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Prologue
My world is run by vampires.
At least that's how it’s been for over three thousand years. Humans are the anomaly now. We have been for a great long while. The four royal covens replaced the president, they've replaced everything. There are no senators, no governors, no mayors. The covens, or rather, the coven royalty are who make the decisions. While all vampires are similar in strength, speed, and their general craving for human blood; each of the four sectors of the continent are controlled by one group. They call it being fair.
I call it bullshit.
Humans are their playthings. Their toys. It has been over three thousand years since the vampire covens came into power. Since then the human race has withered under the pressure of lifetime servitude. We are the cleaners, the blood banks, the storefront employees. Never the leaders. Never their equals. I've lived in this hell for my entire life. By the age of twenty I was ready to call it quits; to take my mother and leave everything behind. There’s only one way to do that nowadays.
There are two provinces left that are vampire free, but it costs thousands of dollars just to enter the borders, let alone acquire lodging. So, I began saving every cent I earned working odd jobs around Divian, knowing full well that all my efforts would be wasted if I didn’t reach my goal by twenty five. One week before my birthday I finally raised enough money for both my mother and I to get out of here, to escape, and I did secure passage.
For next year.
So, my mother will gain her freedom while I’ll be left to the very fate I’ve been running from for my entire life. I will be required to give my first pint of blood when I turn twenty five in two days, which is something all humans who live in the coven societies do to qualify for citizenship. It wouldn’t be such a big deal if my blood wasn’t extra tasty to vampires. So, after all that work, the covens will find out that I possess the rarest blood type in the world.
And as soon as the coven leaders have me locked between their bloodied hands; I know they’ll never let me go.
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Chapter One
No vampire has ever given a damn about me or my human family, that is, until I was selected to become one.
Everyone hundred and twenty five years the four royal covens select one female to be their everlasting blood bag. Well, that's not exactly how they phrase it. According to them it's an honor to be chosen. They hand pick a woman based on blood type, often looking for women with the rarest blood type in the population; AB-negative. Only point six percent of the population carries it. To vampires it's the holy grail, the city of gold.
To humans it's just a hassle.
I've had two surgeries during my lifetime. One to get my tonsils out, the other to have my appendix removed. Both required an extensive search for blood, most of which came from the coven blood bag herself. It never occurred to me that I might be in that position someday, that I'd eventually take the place of that two hundred year old hag. I didn't think about it back then.
Now I think about it every day.
Well, more often lately since my birthday is in two days. My twenty fifth birthday to be exact. The date that all humans are required to begin giving blood to the coven leadership. It’s our form of currency. Every month you give, at the very least, one pint of blood in exchange for housing and food. If you want other things. . . Let’s just say it costs a lot more than a pint of blood. Most times people pay with their blood and their bodies. It’s how we’re controlled. I’ve never done it myself, but my friends have. In fact, one of them is going to collect more “currency” after our weekly lunch date.
“Earth to Blair,” Kalista says, waving one hand in front of my face.
I turn my head toward her and smile brightly, knowing that it shows my dimples. Kalista grins back at me, losing the anxious glint in her eyes immediately. Any time that I smile people forget what they’re worried about, it’s my superpower.  It’s not because I’m the sexiest woman to walk the earth either, it’s because of the deep dimples lining my cheeks. They bring out my striking features, and make me appear much happier than I really am. I think it stuns people, honestly.
“What are we talking about?” I ask, sweeping my gaze across the table.
“We were busy trying to convince you how easy it is to give blood, but you weren’t listening,” Jade says while raising one perfectly done eyebrow.
Each of my friends have already turned twenty five and given their first pint of blood, and they assured me it’s not that bad. Well, it isn’t, at least not for them. No one but my mother and I know about my rare blood type, well, I’m hoping. The surgeries I’ve had may have alerted the coven leaders, but at that time I was too young to be a concubine, and it wasn’t time for them to claim me. I shudder at the words. Instead of looking at them with a face full of personal doom, I push lettuce around my empty plate.
“I appreciate what you guys are trying to do, but it’s really not necessary.”
“If you say so,” Jade replies.
Her suspicious tone makes me look up, and we lock eyes. Jade has always been too observant for her own good. It’s been a bitch to hide my feelings from her this year as the looming date of my birthday grew closer. The others were easily fooled, but not her. Sometimes I wish she were just as dumb as the rest of them, and I know that’s a rude thing to think. I know it is. But it’d be better for everyone if they cared a little less about me, as I’ll be gone soon enough.
Angela stands after signing her check with a flourish. “I’m off to pay up, ladies. Wish me luck!”
By the devil’s grin on her face, she doesn’t mind paying one bit for whatever she’s getting out of it. It can’t just be currency. Maybe she’s found the one vampire in this city that isn’t a complete asshole. Or maybe she’s a girl who’s into guys that treat her like trash. In which case. . . Well, I won’t get the opportunity to say I told you so anyhow. We all stand with her, Kalista smiling at her with that thinly veiled worry and Jade giving her a disapproving frown.
“Don’t be stupid, Angela. That’s the only luck I’m going to wish you,” Jade says dryly while pushing her neon green hair over her shoulders.
Angela pouts at her before wheeling around and stalking out the front door of the cafe. Kalista shoves Jade’s shoulder, laughing as we all leave together after a fuming Angela. Out of the four of us, Jade is the most outgoing, the most confident, and an overall badass. In times like this I wish I had an ounce of the spunk she got when she was born. She wraps her arms around us when we get outside.
“Don’t be so hard on Angela, I think she has a crush on the guy,” Kalista says jokingly.
Jade and I roll our eyes at the same time, but she says, “Please, like any human can fall for a vamp.”
Right at that moment, a tall distinguished man who’s a little too pale for it to be normal walks out into the street and sneers at Jade for her comment, but she ignores his presence completely. That’s another thing I never understood about her. She’s so good at ignoring them, not looking at them, or even being drawn to them like everyone else is. And if she’s not attracted to them, I would at least expect her to be afraid, but no. Jade gives absolutely no shits about them one way or the other.
We learned about it in history class years ago, just how much power the vampires around us wield. Yes, they’re well known for sucking blood as a snack, but that's not exactly the scary part. All vampires are inhumanly good looking, and their scent conforms to whatever you love the most in order to lure you in like prey. Not only that, but they can control hearts, as in manipulate your thoughts and feelings to their benefit. They were made to hunt humans, but now they rule over them instead.
Apparently they thought that was a better system.
Personally? I’d rather take my chances being hunted; at least that way I won’t be dragged into a lifetime of servitude. I sigh at my own thoughts; it doesn’t bode well to dwell on something that can never happen in reality. I am going to take my blood test on Monday, and then I’ll be carted on to god knows where to become the next vampire concubine. Because lord knows that there’s no such thing as a vampire queen. Not in a million years with the men ruling over us now.
The only comfort I can take with me is knowing that my mother will be safe within the human colony by next summer. A place where vampires stealing our life blood and lurking around every corner is a distant memory. It almost sounds too good to be true, honestly. It better be true, though, I paid a lot of money to make it happen for her and she doesn’t even know it yet.
“Well, this is my stop ladies, I have to get back to work,” Angela groans, stopping us in front of the jewelry store she’s worked for since the age of eighteen.
Jade salutes her with two fingers in farewell while I only wave. As soon as she’s gone I feel Jade’s attention slide to me, and I try to ignore it at first. Kind of like when people say to stay still in front of a predator and then they won’t hurt you, and we all know how that usually turns out. Her eyes don’t leave the side of my head even when I urge us forward down the crowded streets of downtown Divian.
“Can you not ask what you’re about to ask?” I plead, still not looking at her.
“How do you know what I’m going to ask?”
I finally shoot her a sidelong glance. “You’ve been stewing over it for days. We do live together, you know.”
She shrugs. “I don’t really care if you want me to ask or not.” She pauses as if to gauge my reaction, and I keep my face blank despite the fear swirling in my gut. “Why are you so afraid of the bloodletting? You don’t hate needles, you’re not squeamish, so what is it?”
I turn my gaze forward as we enter our apartment complex and make our way toward the elevator, walking with our arms intertwined as we usually do. My silence won’t stall her, I know that all I’m doing is trying to figure out what to say. There won’t be any more room for lies; she won’t tolerate it anymore. I’ve spoken around the subject one too many times already. The elevator dings open just as we step up to it, and I’m momentarily saved when Link steps out. Jade’s eyes light up when she notices him for only a moment before returning to their normal forest green. In one fluid movement, Jade pushes off of me to lean against a nearby pillar, stretching out her body like a lounging cat.
Link is the man that Jade will marry, I’m almost sure of it. He is the male version of her. All black clothing, piercings, and his hair is dyed a flattering shade of blue that brings out his eyes. If that wasn’t enough, he’s the lead singer in a popular heavy metal band that Jade drools over every weekend in her room alone. We met him the first day we moved in three years ago, and it seemed like love at first sight. . . But Link has a girlfriend, still does, in fact. The girl is a blonde bombshell, and the only thing they have in common is their love of good sex.
“Hey, Link,” Jade practically purrs.
His answering grin is feline as his eyes travel up and down her body, taking in the ripped blood red crop top, short black skirt, and fishnet tights. She literally put the outfit on this morning in hopes that she’d see him in the hall. If it wasn’t so obvious that he feels the same way, I’d say she was pathetic to go after a taken man. She’s slowly but surely worn down his resolve over the past three years, and I’m pretty sure this is the year he’ll finally cave and have sex with her.
“Hello, Jade. You look hot today.”
“I look hot every day,” she scoffs, flipping her long hair.
He laughs in answer, and it’s a deep, melodious sound that would make any woman melt, not just Jade. The elevator doors close behind him, leaving us behind to go pick up another poor sap that will be forced to watch these two undress each other with their eyes. Hopefully, it’s his girlfriend so she can get it over with and break up with him already. At least then I wouldn’t have to hear about it anymore. I sigh loudly when the elevator arrives back in the lobby and our older landlady steps off of it, giving Jade and Link a sly look but saying nothing. We exchange conspiratorial glances as we pass each other.
I step onto the empty elevator and call out to Jade, “I’m going up, are you coming, or will you be eye sexing for a few more minutes?”
At my words, a bright flush crawls up her throat to cover her face. Link only laughs again before leaning down to give her a lingering kiss across her knuckles. Jade’s crimson blush only deepens at that as she stumbles into the elevator, a love drunk look on her face. Link lifts a hand to me in farewell before turning on the heel of his Converse shoe and striding out of the building. As soon as the doors close in front of us, Jade punches me in the shoulder.
“Ow! I just called it like I saw it, okay?” I say, rubbing my shoulder.
“Just because you’re thinking it, doesn’t mean it has to come out of your mouth,” she hisses. “Especially when you won’t say what I want you to say.”
I flinch. “Geezz, I’m sorry. I didn’t think it would hit such a nerve.”
“You are teasing me doesn’t hit a nerve, it's the lying that does.” 
I roll my eyes as I step off the elevator and wait for her to open the front door. “Do you really want to know?”
She slams the door behind her before flinging off both of her heavy black combat boots, the light jacket, and her purse. As she moves forward I clean up the tornado that is Jade. Straightening her shoes, hanging up her coat, etc. This place would be a cesspool if it weren’t for me swooping past right after she leaves a room. 
“Yes, I really want to know,” she replies, flopping onto our worn out couch with a sigh.
I sit down across from her so that I can look her in the eye. Would it be best to blurt it out? Or to explain it gently? That’s how my mother did it when she told me at the age of twelve. Be careful in public, never cut yourself around vampires. They will instantly know and crave your blood. Bloodlust is a very real and powerful thing. I still shiver at the memory, at the solid and unavoidable truth of it. If I had been devoured back then, maybe I wouldn’t be facing down a lifetime of servitude with four hellish vampire lords.
But Jade isn’t me. She isn’t soft, scared, or shy. I know she’d want me to just blurt it out, get it over with like ripping off an old band aid. If only it were as easy as thinking it, both sharing my curse and living it. I lean forward; resting my forearms against my knees to keep them from bouncing nervously. It’s now or never. 
“I have AB blood, and once I get tested next week I will be recruited to become the next concubine to the vampire lords.”
My voice came out cold, distant, unfeeling. I suppose it’s because I’ve come so accustomed to the idea, or maybe being resigned to my fate is a better way to put it. Her face doesn’t change. She’s the same old Jade; bored and indifferent. The only thing that lets me know what she’s feeling is the stillness of her body. It’s the tell for most humans. We fidget when we lie as if we feel the need to apologize to the world. Vampires don’t move unless they want to, they don’t even breathe. Being undead has some perks I guess.
“And you were going to mention this. . . When?” She asks, that deadly calm voice chilling my skin.
“I wasn’t. At first I thought I could escape it by buying my freedom into the human only colonies, and I did, but not in time. My mother will be transferred there next year while I remain behind,” I reply, swallowing the tears that threaten to come out at the thought of never seeing my mother again.
“You mean while you become a human blood bank for four psychopaths?”
I shrug. “More or less.”
At that she explodes off of the couch, seething. “How are you so calm? So okay with it?”             
I watch her pace from one end of the room to the other before she stops in front of the main reason we chose this apartment to rent. The floor to ceiling glass wall that overlooks the cityscape. You can even see the city center, highlighted by the beautiful glass castle at its center. My gaze focuses on it like a laser, the home of the eldest vampire lord, Michael. He’s never been seen in the streets of the city, at least not by anyone I know. Some say he hasn’t lived there for centuries, preferring to stay with his brothers, Gabriel, Raphael, and Uriel. And yes, the vampire lords are named after the four archangels of God. The irony isn’t lost on me.
“Earth to Blair!” Jade shouts, clapping her hands in front of my face. “That’s the second time you’ve zoned out today.”
I snap my eyes to hers, forcing myself to forget about my potential vampire consorts. That vile word echoes through me. Consorts. We’re so far into the future that it shouldn’t be relevant anymore, yet here we are. I’m about to become an involuntary concubine for two hundred and fifty years. After my extended lifetime of servitude, they’ll give me the gift of immortality if I want it. I’m almost positive that I’ll want to die at that point even though every other concubine in recent history has chosen to live, or rather, to die and rise again.
Damn, I’m thinking about them when I’m actively trying not to think about them!
“I’m numb to it now, Jade, don’t you get it? I’ve known about my fate since I was twelve years old. It’s not news to me,” I say, pleading with my eyes for her to understand.
She lets go of my shoulders, rocking back on her heels, her green hair swaying. The look on her face is exactly why I didn’t want anyone to know, not until it was too late. I always thought, so what if they ended up hating me for it? At least that way they wouldn’t have such hopelessness, such sadness in their heart. It’s a festering thing, those worming emotions. That’s why I learned to shut them away a long, long time ago. Jade stands up in one fluid motion before stalking into her room and slamming the door behind her. The force of it rattles the skyrise windows enough to distort the view of the castle.
That was expected, it’s happened before, after all.
I’d rather my last days with friends be happy ones, not something full of pain, of denial. Because that’s what always comes next. I learned that the hard way, the brutal way.
The one and only time I fell in love with another human being. . . My secret killed him.
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Chapter Two
Carden.
His name echoes through my chest as I stare out the window toward that blasted castle.
It was three years ago, right after I had turned twenty-one. We met in college, having the same general education classes. At first, I had tried to avoid him at all costs, if only because I knew how it would end. Any relationship I had in high school was short lived. One boy after another was left in my wake, only a plaything. Most people called me a whore for it, but I was okay with that. It was better than the alternative. Better than falling in love with someone I’d only end up hurting down the road.
But Carden saw through it, wanted to know me beyond a physical relationship, something I didn’t dare give him. I knew if I did, he wouldn’t let me go. So, I blatantly paraded men in front of him. To disgust him, to ward him off, I don’t know. All I knew is that made it easier to ignore him, to look away from his kind eyes and brilliant smile.
At least it did for a while.
Months went by, and I thought I had successfully pushed him away from me. Our classes changed, we didn’t sync up anymore, and all was forgotten. That is, until he showed up at my door three months later, asking me out for coffee. I wanted to say no, I should have said no. But it had been so long since I had a connection with anyone, and I hadn’t met Jade yet. All I had was myself and trusting one person didn’t seem so bad.
We began seeing each other casually, getting to know one another through stupid games of twenty-one questions. It proved that we had many things in common like our love of science fiction and fantasy books, all things outer space, and strong black coffee. And if we didn’t love the same things, our tastes complimented each other. I love salt and vinegar chips while he didn’t, he enjoyed really sweet wine when I prefer a dry red.
Everything felt perfect, perfect enough that I let my fears go. It was easy to do, like losing a scarf on the wind. It slips through your fingers with a bright flash of worry that’s laughed away minutes later. I had two years of that bliss. Two years of stolen moments, kisses that never seemed to end, and love that would have lasted a lifetime. Love that felt like it could battle the world and survive.
It couldn’t, it didn’t.
One stupid night of drinking ruined everything. We had gone to the bar to celebrate his brother’s twenty-first birthday and got outrageously drunk. And as the night drew to a close, we each drank two glasses of water before making our way home. Stumbling back to our apartment two blocks away wouldn’t have been a problem if there wasn’t a steep hill on the way back. If my heel didn’t break, if I didn’t wear them in the first place if I didn’t have those last two shots of tequila.
If. . .
If. . .
If. . .
Within the first two staggering steps down the hill, I had tumbled into oblivion, cracking a rib. As if that wasn’t bad enough; having that rib puncture a lung was a stroke of bad fucking luck. It required my first ever emergency room visit, my first surgery, the first request for blood from the only other woman in the world that possessed it.
The current concubine of the royal covens.
At that moment, the men I tried so hard to avoid knew who I was, where I lived, and who. . . Loved me. By the time I woke up from surgery, Carden was gone. At first no one knew where he disappeared to. His missing photograph, a candid I took of him that summer on the beach, was plastered on every news station, in every newspaper. And I couldn’t even help look for him for the two weeks it took to heal.
But as those weeks turned into months, the police became less and less optimistic about the search until it was admitted if we found him it’d be dead rather than alive. That is, if we ever did find him. So, search parties were made to comb the streets, the nearby forest, even dumpsters for his body. Each night it yielded nothing but tears and frustration. From me, from his parents, from my mother. There was nothing else we could do, no rock left to turn over, no lead to chase down. He was just gone. . . Until he wasn’t.
There was never a dead decaying body to be found, well, at least not a decaying one. Carden had been turned into a vampire and integrated into another coven away from his original life. The only way we found out is through a letter addressed to me in the post; sent over a year after his death. It was two sentences. Two damned sentences. As if I meant nothing all along, as if he didn’t spend months trying to get my attention, as if we didn’t spend years loving each other.
Dear Blair,
I am alive, but I am not. I have become a vampire, and you will never see me again.
With love,
Carden

After that I stopped drinking, I stopped sleeping with boys, I stopped being me. All that was left was this deep cavern where my feelings had been. The only thing I could bring myself to do was go to school, which is where I first met Jade in a level four hundred biology course. At the time a green haired goth girl matched the way I felt in my heart, and maybe she saw that in me. Maybe that’s why we even became friends in the first place; my pain matched her own, whatever hers was. She’s never told me about her past, only that she has no family, no friends. Only that she worked three jobs in order to pay for her tuition and the shitty apartment in an even shittier part of town.
That was enough for me, and I moved in a week later.
Whether I wanted to or not, I eventually moved on from Carden. Well, moved on isn’t exactly the right phrase. I’ve never been with anyone since then, never touched another boy in his absence. But my heart healed enough for me to function, to enjoy my life as much as I’d let myself. To make new friends, to celebrate birthdays. The little stuff because the big stuff did and has always felt too hard.
It was never confirmed, but I have long since suspected the coven leaders to be behind Carden’s death. At least the death of my Carden. Him becoming a vampire at the same time that my poisonous blood was discovered by them is too much of a coincidence. They took him and most likely offered him death and rebirth. It would be the only way to keep him from me, that much I know for sure.
Through rain or shine, hell or highwater, I will love you.
I shudder at the memory, clutching the necklace around my throat tightly. One half of a broken heart lies perfectly in the little groove below my throat. He wore the other half on a chain beneath his own shirt, golden to my silver one. Sometimes I wonder if he still has it in a drawer somewhere, or if it got lost when he was killed, or if he threw it out once he turned. Or if they made him do it. All I do know is that letting him love me was a mistake.
After all, my blood is poison.
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Chapter Three
When I wake up the next morning to meet my mother for lunch, Jade is already gone, her purple polka dotted travel mug missing from the counter. I sigh and pour myself some, drinking it black and basking in the bitter goodness of it. My phone has no new notifications either, or I deflate. Usually Jade texts me where she went, even if I already know her schedule. Today she’s silent, and I know it’s a message for me, but I’m not sure what she’s trying to say.
That she doesn’t accept it? That she feels betrayed? Either way it doesn’t change the outcome of my blood donation to happen tomorrow. The moment the first pint is in the system, they’ll snatch me up, sending their other concubine out to pasture. As I step out of the shower I briefly wonder what she’ll choose. Death or rebirth? Most likely rebirth as the other girls had, something I’ve never understood. Something I’ve vowed to never choose, no matter what happens in the next two hundred years.
Towel drying my hair, I look in the mirror, noting the dark circles beneath my eyes. I can’t remember the last time I got a good night's sleep. Four, maybe five months ago? Each day that brought me closer to this fate took minutes from my sleep schedule. Now I’m lucky if I spend two hours in a deep sleep, or even four in a fitful one. My phone vibrates on the counter and my eyes snap to it. I sigh, it’s just my mother. 
“Yeah mom?”
“I’m outside your apartment, are you coming down or what?”
“Yeah, yeah. I’m coming down soon,” I reply before hanging up.
Ten minutes later I’m down the stairs and walking out to meet my mother who’s leaning against the pillars out front. I scowl when I notice that her outfit is more stylish than mine, a long flowing black jumper paired with crazy golden jewelry. It’s classic while also bringing out the topaz color of her eyes. She turns to me, grinning like a fool, and I give her a matching smile.
