze, piercing him with a look so severe, Roman was hit with the instant impression of strength. She was so small – but so tough – and he was witnessing evidence to that effect right now.

 “You will not leave me here, D’Angelo,” she said softly, her voice so strict, so no-nonsense, it was as if she were speaking to a misbehaving child. “Over the last few hours, you have kidnapped me, used magic on me, and shown me that everything I thought I knew was real isn’t.” She paused, took a deep breath, and continued. “If I’m not actually in a hospital bed imagining this entire ordeal, then the fact is, I’m feeling unsteady right now.” She stopped, looked him up and down as if she wasn’t sure she wanted to say the next bit, and her coloring paled. “And… I don’t want to be a prisoner,” she told him. She shook her head, gestured to the house and cave around them, and added, “No matter how gold-gilded the cage might be.”

 Roman gazed down at the woman who had turned his world upside down in the course of a single day and thought about her words. Not being able to read her mind was throwing him off of his game. Why hadn’t he been able to tell that she would see things like that? He wasn’t used to being in the position he found himself in now. He felt, for lack of a better word, mortal.

 Evie’s refusal to stay alone left him with very few choices. He could knock her out with a spell, in which case she would hate him upon awakening. He could leave her here kicking and screaming, in which case she would again hate him. Or… he could take her with him.

 Roman felt a heaviness settle in his gut. Again, he swore internally, the ancient words offering little comfort.

 He closed his eyes and sighed. “Take my hand,” he told her as he held it out for her. “I will transport us again.” 

 Evie looked down at his offered hand for a moment, glanced back up at him, and then straightened, sliding her small hand into his. 

 The sensation was startling. Her touch was altogether distracting, warm and soft and almost literally electric. He stared down at their joined hands and allowed his fingers to close over hers. It was the most gratifying thing he had done in a very long time. He wanted to squeeze tight, use his grip to pull her into his arms, and never let her go.

 With effort, Roman martialed his thoughts. He looked back up at Evie. “Please accept my apologies in advance,” he told her. “The city morgue is quite literally the last place I dreamed of taking you.”



 


Chapter Eleven

 It was like being pushed through a balloon. That was the immediate and strong impression Evie got as Roman “transported” them from the fantastical cavern. It was uncomfortable, but not overly so. The feeling of being stretched and pulled and pushed intensified, however. Just when she thought she might say something, they were coming out of whatever space-time bubble they’d been in, and Evie felt Roman steady her with a strong grip as the world became solid beneath her feet.

 At once, she noticed the mass of milling bodies. All around her, doctors, nurses, and a few police officers, some in uniform and some in plain clothes, froze in place. Some of them dropped the files or folders they were carrying. One released a coffee mug so that it shattered on the polished, disinfected floor, and one or two stumbled while coming to a sudden stop. 

 In the wake of the new stillness and silence, Evie exhaled a shaky breath and looked around. She recognized her surroundings at once. They were in a hospital, most likely below ground. The medical uniforms, lack of windows, and the over-bright halogens above gave her that impression.

 There were roughly two dozen people in the crowded hall. There was a pair of elevators off to one side, a door leading to a stairwell, and at the end of the long corridor were a set of swinging metal doors.

 Aside from the doctors and other officials, there were two other men in the room – they stood beside Roman, nearly as tall, almost as handsome. Maybe it was another delusion and maybe she really was dreaming, but it seemed that Evie instantly recognized that these men were more than human. She experienced another quick pang of resentment; for thirty years, the supernatural world had hidden itself from her no matter how hard she had railed against reality, and then in the course of one night, they’d appeared in force.

 But overriding the resentment was the pulsing sense of danger Evie had as she took everything in. 

 One of the nonhuman men had blond hair and blue eyes. The other had brown hair and green eyes. Both sets of eyes were piercing and stark, the kind models immediately took to agents and that turned Hollywood stars into legends. 

 Evie absorbed very quickly, and then she turned back to the doctors, nurses and police officers in the hall. They were all staring at Roman, their eyes wide, their jaws open.

 Naturally, Evie looked up as well. Roman’s own intense eyes were now glowing as red as stoplights. Evie inhaled sharply. The unexpected picture was beyond eerie, filling her with sudden and renewed apprehension. 

 The rest of the world receded as the face of the most handsome man she had ever seen came into sharp focus. Everything she’d “learned” in the last few hours ran like a loop through her head, and Evie had an epiphany.


This is no dream, she thought. He’s really a vampire. 


 “Evie, stay close,” he said softly. Then he spoke some arcane, strange set of words, and Evie felt what could only be described as a ripple in the air. She turned to watch in stunned silence as the people in the hall straightened, almost as one. Their hands dropped to their sides, and they stared straight ahead at nothing. 

 They were zombies, living and breathing.


What has he done? she thought. How did he do it?

 It was highly upsetting to see other human beings manipulated in such a manner. This kind of thing happened in movies all the time, and viewers lacked the empathy required to feel anything for the victims on the screen. It was make-believe anyway. 

 But now that she was faced with it first-hand, she was shaken. It felt so intrusive. It felt as if their privacy were being violated. Their bodies, their minds – all of it, just violated.

 A cold chill went through Evie at the thought. But Roman took her hand in his again, and this time the sensation she received when he touched her was not only shockingly sensual, but foreboding. A part of her wanted to pull away.

 Roman looked down at her, his red eyes burning like Hell’s fires. His eerie gaze narrowed, his expression becoming quite grim. His grip tightened around her fingers as if he’d been reading her thoughts.


But he told me he wasn’t.

 She had no further time to contemplate the upsetting notion before he was moving, taking long graceful strides down the hall toward the metal doors at the other end. His words replayed through her mind.


The city morgue is quite literally the last place I dreamed of taking you.

 Above the swinging doors were the words “Forensic Science.” Oh God, Evie thought. He really is taking me in there. With the dead bodies. The moms and dads and baby girls and baby boys who have all been taken before their times. Oh no….

 Beside her, Roman stopped and looked down at her again. She met his gaze and watched as the red began to leak away from his irises, going from a flickering lava-like color to an indigo and, finally, to black once more. Endless, bottomless black.

 “Evie, are you all right?”


God no, Evie thought. You’re a vampire and those two there – She looked at the two men following them toward the morgue doors – are vampires too, and you’re taking me into a morgue, for Christ’s sake!

 She swallowed hard, noticing for the first time that she had been trying to pull her hand out of his. He, however, had yet to let her go. She stared down at the hand, trying desperately to get a grasp on her situation. It was all real. All of it. And it was happening way to fucking fast.

 She shook her head. “No,” she said.

 “Then let me in,” he told her simply. Her head jerked up and she met his gaze once more. His expression was hard, unyielding. With his free hand, he gently tapped the side of her head. “Here,” he said. “I can make this easier on you.”

 Evie felt her eyes go wide. She glanced at the other two behind Roman. They were watching her in silence, their expressions untelling. 


Pull it together, Evie, she told herself. You aren’t getting out of this one. A hard, cold fear ran like a metal rod through her core, straightening her spine and almost hurting her heart. All at once she realized what she was dealing with. For all intents and purposes, she was dealing with monsters.

 As convincingly as she could, she said, “I mean I’m fine.” 

 Roman watched her in silence for a moment. And then he took a deep breath and let it out in a weary sigh. “Like hell you are,” he whispered. Then he let her go. 

 Evie rubbed her hand gingerly as Roman turned to face one of the men behind him. “Watch her,” he instructed. “I’ll keep everyone under and handle this alone.”

 The man with brown hair and green eyes nodded and came forward. He seemed familiar to her, and Evie had a flash of a memory. Jaxon, she thought. Jaxon is his name.

 Jaxon nodded. “Yes My Liege.”


My Liege? Evie thought, her heart doing a somersault in her chest. Did he just call him his liege?

 *****

 Roman could both hear and smell Evie’s mounting unease. It was evident in the scent of cortisol and adrenaline running through her tempting little veins, and it was made more so by the ever-quickening pounding of her heart. 

 The situation was freaking her out. Frankly, he was surprised it had taken so long. 

 He cursed his misfortune. He couldn’t leave her alone now because of the Hunters. He couldn’t take things slow and get to know her in a normal fashion. He couldn’t ease her into the supernatural world he’d grown so accustomed to. 

 Instead, fate had made it so that she was being thrown to the sharks, and despite her obvious strengths, she was finally beginning to feel the stresses of it.

 He was a vampire. That would be enough to scare the hell out of any mortal.

 But now he was dragging her into a hospital, hypnotizing two dozen people with magic, and facing Evie with the prospect of witnessing dead bodies. One of which had probably been placed there by another vampire.

 So, it was of little surprise to Roman that she was finally starting to flip out a bit. However, it was definitely of concern.

 He released her hand with extreme reservation. He had the impression that she would bolt at any moment now, and since he lacked the ability to subjugate her mind, he would have no choice but to overpower her physically. It was the last thing he wanted to do with her.

 Actually – that wasn’t true at all. It was not the last thing he wanted to do with her, and that was what scared him. He wanted to… hold her down. He wanted things he was starkly ashamed of. It wasn’t like him to lose control over his desires. It hadn’t been for a very long time. Her blood had smelled good to start with, but now there was a nuance to it that grew with every passing hour. It smelled like magic – a very special, very unique kind of magic. And it was mouth-watering.

 He turned to Jaxon behind him. David was there as well; the two had transported to meet him at the hospital as soon as they’d received word of the murder and shared as much with him. 

 He’d been catching their thoughts since his arrival; Cade wondered who the woman was and wondered even more why he wasn’t able to read her mind. Jaxon recognized Evie, of course, but not only was he still highly curious about her significance, he was concerned about her attendance here in this place and at this juncture.

 “Watch her,” Roman instructed. “I’ll keep everyone under and handle this alone.”

 “Yes, My Liege,” Jaxon replied. He came forward as if to put his arms around Evie, but she pulled back – just as Roman had feared she would. He could sense a power struggle coming on, creeping ever closer. It felt inevitable. He just hoped it didn’t have to happen here and now.

 “Evie, I don’t want you to have to see what is inside,” Roman told her, meaning every word. “No one should have to see it.” He’d heard that the body was badly burned, as if an Offspring had attempted to hide the evidence of his crime and failed. Evie had a big heart and hated the unfairness in the world. This was not something he wanted her to witness.

 She was already on edge. She’d lied to him about being fine. He didn’t like being lied to, much less by her, but what made it worse was that she was doing it because she was afraid of him. 

 It was something he was going to have to deal with later. In the meantime, he needed to get in, see the body, and determine whether it was one of his men who had taken the life of an innocent. “Please remain here with Jaxon,” he requested. 

 “No.”

 That magic he scented in her blood intensified. It was like it swelled around her defiance, was fueled by it. He froze in the wake of it as his hunger blossomed to life and he felt a little more of his infamous, never-failing control begin to slip from his grasp. 

 “Don’t leave me here, Roman.”

 It was spoken softly, a technical command and also a plea.

 The sound of his name on her lips was like the brush of silk across his skin. Every time she said it, that feeling grew stronger. It gave him enough pause to consider her request.

 “Please.”

 He lifted his chin. “Very well.” He offered her his hand again then. It was a direct challenge. If she wished to come with him, she would do so under his own terms.

 Evie gritted her teeth; he could see the muscles flex in her jaw. The power struggle had begun, it seemed. And contrary to his expectations, he’d been the one to start it.

 Ever the brave, Evie slipped her small hand into his. He could feel the tremor of trepidation that ran through her bones as he curled his fingers over hers once more. As his grip tightened, he experienced a thrill of triumph. It was unexpected and even unfitting of one of his incredible age and stature, but he actually enjoyed this small surrender on her part. He enjoyed it all too much.

 Without waiting any longer, Roman turned with Evie and headed back down the hallway toward the double doors that led to the coroner’s morgue beyond. 



 


Chapter Twelve

 It was standard procedure for situations like this. Vampires had been getting in and out of monitored locations for years without leaving behind the slightest bit of evidence that they’d ever been present. So, David Cade knew that when he and Jaxon met up with D’Angelo at the hospital morgue, Roman would immediately start taking control of every human mind nearby, as well as whatever cameras might be recording in the vicinity.

 It happened just as he’d expected, as far as that was concerned. He and Jaxon rematerialized out of their transportation spell and Roman was there to meet them, rematerializing at the same time. At once, the king’s power shot out, like tendrils of invisible lightning, and took control of every single mortal present, from the basement all the way up to level three. For all intents and purposes, the humans would behave no differently than the walking dead until Roman released them. 

 The cameras that whirred and clicked overhead in the corners of the hallways were being taken care of as well. D’Angelo’s magic fried the wiring, erased the footage, and made certain nothing would ever show that vampires had at one point walked the halls.

 Because of his experience, all of this David had known would happen. What he hadn’t been counting on was the appearance of the woman that rematerialized beside the king in the hallway. What he also hadn’t been expecting was the way D’Angelo was behaving toward her.


Interesting, David thought. It was intriguing, to say the very least. Not in all the time he’d known him had David witnessed his king act like this toward a woman. 

 D’Angelo actually seemed off his game, to be honest. The air around him was charged as if lightning could be pulled from it at any moment, and his demeanor was tense. It wasn’t like D’Angelo to be tense.

 The woman herself was just as intriguing in her own right. She was lovely, certainly. She was small and perfectly shaped, her eyes were striking, and her hair looked like spun caramel with honey thrown in. But it was absolutely more than that. He couldn’t read her mind, for one thing. Not so much as a floating surface thought. She was like a holiday present, all wrapped up in layers of sparkling giftwrap. He had no idea what treasures waited inside, and given the way the king was behaving toward her, he wouldn’t be finding out any time soon either. 

 If Roman’s grip on her wrist was any indication, this woman was one present no vampire in his right mind would attempt to unwrap.

 There was something else as well. There was something in her blood. It was a kind of magic, he would bet his right incisor on it. She smelled human in that delicate way that cried out for protection and kid gloves. But she also smelled like morning dew and fog, and the way the air smelled just before lightning struck. It was all around her, an aura of some kind, a shiny, impenetrable wall of glittering otherworldliness. Whoever – whatever – she was, he couldn’t blame D’Angelo for the death grip on her wrist.

 David trusted that if it was important, Roman would explain about the woman eventually, when there was time. For now however, David understood enough about his duties as Roman’s best friend and loyal companion to accept that if the king felt she was imperative, it was David’s responsibility to feel that way as well. 

 David glanced at Jaxon beside him. Jax was probably thinking along the same lines. The three were usually on the same wavelength, which was one reason their friendship was so cohesive. Whoever the woman was, she would have their combined protection.

 Ahead of them, Roman entered the double doors that lead to the coroner’s morgue beyond. David steeled his nerves. He wasn’t as old as Roman by far, but he’d been around a while, and yet when things like this happened, it had a profound effect upon him. He was an Offspring and one of the most dangerous predators on the planet, but at the same time, he despised those who preyed upon the weak and helpless. He always had and he always would.

 The doors swung shut behind them and Roman led them through the cold metal space to a table that waited against one wall. It was fortunate that the room was presently empty. The medical examiner had either come and gone or had yet to arrive. Either way, the Offspring had the room to themselves.

 The four of them approached the table, upon which rested a misshapen form covered in a white sheet, and David experienced a moment of apprehension. He didn’t want the woman to see what waited under that sheet. It didn’t matter who she might be; no one should have to witness what was on that table unless they absolutely had to.

 “Evie, I don’t want you to look,” Roman told her. David exhaled a relieved breath when the woman nodded and turned her face away. She didn’t have to be told twice, obviously, and he had a feeling that the first time hadn’t been necessary either. She didn’t want to see any more than they did.

 With his free hand, Roman reached down and pulled the sheet from the body on the slab. It was as bad as David had feared it would be. At once, he was filled with revulsion, however it wasn’t the gore of what lay before him that turned his stomach, but the act that had brought it there in the first place.

 Half of the body had been burned, but some trick of fate – an impromptu storm or a strong gust of suffocating wind – had belied the murderer’s efforts and saved the remaining half. The result was that the telling puncture wounds in the neck were still there. 

 Roman’s expression hardened, and the red in his eyes was back. He straightened. “It was one of our own.”

 Long ago, before Roman had become their sovereign, Offspring were undisciplined and selfish. They needed to feed to their victim’s “last drop” far less often than they were doing, and the murders piled up, tainting the world in red. But for three thousand years, things had been different. D’Angelo had seen to that. Now when a vampire had to feed on the entirety of his or her victim’s blood, the kill was directed at criminals or addicts or those who were terminally ill. 

 Innocents such as this were protected. This was a terrible crime not only amongst the humans, but amongst the Offspring as well.

 Beside Roman, “Evie” made a small sound, half-sigh, half-moan, drawing everyone’s immediate attention. Roman released her wrist and she leaned down, placing both of her hands on her knees as if to steady herself. “It smells like coffee,” she said softly.

 David frowned. Coffee? That was the last thing he smelled. It smelled like charred flesh, chemicals, and antiseptic. 

 “Evie –” Roman moved forward – and Evie fell. It happened fast, and a mortal man might not have been able to catch her, but Roman had her in his arms long before she would have hit the ground.

 He turned with her, cradling her unconscious form against his chest. “Jaxon, I’m taking her back to the safe house. Alert the guard and call a meeting. One of our own has gone rogue.”

 *****

 Lalura was still on her bed; the atmosphere in the room was quiet in the early hours of dawn. Outside, no cars traveled the icy roads, and no jets split the sky overhead. Snow had fallen all night; the world was now travel-free and wholly, peacefully silent. 

 But in the sleeping confines of the ancient witch’s mind, there were voices. They spoke to her in jumbled masses, their whispers and words a mixed-up mess that she could not understand. She floated in a strange darkness as something blurry and blue took shape up ahead.

 There was a table, black and smooth as an onyx plane. It reflected some unknown light, and atop it was a.…

 A chess board.

 Lalura floated toward the board, ever closer to the object of her imagination. As she neared it, shapes materialized upon it, taking up the squares beneath them with a regal purpose. Lalura counted them. One, two, three…. 

 Thirteen kings. Different colors, all tall and gleaming beneath the magical light, all with a waiting majesty. 

 Lalura stepped forward, her feet now firmly planted on the ground, the vision around her now solidified. The room was empty other than the table and chess board. She moved to stand beside the table and looked down at the pieces.

 There were twenty-six now. 

 Thirteen kings.

 And on the opposite end of the board, their smaller forms huddled together as if to hide from her sight, were thirteen queens. They were slightly different, all of them. But they were still indistinct, and there was that frustrating feeling about them; Lalura knew that if she tried to reach out to touch them, they would disappear.

 She squinted at them, noticing that one was separate. It was further forward on the board – as was one of the kings. 

 With a sudden start unhealthy for one so old, Lalura woke from the telling dream and sat up in her feather bed. Her fine white hair waved about her face like a wispy halo. She exhaled a shaky breath and the hair around her face danced.

 A snow plow rumbled by outside her window. Lalura’s stark blue gaze narrowed with irritation. The noise was disturbing, but the sound was a secondary annoyance. What really troubled Lalura was what she had just seen.

 And what it had to mean. 


 Now she understood. Now she knew who Roman’s mystery woman was. 


 And now she knew this was just the beginning. 


 *****


 Roman felt her presence drawing near. He always did. But he made no move to acknowledge her this time. He did not rise from where he sat beside Evie’s unconscious form, and he did not take his eyes from her sleeping face.

 “Well, I hate to be the one who states the obvious,” Lalura said as she came up behind him, her steps slow and labored, as usual. She came up beside him and looked down at Evie as well. “But you seem to have found her.”

 “Tell me what’s wrong with her,” Roman commanded softly. He could no longer make it past Evie’s barriers in any fashion, and she wouldn’t wake up. As the minutes and the hours passed by and the sun rose higher in the morning sky, his thoughts turned darker. He was considering things no vampire had been allowed to consider for thousands of years. 

 Beside him, Lalura made a harrumphing sound and he could feel her sharp eyes land on him. “You don’t know?” she asked, clearly bemused by the idea.

 Roman shook his head. 

 “Then I assume you can’t scan her or read her or whatever it is you boys call it?” she asked, putting two and two together the way he knew she would.

 Again, Roman shook his head.

 Lalura fell silent. Then she nodded and he watched as she raised her hand over the woman’s sleeping body. She spoke her own cryptic words, releasing tendrils of her magic that curled like wisps of white smoke from her palm to Evie’s form. 

 The magic surrounded Evie, enveloping her in a shroud of glowing curiosity. Finally, Lalura lowered her hand, and the magic disappeared.

 “I suggest you tell me everything, Roman D’Angelo,” the old woman said. “And start from the beginning.” 

 Roman gently brushed a lock of Evie’s beautiful hair from her forehead and secretly marveled at its softness. Behind her eyelids, her eyes moved, just for a moment, as if she were dreaming. Roman took a deep breath and nodded.

 “Very well.”

 He told her everything, from the rescue on the intersection to the way he’d studied Evie for two days, to the incident in the coroner’s morgue. He even told her about the cavern – not that he told her where it was. 

 When he’d finished, he realized that he hadn’t moved from where he yet remained on the edge of the bed. The bed was a king sized bed that he hadn’t slept in for some time; the room was only one of the master bedrooms he possessed around the world. This safe house had simply been the one nearest to the hospital when he’d transported from the morgue. 

 He realized then that he’d come here instead of to the cavern because he’d known that Lalura would come looking for him. He’d felt it in his bones. And he desperately wanted her help.

 Lalura processed the information in silence, and then asked, “You said she smelled coffee?”

 “Yes. That’s what she said before she fell.”

 “Interesting.” She paused another moment more, and Roman turned to glance at her. The old witch’s expression was deeply contemplative. Roman could tell at once that she knew something he didn’t and that for some reason, she wasn’t sharing.

 “Lalura, tell me what you know.” He didn’t want to make demands around her. He didn’t want to come on strong with Lalura Chantelle. But there was a desperation burning in his veins. It felt like fire, spurring on a hunger he barely recognized, and the scent of Evie’s magic blood wasn’t helping. 

 He needed answers yesterday.

 Lalura’s eyes cut to him. “What I know?” she repeated. She cocked her old head to one side and pursed her wrinkled lips. “I know that coffee sounds good, but quite frankly I’ve always preferred tea.” 

 For once, Lalura did not wait for Roman to provide their refreshments, but instead turned and muttered her own words of magic into the chamber’s still air. On the coffee table on the other side of the room, a tea set shimmered to life. The pot was steaming.

 Lalura moved away from the bed to make her way to the sitting area. “Roman, come and sit down and share a cup of tea with me,” she said. 

 Roman stayed where he was, watching as the witch took a slow seat on one of the padded chairs and exhaled a tired breath. “We need to have a nice, long talk, you and I,” she continued, “and there’s no way in hell I’m doing it on my feet.”



 


Chapter Thirteen

 It was the strangest holiday shopping Dannai had ever experienced. As “The Healer” and one of the more powerful witches in her coven, normally at this time of year, Danny, as she was called by her friends and relatives, would be preparing for the Winter Solstice. She would be baking, humming happy tunes, and creating fabulous, glittering decorations with a bit of magic. This had always been her favorite time of year.


This year, however, a dark cloud hung over her world, casting what would otherwise be a joyous occasion into shadows of doubt. The Hunters were on the loose again, this time led by a man who apparently possessed magic powers of his own. And now she wasn’t only a witch – she was a werewolf. 

 Danny glanced at her reflection in the shop windows they passed. She was three months pregnant but had yet to show. The image that reflected back at her – tall, slim, dark tanned skin, long black hair and multi-colored “kaleidoscope” eyes simply looked more healthy than it had in a long time.

 To her right, her best friend Imani walked by her side. The African American goddess was several inches taller than Danny and looked like a model. She was a witch as well, and the herald of their coven. On Danny’s other side walked “Charlie,” or Claire St. James, another werewolf. Charlie was their physical opposite in skin tone and hair with a very fair complexion, a slight smattering of fetching freckles, and long, thick strawberry blond hair. 

 The three of them looked very different, but together they were a formidable team for good, and normally they were accompanied by two other werewolves who rounded out them out perfectly – Lily Kane, a “seer,” and Katherine Dare, the “curse breaker.”

 These girls knew how to take care of themselves. But since the Hunters had reformed and grown almost exponentially in numbers, the werewolf council overseer, Jesse Graves, had put into effect several new rules. 

 No important member of the werewolf community went anywhere any longer without at least one enforcer in tow. The werewolf enforcers were the biggest and the strongest that alphas had to offer. Graves had been one himself at one time. 

 Danny looked over her shoulder now and spotted the four enforcers that had been assigned to watch over her and her friends. The large men tried to hang back and blend in, but it was hopeless. They looked like weight lifting models, bulging out of their jeans and t-shirts, their thick hair and dark glasses all-too conspicuous.

 But then maybe that was part of the point. If the Hunters saw them first, maybe they would ignore the girls. 

 “Oh, I want to stop in here,” said Charlie, breaking their companionable silence. The three girls stopped in the hall and looked up at the Hot Topic sign. “Remember that girl I told you about who was having a hard time in school since getting her werewolf powers?” Charlie continued, taking Danny’s hand and pulling her inside. “She’s way into Robert Pattinson in white face paint. I’m gonna see what they have left here.”

 Danny shrugged and went along with it, and Imani followed behind. Charlie was a drummer in a band called Black Squirrel. As such, she was a bit of a role model for quite a few teenage girls, and since Katherine had unwittingly broken the werewolf curse that kept female-born wolves from having the same supernatural powers their brothers and fathers shared, a lot of those girls had been writing to Charlie via email and through snail mail to ask for advice.

 Charlie, of course, was thrilled to be able to give that help and more. A few of the girls, Charlie had sort of taken under her wing. It was one of the things Danny loved about her. Charlie was the toughest woman Danny had ever known. She’d been through so much pain herself, and yet she didn’t hesitate to assist others whenever possible. In fact, maybe it was because of that pain and not in spite of it that she fought so hard to keep others from suffering. She had empathy – more than a person should have to have.

 “Oh yay,” said Imani in a droll tone. “I love those really pasty white boys.”

 “Liar, liar,” came an incredibly deep voice from behind them. “Pants on fire.”

 Danny jumped and spun, as did Charlie. They hadn’t noticed anyone coming up behind them. But Imani couldn’t turn around, because Jesse Graves was standing at her back, and his arms had slid around hers, holding her in place.

 Imani looked up at the massive black man who curled over her and pinned her with his stark amber eyes. She blushed furiously, which was impressive for her dark skin tone. 

 “Jesse!” Danny said, exhaling a relieved breath. “What are you doing here?”

 The Overseer looked up, not moving from where he held the coven herald in his strong grasp. “Proving to you that you are not in fact capable of taking care of yourselves,” he said softly, raising a single brow.

 “Oh?” said Imani, despite her obvious flustering. “I could turn you into a soft, cuddly chinchilla right now.”

 Jesse looked down at her and smiled a bright white, predatory smile. “Baby, if you want to cuddle with me, all you gotta do is ask.”

 He and Imani had been dating on and off for a few months now, and Danny was sure Imani knew all about “cuddling” with the man. Imani elbowed him in the gut, to which he just chuckled, but he did let her go. Then he smoothed his button-up shirt and straightened to his full, impressive height. 

 Jesse had almost always played an important role in werewolf society. He was the Overseer now, the head of the werewolf council, and the most important position in the werewolf world. However, before becoming Overseer, he’d been a Sentinel. Sentinels were very rare, very highly trained enforcers used to guard VIP’s of werewolf society. Enforcers, in and of themselves, were the strongest and fastest of the werewolves. Jesse was the crème of the crop.

 The former Overseer had been Charlie’s grandfather, Alexander Kavanagh. Kavanagh had died destroying a very evil man, and in his last will and testament, he’d called for Jesse to take his place.

 Jesse wasn’t much for suits and never had been. While he was a Sentinel in the werewolf world, in the human world he’d worked as an attorney prior to becoming Overseer, and even then he’d only worn a suit when actually in court. But the role of Overseer called for at least a semi-formal dress almost all the time, so he wore the most expensive sports coats and slacks money could buy.

 Danny had to admit he looked good in them, too. Really good.

 “And there’s also the fact that neither Cole nor Caige would allow me to give you three permission to go out on your own unless I’d promised to check in on you myself,” Jesse told them. 

 Danny’s eyes widened. The three girls spoke at once. “They what?”

 Jesse held up his hands in placation. “You all know the risks right now. You’re lucky you have this time. Don’t argue with me.”

 Danny’s mouth shut with a snap. She felt furious just then, but that could have been hormones, and anyway she could definitely see Jesse’s point. “Cole” was Malcolm Cole, the famous author, the rather notorious werewolf, and Charlie’s fiancé. “Caige” was Danny’s husband. Naturally, the men were worried. The Hunters had been ripping a jagged hole in the supernatural world for the last few weeks. 

 Just a few days ago, they’d injured a few fledgling female-borns so badly that the girls hadn’t known how to heal themselves adequately and Danny had been called in to do the mending. She possessed the unique ability to heal wounds by simply placing her hands on a wounded body and visualizing it as it once was. As far as they all knew, she was the only one among them with this talent.

 Jesse’s gaze squared on her. “How are you feeling?” he asked. 

 Danny was carrying Lucas’s twins. The pregnancy was throwing her for a bit of a loop, in all honesty. The last time she’d used her powers to heal had been more difficult for her than usual. She was drained, as every pregnant woman was. She hadn’t wanted to let on that healing someone had caused her weakness, but Lucas had simply known. And he’d begged her not to do it again.

 


 “I’m fine,” she said. “The twins are fine.” She took a deep breath and tried to let go of her mounting tension. “We’re all fine. Now you can go.”

 “Yeah,” Charlie agreed. “Before we kick the Overseer’s ass.”

 Jesse’s grin was still ear to ear. It wasn’t every person who could talk to the werewolf council Overseer in such a manner, but where Charlie was concerned, it was allowed, for many reasons. He settled his amber gaze on Charlie and shook his head. “Oh baby girl. We’ve been down that road before and I think we both know who’s gonna win.”

 Charlie’s own expression first switched to one of shock, and then slid into one of sly defiance. She and Jesse had definitely been down that road before; Danny knew all about it. The two were very, very close friends, and at one point – long before Malcolm Cole, Charlie’s mate had arrived on the scene – they’d been friends with benefits.

 Danny could feel the stares of a few of the patrons in the store now; Jesse Graves was a powerful man in every sense of the word, and anywhere he went, women tended to notice and men tended to get antsy. Now a few of the shoppers had overheard bits of their conversation and things were probably getting a little too public for comfort.

 She cleared her throat. “Seriously, Jesse,” she said, lowering her voice and moving forward so that she wouldn’t be overheard. “We really are okay. We’re well guarded.” She gestured to the men who were watching from the hall. Two had taken seats on a bench where Danny could have sworn some other guys had been sitting a few minutes ago, and two were on opposite ends of the hall, leaning casually against the walls. “You have enough muscle on us to keep – ” She was cut off mid-sentence by the sound of bullets thunking into metal and stone all around them.

 The Overseer was in motion at once, grabbing Danny and yanking her into his arms before he hit the ground with her, cushioning her fall. 

 There was a brief silence in which the world tried to catch up with what was happening, and then that silence erupted into screams. Danny blinked, her hands immediately going to her stomach. Her werewolf hearing at once caught the separate heartbeats of her little girl and boy. They’re okay.

 Above her, there was a scrambling motion, fast and furious. Danny curled in on herself when she heard more bullet thunks along the walls and the glass storefront shattered. Jesse’s body was a protective weight above her.

 And then the noise stopped, and the world went eerily still. Jesse was moving immediately, coming to his feet with the grace of everything he’d ever been trained to be. Danny couldn’t tell exactly what he was doing; a part of her was too shell shocked to get up. It was slowly sinking in that someone had fired a gun on them in a public place full of innocent humans.


The Hunters, she thought numbly. 

 “Danny,” someone said above her. Danny recognized the voice as Charlie’s. “Danny, you okay?”

 Danny rolled over, looked up at her redheaded, blue-eyed friend, and sat up. Danny had been through a lot in the last year, and she and the others were no strangers to violence. But for some strange reason, she felt slightly numb this time.

 Still, she knew she needed to reassure Charlie, and she managed to nod. Charlie patted her once and was up and moving again, no doubt either going after whoever had done the shooting or tending to anyone who might be wounded.


Wounded.


Oh hell, Danny thought, coming at once to her feet. She began to scan her surroundings. They were filled with broken glass, overturned displays, and chunks of plaster and paint. Jesse was nowhere around, and now neither was Charlie. They had gone after the shooters. It was like Charlie to do so; she never backed down from a fight. And as the Overseer, of course Jesse would.

 The enforcers the werewolf council had assigned to them had split up. Two were moving through the crowd, checking on people who had hit the ground. Two were standing on either side of Danny. 

 Imani was coming up beside Danny even as she finished scanning her surroundings. “One injury,” Imani said softly. “No one was killed. Not a normal Hunter attack.” She turned to face Danny fully. “But I’m gonna have a hell of a lot of mind-wiping to do, and the one injury is actually pretty bad.” She pointed to a group of huddled teenagers kneeling beside a girl who was laying in a small puddle of blood near the back of the store.

 Danny’s heart flip-flopped. At once, she was moving in that direction, but one of her guardian enforcers stepped in her path. “Mrs. Caige, we can’t let you do this,” he said as she looked up at him questioningly. 

 Imani was beside her. “He might be right, Danny. You were pretty drained last time.”

 “Get the hell out of my way,” Danny demanded, her gaze narrowing. She could smell the girl’s blood and knew instinctively that there was too much of it. However the human had been harmed, an artery had been punctured. She needed to be healed.

 The enforcer shook his head.

 And Danny’s hormone-fueled anger reached a peak. She whispered a powerful arcane word and held up her hand, palm-out. A blast of something invisible rushed over the enforcer in front of her and he stumbled back, shaking his head. Without blinking, she spun and did the same to the second enforcer as he came up at her side. The two moved away, temporarily discombobulated.

 “Stunned,” Imani whispered, nodding sagely beside her. “A safe bet I guess. But I’ll ask you honestly, girl – you sure this is a good idea?”

 “Positive.” Danny brushed past her best friend and made her way to the girl on the ground. “Hang tight, sweetie,” she said softly. “Everything’s going to be just fine.”

 *****

 Several blocks away, Ramses watched the young pregnant woman through the clear crystal of the telescope one of the Hunters had supplied him with. Their attack had worked. And the recordings Ramses had watched earlier hadn’t lied.

 Dannai Caige possessed the ability to heal.

 What was more… she was an orphan who had been raised by a well-meaning witch. She had no idea who her parents were. Who her mother was.

 But Ramses did. Dannai was Amunet’s daughter. 



 


Chapter Fourteen

 When Evie woke up, the smell of coffee was still strong in her nostrils, and a heavy sense of dread had settled in her gut. She came awake with a start and rose in the bed to find that she was back in the safe house room Roman had originally transported them to before taking her to his cavern. Roman wasn’t there, but she wasn’t alone.

 “Miss Farrow, you’re awake,” came a familiar voice. There were two men in the room; they were the two who had been at the hospital with her and Roman. There was also an old woman.

 The old woman sat on the edge of the bed and watched her through some of the bluest eyes Evie had ever seen. She said nothing, and Evie’s sense of confusion and doom deepened.

 The one called Jaxon came forward now and stood beside the bed while the other man immediately turned toward the door and exited the room through it. “He’ll be notifying Roman that you’re awake,” Jaxon told her. 

 “There’s no need,” the old woman said finally, her voice so positively ancient, it sounded like dried leaves skittering across a deserted Autumn park. “He knows. He’s on his way.” She turned and reached for a tall glass of drinking water on the night stand beside the bed. “Here child, drink this,” she offered, holding it out for her. 

 Evie cleared her throat and shook her head. She had no idea who the old woman was and she had barely been around the others long enough to keep her from hysterics about waking up amongst strangers, but at the moment, the only thing she wanted to do was speak to Roman before the images from her strange sleep disappeared and she lost them entirely. The dread that had glued itself to her in her dreams still clung menacingly, speeding up her heartrate and threatening her with panic. “No. No water,” she said, clearing her throat to continue. “I need to talk to Roman.”

 “Oh, he’s on his way my dear, I can assure you,” the woman repeated.

 “Oh God….” Evie’s fingers curled into fists. She needed to hang on to what she’d seen, but at the same time, she’d have given anything at that moment to be able to forget the images playing before her mind just then. “I know who killed that girl!” she cried, the trembling of her body causing her voice to quiver. She couldn’t hold it in any longer. She wasn’t sure the old woman would even know what she was talking about – but Jaxon would. 

 She looked up at him. “The girl that was burned, the one in the morgue,” she repeated, her words speeding up and her voice rising with mounting hysterics. “I know who killed her! I saw the whole thing!”

 Jaxon frowned down at her, his vivid eyes blinking in confusion. “But miss, that’s impossible.”

 “Nonsense,” said the old woman, shaking her head in reprimand. “You of all people should know better, Jax. You’re a vampire for crying out loud. What the hell could be impossible compared to that?”

 The old woman turned back to Evie and cocked her head to one side thoughtfully. “I’m Lalura,” she said by way of introduction. “And you are Evie. Roman’s told me all about you.” She nodded once as if to close off the subject. “Now what is this about the killer?”

 Evie was baffled. But more than that, she was scared.

 She’d seen everything. She would never forget the killer’s face now. What he had done to the innocent girl in the morgue turned Evie’s stomach to lead and clouded her brain with an oncoming migraine. It was a waking nightmare. But worst of all – absolutely most terrifying of all – was the fact that the murderer was not a stranger. Not to her.

 She’d come close to him. Within mere feet. She’d even found him attractive. 

 Evie swallowed hard now and closed her eyes. “He followed her home from the school,” she said, seeing it behind her closed lids as if it were a movie. “Light brown hair and blue eyes. His name….” It was there, floating around her subconscious like a bunch of jumbled, blurry letters that floated frustratingly close to being in the right order.

 “His name….” She froze, the letters came together, and she opened her eyes. “His name is Charles.”

 It was the man from the coffee shop, the one with the piercing blue eyes who had been watching her from across the store while she tried to tell her father how to download the Kindle app on his phone. Charles was the murderer. He was also a vampire. 


He’s a vampire.

 And it was more than that. Evie shook her head and felt a comforting hand on her shoulder. Her head began to pound. Her chest felt tight and her fingers tingled. A panic attack was coming on.

 There would be no avoiding it. Evie was absolutely petrified.

 The man from the coffee shop was a vampire and he’d drained an innocent girl of every last drop of blood for one horrifying reason. He’d done it because the girl looked just like Evie.

 “Breathe,” Lalura said. “In for five counts, hold for two, out for five counts, repeat.” She leaned forward, her voice stern, her blue eyes flashing. Evie automatically did as she was told. She would do anything to prevent the attack. She felt as if she were dying.

 She breathed in slowly, held it, and let it out just as slowly. A bit of the nausea passed, the throbbing in her head lessened, but the tingling fingers and the tight chest remained. 

 “There now. You’re doing what you can. I’ll take care of the rest.” The old woman raised her right hand, held two fingers over Evie’s heart, and spoke a string of the most beautiful cryptic words Evie had ever heard. 

 *****

 There were six where there should have been eight, and as the doors to the meeting chamber closed and Roman’s heady gaze landed on the second of the remaining empty seats, a number of puzzle pieces slid into place.

 David Cade was missing, but Roman knew where he was. He’d remained with Lalura to keep an eye on Evie. 

 The other missing court member was Charles Ward. It was beginning to make sense now.

 The eight members of Roman’s court had been chosen for very good reason. Each warlock in existence possessed powers particular to them and them alone. For the most part, they all shared the ability to perform the same basic spells such as transportation and telekinesis. However, just as each individual human on the planet was special in some manner that was his or her own, be it incredible athletic prowess or great cooking skills, each member of the supernatural world was different from the others. 

 Some alpha werewolves possessed the power to change into animals other than wolves, such as the infamous and late Gabriel Phelan had been capable of doing. Some could control human minds to some extent, such as Malcolm Cole, the famous author and even more famous werewolf was capable of doing.

 Warlocks were no different. And because Offspring were the product of a warlock communion with an Akyri, vampires also tended to possess unique powers. Those with the most useful abilities were called in to Roman’s court.

 Samantha Chance was the youngest in his court, only pulled in a few short years ago. She was a technological genius in more ways than one. She possessed an inherent know-how when it came to nearly anything computer-related. And because she was also a technopath, what she could not coerce or finesse with this know-how and a college try, she simply manipulated with the powers of her mind. 

 Saxon had been a member of the vampire court for more than a thousand years. His particular ability was one of great value when it came to protecting Offspring society from other supernatural factions. He was a trained warrior, and because he’d lived so long, he had become proficient in nearly every weapon on the planet. He was also immune to attacks from all of them. Bullets bounced off of him or simply missed altogether. Swords scraped along his skin as if it were made of metal. And when it came to magical attacks, Saxon’s abilities were perhaps most impressive, for he was able to absorb the attack and turn it back around on his opponent. With such abilities, Saxon had long ago earned the right to train and teach Roman’s “army,” a fairly sizeable group of Offspring warriors who luckily were needed less and less with each passing year.

 Philip Diego had joined the vampire court in 1451, a fellow countryman of the land of DaVinci, though much, much younger than Roman. The king asked him to join when he discovered that Diego possessed the ability to summon a being from anywhere on the planet to where he was at any given time. Transportation of one’s self was difficult enough. To be able to cast the spell on an unwitting individual was not only rare, it was valuable. Of course, Diego had to know where the person was in order for the spell to be successful. That was the one downside.

 Lizbeth Knight was a voice of reason and intuition among court members. She was a beautiful woman, inside and out, and one of her two special powers reflected as much. She had been born on a blue moon five hundred years ago, and so once a blue moon, she chose a certain mortal to become the recipient of her “gift.” This mortal, she fed from. As she did so, that mortal’s inner beauty took residence on the outside, in effect making them just as lovely on the surface as they were deep down.

 The fact that this gift brought Lizbeth such joy touched Roman’s heart, and he cared very deeply for the woman. They were as close to brother and sister as two people without blood siblings could become. They treated one another like siblings as well. In fact, true to a sister’s form, for the last several centuries, she’d been on him constantly about his lack of a meaningful love life…. She would probably have a blast with the news once she heard about Evie.

 Lizbeth was a close confidante. However, it was Lizbeth’s other power which had granted her a seat at the court’s table. 

 Roses and orchids were Lizbeth’s favorite flowers. Her favorite animals were sea turtles. But it was every flower and every fauna that she possessed a psychic link to. Lizbeth was the world’s first and true druid, able to communicate and even control, up to a certain point, the aspects of nonhuman, mortal life. She’d set a swarm of bees on Roman once in a fit of pique. Fortunately for him, his magic was not weak either.

 Quinn Adams had been a court member for a decade short of three centuries. The Irish man’s unique Offspring ability allowed him to “merge” with another person, mortal or immortal, in order to combine, not only their bodies, but their abilities. The person he joined with had to be willing to merge, or the attempt would fail, but when it did work and the combination included another Offspring, the results were impressive, to say the least. The power had also saved Quinn’s life at one point. The town he’d grown up in found him out, turned on him, and were dead set on exposing him to the daylight. However, a mortal woman who had fallen in love with him allowed him to merge with her. In doing so, he successfully “hid” inside of her until the mob dispersed and he was able to escape into the night.

 David Cade was Roman’s oldest and dearest friend and had been a member of the vampire court since its inception. David’s ability was perhaps the most modest of them all, and undoubtedly the most useful. He possessed the ability to temporarily lend his power to another. In any given battle, Cade could focus his inherent magic onto Roman, or another member of the vampire court, so that their own powers were magnified or doubled.

 At the moment, however, despite all of these people and their combined talents, Roman felt like the butt of a joke. He’d sensed the wrongness rising, he’d had his doubts, and he’d ignored his intuition – and David’s – and he’d failed to apprehend Charles Ward when he’d had the chance.


And Roman, it smells like black magic in here. Lalura had known as well.

 Ward’s absence from the meeting was as good as a confession. It was bad news on more than one level. 

 Ward was a murderer who had broken Roman’s long-standing edict and destroyed an innocent mortal. What was worse was that the mortal woman had very closely physically resembled Evelynne Farrow.

 Worst of all, however, was that Charles Alexander Ward was a formidable adversary with an impressive amount of power of his own. It was the reason he sat on the vampire court. Roman had never trusted Ward. There was something about the man that rubbed Roman the wrong way. However, he knew that if he didn’t ask Ward to join the court, Ward would become suspicious. He was certainly powerful enough to have earned the position.

 There were only two living, breathing individuals that Roman knew of who possessed the special power Ward utilized, and Ward was still much more practiced in the art. It was another clue to the darkness about Charles that Roman had until now more or less ignored. Ward was an astral master, capable of pulling a person through to the astral plane as soon as they were asleep and dreaming.