Most people mistake us for sisters, if only because she’s a little over sixteen years older than I am. She had me while she was in high school, an accidental pregnancy. My father refused to have anything to do with me, but she and her parents raised me in a loving home, a fun one too. We’ve been thick as thieves ever since, relying on each other as if we are sisters.
“Come on! We’re going to miss our reservations at this rate,” my mother quips, slinging one arm around my shoulders and dragging me down the street.
I laugh. “No, we’re not, you got here twenty minutes early, as usual. Now would you let go of me?”
She does, but not before giving me a disgustingly wet kiss on the cheek. The rest of the walk to our favorite brunch place is spent in comfortable silence. Well, as comfortable as I can be right now. Not only is Jade upset with me, but what I’m about to do is grating on my nerves. Today is my last chance to give my mother her tickets to the last known human sanctuary. It won’t be easy. We’ve spent my entire life tiptoeing around the fact that I have AB negative blood. The only reason it had been a secret for so long is because my grandmother, who's a pediatric surgeon, knew most of the nurses on staff when my mother gave birth. They forged the records, swearing to never speak of it again.
So, we haven’t, not even now when the day I’ll be taken looms over our heads.
My mother glides into the cafe, skirt swirling, blonde hair flying, and teeth flashing white. The man at the hostess stand nearly melts when he sees her, and then almost faints when I step beside her. I roll my eyes.
“Table for two, Eric. It’s nice to see you again,” my mother says.
“Same to you, Eva. Right this way.”
We follow him deep into the restaurant, and I inhale the sweet smell of cinnamon rolls and chocolate ganache. I swear, nothing could taste better than the pastries from this place. We’re seated in our usual both by the kitchens, conveniently within staring distance of the owner who’s always typing away on his laptop at the end of the bar. I’m pretty sure that he has the hots for my mom. Too bad she’ll be leaving soon, without anyone.
“Thank you, Eric,” my mother nearly purrs as he sets down our menus.
His face turns a delightful shade of pink. “Anytime.”
He stumbles back the way he came; all the while Eva chuckles. She knows the effect she has on the men around her, and she uses it to her advantage. That’s the real difference between us. I may have used my good looks to go from one partner to the next, but at least it was to their mutual benefit. My mother uses her charms for far more than just sex. She has lived with men, taken their money, accepted outrageous gifts, and then dumped them all days later with no apology left behind. She’s, quite simply, an ice queen. Has been for as long as I can remember.
We both order a caramel macchiato with extra whipped cream and a cherry before settling in to look at the menus. It’s just for show since we always get the same thing. Cinnamon roll pancakes with cream cheese drizzle and extra butter. The sweetness of it will hurt your teeth, but never enough to regret eating it. So, I set down my menu and look at her intently, hoping she’ll get the message. She doesn’t, only dropping her menu when the server comes back with our drinks. She orders for the both of us, and only after taking a deep drink of her coffee does she look me in the eye.
“Alright, now I’m ready to hear it.”
I tilt my head. “You knew?”
She shrugs. “Well, not exactly. I figured you’d have something to tell me about your impending doom since you scheduled a breakfast get together the day before.”
“Wow, what a subtle way to refer to it,” I reply dryly, stirring my whipped cream into my coffee.
“We’ve edged around it for long enough, don’t you think? Might as well be upfront about it.”
I finally look at her. “Fine. I’ve been saving up for years to buy us tickets out of here,” I pause and lean forward to whisper. “To the only human run state left.”
She sits back in surprise. “My god, Blair. You should have told me.”
I scrunch up my brows, but as I open my mouth to respond our food is laid in front of us, and the steamy gooey goodness momentarily distracts me. I thank the waitress and take a big bite, blowing out my mouth to avoid getting burned. My mother watches me, that same disbelief still on her face, and she doesn’t touch her food.
“I could have helped you, we could have gotten the money together sooner,” she whispers, tears wavering on her lashes.
“There’s nothing to be done now,” I reply blankly, sliding the sealed envelope across the table while taking another bite.
She stares at it, still unmoving, those tears still wavering. I know the sight should rattle me, should make me want to cry along with her, but it doesn’t. Maybe it’s because I’m too emotionally damaged now, or because I’ve suppressed my own emotions for far too long. Denial? Acceptance? Both might be true.
“I love you, Blair, no matter where you go or what they do to you.”
At that, I smile. “I love you too mom. Now eat your pancakes before they get cold.”
She stares at me a moment longer before shoving the envelope into her purse. Right after we go back to ignoring the inevitable, to talking about mundane, easy things. Maybe because we’re both cowards, and because we’re both optimists. Either way, I am grateful for it. It pulls my mind away from all that I’m dreading, all that I know is just around the corner.
Blood, pain, and suffering for the rest of my life.
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Chapter Four
We part ways at the front of the cafe with one long hug and whispered promises to stay in touch, even when we both know that we won’t. She’ll be in the promised land that I bought her while I’m in the hell I was born into. The moment she disappears around the corner I take a deep, calming, breath. Now is when the tears come. When there is no one around to see it except for strangers I couldn’t care less about.
The silent crying plagues me all the way home, and I’m not sure if I’m sad because I’ll never see her again, or if it’s because of where I’ll be in less than twenty four hours. Or if it’s sadness at all, really. Maybe I’m simply resentful that she gets to escape while I am imprisoned. Not that life is fair, and if only one of us can be happy, I’d rather it be her. I had my small slice of happiness one year earlier, and it slipped away. No, it was taken from me.
I shake the thought away.
“There you are,” Jade calls from up ahead.
I look up to see her standing outside of our apartment building, waving her arms frantically. She’s not wearing the powder blue scrubs I see her in everyday before she sets off to work as a nurse in the emergency room. So, she skipped work for something else, something I’m almost positive will make everything worse. I wipe my eyes on the sleeve of my jacket, sending up a quick thanks to whatever god told me not to wear makeup today.
“Why aren’t you at work?” I ask as I near her.
She sticks her tongue out at me. “I got Cici to cover for me last minute.”
Dread coils in my stomach. “For what?”
“To see what I could do, of course. Greg told me the only way out is through the human realm, but I--”
I cut her off, “Are you dense, Jade? Do you think I’m that hopeless? That stupid? I looked at all the options, I got the tickets. They’re for next year. I gave them to my mom.”
She stops bouncing on her toes, frowning now. “Oh.”
“There’s nothing you can do, Jade. I’m so sorry.”
She staggers forward to clutch my arms tightly, her head falling against my shoulder, great heaving sobs wracking her body. I rub her back awkwardly, trying to calm her down. I’ve never been great at comforting people, I’m more of the shove your feelings down so far that you don’t even realize they’re there type of girl. Even when I cry I feel uncomfortable, let alone someone else doing it on my shoulder.
In an attempt to make her stop, I led her into the elevator and up to our apartment, letting go and giving her a few tissues. It seems to work because she sits on one of the kitchen island stools, wiping her eyes and smearing mascara in the process. I turn around and put water on the stove for tea, grab two mugs, and plop cinnamon bags with a spoonful of honey in each. By the time I turn back she has composed herself and has a little grin on her face.
“You’ll fit in just fine with the vampires,” she murmurs.
I raise one eyebrow. “Who’s that?”
“You’re about as emotional as a common house plant.”
A startled laugh slips from me right as the teapot begins to sing. She’s moved from denial to acceptance rather quickly, whether it’s for her or for me, I’m grateful all the same. She takes her steaming mug with both hands, blowing on it softly. I set mine down on the counter and lean my forearms against it as well. Now it’s truth time, the whole truth.
“I may have accepted it, but that doesn’t mean I’m excited for it.”
She nods. “Well maybe it won’t be all bad. Sure, they feed on you whenever they want, but you get to live like a queen. Great food, a plush bed. And if they let you have visitors; I’ll be there every weekend.”
I push back from the island in surprise. “You’d come to visit me at the palace of a vampire?”
“Vampires, plural, but yes. Of course, I would, and I’m sure all of our other friends would too. Your entire life doesn’t have to end, you know.”
I rock back on my heels, shock coursing through me. If there’s one thing I didn’t account for it’s that I’d have any part of my life with me when everything changes tomorrow. A dangerous feeling sweeps through me, something I haven’t felt in a really long time.
Hope.
***


Jade and I spent the night eating all of my favorite junk food, drinking sparkling nonalcoholic wine, and marathoning Harry Potter movies. It was well into the morning when I finally tumbled into bed, leaving me groaning when a hard knock wakes me early in the morning. I glance at the window to see that it’s barely past sunrise, orange and pink are still peaking over the skyscrapers in the distance.
“Jade,” I groan loudly into my pillows.
“You get it,” she calls from her room, sounding equally miserable.
I stumble upright and to the door, looking out the peephole first. A single man stands there, immaculately dressed and glancing down at his watch. When he glances up again I nearly jump out of my skin. His eyes are the telltale red of a vampire, and yet his skin is a brilliant golden brown unlike any other vampire I’ve seen or met. I swing open the door, wrapping my robe around me protectively.
“What can I do for you?” I ask, my voice husky with sleep.
He doesn’t respond right away. His eyes only roam over me from head to toe, stopping at every little thing that interests him. My bed head, the small scar above my left eye, a smattering of freckles I’ve always had across my nose. At least that’s what I think he’s staring at. I wave my hand in front of his face, snapping my fingers twice to gain his attention.
He straightens while shoving his hands into his pockets. “I’m sorry, that was rude of me. My name is Michael, and I am the royal coven lord of Divian. I’ve come to collect you.”
My eyes nearly bug out of my head. This is one of the vampires who will lord over me for the next two hundred years? And why did he come personally instead of sending along one of his lackeys? And. . . Collect me? What am I, a package? I clench my teeth, but sweep my arm toward the couch, indicating that he should come inside. No use denying it now, he can probably scent my blood as we speak.
He walks past me, studying everything that he passes on his way to the couch. Pictures of me and my friends, my mother, Knick knacks from trips, paintings Jade, and I picked out from the department store down the street. It all appears to fascinate him. All I can focus on is his skin. How is it tan?
“Aren’t all vampires supposed to be pale?” I blurt out.
He turns, smirking, and it’s at that moment that his beauty slams into me. I’ve heard stories about the vampire lords just as everyone has. All vampires are beautiful beyond reason, but they’re breathtaking enough to stop your breath. All of them resemble one another to near identicality, smooth deep brown hair, ruby eyes, and tall physiques that could put a lifelong athlete to shame. I always thought those were just stories to make young girls fear and swoon over them.
They weren’t. They’re real.
Jade stumbles out of her room at that moment, rubbing her eyes and groaning. “Who is it? Damn, I didn’t even get drunk last night, and I still feel hungover.”
To my surprise, Michael chuckles. The demonic thousand year old vampire, chuckles. Jade’s eyes snap to him and widen, a blush fanning out across her cheeks while she smoothed down her hair. I roll my eyes and move into the kitchen to prepare some coffee.
“I’m sorry, I didn’t know she let anyone in,” Jade murmurs.
“It’s perfectly fine. I’m Michael,” he steps up to her, grasping her hand in both of his. “And you are?”
She gasps, looking between us before answering. “Jade. You’re not the Michael, are you?”
He nods, almost solemnly. “Indeed I am.”
At that she nearly faints, and as if sensing it, Michael guides her to the couch to take a seat. Once he knows she’s stable, he glides over to the island, stopping on the other side. I can’t help but assume it’s to give me space. If so, it’s almost kind of him, well, it would be if he weren’t here to collect me.
“About your earlier question, yes, most vampires are pale. My brothers and I, however, are different. We have always looked human, normal, yet other. Perhaps it was a gift from god himself when he made us,” he muses, tapping his chin.
I raise my eyebrow. “Really? You think god intended for vampires to exist?”             
He shrugs. “Why not? Humans exist.”
“Humans are living, breathing, creatures. Vampires are an affront to nature,” I fire back, pushing a cup of coffee toward him.
He grins, not at all offended by the comment. “Touché.”
Jade watches us volley back and forth until I move past him to hand her a cup of coffee. She smiles up at me in thanks before taking a long, healing sip. I sit down beside her as Michael sits down across from us. He looks out of place in our living room, in the polka dot chair he’s sitting in. He’s all angles and steel and blood. Our apartment is sunny and colorful and sunshine.
“Okay, I’ll take a shower so we can go wherever you’re taking me,” I sigh.
He raises his eyebrows. “You don’t have any questions?”
“Would me asking them change the outcome of today? Of you, collecting me?” I sneer.
He flinches at the tone. “Okay, I now realize that the phrasing I used may have offended you, and for that I am sorry. I only want to tell you that your friends and family are free to visit at any time, and they will not be harmed. You may also have your belongings shipped to the castle if you wish to take them with you, and your family and all others affected by your disappearance will be compensated.”
I sit back against the couch, watching him silently as he babbles. He appears nervous, fingers skimming the top of his coffee cup over and over again. What could he have to be nervous about? And compensated. . . How strange. It makes me feel better to know Jade won’t have to worry about paying both halves of the rent right away, and that my mother will have some money to take to the human estate I secured for her. Even if I am being taken against my will, at least there are some good sides to it, just as Jade said last night.
“Very well,” I reply. “I’ll go shower.”
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Chapter Five
Jade kisses me on the cheek. “I will come visit this weekend after work, Michael and I already figured it out,” she pauses to glance back at him before whispering with humor. “He even gave me his number.”
I shove her shoulder to let her know the jest isn’t at all funny. “Fine, I’ll see you this coming Saturday.”
“Don’t forget to call and text me as much as possible.”
“Yeah, yeah. Stop acting like my mom should have acted and let me go already,” I grumble.
She laughs. “Fine, I love you.”
“I love you too.”
With that we split apart, smiling at each other as I step back into the hall. Michael is waiting for me by the elevator, seemingly giving us space even though I’m sure he heard the entire conversation with whatever superhuman powers he possesses. I walk toward him nonetheless, not as broken as I thought I’d be. Jade and I get to see each other again, she’s getting paid for me being with them, so is my mother. I won’t be leaving only a shred of a memory behind. There’s more to this life, more life to live. But what will happen between visits?
I turn my head away from Jade then, glancing toward Michael. He doesn’t look like the men in my nightmares, looming over me with blood dripping from razor sharp fangs. He’s as normal as a vampire can be. Not that I would have any idea what that looks like. I sigh, trudging toward him with only a backpack slung across my shoulders stuffed with clothes, my phone charger, and toiletries. 
“Are you certain that’s all you’d like to bring?” He asks, furrowing his brows.
“For now, I can always return, right?” I ask, testing him.
He frowns, rubbing one hand across his cut jawline. “I suppose, but we will be traveling a lot in the coming months.”
I blow Jade one final kiss as we step onto the elevator which she catches as the doors close. Michael watches the exchange, quiet amusement lighting his features. As we ride down to the ground floor, his words sink in. Traveling a lot in the coming months. I follow him into the parking lot, and the car that’s his is obvious. A sleek black Mercedes gleams in a spot far away from the others, the paint shining like new.
“Traveling?”
He holds the door open for me and I climb in, marveling at the buttery leather seats and chrome interior. I watch as he gets into the car, his long powerful legs stretching out beneath him. It makes me wonder what he really looks like beneath that suit. The thought brings an unwanted blush to my cheeks, and I look out the window, so he doesn’t see it.
“Yes, traveling to each of the four royal covens for your coronation of sorts,” he says as we merge into traffic. “But don’t worry, my brothers are back at the castle now. We thought it would be best for only one of us to fetch you.”
“I wonder how you won that argument,” I murmur under my breath sarcastically.
I curse myself when he laughs, forgetting about their superhuman hearing. It’s a deep, honey dipped sound that smooths along my muscles with midnight promise. My toes curl involuntarily in my sneakers, but still, I refuse to look at him. He doesn’t say anything about my comment, letting the silence blanket us instead. I’m grateful for it, as it helps me screw my head back on straight.
The ride is short as he rides the wave of early morning light traffic, plus the castle is within sight distance from my apartment. Before I know it we’re pulling into the large full circle driveway and parking behind a few other immaculate vehicles. The castle is a towering pillar of hewn marble with stained glass windows like a church would have. The irony of the damned having stained glass windows isn’t lost on me.
“Come on, you’ll love it,” he says while climbing out of the car.
I’m about to open my own door when Michael slides across the hood of the car like a teen boy, earning a laugh from me. It’s not something I’d expect from a vampire his age. He holds the car door open for me and I get out, trying and failing to wipe the smile off my face. He’s grinning too as if he knows the exact amount of charm that move had on all the women who came before me. Now that thought is successful in getting rid of my smile. Because there have been many, many women before me.
As I follow him up the stairs and into the house, I wonder if this is their usual ploy. Send charismatic Michael ahead to gain her trust, to make her laugh, and then then rest trickle in like water through small cracks I don’t see in my armor. Then they freeze, shattering me completely just when I believe I can begin to like them. To love them. Because that’s what all the other concubines claim, to love them, to cherish their position.
“Where is the other?” I ask, voice wavering.
He stops in his tracks halfway down a long hallway decorated with classic art and a long heavy red carpet.  I stop several feet back from him, sensing that I may have hit a nerve somehow. Am I not supposed to wonder? To mention it? I have no idea what the rules are, and it suddenly makes me wish I weren’t so stubborn earlier when he asked if I had any questions.
“She is gone,” he replies, voice void of emotion.
“Just. . . Gone?”
He turns then, his blood red eyes raging like a wildfire. “She chose the afterlife. Now come along.”
It takes everything that I have to hold in my gasp, to keep my face blank. As far as I know, she’s the first of them to ever do so. The rest have become vampires, still living to this day as royal consorts, sharing their blood with all who sleep with them in the royal families, only after the coven leaders release them. More burning questions sit on the tip of my tongue, but I know better than to ask after the look he gave me. 
Michael turns into a room at the end of the hall, voices greeting him from within. Depp voices; his brothers. I rub my sweating palms against my jeans while taking two deep breaths as I round the doorway. Three men who look eerily similar to Michael are lounging on plush burgundy sofas, sipping from goblets of something I don’t want to think about just yet. Their eyes snap to me, tracking me as I cross the room and stop a healthy distance away.
“Um, hello,” I say, my voice unsteady.
They say nothing in return, and the air becomes so tense that I force myself to look around the room. It must be a study as there’s a large oak desk in one corner and row upon row of bookshelves lining the walls of the room. A plush tan rug sits beneath our feet, making me wish I had taken off my shoes so I could sink my toes into it. The furniture is tasteful, bright, when I had expected shades of deep red and black. Perhaps Twilight and Dracula weren’t that accurate.
“You don’t have to be afraid,” one of them says, his voice an octave lower than Michael’s.
He has a five o’clock shadow that’s admittedly quite attractive, and hair that sweeps back from his face in waves that fall just to the nape of his neck. I wonder which coven he leads, what his name is. I know I should have done a lot more research on the brothers I’d be tied to for most of my life, but I couldn’t bring myself to do it. Maybe that makes me a coward, or maybe. . .
“I’m not afraid,” I reply, straightening my spine.
He raises an eyebrow. “Alright, well, my name is Uriel. I am the third son of Damaris, ruler of the Canival Coven of the East.”
“It’s nice to meet you,” I reply, feeling dumb as soon as it comes out of my mouth, even when a small smile comes to his face at my words.
“If introductions are in order, I am Raphael, the second son of Damaris, ruler of the Este rial Coven of the West,” the man seated next to Uriel murmurs.
All I do is nod my head in greeting. He appears soft spoken, yet the way he holds himself is mysterious, attractive. As if every word out of his mouth will be well thought and touching. He looks a lot like Michael, close cropped hair that swoops upward in the front and a clean jawline. But that’s only my very first impression, he might turn out to be an ass that I can’t stand. I’m kind of hoping that’s how all them are, either that or pompous old men that are so boring I die halfway through my servitude. I didn’t expect them to be so damn hot.  
The final man in the room, who must be Gabriel, rises to his feet, stalking toward me. His face is full of mixed emotions; anger, sadness, hope, until it suddenly shuts down. A void replaces it as he stops to tower over me, looking down his nose to me. Instead of stepping away like I’m sure he expects me too, I glare back. His eyes widen perceptibly, but he doesn’t back down.
“You must be Gabriel, the fourth son of Damaris, ruler of the Hafizul Coven to the South. Can I get some personal space back?” I ask.
“You will never measure up,” he scoffs before storming from the room.
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Chapter Six
“I apologize for my little brother, he still mourns the loss of Alexandria,” Raphael murmurs, his gaze on the doorway his brother just vacated.
I shift from foot to foot, looking anywhere but at the men in front of me. As if this situation couldn’t get any more awkward. . . I never thought any of them would be hung up on the woman they held captive before me. Vampires aren’t supposed to care for one another, let alone a human being. I feel one of them step closer to me, lifting up a hand. It takes considerable effort not to flinch.
“Are you alright, Blair?” Michael asks, and I can’t help but marvel at the way my name sounds coming off of his tongue.
“Yeah, I’m fine. This is just so different from what I expected,” I reply, looking up at them.
Uriel raises an eyebrow. “What? Did you think we’d be lying in coffins and listening to opera? Don’t tell me that you’re a fan of Dracula.”
“Or that horrid show, Vampire Diaries. Neither of them are accurate, nor do they give vampires a good name,” Raphael throws in.
I laugh, and it seems to startle them enough that the sound dies on my lips as fast as it surfaced. Both the men on the couch sit forward, placing their forearms against their knees. Their movements are so in sync that it’s my turn to raise a brow, plus the matching grins is a recipe for trouble. Despite having seemingly opposite personalities, they’re awfully close.
“Don’t mind my brothers, while they seem like twins, they are not,” Michael says dryly. “Shall we have breakfast?”