 It had to be done through touch, however, which was why Roman had left David with Lalura and Evie. Once pulled into that other plane, nothing could pull an individual back out again but another astral traveler. 

 Years ago, when Roman first considered this ability, he did what he felt was the intelligent thing to do and invited Ward to join the court. There was the added bonus that while Ward was seated at Roman’s table, the king could keep a close eye on him.

 However… little good it had done. And now Charles Ward was on the run and very, very dangerous. 

 It made horrible, perfect sense. When Roman had killed Malachi Wraythe’s daughter, a barely noticeable change had come over Charles, and Roman’s suspicions about Ward’s alignment on the magic front had spiked. He’d heard rumor in the past that Ward and Wraythe were not strangers to one another. And in fact, Roman began to wonder whether they might be friends.

 Because of this, he made certain that Ward was nowhere around when Wraythe and the werewolf community went head to head over the Curse Breaker and her mate. A battle between the Hunters, Wraythe and his men, and the werewolves and their allied witches had ensued. In the end, and with a bit of unseen help from Roman, Wraythe was killed.

 The unsettled aura around Charles Ward had grown stronger after that. 

 Now Roman had a feeling he knew why. The former Warlock King Malachi Wraythe and Charles Ward had indeed been close. Charles somehow knew about Roman’s otherwise secret involvement in Wraythe’s death. And now Charles was out for revenge. And because he’d somehow found out that Roman cared for her, he was no doubt planning on using Evie to get it.

 All of this had taken very little time for Roman to muse over, and now that everyone had gotten comfortable in their seats, Roman took a deep breath.

 “I want every Offspring on the lookout,” he began, his voice soft, his tone serious and low. The sound was ominous and beautiful; he’d always had the ability to take control of a room with his spoken words. “Charles Alexander Ward has broken my laws and destroyed an innocent human life.”

 He allowed this information to set in, his gaze combing the room as he did so. No one seemed surprised. The women looked down at the table, the men looked at one another, and all of them took deep breaths before their gazes once more returned to him. 

 “He will not be alone, he will be on the offensive, and,” Roman paused, made certain that everyone present would understand the weight of what he was about to say next, and continued. “He has his sights set on Evelynne.”

 “The woman you are looking after?” Lizbeth inquired. 


 “The one under your protection at the safe house?” Samantha asked next.


 Roman nodded.


 “She is of great interest to you,” Lizbeth inferred. He could almost hear the wheels in her head turning.


 Roman met her gaze. “She is more than that,” he told them all softly. “Evelynne Farrow is to have the protection of every vampire in my kingdom.” 

 The members of his court digested the edict and nodded their assent. “Granted,” they said, one after another. 

 “I’ll see that it’s done,” Saxon assured him.

 Lizbeth caught his eye. Her expression was a mixture of things that all made Roman uncomfortable. She looked inquisitive and hopeful. She also looked as though she wanted to crow. “You will have our full support of course,” she said softly, her green eyes twinkling. “But might I ask, your majesty, what it is about this young woman that makes her both the target of Ward’s aggression and the recipient of your protection?”

 He should have known she would put him on the spot. She waited in silence, already well aware of what he was going to say.

 “Evie is Ward’s target because I care for her,” he told them frankly. “And she is has my protection… and my love,” he continued, his voice dropping to an intimate near-whisper, “because she is my queen.”



 


Chapter Fifteen

 Roman sat still in the silence that stretched past his announcement. The air in the room was thick with unvoiced questions and a myriad of unexpressed emotions. He didn’t bother to read their minds; he almost never did unless it was necessary, but he could imagine what was going through their heads.

 Roman was not a celibate man by any means, but Lizbeth was right about his more meaningful relationships. There had only been the one.

 Thinking on it now, Roman realized how vastly different infatuation felt than love. 


Love?

 His ancient heart slammed against his rib cage. He’d just admitted it aloud to his entire court. He hadn’t felt this way about Ophelia. At the time, he would have sworn up and down and left and right that she was the one for him, even that he loved her. 

 But he’d never called her his queen. He’d never even told her he was a vampire, much less the vampire king. 

 But with Evie, here he was, prepared to send an entire vampire nation out after the man who threatened her. He had never loved Ophelia, and what Evie meant to him went beyond words. 

 Lalura had told him about her vision. Thirteen kings on a chess board – and thirteen queens. The witch felt that Evie was the first of many to come. The first queen.


His queen.

 Roman met five gazes one by one and held them steady. So many questions…. And it was nothing compared to what he would no doubt be up against when he presented the vision to the other twelve kings at one of their meetings.

 He opened his mouth to speak again, but before he could mutter a sound, he stopped. The air had shifted. It actually felt as if the lights in the room became brighter to him. He caught the faintest scent of cherry blossoms, and at once, he was pushing out his chair and standing. 

 “Court is adjourned,” he said swiftly as he made his way to the door. The silence remained behind him, and he ignored it. He made it out of the room and into the hall just as David materialized in front of him.

 “She’s awake,” Roman said before David could speak. David’s brow raised, and the corner of his mouth twitched, but he simply nodded his assent. “Accompany me,” Roman said as he cast up his transportation magic and the hall around him began to warp away.

 He and David reappeared moments later in the hall outside of the master bedroom in the safe house. The sensation of Evie’s distress hit him like a tidal wave. He strode through the door and into the room, preparing himself for whatever he might encounter, but the only other presences he sensed were Jaxon’s and Lalura’s.

 Evie’s distress was internal.

 Lalura looked up at him as he entered. Evie was sitting in front of her on the bed with her eyes closed, breathing deeply. A split second passed, in which he automatically attempted to brush her mind for the information he needed before he remembered that it wouldn’t work with her. Evie’s eyes flew open.

 They were glowing.

 They looked like honey-colored suns in the lovely frame of her face, stark and beautiful and all too telling. She was indeed something more than human, and if he hadn’t already decided on that, this would have clinched it.

 “She’s a seer,” Lalura told him. “Among other things, I believe, but this is the first of her abilities to rear its head.”

 Roman looked over at Lalura and waited for her to go on. But before she could, Evie inhaled quickly and said, “Roman, I know who killed that girl.”

 Roman turned back to her. “You saw him.”

 Evie nodded. “I saw the whole thing.” Her face was so pale, and there were dark circles beneath her beautiful eyes. Her sleep had been troubled in a truly terrible way.

 “His name is Charles Ward,” he said softly. “I know.”


 “What you don’t know is that he was at the coffee shop with me the other day,” she went on. 


 “I’m guessing that’s why she smelled coffee at the morgue,” Lalura said.


 Evie spoke up again. “I think he killed that girl because she looked like me.”


 Roman swore internally. So much for trying not to scare her. Yes, he did know that the girl’s murder had something to do with the similarity in their appearances.


Wait. Roman made his way to the bed and peered down at Evie with eyes he knew were beginning to heat up. “What do you mean he was with you at the coffee shop?”

 “He was watching her from across the store, Roman,” Lalura said, her tone reprimanding. “It wasn’t like they were on a date, so cool your jets.”

 Roman blinked, both taken aback and ashamed that Lalura was on the money. Roman had been jealous.

 Again, he swore on the inside. He needed to be more careful; Evie was capable of bringing out his monster with the slightest provocation. 

 The fact that Charles Ward had been in the same room with Evie, much less that he had been watching her, wasn’t doing much to ease his temper. He’d gotten closer than Roman had thought. If he’d managed to do that, then what else was he capable of doing under Roman’s radar?

 “My Liege, might I bring you and the lady some tea? Chamomile?” Jaxon suggested from behind them.

 Evie immediately straightened in the bed and raised her hand as if she were a child in a classroom. “Okay, I'm sorry,” she said, “but what the hell is the deal with him calling you his liege all the time?”

 Beside her, Lalura stood, wobbly but strong, and grabbed her swan-tipped cane from where it leaned on the wall next to her. She stepped aside, limping slightly. It crossed Roman’s mind that she’d never used a cane before. She was getting older ever more quickly, and Roman realized that it was something he didn’t want to think on.

 “Jax, come with,” she said, gesturing for Jaxon to accompany her. “I think it’s time we be moving along. I need a decent chair to sit my rump in and you mentioned your wonderful tea. A piece of pie would be nice as well. Think you can manage?”

 David and Jaxon both moved forward to help her, taking the old witch gently by her elbows and leading her toward the door. Jaxon took everything in expert stride. “For you, Miss Chantelle, of course,” he said softly. The three of them moved out into the hall, and closed the door behind them.

 Roman and Evie were now alone.

 “Evie, there are some important things we need to talk about that have taken a back seat in the wake of the attack and the murder,” Roman said, knowing that there was no better way to breach these particular subjects than to run head-long into them.

 “Like what?” Evie asked, at once wary. He could hear her heart rate kick up and smell the slight adrenaline increase in her blood. Noticing it was a mistake. The thought of her blood made him feel strange inside, hungry and aggressive. He was no fledgling vampire, and he managed to tamp the rising fierceness in him down, but it was less easy than it should have been.

 Roman looked down at the thick plush carpet beneath his shoes and walked toward the hearth along the opposite wall. “I think Jaxon might have had the right idea,” he said softly. “Tea might help.” 

 He leaned against the mantle, lowered his head, and closed his eyes. 


Control yourself, he reprimanded.

 Behind him, on the small coffee table that rested at the center of the large master bedroom, a serving tray complete with steaming teapot shimmered into existence.

 He heard Evie’s stillness behind him. She was trying to digest everything, this latest evidence of his magic no different.

 Finally, she sighed. “Sometimes I still think I’m dreaming.”

 Roman looked at her over his broad shoulder. She was staring at the teapot, her expression lost. She looked so beautiful, so vulnerable sitting there, it tore at his heart. “You’re not dreaming, Evie,” he said. He straightened and faced her once more, waving his fingers at the empty hearth as he did so. A fire leapt to life behind him, the perfect size, the perfect flames, the perfect amount of light and heat.

 It crackled merrily in the otherwise quiet, and Evie gazed at it with what must have been numb comprehension. 

 “No,” she said. “I know I’m not.”

 “Evie,” Roman began, striding slowly toward the waiting teapot and mugs. He lifted the pot, poured some of the steaming liquid into one of the mugs, and went to her side. “Drink this. It’ll help.”

 Evie looked at the mug, said, “It needs cream,” and then looked up at him.

 Roman stared down into those beautiful amber glowing eyes and almost laughed. If he’d been able to read her mind, he would have known she wanted cream. Instead, he was having to fumble through this like a human. 

 He glanced at the mug and it automatically filled with rich white cream, mixing perfectly with the black tea. This was how Lalura liked it as well; he was betting that the two had more than a few things in common.

 “Thank you,” she said, taking the mug from him.

 “You’re welcome. It’s not coffee, which I know you’re much more fond of, but it might be better for your panic attacks.”

 Evie stopped mid-sip, swallowed hard, and looked up at him. She hesitated a moment and then asked, “How did you know about my panic attacks?”

 Roman blinked. He thought fast. “I believe you were having one just before I came in.” It was something he’d learned about her when he was watching her several day sago, but it was also something he’d pulled from Lalura’s mind upon entering the master bedroom – thank God. “I could hear it in your heartbeat and… smell it in your blood.” It wasn’t a complete lie.

 Evie seemed to consider this. “Oh,” she finally said and continued to drink her tea. “I get them sometimes. I have since I was little. But coffee doesn’t make them worse, actually.” She took another swallow of tea and smiled. “This is good.”

 “I’m glad you approve,” he said, meaning it. Then he backed up, took a deep breath, and said, “You wanted to know why Jaxon calls me by the names he uses.”

 “It’s like you’re his king or something,” Evie remarked, lowering the mug.


 “That’s because I am.”


 The silence stretched for several beats. “You’re what?”


 “I’m his king, Evie. In fact, I rule as sovereign over all of the vampires, the Offspring, on the planet.” He paused, took a breath to steady himself, and said, “I have for a very long time.”

 Whatever Evie was thinking then, it kept her quiet. Her expression was unreadable, and Roman would have given just about anything to be able to skim even the smallest of thoughts from the top of her head.

 “How long?” she finally asked, her voice so soft it was almost a whisper.

 Roman sensed the trouble coming then. It felt familiar now, and he knew that answering this question would open the door to it and let it inside. But there was no hope for it. He couldn’t lie to her. “Three thousand years.”

 More silence, but for the ever increasing thumping of her little heart.

 “Give or take.”



 


Chapter Sixteen

 Summoning and trapping an Akyri was risky business. Normally, it was the Akyri who located the warlock. Their lives depended upon a symbiotic relationship with the dark magic users. For this reason, they were drawn to the call of the power, the certain vibrations in the air, and before long, a warlock was presented with a deal. Sustenance for servitude. It happened the same way every time.

 However, the problem with warlocks is that they achieved their reputation as black magic users by using black magic. They could never be trusted – Charles should know. He and Wraythe had pushed the envelope when it came to the darker spectrum of spells. The werewolf community had suffered all too well the result of Wraythe’s labors: A spell to change a made wolf back into a dormant? Done. A spell to remove a mate’s mark from a dormant? No problem. 

 Others enjoyed the silver lining of a warlock’s forbidden brand of magic: Bringing back the dead was a walk in the park for a well trained warlock. 

 A warlock could make a victim feel anything he or she wanted that victim to feel by doing no more than touching them. That was the kind of power a black magic user wielded. It was wicked, unpredictable, and awesome.

 And now Charles used that magic to perform one of the most vile functions a warlock could engage in. It was cruel and it might have terrible consequences, but at this stage, Charles barely cared. 

 He knew that time was up for him. Roman D’Angelo had suspected him for some time. The feelings were there, the suspicion an egg that merely needed to hatch. And now young Evelynne Grace Farrow had apparently developed the abilities of a seer and ratted him out.

 Charles had to smile at that. It was a nasty smile. 

 He was right to suspect that Evie was different. He’d known deep down that his attraction to her had to do with something more than her lovely features and the fact that the king had fallen for her. He wanted revenge, yes, and he would damn well have it. But there was no reason he couldn’t get something out of it for himself in the process. Evie Farrow promised to deliver.

 The six Akyri he was now summoning and entrapping were going to help him on that front.

 For the moment, Charles stood alone on the top of the craggy hill overlooking the sea on one side and a crumbling cemetery on the other. The night whipped at his hair and clothes and the moon reflected in the stark blue of his eyes. There was no sound but the distant crashing of waves on the rocks far below and the wind howling against the cliff face and whispering through the sparse tall grasses. 

 Before him on the ground rested a circle of stones. He’d built it himself, large enough to comfortably fit six humanoid forms, but small enough to contain them well within the grasp of his magic.

 In his left hand, Charles held the black leather bound book that Wraythe had left him. Its cover was devoid of decoration and it bore no lock or clasp to secure its secrets. It didn’t need them. Every word inside had been written in Wraythe’s blood, scribed with the essence of his being, and no one but the appointed would be able to pry apart its covers and read what graced its pages.

 Charles gazed down at the book for a moment, allowing the night to get used to him and preparing himself for what lie ahead. Then, with his right hand, he flipped the book open to a certain page – and without hesitation, ripped that page completely out of the journal. There was a flash of separation, the book closed on its own, and the torn page began to glow red. The symbols etched upon its surface illuminated, casting a blood-like glow across Charles’ right hand and arm.

 The warlock vampire closed his eyes, whispered a magic word, and released the page. It hovered in place for a moment, the wind having no effect on it. Then, with the gradual deliberation of a spell taking hold, the page floated forward, riding on an unseen force until it was suspended in place directly above the center of the large circle.

 Charles could feel the magic pull on him then. It sucked at his spirit, draining him from the core of what he was. He was stealing six lives, taking six will powers and stifling them, binding them to him in the most unnatural manner. Non magic-users would have automatically assumed resurrection to be the most difficult spell possible. Or perhaps some form of heavy telekinesis or even transportation. 

 But this – this grabbing of the strings of fate for half a dozen strong individuals and pulling them into a knot in his hand – was much, much harder. A bead of perspiration broke out upon his brow. Charles ignored it, focusing his strength toward the center of the circle and the page that floated within it.

 He forced the final words, hissing them through clenched teeth and fangs that had extended in pain. The wind rushed by once more, stronger than before. And then it settled and something inside of Charles clicked like a lock sliding into place.

 He opened his eyes to find six pairs of glowing orbs staring back at him.

 Charles released an exhausted breath and looked them over. They glared from where they stood, every one of them male. That was good; it was as he’d intended, though it had made the spell that much more difficult. He needed all of the extra muscle he could get, and the fact of the matter was, female Akyri were too smart, too cunning. He couldn’t chance having to watch over them that closely when there was already so much on his plate.

 The Akyri males were tall and strong, and as was customary for Akyri, their hair color was dark and they were dressed in black from head to toe. In their anger, their eyes were rimmed with red. 

 They said nothing, only stared at him with cold, handsome faces and glowing, angry eyes, but Charles knew that they would have given anything in that moment for the chance to rip him limb from limb. There was little that an Akyri, who under normal circumstances willingly gave his or her loyalty in exchange for the simple right to continue living, liked less than being entrapped with a spell. Akyri were not meant to be bound; it abraded their spirits and drew out their wrath like nothing else could. For them, it was a violation of their trust and a breach of their natures.

 Charles would have to maintain absolute control over the half a dozen “demons” before him, or he would wind up in straits as dire as he’d intended for the Vampire King.

 However, fortunately that control wasn’t going to be a problem. 

 “I have a series of commands for you to follow,” he said now, keeping his voice calm and allowing the power in it to ride the winds around the circle. “Once you have completed the tasks I set forth, I will have no further use for you. When I have no further use for you, I will return you to where you came from.”

 The men continued to gaze at him in hatred-filled silence. Charles pressed his right hand to the cover of the book he still held and unleashed one final rope of power. “To ensure your obedience,” he said softly, knowing full well they would hear him anyway.

 A blast of red energy shot from the book to the necks of all six men. They fell to their knees, gritting their teeth in pain. Their hands went to the sides of their throats, but it was too late. The mark had already been branded there, scrawled across their flesh in blood-red magic-laden ink. It would bind them to him irreparably. His commands would compel them as nothing else could, and should any of them raise a finger to harm him in any way, their efforts would backfire on them and they would be destroyed. It was as simple as that.

 *****

 “Three thousand years,” Evie repeated, allowing the words to trail off of her tongue. They still felt strange, though. She couldn’t wrap her head around them. “Three thousand years.” She knew she was just mumbling, but her head was elsewhere. 

 How did an individual live three thousand years? How did they go from one day to the next and not wind up completely insane? In the mere thirty years she had lived, she’d seen so much death and sadness, the pain the planet had to endure often sent her into panic attacks.

 She’d read an article on women in Sudan that had left her sleepless for weeks. She curled in on herself a little more every time a kitten or stray dog took its last shuddering breaths. She hated the homelessness in the cities and the diseases that ran rampant through children, and she was only three decades old.

 Roman was three millennia old. What he must have seen in those years boggled her mind.

 “Three thousand….” Her voice trailed off this time. She shook her head and tried to swallow, but a lump had literally formed in her throat. Her eyes watered as she tried to get past it. “I don’t….” I don’t understand, she thought. And it was true. She simply couldn’t comprehend it.

 So she had to let it go. At least for now.

 What she could grasp and cling to was that along with the fact that he was old enough to have witnessed the fall of Rome, he’d just admitted something else to her.

 “Evie, I know that such a thing must be difficult to grasp,” Roman said as he gazed down at her with his stark eyes. “If you’ll allow me to, I can help you –”

 “And you’re the vampire king?” she said suddenly, focusing on that bit of startling information with everything she had. She watched as a strange look crossed his too-handsome features, darkening his expression and increasing the red in his eyes.

 “Yes.”


 “What does that mean, exactly?” she asked.


 Roman watched her in silence, and she felt the weight of that gaze as if it were a ton of bricks. 


 “You never told me how many vampires there were in the world,” she said, recalling the details of his brief supernatural history lesson as they sat at the table in his private cottage in the magical cavern. Strangely enough, other than the most basic information, such as the fact that vampires were Offspring created through the union of warlocks and some sort of demon called an Akyri, he’d kept most of the information about vampires to himself. “How many are there?”

 “Thousands,” he told her softly.


 “And you rule over them all.”


 His expression darkened further, uncoiling a thread of uneasiness within her. He nodded, just once.


 “So… there must be a reason you are in charge,” she hedged, a part of her wanting to know what that reason was – and the rest of her not.

 Again, he nodded.


 “Was it a royal blood kind of thing?” she asked.


 “No.”


 “Did they vote you in?”


 The corner of his mouth twitched. “Not as such.”


 “Then tell me why.”


 Roman straightened, and Evie could feel the aura of his power around him like static electricity. It was charging up. “The position of king is won.”

 “Won,” Evie repeated, her gaze slipping to his broad shoulders, his thick, corded muscles, his incredible height and stature. “Did you fight someone to the death for it?”

 “Yes.”

 A sort of leaden heat rolled through Evie, anchoring her in place on the bed. He killed someone, her mind told her as she looked up at the man standing over a mere two feet away. This was the real world, there were few democracies, and beauty was often a mask for evil. Roman D’Angelo was the most beautiful man she had ever seen. What kind of evil did that beauty hide?


He killed someone.

 “I’ve killed many men,” Roman told her then, his mesmerizing voice lowered, his tone dangerously calm. Evie felt her lungs freeze in her chest – no air going in, no air going out. “And no, I’m not reading your mind, Evie. I told you already that I am not capable. Your thoughts come written in your beautiful, glowing eyes.”

 There was too much. It was coming at her too quickly again, too much information, too much insanity. 

 “When you live as long as I have, it becomes a demand of survival,” he went on, taking a step that split the distance between them in half. “It’s kill or be killed, and that is the reason I decided to become king. I wanted to change the way the Offspring existed. I wanted to bring vampires to an age of peace,” he said. “And that is what I have done.”

 He moved as if he were going to take another step, and Evie found herself springing out of the bed and rushing to the side. She moved faster than she’d thought herself capable. She guessed that was what fear would get you.

 Roman, however, was not pleased. Though he stood still and deceptively calm, waves of upset magic poured off of him, licking out at her with unknown intent. Evie took another step back, inching her way to the master bedroom’s door.

 “You must know by now that I mean you no harm, Evie,” he said, his tone heavily laced with what sounded remarkably like pain. “Please don’t judge me by my age and the blood that runs through my veins. I know you. You’re better than that.”

 “You don’t know anything about me!” Evie cried out, not even knowing why she’d chosen to do so. 

 He raised a brow. “I know you have been fascinated with vampires since you were a child. Your work says as much. Why do you think this is, Evie?”

 “I don’t know!” she yelled, feeling panic edge threateningly close again. Her chest was tight, her heart hammered, and dizziness tingled at the boundaries of her awareness. The witch, Lalura Chantelle, had cast some sort of spell on her to make it go away the first time, but fear was a relentless foe that was resurrected with the slightest provocation.

 Despite her mounting fear, something he’d just said niggled at her. She was just too upset to give it proper attention.

 “You were meant to enter my life, Evie,” he told her, taking that second step now and making up for the space she’d put between them. “And not as an enemy.” He shook his head. “When was the last time you read about one of my people doing some of the horrible things you have them doing in your books?”

 “Last night,” she said flatly.

 Roman came up short, blinked, and actually cracked a small smile. It was a sad smile. “Granted. Your timing stinks. Charles Ward is the first vampire to break any of my laws in thirty centuries.”

 “How can I believe that?” she asked. “How can I believe anything you say?”

 “Why wouldn’t you?” he countered, taking another step. Evie’s gaze flitted to his shoes and she found herself backing into the door behind her. “What have I done to make you think you can’t trust me?”

 She had no idea. The truth was, she could barely think coherently at all. “I want to go home,” she said, meaning it more than she ever had. She wanted to take a long, hot shower and then drink ten cups of chamomile tea and watch twenty episodes of Doc Martin or The Vicar of Dibley, and then she wanted to find a Valium somewhere in her medicine drawer and fall into oblivion. That was what she wanted, and now that she’d considered it, it was almost all she could concentrate on. It was solid. It was routine. It was her world and she knew it.

 She clearly didn’t know anything else from Adam.

 “I want to go home. Please.”

 Roman D’Angelo, the Vampire King, sighed heavily through his nose. He shook his head, dashing her hopes. “You know that isn’t going to happen, Evie. The Hunters are still at large and Ward no doubt has plans to come after you.”

 “Those are your problems,” she said, her voice quivering. “This is your world, not mine.” She shook her head, her hands feeling along the door at her back. “I want out. My parents need me, I have obligations. How dare you just… just….” She didn’t even know what she was saying any longer. Her chest was hurting now and the dizziness had become strong. A wave of it washed over her, forcing her to lean heavily on the door at her back.

 “How dare I what, Evie?” he asked softly, taking another threatening step closer. “How dare I fulfill your dreams? Show you what you claim to have yearned for all your life? Is that what you have a problem with?” He took that final step that brought them together just as Evie’s hand found the door knob behind her. She ripped the door open, spun around, and flew out into the hall as if the devil were on her heels.



 


Chapter Seventeen

 “Where exactly are you trying to go, Evie?” Roman asked her from where he stood in front of her in the hall. One second, he’d been behind her in the room, and now he was there, blocking her path. He seemed deceptively at ease, his hands in his pockets, his head cocked to one side, his gaze narrowed inquisitively. Evie skidded to a halt and put her hands out to steady herself. She felt her lungs expand and contract too quickly, verging on hyperventilation.

 “I told you!” she said. “I have obligations!” She spoke without thinking, her mind concentrating on finding a way out – a way out of the safe house, a way out of Roman’s intoxicating presence, a way out of this waking half dream, half nightmare. But there was only the one hall, and behind her was the room she’d come from, and in front of her was the Vampire King.

 “Your parents have your brothers to rely on and will survive without you for a few days,” he told her, moving toward her once more. “Your readers can wait a while longer for their next book, and the animal shelter relies too heavily on you as it is. Your place is here, Evie.” 

 Evie was looking over her shoulder at the door she’d just come through and wondering whether she could make it through the bedroom window when Roman’s words hit home. Her head whipped back around and her gaze narrowed. “How did you know about the shelter?” 

 She’d never told him she volunteered with the animals. She’d never told him about her family life or her parents either. In fact, she had yet to tell him much of anything at all about her. Since meeting him, things had happened so fast – too fast. So, how the hell did he know any of this?

 “You said you couldn’t read my mind,” she accused. Her voice was shaking so badly, it was like listening to a bad actress in a B horror movie, only this time it was real.

 Roman D’Angelo stopped in his tracks and a look of stark surprise crossed his features. His eyes went from red-tinged to black to red-tinged again. A muscle in his jaw twitched and his hands came out of his pockets to curl slightly at his sides. 

 “You lied to me,” she said. 

 “No I didn’t,” he insisted softly. “I can’t read your mind.”

 Evie shook her head, trying to clear it. Her legs felt numb, as if they would bend beneath her any second now. If he wasn’t reading her mind, then how did he know the things he knew? “You’ve been watching me?” Did she say that out loud? Her voice seemed far off and muffled. 

 She could sense that he was coming closer, but the world felt fuzzy. “Spying on me?” she asked, again hearing her voice as if through a tunnel. 

 “Evie, I want you to sit down.”


He’s been spying on me. For how long? she wondered. And where? When she was at home? Showering? Going to the bathroom? What else did he know? Why would he do such a thing? What has happened to me? she questioned. What the hell is happening to my world….

 “Evie, sit down now.”

 Something bumped the backs of her legs and they gave out. She hit the chair rather hard, and even as she tried to figure out why there was suddenly a chair behind her, Roman’s strong hand was on her back, shoving her forward. Evie bent at the waist, bracing her palms on her knees. This wasn’t her first rodeo. So instead of fighting the weight on her back, she let her head hang between her legs and closed her eyes, concentrating on breathing. 

 As soon as Roman was satisfied she wasn’t going to fight, he removed his hand. Evie was almost sorry for the loss of contact. It was exasperating.

 “You spied on me,” she said, her voice muffled because of how she was seated.

 “Yes,” he admitted easily. “I did.” No apologies, just a confession. Bastard.

 He was standing tall over her; she could feel his god-forsaken powerful presence pouring over her like some kind of infernal aphrodisiac. In his nearness, with his magic surrounding her as it was, the idea of him watching her suddenly did more than anger her. Against all common sense, it actually made her feel somewhat… cherished. 


Oh my God.

 It was even fucking turning her on.

 She moaned a little, shutting her eyes tight against the realization. It was wrong. He was messing her up inside. His world and everything in it was twisted. She needed out.

 “How dare you.” It wasn’t a question. 

 Above her, Roman was quiet. Evie just breathed, her body trembling.

 “The moment I laid eyes on you, my world changed,” he finally said, his smooth voice caressing her nerve endings like silk. “You were standing in a parking lot, the street lights igniting highlights in your hair and reflecting off of the gold in your eyes.” He paused and she listened carefully. “You were the most beautiful creature I’d ever seen. In three thousand years, I’ve been through peasants and princesses. I’ve taken the matriarchs of empires to my bed, Evie. For three thousand years, I was always the one in control. I could always walk away.”

 Evie felt that her breathing was under control now, and her heart had stopped hammering. But it felt funny somehow. She slowly straightened and looked up at Roman.

 “But you mesmerized me in an instant,” he told her. Very slowly, very gracefully, Roman lowered himself to one knee in front of her so that they were eye to eye. “I took to the skies with you and nearly forgot the rest of the world. You rocked me to my core, Evie. Your heart sounded like music to me. The smell of you, the feel of you in my arms…. It was magic.”

 Evie didn’t know what to say. She didn't even know if she’d be able to speak if she figured out what to say anyway.

 “I couldn’t let you go,” he admitted softly. All Evie could do was stare into those bottomless eyes and listen. “I watched you. I didn’t even know you, and yet the thought of anything happening to you in my absence was more than I could bear.” He shrugged and offered her a helpless look. “So I made sure I wasn’t absent.”

 “How did you know about my parents?” she asked, apparently knowing what to say after all. 

 “I know a lot about you, Evie.” Roman stood then, and once more he felt closed off and intense, as if he were preparing for a fight. The feeling made Evie instantly wary again as well. “You were born on Halloween night thirty years ago. You prefer your friends at a distance, most likely because of your anxiety. I know you love trains and that every train in the world is on your bucket list. I know what kinds of music you like, what kinds of foods, and I know you have an impressively large array of boots in your closet.” He stopped, as if to take a breath, and Evie held her hand out.

 “Stop!” She demanded, her teeth bared. “How the hell do you know these things?” Spying on her would have shown him the basic routine of her every day life, but not this!

 “I don’t want to lie to you, and an omission of fact is the same thing,” he told her. “The truth is I can’t read your mind, Evie. Not now.” He paused. “But I could at first.”

 “What?” Outrage surged up within Evie, nearly choking her. She slowly got to her feet, her eyes wide. He followed her up. “You read my mind?”

 “Yes,” he said quite simply. Again, it was just an admission of guilt. Again, there was no apology.

 “You are unbelievable,” she hissed, and for once, despite her creative writing capabilities, she was unable to come up with an insult that would have suited the depths to which her opponent had sunk. “Oh my God, you are just unbelievable.” She turned away from him, running a shaking hand through her hair. “Jesus, I guess that means you know all of my dirty little secrets then, huh?” She thought of all of the things about her that she wasn’t proud of. She wasn’t perfect. She had faults.

 She recycled, but resented how difficult it always was. She helped animals, but secretly couldn’t stand the way a stray dog smelled. She always glared at empty handicapped parking spaces when she couldn’t find a place to park. She swore like a sailor when she was alone, she forgot to shave for days at a time, and she rarely disinfected her shower.

 There were things about her body and mind that she despised, and the thought of Roman being in her head to hear those self accusations right along with her was an inexcusable violation of her privacy.

 And it made her hate herself even more.

 “I know that I care for you, Evelynne Farrow,” Roman told her. His voice had deepened, becoming commanding. It filled the hall with a kind of magic, arresting her attention and freezing her in place. “I know that every single thing I learned about you up here,” he tapped the side of his head with his fingers, “deepened my affection for you here,” he tapped those same fingers over his heart, “ten-fold.” 

 He dropped his hand. “I can’t excuse what I’ve done and I won’t even try, but I wouldn’t take it back either,” he said. “In fact, if I could, I would do it again.”

 Evie stared up at him, lost for words and mystified. Why? she thought.

 “Because you fill me with a passion I’ve never known,” he told her, once more answering her unspoken question as if he’d taken the thought from her mind. “You and I were made for one another, Evie. You are so much more than you think you are. So much more than you know.” He shook his head, his expression suddenly taking on a bewildered cast. “I wouldn’t feel this way about you if you weren’t special. Evie, I showed you my cave!”

 Evie froze. She blinked. The indomitable vampire king looked different in that moment – vulnerable, innocent. His chest rose and fell with emotion, all too human. He was right, he had shown her his cave. The notion was undeniably deep, romantically sweet, and passionately perfect. It was also hilarious.

 She wanted to laugh, but was afraid it was hysterics finally breaking free, and somehow she managed to keep it down.

 And then, all at once, the laughter spilled out anyway.

 Roman watched her as she doubled over and held her stomach. She couldn’t help it, and she could feel his eyes on her. But it was just so funny.

 And then there was that gorgeous, amazing voice again – laughing right along with her. She looked up through the curtain of her hair to see him leaning against the wall, his hands on his hips, his head bent, his broad perfect shoulders shaking with his laughter. It was the most incredible vision. He was perfection, broken down – with a good sense of humor.

 He looked up at her through his own thick wavy hair, and his dark eyes sparkled in the overhead lights. His chuckle wrapped around her, caressing her skin as if with tangible fingers. 

 Evie stopped laughing and straightened, shaking her head. “You know,” she said as she tucked her hair back behind her ears, “I once wrote a book about a vampire king with an amazing voice.”

 “I know,” he said, his expression changing just a little. “I read it.”

 She looked up at him with unblinking eyes. “Roman, this is gonna take some getting used to.”

 “We have centuries.” He finally closed the distance between them and Evie hadn’t even realized he had been moving toward her the entire time.

 “You do, Roman. Not me.”

 Without hesitation, he reached down and took her hand in his. “I have never taken a queen, not in three thousand years. Do you know why?”

 Evie shook her head. She seriously couldn’t speak. The feel of his skin on hers was exactly the way she’d always written it as feeling between her heroes and a heroines – electric. Magnetic. Powerful.

 “Because I have never wanted one. I’ve never cared, Evie. Not until now.” 

 “Why now?” she whispered. “Why me?”

 “I don’t know why it’s you, little one, but it is,” he said, smiling down at her. That smile felt like a punch to Evie’s gut. It took her breath away. He was too beautiful; she couldn’t concentrate. She looked away, lowering her head so that she could think.

 But Roman’s free hand encircled her neck in a touch so personal, so intimate, Evie inhaled sharply. It was the way a lover would touch another. His fingers brushed lightly over her pulse points as he tilted her chin, raising her gaze and trapping it with his once more. “Don’t try to hide from me, Evie,” he told her. “I will always find you anyway.”

 With that, he lowered his lips to hers. Evie’s instinct was to pull away, but his grip on her throat tightened ever so slightly, holding her in place. She heard her own breath hitch as his mouth touched upon hers. She closed her eyes.

 His lips were soft and dry, his advance slow and incredibly tender. But his free hand slid around her waist, strong and secure as an iron band, and as he leaned over her and deepened the kiss, Evie’s nerve endings hummed to delicious life. 

 Warmth pooled in her midsection and began to spread. Thoughts of vampire kingdoms and murderers and mind reading flew from her consciousness like scattering leaves on the wind. 

 She heard someone moan and wondered if it was her. Then she heard someone growl and she knew it was Roman. The vibration moved through her, a deep treble that hardened her nipples against her shirt and made her head swim. His hand slid to the back of her head where he grasped a fist full of her hair and tilted her further into him.

 He deepened the kiss, pushing harder and demanding more, stealing her breath from her as if he were drowning. The heat that coiled in her belly and between her legs began to throb, demanding something more with each passing second.


Open to me.

 She heard his voice in her mind and was only marginally aware that it shouldn’t have been there. The command moved through her and she obeyed it, opening to him to allow him to taste of her and drink deep. He made another harsh animal sound, one of lust and hunger and the hand he had at her back found its way beneath her shirt. Skin on skin; the sensation was delirious.


More. I want more.

 She didn’t know whether the thought were hers or his; it could have been a combination of voices, echoing through her mind, bouncing off of the walls of her desire like a kind of madness. 


More.

 Just as she was nearing the ledge of lascivious insanity, something sharp pricked her lip and Evie’s eyes flew open.

 Roman stilled above her, and she was transfixed by the hard angles of stark need in his beautiful face. His incisors had once again extended, hard, dangerous evidence of what he was. He opened his eyes and Evie gasped. They burned as red as funeral pyres, scorching her to her core. She could feel her pulse run through her body, the ache beating between her legs in time with the rapid thud of her heart.

 She wanted him. Life was insane and he was three thousand years old, but damn it all to hell, she wanted him like she’d never wanted anything.

 Roman pulled slightly away from her, just enough for her to raise her fingers to her lips. They came away wet and she glanced down. Blood.

 He’d bitten her. She somehow understood that he hadn’t meant to do it. But there it was. His teeth had pierced her flesh.

 And now, as she gazed back up at him and saw the monstrous hunger blazing in his eyes and racking his tall, strong body, she realized something else as well. He wanted to eat her. 

 And she wanted the same.



 


Chapter Eighteen 


 There was a split second of indecision between the two of them, the kind where a person must make a choice between going past the point of no return or pulling back – and then the world exploded.

 There was a brief flash, someone called out to them, and in the next split moment, the glass in the hall windows erupted inward, shattering into a dazzling display of shimmering glass that cascaded across the hall in all directions. At the same time, Roman’s body jerked in front of Evie. He released her, the red glow leaked from his eyes to leave them black, and he fell.

 Evie saw blood, heard strange thumping sounds, and as if in slow motion, she looked down to follow Roman’s progress as he hit the floor. What she witnessed, she processed with amazing speed, but a part of her mind could not accept it. 

 He’d been shot in the head; half of it was missing. Blood and bits of brain were smattered across the carpet and walls. Evie heard more thunking and felt something make contact with her leg. Her arm. The side of her neck.

 She was falling as well, but as she did she raised her hand to the side of her throat. A dart? She pulled at it, ignoring the pain and the fact that blood now poured down her own neck.

 She was going numb. There was no feeling in her any longer. The color disappeared from her vision, turning the dark red and brown and black carpet into dark gray. A tunnel took her vision next. She couldn’t see peripherally any longer, so she barely noticed when she hit the floor, her body half laying on top of Roman’s. 

 A few seconds later, the world went black. She could still hear, though, and she caught the sound of more breaking glass, but this time crunching to bits as if under the weight of boots. 

 And then there was nothing.

 *****

 “Sorry about the darts, sweetheart. I would have preferred a simple sleeping spell, but there was a chance it would have taken too long or alerted D’Angelo, and we had to move fast.”

 Sound was the first thing to open up once again for Evie. The voice speaking to her was one she didn’t recognize. Her brain felt fuzzy, and his words left trails of echo along the walls of her mind. She tried to open her eyes and failed. 

 “Shh, take it slow and easy. We pumped you pretty full.”

 Evie did as she was told, not because she thought it was a good idea, but because she had no choice. Her body wouldn’t respond to her mental commands.

 “You’re a very unique individual, Evelynne Farrow,” the voice continued. It was deep and melodic, though not anything like Roman’s.


Roman….


Roman! Evie’s heart hammered as adrenaline poured into her blood stream. He’d been shot in the head! Could a vampire come back from something like that? And who would do that? Who could do that? 

 The person talking to her right now.

 “It appears you’re immune to every single vampire ability I have up my sleeve,” the voice continued. “I can’t read your mind or control your actions and I can’t help but wonder why that is.”

 Evie tried to open her eyes again, and this time she was successful, though it did her little good. The world was one blurry blob of color.

 “If I’d been able to control you as a vampire should, I would have had you awake an hour ago. But no matter,” the voice said and she could sense someone rising above her. The blurry shapes and colors moved. “You’re awake now.”

 The world was clearing more quickly now, and Evie could feel her fingers and toes. They tingled a bit, as if coming back to life after falling asleep. She tried to move her legs. They twitched and jumped a little.

 There was laughter beside her. “You’ll be fine,” the voice said. Evie felt hands lifting her under her arms until she was sitting up. It helped somehow. “Give it a few more seconds.”

 He was right. Evie’s vision cleared the rest of the way and her body began to get its feeling back. The relief she felt at this development was short-lived, however, because the man standing over her was none other than the man from the coffee shop. The one with the brown hair and beautiful blue eyes.

 The vampire.

 Who had killed that woman.

 At once, Evie was trying to get her feet under her so that she could run, but her legs were wobbly and slow to react, and she fumbled on her knees for a moment and then fell back against whatever surface it was upon which she was leaning.

 “I see you know who I am,” the man said. What was his name? Evie racked her brain.


Charles.

 He was dressed in a white button-up shirt with the sleeves rolled up to his mid-forearms and a pair of dress slacks. He looked as though he was fresh from a meeting and had just stripped off his tie and relaxed a little. 

 Charles sighed heavily and paced away from her, giving Evie a chance to look around. 


What the hell?

 The “room” they were in was nothing more than a chamber that seemed to be constructed of multi-colored fog. The walls swirled and moved and coalesced like rainbows in a blender. The floor looked as though it was made of frosted glass, and those same swirls of color turned and churned beneath it, casting light across Evie’s skin and clothes. 

 The air was still, and as she breathed in, she could swear it was the cleanest breath of air she had ever inhaled. 

 “Your instinct now will be to run, but I feel I must inform you that such a thing isn’t an option for you, Evie,” Charles said as he stopped near the far “fog” wall and turned to face her.

 “Don’t call me Evie,” she said. Her voice was weak, but workable. She felt her strength returning quickly.

 Charles smiled, flashing the fangs she’d seen him use to kill the woman in her vision. Evie winced and looked away. 

 “The room you find yourself in at the moment does not exist on the Earth as you know it. This is the astral plane,” he told her. Evie looked up to find him gesturing to the rainbow fog walls. “It’s just you and me Evie, and nowhere to run to.”

 Evie looked at the walls, strangely transfixed by the way they swirled and curled, and she wondered whether she were dreaming again. Maybe this was a vision? Or maybe she had died and this was actually Hell. She could believe that.

 But there was a niggling at the back of her mind and everything felt very, very real. And she couldn’t stop thinking about Roman.

 She knew this was real. Deep down, she knew that everything Roman had told her in the last few days, everything she’d witnessed with her own two eyes and processed with her own mind, was true. Roman was the Vampire King, Charles Ward was a vampire rogue murderer, and this really was the astral plane.

 Whatever the hell that was.

 “You mean like the place that you go if you have an out of body experience?” she found herself asking, truly wanting to understand.

 Charles smiled again and nodded, his expression impressed. “Yes, in a way.”

 “How are we here?” 

 “One of my abilities has always been to pull others into the astral plane along with me – so long as they are asleep when the attempt is made.”

 Evie thought about this. She remembered the darts that had hit her legs and arms and embedded themselves in the side of her neck. “The darts,” she said. “They were poisoned with some kind of sleeping agent.”

 Charles’ smile broadened, his wicked fangs ever threatening. Evie shivered. “On the money,” he admitted. “You’re incredibly astute, Evie –”

 “Stop calling me that!” she yelled.

 He ignored her and continued. “I’m going to enjoy having you around for a while.”

 “Did you kill him?” she asked, her heart aching as she prayed he would answer her honestly – and then prayed it would be the answer she wanted to hear. She didn’t think Roman was dead. She felt that she would know if he was. But she had to hear it from Charles’ lips anyway.

 “You mean the king?” His brows raised, his expression nonchalant. “Of course not. He’s a tough son of a bitch. It would take a hell of a lot more to kill the royal pain in the ass. But you have to admit that it was an effective way of taking him temporarily out of the picture.”

 Evie closed her eyes, relief flooding her system. Then she tried to stand once again, and this time she was successful. She made it to her feet and leaned against the fog-filled wall. It was a strange sensation. It rippled beneath her touch as if she were laying against a vertical water bed.

 “What do you want with me?” 

 “So many things,” Charles said, tilting his head to one side and appraising her from head to toe. She felt slightly sick. Ward was a handsome man, and in a normal world devoid of vampire rogue murderers, he would have seemed an impossible prospect. But at the moment, and in this current situation, she felt as if she were staring into the adoring eyes of a living nightmare. “But first and foremost, you will act as an instrument of vengeance, little Evie. And I believe you will do an amazing job of it.”

 “I won’t do shit for you,” Evie hissed at him. That was stupid, was the thought that piggybacked on it. Why provoke the psychopath vampire? She closed her mouth and looked away once more, her heart hammering along as if it were content to just beat the shit out of the inside of her lungs. 