He turns on his heel and walks out the door again, me and the others trailing along behind him. Uriel takes up my arm, sliding his through mine like we’ve been best friends for years rather than knowing each other for mere minutes. His touch is cold against my skin, an iciness that’s known to the undead. It reminds me of my situation, that these are not ordinary men. That’s a dangerous thing to forget. For a minute they were funny and charming.
Not at all monsters.

Michael leads us into an immaculate dining room with a massive sixteen person dining table, and it’s filled with human food. To my knowledge, vampires cannot consume human food, nor do they wish to once they’ve turned. What I have heard is that they can still drink booze, and that makes perfect sense. It’s yet another way to connect with the devil, to channel demonic energy by making stupid decisions while drunk, like, I don’t know, killing someone for their blood.
I take my arm out from under Uriel’s and sidestep him into the room. “Please don’t tell me that all this food is for me.” I turn to them, throwing my arms wide in distress. “It would take me weeks to eat this.”
“We didn’t know what you like, so we kind of had the personal chef make everything,” Raphael murmurs. I open my mouth to protest, but he holds up his hand. “And before you say anything, all remaining food will be donated to the local shelters. Now sit.”
The final simmering command in his tone isn’t lost on me, so I walk around the table, assessing where to sit, what I’d like to eat. They truly have everything from sweets to Mexican food, to Chinese to seafood, which I hate so much that I wrinkle my nose when the smell hits me. They all stand by, watching intently as if logging each step, I take. I finally take a seat at the left side of the table, two seats from the door, the platters in front of me laden with Italian food.
They lounge around me, vague expressions of interest on their faces as I pile my plate high with chicken piccata, stuffed cheesy shells, garlic bread, and a creamy vinaigrette salad. I honestly would have grabbed more if it would fit, I’m starving, and I don’t care that it’s only eight in the morning. Uriel, who had sat closest to me, pours me a glass of something that smells sweet. The other’s had chosen to sit across from us, and I’m conscious of that at least as I pace myself through the meal. It takes an effort not to wolf it all down, I’ve never been a delicate eater.
All they do is watch, there’s no more conversation, no questions, no wisdom about what my life will be like here. The silence simmering in the room grows increasingly uncomfortable, at least for me. They’re so still, they don’t even blink, don’t even breathe. It’s extremely unnerving, not to mention having their undivided attention. Is this how all vampires are?
“I can see you eat like her at least,” drawls Gabriel from behind me, and I jump, my fork clattering to the plate.
“Gods! When did you get there?” I exclaim, unable to help myself.
He slides into the chair on my right, a sardonic smile on his lips. “Didn’t hear me? No? That’s because you're just a human.”
He practically spits the word, snarls it at me. If I wasn’t so shocked I would have flinched at the tone. It seems that Gabriel has cultivated a deep dislike for me without even knowing anything about me. It should make my one hundred year stay here quite pleasant. Not. I want to spit back that all the other girls they’ve taken were human too, but I’m getting the feeling that mentioning them will only make him hate me more. So, I say nothing, turning back to my plate which doesn’t appear appetizing any longer.
He had some type of connection with Alexandria, the former high coven concubine. I can understand that, can understand what the loss of a loved one feels like. Maybe I should try to get him alone, to empathize with him on the same level. If only so he doesn’t outright insult me all the time. If we can’t be some type of friends, then we can at the very least be acquaintances that exchange bodily fluids. . . I blush at my own thoughts, starring holes into the elegant cream colored tablecloth. Okay, that didn’t come out right. 
“This is so awkward,” Gabriel says, leaning his chin on one hand.
“Yes, it is,” I reply.
“This is why she liked me best, you guys. You’ve lost touch with humanity. Start a conversation for God’s sake,” Gabriel groans into his hand, and I almost laugh.
“I’m sorry if you feel uncomfortable, Blair. It wasn’t our intention,” Michael says politely, looking bashful.
If vampires could blush, his face would be aflame right now. It’s kind of sweet, and reveals this whole thing is just as strange for them. I would have guessed they’d have this whole thing down pat now. Get a new girl, strap her up in chains and a barely concealing shift of fabric, then blood let her for years to come. Apparently they’ve modernized with society, courting us rather than forcefully taking what they want.
“You must have questions, right?” Gabriel asks, motioning for me to spit them out.
I give him a sidelong glance. “Alright, here it goes,” I sigh while shaking out my hands. “What do we do now? Michael said something about traveling? Do I give blood, or do you, you know, bite me? And is this how we will live together, or will you chain me up in your basement after parading me around the covens?”
They stare at me, stunned by the barrage of questions. Gabriel lets out a startled laugh but doesn’t deign to reply to any of my questions. I suppose he’s leaving it to his brothers, who look a little bit lost for words. That is, until Uriel leans into me from the left, grinning mischievously. The lift of his upper lip exposes his canines, and they glint in the light of the room, making me shiver.
“Would you like us to chain you up?” he purrs, running one icy finger along my arm.
My face flushes again and I clench my legs together underneath the table, the sudden pulse of desire surprising me. Is this their fabled power of attraction? The ability to control hearts? Gabriel's eyes go to my clenched knees, and I pray to god that he doesn’t announce my arousal to the entire table. Or maybe they already know with how little they move, and how much a human does.
“Stop teasing her, Ury,” Michael chides. “To answer your first questions, yes we will be traveling for the first few months, maybe a whole year, in fact. The coven’s love to celebrate a new royal family member. We will begin here, the first celebration taking place in one week’s time. It will be like one big party.”
“Except the guests bite,” Gabriel says, snapping his teeth at me.
Uriel laughs, while Michael scowls at him, shaking his head. The ease that they have with each other speaks on the thousands of years they’ve had together, ruling over the vampire covens. I watch as Raphael shoves Michael’s shoulder, telling him to loosen up and to stop being so formal.
“And in terms of blood,” Gabriel says, talking over his brothers. “You will give blood each week via a normal donation bag. Anything else will be up to you.”
“I have full control?” I ask doubtfully.
Raphael leans forward, eyes serious. “Of course, our relationship with you has to be open and consensual. It requires trust from both sides, and while we know that can take time to grow, we still hope that you’re honest along the way.”
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Chapter Seven
For the rest of the day, I’m left alone. Well, sort of. Servants give me a tour of the castle which has way too many rooms, but plenty of places to hide. I note them, even if I’m beginning to think that I won’t be needing to escape them at every turn. I had expected the bloodletting to begin right away, but they simply slipped out of the room after breakfast, murmuring about work to do. The only one to remain behind was Michael, who had only done so to inform me that I’d be getting a tour from the servants assigned to me. Me.
Scarlet and Eden are nice women, older than me, but new. Out of respect for the former concubine I had asked them about her, but they said the maids leave when the concubine does for privacy purposes. I never asked about the past after that, only listened to them drone on and on about the historical relevance of each piece of art in the building. The tour takes nearly all day, by the time we circle back around to where the royal rooms are, the sun is dipping low in the sky.
“Your rooms, miss,” Scarlet says, bowing low and opening a set of double doors at the end of a long hall.
They’re identical to four other sets of doors, in the same hall, letting me know that my rooms are in the center of theirs. The thought isn’t exactly comforting, but I’m not terrified anymore. At least not like I was.  My hands start to sweat, but I don’t go in the room yet, even when I see the grand decadence from here. The gilded floors, crystal chandeliers, and ancient wondrous furniture. Despite how beautiful it all seems, walking in there feels like acceptance, it feels like the final nail in the coffin.
“Is it not to your liking?”
I turn to Gabriel, who’s leaning in the doorway two rooms down. “It’s a beautiful room.”
“But?” He hedges, that stupid condescending smirk on his face.
“This isn’t the life I wanted.” When I pause, he opens his mouth, but I cut him off. “And before you tell me that I’m being childish, I already know. So, spare your breath.”
He snorts. “You dislike me, don’t you?”
“Only because you dislike me,” I shoot back.
He pushes off of the doorframe, stalking close enough that I can see his stubble. “I don’t dislike you; I barely know you. I dislike the idea of you, I dislike what you represent.”
“And what’s that? Change?” I counter, sticking out my chin.
“Yes, that. And loss,” he whispers, looking me in the eye, unblinking.
His words steal my breath and I go to take a step back from him, but he advances. We do that until I’m over the threshold of my rooms, then into the living room. Gabriel’s face is still serious, still grave as if his thoughts are far away. The sight makes my heart squeeze in my chest for this man that I barely know.
“There, you’re in. Welcome to your new life,” he murmurs while dragging his knuckles briefly along my cheek.
Then he whirls, stalking from the room, taking my shock with him.
***


The next day, I wake to Scarlet throwing back the curtains while Eden pulls clothing out of the closet. Sunlight streams through the room, and I shield my eyes, groaning. After having another uncomfortable meal with my new captors, I hardly got any sleep, and the sleep I did manage to catch was full of fitful dreams. A new day is here, and I’ll be required to do god knows what for them. Starting with another outrageous breakfast, no doubt.
“Good morning, miss!” Eden trills.
“Yes, yes, come along. We allowed you to sleep in as long as possible, now it’s time to start the day,” Scarlet quips in that no nonsense way of hers.
“And what, pray tell, is on the agenda today?” I ask hoarsely. 
“You will be spending time alone with each of the lords this week, that way you will have the opportunity to get to know them before the official celebration begins.”
“I see,” I murmur while swinging my legs out of the bed. “Who will I be with today?”
“Michael, of course. He is the eldest so it’s only right that you start with him and give your first pint to him.”
My stomach turns over at her words. My first pint? I knew it was coming, but not exactly this soon. The only thing saving me from having horrific visions of him looming over me with his fangs out is the promise Gabriel made to me yesterday.
And in terms of blood, you will give blood each week via a normal donation bag. Anything else will be up to you.
“Come along, Blair. Your bath is ready,” Eden calls from the other room.
I stagger into the bathroom, still feeling exposed in the flimsy sheer nightgown they wrangled me into last night. It is supposed to entice the lords, Scarlet had said. I didn’t have the heart to tell her that I have absolutely no interest in enticing anyone, and that I haven’t for a very long time.
The room smells wonderful and the water is tinged a pretty shade of pink, most likely from bath salts. Rose petals float on the top, and a steaming mug of coffee sits on the edge of the jacuzzi tub. If I didn’t know better I’d say that they’ve done their homework on me. And if the coffee is caramel flavored, they really did their homework on me.
Much to their dismay, I make them leave the room in favor of bathing myself. I’m no stranger to a good spa session but being washed by other grown women seems a bit farfetched to me. I sink lower into the water, sighing at how amazing it feels. Plus, the coffee is caramel. Someone knows exactly what they're doing.
“Enjoying your morning?” Michael drawls from the doorway.
I squeal and dip lower into the bubbles, my coffee sloshing in all directions. He chuckles at that but doesn’t come any closer to me at least. And there are enough bubbles to cover all my vital parts.
“What are you doing in here? I’m naked, you know!”
He shrugs. “Yes, clearly. I’ve seen many women naked; it does not bother me.”
“Well it bothers me!” I exclaim.
He cracks a smile, and it’s a little unnerving how much it dazzles me. “Ah, I see. You’ve never been touched by a man? At least not correctly?”
I slosh backward in the bath, offended. “Yes, I have! It’s just rude to walk right in here like you own me.”
He blinks. “But I do.”
Silence falls for a moment as I gap at him. He’s right, of course, but it still pisses me off. To say it out loud. . . It brings back all of the ill feelings I thought I could have left behind at the apartment. All the reasons that I shouldn’t trust them, that I can’t trust them. I clench the cup, trying to stop myself from doing anything stupid like leaping out of the bath to strangle him.
“You’re an arrogant asshole,” I spit when I finally find my voice again.
Instead of appearing offended he laughs, even bends over to slap his knee. “There you are!” He says laughter still in his voice.
I narrow my eyes and stand up, water sloshing down the sides of the tub. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
His eyes go wide as he takes in my body. The too wide curve of my hips, the softness of my stomach, my dripping hair covering the peaks of my heavy breasts. The only thing I cover is my sex with one hand while I reach toward the towel rack, nearly slipping in the tub as I do so, an unladylike yelp slipping from my lips.
As if the sound spurs him into action, Michael strides across the room, grabs a towel, and holds it out for me. Still glaring, I turn and step into its softness, allowing him to wrap it around my body, trapping me against his chest. For a moment, he doesn’t let go, only curves his fingers more tightly around my arms beneath the towel. I can’t remember the last time I had been hugged by a man like this, and it feels good. Even if it’s from a vampire lord who claims to own me.
Does that make me pathetic?
Probably, I think to myself.
I let my head fall back into his chest so I could look up at him, only to see his fathomless eyes looking back at me. The expression on his face is unreadable, and his mouth is parted slightly, canines elongated against his full lips. Does that mean he wants to taste me? To feed from me? The thought sends a shiver down my spine, and his eyes darken when he feels it against his chest.
The promise within them. . . It nearly makes my knees go weak. How many women has he pleased in his long lifetime? Hundreds? Thousands? It both excites me and disgusts me at the same time. There have been many women before me, and there will be many after. I am nothing but his current plaything. Thinking that snaps me back into myself, and I push away from him, moving forward on unsteady feet. He had let me go without a fight, fingers sliding against me wherever they could. The sensation leaves me dizzy with lust, with desire.
Damn.
I don’t turn to look at him, not for several minutes as I try and fail over and over again to compose myself. Getting up from the bath was supposed to rattle him, not me. When I finally look toward Michael, he’s still standing in the same spot, fists clenched. His eyes are darker than before, and his canines are longer, nearly cutting his own skin with the way they seem to be digging into his bottom lip. And despite his usual stillness, he appears to be trembling. Is he trying to restrain himself?
I step back into the wall, thudding against it. “Michael?”
He takes one step away, and then another. “It seems that I should not have waited to indulge in breakfast before coming here.”
My face flushes. This is my fault, well, maybe it was a collective effort. But either way this is who I am now, what my fate is, so I should offer myself. Shouldn’t I? Ugh, but I don’t want to. I’m scared to know what it will feel like. Will it be painful? Or worse, pleasurable? It makes me think of my friend Angela. She loved having a night of fun with vampires, but never disclosed if it included bloodletting or not. At this moment I wish I had pressed her on it, I wish I knew more.
“You're hungry?” I ask softly.
He swallows visibly. “Yes, but don’t feel obligated to--”
I cut him off. “It’s my fate, is it not?”
“Are you sure?” He asks, almost gravely.
“Yes and no, but I’m as sure as I’ll ever be,” I say before letting out a nervous laugh that echoes around the room.
He closes his eyes, hands still shaking with the effort to stop himself from doing something stupid, something unforgivable. I step forward and grasp his hands between my own, stopping them from moving. At the touch, a part of his self-restraint seems to shatter. One moment we’re in the bathroom, standing close enough to feel each other’s breath, and the next I’m being laid gently down onto my bed. My breathing picks up, and I clench my legs to stop him from smelling the desire I’m sure is prevalent between my thighs. Despite me trying to hide it, his nostrils flare and he grins. That look alone nearly undoes me.
“Leave us,” Michael says, his tone near guttural.
My maids scamper out of the room, closing the door behind them quickly. Michael lowers his mouth to my neck, hovering there. His hot breath cascades over my skin, forcing my body to buck off of the bed at the sensation. Heat flares across my cheeks, and I grip his strong shoulders.
“I--I’ve never done this before,” I murmur. “And I don’t know if I want to. .” I trail off.
He shivers above me with barely concealed restraint. “That’s okay, I’ll be gentle, and we don’t have to go that far. But I’m going to ask you again. Do you want this?”
I use one finger beneath his chin to bring his eyes up to meet mine. “Yes, if you need this, then I would like to give it to you.”
His eyes soften to something a little more human. “You barely know me; this can be done in other ways.”
I look at him through lowered lashes. “Yes, but I find that I’m curious.”
At that he chuckles. “Well, I wouldn’t dare keep such a beautiful woman waiting for discovery.”
Then he sinks his teeth into the soft spot on my throat, brutally, sensually. I gasp, my eyes rolling into the back of my head at the feelings coursing through me. My back bows off of the bed, and Michael slides his arm beneath me to support my weight. Distantly, I feel my towel slide off, leaving me bare before him. He moans against my skin, and I cry out as it sends tendrils of unbearable pleasure through my neck, even across my entire body. 
“Please,” I moan, unable to help myself.
It’s just as much of a sin as the texts say, just as much of a pleasure. Something so wrong that suddenly it's right. My hands move beneath his shirt, tracing the lines of hard muscle gracing his stomach. His skin is cold, but not as icy as before, as if my blood is warming him as he drinks. His stubble scratches lightly against me, and I writhe beneath him.
“I want--” I breathe, wrapping my bare legs around his waist.
He pulls away then, and I cry out, a feeling of loss shattering through me at the break in contact. His tongue replaces it, licking along the wound slowly, lazily. I can feel the holes closing due to the healing properties of his saliva, and I shudder, becoming so bold as to shove my hands into his silky black hair.
“Yes? What do you want?” He whispers, his voice deep and full of promise.
Now that his fangs are out of my skin my head feels a little bit clearer, and I cover my face with my hands. Embarrassment sinks from my chest all the way into my stomach. It's a horrible sensation that leaves me panicky and looking for a place to hide. Michael reaches out to grip my wrists, gently removing my hands and tilting my chin upward just as I did to him. I gather the courage to look up into his eyes,  realizing too late that there would be no place to go, no place to hide. Not anymore, not after seeing the honest vulnerability in his eyes, his mouth still stained bright crimson with my blood.
My fingers shake as I run them across the planes of his face. “Is this real? Or are you using magic on me?”
He puts one wet lock of my hair behind my ear, an endearing smile on his face. “It just is, it may be a bit of something in between. I cannot control it when it comes to the women we’ve always loved; your blood is just as much of a poison as it is an unbearable ambrosia.”
When it comes to the women we’ve always loved.
Loved.
Loved.
My heart stops at the words. Is he suggesting that the women before me were treasured? That Gabriel's grief was for more than the loss of a good meal? Shame spirals through me at the thought. It seems that I underestimated a vampire's ability to cultivate emotions. Perhaps I owe him an apology. Thankfully, my desire is cooled by the words rather than fueled, and I sit up. He hands me my towel, and I drape it across myself.
"I sense that I've upset you. If you prefer that I did not mention other women, you need only let me know," he murmurs, taking a seat next to me.
"It's not that. I'm just realizing that everything I've ever thought about you and the others may be wrong."
He tilts his head. "And what is it that you thought?"
I fall back onto the bed, looking up at the patterned ceiling and hanging chandelier. "That you were monsters," I pause when I see him flinch out of the corner of my eye, but surge on anyway. "That you took women with my blood type because you could, and nothing more. I never understood why they choose life after servitude to you, but even on day two I'm beginning to grasp it, if only a little bit."
"What? Is the bloodletting that good?" He chuckles out.
I shove him in the arm like we're old friends, trying to smother my own small smile. "No! It's just you give me freedom to see my friends and family again, to choose how I give my blood, to h-have," I stumble over the words, "sex when I want to."
"Did you really assume we'd force you? Chain you to the wall in some dungeon and have our way with you whenever we wished to?"
His voice holds a dangerous amount of anger to it. It's no surprise that he must be offended by my assumptions of him and his brothers. But what was I supposed to expect? They're over one thousand years old with more power than God. They can and do have everything they want, so it would be no issue for the people of the covens to turn a blind eye to whatever the four of them decide to do to me.
"You can't be mad, I said I was wrong."
He leans back on his forearms, giving a look of disdain. "That doesn't mean I can't feel understandably upset about your original thoughts, and the fact that you came with me willingly despite them."
I hold up my hand. "Came with you willingly? You said, and I quote, that you came to collect me. Even earlier you said that you own me. So, forgive me if I did not believe I had free will or a choice."
He glares, and I glare right back. How did we go from bloodletting and grinding to this? I was trying to be honest, to tell him what I thought and what I now know. Apparently I'm terrible at getting a point across. Either that, or he's being purposefully obtuse. If he keeps bringing it up, it's going to be awfully hard for me to forget that I was basically kidnapped from my home based on a tradition, on obligation, on something I cannot control. And maybe I shouldn't forget.
"Okay, I'm going to get dressed, you can wait outside," I say while standing up.
He doesn't move. "You just showed me your naked body, seduced me into drinking your blood, then practically begged for sex, and then told me I'm a monster. Now you're feeling shy?"
I flinch. "I didn't say you were a monster, I said I used to think that. Before I knew you."
"You still don't know me; I'll see you out in the garden. Meet me there," he says before stalking out.
I watch him go, clutching at the towel and rubbing the place where two raised scars now lie.
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Chapter Eight
Michael is sitting at a quickly made up desk in the middle of the grand gardens. The sweet smell of roses and geraniums fills the air as I move toward him, my eyes searching for any lingering hint of anger from earlier. I took my sweet time dressing for the day, both to compose myself and to come up with an apology. I step up to the desk, wringing my hands. 
“You aren’t shining in the light, nor do you look like you’re in pain from the sun. I guess those are just myths,” I joke.
He lifts his gaze, not even cracking a smile. “Of course, they are. So is the fact that we prefer to prowl through the night looking for our next meal.”
“Well, that’s debatable. My friend says she gets plenty of attention from her vampire at night,” I reply, smirking.
Despite me trying so hard to make him laugh, he still doesn’t even smile. I sigh before taking a seat in the lounge chair beside the desk that I’m sure is for me. A table sits next to it full of sourdough toast, sweet cream butter, fruit, and some type of red drink. I hope it’s not blood, but by the thick consistency of it, I’m afraid I’ll be disappointed.
Michael is still looking at me when I glance back at him. His eyes are on the holes in my neck, and he has a distinct look of regret on his face. It wounds my pride a little bit, but I know it’s not because my blood wasn’t enjoyable, or my body. He’s regretful because of my big fat mouth. Calling him a monster. . . Not my best attempt at a pickup line. I don’t even know what I was trying to say.
“Would you like some of the refreshment here?” I ask, motioning to the glass.
He shakes his head. “I’m full, thank you.”