 Charles, for his part, seemed utterly unruffled. “Not at first, you won’t. Not willingly.” He shoved his hands into the pockets of his dress slacks and began pacing around the strange astral room. “But no one can find us here, Evie. Like I said, it’s just you and me.” He looked up at her then, and Evie swallowed hard as his blue eyes began to glow with an eerie, hungry light. “And with no one else to feed from, I'm sure to get hungry.” He showed her those fangs again in a promising smile. “How many times do you think I’ll have to drink from you before you break?”

 Evie felt a cold chill go through her. “You could pull anyone else in here,” she said. “As long as they’re asleep.” It’s what he’d told her, more or less, wasn’t it? He was just trying to scare her. And it was working.

 “I have to be in close proximity with someone for the trick to work,” he told her, almost conversationally. He resumed pacing, but his gaze remained on her. “I have to be able to touch them. And it wouldn’t be wise for me to leave here. At first, D’Angelo will no doubt assume the attack was carried out by Hunters. I made certain to heavily shield our presence, after all. But before long, he’ll figure it out.” His gaze dropped to the ground, and his expression became contemplative. He turned his steps toward her, closing in on her. “And then he’ll come for you.” He looked up again, fixing her with an unwavering, decisive gaze. Evie felt her legs go to jelly again and found herself desperately wanting to move back. But there was nowhere to go.

 “We’ll need to be finished with our business by then,” he said, his voice having lowered conspiratorially. “So I won’t be leaving for any reason, Evie. In fact, I’m going to be doing everything within my power to speed things along.”

 He stopped in front of her and Evie wondered whether he could hear her heart. It was deafening in her ear drums. “What do you want?” she asked again.

 “I want you to say three little words, Evie. And I will take care of everything else.”

 He braced his hand against the strange wall by her head and leaned in. Evie flinched when the glow in his eyes brightened, enveloping her in their blue topaz magic. “What three words?”

 “Addo nox noctis,” he whispered, his breath fanning out across her cheek as he spoke. He was so close, she feared he might try to kiss her. His fangs peeked out from behind his lips, and she remembered that she had been kissing Roman only moments ago. His fangs had drawn her blood….

 “Thousands of years ago, the new king created and enforced a law which prevented vampires from creating new vampires from mortals,” Charles explained, all the while gazing steadily into her eyes. “He was probably right to do so,” he said, his tone clearly disapproving, “as our kind were ripping through the human race without a care, creating slaves left and right. Those slaves did not possess the inherent powers of Offspring because they had no warlocks as parents, and hence the sun was as deadly to them as ever.”

 Charles stopped and his gaze flicked to Evie’s lips. She held her breath and turned her head. All she could think about was the woman he had killed and the bullet that had taken off half of Roman’s brain.

 Charles took her chin in his hand and forced her to face him once more. Evie tried not to wince with the pain of his cruel grip. “For three thousand years, our kind have lived without creating companions who could accompany us into immortality.” He roughly released her and stepped back, his expression going hard. “Even if he hadn’t hidden away the means with which to do it, we’re all too afraid of D’Angelo’s almighty wrath.”

 “What has that got to do with me?” she asked, rubbing her chin gingerly and glaring at him with everything she had.

 “You’re going to change that, Evie. You will be the first one created since the start of D’Angelo’s reign. And you’re going to be mine.”

 Evie stared at him.

 “You will repeat those three words and effectively cast the spell,” he told her, giving her the command as if she were a recalcitrant child. “Then you will take my blood.” He smiled a devilish smile. “And I will take yours – to the very last drop.” 


Don’t faint, don’t faint, don’t faint.

 “And when I’ve finished with you, Evelynne Grace Farrow, you will become the first mortal turned vampire in three thousand years.” He laughed, the sound harsh and ugly in the clean air. “And you will break Roman D’Angelo’s precious heart.”



 


Chapter Nineteen

 “I’m sorry, My Liege.” Saxon’s deep voice was the first thing Roman heard as the world returned him to consciousness. “I returned to the mansion to speak with you about sending a few of your men after Ward and when I arrived, you were under attack.”

 Roman sat up, all senses and awareness slamming into him at once as if he were a magnet. The safe house was in ruins. Glass and debris decorated the floors and walls, as did blood and other bodily matter. Roman saw his reflection in one of the shards of glass beside him on the floor; he was whole and didn’t bear a scratch. But he knew damn well that something had hit him hard. Only the worst kind of injury could have taken him out in such a manner.


Evie!

 “Evie,” he whispered.

 “She’s been taken, My Lord.”

 “Hunters?” he asked as he quickly came to his feet, his dark gaze scanning for any sign of his future queen. He could smell her – cherry blossoms and blood - but despite the rage it opened up inside of him, she wasn’t there. 

 “It would appear that way, but something doesn’t add up,” Saxon said as he joined Roman in surveying the damage. Roman had no time for finesse or permission; he scanned Saxon’s thoughts and memories in order to see the attack from a new set of eyes.

 But it didn’t do much good. There was the flash of Saxon’s rematerialization after a transport spell, the other vampire saw Roman and Evie standing together, he called out to warn Roman – and then the world exploded in shards of glass and bullets. A split second after Roman went down, Saxon did as well, most likely from the same kind of wound.

 Roman shook his head. “Does the son of a bitch think I was born yesterday?” he asked, to no one in particular.


 “My Liege?” Saxon questioned.


 “This was Ward,” Roman growled. “He took Evie.”


 Saxon considered this a moment, turned in place, and seemed to sniff the air. “He poisoned her.”


 “Yes,” Roman agreed, his blood boiling. 


 “And took her to the astral plane,” Saxon surmised.


 Roman was beyond words. So much rage simmered inside of him, he felt as if his veins were carrying lava. How the hell had this happened? How the fuck had Ward gotten in and out of the safe house grounds without tripping any of the alarms or shield spells? 

 Curses poured through Roman’s soul, burning him up from the inside out. At his side, Saxon took a step back, drawing Roman’s glance. The blond vampire looked concerned – and impressed – and rightly so. The air around Roman was crackling with angry energy as if he were a barely contained storm.

 “My Lord, can you not travel to the astral realm?”

 “I can,” came Roman’s simply reply. He was the only other living being in the world who he knew could do so. And in a fair world, he would be able to make it into that other plane, find Charles Ward, and rip out his traitorous, kidnapping, black-magic-using spine. 

 Unfortunately it wasn’t that easy. The astral plane was enormous, consisting of one long valley of multi-colored nothingness and air and twenty million doorways. To make matters worse, Ward was able to manipulate the plane the way the Shadow King manipulated darkness. He could steal Evie away through a labyrinth of ether so vast and complicated, it would take one of two things for Roman to find Evie. It would either take a miracle, or it would take forever.

 Forever wasn’t an option. 

 A miracle was in order.

 “Saxon, gather as many men as you need, get Samantha’s help, and track down everything having to do with Charles Ward. Search his living quarters, his resting places, and pull all of his files. When you’ve learned everything you can, erase him from existence.” Going through Ward’s belongings probably wouldn’t turn up much, but Roman wasn’t known for leaving stones unturned. If there was the slightest possibility that he and his men could find whatever it was that was aiding Ward with this newfound windfall of power, then it was worth the search. Most of all, however, Roman was pissed. He wanted everything that Charles had ever held dear completely and utterly destroyed. It was the least Roman owed him.

 In the meantime, Roman knew what he had to do. He was certainly capable of traveling the astral plane himself, and while it was true that he was the only living being he knew of who could do so other than Ward, it was the “living” bit that was the important distinction. There were technically other creatures capable of traveling astrally. Getting to them was going to cost him. But at that moment, Roman would have given anything to have Evie back safe and sound.

 Saxon nodded once. “Yes sir. Consider it done.”

 “Good,” Roman said. “There’s someone I need to see – alone. Have David contact me when you’ve finished.”

 Again Saxon nodded. Roman took one last look at the mess around him and spoke the single word necessary to transport him away from it.

 *****


 “Comfortable?”


 “Fuck you.”


 Charles laughed. “Oh in time, sweetheart. In time.” He stood in the cellar doorway, outlined by the light behind him. The basement was new. The stairs leading out of it were new. Even the doorway and the entire house that rested beyond it were new. Charles had created all of them, molding them and forming them from whatever strange substance the astral plane was made of. 

 Evie wouldn't have believed such a thing possible if she hadn’t witnessed it herself, but then nearly everything she was witnessing these days was something she would have otherwise thought impossible. 

 Now she sat on a bare stone floor against the wall of the basement of a house that shouldn’t exist and she’d been there for what she would guess was an hour. She was cold, which made no sense. The air in the rainbow fog room they’d first appeared in had been the perfect temperature. Clearly either she was transferring some of her misery to the air now or Charles was capable of bringing this illusion to life to the very last uncomfortable detail. 

 A while ago, he had magically formed the cellar around her, threatened her again with a showing of his fangs, and then disappeared up the stairs and through the door. Now he was back.

 Evie turned away from his tall outline and stared straight ahead at the dim, dank gray of the concrete room. She heard his footsteps descend the stairs to her level and every muscle in her body tensed. 

 “I may not be able to read your mind, but I can hear your heart, Evie. You’re afraid of me.”

 “Congratulations. You must feel like a real man.”

 Evie heard his footsteps draw near, slow, and stop a short foot away. “I’m curious,” he said. “You’re immune to vampire powers. I wonder how you would do against warlock abilities.”

 Evie didn’t even have time to fully contemplate what he could mean by that before he was grabbing her roughly by the front of her shirt and lifting her off of the ground. She made a small squealing sound and her fingers automatically wrapped around his wrist, but of course he was much stronger than she was.

 Her back slid against the stone wall behind her until she was at eye level with him. “Did you know that a warlock can make his victim feel anything he wishes her to feel simply by touching her?”


Oh no, she thought. Here comes the pain. God I hope I can take it.

 His gaze narrowed and his blue eyes took on an otherworldly cast as his magic spread out from him and she could feel it ooze over her. The air grew warmer, thicker, as if charged with humid electricity. But that was all.

 Nothing else happened. There was no pain. Only the cold of the wall behind her seeping through her clothing and the ever-present threat in the blue of her captor’s eyes.

 Finally, his lips spread in a smile. “It’s as I thought,” he said, his words, his voice so close, they abraded Evie’s nerve endings. “You’re immune to that as well.” Very slowly, he allowed her to slide back down the wall until she was standing on her own two feet again.

 Evie had the sudden urge to shove at him, to kick him in the balls, to head butt him in the nose – anything that would make him step away from her. But he was relatively calm at the moment, and any violence she showed him would only anger him. She knew damn well she couldn’t really hurt him.

 Charles released her shirt and curled his finger beneath her chin. Evie stiffened. “It’s fortunate I didn’t waste time attempting a spell on you at the safe house,” he said. “It clearly wouldn’t have worked.”

 He stared long and hard into her eyes, and when Evie tried to look away, his grip on her chin tightened. “It does make me wonder,” he said, almost conversationally, “what kind of blood it is that runs through your body. You’re obviously not entirely human.”

 That was what Roman had told her. And though the man touching her at the moment made her feel queasy, she had to admit that she was curious about herself as well. It had been swimming beneath the surface of her consciousness since she’d seen the vision of Charles and his murder victim. Why had she seen it? 

 She had grown immune to Roman’s mind-reading abilities, apparently in addition to other vampire powers. And now a warlock’s magic was failing against her as well. It was a strange dichotomy of emotions that were evoked within her. The truth was, she felt a little empowered to have this ability against vampires and warlocks. But she was also scared. Because she didn’t understand why.

 Was she about to turn into some kind of monster? Had she been one all along?

 “I think I’ll take a taste,” Charles said then, completely focusing her attention on him once more. His smile broadened, his white fangs glistened in the light from the doorway, and all of a sudden, he was moving back, grabbing her hand, and shoving her long sleeve up her arm.

 At once, Evie tried to pull away. But Charles moved with blurring speed, and she cried out as his fangs sank cruelly into the veins in her wrist, digging deep and holding tight. He pulled viciously, causing her blood to rush through torn skin to meet his demand.

 Evie tried to push him away, but he was a vampire. He had been doing this for so very long, it was second nature to him to waylay the efforts of his victims. He simply grabbed her free wrist, pinned it to the wall behind her, and moved his body so that it pressed against hers.

 She whimpered as he mercilessly pulled again. She closed her eyes, just hoping that he wouldn’t take so much that he killed her. 


I’ll have to remember this, she thought faintly. There is no pleasure in this. I’ve been writing it all wrong.

 It seemed like he drank forever. The pain in her wrist throbbed and spread, enveloping her hand, her fingers, and her arm to her elbow. Her heart skipped a beat, fluttering in her chest. Her legs felt weak once more.

 Finally, as nausea once more churned in her gut, her captor decided he’d had enough and slowly pulled his fangs from her wrist. Evie’s eyes flew open and her teeth gritted with pain. She whimpered; it hurt. Her skin clung to his teeth, ripping fresh tears in her skin until they were finally free and all that remained behind were two gaping holes that oozed precious blood.

 Evie looked from the bleeding arm he still held in a fast grip to the face of the man who had wounded her. His inhuman eyes throbbed between blue and red, and her blood painted his lips. Every muscle in his body was held taut, the vein in the side of his neck stuck out, and his expression was one of great effort. His grip on her other wrist tightened as well, grinding her bones, and Evie could feel the hard evidence of a different kind of need where his body pressed hers into the wall.

 “You…” he said, his voice quaking, “taste like untapped power.”

 Evie held her breath. Terror, cold and heavy, sat inside of her like a rock.

 “I would like almost nothing more than to finish you right now,” he growled. His voice had gone gruff with what she could only imagine was hunger or lust or something in-between. “But then there’d be nothing left for D’Angelo to lose.”

 And with that, he released her, shoving her hard against the wall. Evie’s head bumped the stone, but she caught herself and remained upright even though her legs felt like jelly. Gingerly, she wrapped her fingers around her wrist above the dual puncture wounds he’d left. They continued to bleed, rivulets of crimson staining her hand and dripping off of her fingers.

 Charles’ gaze followed the rivers of red. “We’ll have to do something about that,” he said as he appeared to get himself under control once more. “The downside of being immune to magic, sweetheart, is that it won’t heal you either.”

 Evie glared at him. “So this open wound in my body is my fault.”

 Charles laughed, the sound harsh in the cold cellar air. “A vampire’s bite heals instantly on its own,” he informed her, “so long as the victim is not immune to the magic.” He held up his right hand, palm-up, and there was a brief flash. When the light diminished, a roll of bandages remained in his hand.

 “Come here,” he commanded.

 Evie’s instinct was to tell him to screw himself and stay where she was. But he’d already bitten her. If he wanted to do her more harm right now, he would do it whether she obeyed or not. Plus, she was bleeding and he had something that would help that bleeding stop. So, what was the point? 

 She came forward and he smiled triumphantly. Then, with practiced skill that reminded her of just how old his kind were, he commenced wrapping her wound. She hissed slightly when he finished, ripped the gauze away from the roll, and applied pressure to wrist. Blood stained the white wrappings and she instinctively tried to pull away.

 This time he let her go. 

 “You could have just magicked the stupid gauze onto my arm,” she accused through clenched teeth, cradling her arm.

 “True,” he admitted calmly. “But then I wouldn’t have been able to torture you so.”

 Evie glared at his back as he turned away from her to make his way to the staircase that led from the basement once more. “Enjoy the respite, Evie,” he said as he climbed them one at a time. “Because it’ll be short-lived.” He glanced at her over his broad shoulder, and she caught the glint of hungry eyes. “I’ll be back soon for the other wrist.” 



 


Chapter Twenty

 It had been a very long time since he’d received a visitor in his own home. In his own realm. The meetings of the Thirteen took place in the mortal world, and it was there that Thanatos had last seen the man who approached him now. 

 It was not only the rarity of this situation that struck Thanatos, it was the nature of the man who approached. Of the thirteen figures who sat at that particular table, the man Thanatos watched right now was quite possibly the last that the Phantom King expected to walk through his door.

 The visitor was tall and broad-shouldered, and in the harsh desert light, his notably handsome features were white-washed. The wind brushed by, sending dry dust into the air and tumbling a Russian Thistle across the empty expanse. Wind chimes hanging from Thanatos’ porch tinkled against one another, the sound lonely and lost.

 Thanatos, known by Thane to those closer to him, looked back down at his bike, finished tightening the screw he had a handle on, and then dumped his wrench into the tool box beside him. He wiped his palms on the front of his jeans and stood. 

 His uninvited guest made his way toward the small, weathered garage and Thane watched him come. There was a measured grace to the man’s step and an aura of absolute power surrounding him, but his normally pitch-black eyes were glowing red – and his fangs were showing.

 Thane waited as the Vampire King stopped in the doorway to the worn-out garage and gazed inside with those burning eyes.


 “A desert ghost town,” D’Angelo said. “Subtle.”


 Thane almost smiled. “What is it that brings the man who would defy death to death’s door, D’Angelo?”


 Roman D’Angelo had clearly seen better days. His dark suit was of the finest make, Thane knew, but the tie was missing, the suit coat was open at the waist, and the entire outfit was smeared and dotted with blood. The effect was that he appeared a little like James Bond fresh-from-the-fight, but for the fact that he was obviously a vampire.

 “I’ve come to ask for your help,” D’Angelo said as he made his way across the threshold of the garage and into the shade. “One of my own has betrayed me and killed an innocent.”

 Thane’s stormy gaze narrowed. “You forget who you’re talking to. I know all about the mortal woman your vampire killed.” He turned away from the other king and gave his bike a once-over. “I dealt with her just yesterday.”

 D’Angelo fell silent, seemingly contemplative. His power brushed against Thane’s, rather more unchecked than it normally was.

 Thane straightened and glanced at him over his broad shoulder. “The last time you came to my home, you were looking for a woman you thought you loved.”

 “Ophelia,” Roman acknowledged, shadows crossing his handsome face.

 Two hundred years ago, Roman D’Angelo had come into Thane’s realm in search of a woman who had apparently died before her time. Since Thanatos ruled over the spirits of people who had died wrongful deaths, D’Angelo assumed she would be under his care.

 But she wasn’t. Thane had told the king of the vampires as much, but D’Angelo didn’t believe him. And it was clear from their limited interactions since then that he still didn’t believe him, even after all this time. 

 “Right,” said Thane, allowing the silence to stretch for a moment. He looked away again and knelt to examine his rear disc brakes. “I can’t imagine you’ve come all this way now because you want me to give you the woman who was just killed.”

 There was a pulse of power behind him, and Thane closed his eyes against it, as the contact was just a little painful. He wasn’t certain whether D’Angelo had meant to do it, but either way, it wouldn’t be good to let on that it had affected him.

 “No,” came the simple reply.


 Thane digested that. “Then what is it you want from me?” he asked, turning to look up at the vampire king.


 “Charles Ward is a warlock. He has taken my queen to the astral plane,” D’Angelo stated. “I want you to help me find him.”


 Thane placed his hand against his bike’s frame to steady himself. He felt as if the ground beneath his feet tilted a little. The wind outside died down, the air thickened, and for the first time in eons, he felt stunned. 

 “Your queen.”

 Roman D’Angelo’s gaze didn’t falter. His energy pulsed as if in time with his heart. Thane had never seen him in such a state. If he’d actually decided to take a queen, that would explain a lot, especially if someone had absconded with her. 

 But three thousand years ago, Roman implemented a law that forbade vampires from creating other vampires out of mortals. Was his queen also an Offspring? Or was he breaking his own law for this woman?

 “She is not one of us,” D’Angelo stated, clearly having gleaned the surface thoughts from Thane’s mind. 


The latter then, Thane thought, feeling more stunned by the moment. The implications were enormous. If Roman D’Angelo was willing to break his own law for a woman, then it meant he truly loved her. And if it was possible for a man as old as Roman to find someone he cared for that much, then maybe it was possible for others with blood just as ancient. Like Thane.

 “We have much to discuss Thane, but not now,” said D’Angelo. “You know I will never find Ward in that realm, not in time.” Roman came forward, closing the distance between them. “But you and your Animes can.”

 The spirits of those who had died wrongful deaths became Anime, animated energy that was sometimes angry, often desperate, and always forlorn. After a certain amount of time, the energy dispersed and was reabsorbed by the universe. But until this happened, they lingered, and every once in a while, this energy was so strong, it was tangible. 

 Strong or weak, the Anime were plentiful in Thane’s realm. And being that he was the Phantom King, he controlled them all.

 Thane stood and turned to face D’Angelo. “It’ll cost you,” he said softly. Outside, the wind picked up again, growing so strong, it sent sand blasting against the building’s worn exterior. The wind chimes on the porch slammed into the roof from which they hung, clattering madly. 

 Inside the garage, all was still. And then Roman nodded. “Name it.”

 “Oh, I will,” said Thane, flashing a bright white smile with fangs of his own. “When the time is right.” With that, he brushed past Roman and headed for the screen door that led from the garage into the small white wood and adobe house. The Vampire King didn’t follow him in because, while the myth about having to invite a vampire into a home was a load of crock in the mortal world, when it came to other realms and those who ruled them, the rule held fast. 

 Thane grabbed the things he needed and a moment later came back out into the garage, letting the screen door slam shut behind him. 

 “How far of a head start did he get?” Thane asked as he strapped on a double shoulder holster and slipped two Glock pistols into their places. Ward was a vampire, and that gave him some very nifty immunities to most weapons. However, according to D’Angelo, he was also a warlock and, unfortunately for him, in addition to the added magic, that saddled him with one very strong weakness: silver bullets.

 “An hour, maybe two.”

 “Ward is an astral master. He’ll have the place filled with boobie traps by now.”

 “I’m aware,” Roman said, his tone dry. Thane glanced up. “Why else would I come to you?” The king’s pallor was a tad gaunt, his aura hungry.

 “Just out of curiosity,” Thane postulated as he slipped a black leather jacket over his ensemble, “when was the last time you fed?”

 “I want to be hungry when I find Ward,” Roman said. His expression changed then, and Thane went still. The Vampire King looked absolutely terrifying as he smiled the cruelest smile Thane had ever witnessed. “I want to be famished.”

 It was a while before Thane said anything. Finally, he nodded. “Okay, then.”

 *****

 “Three little words, Evie,” he taunted, repeating the same thing he’d said what felt like ten thousand times since he’d brought her to this God-awful place. He walked away from her, his shoes sounding hollowly on the cement under his feet. Evie let her head drop back against the wall behind her and closed her eyes.

 “Go to hell, Ward.”

 “Hell?” Charles stopped midway across the cellar and she could hear him turn to face her. She opened her eyes. He had one brow raised. “You mean fire and brimstone?” As he spoke, the cellar changed, its gray stone walls morphing into waving, crackling walls of flame. Evie gasped and moved away from the wall she’d been sitting against. “Great chasms filled with weeping souls?” Beneath her feet, the stone rumbled and fissures opened up in the ground, emitting steam and smoke. 

 Evie scrambled back on her hands and knees, wincing in pain as she put weight on her injured wrist.

 “You don’t know what Hell is,” Ward told her. She looked up at him through the curtain of her hair. “Losing someone you care about… someone you’ve trusted and depended on for seven hundred years. That’s Hell.”

 He waved his hand and the illusion disappeared, leaving them once more in the dank, dismal space of the astral basement.

 “I find it exceedingly hard to believe that you could actually care for anyone but yourself,” Evie told him, her growing discomfort egging her on. Her arm was throbbing, her head hurt, she was weak with blood loss and mounting hunger, and she was cold. For the first time since she’d regained consciousness to find herself kidnapped, she was beginning to wonder whether she would be able to hold out until Roman found her.

 She knew he was looking for her. She could feel it, for lack of a better term. It was like there was this fire in her blood, but it wasn’t her own. It was his fire, and something about their relationship meant that it burned through her as well. She could sense him out there, drawing nearer, clawing through the fabrics of space and time to get to her.

 If she could just hold out a little longer, they might have a hope of defeating Ward. But… she’d never felt so miserable in her life. It was like suffering an anxiety attack while having the flu and knowing that this time, you really were going to die. There was a hopelessness about her now that hadn’t been there before. 

 Maybe that was Ward’s reason for creating and sticking her in the basement; it was such a hopeless place. Maybe the warlock really knew what he was doing. Maybe he knew good and well how to break a person. Because Evie had to admit she felt pretty close to breaking.

 “I’m actually quite sorry that you feel that way, Evie. Because you have two choices. You can either say the words I’ve instructed you to say and live the rest of your eternal life at my side, or you can die. I know you don’t want to die,” he said, coming toward her once again. 

 Evie braced herself on the inside; she knew what was coming. Slowly, she backed up and got to her feet. Ward kept coming.

 “Your spirit is incredibly strong. You’ve suffered a lot of human pain in your life, but you would rather suffer this pain than die, even if it means you must suffer it over and over again.”

 Evie took a step back and he took a step forward. She could feel the wall creeping up behind her. She was running out of space.

 “That means something, Evie. You’re a survivor.” 

 Evie’s back hit the wall and she closed her eyes. Ward’s next words were spoken less than an inch away; she could feel his breath on her cheek, on her neck, and her lungs ceased drawing in air.

 “So why don’t you just make this easier on yourself right now and say the words, Evie. Addo Nox Noctis.” 

 She remained quiet.

 “Say it!” he bellowed, slamming his palm into the wall beside her head.

 “No!” she yelled back. “Never!” That wasn’t strictly true, and she knew it. But her ire was up, her fear fueling her anger, and she could no longer be held accountable for what she did or said.

 “Never is a very long time, Evie,” Ward told her. “You shouldn’t make promises you know you can’t keep.”

 Evie cried out, unable to stop the piercing sound when Ward once more blurred into action, slamming her entire body into the wall behind her with brute force. With dizzying speed, he tore the sleeve of her uninjured wrist up her arm and drove his fangs into her flesh. 



 


Chapter Twenty-One

 Roman ran a fierce hand through his thick hair and scanned the horizon with a careful, burning gaze. In every direction as far as the eye could see stretched nothing but cracked earth and lightning-split skies. It was something out of a Lovecraft novel. There was no sign of life, no sign of movement other than the arcs of electricity that cracked the air into pieces.

 Beside him stood Thanatos, the Phantom King. Roman cut him a glance, taking in his appearance. Thane was a rugged man, tall and strong as all of the Kings were, but rougher around the edges. It might have been the kind of soul he had to deal with day in and day out, but something caused his storm-gray eyes to glint like cold steel in a handsome, unshaven face. He wore black leather, his skin bore tattoos that were ever-changing, and his jeans were smeared with the oil and grime evidence of a hobby that made Thane the proud owner of more than two hundred rebuilt motorcycles. He kept them in his realm and rode them across Purgatory, a solitary figure against a harsh, unforgiving landscape.

 Two hundred years ago, the first time Roman had been to Thanatos’ realm, it had been horses he’d kept. With Thane, it was always something fast, powerful, and beautiful. It was just the way he was drawn.

 When the Thirteen met, Thane dressed in a suit and bothered to shave. Seeing him again as he truly was had a strange effect on Roman. It made him realize for what was possibly the billionth time in his long life that looks could be deceiving.

 “Wow,” said Thane, shaking his head. “You think Ward might be sending a message that we’re not wanted?”

 “What have they found?” Roman asked, impatience scraping at him like fingernails across a chalk board.

 “Give them some time,” Thane responded, his own silver gaze searching. His Animes had spanned out, disappearing into the plane like wisps of smoke or fog. 

 “We don’t have time,” Roman growled, unable to keep his fury completely in check any longer. He could feel that Evie was suffering. He couldn’t read her mind, so communicating with her was impossible. But she was there – somewhere – and Charles Ward was hurting her. He could almost smell the blood he had spilled. It was everything Roman could do not to spontaneously combust.

 And then Thane straightened; he cocked his head slightly to one side and his metal gaze became distant, as if he were listening. “They found him.”

 “Where.” The question was growled in such a way that it really wasn’t a question.

 “I’ll take you,” Thane said, “but it’s not that simple.” He turned to face Roman, his expression grim. “He brought help. According to the Anime, there are no fewer than half a dozen Akyri trapped here with him. They’re marked,” Thane said, gesturing to the side of his neck, and Roman knew exactly what he was talking about. Ward had bound the Akyri. “And they’ll do whatever they have to do to stop us.”

 This made things so much worse. Akyri were dangerous enemies when they had to be, and even if Roman got the upper hand, he wouldn’t be able to kill them. They were there under duress and didn’t deserve to die.

 At that moment, the Vampire King had the disconcerting urge to rip through an entire army with his bare hands. 

 “Take me to him.”

 Thane was silent for a moment, his mercury eyes reflecting the lightning that decorated the skies. Finally, he nodded. “Prepare yourself.” With that, he reached out, pressed his hand to Roman’s chest, and the world warped into light speed. It was always like that when traveling great distances on the astral plane. The world broke into strings of light and movement that ended at a tunneled focal point. 

 Roman’s body felt insubstantial as the dream-like realm whizzed past. But despite the lack of solid sensation, he could feel Evie drawing closer. The impression of suffering grew stronger until, at last, he could almost feel her heartbeat.

 Thane removed his hand and he and Roman both turned. A two-story Victorian styled mansion stood before them, ominous, gray and solitary on the vast, broken landscape. The curtains in the windows were drawn, and no sound came from within. However, on the front porch stood three men in black, their dark eyes ringed in red. On the stairs stood two more. A sixth waited on the ground between the house and the newcomers.

 All six Akyri watched Thane and Roman in silence. In the short distance, wispy white figures twisted and dissolved and rematerialized – the Anime who had located the mansion. 

 “Your call, Vampire King,” Thane muttered, not taking his eyes from the figures ahead. 


 “I just need an in,” said Roman.


 “I can give you twenty seconds,” Thane said, his gaze cutting to him.


 “I’ll take it.”


 With that, Thane pulled the guns from his holsters and began firing. Granted, though the bullets were silver, these were Akyri and not warlocks, and hence they wouldn’t die from the wounds. But they had enough warlock energy within them from whatever symbiotic relationship they’d last taken part in that the bullets would trip them up for a few seconds.

 And that’s exactly what they did. Thane was an incredible shot, striking each demon square in the chest. Roman waited several intolerable moments as the Akyri went down one after another, and then his immortal, pissed-off body was blurring into action.

 *****


It hurts, she thought. God, it really hurts. Gingerly, Evie cradled her wrapped wrists against her chest and closed her eyes. Her heart was doing tricks behind her ribcage now, the beat uneven and faint. Her head hurt and her legs felt numb. When she took the time to think about what it all meant, despair threatened, and she choked down a sob.

 “I can take the pain away from you,” Charles said as he watched her curl in on herself against the cold basement wall. “Why do you continue to defy me?”

 Evie felt tears on her cheeks and marveled at her ability to form them after all the blood he’d taken. But these were the same tears that had been threatening to escape since he’d brought her here. She’d been strong enough… she could allow herself this.

 Evie dropped her head onto her bent knees. I’m not really here, she tried to tell herself, though the pain fought her attempt. She wasn’t supposed to be there in that dark basement under a house in the middle of an impossible nowhere. Two days ago, she’d lived in another world. Two days ago, she’d been an author with a normal life and at least another thirty or forty years ahead of her.

 But now…. 

 Now, as she hugged her small body against the damp gloom of the horrible space that had become her waking nightmare, she felt a wretched anguish poke at her outer casing. That casing had become fragile and thin, like the shell of an egg. Any second now, any god-awful minute now, one of those tap-tap-taps would break through, and she would crack. Just like that.

 It was what he wanted, the man who had ripped her from her happiness and thrust her into this hellish darkness. It was what he was waiting for. What he apparently would do anything to acquire. Anything….

 Charles Ward was a vampire, and that meant that there was no way out. A human was fallible. A human could be tricked or overtaken. But a vampire was insurmountable. There was no way out. None that she knew of, anyway.


Roman, Evie thought. She couldn’t help it. Where was he now? The tall, dark, intense man who had changed her life forever. It was pointless to yearn for him. Vampire or not – vampire king or not – he could do nothing to help her now. Her captor had seen to that. At least, that was what he told her. And she believed him. She had no choice, because Roman wasn’t here… and she was dying.

 “Just say the words, Evie. For the love of God,” her captor said as he knelt in front of her and took her chin once more in his hand. She kept her eyes closed, unable or unwilling to meet his gaze even one more time. “You can make all of this stop,” he told her. “You can make it so that you never have to feel pain or fear again.”

 Evie moaned softly in response. She knew he was lying. Even if she said the words and became like him, he would find a way to hurt her. Her body already hurt so much. She didn't underestimate Ward’s potential for cruelty.

 Her captor released her chin and Evie’s head fell back against the wall. She felt colder than she had ever felt before. 

 “He isn’t coming, Evie,” he told her. “He can’t find you, and you don’t have long to go. I know you want to see your parents again. Your brothers. Speak the words, Evie, and you’ll live to do so.”

 She almost said the words then. She almost surrendered and gave him what he wanted. She just wanted the torture to stop. But instead she shook her head, dizzy as it made her, and pushed the thoughts from her mind. No, she told herself. Just hang on a little while longer. 

 Her heart seemed to flutter, as if sighing in helpless response. She’d lost too much blood. She could feel herself slipping.


Oh God, Roman, she thought miserably. Please hurry.

 *****

 Charles took a slow, deep breath when he’d returned to the first level and shut the basement door. He stood on the landing for a moment, regaining his composure before he turned toward the closed door and slowly ran his hand across it. The door rippled, shimmered, and vanished, leaving behind a smooth wall that bore no sign of entry. 

 Charles turned from the hidden wall and made his way into the living room where he sat on the couch and leaned forward thoughtfully, resting his elbows on his knees. 

 He contemplated the woman in the cellar below. It wasn’t a real cellar – this wasn’t a real house. But since he’d been an Offspring child, he’d been capable of escaping to the astral plane and molding it to his fit his desires.

 He’d brought many women here to feed from them. None to the last drop, of course, as that would have broken the king’s law, and Roman D’Angelo was the only other living, breathing person in the world who could travel the astral plane. He would have found out sooner or later. 

 But to Evie, the cellar was real enough and it was cold enough and it was depressing enough. She should have given in by now.

 Charles ran his tongue over the tips of his fangs and swallowed. The taste of her blood was still in his mouth, temping him with an unnatural hunger for more. He was technically sated, but somehow insatiable.

 He hadn’t planned for this to go on for so long. He really thought she’d give up by now. One bite should have done it. He hadn’t gone easy on her. He’d made sure it hurt. And the second bite had been rougher than the first.

 But she continued to fight. He knew she held out hope that D’Angelo would find her, but it was more than that. There was an aura around her that was getting stronger with each passing second. She was physically weak, and he could hear her heart falter, but her spirit, her essence, felt just the opposite. 

 “Oh little Evie,” he said to himself as his blue gaze began to burn. “You’d better give in soon, sweetheart. Or all of that potential will be wasted.” He sighed heavily, put his hands on his knees, and stood. 

 Distractedly, he ran a hand through his brown hair, but jerked with sudden surprise as the sound of gunfire split the astral plane. He turned at once to face the mansion’s front door.

 And Roman D’Angelo cold cocked him hard enough to send him flying into the wall on the opposite side of the room.



 


Chapter Twenty-Two

 Roman strode across the room after him. The punch would have killed a human. Ward was not human, so it merely knocked him senseless for a few seconds, long enough to keep him out until he slid down the cracked plaster behind him and fell forward onto the hardwood. 

 Roman didn’t hesitate before he bent, grabbed the vampire warlock by the front of his shirt, and lifted him up off of the floor once more. He could smell Evie’s blood on Ward’s breath as the two came face to face.

 “Where is she?” Roman hissed through fangs fully extended and itching to rip a canyon in the man’s windpipe.

 “You’ll never find her,” came the reply, blue eyes glaring, fangs gleaming. 

 A fissure of fear rippled through Roman. As soon as he’d entered, he’d scanned the house for any sign of Evie and couldn’t find her. He could smell her. He could feel her. But he couldn’t fucking find her. 

 Roman hesitated as he considered this, and it was a half a second of hesitation too long. In that space of time, Ward recovered and struck back.

 The ground bucked under Roman’s feet, shooting upward and then splitting apart to reveal a chasm of rising steam. Roman spun, trying to move out of the way, but his grip on Charles’ shirt slipped, and the warlock head butted him in the nose. Both bodies went tumbling to the ground as the buckling floor lifted like a volcano.

 Roman slid down the side of the rising rock, rolling once before he got to his feet. Charles stood on the other side of the chasm, his eyes now blazing as red as Roman’s. Steam warped the air between them.

 “I can send her anywhere, Roman,” Charles taunted, his fanged mouth grinning with hatred. “All I have to do is want it and she’ll blink out of existence in one place and reappear in another. I own this realm, you know. It obeys my every command. You haven’t got a chance.”

 Roman watched as Charles began to change then. Before his eyes, the warlock vampire grew taller. He grew broader. His skin darkened and took on the cast of scales. Wings erupted from his back, and his face elongated. Within seconds, he’d gone from humanoid to a Hollywood representation of what could only be called a dragon. It wasn’t what a real dragon looked like – Roman knew this first hand. But Charles wouldn’t. Charles Ward had never seen a dragon in real life. Charles would have no idea that the Dragon King was one of Roman’s closest allies and friends.

 Not that it mattered.

 Roman’s jaw ticked. His body tensed. Illusion or not and accurate or not, on the astral plane, whatever Charles created would feel very, very real. He readied himself as the dragon went from red to black to some kind of mixture in-between, and that’s when Roman noticed something odd.

 There was an aura around Charles that fluctuated with every change in his form-altering spell. The aura surrounded him, but trailed off at his left, creating a stream of red-orange magic that Roman followed to its source.

 It was coming from a small black leather-bound book that rested on a table against one wall of the astral house. The book bore no markings and no lock. 

 Roman had only a moment to register its existence before Ward was on him. At once, Roman opened his mind to the plane around him and called out into it. 


Thane! 


 He needed someone to get to that book. Somehow it was helping Charles; Roman would bet almost anything on it. Roman was the Vampire King and practiced at mind control, yet Ward’s mind was closed off to him, barriered by some kind of dark wall that felt inky and wrong. It also felt familiar. It was the way Malachi Wraythe used to feel.

 Roman was betting that book used to belong to late Warlock King. If he could somehow get to it and destroy it, Ward would be a lot less difficult to deal with.

 There was no response from Thane, but as Ward’s massive claws swiped toward Roman and he blurred into motion to evade them, he felt an equal sense of urgency coming from outside of the illusory home. Thane’s bullets had only done so much damage to the Akyri – and now he was taking them all on himself.


Get to the book! The black book! Roman commanded, hoping Thane would hear him anyway. 

 For the briefest moment, it occurred to Roman that he might have done Thanatos a grave injustice by asking him to help in this. While Thane was not strictly living, he was not strictly dead either. And even in the astral plane, a mortal wound could destroy him forever.

 But the momentary doubt fled quickly. Like all of the Thirteen, Thane was a king for a reason.

 Roman gritted his teeth and made a pain-filled sound as he evaded both of Ward’s claws and his massive toothy maw only to be slammed up against the wall by an enormous barbed tail. One of the spiky barbs shot through Roman’s chest like a giant needle, slicing clean through to embed itself in the wall behind him.

 He choked on his own blood as it welled inside his esophagus, but somehow managed to repair enough of the damage on the inside that the internal bleeding stopped almost as soon as it had begun. The spike would be a problem, however.

 A vampire could become mist if he wished. He could transport away from any location. He could even change forms, taking on the visage of certain nonhuman animals, depending upon his age.

 But Ward’s tail was anchoring Roman. It was a magical shard of Universe that didn’t belong within Roman. It disrupted the flow of his power, keeping him lodged firmly in place. 

 Roman had to admit that he was impressed with Ward’s tactics. Not many vampires were aware that it was possible to anchor another vampire in this manner. Roman could see now up close that the scales on Ward’s dragon body were metallic. Where they abraded Roman’s skin, they felt cold. Ward had armored himself in this illusion. He’d covered all of his bases.

 The dragon’s laugh was monstrous, laced with a deep evil reminiscent of the devil as it echoed off of the crumbling walls around them and mixed in with the steam. His hot breath bathed Roman’s face as the dragon leaned in, his once blue eyes burning with black fire. “Who made you judge and executioner?” Ward growled. “What gave you the right to interfere?”

 Roman knew what he was talking about. Ward was well aware that Roman had aided in Malachi Wraythe’s ultimate demise and Roman had been right. Ward wanted revenge. 

 With no further warning, Ward pulled back, raising his giant scaled head. To Roman’s right, the black leather book pulsed with power and a thicker stream of magic poured forth from it to envelop Ward’s dragon form.

 Roman braced himself for what he knew was coming. Only two things could kill a vampire. The sun and fire. Ward was about to give him the latter with everything he had.

 *****

 Thane felt the Vampire King’s power rush out from the mansion like a shock wave. It poured over him and the Akyri he was fighting. It felt like liquid lightning, and if he hadn’t already been on the ground, it might have knocked him over.


Thane!

 D’Angelo’s voice roared through his head, and Thane’s storm-gray eyes swirled with glowing, liquid metal. He bared his fangs, threw the Akyri off of his body, and made it to his booted feet. Another came at him without missing a beat. Thane had no attention to spare; he couldn’t even answer.


Get to the book! Roman bellowed next as if he could tell Thane didn’t have the means to reply. The black book!

 The connection broke off and there was a roar from within the mansion. The ground beneath Thane’s boots shook again. He looked up, gauging the situation with practiced speed. Three Akyri were down and the other three were coming in for him again. It was exponentially more difficult to take down an enemy without killing him.

 The mansion several yards away was beginning to fall in on itself. Smoke billowed from one of the windows. Behind the mansion were the several dozen wispy shapes of the anime Thane had sent out to find Ward. They waited now, on the periphery of Ward’s astral illusion.

 Thane spun in time to meet the Akyri behind him head-on. At the same time, he sent out a spiritual command.

 *****

 Evie had no idea what happened. One moment, she was sitting curled up against the damp wall of the horrid basement Ward had locked her in, and in the next, she was back in one of those foggy-walled rainbow rooms. Alone.

 She was weak and pain still racked her body, but the cold was gone and the depressing illusion was gone and surprisingly, that seemed to be a lot of it. Within the clean, white clarity of the astral room that now surrounded her, Evie found a small respite.

 Her heart still skipped and faltered. She knew that she had still lost too much blood. But this unexpected change allowed her to pull some kind of strength from somewhere deep inside, and she got to her feet.

 Behind her, the astral wall rippled slightly like water behind a plastic sheet. She had no choice but to trust it as she braced herself on it and took a few tentative steps out into the middle of the room. 

 She stood at its center and waited.


 And waited.


 What was happening? Where was she?


 Gingerly, Evie cleared her throat. It felt raw from screaming; the second time Ward had bitten her, she hadn’t been able to hide how much it had hurt her. 

 She took a deep breath, closed her eyes, and said, “Ward?” It came out a whisper, unsure and very uneager. 


 There was no response. Evie gave it a few seconds, turned in place, and peered into the opalesque mist of the walls. Nothing.


 “Charles!”


 She didn't exactly want him to answer, but Evie didn’t know what else to do. Who else to call for.


 And then the walls began to shift and move inward. Evie gasped, her body freezing in place as her head whipped around. The mists were separating, the walls breaking down. They were leaking into the room all around her like a shrinking prison cell. 


Oh no, Evie thought. What happened when there was no more room? Did she disappear? Become mist too? Everything she’d been through and this was how she was going to die?

 Evie licked her lips and turned back around to face the mists that were closest to her. With wide eyes, she watched them come.

 And then she blinked, and frowned. The mists in front of her coalesced, swirling together as if caught in a mini-tornado. Evie became fascinated as the tornado grew taller and thicker and began taking on humanoid attributes. 

 An arm, two arms, a leg, a pair. A head.

 A face.

 The mist-girl’s hair was long, though not quite as long as Evie’s. Her eyes were roughly the same shape. And in a deciding moment filled with tragic epiphanies, Evie realized who it was she was staring at. 

 It was the girl that Charles Ward had murdered. 

 As Evie stared at her, she saw other things. Movie clips played in her mind’s eye – a dorm room, a hand-me-down car, a pet dog, a bedroom in an old house kept exactly as it was when its owner left for college. “Diana Layton,” Evie whispered, somehow knowing the girl’s name. It was her life Evie had been seeing. Her powers as a seer were growing.

 The girl studied Evie in odd, misty silence for several seconds and then the fog of her face moved forward and down and then back and up. She had just nodded.

 Before Evie could do or even ask anything else, Diana’s strange misty arms came around from behind her back. In her foggy fingers, she held a small black leather-bound book. 

 Evie looked at the book. It was out of place in this mist-filled, astral space. It was solid and dark and there was something about it that felt so wrong, she wouldn’t have been able to describe the feeling if writing about it.