“Your welcome,” I reply, smirking again.
He snorts before looking back down to the papers on the desk. Well, a snort is better than nothing. It proves that I’m at least one step closer to being forgiven, even if I put myself ten steps behind where I was before he even knew me. Instead of dwelling on it, I butter two pieces of toast and put an apple in my lap before leaning back again. I can feel his attention on me, but I ignore it, instead closing my eyes to enjoy the sunshine. If he wants to talk, he’ll have to be the one to start the conversation. Two failed attempts is enough of an ego beating for me today.
“You’re different,” he murmurs.
I pop one eye open to see him touching his lips, and I furrow my brows. “Different how?”
“I don’t quite know yet, but I believe we will soon find out.”
It’s my turn to snort. “That’s not cryptic at all.” I pause to really look at him. “Can I ask a question about earlier, or are you still angry with me?”
He shrugs. “I am angry, but you may ask. It will not destroy my fragile monster ego.”
“Okay, now you’re just milking it. I told you that’s not what I meant,” I snap.
“The real message is not in your words of apology, but in the original statement. You think us to be monsters, perhaps we should live up to that vision,” he pauses, standing up and stalking over to me, placing either hand above me, trapping me. “Should I take you right here? Relish in your screams of anger and ecstasy? Drink from you until we’re both delirious from it?”
He licks the column of my throat, nicking those bite marks with his fangs ever so slightly, drawing the smallest amount of blood from me. I close my eyes, trying not to let it affect me. Trying not to prove his point. It’s futile, as desire rages within me no matter what I do. Clenching my eyes, legs, or fists doesn’t help at all. It’s that stupid aphrodisiac that’s in his saliva, and the fact that I haven’t had sex in years. I haven’t even kissed another man since then, I had forgotten how much I enjoy it.
“You know what that would lead to, right? Sex until we’re both exhausted. Well, I’d be exhausted. You may be dead.”
At that my eyes fly open, and I glare. He only smiles, that darker, more terrifying glint to his eyes. His fangs are out again, gleaming in the midmorning sun, practically begging for me to somehow fall onto them. It’s disorienting how much I want him to do it again, to feed from me. It’s everything that I was afraid of, the very reason I didn’t want to do it in the first place. I enjoy it, and now I’ll crave it. I do crave it, that’s why I’m suddenly gripping the front of his shirt, fistfuls of it. Michael doesn’t seem to mind, he only has eyes for me, for my reaction.
I look him in the eye, not allowing the small simmer of fear  and the even greater arousal to show in my eyes. “You do not scare me, Michael. As I said, my original assumption was wrong.”
He laughs, and in his current state it’s a deep, gravelly sound. “Fine, you win. That was my very best attempt at scaring you anyhow.”
I raise one eyebrow. “You did scare me, but not as much as you--”
My words are cut off by approaching footsteps. Michael is up and back at the desk in moments, his fangs hidden cleverly within his mouth. It must hurt him to do that, seeing as they’re so long when he wishes to feed that they protrude over his bottom lip. Is he impaling himself?
Raphael rounds the corner with Uriel, both of them grinning like cunning cats who just caught a mouse. It makes me stomach drop out, and I set down my uneaten toast, no longer hungry. Did they overhear our conversation? Can they sent me? I have no idea how that part of it works.
“You are naughty, Michael. You’re not supposed to taste first, that right belongs to the second son,” Raphael says, but his tone is more mocking than anger.
Michael glowers at him. “I understand that and will accept the punishment it entails. I was going to inform you all at dinner tonight, but it seems you decided to interrupt my day with her.”
Uriel shrugs. “You broke the rules first, brother.”
“It’s not his fault,” I say, rising from my chair, face flaming. “I-I seduced him.”
Raphael laughs. “You seduced him? He is a vampire that’s over one thousand years old, I promise you that he is well practiced in the art of self-control. He just didn’t care.” Raphael pauses to sniff the air. “And it seems to me that he was about to not care again. Or is your arousal simply due to how good the food is?”
I glance at Michael, but he won’t meet my eyes, so I look back to the others. “I’m sorry, I didn’t know that there were rules.”
Uriel gives me a look of pity that feels worse than the arousal I have brewing for the men holding me captive. It’s easy to read the message within his eyes. You’re not supposed to know, you’re only a human after all. I clench my fists at my sides and look at the ground, anger and shame fighting for the top spot in my rib cage. Perhaps trusting Michael this morning had been a mistake. . . Oh, who am I kidding? Of course, it was.
“You would if you were smart enough to ask the right questions.”
I swing around to see Gabriel coming down the castle stairs two at a time. Great, I think, now the gangs all here.
“Nice of you to join us,” Michael mutters.
“Yes, well, when the maid delivering me lunch let me know that there’s a fun little pow wow of my brothers in the garden, naturally I had to check it out.”
“Naturally,” Michael snaps.
“I’m not stupid,” I fire at Gabriel, but I still can’t bring myself look up from the cobblestones. “I wish to be alone.”
“Fine, fine,” he says, and out of the corner of my eye I see him waving absentmindedly toward the house, “You may go. This is between my brothers and I anyhow.”
Not looking at any of them, I begin walking past Gabriel to the steps, but he stops me by gripping my chin and tilting it to the left. I know that he’s examining the healed bite marks on my neck, and my face flames with embarrassment of what he must think of me. She must be a whore who gets into bed with the first vampire that pays the slightest bit of attention to her. It’s what I’d be thinking. Hell, if I’m honest with myself, it’s what I thought of my friend Angela. I suppose that doesn’t make me the greatest friend at all.
“It is in motion now,” is all he says before letting go of my chin.
I flee into the house then, shame chasing me like a speeding bullet. Unavoidable and deadly.
***
Instead of staying in my room, I utilize one of the many hiding places I noted during the tour of the house. It’s a comfortable alcove on the second floor down a corridor that’s dusty enough that I know very few people come here, or any at all. It seemed to be the perfect place for me to get away for a little while. The book in my lap is worn from overuse, the cover ripped and crinkled. It’s my favorite fantasy title, and I read it whenever I become too stressed, or upset. Now seems like the perfect time for it.
The hall is still and silent as I read page after page, breezing through it easily. That is, until I hear footsteps coming closer from down the hall. I tuck my body more tightly into the alcove, hoping that the person doesn’t see me. They begin whistling as they make their way closer, and the sound is distinctly male. It must be one of the lords, and if that’s the case, they surely smell my human scent. Giving up with a sigh, I let my knee flop back down so it will be visible to them.
“Ah, I wondered where you had wandered off too,” Raphael murmurs, stopping in front of me. “Apparently you were quite observant on the tour your maids gave you the other day.”
I snap my book closed and swing my legs to the floor. “Yes, I suppose that I was. Are you here to yell at me?”
He takes a seat at my side. “Of course not, you did nothing wrong. Plus, yelling is not in my nature. That would be more Gabriel’s response.”
We stare at each other for a moment. His eyes are on my newly acquired scars, while I study his face. While all the lords look similar, their features are nearly identical. The same ruby eye color, sexy five o’clock shadow, and a jawline that could cut glass. That coupled with the height and god like muscle of a by birth vampire makes them near gods to look at. The only differences are their haircuts, and their personalities.
“You are different from your brothers,” I murmur.
He looks up slowly, meeting my gaze. “Yes, I am. While Michael may be the eldest, I am the most mature.”
“And the softest spoken,” I add.
He shakes his head. “No, I choose my words wisely. There is a difference,” he pauses, his eyes becoming intensely bright. “Why say anything without a purpose? Without a reason?”
I raise one eyebrow. “You’re telling me that the only reason you speak is because you have some grand reason?”
He laughs at the question, and the sound startles me enough that I lean away. It’s a deep, melodious sound. A sound that seems to shake me to my core as my hands begin to shake in my lap and I close them, so he doesn’t notice.
“There need not be any grand reason. I am talking to you now because I am interested in knowing more about you. All I’m saying is that I do not speak simply to hear myself talk, that’s all.”
I nod, smiling. “Like your brother Uriel does?”
“Yes, like Uri does,” he replies, smiling fondly.
“Why does he appear to be your closest brother then?” I ask, genuinely curious.
He leans back into the opposite wall, thinking with one hand resting against his chin. “He is closest to me in age, so we grew up together, and he listens to me. Plus, sometimes it’s nice for his babbling to fill the silence.”
When saying the last comment, he waggled his eyebrows at me. I surprise myself by giggling like a fawning teenage girl. Raphael stands, offering me his hand. When I take it, it chills me, the cold traveling up my arm and into my chest. It takes everything I have to repress my body’s natural reaction to shiver.
Before I can grab it from the bench behind me, Raphael picks up my book to study it as we walk down the hall hand in hand. I want to gauge his reaction to the title, but I can’t stop staring at our linked fingers. Can’t stop thinking about how my hand is going numb. Would it be rude to pull away? Yes, my subconscious snaps. Plus, no matter the physical discomfort of it, it brings me a quiet joy in my chest. I know that I shouldn’t feel that way, that I’m letting whatever magic vampires possess get the better of me, but I can’t seem to bring myself to care.
“For the Thrill by Jennifer Gladwin,” he reads, his brows nearly disappearing into his hairline.
My face flushes and I try to snatch it back, but he raises the book above his head, tisking at my feeble attempt to rescue it. I scowl up at him, stopping us in the middle of the hall that leads to the dining room where I know his brothers are waiting, listening through the open door.
“Give that back!” I whisper furiously.
He grins, and it’s the first time I’ve ever seen excitement light up his face. “I don’t think I will, I think I’d like to read it,” he pauses to look up at the clearly worn paperback. “It seems that you read it often. Why?”
Instead of backing off, I move forward and get in his personal space, leaping into the air to catch his wrist. The move takes him by surprise, and we stumble into the wall, his back hitting it with a hard thud. My fingers close over his wrist and I yank it toward me. His whole torso comes with it, bringing our faces millimeters apart.
“If I tell you why I love it so much, will you give it back?” I whisper, my lips nearly brushing his.
He swallows visibly at my tone, which I had made sure held a sultry purr. It was always enough for weak men to do what I wanted in high school and college before I met Carden. Perhaps it will work on an old vampire. He leans closer ever so slowly until our lips are brushing each time we take a breath. A small sound escapes me, an almost pleading moan. Just as he’s about to connect us, to kiss me, he grins.
“No,” he breathes against my mouth before pulling away and tucking the book into the inside pocket of his suit coat.
I stand there, gaping at him. He’s all smug male confidence and grins when he turns on his heel and stalks into the dining room. It takes me a minute or two to calm my breathing, to make sure my face isn’t as red as a tomato. Anger replaces the surge of desire I had as I stalk into the room. The men are all smiling when I take a seat, but I avoid their eyes.
The silence stretches as I scoop various foods onto my plate, barely registering what I choose. Uriel fills my silver goblet with something dark, possibly wine, and I wince. I haven’t drank since that night, and I don’t plan to start up again. It’s better that way, I had always acted like an idiot when drunk anyhow. I glance up at the them, still finding those stupid grins on their faces.
“Oh, stop looking so smug,” I mutter before shoving a fork full of salad into my mouth.
Michael laughs. “I’m sorry, love. It’s just exciting to see Raphael in his element.”
My eyes snap up to his face at the endearment. Love. Such a simple slip of the tongue, one word. So why does it make butterflies chase each other in my stomach? I look away from him, blushing furiously. It’s not like me to get hung up on something like that. I’ve had guys call me all types of endearments, hell, I’ve been catcalled on the street before because of my looks. But this feels different, it feels like it did with him.
Carden.
“You haven’t taken a drink yet,” Gabriel notes halfway through the stiff meal, taking a sip of his own goblet that I’m sure is full of blood.
“Yes, well, I don’t drink,” I reply.
Uriel leans forward, a rapt expression on his face. “Really? I don’t think I’ve ever met a human who doesn’t like to fall into the abyss every now and then. You must have a reason.”
My chest constricts at the question and I drop my head, looking at my hands. “Yes, I do. But I’m sure you already know.”
“Already know what?” Raphael murmurs is that velvet tone of his.
I look up, my eyes burning with fiery rage. “What you did.”
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Chapter Nine
Michael seems so shocked by my steely tone that he sits back in his seat, Uriel does the same. Raphael remains cool and calm, his eyes giving nothing away. Gabriel, however, leans closer, an almost eager look on his face. As if the night is just now becoming more interesting.
“I don’t know what you think we did, but I assure you that we would do nothing to harm you,” Uriel says cautiously.
I grit my teeth, practically bearing them. “Truly? You don’t already know everything about me? Don’t already know my long list of men I’ve slept with? The one man I--” I choke, needing to swallow my feelings down into the deep well inside me. “That I loved.”
Michael runs a hand through his long hair, musing it in a way I refuse to think is sexy. Not right now, not while I’m defending who Carden used to be. Not who he is now. Not the vampire side of him. The men around me are silent in a way that’s damning to them. They’re not denying it, nor will they admit that they’ve kept an eye on me since they discovered me three years ago. My hands shake as I set down my fork and push the rest of my food away, stomach heaving. There’s no way I’d be able to take another bite.
“This man that you loved, did something happen to him?” Raphael asks softly.
“Yes,” I hiss. “He disappeared, I thought he died. But little did I know, he had become a vampire and no longer loved me. No longer wanted anything to do with me. Funny how that happens not even a week after my first request for blood, my first surgery using the poison that your precious concubine so graciously donated.”
I practically spit the word at them. Concubine. A loathsome word, one that I’ve always hated, always been afraid of. Gabriel had jerked back as if I’d hit him, and a bit of shame spirals in my chest for bringing his former lover into the argument. I’m sure she knew nothing about what happened to Carden. Afterall, they were securing their next lover, their next conquest. I’m sure they didn’t want her to know about that.
“Well?” I seethe, splaying both hands on the table.
If the vampires could become any paler than they already were, I’d assume they would at this moment. Raphael looks as if he’s seen a ghost, a terrified glint shining in his eyes. Michael is shifting in his seat, an increasingly uncomfortable look on his face. Uriel is quiet, as is Gabriel, but for a different reason. There is pure, undiluted rage on his face. I’m sure he’d like to snap my neck for what I implied, for what I’d called her. But was it not the truth?
“Yes, that is when we found you, when we learned of your existence. I can see why it would appear that way, but we did not kill your boyfriend, nor raise him from the dead,” Michael whispers, his voice devoid of emotion.
“You swear it?” I ask, tears brimming along my lashes.
“On my life, and all of my brothers' lives,” he replies firmly, with a conviction that solidifies it.
A single tear rolls down my face and I swipe it away quickly, not wanting to show weakness. Out of the corner of my eye I see Gabriel deflate, as if witnessing my devastation was enough to convince him I meant no harm. Michael is studying me now, an understanding look crossing his features.
“That is why you believed us to be monsters,” he murmurs.
Instead of speaking, I dip my chin in confirmation. It wasn’t simply because they’re vampires, but because they are other. I would never judge someone so harshly based on something they cannot control, something they did not choose. But turning Carden would have been a choice, one that I couldn’t have lived with. One that I still cannot live with now that I know whoever turned him isn’t sitting in this room. It was a horrible coincidence; it wasn’t my fault. And yet, somehow, that doesn’t make me feel better. It makes me feel worse.
“Oh god,” I cry, dropping my face into my hands as the dam bursts and horrible wracking sobs take over my body.
Uriel runs his hand over my hunched back in smooth circles in an attempt to calm me. It helps, sort of, but it would help so much more if his inherent coldness wasn’t seeping into my skin. It’s just a reminder of what Carden now is, or rather, the creature that wears his skin. Because the real Carden, the one that I was irrevocably in love with, would not have thrown me aside whether I was human or not. Gabriel moves seats to sit on my other side, and I let my head fall against his shoulder as he strokes my hair.
“I am sorry,” he whispers against my head. “So very sorry.”
For some reason, his apology felt loaded, as if he was talking about someone or something wholly different from my grief.
***
That night it was hard to sleep. I lay awake tossing and turning, tears flowing from my eyes undiluted. There’s nothing that I could do to stop them, not as Carden’s face kept surfacing every time I shut my eyes. But it wasn’t as I knew him, but as a bloodied broken husk before the change took him. Whatever those bastards who stole him from me had done to him, my brain could only imagine the worst.
Which is why I’m standing in the middle of my bathroom now, eyes red rimmed and face puffy. Scarlet had fretted over my appearance when I had first rolled out of bed, but no more when I practically growled at her to shut the hell up. That I didn’t give a damn whether or not I was presentable for the lords. It left her sputtering, but Eden seemed to sense how I was feeling and ushered her out of the room as soon as they finished drawing my bath and readying my clothes.
It takes me a long time to stop staring at the wall and underdress, and an even longer time to get out of the bath after washing. In fact, I lingered within it until my skin became pruny and the water cold. Raphael didn’t barge into the bathroom as Michael did yesterday, nor did my maids come back. Perhaps he knows that I need a few minutes to myself this morning to put the pieces back together.              It was certainly evident at dinner last night, all the way until the moment that I ran from the room, embarrassment burning in my chest.
None of them had come after me.
I didn’t blame them. If I were one thousand years old I would find crying  women annoying as well. Not that any of them said so at the table. They were actually quite understanding, sweet even. There was a lot of touching, murmured endearments even, some in languages I didn’t understand. It sounded Latin and smooth, like they had said the words a hundred times before. And maybe they have to all the women before me. The thought makes a hot rush of jealousy climb its way up my throat, along with a healthy dose of dread.
I let Michael touch me, intimately, several times without even thinking much about it. Hell, I had almost begged Raphael to kiss me. All in the same day. There had to be a reason for it, a supernatural one. Michael had murmured something about it being controllable with the women they. . .love. And I’m assuming that he was talking about the concubines, about me. There’s no way that they can love me already though, lust after me, yes, but not love me.
A knock on my door startles me from my troubling thoughts just as I finish smoothing the red dress over my curves. It barely fits which makes me believe that the women who lived here before me weren't as blessed as I am. That pesky thought lingers as I swing open the door, a smirk on my face. Raphael is there, leaning against the wall on the other side of the door, my book open in one hand.
He looks up at me, taking his sweet time. If the dress makes me look beautiful, he doesn’t show it. Perhaps all he can see are the tear streaks I’m convinced couldn’t be washed away in the bath. Perhaps he pities me now. I lose the smirk and a scowl replaces it at that abhorrent thought. He grins in return, dog-earing the book before tucking it back safely into his pocket.
“Good morning, Tesoro,” he murmurs.
I step into the hall, eyeing his pocket as I close the door behind me. “You’ve made quick work of my book; I’m surprised that you’re actually reading it.”
He places a hand to his chest in mock disbelief. “Of course, I am, I am a man of my word if nothing else.”
“Mhm.”
He laughs softly,  “You are truly unafraid.”
“Should I be scared of you? Wouldn’t that defeat the purpose of this?” I ask, gesturing between us.
We walk on for a little while in silence, Raphael clearly contemplating his answer. I didn’t think it’d be so serious; I had assumed we were bantering back and forth as we had the other day. Perhaps he wants to take this meeting seriously as it’s his day to get to know me better. And to, I shudder, feed from me. They had said it was the second son’s right after all. I glance at him out of the corner of my eye, but I see no evil intent, and deep down I know Raphael means me no harm. We make it to the front doors of the castle before he deigns to respond. He turns to me, putting one heavy hand on my bare shoulder and making me shiver at that cold touch.
“You should be afraid of things you don’t understand,” he pauses to give me a look I don’t quite understand. “Having a healthy fear is encouraged whenever you step foot into a vampire’s domain as a human.”
His words send a chill shivering down my spine that has nothing to do with his cold skin. I step away from him, forcing his hand to slip away from my shoulder. Instead of showing how much he rattled me, I spin on my heel and stomp down the stairs, my blood red dress swirling around me in a wave of skirts and silk. He follows after me, hands shoved into the front pockets of his suit like he’s an Englishman. A sexy one, my mind thinks in a surprising flash. I bat the thought away, blushing at the rose bush in front of me.
“So, what are we doing outside?” I ask.
He moves to walk next to me. “I figured we start with a stroll before visiting the stables.”
“The stables?” I gasp.
He laughs. “Yes, we live far enough outside of the main city that we have horses. Having a few acres of land behind the castle has its perks.”
“I guess so.”
The rest of our walk is spent in comfortable silence, the only sound coming from nearby birds and the sighing of sweet smelling wind. Their grounds are truly beautiful. Lush hedges border the land, forming a fence of sorts around the front of the property. A large wrap around driveway circles up the house, ending at a grand marble staircase to the front doors. In the middle is a maze of impossibly tall rose bushes of all colors. Deep red, blush pink, sunset yellow, and more.
The castle itself is massive, even bigger than it looked from my living room window and made of layers and layers of light blue spun glass. I can’t even imagine how long it must have taken to construct such a thing. Each time we’ve wandered outside I’ve marveled at it, admiring the mastery of it. None of the lords have commented on it, and I was too afraid to ask such a boring question, at least before. Raphael seems like the perfect person to ask.
“Why is the castle made out of blown glass?”
He looks down at me, smiling. “It was a gift from my father, after he passed. He had them constructed while we grew up, knowing that his time would come, and we would need a place to rule. Each of them is a different color. They took over thirty years to construct,” he pauses, gazing wistfully at it. “And before you ask, the glass signified the fragility of our rule. It’s a constant reminder that our territories must be cared for, nurtured, if we wish to earn the favor of our subjects.”
Michael steers me around the corner of the castle, toward a large wooden barn on the far edge of the property. A large fence surrounds it, and five or so horses are milling about, eating grass. Seeing the beautiful animals melts my heart, but I suppress it in favor of thinking about his words.
“Were you fond of your father?”
“Yes and no, it’s hard to love someone who was incapable of returning the sentiment. As one of the first ever vampires created, my father had very little in the way of human emotions. He knew the language of business, of rulers, of getting what he wanted. Nothing came without a price.”
I cringe. “That sounds like a horrible way to grow up.”