 Diana’s ghost came forward, holding the book before her like a gift. But the book pushed an aura of evil ahead of it almost as if it were a warning.

 Evie took an unsteady step back. Her legs were weak. She felt uncertain.

 Diana stopped in her forward motion, hovering over the spot Evie had just vacated. All around them, the walls had more or less reformed, but in the room with her were dozens of the wispy ghosts. None of them possessed the tangible qualities of Diana’s ghost, but she knew what they were all the same. 

 Again, Diana held the book out, raising it a bit, insisting that Evie take it.

 Evie looked from Diana’s strange empty fog-formed eyes to the book and back again. Then she straightened. Take it, Evie. Take the goddamned thing and destroy it.

 It wasn’t so much a mental command she gave herself as a shot of resolve. She reached out, grabbed the spine of the leather journal, and took it out of Diana’s wispy grasp.

 It felt heavier than it should have. It felt positively evil. The book nearly vibrated in Evie’s grasp as she pulled it back to her and turned it over. Her fingers shook where they poised over the top right corner of the front cover. She’d never hesitated in opening a book before. She loved books. She was an author, after all.

 But the otherworldly part of her – the part she was only now growing used to – knew that there were no words in this book worth reading. 


Destroy it.

 With that final bit of self-encouragement, Evie pried open the front cover. The first page was filled with red-brown ink symbols, ancient and strange. A whispering sound filled the air, ominous and low. 

 Evie grabbed the top of that first page and steeled her nerves. The book’s vibration became stronger, the whispers louder, and Evie felt her weak heart hammering away with everything it had left.

 She braced herself – and ripped downward, tearing the blood-covered page from the book.

 There was a flash, bright and red and somewhat painful, and Evie stumbled as the room around her disappeared to be replaced with a vast, empty landscape. To her left stood a crumbling mansion. In front of her were several figures in black, fighting in hand to hand combat. 

 The horizon stretched in cracked earth and distant lightning.

 From inside the mansion came an insidious sound, a roar like that of a giant wounded beast. Evie’s blood ran cold. She stared at the mansion, waiting for the other shoe to drop even as she once more wrapped her fingers around the top of a page in the journal and tore it out.



 


Chapter Twenty-Three

 Thane pulled himself off of the dusty, cracked ground and straightened once more to his full height. He was sore but alive. Sort of. He’d never really been alive. He’d simply been created one day by the incredible force of sheer need, and set to rule over a land that had grown too crowded with mistreated souls. It was a dirty job, right now in particular, but he guessed that someone had to do it.

 A few yards away, the three Akyri he’d knocked out were coming-to and pulling themselves up off of the broken ground as well. Thane watched them through stormy eyes, his chest pumping with the effort he’d put forth in this fight.

 In front of him, the demon who had temporarily gotten the upper hand with him gazed at Thane through red-ringed eyes that were both determined and contrite. The Akyri didn’t want to be here doing this. None of them did. But they were bound.


Thane! D’Angelo’s vampire voice bounced off of the walls of his mind in what felt like a desperate last attempt at some kind of communication. Or a warning.

 Thane watched the demon’s body tense, ready to charge and attack once more, when suddenly the Akyri went stiff, his eyes grew wide, and a field of lightning crackled to life and cocooned him. The Akyri cried out in pain, fell to his knees, and slapped his palm over the insidious warlock’s mark on his neck.

 Thane looked to his left. The other Akyri were in the same boat. All were on their knees, their handsome faces contorted in pain, their hands clasping the sides of their necks. 

 The lightning continued for a few seconds more and then crackled away, leaving a group of heavily breathing men bent over in the dirt. Thane turned to watch the one closest to him. Slowly, the Akyri sat back on his heels and removed his hand from his neck. The mark was gone.

 Thane’s eyes widened. He glanced at the others. The marks were all gone.

 “What the –” he muttered. But then he heard a soft, female sound from behind him and spun in place. Maybe ten meters away, a beautiful young woman was kneeling on the parched ground, her head bent, and a small black book in her hands. Pages littered the ground around her, all of them glowing with a weak red light. The book itself, however, was encased in the same kind of crackling cocoon that had taken the Akyri.

 Thane knew who she was at once. There was an aura around her that spelled it out for him as strongly as an actual introduction would have. She was D’Angelo’s queen. And the book she held was the one he had directed his Anime to retrieve. Whatever she’d just done to the book had somehow freed the Akyri from the warlock’s bonds.

 Thane glanced over his shoulder at the Akyri. They were no longer watching him, however. They were no longer concerned with him in any way whatsoever. Every one of them was making his way toward the mansion – the mansion where they knew Charles Alexander Ward waited inside.

 Thane didn’t have to wonder what was going through their heads. They had murder on the brain. It was wrong on so many levels to bind an Akyri, he wouldn’t know where to start. 

 But they did.

 He would have smiled if it wasn’t for the woman. He turned back around to face her, concern thrumming through him. She was bent in such a way that her long, thick hair obscured her features now, and she appeared to be in pain. Both of her wrists were bound with gauze, but blood stained them anyway. 

 At once, he started in her direction, but he didn’t get far. The blast that expanded from behind him was so strong, it lifted him up off of the ground and threw him dozens of feet into the air. The impact felt solid, as if someone had sucker punched him in the back; it stole the wind from his lungs and sent stars swimming before his vision.

 Thane’s eyes closed automatically, and his mind began to spiral. His body knew what to do, though. It began to evaporate. It felt strange; he’d done it before, but long, long ago. It was discombobulating. Suddenly, he was viewing the world through millions of tiny eyes, and they were blurry and indistinct. He wanted to shut them, but there were no eyes to shut, not really.

 It was short-lived, thankfully, and Thane stumbled as his tall form once more coalesced and solidified, from the tips of his boots to the top of his dark head six and a half feet up. He regained his balance, ran a hand through his dusty hair, and settled his gaze on the astral plane’s horizon.

 In the distance, the illusory mansion Charles Ward had created was in flaming pieces that crackled noisily in the otherwise eerie silence.

 *****

 Roman’s father had been a warlock, and that meant that there was an inherent magic to Roman that he was able to mold and shape around him to suit his needs. Over the years, this magic had only grown stronger and, as things were at the moment, he was one of the most magically powerful beings on the planet.

 Even so, there was only so much he could do against fire. 

 A fledgling vampire could not protect himself against it at all. It was only Roman’s incredible age that allowed him to pull the strength from within himself just then and form a shield around his body. He knew the shield wouldn’t last long. Fire was the ultimate destroyer for his kind. Keeping the shield up, in fact, was sure to drain him faster than anything else could, save perhaps walking unprotected in the daylight.

 But he was happy to have it when Ward reared his head, drew a deep, rumbling breath, and then released a jet of red-black flame upon Roman the likes of which he had never seen.

 The blaze tore at his shield, warping it with angry heat. Roman felt sweat break out along his brow, dampening his hair and clothes. The effort to maintain the essential, magical barrier between himself and the flames that would have consumed him was so difficult, it was like trying to hold a snowflake in your hand in the summer heat without allowing it to melt.

 Ward’s wrathful blaze bludgeoned the force field, battering it with angry energy that little by little began to wear it away. Roman could feel it thinning. The air was heating up. His muscles began to ache as he pulled strength from his own physiology in order to hold the shield just a little while longer.


Thane!

 He could only pray that Thane had gotten the message and that he wasn’t so overwhelmed with Akyri muscle, there was nothing he could do, because there was still no reply. 

 The shield around Roman crackled, throbbing in its final death throes.

 But something moved behind Ward. It was difficult to see at first through Roman’s blurry sweat-soaked vision, but when he blinked and re-focused, he saw it again. Wisps of smoke. Tendrils of spirit.

 The Anime were in the mansion. 

 He bared his teeth in pain and effort as he watched the Anime take the book from the table upon which it sat and disappear once more through the mansion’s windows. 


Just a while longer. Just a little bit….

 A flicker of flame shot through a newly formed hole in his shield over his chest, licking out to kiss his skin with its infernal heat. Roman’s strangled sound of pain was made through fangs that gleamed in the firelight and begged for blood. 


I imagine this is what Malachi felt when he died, Your Majesty, came the fierce, furious whisper in Roman’s mind. Brought down with a bolt of lightning. And what is lightning but white hot fire?

 Roman felt another breach form in his shield, but this one was fortunately at his back. It was fading fast and Ward’s power wasn’t waning, despite the now missing black book.

 Roman glanced to where the book had been seconds ago. And that’s why, he thought. The book may have gone, but the string of magic that linked Ward to its powerful capabilities still existed; it ran from Ward’s dragon body right out the window through which the Animes had escaped.

 As long as that book still existed, Ward would be as he was now. 

 Roman inhaled a hiss of pain as the rift in the force field over his chest widened and more of Ward’s evil fire made it through. As it was now, he wouldn’t scar. He was old enough that his vampire blood would heal the wound. But if this went on much longer – more than a few seconds longer – there would be no hope. 

 As it was, Roman felt himself faltering. His heart hammered hard, his lungs labored, and his eyes burned in his face with a fire almost as hot as Ward’s.

 Just when he felt the last of his strength to withstand the flames slipping, he sensed the change around him. It was abrupt and startling. It felt like the very air gasped.

 Ward drew back, his fire retreated with him, and suddenly everything was still. A beat passed. And another. Roman could hear himself breathing, each intake ragged and choked with smoke. 

 All of a sudden, Ward’s massive monster head reared and a screeching bellow of rage emitted from his dragon’s throat. The sound shook the walls and ramrodded through Roman like the ultimate warning bell. 

 Something was coming. Roman couldn’t tell what it was, but on the winds of time, the cold, metallic taste of it was drawing nearer. And this was Roman’s chance. Ward was clearly distracted. Whatever was happening was forcing the warlock to ease up on the fire. So, with nearly everything Roman had left, he wrapped his hands around the metal tail spike that kept him impaled to the wall behind him and pulled. He screamed as he did it, a sound of sheer strength and pain, and little by little, the spike retreated, leaving him bleeding and pierced.

 But free.

 Once the tip of the spike appeared from his abdomen, Roman willed his body into mist. At once, he was light and malleable, and the wounds he had suffered began to regenerate. He moved through the mansion’s living room, putting distance between himself and Ward.

 Behind him, Ward’s massive body began to morph a second time, shrinking and writhing as the scales and tale disappeared and the color of his skin muted back to its normal hue. Roman wondered why, but he had never been one to waste his chances. In light of the development, he considered taking on solid form again so that he could finish Ward once and for all, and with his bare hands. 

 But the appearance of no fewer than half a dozen tall, strong forms in the doorway of the mansion changed Roman’s mind. The Akyri stood on the threshold of the house’s foyer, their red-ringed eyes filled with hatred, their fists clenching and unclenching with the need for revenge.

 If Roman took on human form right now, he would be competing with the Akyri for a chance to kill the warlock. There was no point. It took one look in their burning eyes to know that they could handle the job just fine on their own.

 And Roman desperately wanted to find Evie. He could feel her again, closer this time than before, and he could swear that he could even smell her now for real. He smelled cherry blossoms. There was blood too, and the adrenaline that came with fear. But there were cherry blossoms. And that was Evie, up close and personal.

 The Akyri crossed the threshold and Ward, now human once more, turned to face them. Recognition crossed his features, widening his eyes when he realized that not a single one of them bore his binding mark any longer.

 And with that, Roman escaped through the same window the Anime had gone through, leaving the boundaries of the illusory house with incredible speed. 

 Almost at once, he caught sight of Thane as the Phantom King turned and began striding very quickly away from the house. Roman looked to see where he was going. A hundred feet away was a beautiful young woman on her knees, her small form bent in either pain or concentration, a small black leather book in her hands.


Evie.

 And then everything exploded.



 


Chapter Twenty-Four


Ker-thump.


Ker-thump.

 Evie heard a heart beating. It was the only thing she heard. She felt warm and peaceful and there was no sound but the lub-dub like movement of blood through arteries.

 But the sound was growing fainter.


Ker……thump. Ker……….. thump.

 And as she lay there, the warmth began to seep away as well. When she felt the pain, she opened her eyes, at once dragged back to the reality that had become her insane, terrifying world.

 Her head rested in the crook of someone’s arm. Evie blinked, clearing her vision, to find herself gazing up at the most beautiful man she had ever seen.

 “Roman,” she said softly, pleased that her voice worked despite everything.

 Roman didn’t respond, however. And his expression was stark.

 “She can’t come, Roman,” said someone else. It was an old voice, harsh and scraping, like dried parchment. Evie glanced to her right, straining to see who had spoken. 

 The old woman who’d sat beside her on Roman’s bed in the safe house what felt like an eternity ago came forward on her cane. Her blue eyes blazed with intelligence, and her lips were thin with concern. “I’m sorry,” she said, and Evie could sense that she meant it deeply. “But Dannai fell gravely ill when she healed a young woman at the mall after a Hunter attack,” the old woman explained.


Lalura, Evie thought. Her name is Lalura.

 Lalura glanced at her, almost as if she’d been able to read her mind. “She cannot heal her, Roman. As it is, she nearly lost her unborn children. And this… she would not be able to heal anyway.”

 Evie’s fingers and toes felt cold. Not numb, but cold.

 “Werewolf blood,” Roman said, not taking his intense gaze from Evie.

 “This is a different wound, Roman,” said Lalura. “You know it.” She came forward again, closing the distance between them so that she stood beside Evie, who lay on the ground, her upper body cradled on Roman’s kneeling form. “Ward knew he was dying and decided to take her with him. He did not mean for her to survive.”

 Roman was trembling. She could feel it where he held her so tenderly. But as she stared up at him, something hard crossed his features and he asked, “Evie, can you sit up?”

 Evie thought about it. She felt strangely weak. Growing colder by the second. But she couldn't tell why. Nothing in particular hurt except her wrists, where Ward’s fangs had torn cruel gashes in her flesh.

 She nodded. For him, she could sit up.

 “What are you doing?” came a third voice. It was a man’s voice. 


David Cade, Evie thought. She was so good, remembering all of these names.

 Roman didn’t answer, but only concentrated on helping Evie sit up on her own. His hands on her were strong, but gentle, and his touch warmed her where he made contact. 

 “He’s going to turn her,” came yet another voice.

 Evie was sitting up now. She turned to take in her surroundings. They were in the living room of what she could only guess was another of Roman’s safe houses. There were several people there. David, she recognized. And Jaxon. There were two other men there as well, both incredibly handsome and obviously vampires.

 There were three other women. One was Lalura. One was a young redheaded girl who looked to be in her early twenties. The third was a gorgeous dark-haired woman with piercing green eyes. They were both clearly vampires as well; Evie was getting used to identifying them. The dark haired woman was the one who had spoken.

 They were all watching her in stark silence, their expressions as intense as Roman’s.

 Evie blinked. Wait.

 What had the dark-haired woman said?

 “It’s the only way, Evie,” said Roman softly. His voice, so deep and melodic, acted as a salve on Evie’s nerves. “I know that Ward told you what to say.” He gently cupped her face in his warm, tender hands, and brushed his thumb across her lips, sending rivulets of pleasure across Evie’s skin. “Say those words for me now.”

 Evie gazed at him, not comprehending. Everything felt fuzzy and disjointed. She felt light – too light. 

 “Please, Evie,” Roman repeated, his hands shaking where he held her. “You don’t have much time. Say the words.” He closed his eyes and appeared as if he were fighting with something unseen when he said, “Say them, Evie. Addo Nox Noctis.” 


The words, she thought. The words. She knew them now. She remembered what Ward had told her. 

 And as she remembered what Ward had told her, she realized what was happening. 

 “Ward’s spell damaged you where nothing else can reach, Evie,” said Lalura, her ancient voice nearly as charismatic in its own way as Roman’s was. “He injured your soul, child. And nothing will save you now but this.”


If she says it, then it’s true, thought Evie. Somehow, she simply knew that. If anyone knew anything at all about the way the world worked, it was Lalura Chantelle.

 Evie opened her mouth and licked her lips. “Addo…” she said – and Roman went stiff beside her. His eyes flew open, their deep, deep darkness shimmering like stars on the verge of going supernova. The room had grown silent and still around her. The other vampires in the room waited; she could sense them holding their collective breaths.


If I say this, I will become like him, she told herself. 

 “Nox…” she whispered. Behind Roman, the other vampires began to move forward. Roman’s eyes widened and she caught the hint of fang behind his lips.


If I don’t, I will die.

 “Noctis.”

 “Restrain him!” Cade gave the command, turning to the Offspring men who had been waiting behind Roman. They responded at once, readily obeying the command.

 The men blurred into vampire movement, and Roman suddenly had more than four pairs of hands on him, some securing his arms, some wrapped tightly around his broad chest. 

 Evie was confused, and that confusion fed into a dawning fear, but the black-haired woman was beside her, kneeling so that they were on eye level. “You have to feed from him, Evie,” she told her quickly. “You’ve said the words – now you need to finish the spell and make the transition as soon as possible.”

 With vampire strength, the woman reached under Evie’s arms and lifted her up until Evie could feel her knees beneath her. She braced herself, trying to steady her body. She was on eye level with Roman.

 Never in her wildest writer’s dreams could she have imagined eyes that looked like his. They had gone supernova. Now they pulsed with hellish light at every heartbeat. Those eyes ripped through her, their heat almost burning her physically. They could see into her again, into her mind – even into her soul. She knew because she could feel him there.

 A dot of red caught Evie’s attention. There at the base of Roman’s neck, a small gash had been ripped. Blood welled at the opening, crimson and precious. It hadn’t been there a second before, and Evie instinctively knew that her spoken words had opened it.

 She trembled violently. 

 “Drink now,” Cade instructed, glancing at his fellow vampires as if to tell them to hold their king with everything they had. Evie could see Roman’s corded muscles straining against the grips of his subjects. 

 She could also feel the magic her words had released. It pulsed in the air around her as if it waited impatiently for Evie to finish what she’d started. 

 “Do it now, Evie,” said the black-haired woman.

 Gently, Evie placed her hands against Roman’s chest, feeling the muscles tensed there beneath the black material of his shirt. 

 The wound her words had opened in his throat waited, small and red and promising. With strength that she had no idea where she obtained, Evie leaned in – and placed her lips over the tiny gash.

 At once, Roman bucked against her and she could feel the vampires holding him communicating with one another. She could almost hear it. As if she were already one of their kind. They tightened their holds on him, straining with the effort of keeping him in place. Evie could feel every one of his muscles beneath her fingertips had gone taut with barely contained power. 

 Slowly, tentatively, she brushed her tongue against the bleeding gash in his neck. A low growl emitted from somewhere deep within him. He tasted like a heady, potent, and salty wine. It burned across Evie’s tongue and numbed her throat as it slid down. It felt good. Very good.

 At once, Evie closed her mouth tightly over the wound and began to suck. As she swallowed, the misery riding her body began to ebb away. The blood she lost was replaced, the wounds in her wrists stopped aching, and the fuzziness that had been sitting over her lifted and flittered away.

 In its place remained a kind of peace. It was like drinking liquid bliss; it erased the agony, the uncertainty, and the torment and replaced it with soul-deep contentment. There was no greater pleasure than the cessation of pain, and this right here, right now, was the cessation of every kind of pain Evie had ever known. There was no more resentment at having lived a normal life in the midst of supernatural she had never known were there. There was no more panic or anxiety. It was all gone – all of it.

 She continued to drink from the vampire king, and every time she pulled and swallowed the magical liquid in his veins, Roman fought harder against the grips his men had upon him.


What is wrong with him? Evie’s sudden apprehension felt like a spear of hard, sharp light in a sea of warm, tranquil darkness. Her question was more to herself than anyone else, and went out on a mental link that she hadn’t even known she’d formed. 


His blood is healing you, Cade answered, also mentally.

 Evie’s eyes widened… She’d just communicated telepathically with someone. She could actually hear the others now! Even so, she couldn’t bring herself to stop drinking. Not just yet.

 “When you drink from him, it is an act that fills him with a dangerous desire, Evie,” said the woman beside her. “If we don’t contain him, he will take you all the way to your last drop before you are strong enough to heal yourself when he’s finished.”

 Evie could feel something happening inside. It was almost unnerving, but not quite, because there was no uncertainty and no fear attached to this change.

 Somewhere outside, lightning split the Oregon sky and thunder rolled through the safe house. The surge of magic being taken from the king’s veins and infused into Evie’s was so powerful, she felt as if she were imbibing a liquid aphrodisiac. The heat that had numbed her tongue and throat spread through her chest and slipped lower, warming her belly and moistening her panties between her legs.

 She moaned against Roman’s throat, the sound involuntary and soft. In response, Roman lowered his head to her neck and Evie could feel his hot breath against her skin as his lips parted.

 “Hold him!” the dark-haired woman shouted. “She’s not ready! He’ll kill her!”

 “Forgive me, My Liege.” David Cade grabbed a fist full of his thick black hair and just as Evie felt Roman’s fangs graze the skin on her neck, the other vampire yanked the king’s head back. 

 Roman roared in outrage, and the sound echoed off of the walls with more force than the thunder had. The lights overhead flickered. Tiny pieces of plaster and dried paint crumbled to the floor. Waves of his power rippled out in anger, abrading everything in the room, including the men who were holding him. They gritted their teeth in pain, their own fangs showing, their eyes beginning to glow. But they held on.

 Evie saw them all, felt them all struggling behind Roman, and she experienced a hiccup of fear that she wouldn’t make the change in time. They wouldn’t be able to hold Roman for much longer.

 And then, with a slowly mounting certainty, she felt it. There it was, clicking into place, as if it had heard her silent plea and answered her. 

 It was like realizing every dream she had ever had. It felt like every story she had ever written was coming true. With a sense of bewilderment that left her fingers and toes tingling, Evie slowly stopped drinking and pulled away. Then she dropped her hands from his chest and straightened.

 The vampire king, in all of his broad-shouldered beauty, was shaking in his men’s grasps. Evie could feel his power more tangibly now, as if it were a living, breathing entity. Where it grazed everything else in the room with unspent wrath, it wrapped around Evie possessively as if it didn’t want her to pull away.

 But she had power of her own now. She felt it building around her as surely as Roman’s did around him. And that inherent magical strength allowed her to put enough space between her and the king that David was able to let him go.

 Roman’s gaze dropped to Evie’s. It lingered there a moment, red and burning. The men holding Roman released him all at once and took a simultaneous step back. The vampire king didn’t move at first; the room had fallen into silence. But his power still whipped out around him, and where it touched her own, it sent shivers of anticipation through Evie.