He shrugs and stops in front of the fence to brush his palm up the snout of a cream colored mare. “It was my reality. I never faulted him for it. I’m a full born as well, leaving me with a warped sense of human emotion as well.”
He falls silent then, but I don’t reply, sensing that he may need a minute after sharing something so personal. He can say that he is warped all he wants, and that he forgives his father for what he was, but I see through the facade. He loved him, mourned him after he was gone, perhaps mourns him still. That alone is a sign that his emotions are not warped at all.
A deep coffee colored stallion gallops up to the fence, rearing up to kick his legs. I stumble back a step, eyes going wide. Raphael steps in front of me and raises his arms while making a cooing noise at the horse. At the noise he drops back to all fours and shoves his face closer to Raphael, demanding that he pet him. He obliges, smiling, and I watch closely as the stallion closes his eyes and leans into the loving touch. It makes a small part of my heart flare with light to see him be so humane, to show his love to something. It shatters my image of the bloodthirsty males I thought them to be.
“You are not emotionally stunted, Raphael,” I whisper.
He turns to me, smiling and holding out his hand, “Call me Raph, and thank you, but I’m going to ask you that question again in two months.”
I laugh. “Deal.”
He pulls me along toward the barn itself, the horses trotting alongside us, interested in potential treats or a ride. The inside smells of hay, animal sweat, and feed. It tickles my nose, and I screw up my face to keep from sneezing. Raphael notices and cracks a grin. It blows me away, and I have to turn away from him to avoid smiling stupidly back. The nearest stall is occupied, and I rush up to it, reaching my hand out toward the pale mare inside. Before it can connect Raphael grips my wrist, pulling me back. The mare snorts, stomping her feet and glaring at me with one beady eye.
“Not that one,” he says, stepping up behind me until I’m nearly against his chest. “She hasn’t been broken yet, that’s why she’s in her stall. Gabriel will come out to work with her later today.”
My body shivers at his nearness, the cold seeping into my skin like winter's kiss. Will I ever get used to the feeling? To the constant reminder that these men are dangerous to me? Predators? My hands shake as I turn toward him, placing my palms against his lean chest. He’s not grinning anymore, his face taking on a more serious expression, eyes darkening as I’ve seen Michael’s do. Raphael’s canines remain where they are, and perhaps it’s a testament to his self-control. To his soft as steel nature. 
“Thanks,” I murmur, looking up at him.
“You’re welcome.”
We stand there for a moment too long, and the tension between us spikes. My hands fist into his shirt before I push away from him, not willing to make the same mistakes as yesterday. He lets me go without complaint, his eyes losing that supernatural glow.
“S-sorry, I just don’t want to--”
He stops me, “It’s perfectly fine, I understand. After what happened with Michael and the disaster that was dinner, it’s understandable that you would not wish for male contact right now.”
His words are blunt enough that I flinch, but I try to smile weakly to make up for it. “Thanks for understanding. Now can we ride?” 
He grins, toothy and ridiculous. “Why of course.”
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Chapter Ten
The rest of our day was spent riding in the woods, stopping intermittently to pick wildflowers, and exchanging small unintentional bits of knowledge about one another. I told him about my mother and my friends, he told me more about his childhood, and so it went; us twining our lives together with each secret passed between us. Going from mere acquaintances to something more, friends or otherwise. It felt nice, easy in a way dealing with Michael had not. Each moment with his was like a game of cat and mouse, sexual cat, and mouse.
“Are you ready to head back? The sun is about to dip below the horizon,” Raph calls from up ahead.
I spur my mare into action, racing to catch up to his. It takes only a moment to reach them, and I smile brightly up at him even though I’m sure my hair is a tousled mess, and that my red dress has more than one grass stain lining the hem. I’m so happy to care. This has been the most fun I’ve had in ages. Now that my fate I had hanging over me for years has come to pass, and has proven to be tolerable, my mind is clear. Well, somewhat clear.
“Yes, let’s get back before dark, I’m sure the others are pissed that we missed five o’clock dinner,” I reply, breathless.
He rolls his eyes. “I find that I don’t particularly care what they’re feeling at this moment.”
We lock eyes, and I smile. “Neither do I. Would you like to race?”
Before he can answer I take off, gently knocking the sides of my horse until we move faster and faster. Raph roars with sudden laughter from behind me, startling me, but not enough to put me off my game. I grin to myself, standing in the stirrups and whooping out, joy bleeding from each syllable. The forest comes apart around me, thinner and thinner until it disappears altogether, and I see the barn across the field.
Heavy hoofbeats chase me there, hot on my tail. Sweat beads along my forehead and I lean forward, gripping the mare around the neck for support. She takes that as praise and surges forward with renewed vigor, leaping clean over the fence surrounding the barn. I screech in fear, burying my face into the strong column of my throat, listening to her labored breathing. We’re in the air for one second, two, until her hooves hit the grass on the other side with a resounding thump. I jostle in the saddle but stay upright due to my death grip on her mane.
Her gallop turns into a trot and then stops altogether moments later. The mare neighs softly as if to let me know that it’s safe to look up. I do, sitting up straight in the saddle to find us in front of the water troughs next to the open barn doors. We’re within the fence of the other horses, who are glancing at us curiously as the mare beneath me takes long gasping gulps of water.
“Good girl,” I murmur, stroking her neck.
On the other side of the barn, the doors open, and Raphael walks his stallion into the barn before letting him go to close the doors behind them. The horse moves next to mine, drinking alongside her. Watching them snap me back into reality, my shock of jumping over the fence sliding away. I leap off of her back and wobble toward a grinning Raph. He rushes forward and wraps me into his arms, laughing and spinning me around.
“That was amazing!”
A startled gasp leaves my chest before I wrap my arms around his neck to hold on. “Amazingly scary!”
He stops, setting me back on my feet but still holds onto my upper arms, knowing full well that I’m unstable. His grin is infectious, and I smile back at him, a giggle bubbling out of my mouth.
“I didn’t know Candice could jump that high, you must have really inspired her,” he murmurs, face close to mine.
I laugh nervously, pushing my wayward hair away from my face. “Yeah, undoubtedly.”
“Just as you inspire me.”
The words hang in the air for a moment as I study him, trying to understand how in the world a twenty-five year old woman could manage to inspire a thousand year old vampire. He’s still smiling, but the expression has taken on a teasing, almost secretive quality. As if we’re both in on a joke that only we’d find funny. I opt for denial with a spice of humor.
“Sure, I do,” I say, laughing.
He takes my chin between two fingers, tilting my face up toward his. “I’m deadly serious. I’ve known you for less than a week and you’ve already made your mark. It has been a long time since any of our chosen females have taken a liking to me, have had interest in my hobbies, have loved reading in the way I do. It’s refreshing, inspiring.”
The laughter dies in my throat. “If you say so.”
“I do,” he replies before slanting his mouth across mine in the lightest of kisses.
I savor the kiss, letting the slight brush of his lips fill me with warmth despite the cool feeling of his skin. I hadn’t desired it earlier, nor did I think I wanted it now, but his lips against mine feel like sunshine on a cold day. Like he’s letting me in on all the mischief he had hiding in his eyes. It’s exhilarating, brilliant, and so very brief. Raph pulls away, his eyes brighter than I’ve ever seen them, the sunset turning them a pretty shade of light pink. I touch two fingers to my mouth.
“I’m sorry, I know you said--”
I cut him off, “I know what I said, but I don’t regret that kiss, and neither should you.”
His sly smile returns as he sweeps me into his arms, holding me bridal style. I squeal, beating at his chest as he walks me out of the barn and toward the castle in the distance.
Toward a place that might become my home if I only dared to allow it.
***
That next morning, well, dawn, is when an obtrusive amount of pounding rang against my door. Uriel had woken me up shortly before the sunrise, forcing me to skip bathing in favor of following him to the kitchens, his usual swagger leading the way. If Raph was the quiet, soft one, Uriel answered him by being loud and full of laughter. The class clown of the brothers if you will.
“Remind me why we’re up so early?” I complain at his back.
He doesn’t turn. “You’ll see, it’s worth it.”
I shut my mouth and stop in the doorway of the kitchens when he lets go of my hand. The smell is heavenly, sweet, and doughy and salty. As if every delicious thing ever made has come out of this door. The cook is already in there, holding a basket out for Uriel to take. He spots me watching and winks while pointing toward a tray of rapidly cooling blueberry muffins. Two are gone from the tin. My mouth waters and I shoot him a broad smile in return. It’s only been days and he already knows that I love sweets. Days. That’s how long it’s been since I saw Jade since I left everything behind.
The reminder leaves my chest feeling hollow, along with the realization that I haven’t picked up my phone since I arrived here. Is it the spell of their vampire magic? The same thing that lures me into their arms at every twist and turn? I eye Uriel out of the corner of my eye as he leads the way up and up the stairs. The only place he could be taking me is the roof for a sunrise breakfast which is surprisingly romantic for him.
“Is this your way of apologizing for the other day?” I ask.
At that he does turn, grinning. “If it is, is it working?”
I blush at that come hither grin. “Maybe.”
Instead of answering, Uriel shoulders open the door at the top of the stairs. Soft light filters into the stairwell as he gestures for me to walk past him. I do, moving slowly across the glass roof, marveling at the view. We’re maybe fifty stories in the air, looking out at the city of Divian. The sun is peeking over the tallest of the skyscrapers, throwing out spears of pink and red light.
“Wow,” I whisper, reaching out one arm toward the clouds that feel unbearably close.
“I know, it’s my favorite place in the entire world to sit and,” he pauses, rubbing the back of his neck. “Contemplate things.”
Uriel sets the basket down and flips open the lid, grabbing out a classic red checkered blanket. He sits down on top, cross legged, and pats the stop next to him. I sit down on the blanket as gracefully as I can wearing this obscenely short silk nightgown that shows a little bit too much of my cleavage. I’m sure that that’s the exact reason he forbade me to change out of it.
He hands me a blueberry muffin and I delicately unwrap it while listening to the cooing of morning birds. Two champagne glasses are placed on the blanket, his filled with blood, and mine with orange juice. My eyes glue to his glass, widening perceptibly at the blatant sight of his curse. I try not to let it shake me up, but it becomes ever harder when he takes a sip, his long canines staining red. Why is it harder to watch him drink it in a glass than it is to allow them to drink from me? It’s probably an indicator of my poor mental health.
“What kind of things do you contemplate?” I ask in an attempt to distract myself.
I don’t look at him while I wait for my answer, instead preferring to gaze at the approaching sun. It’s much easier to ask questions like this, and to answer them, when you feel like you have time to think. The blueberry muffin is all I need to keep me company while I wait. He shifts next to me, but still I refuse to look.
“I’m not sure you’d like to know.”
At that I do look at him, giving him a withering look that clearly shows my opinion on that answer. “Fine, I’ll go first,” I reply, tapping my chin for show. “For my entire life, I had dreaded coming here. I would often contemplate what you all would be like. Monstrous? Blood thirsty? Cruel as you have always been portrayed in the media, maybe. Decent never crossed my mind.”
He simply looks at me, his face open and not at all damning. It encourages me to continue my confession, no matter how wrong it might be now that I know at least pieces of these men. Tiny acceptable, even likable, pieces. Isn’t that enough for now?
“It made me bitter, closed off. I knew if I fell in love, it would end one way or another. So, I settled for pleasing myself with whoever I found worthy. But Carden was. . . different. He pursued me for my mind, my laugh, my hobbies. Not my body. He pulled me in like a moth to a flame. We were together for as long as we could be, that is, until that night when he was taken from me. After that I was. . . broken in a way I didn’t quite know I could be.”
He swallows at the emptiness of my tone, the despair in my voice. “I’m sorry that this fate destroyed your life before us.”
I shake off the old memories and smile. “Don’t be, my blood is both gold and poison. It’s how it’s always been and always will be.”
Finishing off my drink, I lay back onto the blanket to look up at the cotton candy sky. Uriel does the same, lying his head so close to mine that I can smell his shampoo. Sandalwood and pine. Without thinking, I inhale a deep breath, reveling in the scent. He turns his head toward mine, his usual grin plastered on his face.
“You like it? It’s from my coven, Falasia.”
My cheeks flame. “Yes, it’s nice. Sorry.”
“Don’t be,” he quotes me, laughing.
We fall silent, looking at each other with small smiles on our faces. This feels different today, this spark between us. It’s more tangible, like I can reach out and touch the electricity sparking between us. His pupils dilate as his eyes darken in color, and I know what comes next before I see it, elongated fangs. It’s a sign that they’re hungry, horny, or both. And while it should make me uncomfortable, or at the very least scared, it doesn’t. Dampness gathers between my thighs at the sight, and it takes everything I have not to clench my thighs together.
“I was determined to hate you when I got here, but for the life of me, I think it’s impossible,” I murmur, tracing the lines of his face. “What is this magic? Michael mentioned it the other day--”
His growl cuts me off. “Do not speak of my brothers when you’re burning for me.”
My eyes snap to his face, surprise arcing through me like lightning. His forwardness, the steely demand in that tone nearly sends me over the edge. But he doesn’t move closer, gives me space and time to decide what I want to do next.
“Raph and I, I mean he didn’t, yet” I stammer, licking my lips.
Uriel follows the movement with eager attention, and the dull pleasure between my legs throbs.
“As long as he’s had his chance, it has now passed. But I cannot fathom why he would not want to taste you. Your smell alone,” he pauses, leaning in to trail his nose along the column of my throat, his erection pressing into my thigh. “Is divine.”
I shudder at the touch. “You can’t feed from me until you tell me what this magic is.”
He moves back again, pouting, and it looks grotesque with his fangs overlapping on his bottom lip. They retract after that, and I nearly sigh in relief. I wasn’t sure I would be able to deny him if he had grinded on me for one more moment. I’m looking for information, but a girl who hasn’t had sex in years can only hold out for so long.
“Fine, but I suspect you will no longer be in the mood after you hear the whole story.”
He lies back down and pulls me with him, so my head is resting on his cool chest. He has the slowest heartbeat I’ve ever heard, and it startles me. I’m not sure why I expected it to be the same as a human heartbeat, it’s known that vampires rise from the dead, their heart beating slow or fast depending on the amount of blood circulating their system. Blood they must consume.
“Try me.”
“We have been cursed from the beginning, and not just because we’re vampires. As soon as the last of my brothers were born into the world, a prophecy was foretold. It spoke of our eternal suffering as rulers, cursed to love a human woman over and over again for millennia. Then, once you become old and frail, we offer you immortality. Contrary to the movies and books, vampires rise young no matter the age they were turned at, anywhere between twenty and thirty years old. So, we see them, but do not recognize them as they once were, nor do they recognize us any longer.”
I look up at the sky as a pang of grief washes over me. “So, it’s true, when a vampire rises, they are no longer who they once were.”
“Bits and pieces, maybe. But it servers any emotional connections, all they have left are the ghosts of memories floating by once in a great while,” he replies, his voice low as if he knows who I’m thinking of. “It’s painful, isn’t it?”
“What?” I ask, trying to play dumb.
He doesn't let me. “To look or hear from someone you dearly loved, only to realize that they are no longer there. That they’re so close you can touch them, but yet it is not the same and never will be.”
I stuck in a breath. “Yes, it’s painful. I can’t imagine what it feels like to look at hundreds of people that way. Like a living graveyard.”
He shudders. “I’ve never thought about it that way, thanks for that picture.”
Despite it all, I crack a smile. “My apologies, and you were right.”
He turns his head so our noses brush, and it gives me butterflies. “Right about what?”
“I’m not in the mood anymore.”
He cackles, shoving my shoulder before pulling me back up, holding my hand as he looks out over the city, his eyes full of forgotten memories.
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Chapter Eleven
We descended the stairs hours later after the sun had become too hot to bear. The basket he brought with us is now embarrassingly empty, and I feel like I ate enough for ten people rather than one. Uriel didn’t comment on it, and I can only hope that he doesn’t think that I’m a total pig. Does he even know what it looks like to eat too much these days? He’s never had food, and I doubt he has many human friends.
I touch my tender cheeks, wincing at the sunburn already flaring across them. Despite it, I’m beaming. It was wonderful up there, it felt freeing. Maybe that’s why he took me. The last time he saw me I looked battered and broken, and I had admitted to feeling trapped into this life. Perhaps in his own little way he was attempting to make it better. It’s kind of cute. I wait outside the kitchens as he drops off the basket, grabbing something else and slipping it into his pocket before I can see what it is.
He strolls over and laces his ring ladened fingers through mine. “Let’s go back to your room and talk, shall we?”
I nod absentmindedly as I hold up our hands between us, studying each ring. He has three; a sparkling golden monstrosity made of rubies on his thumb, a simple silver and emerald ring on his index finger, and a small pinky ring made entirely of crusted diamond. They must mean something, I’ve seen the others with similar, if not slightly different, rings on their left hands as well.
“What do these mean?” I ask.
He leads me through my rooms until we’re in the sitting room that I never use. It’s full of fancy furniture rimmed in gold and made with ruby red velvet. While it may look elegant, I’m not sure it’s going to be comfortable. Uriel sits us down on a loveseat, so we’re forced to touch thighs. The pressure flares my earlier dying desire back to life, but I don’t let it show on my face. I know exactly what he’s hoping to do.
He holds out his hand to me, the rings glinting in the light of the chandelier. “The largest ring is my father’s insignia. It lets everyone know that we alone are royalty. The rough cut emerald represents my home coven, Falasia. It borders vast forests on all sides, and the homes themselves are rustic when compared to Divian.”
I stuck in a breath. “I thought the covens looked the same.”
He shakes his head. “No, they are very different. Each one was created to our muse, or what my father thought it to be. We feel most at home there, in our own little piece of the world.”
“You must miss it.”
“Quite a lot, but worry not, a few weeks is nothing to a thousand year old vampire.”
That makes me giggle. “I’m sure. What’s that one mean?” I ask, pointing to the breathtaking diamond ring that keeps drawing my attention over and over again.
“It is your favorite, yes?” He asks, smiling softly. I nod, so he goes on, “It represents our commitment to you, to all the women that we choose as our blood sworn maidens.”
Taking his hand between both of mine, I study the ring just to give myself something to do while I digest that bombshell of information. If commitment means what I think it means, they’ve loved no one other than the women they’re with century after century, slept with no others. It’s hard to believe knowing that they’re so old and the most powerful creatures in the world. They could have anyone or anything they wanted.
“Let me get this straight. This is a wedding ring? And blood sworn maidens? I thought we were concubines?” My voice comes out high and breathy, revealing my inner panic.
“It is a wedding band of sorts. We love no other, touch no other, but you,” he says, taking both of my hands between his own, eyes earnest. “And no, calling you concubines would be an insult to both us and you. You, my beauty, are the closest thing to a queen that anyone will ever get.”
His words blow me away and I sway into him. He lets go of my hands to catch me against his chest. Queen. Not concubine, not whore, but queen. The rumors surrounding my fate were wrong, I’m not here to be a blood bag, I’m here to be cherished, to be loved by men I thought incapable of such emotion just days ago. My chest warms at the thought, and I smile up at him, no, I grin.
“Uriel,” I say leadingly.
“Yes?” He hums while idly stroking my hair.
“I think I’m in the mood now.”
“Are you?” He purrs before launching off of the couch and slinging me over one shoulder.
I laugh as he whoops out his victory and carries me into the bedroom, shutting the door behind us.
***
I’m panting by the end of it, clutching at the sheet for dear life, and we didn’t even have sex yet. Well, we almost did, but I clammed up. It seems despite my lust for them, and all of my urges, a deep part of me shivered with grief at the thought of allowing a man to touch in the same way Carden had.
I even tried to tell myself that he doesn’t love me anymore, that the man he was is dead. It wasn’t enough to allow him to take off more than my top. Uriel adamantly said he understood, was gracious, even, but his sweetness didn’t stop the blush now burning my cheeks. 
“I’m so sorry,” I whisper, biting my lip.
He lifts his head off of my rapidly moving chest to gaze at me, and no matter how hard he tries to hide it, I can see the smallest amount of pity clouding his eyes. Anger stirs in my chest, making me want to rage and scream at the world, but I keep my mouth shut. It’s not his fault that I’m emotionally damaged by what happened with Carden. And I know that for certain now. None of them had anything to do with it. So why am I still so, so angry?
“Would you like to talk about it?” He asks, his incisors flashing in the light, still coated in a thin sheen of my blood.
The sight makes me lift two fingers to the spot he had bitten, a direct match to the one Michael had used. I snort softly, brushing my hands through his hair. Perhaps it’s a way of keeping my neck looking classy. It would be unsightly for me and the lords if I had four sets of holes lining my beautiful neck.
“Does that mean no?”
I look down at him, my mind blanking. “Hm?”
He smiles, but it’s soft compared to the brilliant one he graced me with earlier. “I asked if you’d like to discuss it, what makes you weary of sexual intercourse.”
I cringe, and he laughs. “Ugh, Uriel, don’t call it that. And no, I think that’s something I’d like to work out alone.”
“Suit yourself but know that my door is always open.”
He lies his head back down on my chest, and I resume stroking my fingers through his midnight hair. His skin is warm now that he has fed from me, and I can’t help but wonder why my blood in particular is the only type that warms them. It probably has something to do with that curse of theirs. To love over and over again, only to be forgotten while you’re chained to those memories like a prisoner. I shudder, remembering his words from earlier.
It spoke of our eternal suffering as rulers, cursed to love a human woman over and over again for millennia.
“What troubles you?” Uriel murmurs against my skin.
I sigh and decide to be honest. “Your curse. Did the prophecy have any type of loophole? Any fine print on how to stop it?”
He traces a finger around my navel, once, twice, and then three times until my skin is a quivering mess. How can I become so aroused and not want to go further at the same time? I scream with frustration inside my mind, clenching the hand I have beneath the covers into a fist. Maybe it’s for the best, maybe my mind is trying to remind me of the years I spent resenting these men, hating them. It would be an easy thing to do, I think. Hate them forever rather than allow my heart to become ensnared.