 In a blur of impossible movement, Roman came forward. She felt his arms slide around her, but it was only one sensation among many. Everything happened at once. He spoke a word of magic, but it sounded in his mind, and because she could hear those thoughts now too, it sounded in hers as well. The transportation took hold, the room melted, time warped, and the other vampires that had been around them were gone.

 The world pulsed outward, receded quickly, and solidified once more. Evie inhaled and looked around. They were alone in Roman’s secret cavern, kneeling in a patch of thick grass and clover on one of the islands. The waterfall on one side of the cave filled the magical space with a static, peaceful sound. The tributaries of river babbled like brooks, and the trees on the individual islands swayed ever so slightly in some unfelt breeze. Smoke curled from the cottage several islands away, and Evie could smell fresh baked cookies.

 Roman looked down at her now through eyes that pulsed between red and black. 

 “How do you feel?” he asked, his beautiful voice gruff with lust and unspent power.

 Evie felt fantastic. Nothing hurt, there was no weariness, no anger. There was only the feeling of life – immortal and strong. It was his blood pumping through her veins. 

 “I feel good,” she said, meaning it with all of her heart. 

 “Glad to hear it,” he told her, his lips spreading into a grin so devious, so darkly determined, it was cruel. Beautiful, and absolutely cruel.

 And then he was on her, taking them both to the ground. Despite the fact that she carried Roman’s blood, she barely saw him coming. His body blurred before her, his hands grasped her firmly but tenderly, and before she could blink, she was on her back and he was straddling her in the thick grass and clover.

 She inhaled a surprised gasp and stared up at him through wide eyes. He loomed over her, his black button-up shirt open at the collar, his fangs bared. His muscles pressed threateningly, promisingly, against the tight material of his clothing, and his ultra-black hair curled in damp locks against his forehead and cheeks. He was breathtaking. Something out of a wet supernatural dream.


Did you enjoy the way I taste? he asked, smiling as he whispered the question into her mind. One of his strong hands expertly captured both of her slender wrists and pinned them to the clover above her head. She thought about fighting him just for fun, but abstained. He was the Vampire King. He’d lived three thousand years; he had a good two thousand, nine hundred and seventy on her. No matter how strong she’d just become from his infusion, he would win. And for once, it was fun to just give in.


You’re delicious, she told him, taunting him with a lascivious smile.

 He chuckled above her, the sound sending tempting vibrations through her body from their point of contact at her hips. 


Then you’ll understand why I have to do this.

 The words had barely registered in her mind before he was turning her head to one side with his free hand and she was crying out with surprise as he sank his fangs into her throat.

 The sensation was mind-blowing. It was everything that Evie had ever imagined, written about, and dreamed of. And it was more. 

 The tips of Roman’s fangs were razor-sharp. They slid into her throat with expert purpose, straight and fast, and lodged so deep within her that Evie felt well possessed. She was being owned in that moment, taken by a man who had ruled a supernatural kingdom for three thousand years. He was a man so indomitable, he occupied the fantasies of millions of women around the globe. And of all of those women, he had chosen her.


There’s no turning back, my love, Roman’s words poured through Evie’s mind, igniting the fire that erupted into an infernal blaze as he pulled for the first time and swallowed against her throat.


Oh God…. There was a deliriousness that was not a thought, not a word, but a sensation of such chaotic magnitude, Evie felt as if she were flying and falling at once. She gasped and moaned as moisture gathered between her legs, further dampening her crotch, and her nipples hardened almost painfully. 


Addo Nox Noctis… My queen.

 He pulled and swallowed again, his body pressing down upon hers, his hardness the perfect match for her yielding, burning form. The heat within her intensified, swirling and pooling between her legs. Her back arched, and Roman’s grip on her wrists tightened.

 Again, the king took of her, drawing and swallowing her blood with languid determination that was becoming like a gradual torture. Each second brought more of Evie’s nerve endings to life, each pull against the giving veins in her body driving her ever closer to some kind of perfect insanity.


No more…. The notion floated through her mind, released in desperation. I can’t take any more, she thought. He was eating her alive, his power licking at her skin, his lips caressing her throat, his vampirism taking the blood from her very soul as if he would never, ever get enough. 

 Laughter rolled through her mind, imminently cruel. It was Roman’s voice, devoid of mercy, devoid of restraint. The laugh mocked her, tempted her, and teased her as if to say, “You can take so much more than this my love, and take it you will.” He was going to take her to the brink of death and bring her back again. He was going to take her very last drop.

 As he took another swallow of her blood and the ache in her body became unbearable, a noise that was half frustrated growl, half need-filled scream bubbled up in her throat, threatening to break free. “Roman!” she cried, not even knowing why she was saying his name or what she was asking him for.

 It didn’t matter though, because whatever her need was, his must have been ten-fold. He answered her cry with a growl of his own, pulling his fangs from her throat and rising above her. She hated to have them removed from her; the feeling was like being torn away from pleasure itself.


I can fix that, he told her, not bothering to say it aloud. They were connected now, deep down where it counted.

 What he did speak out loud was a magic word. There was a flash of light, a brush of warm wind across Evie’s face, and when it passed, her skin prickled at the feeling of fresh air against her nakedness.

 She gasped and looked down, but whatever magic Roman had used had taken his clothes as well – and that was where her gaze stopped.


Holy fuck.

 All coherent thought but those two words fled from Evie’s mind. Her lips parted, her breath hitched, and her eyes decided to do what they wanted – trailing across the ridges and slopes of what she was certain was the most perfect body ever formed. The sight of him before her filled her with unbearable yearning.

 It also terrified her.

 Her eyes widened when they slid downward to find the rock-hard evidence of what she had done to him so far. A tremor of trepidation rushed through her. He was huge. He’s going to kill me.

 Roman’s response was another wicked smile, which turned him into a veritable incubus above her, a triumphant demon of seduction who had captured his victim and was surely about to rip her asunder.


Yes, he told her. I am. 

 Evie lay beneath him, her wrists now free, but her body unable to move as it was trapped between the layer upon layer of hot, aching need he’d laid upon her and the somewhat frozen fear of what she knew he was about to do to her. Fangs in the throat were one thing. This was another.


You’ll take them both, his wicked voice told her.

 Promised.

 And then he was moving again, and Evie cried out as his hands were suddenly around her waist and she was turning, blurring in the air of the cavern as he switched their positions with vampire speed.

 She released a shaky breath and chanced a glance down. He was holding her above him, her opening positioned directly over his broad, turgid cock.


Oh God….

 If he released her, she would impale herself. Her eyes flew back up to his to find that they were once more burning, fully aflame. His fangs were bared and his features were hard. There was no escape from this.

 His hands nearly spanned the whole of her small waist. They tightened their grips and slowly, so slowly that it was maddening, Roman lowered her over him. Evie closed her eyes and could do nothing to suppress the moan that escaped her when she felt the tip of his member part her moist, ready lips. 

 He waited there, allowing Evie to feel the intrusion in a way that she never could have imagined. She was violated – blessedly, beautifully violated – but not enough. It wasn’t enough!

 Again he moved, lowering her a touch more. Evie’s head rolled back, exposing her throat. 


Careful, little one. You’re tempting the beast.

 Evie had no words to come back with. The very idea that she was unknowingly teasing him was laughable. She would have given almost anything in that moment to have him drop her, to just take her all the way. 

 Once more, his deep, wicked chuckle echoed through her mind. Evie bared her teeth. She lowered her head and glared down at him, expecting to find him grinning evilly up at her. But the look on his face was one of slight bewilderment. 


You’re stunning, he told her. 

 Evie’s brow furrowed. What the hell was he talking about? Roman!

 And then his expression changed. It became intense and serious, and Evie found herself holding her breath.

 All at once, he lowered her the rest of the way and pressed into her hot, wet tightness, sinking all the way to the hilt. Evie’s head flew back, her hair fanned out around her, and she cried out to the recesses of the cavern. It hurt so wonderfully good. So perfectly agonizing.


So full….

 But he gave her no time to get used to it before he was once more switching their positions, turning with her in the clover until she was under him again. She felt the soft green beneath her and in the next intake of breath, Roman was shoving his hand through her hair and yanking back her head.

 She knew it was coming a millisecond before it came. Roman’s long, sharp fangs impaled her once more, sinking to their limits. Again, Evie cried out. The feeling of being so deeply taken, so fully claimed by such a man was indescribable. 

 She sensed a dangerous peak drawing nearer, so intensely pleasurable, she knew it would feel like an explosion, all encompassing and all destructive. But it was mounting within her, ever closer, both promising and threatening at once. 


Going to kill me….


Yes, Roman said again, and she could feel his mental voice claim her just as surely as his body was doing so. It was laced with power, spoken with magic, and it curled around her, binding tight like strong silk ropes. I am. He made the promise and sealed it with his soul. Every chance I get.

 He moved then, releasing her hair to brace his hands against the ground at either side of her head. His muscles rippled and flexed as he lifted his body, never breaking the seal he’d formed over her neck. He pulled and swallowed at her throat as he eased out of her tightness below ever so slightly, and then shoved back in. Evie shuddered with the impact, feeling him deeper than she ever would have thought possible. 

 Again he pulled away, and again he drove forward, claiming her with a thrust that took her one step closer to the edge. Once more, he extracted his savage fangs from her tender throat and Evie trembled under assailing sensations as he grazed those teeth along the flesh of her neck to her collarbone. 

 Her hands clutched at his chest, unconsciously marveling at the broad ridges beneath her fingertips, and when Roman’s teeth rose over the crest of her breast to stop at the barrier of her aching nipple, Evie dug her fingernails into his muscle, desperate to find relief. 

 Roman’s mouth closed over the nipple, and Evie’s eyes flew open as the tip of one of his dangerous fangs pricked threateningly at the tender flesh. He sucked, and she rose to meet him as rivulets of lightning arced from her breast to her sex, wringing a cry of pleasure from her throat. 

 His tongue expertly brushed over the sensitive bud before he again rose with vampire speed and moved up her body to sink his long, sharp fangs into her throat a third and final time.

 The dichotomy was too much. Evie bucked beneath him, and as if he’d known she would fight, Roman’s hands once more found her wrists and pressed them into the grass beneath them.


Close… so close.

 The madness was rising, the ridge ever closer as Roman pulled out and drove in – over and over, every long, thick inch of him claiming her as his to the point of delirium. He drank deeper, pulling against her with abandon. Evie’s head tossed to the side, she had nowhere to go. The ache grew and grew, and her body quaked beneath the Vampire King, consumed by a passion it could not endure.

 And then, like an answered prayer, Roman drove in one final time, pressing deep and setting off the convulsions of insane bliss that had been hovering and teasing, just out of reach until now. She could feel his release like an eruption of lava within her, scorching her to the core and magnifying her own climax as it finally broke free. The waves rolled over Evie, claiming her in a suffocating sea of pleasure as her final drop was claimed by the Vampire King. 

 She felt herself die in that moment. It was nothing like she would have imagined. It was like “sloughing off her mortal coil” in favor of the new, better one underneath. There was no weakness, no pain, no fear. 

 She screamed into the air of the cavern as the last of her volcanic orgasm ripped through her, her beautiful new vampire voice going hoarse with the effort.

 Above her, the Vampire King rose like a god and claimed her lips with his own, stealing the last of her cries and swallowing them in a kiss that threatened to drive Evie right back toward that ledge of need.

 Her climax laid waste to her, wringing every last ounce of resistance from her new immortal body, and infusing it with a sense of calm she had never known. That peace drew a shuddering sigh from her throat and forced her eyelids closed as Roman released her wrists and slowly, tenderly, brushed his hands along her arms to settle them in around her waist.

 Roman broke the kiss and drew her gaze to his. His eyes had gone black once more, and Evie saw stars in their endless darkness. She got lost in them, floating in that mesmerizing outer space.

 His gaze lingered on hers for several long moments, and then dropped to her mouth. Evie felt her lips twitch. She ran her tongue over the tips of her teeth – and her eyes widened.

 Fangs. She had fangs. 

 They were new and small and very sharp. 

 Above her, Roman smiled. It was a warm smile, welcoming and proud. Evie hesitated only a moment more before she returned the smile, revealing to him what he had given her.

 For a moment, Roman looked stunned. His smile faltered and his expression became bewildered. Evie, came his whispered awe. My God…. You’re perfect.

 Evie’s smile broadened. As far as compliments went, the Vampire King knew how to dish out the best. She ran her tongue over her teeth again and experienced a new kind of thrill. Quite unexpectedly, she felt the sudden, quick urge to pull Roman back down and sink those new fangs into his strong neck; it was an automatic notion and one that gave her a bit of a charge. 

 But of course, she didn’t. Maybe later.

 And then Roman’s eyes darkened. The aura around him intensified, going from blatant awe to blatant hunger in record time.


Every chance I get, he repeated to her, allowing the deep, dark promise he had made earlier to register. Evie pressed her palms into his chest with the intent to put space between them, but she didn’t get far. Roman was still lodged deep within her, and when he moved, the sensation forced Evie to go still, her breath hitching, her body once more tingling with the beginnings of vampire yearning.


God help me, she thought as, before her eyes, the vampire king’s gaze shifted from black to burning red once more. It was going to be a very long night. 



 


Epilogue


Three months later….

 “On a chess board, the queen is always more powerful than the king,” said Lalura as she slowly walked alongside Roman. “Her powers will continue to grow.”

 “They are already,” he said, smiling. “She threw my clothes at me this morning,” he chuckled. “Telekinetically.”

 Lalura nodded. “She is already a strong seer. Soon, she will have all of your abilities and more, fortunately for her. Otherwise that orb up there,” she stopped, lifted her cane, and pointed at the sun shining bright in the sky, “might have posed a problem.” 

 They walked in silence through the budding spring garden for a while, Lalura’s arm woven through Roman’s. It was a warm day with a gentle breeze. Lalura Chantelle was in a quiet mood, as she was every time they walked through his gardens. He knew they reminded her of someone. Someone she’d lost long ago.

 Every once in a while, the old witch stopped and bent with great care to brush her fingertips across the new petals of a flower or take in its scent. 

 “Have you told the Thirteen about my vision?” she asked, most likely already knowing the answer.

 “I have.”

 “I assumed so,” she said, confirming his guess. “It’s been a while, but I figured you needed time.” They moved on and were silent for several minutes more before she spoke up again. “And what will you do about your law now?” she asked.

 “It’s been remanded,” he told her. 

 Lalura stopped and slowly turned to face him, her small hunched form bending back to meet his piercing gaze. “Offspring can now turn a mortal into a vampire if they so wish?” she asked, again probably already knowing what his answer would be. There wasn’t much that went on in the supernatural world without her knowledge. 

 “Yes.”


 She lifted a brow. “And you trust your people to choose wisely, do you?”


 Roman took a deep breath and considered that. “I must,” he said softly. “I believe that for the most part, Offspring are good.”


 “What will you do when another goes rogue? Or takes someone he or she isn’t meant to be with?”


 “I will have to deal with each case on an individual basis,” he stated. He’d given this a lot of thought and in the end, it wasn’t fair to ask his people to go through eternity without a mate when he had just chosen to do the opposite. There would be repercussions. But he would deal with them.

 To their left, there was a small scuffling sound. Roman smiled, turning to face the path that led into the rest of the mansion’s gardens. He’d felt her coming. It was like a warmth in his blood, a comfort that couldn’t be named. He felt whole when she was near. Complete. It was astounding to him that for three thousand years, he hadn’t even known he was broken.

 She came around the corner like a dream, dressed in a white sundress, her long, thick hair loose and shimmering in the sunshine. The world slowed for him, turning each second into a year, and he took the extra time to memorize every detail.


My queen, he thought helplessly, stunned by how much his heart ached and raced at the same time. 

 She smiled at him, and stole his breath. My king, she said, her beautiful voice brushing through his mind and body like a lullaby. 

 He watched her draw near, each step the very image of grace and perfection. And he realized something. He would never get used to this. Not in another three months, not in three hundred years.

 Not in three thousand.


 He loved her a little more every day. And if the way she smiled at him was any indication, Evelynne D’Angelo felt the same.


 *****


 Ramses turned to face the door when the Hunter entered. The young man bowed slightly and said, “My Lord, there is a young woman here to see you.”

 Ramses’ gaze narrowed. “Oh?”

 The Hunter nodded. “She somehow found the headquarters on her own, My Lord. We don’t know how, and she knows exactly who we are. But she claims she has information that will lead you to the Vampire King.”

 Ramses blinked. Then he straightened. “Show her in,” he said softly. 

 The Hunter turned and exited the room, leaving Ramses alone once more. He looked down at the phone in his hand. He had been looking at pictures on it; footage of Dannai Caige and her husband, Lucas. Lucas was a werewolf.

 It gave Ramses much food for thought. 

 He looked up again, clicking the phone off and pocketing it as the sound of heels neared his doorway. 

 “Lord Ramses,” the woman said as her female form filled the doorway. She crossed her arms over her ample chest and leaned against the doorjamb, her eyes roaming over his body with obvious interest – and lust. 

 Ramses knew at once that she wasn’t human. She was beautiful, tall and lithe, and her body gave off an all-too sensual feel. There was a gleam in her dark blue eyes that was entirely unnatural. 

 He waited.

 “I’ve brought a gift,” she said. She lifted off of the doorjamb and uncrossed her arms. She waved her hand and a single CD in its clear case appeared on the round metal table in the room beside Ramses. 

 Ramses glanced at it. She was either a witch, a warlock or a vampire. He was narrowing it down.

 “What is it?” he asked, always one to cut to the chase.

 “The Vampire King has taken a queen,” she said, and something nasty flickered across her lovely porcelain features. “This will help you find the both of them.”

 Ramses watched her for a moment, considering her carefully. His keen gaze picked up the jealousy in her eyes as easily as a print in snow. 

 “Why would you do this?” he asked, already knowing the answer.


 “The new queen took something that should have been mine,” she stated simply. “Something very dear to me.”


 Ramses’ lips twitched, threatening a smile. “I see.”


 The woman’s gaze narrowed. “Don’t waste the information,” she said. “It wasn’t easy to come by.” She turned to leave, but before she disappeared, Ramses sent out a pulse of his own power, drawing her up short.

 She froze and he heard her inhale sharply. Slowly, she turned in place, her expression a lot less certain than it had been a moment before. She was no longer all that sure who it was that she was dealing with.

 “I want your name,” he told her. It wasn’t a request. It was plainly a command. 


 The woman swallowed hard. Her throat had gone dry. But she nodded once and said, “Ophelia.”


 Ramses absorbed the name. “Thank you,” he said.


 Ophelia waited several beats. And then she turned and left him alone once more. 



 


 

The End.


 

The title and release date of book two in The Kings series are yet to be announced.


 



 


For a thrilling journey into the Big Bad Wolf series that spurred the creation of The Kings, check out the Big Bad Wolf Romance Compilation, Books One through Four by Heather Killough-Walden, available as eBooks via Amazon and Barnes and Noble:


 

Enjoy Heather Killough-Walden's critically acclaimed, New York Times bestselling Big Bad Wolf series, now combined in one tome of sexual tension, romantic suspense and dark paranormal bliss.... 


 

"I was strictly a vampire girl until I came across this pack of big bad Alphas -- Killough-Walden has converted me! Sexy, daring, and action-packed from start to finish. Warning: if you have a faint heart, do not read this." - Dianna Hardy, paranormal romance author of The Witching Pen.


 

“Heather Killough-Walden happens to write books so brilliant, I'm a fan! (I was the minute I started reading Hell Bent.) There aren't many I'd give my crown to, but this lady is totally worthy of my adoration!” – Poppet Author, paranormal romance author of Dusan.


 

"Hold on tight as these big bad wolves take you on a paranormal romance ride you won't soon forget!" - Christine M. Butler, paranormal romance author of Moonlit Dreams


 

1. The Heat, Book One: 


 

Lily St. Claire is a simple Southern girl who has no idea what she is in for when she decides to move back to her home town in Louisiana after a decade of being away. But between the two very different alpha werewolves who instantly begin fighting to claim her as their mate and the serial killer who has her in his sites, she's about to find out.


 

2. The Strip, Book Two: (warning, contains graphic violence)


 

Green-eyed Malcolm Cole is a cursed werewolf, an alpha in the most powerful sense who has given up hope for any kind of happiness or peace in his life. 


 

Until he catches wind of Claire.


 

Claire St.James, Charlie among friends, is an amazing young woman with an incredibly special gift. Cole recognizes this at once and swears on the spot to claim Charlie as his mate. 


 

Of course, he isn't the only one with such plans. Charlie is too precious to let go without a fight, and one of the most powerful alphas in the world has already staked a claim, whether Charlie - or Cole - like it or not.


 

3. The Spell, Book Three:


 

Dannai, aka the Healer, has begun dreaming of werewolves. She'd always been able to hide the fact that she was a dormant, using her magic to shield her promising scent from the alphas she's been forced to work with. But now that they've invaded her dreams, her world has been turned upside down. For, though every dormant dreams of her intended mate - Dannai is dreaming of two wolves, not one. And neither one of them is good news. One is a notorious killer. The other is Lucas Caige.


 

Lucas Caige is a man with a haunting past. A warlock took his brother from him fifty years ago and he's spent his life outrunning that dark magic. But fate has a way of throwing sand in your gears, and just when Caige thought he could forever leave behind the magic that brought pain to his life, his path crosses that of the Healer. Dannai unwittingly casts her spell over him the moment he lays eyes on her. She's stunning, she's kind, and everything about her wreaks havoc on his senses. She's also magic incarnate. 


 

But if Dannai thinks that's going to stop him from doing everything in his power to make her his mate, the little witch has another thing coming.


 

4. The Hunt, Book Four: 


 

Byron Caige has been a prisoner for the last fifty years of his supernaturally long life. Just when he gives up hope of ever knowing freedom again, he is unwittingly rescued by the very same woman who only wants to see him dead. Katherine Dare – Kat – is smart, fast, strong and beautiful – but unfortunately she’s a Hunter, and she’s convinced that Byron murdered her father twenty years ago.


 

She’s also Byron’s dormant.


 

As war breaks out amongst the otherworldly of Earth and threatens the existence of entire races, Kat is faced with a terrible decision. Should she give up her cause and believe Caige when he professes his innocence? Or should she fight him and possibly avenge her father’s taken life – even while she forfeits her own?


 


 


 

Thank you for reading! 
  
cover.jpeg
THE
VAITPIRE K

% Book One oF The Kings SERIES
= A Bic Bap Wertp MeveL

HEATHER

KILLOVGH-JUALBEN