“No, there was no loophole, trust me. If there were we would have exploited it already,” he replies, startling me from my thoughts.
“Hm, I guess you’re right. But do you have a written copy, by chance?”
“Not here, it’s at my brother Raphael’s home. We would have to pull it out when we arrive in a few months. But worry not, should you find a way out of our torment, it can wait a few weeks as it already has for hundreds of years,” he says dryly.
“Is it really a form of torment?”
Several seconds of heavy silence follow my question as he rises from the bed in one fluid movement before dipping down to grab his shirt from the floor. I pull the sheet closer to my body even though I’m well aware that I’m still wearing underwear beneath it. My sleeping shift is discarded on the floor, a pile of shredded silk. For a moment I mourn it, wishing I could stand and face him to hear the answer to a question I’m sure he would rather not answer at all.
He looks up at me, his eyes dim. “Yes, beautiful, sinful torment. Now bathe and get dressed for dinner, I will meet you there.”
He turns on his heel and leaves the room, the door shutting behind him softly. I sigh as I slide out from between the sheets and pad into the bathroom, a somehow already steaming full tub of bath water waiting for me. How would Eden and Scarlet have known to get it started? And where are they, anyhow? They didn’t appear to wake me this morning, nor have I seen them in my rooms since. They’re usually here at all times in case I have need of them.
No matter, I can do anything I need regardless, I think as I sink into the bath, groaning at how luxurious it feels. Despite it, I don’t linger in the water for too long, only scrubbing my hair and body before regretfully pulling my body out and into my vast closet. Dresses line one side while intricate tunics and pants are hung up on the other. There’s no trace of human clothing anywhere, only my original jeans and tee shirt from my first day here folded neatly next to my backpack at the back of the closest.
I kneel on the floor, pulling my bag forward and rifling through the various pockets until I find my phone. It still has a charge, along with over fifty unread text messages, all of them from Jade. None from my mother. A part of my breaks and floats away, wishing that she had the slightest bit of worry for me. But my mother has always been a selfish person, probably because she had me when she was so young. But to her credit, she’s never acted like I was a burden.
Using my thumb to open it up, I begin to scroll through my messages. They start off as jokes, asking whether or not I’m dead or alive, or if I’m having massive vampire orgies. At that I snort and wrinkle my nose. Then after I didn’t answer on the first day, she moved onto thinly veiled threats of storming to the castle, then begging.
You’re a bit dramatic, aren’t you? I type before pressing send.
Her reply comes in almost instantly.
There’s nothing you could say that will make me forgive you for four whole days of radio silence. I thought you DIED!
Why would they kill me? I’m their human lunchable.
BHAHAHA! Okay, maybe I do forgive you.
I sit back against the wall and grin at the screen, feeling more at home curling in a dark corner with my phone and my green backpack than I ever will wearing fancy dresses and eating off fine silver plates. Something about that reminds me just how much I didn’t want to come here in the first place, only my lust for them and a little bit of magic had made me forget.
I’m so glad. Sorry I didn’t text, it’s been. . . Interesting to say the least.
The three dots appear and disappear several times before her reply finally comes through.
How so?
They have this magnetism to them, a pull that I can’t seem to resist no matter how hard I try. It’s like not liking them never crossed my mind when I’m with them.
She doesn’t respond for several minutes after I send that, so I stand up and set my phone on the dresser, dropping my towel to pull on a nearby strappy dress. It’s one of the only ones I can put on by myself. The quicksilver color caught my eye as soon as I walked past on the first day, and I’ve been itching to try it on ever since.
The dress comes over my head and flows down my body, going so far as to pool around my feet in waves. Each time I shift in the light it shimmers, almost iridescently, but not quite. I pair it with simple white strappy sandals, and they’re just high enough that the dress barely drags against the floor. The only thing left is my hair, and I wish Eden were here for that. The only thing I can do is pull up into a high bun, gathering the blonde locks altogether. It will be the first time they see my hair up, so it might be a nice change.
When I look in the mirror my neck and ears seem too bare, so I walk out of the closet with my phone tucked under my arm. The jewelry cabinet in my main room is massive, color coded, and full of enough expensive jewels to pay for two football teams and then some. I choose gold to contrast my dress, a simple choker encircles my throat, coming together with two rings encrusted in diamonds. The earnings dangle all the way to my shoulders, gold chains clinking together softly with polished pearls on the ends. Just looking at the makeup table has my stomach turning, so I decide to leave my face as bare as the day I arrived.
Only when I’m done getting ready does Jade finally reply.
It is your destiny to love them.
My thumbs hover over the keys as I walk down the hall, and I bite my lip. You think so?
Yes, I do. If you’re happy, I’m happy.
That’s so cheesy.
I step into the dining room, still smiling at my phone like an idiot. When I look up as I sit down, all four of the men are staring daggers at the phone in my hands. Instead of telling them who it is, which of course they’re dying to know, I set the phone next to my plate and begin serving myself. Michael takes a sip of his goblet, lips shining as he stares at me. 
Taking two bites of fried potatoes and cornbread, I sit back and sigh my contentment. There’s nothing better than a good old fashioned southern style dinner. It reminds me of what my grandmother used to make every Sunday afternoon.
“You seem happy,” Raph murmurs.
“Yes, I am. I had an excellent day with your brother and look forward to another splendid one tomorrow.”
Michael raises his eyebrows at Uriel, but he reveals nothing other than his usual cunning grin. Gabriel is the only one that seems completely uninterested in the conversation. In fact, he’s looking out the window at the garden with his legs thrown over the side of his chair. Almost as if he’s been here a while, drinking alcohol laced blood and staring into oblivion.
“Or maybe not,” I mutter, turning my gaze away.
Gabriel snorts. “Do not worry, fair maiden. I have already promised my brothers I’d be on my best behavior.”
My muscles stiffen at the venom lacing his words. He didn’t even look at me while he was speaking, his gaze still glued to the same unmoving rose bush outside the bay windows. I clench my fist around my fork, biting my tongue rather than allowing myself to say something incredibly petty.
Raph leans toward me, smiling and trying to draw my attention. “I’ve finished your book.”
That does it right away, and my eyes glue to his. “So? Did you love or hate it? It’s usually one or the other. I love it, so did my mother, but Jade hates it.”
Before Raph can respond, Michael cuts in with a question. “Is that who you were texting, Jade?”
I nod, barely acknowledging his jealous question, only having eyes for Raph’s reaction. He grins back at me, clearly pleased that I’m completely ignoring Michael in favor of him. Just to spite him I sit back in my chair, picking up the goblet of whatever it is that Uriel poured for me. As soon as I take a sip the flavor explodes across my tongue, spicy and full bodied. Wine.
My fingers shake as I swallow it, the taste alone bringing back memories I’d rather have buried forever.
Instead of screaming, I lose my voice completely, shrinking into myself. “Just tell me, I’m dying of suspense,” I mumble.
He falls back against his chair, losing the grin. “It was excellent. In truth, I finished it in less than a day.”
My smile returns, albeit less enthusiastically. “That’s great news. We must have similar tastes. I’d like to read your favorite book.”
“Really?”
“Yes, really. Your favorite book is a window to your soul.”
Gabriel drops his legs to the marble floor then, scoffing. “Then what’s within her soul, Raph?”
Raphael eyes his brother warily. “I think you’ll have to read it yourself to know, brother.”
The room is tense for the next five minutes, the only sounds of my fork clinking against my plate with each bite I take. I don’t think I’ll ever get used to being the only one eating every time we sit down together. Perhaps I’ll start requesting to eat in my rooms like I do for breakfast and lunch if the way this dinner is playing out  is any indication of what it will be like for the rest of my life. The sober brothers give each other meaningful looks that they think I don’t see as I pretend to watch my plate, the goblet still clutched in one hand despite not taking another sip.
It makes me wonder whether or not Gabriel comes drunk to these get togethers often, or if it’s something new. When we first met Raph had said Gabriel was still distraught by the last woman's sudden death. Is that why they all look ready to strangle him? I wish I could voice how little his crass words mean to me, but I also sense that doing so wouldn’t help the matter. It’d most likely make him rage at me more than he already does, just to get a rise out of me.
“I’d like to know,” Gabriel says again, this time slurring his words.
I do my best not to cringe as I turn toward him. “Yeah? Well, then you have to make an effort to know me because I forbid Raph to tell you.”
He sneers, and Uriel drops his head to the table so hard that the empty plate next to mine jumps. I have to cover my mouth, so Gabriel doesn’t see my laughter. He’s exasperated with what I said, or he’s purposely trying to make me laugh. Either way it worked to pull a real smile to my face and loosen my grip around the goblet enough to leave it on the table.
He leans forward, narrowing his glazed eyes. “You, a lowly human, forbid a vampire lord from telling his brother something?”
I tilt my head at him, not able to resist his goading even though I know exactly what he’s trying to do. Raphael’s face fills with rage and he begins to stand as if he’s going to throttle his brother. Before he can, Michael stops him with two fingers on his forearm, eyes on me. If that isn’t a go ahead to decimate his brother with words, I don’t know what is. So, I lean forward, nearly nose to nose with him.
“I may be a human, but I know what I am here. Not one, not two, but three of your brothers have told me the truth. I am not your concubine, not a consort, I am a queen.” I pause to lick my lips, and he follows the movement, pupils dilating. “And I won’t hesitate to make you bow before me,” I whisper, placing two fingers beneath his chin.
Gabriel’s face remains carefully blank as silence blankets the room, and I’m almost positive none of them are breathing, let alone moving. Yet he doesn’t pull away from my touch, almost leans into it. A part of my chest caves in at that, forcing me to lean away from him. He’s a broken, jaded man. It’s written into all of his hurtful words, every flippant action. It’s exactly what I acted like after receiving that letter from Carden. Most of my friends and family couldn’t stand to be around me, and for good reason.
“Alright, well, this is awkward,” Uriel murmurs under his breath as he stands up, but it’s so quiet in here that everyone hears it clearly.
“Truly,” Michael agrees, rising to his feet and coming around to my chair. “Would you care to retire to your rooms, love?”
He helps me out of my seat as I nod, and Michael nods to his other brothers, silently inviting them along, much to my surprise. We walk out of the room then, leaving Gabriel behind. He still didn’t move, only stared, and stared and stared at my vacated chair.
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Chapter Twelve
Back in my rooms, I tell the others to wait for me in the parlor while I disappear to change into something more comfortable. And no, not that kind of more comfortable. For the first time I pull out clothes that I brought from home, a pair of soft cotton shorts and a baggy t-shirt that says Bitch, please. Since it’s perfect for the outfit, I leave my hair in the bun from dinner.
Michael grins when he sees me, gesturing for me to join him on the loveseat. I do, pulling the heavy blanket onto my lap from a nearby chair and tucking myself under his arm. That’s the best part about wearing shorts to lounge around, snuggling under a blanket.
“I like this outfit, you look like an innocent college girl,” Michael murmurs against my neck, nuzzling it.
I shiver, batting him away. “Is that your kink or something?”
He chuckles, pulling my back into his side. “Everything about you is my kink.”
My cheeks flush at the suggestion between those loaded words. I glance at the other two in the room, but they appear unbothered by their brother’s flirting. Probably because they’ve been doing this for hundreds of years, if not more. The thought makes me shift uncomfortably in my seat, clutching the blanket between two fists. No. I am not jealous of women I don’t know, that’s not who I am.
“So, Gabriel,” Uriel starts, rubbing the back of his neck. “He’s an ass, that’s all I can say.”
Raph scowls at him, shoving his shoulder. “No, he’s not. Well, right now he is. But he’s usually a lot like Michael. Confident, upfront, charismatic. Right now, all of that is being channeled into hurtful sarcasm.”
I laugh. “You really have a way with words, but it’s fine guys. I’m not offended by him, if anything, I understand him.”
Uriel stands up suddenly to kneel in front of the grand marble fireplace, stacking wood artfully inside as if he needs something to do with his hands. Raph watches him for a moment before turning back to me, a contemplative look on his face.
“That’s true, perhaps you can help each other to heal,” he replies, and I open my mouth to reject the idea, but he holds up a hand. “In your own subtle way, of course. I’m not asking you to become his therapist or he yours.” 
The fire flares to life at my left, drawing my eyes to it. Uriel stands up, dusting off his hands with a smug look on his face. Michael scoffs, and the noise vibrates through my side, leaving a warm liquid feeling in its wake. These men might be the death of me if I can’t even hear him scoff without making it sexual in nature.
“Either way, his pissiness will pass, I promise you. Even if you’re unbothered by it,” he murmurs against my ear.
It’s like they know exactly what I’m thinking before I say it. I had been about to object to his statement again, yet he eased my annoyance with a simple phrase. That ability of theirs is both infuriating and appreciated. We may never fight in my lifetime, but at the same time I’ll be left sputtering in half the conversations exchanged. For that alone I poke Michael in the side, and he draws his eyebrows together, looking down at me.
“That’s for all the times you’ll do that in the future,” I mutter insensibly.
He laughs as if he knows exactly what I’m referring to, and the smooth sound urges me to close my eyes. Uriel and I had woken up so early this morning that fatigue now has me in its grip, especially after such a deliciously filling meal. Michael guides me down until my head is pillowed on his thighs, and I sigh.
“You truly are magnificent,” Raphael murmurs, but I can’t reply. My mouth feels like it’s full of cotton balls.
I blink a few times, trying to stay awake, but it’s futile. Sleep claims me quickly, pulling me deep into the abyss.
***
The next morning, I wake to Eden pulling open my curtains as she did my first morning here. Today marks my fifth day with the coven lords I had thought to be monsters. And perhaps they still are, but in a way I hadn’t seen coming. After all, a vampire is a type of monster, but a normal one in our society. Not the mythical kind that will kill me in a single blow, destroy my mind with one well thought-out phrase.
That’s definitely not who these men are. At least not most of them.
I don’t linger in my morning routine, taking a quick bath and dressing in the most sensible of the tunics. Black with golden lacing to match my doomed mood and day. If Gabriel is in charge of it there’s no doubt that it’s going to suck just because he’s an emotional black hole right now. I’m halfway through my breakfast when there’s a loud, obtrusive knock on my door. Instead of allowing Scarlet to answer it, I sit forward in my chair and grin.
“Come in,” I holler.
She gives me an affronted look before trudging back into my main rooms, leaving Gabriel to open the door himself. He does, prowling in like he owns the place. As soon as his eyes find mine, they narrow to near slits. The fire in them reminds of the things I had said last night, how easily they slipped off my tongue.
“Are you ready for our lovely day together?” He practically hisses between his teeth.
I snorted. “Not when you say it like that.”
“Let’s go,” he growls, stalking forward.
“No, I’m not finished with my morning coffee,” I reply indignantly.
“Take it to go,” he pauses to snap his fingers and Eden is there almost instantly. “Put her coffee in a to go cup, please.”
His voice had changed when he addressed her, sounding more reasonable than he ever has when talking to me. For only a moment, jealousy surges in my chest, and I have no idea why. He’s a jerk to me, always has been since first meeting me. And yet. . . a small part of me continues to reach out to his wounded and battered soul, calling out mournfully. The fires of kinship blaze within me no matter what I tell myself. No matter how badly he snaps at me.
It’s infuriating.
Eden snatches the full mug from my hands and disappears out the door, probably wondering where in the hell she’s going to find a travel mug in a Victorian castle. My fingers curl and uncurl in my lap, and I refuse to look at him as the silence stretches between us. The only sound echoing through the room is his expensive dress shoe tapping against the marble floor. It baffles me why they choose to wear those elegant tunics nearly every day.
I chance a glance at him to see that he’s studying his calloused fingers, a nervous expression on his face. Could it be that he actually wants me to like him? It might be true, deep deep down beneath the festering depression that the previous woman’s death has left behind. A woman that I don’t even know the name of. Would he tell me if I asked, or would it blow up in my face? I sigh. The line of grief is so hard to walk.
Eden reappears minutes later, handing me a chrome mug with little wafts of stream curling out the opening as if she had refreshed the coffee for me. I rise and give her a kiss on the cheek before following Gabriel toward the door. He leads the way toward the front of the castle, down hall after hall filled with artwork and stands of antique armor. It’s quite the sight, honestly, and it keeps me entertained despite the frosty silence between us.
We come to the front doors too soon, and I turn my gaze toward the grand marble stairs. At the bottom is a sleek ruby red car. It’s idling, and the moment Gabriel gets close a human servant climbs out of the driver's seat and holds open the door for him. Another holds open my door, allowing me to slide into the buttery leather seat easily. My tunic matches the black interior, and I smile. Gabriel is wearing something similar, well, he always is. I’ve never seen him in anything but fanciful black.
“So, where are we going?” I ask, breaking the silence.
“Somewhere far away from my spying brothers,” he mutters, putting the car into drive.
“Why? Do you think they’d follow us around the castle like lost puppies?”
He slams his foot on the gas at the question, squealing the tires and ripping out of the driveway as quick as a speeding bullet. I screech, grasping the oh shit handle for dear life. For the first time today, Gabriel cracks a smile.
“Not quite, but they’d be checking up on us every hour to make sure we haven’t killed each other,” he says over the roar of the engine.
“So, you want peace and quiet while you kill me then?”
He laughs, teeth flashing bright in the midmorning sun, midnight hair flying back when he tips his head. The sight nearly takes my breath away. Any time he shows his true self it’s like my body recognizes him, craves him, just as it does when I’m around the other lords. It’s the entire reason that I’m even here right now. Under all the layers of sarcasm and asshole is a man I desperately want to get to know.
“No, contrary to popular belief, I don’t want you dead or gone. I’m taking you to the best restaurant in the city,” he replies while shifting gears and merging into city traffic.
I glance out the window, trying to get a feel for my surroundings, but it’s useless. When I lived in the city, I could see the castle, but I rarely came close to it for more reasons than the one sitting right next to me. The closer you come to Michael’s home, the thicker the population of vampires becomes. They flock to power, are drawn to it, so they live as close to it as they can. Some humans live among them, houses going to the highest bidder. Only fanatics of the vampires live as their neighbors, though. That, and the filthy rich.
“You’re scowling,” Gabriel comments, glancing at me.
“I am not,” I mutter, cupping my chin in my hand.
“Yes, you are. Why?”
I sigh. “Only because I pity the human fools that live amongst predators like they belong there.”
He raises both eyebrows, a smile blooming on his face. It makes my scowl deepen. What could he possibly be thinking to bring such a manic expression to his face? Only Gabriel could irritate me with a simple gesture.
“Wow, your true feelings about vampires are out.” 
“I think they came out a few days ago, don’t you agree?” 
He tilts his head at me, barely watching the road as we speed down it. I clench the oh shit handle even tighter when an oncoming car honks at us, and Gabriel swerves to the right, still seemingly disinterested in operating a moving vehicle. Instead of replying, he snorts and turns forward again, allowing me to release a deep breath.
“You’re a horrible driver, like, really horrible,” I say, cringing as he takes a turn a little too fast.
He laughs. “Well it’s a good thing that we’re here, and I’ll let you drive on the way back. I admit that I don’t do it often.”
He stops in the middle of the street, putting the car in park and getting out. A valet hurries to us, taking the wheel and speeding the car away to find a place to park. That alone proves to me just how fancy this restaurant is going to be, and my palms begin to sweat. Perhaps I should have worn a dress rather than the raven colored tunic. As soon as Gabriel steps onto the sidewalk eyes glue to him, trailing him wherever he moves. That’s how famous the coven lords are. They do not require crowns or fancy clothing, it’s the aura of power radiating off of each of them in waves. Without realizing it, I had gotten used to it since living with them over the past week.
But now, with all these eyes on us, it feels suffocating.
“Table for two, if you will,” Gabriel nearly purrs to the doe eyed hostess.
She blushes furiously, fumbling with the menus as her hands shake beneath the podium. I roll my eyes at it, crossing my arms and tapping my toe. Jealousy rears its ugly head, but I push it down to the bottom of my stomach, effectively stifling it. Without looking at the line of people crowding the door to get in, the girl leads us into the building. Gabriel follows her without a backward glance, but I mouth sorry to the other sour faced patrons.
The inside is much darker than the bright street, forcing me to stop and allow my eyes to adjust. Low hanging lanterns nearly brush my face, shining golden with inner real wax candles that hold them afloat like an air balloon. Sheer silver curtains loop between them, fluttering delicately with each breeze coming in through the doors. The sheer compliments the low lying tables with thick embroidered cushions for seating.
My hand comes up to my chest as I walk through the space, eyes drinking in each spiritual motif and painting that I pass. Gabriel and the hostess are waiting near another set of doors, but instead of impatience being on his face, it’s the same kind of wonder that I feel. Something I suspect will happen each time I step into this place no matter how many times he brings me here.
“This way, miss,” the hostess murmurs.
Gabriel allows me to go through the doorway first, placing a hand on the small of my back. It makes me jump slightly, him touching me. He’s never done it before, in fact, he’s even attempted not to despite the times he’s come face to face with me, usually out of anger. Perhaps the magic of this place is seeping into his skin, making him more at ease and pliable.
We stop in a shadowy corner with only one lamp, and it brings me back to reality, pulling me back from the narrow focus on his touch. We’re now in a garden full of lovely, sweet smelling flowers and draping green plants. The sheer fabric still drapes between each one, becoming one with the nature around it, nestling in with the paper lanterns lighting the space. I take a deep breath, closing my eyes for a moment while I take it all in. It’s truly beautiful, calming, even.
The woman places two menus on a low lying glass table with golden cushions that look different than all the others. Suspicion blooms in my chest at the sight. Do the lords have a special table here in the gardens?
“Your usual table, my lord,” the hostess demurs, bowing.
Gabriel grins back at her. “Thank you, Evelynn, it is appreciated. We will start with the usual drinks.”
“Of course.”
She leaves the otherwise empty garden on quick feet, and I stand there, dumbstruck. Gabriel drops onto the inside cushion, beckoning me to join him on the right side of the table. I narrow my eyes at him and sit opposite, folding my legs beneath me in the most elegant way I know how. The atmosphere seems to call for it.
“Is this an Indian restaurant?” I ask.
“Yes, an ancient one. It has been here through thick and thin, as you humans say. Passed down through the family for generations. It proves how incredible the food is, trust me.”
I shrug, picking up the menu in front of me to figure out just what the hell I’d want to eat here. It’s too embarrassing to admit that I’ve never had Indian before. The aroma in here, spice and the perfume from the flowers, makes me wish I had tried it sooner. Gabriel watches me instead of looking through his own menu, eyes full of an emotion I cannot place. Grief? Longing? Bitterness? I’m about to call him out on it when a server appears with our drinks, setting down an orange smoothie like drink in front of both of us. Gabriel’s is tinged red, and I can only assume it’s from blood.
“Thank you, Mia, we will have the usual array of dishes,” Gabriel says, snatching my menu and his before handing them up to her.
He takes a sip of the smoothie, closing his eyes and moaning in pleasure. The display makes me laugh despite doing my very best not to enjoy our day out. Gabriel winks in response, sliding my own drink a little bit closer to me. I pick it up, putting the straw to my mouth to take one experimental sip. The flavor blossoms on my tongue, tangy and sweet but also bitter like plain yogurt. And it’s full of spices, exotic ones.
I smack my lips together, getting a chuckle out of him. “That’s. . . interesting.”
He lounges back against the cushions again. “Interestingly good or bad?”
“Good, I think,” I reply, looking more closely at his own drink. “I thought that vampires can’t eat human food.”
At that, he really laughs. “That’s the oldest myth in the book, Blair. We can, we just choose not to most of the time. We don’t need it to sustain us, so it’s only for pleasure which we find much more from blood like yours.”
Instead of answering him, I nearly gape at him. The sound of my name rolling off of his tongue sounds like a prayer, like salvation. It’s the first time he’s said it, and it mesmerizes me just as much as it had coming from the others. My lips part as I watch him get settled into his seat, taking sips of the blood smoothie in between.
Their movements are all the same, I’ve noticed. Fluid and graceful, not a finger or toe out of place. As if they hold so much power that it’s a force of nature that must be tamed, evenly and clinically controlled. It reminds me of the stories, the nightmares made flesh that are vampires. Yes, they’ve become somewhat domesticated over the years, but how they used to live. In shadows and darkness and death, that’s where the nightmarish stories come from.
“You represent both sides of the coin,” I murmur. He looks up at me questioningly, so I go on. “The older generation of vampires who respected the killing of humans, and the new generation, the ones that have immersed themselves in our society.”
Gabriel clicks his tongue. “I don’t suppose this is the type of thing you discussed with my brothers.”
It’s my turn to lift my eyebrows. “No, it’s not, for obvious reasons,” I reply before turning to sarcasm, a sardonic twist to my lips. “With them I discuss blood red roses and dewy love and midnight romps in the sheets. You know, normal things.”
He laughs, throwing his head back to show the strong column of his throat. My eyes zero in on two bite marks, identical to my own, marbled on his skin. Do vampires feed off of each other? Is that even possible? I open my mouth at the same time he does, but before he can spout his witty reply or I can ask, two women arrive at the table in a swirl of skirts, placing over twenty dishes all over the place. I watch with rapt attention as one of them points to each one, describing the dish for me. By the end of the explanation my head is swimming, but I grab a spoon and heap my plate high anyway.
Gabriel does the same, his midnight eyes watching me closely, lips twitching. I’m sure it’s because I have an almost childlike fascination for all this, but I can’t help it. Experiences like this were far and few between during my childhood. I grew up with my grandparents who were no nonsense people living by their means. Most meals consisted of white bread and eggs with the occasional bout of spaghetti.
I’ve only been able to live in a nice apartment and go to brunch with my friends and mother within the last year or two since I started to make money. And now I’m here. Hopefully, the man across from me, along with the others, doesn’t know just how poor I grew up, and how little life had given me until recently. It never bothered me, it still doesn’t. It just is. Just as this situation is. That thought alone was what brought me comfort growing up, and even this week when stepping into what I thought was a den of vipers.
“What are you thinking about now?” Gabriel inquires softly.
I look up at him while swallowing a mouthful of food. “How good this food is. Thank you for bringing me here.”
He leans in, smiling. “You’re welcome, but I know that’s not what you were thinking of. Spit it out.”
I sigh. “Why must you be the most observant of all the brothers?”
“Because contrary to popular belief, I am the one who talks the least.”
I laugh. “Raph has that spot, sorry. But fine. I was thinking about how I grew up. I wasn’t royalty like you, I was poor, but it never bothered me because I never knew anything else.”
He looks down, stirring a brown sauce around his plate with his spoon. “For the first one hundred years of our lives, my brothers and I lived as well as dirt. It was a test, my father claimed. To teach us humility, respect, and. . . Oh, I don’t know anymore. We only lived by the blood of animals, roaming from house to house, sleeping in attics or unsuspecting people’s guest rooms. So yes, I am royalty, and yes, I do know what it’s like to live frugally.”
I wince. “Sorry, I didn’t know.” 
He finally looks back up. “Don’t worry about it, I know you didn’t mean to offend me, plus, it was nine hundred years ago. It’s practically forgotten.”
I watch him, forcing my face into a calm mask. The lords may think that they are pillars of unmovable strength, not easily swayed by petty human emotion, but it’s simply not true. Raphael had shown me a window into his soul by speaking of his father, just as Gabriel is now. And by the haunted look in his eyes, that experience is something he will never, ever, forget.
***
Gabriel was true to his word, he had me drive back to the castle. It felt nice that he trusted me enough to do it, but then it went back to being not nice as soon as we arrived on the estate. He nearly ripped the car door off to get out and away from me, disappearing into the grand doorway before I could even give up the keys to the nearby attendant. He hadn’t been very talkative after mentioning the years he and his brothers had spent in solitude, in poverty. In fact, he had returned to the hostile, vapid persona I thought we had left behind upon entering the restaurant.
Apparently I was wrong.
“Hey Blair, what happened?” Raph calls to me from the top of the stairs.
I turn my head to look, eyes locking with his worried ones. “Nothing, we had Indian food. That’s it.”
He meets me halfway up the staircase, pulling me forward into his chest. My face hits a solid wall of muscle, his scent washing over me. Pine and something spicy, perhaps the tang of prepared blood. I grip fist full of his shirt, trying and failing to hold in the emotions rolling through me at Gabriel’s rejection. It was easy to tell myself that I didn’t care whether or not he liked me, but a part of myself, the part that’s connected to them through the curse they mentioned, aches form it. As if there are four strings within me, tying me to them with a formality that screams death do us part.
The one connected to Gabriel is straining, threatening to break, if that’s even possible. Have they ever resisted the connection like this before? And if not, what will happen now that he is? By the creeping emptiness in my chest, I’m guessing it will leave us both broken.
But shouldn’t you want them to break it? So, you can be free? A part of me whispers. I struggle with the question, wondering when in the hell I became okay with being owned by these men. When I had become so complacent in the last few days, as if every minute we spent together peeled away parts of my armor. I take a deep, shuddering, breath while squeezing my eyes shut. If this is the curse forcing me to accept them, then I have to find a way to fight it.
Or not, that same voice whispers, playing devil's advocate.
“He’s an ass,” Raph nearly growls, canines snapping out in anger.
“No, he’s not.”
I dislodge myself from the front of his shirt, smoothing it over in the process. He watches me closely, ruby red eyes shining with a power that I’m still trying to get used to. My fingers shake from all the thoughts running through my head right now. Nausea roils my stomach, and I pray to whatever deity is listening that I don’t upchuck the delicious food I just ate.
“He’s doing what I should be doing,” I whisper hoarsely.
Raph grips my shoulders, turning me toward him. “And what’s that?”
“Fighting this.”
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Chapter Thirteen
Two days pass without a peep from the lords that are supposed to be wooing me. Eden had informed me that they are busy planning the party in my honor. She said they want it to be perfect as it will be the first time I see my friends and family since being whisked away to the castle I now call home. The excuse made me scoff. I'm thinking it has more to do with what I said to Raph before storming into my room and refusing to come to dinner.
Not one of them has sought me out, least of all Gabriel, the one I want to see the most.
I should be happy that I’m rid of him, rid of all of them, if only for a few days. Being away from them should make my resolve to dislike them stronger. It should tighten my resolve to break this ridiculous curse and all the threads it uses to connect me to them.
Then why am I feeling so distraught? Why do I wish that Gabriel would walk through those doors and insult me? That Uriel would come in and tell a stupid joke? That Michael would come to bed? Raphael to talk to me? For any of them to do anything! It’d be better than the silence. I rub my face, briefly forgetting the makeup Scarlet had painstakingly brushed onto my face earlier this morning. Groaning, I stand and walk to the mirror, checking for smudges. Thankfully, it’s mostly intact.
“Your party is tonight,” a voice drawls from behind me.
I whirl around to find Michael standing just outside my room, not quite in the doorway. It puzzles me, but I don’t comment on it as I rush closer. Seeing him now, after two days being apart, all I want to do is throw my arms around his neck. It’s a weakness, I know it is, but I can’t seem to help it. Instead of giving into the urge, I slow my pace and stop right in front of him on my side of the door. My fingers twitch at my sides as my eyes devour him.
He doesn’t look very good.
His eyes are sunken with the ghosting of shadows beneath that speak of little sleep. The pallor of his skin is even whiter than usual and has taken on a sickly sheen. His eyes are roving over me like a starved man, taking in every detail of the elaborate red dress Eden and Scarlet had practically sewn me into this morning. Matching ruby jewels adorn my neck and ears, and Eden had even gone so far as to glue sparkling sequins along the planes of my face.
I hadn’t really protested much as they said my first appearance to the public is the most important. Now I know why. If every person in the crowd looks upon me like Michael is doing right now, they will crave my presence, worship it even. That’s the perfect allure for a queen.
“I know,” I breathe.
His eyes flit back up to my face. “We decided to give you space.”
“I know.” I say again.
“We do not wish to keep you captive, to force you to do anything,” he whispers, voice sounding broken and grating.
That tone shattered a piece of me I didn’t know belonged to him.
My voice turns wobbly, as if I’m on the verge of crying. “I know.”
I hold out my arms to him and he doesn’t hesitate to rush forward, engulfing me. Michael picks me up off the ground and crushes me to his chest while simultaneously burying his face into my curled hair to take a deep breath. It doesn’t bother me in the slightest, as I’m doing the same exact thing. My lungs fill with his scent, water lily and sandalwood. I pull his head back so I can look at him, my raven black nails holding him in place on either side of his head. Michael looks back at me, eyes open and trusting.
It nearly caves in my chest to see him look at me like that. Like we’ve known each other for years rather than a matter of days. My eyes drop to his lips to see that they’re swollen with want despite us barely touching. I stuck in a breath and bite my lip. Michael watches me, a low hum of approval echoing in the back of his throat.
“Would you like--”
“Yes,” I say quickly, cutting him off.
He laughs before picking me up bridal style, kicking the door closed, and lying me down on the nearby couch. Instead of climbing between my legs, he kneels beside me, running his cool hands over every piece of exposed skin. The sensation leaves me panting, my skin itching and feeling too tight. Fingers are replaced with lips as he traces slow burning trails across my throat and chest. My lungs are heaving now, and I grip his shoulders in an attempt to stop him from tormenting me further.
“Michael, please,” I moan.
He stands, eyes darkening, a primal blood red glow echoing from them. The hard length of him strains against his navy dress pants, begging to be set free. I watch with rapt attention as he begins to undo his belt, smirking the entire time. He’s moving excruciatingly slowly, too slowly, so I sit up and slide my fingers through two belt loops and tug him closer. A startled breath leaves his as I yank off the belt and unzip his pants, allowing his cock to bounce free.
Desire flares through me, rushing to my head as I float forward. Before I can make contact I’m up and in the bedroom, Michael’s laser fast movements throwing me for a loop. In the next moment, he’s completely naked, all hard lines and muscle. My mouth waters at the sight and my fingers twitch at my sides, begging me to touch his chest. He moves, appearing behind me from one blink to the next and unzipping my dress, allowing it to fall to the floor beneath me.
“I promise not to ruin your make-up,” he murmurs, sending goose bumps along my arms.
Eden and Scarlet had hoped for something like this to happen, but after the party, not before. So, my panties and bra are as sexy as lingerie. Matching black lacy garments so see through that I might as well be wearing nothing at all. Michael circles me, one tipped claw dragging over my skin with razor-like tension. My breathing picks up when he stops in front of me, a few steps away, eyes playful to match that deadly smile.
“Is this what you want?” He breathes.
“Yes.”
He takes a step closer, and I take a step back, the backs of my legs hitting the bed. His smile widens, showing those vicious canines that are ready to devour me. Will I let them? Can I help it?
“Get on the bed, then, Blair,” he growls, taking another step forward.
I do as I’m told and fall back into the pillows, making sure to hide the parts of me that I don’t like. The too soft stomach stretch marks between my thighs, arms that are less than ideal. Compared to the Adonis now hovering over me, I am nothing. This body can’t hold a candle compared to his, all hardlines and muscle while mine is curved and plush. Before this, before the prospect of showing my imperfect body to four perfect men, I hadn’t thought much of it. Human men had wanted me, craved me, and that was enough to make me believe I was desirable.
But that was because they had had flaws, too.
I see none when I look upon the four coven lords.
“This won’t do,” he murmurs, moving my hands away from my stomach, and unclenching my thighs. “You are a Mona Lisa painting, Blair. I want to study you, worship you.”
His words coupled with the sensation of him dragging his lip along the inside of my thigh make me throw my head back against the pillows. I don’t question him, or his desire for my body. It’s so much easier, so much less painful to believe that he means the words he’s saying. That I am enough.
Michael looks up at me as he hovers over the apex of my thighs, mouth flush and wet. The sight alone nearly makes me combust, but then he devours me. Licking and sucking my clit like no man has ever done before, as if he knows every move that’s ever been created. I buck off the bed, hands shaking as they grip a fist full of the sheets.
“Please!” I cry.
He lifts both of my legs up onto his shoulders, lifting me with him as he kneels up on the bed, his tongue never breaking contact with my skin. With each swipe of his tongue a piece of my resolve is lost to him, to all of them. Lust and desire flood me, clawing at the icy parts of my soul that had been sealed away as soon as I had lost. . . No, don’t think about him.
Michael plunges into me with his tongue, going as deep as possible, and I writhe beneath him, trying to get away. The sensation is like fire eating away at my skin, it’s almost too much, but he clasps his hands around my hips, keeping me right where he wants me. He rids me to the edge of oblivion, riding the wave of an approaching orgasm, and right as I’m about to let it take me. . . He pulls away.
My eyes fly open and I gasp at the loss, floundering in the wake of it. Michael chuckles, and it’s a deep,  honey rich sound that sends my eyes rolling into the back of my head. I’m not sure how women even function in their presence, let alone stop themselves from ripping their clothes off.
In one move he pulls my legs from his shoulders and thrusts into me, stopping only once he’s fully inside me, allowing my body to adjust. I cry out and he drops to his forearms over me, allowing me to wrap my arms around him, scratching at his back like a wild animal. But he doesn’t complain, only circles his hips lazily while tracing patterns on my neck with his tongue. I squeeze my eyes shut at the sensation, holding onto his shoulders for dear life.
“Please,” I moan, my voice a quivering mess, same as my body.
“If you insist,” he replies, voice deeper and more guttural than I’ve ever heard it.
And then he begins to move in slow methodical strokes, working my body like he already knows every single one of its secrets. Hitting each of my favorite spots before I can tell him before I can beg for it. I pant against his shoulder, my nails digging into his lower back with so much force that I worry distantly about breaking the skin.
He changes the pace, moving faster as he kisses a path from one side of my chest to the other. Getting bolder, I run my hands up the length of his back and into his hair, pulling on it. Michael groans against my skin and I swoon at the sound, pulling harder while baring my throat to him. He pauses, even stopping those delicious strokes that I can’t get enough of. I moan pathetically at him, trying to move his hips myself, but he lets all of his weight fall on me, effectively trapping any movement.
“Would you like me to feed from you?” he groans in my ear, the last of his restraint wavering in his voice.
“It is what you need, right?” I pant, fingers still twisted into his curls.
He looks at me then, eyes deep and serious and full of unbridled lust. “This isn’t about what I need,” he replies, tilting his hips so his cock hits that perfect spot and I gasp.
Okay, point taken.
“So, I’ll ask again, would you like me to feed from you?”
“Yes,” I breathe, forcing myself to reply despite the fact that his hips had begun their lazy circles again.
Without warning, he sinks his teeth into the soft spot on my neck, picking up the pace of his thrusts. Pleasure explodes through me, starting where his teeth meet my skin and swirling all the way down my body and into my toes. Instead of slow, teasing thrusts, Michael is pounding into me hard and fast. As if he has lost all control, allowing the blood lust to drive that monstrous sex starved part of him.
I revel in it.
Meeting him thrust for thrust, moan for moan, pulling at his hair like it could save me from myself. From this unstoppable lust and pain and pleasure. A heady combination that sends me over the edge, screaming his name, and he flings himself over with me, ripping his fangs from my throat and roaring his release.
He rolls off of me, both of us panting and sweaty afterward. I run my fingers up his chest, just needing to touch him, to feel him as if making sure that it was real. Despite all of my past experience, I’ve never had sex like that before. It sheds new light onto why my friend Angela was so enamored with vampires. They’re practically sex gods. I roll out of bed and walk into my open closet, hoping beyond hope that not every part of my amazing look for the party was ruined.
“We were successful in keeping my makeup intact, but not my hair,” I say hoarsely, looking at myself in the mirror.
I have total crazy sex hair, and I wouldn’t mind any other time, but seeing as I’m supposed to attend a grand party in my honor, it should be fixed. Michael chuckles from behind me and I turn back to him. He’s still lounging on the bed, head propped on one hand, the other lying against one perfect hip. If I had any artistic talent whatsoever, I would paint him right now. He’s angelic, beautiful, almost painfully so.
“You are,” I pause, biting my lip and shifting from foot to foot. “Incredibly good looking.”
His smile widens. “Why thank you, love. So are you.”
His words send a little part of me beaming, turning her face toward the warmth of the sun that is Michaels. A different part, the darker version who has lived within me for years, maybe decades, narrows her eyes at the easy compliment. As if to say, is this guy serious right now? Feeling suddenly self-conscious, I grab my silver silk robe from a nearby chair and pull it on, lacing the front tightly.
“I’m going to call for Eden,” is all I say before turning around again and walking to the little button on the far wall.
His arms lace around my waist before I can get there, stopping me. “Do you not believe me?”
I drop my head against his shoulder, looking up at him. His brows are drawn together, full of confusion and disbelief. It baffles me.
“It’s not that, it’s just. . .” I trail off, not quite sure what to say.
“Just?” He says leadingly, not allowing me to drop it.
“I don’t feel the same way, that’s all.”
Michael spins me around, forcing me to look at him by gently gripping my face between two hands. “Then I will continue to tell you, to show you, to worship your body with my mouth and soul until you believe it.”
He uttered the words like a prayer, a deadly seriousness on his face as he said them. My mouth opens slightly in surprise, and I stuck in a breath. Despite just rolling out of bed, my core throbs with renewed heat and desire, aching for him to prove it over and over and over again. He senses the change in me, and his grins, eyes dancing with sensual promise as his hands run up my arms. But before he can initiate round two, my bedroom door flies open. Eden is standing there, armed with a curler and hairspray.
“A little birdy told me that you’ll be needing this,” she says, eyes wide.
My eyes widen as well when I notice that Michael is still so, so naked. I step in front of him as my cheeks flush red. “Can you give us a moment?”
“Yes!” She squeaks, slamming the door again.
He laughs, a deep belly laugh that I haven’t heard before. It’s so infectious that I join in, nearly doubling over from the force of it, all of my embarrassment drifting away. If he isn’t concerned, then I won’t be either. It’s not like people expect me to be celibate, right? I’m supposed to fall madly in love with these lords, I’m supposed to lust after them. And maybe that’s why I’m so hell bent on doing the opposite. To prove that I’m not the same as the other women, that these men aren’t worth it.
But they are, a small voice replies.
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Chapter Fourteen
The doors to the grand parlor, or the great room, as Eden had called it, are closed. Music leaks from the cracks on the bottom of the gilded doors, classical and elegant. The lords are already in there, sitting atop their dais and looking down on their subjects, human and vampire alike. As I’m the honored guest or host or whatever, I’m supposed to enter last. Just the prospect of these doors opening and hundreds of people looking at me makes my stomach roil.
“I don’t know if I can do this,” I mutter to Eden.
“Sure, you can, it’s required of you, and will be required of you for the rest of your life,” she replies happily like her words don’t feel like a death sentence.
“Yes, because that makes it easier.”
Instead of replying to my admittedly catty comment, Eden gestures for the guards to open the doors. They do so, their armor glinting with the light of the dance floor, heads held high with the royal covens insignia. Scarlet, who had been standing quietly behind me, jabs me in the lower back, reminding me to stand up straight without having to snap at me. I swear, her way of communicating could be an art form.
“Please welcome, Lady Blair, the newest royal female of our favored lords,” a robust man next to me announces, mustache twitching.
I try not to think about how mortifying it is that I was called a concubine in front of all of these people. The crowd, a very large one at that, turns to where I stand frozen at the top of the stairs. My back is indeed straight, but I’m sure the look on my face is one of pure petrification. The lords are sitting in a semicircle upon their dais, looking far more regal than I’ve ever seen them. For the first time they are wearing similar tunics to the ones lining their closet. All of them are black with gold lacing around the collar and cuffs. Simple gold jewelry adorns their ears and throats, simulating chains. Someone had also painted shimmering gold powder along their ridged cheek bones so every time they moved their head a smattering of light sparkles off of their skin. And of course, each of them has hands full of their usual rings, but only by looking at those could a stranger tell them apart right now.
It scares me that I know exactly which one is which, meaning that I am far more to them than a simple blood bag stranger. Which, I might add, I should already have accepted seeing as I just had sex with one of them. But sex is a meaningless physical act for me, it always has been. Well, with everyone but my might as well be dead ex-boyfriend. So, sex doesn’t make us close, it makes them my plaything.
Now that thought brings a confident smirk to my face.
Riding the wave of arrogance, I descended the stairs to the main floor. Eyes follow me as I glide toward the dais, stopping in front of it but refusing to bow. I wasn’t told what was expected of me and bowing feels both wrong and a little bit patronizing with that stupid smile Gabriel has on his lips right now.
“Good evening, my lords,” I say, loud enough for the pin drop quiet room of people to hear.
“Come,” Michael says, his voice nearly devoid of emotion.
Grinding my teeth together, I obey while hefting my skirts up to my knees so that I do not trip. All four of them stand in unison once I stop in front of their thrones and I wait to see what they’ll do. To my utmost surprise, they lean in together and place identical cold kisses upon my cheeks. I flush bright scarlet, refusing to allow the gasp rising in my throat out into the open air, lest these people believe that I am infatuated with these men.
“Yes, it is a good evening indeed,” Michael murmurs before pulling back.
The innuendo lining his words isn’t lost on me. I smile up at him, a sexy, almost playful smile. He blinks as if I’ve startled him and I whirl around, grinning at the crowd.
“Let us celebrate!” I shout, waving my arms in the most elegant way I know how.
The crowd roars in answer, letting go of lanterns I didn’t know they were holding. Each of them float into the air, burning in all colors from gold to red to ivory. Music flows back into the room, filling my soul with the pounding rhythm known from the vampire covens. A writhing, midnight soft beat that makes humans want to grind against one another and give blood. Or so I’m told. The sight of the lanterns paired with that overwhelming music steals my breath and I step back, right into a hard chest. Fingers dance along my skin, bringing goosebumps alive and tingling.
I laugh when one comes close enough for me to touch, and I gently push it back out toward the crowd. Two fingers slide up my bicep, along my neck, and all the way to my chin, tilting it back to them. Shock courses through me when I met Gabriel’s eyes. He’s smiling too, a sweet thoughtful smile that I’ve never seen on him. Were the lanterns his doing? A sort of peace offering to me?
“Was this your idea?” I ask, letting my head fall back onto his shoulder.
His smile falters, but stays, despite it being a bit wobbly. “Perhaps. Why? Does it displease you?”
“No, it’s beautiful. Thank you.”
And before he can say another word I’m up and off his chest to stride away. The crowd at the bottom of the dais is a writhing mess, and I’m not sure how I am supposed to find my friends and family. Drinks are being passed around by roving waiters and waitresses, each of them attempting to be the first one to give me a drink. I gracefully decline each time, trying not to offend them without telling anyone that I don’t care for alcohol.
“Blair!” A distant voice calls through the throng.
I spin in a circle, all the while being pushed and pulled every which way, people and vampires alike aching to touch me. To know why I’m so special as to receive open affection from the men on that dais. Little do they know that I don’t even know why I’m getting it; let alone why I want it at all.
Suddenly, one hand circles my forearm but doesn’t let go, pulling me in for a crushing hug, my face smashed against the front of a neon green dress. By the scent of clove and cinnamon, I know that it’s Jade. Plus, only my best friend would wear a neon green dress to match her hair. I untangle myself from her bodice and rise to my full height, hugging her back with a vengeance.
“I’m so glad that you’re here, I missed you,” I murmur, nearly choking her with how tight my hold is.
She laughs into my shoulder, but it sounds wet and full of clogged tears. “Oh, stop it with the bullshit, you’ve barely thought about me since being ravished every day by those four smoking hot vamps.”
Her joke makes me cackle, and several people around us give me a startled look. Jade would be the only person in the world to call the coven lords vamps. Not a day goes by that she doesn’t surprise me with her witty jokes and overall soaring level of badass.
“Speaking of vamps, would you like to meet them?” I ask, pull back to look behind her. “Where are the others? Angela will swoon, I’m sure.”
Jade’s face darkens and she shakes her head. “I’m sorry, Blair. They didn’t come. Neither did your mother.”
I step back again, eyebrows furrowing. “What? Why not?”
She laces her fingers through mine as if she’s scared I’ll run away when I hear what she has to say. My stomach drops out, and I swallow the feeling of betrayal until I can hear the whole story, which I’m sure will fail to make it better. If anything, I’ll probably feel worse.
“The others were upset that you lied, just as I was. It will take time for them to forgive you, and you can’t blame them for that,” she murmurs, face apologetic. “And as for your mother, she said that you’d prefer her not to see you this way. That you’d like her to remember you as the Blair she knew.”
I stand stock still in the crowd of dancing bodies, feeling them press against me on all sides. Of course, my friends would be upset by my lies and deceit, and of course my mother would refuse to come. Afterall, we had both treated this eventual truth as a death sentence. I had bought her tickets to the human realm for god’s sake. I don’t blame her for assuming I’d want nothing more than for her to stay away, to not witness what I thought would be my utter humiliation.
So, when did it turn into something entirely different?
“Right, okay,” I reply, forcing myself to meet her eyes, and hating it when I see pity there.
“Are you alright?”
“Of course, I am. I don’t know why I thought they’d come; it was stupid of me.”
“You’re not stupid, your perspective has changed, that’s all. You have to let others catch up, yeah?” She replies, slinging her arm around my shoulders. “Now let’s go meet these men, I’d like to give you my honest opinion based on our five part movie star rating system.”
I burst out laughing as I lead her back the way I had come, trying, and failing to stifle the goofy smile that rises to my face every time Jade is around. Gabriel is gone from the dais when I return, and the others are now lounging comfortably across each arm rest, holding goblets full of blood mixed with wine. Uriel turns his face to us, golden earrings glinting, shining almost brightly enough to rival his grin.
“Ah, so this must be the infamous Jade we’ve been told about,” he drawls.
Jade raises one eyebrow at me. “You’ve talked about me?”
I shrug. “Briefly, don’t get your panties in a twist.”
Raph watches from a few seats down next to Michael who’s leaning over to speak to a servant, listening intently. We lock eyes and he flashes a quick smile, the movement sending light bouncing off the golden planes of his face. Whoever had the idea of painting them in gold should get a raise because it draws me to them like nothing else ever has. Almost as if it’s a constant reminder of their inherent otherworldliness.
“Uriel, this is Jade. Jade, this is Uriel,” I say, fluttering my hand toward him before turning and pointing to the others. “That is Raph, and the other is Michael. Gabriel isn’t here right now.”
Raph stands, all six foot four of him uncurling from his lazy position on the chair. “It is a pleasure to meet you, Jade,” he says in that honey rich tone of his.
To her credit, she barely blushes, only a little bit on her pale chest where it usually appears when she’s talking to Link. That reminds me, I should ask her about any new developments in their nonexistent relationship. I smirk, trying to hold back the laughter at my own inside joke. Before I can comment on it, Jade recovers, holding out her hand for him to kiss, and to my surprise, he does.
“The pleasure is all mine,” she nearly purrs.
I smack her hand down and scowl at her. “Alright, alright. Break it up.”
Raph laughs. “Jealous, are you?”
“No, it’s just that, maybe, the twelve hundred people here may get the wrong idea,” I reply, sounding less than convincing.
Jade nearly faints when he throws his arm around her shoulders, pulling her in close. I narrow my eyes at him, knowing exactly what it is he’s doing. He wants me to admit that I’m jealous, but he’s underestimating the amount of stubbornness in my heart. There’s no way I’d admit that to him, it’d be like admitting that I like him, enjoy his company. And that’s just as damning, if not more so.
“I’m a king, no one would question the many women I take to my bed.”
My eyes widen, and I grind my teeth together. “Many?”
Okay, that sounded a little bit jealous. Out of all the lords, or kings, according to him, I feel the most comfortable with Raph. He makes me feel seen, safe, while the others make me feel out of control. Especially the sexual allure of Michael. The thought of him makes me glance over at him. He’s still speaking with the servant, his words seeming to be rushed with irritation. Uriel, on the other hand, is enjoying the show his brother is putting on, a sly smile on his lips. I stick my tongue out at him, and his expression widens to pure, undiluted glee.
“If he would not like the pleasure of your company, I’d love to steal you away,” Uriel calls to me, holding out his hand.
In any other situation, I’d mock him instead of sitting in his lap. Hell, I’d do anything else other than sit in his lap, but this is war. I glide across the dais and take his hand in mine, shivering at the cool embrace he has to offer. In one movement, he yanks me down into his lap, earning a startled gasp from my lips. Jade’s eyes nearly pop out of her head when he nuzzles my neck, tongue darting out to taste me.
It takes everything I have not to swoon at that slight graze of his teeth, at the silky brilliance of his tongue. Raphael’s eyes burn with barely concealed wrath, his grip tightening on Jade’s shoulder. My own hands hold onto Uriel for dear life as I take a deep breath in an attempt to center my mind.
“Let us dance, lovely flower,” Raphael says to Jade before whisking her away.
Maybe declaring war had been a bad idea.
“Alright, don’t do that again,” I say, chastising Uriel with a smack on the chest.
He throws his head back and laughs. I watch him do so, transfixed by the air of happiness that always seems to surround him. It’s like he was born to be the life of the party, whereas his brothers have a more somber air of confidence. That, or he was the only one given an ounce of playfulness at birth.
“Why not, my little spuntino?” He whispers, leaning in. “Is it too much? Will you lose control? I wouldn’t mind it, in fact, I think it’d do you well to lose a little bit of control.”
Instead of answering that insanely accurate question, I breathe, “Spuntino?”
He chuckles under his breath, right near my ear, and it sends delicious shivers down my spine. “It means that you are my little snack.”
I go ridged. Snack?! Did he really just call me his snack like I’m some new special at the supermarket? I push off of his chest, nearly flying off of his lap in the process. Michael is there, though, holding me up against his chest so I don’t go tumbling down the dais stairs.
“Are you alright?” He murmurs into my ear.
The question alone sends heat through my core, his breath along my ear reminding me of earlier. I clench my fists, struggling to fight whatever magic has rooted into me because of the curse. If I didn’t know any better, all this curse wants us to do is fuck for all of eternity. And while most girls destined to be a vampire queen may be okay with that, it was never something I’d willingly sign up for. Uriel’s new nickname for me had reminded me of that.
Snack.
How humiliating.
“Yes, I’m fine. I’m just going to get a drink,” I reply, refusing to meet their eyes.
“I can send for one,” Uriel says, beginning to lift his hand up to gesture to a nearby servant. 
“No!” I snap, my leashed temper fraying. Both of them go still, eyes turning back to me. “Sorry, no. I’m going to get it myself from the refreshment table.”
I take a few steps down the dais and see them move  to follow out of the corner of my eye. “Alone,” I add, forcing them to stay.
The nearly identical expressions of hurt on their faces makes it nearly impossible for me to walk away. But that’s the exact reason that I need to, so I do, lifting my chin and striding through the throng.
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Chapter Fifteen
Grabbing whatever drink is on a nearby servant tray, I stride out onto one of the many balconies. All of the tall balcony doors had been thrown open to let in the nighttime breeze, and it smells sweet, like the roses from the front garden. I inhale that scent, forcing myself to take deep breath after deep breath in order to calm my racing heart. To force the fire brewing in my belly to cease its rumbling and slumber once more, but it’s nearly impossible.
Ever since I fell into bed with Michael, nearly everything the lords do or say sets me off into a lust crazed frenzy. As if giving in once had broken the dam of sexual desire and there’d be no patching it back up. And I’d like to blame it all on the curse, I really would, but that would make me a hypocrite. Not only that, but a hypocrite in denial. Despite not wanting to, I like these men. They’re funny and sexy and down to earth in a way I hadn’t expected.
“You’re struggling with it, aren’t you,” a female voice purrs from behind me.
A tone that sexy could only be achieved by a vampire, I’m sure of it. When I turn toward her, my fears are correct. The woman in front of me is painfully beautiful. Red flowing hair, matching ruby lips, and emerald green eyes that seem to shine with an inner light so pure that it takes my breath away. Her fangs are out as well, digging into her bottom lip, but her eyes aren’t red. Apparently, the lords are the only vampires with black eyes that turn a demon like crimson once their. . . aroused or hungry. Or both.
“Struggling with what?” I ask, my voice betraying me by wobbling.
She steps closer until I’m nearly trapped against the railing. I grip my goblet with both hands so she can’t see my fingers shake. Who is this woman and what in the world does she want from me?
“The pull of the lords. I was their first, you know. The first woman at the dawn of time to be drawn into them,” she drawls while dragging one manicured nail down my cheek, chipping off a sequin.
My muscles tense up at her words. The first? This woman must be over seven hundred years old, or older. Questions rise to the tip of my tongue, begging to be asked. Did she struggle, or did she want this? Why did she choose to become a vampire? Does she regret it? Does she truly not know them any longer? Not love them? Not crave them?
“I can see the feeble gears in your mind turning, dear. So, I’ll tell you three things. Yes, I did struggle, but it only made me love them more, not less. And I can’t tell you if it was because of the curse or their charm or whatever else because I don’t remember, not really. Everything I know about my past life was told to me, and it feels more like a story about some other woman. I am not who I once was, much to their dismay. Does that answer most of your questions?”
I step back so far that the railing digs into the middle of my back. “What do you want out of this? Why talk to me?”
She laughs, and it sounds like coins falling into one another. “Nothing, I speak to each and every woman they bring in, and it’s nearly the same each time. They don’t want to speak to me, don’t want to know about the lord's former lover, their first lover. They love her now, so nothing else matters,” she pauses to lift my chin, studying me. “But once in a great moon, I get one like you. One who craves the answers, who wishes to know how to break the curse rather than give into it.”
I close my eyes, shaking my head. “It’s too late, I already have. The door is open, and I can’t get it to close again.”
My muscles relax, and I sag into the balcony, using it for support. This woman isn’t here to hurt me, I have nothing to fear from her except the truth. How that almost feels worse is a mystery to me. She doesn’t say anything for a moment, only studies my openly wounded expression. It makes me realize that I never asked for her name.
“What’s your name?”
“Melisandre, it’s an old name. Just call me Mel.”
We look at each other, small matching smiles on our face for no other reason than the kinship we share. Both of us had been or are the property of the coven lords. Perhaps she still is, despite not remembering them in the slightest. All they are to her now are beautiful strangers who bring about a strong sense of Deja vu. Her human brain is gone, the memories of that life gone with it.
“Alright, Mel. Thank you for telling me your story, I appreciate it.” I say while edging around her, intent on going back to the dais to apologize for running off earlier.
Her fingers encircle my wrist, tightening so hard that I feel my bones shift under my skin. “But don’t you wish to know how to break the curse? To stop the cycle?”
I still, but don’t turn around. “To be honest, I don’t believe that you actually know how. If you did, one of the other girls would have done it by now.”
She scoffs. “No, they all became very happy, too content. They’d prefer to live their elongated human lives with the lords rather than cut it short. They loved them.”
The last words were almost spit at me, intending to strike a chord. It misses the mark. My heart does not belong to them, not yet at least. It may never belong to them as I had already given it to another. Carden, the human one, is the man who holds it now. I’d have to take it back from him if I want to give it away again, cutting it into the pieces for each of the lords can have an equal portion. Right now, that thought is abhorrent.
“Okay, and your point? Just tell me how to break the curse and I’ll decide on my own if it’s worth it,” I snap, losing my patience.
“You must die by the hand of the first, to sacrifice yourself and rise again. Only then can the curse be lifted from the lord's shoulders; only then can they be happy.”
I laugh, but it’s an ugly sound. Whirling around,  I shove my finger into her chest. Mel takes a step back in surprise, her back hitting the railing this time. Her eyes are wide as I stare up at her, scowling.
“Are you kidding me? You want me to let you suck me dry and turn me into a vampire? No wonder no one has ever taken you up on it. It sounds like a scam. How would another one of us dying solve anything? Plus, you’d be getting your hands on the rarest blood in the world.”
Before she can reply, footsteps alert us to another person approaching. Her eyes dart to the doorway and widen even farther, a sheen of fear overtaking their luminance. Only another vampire could instill such a reaction, and most likely a lord at that. I get the feeling that this woman is invincible in the world of vampires. Royalty among normal citizens just for being associated with the coven lords.
“Melisandre,” Gabriel purrs, sounding more threatening than seductive. “How nice of you to join us tonight. Have you come to corrupt our lady as you always do?”
He steps up next to me, taking in the position of our bodies. “However, it does seem that Blair isn’t having it.”
Mel bares her teeth at him, nearly snarling. “She has a right to know.”
He laughs. “Know what? Your half-baked theories of setting the women free? Do you hate us that much, Melisandre?”
“Stop calling me that.”
“Or what?”
Suddenly she’s gone from beneath my finger and stepping into Gabriel’s personal space. I stumble forward, gripping the railing to stop myself from flying over the side and giving Mel her wish. Once I’m sure that I’m not going to plummet to my death, my eyes dart to the two vampires. Both of  them have their canines out, eyes glowing with blood lust that has nothing to do with me.
A low snarling sound begins in Mel’s throat, and Gabriel matches it, a deep timber that sends shivers of fear down my back. Is this some sort of pre-fight vampire ritual? Before I can learn the answer, Gabriel’s fangs disappear and he steps back, face composed. That enrages Mel even further, and she snarls in his face, mouth opening wide to show just how sharp her teeth really are.
“This is quite unbecoming of you, Melisandre, really. Now I’m going to take Blair back to the dais,” Gabriel replies as if they’re having a civilized conversation instead of snarling at one another.
He takes my hand and leads me away. I’m too baffled to resist, but I do glance back at her as we go. She’s staring back at me, he fangs gone, and a stricken look on her face.
“It’s for them, Blair. To save them,” she says as a farewell.
And if nothing else, those words alone resonate through me.
***
The rest of the party goes by in a blur of dancing with Jade and the lords. One by one they had a dance with me under the spotlights. They could tell that I was distracted but didn’t say a word about it. Mel’s words hadn’t bothered me until that final, truly desperate, plea. Like she actually cared for them.
Four hours later and we’re still at this blasted party with no end in sight. It seems that these vampires could party for three days and nights before their energy runs dry. Jade had left a half an hour ago, promising to send me a text once she got home safe. Her hair was windblown and eyes sparkling, like this was the best part she’s ever been to. And while I’m glad that she enjoyed herself, I’m still a bit miffed that the fun she was having involved Raphael. He had stuck to his guns, choosing to spend the night twirling Jade across the floor rather than dance with me. But again, there’s no way I’d admit that to him.
I lean my head back against the throne they made me, sighing. My energy is wearing thin, and I had refused the coffee that was carted around an hour ago. Perhaps that had been a mistake. All I want to do now is flop into bed and sleep for twelve hours straight.
“Alright, I’ll bite. What’d she say?” Uriel asks, leaning past Raph to look at me.
I blink a few times to clear the fatigue from my mind. “What?”
“That’s why you’re so bent out of shape, isn’t it? Because Mel talked to you?”
“Ah, no. I mean, yes, but now I’m over it and just tired honestly. Would it be rude for me to leave now?”
Michael chuckles. “No, but we would have to leave with you.”
I blink again. “Wait. Why?”
Gabriel turns his head to face me, that stupid self-satisfied smirk on his face. “It is a tradition that we all sleep in the royal chambers together tonight.”
My stomach plummets, flipping over itself several times before I’m able to speak. “All five of us?” I squeak.
They laugh simultaneously, throwing their heads back in unison. It’s quite the sight, and many of the revelers stop to watch. The action reminds me, yet again, of how damn similar they are. Like they were made to match.
“Of course, but don’t worry, there’s a custom made bed,” Raphael purrs, eyes flashing.
Dear lord help me.
“Come along then, my dear,” Uriel says, rising to his feet and moving to help me down the dais.
Gabriel gets there first, taking my left elbow and guiding me along. Uriel rushed to my other side, even going as far as to hold up my dress for me. I laugh at how much they're scrambling for my attention now that I’ll have four to choose from rather than one on one interactions.
Michael and Raphael walk at my back, the two eldest full of smirking confidence. The entire room watches as we make our way out through a private side door and into a hallway I’ve never seen before. It’s narrower than the others, and appears older, maybe less frequently used. Yet the lords lead me down it with confidence, knowing exactly where they’re going.
“Do not worry, Blair. This hallway only has one entry point and leads to the royal suite. Guards will be stationed at the head of it. No one will come in or out, nor will they hear us,” Uriel murmurs.
Sweat breaks out across my lower back as my mouth goes dry. “That’s not really what I’m worried about.”
Raph chuckles from behind me, and I swear that he’s close enough to feel it along the back of my neck. Will these men ravage me as soon as we get into the room? And will I let them? Even the thought of it seems scandalous. Having one man in my bed is enough after the disaster that was Carden. But four? How will that even work? Do you even care? That corrupted voice in the back of my mind murmurs.
The doors to the suite come into view, and they’re just as grand as the great room doors, carved using gold and ivory. Uriel pushes them open with a finger despite their heavy appearance. As expected, the inside is just as grand as the doors portrayed. It’s one massive space spanning from a seating area to the bed against the far wall. Heavy wood carved furniture with plush vermillion cloth is artfully placed around the space. Low hanging chandeliers glitter in the candlelight, servants having come in first to get the room ready.
 Flames are already burning in the marble fireplace carved like a snarling lion, massive fangs glinting in the fire light. I step out from under their arms and walk toward it, transfixed by the craftsmanship of the carving. The stupid heavy dress drags behind me, and rather than being modest, I reach back and unzip the thing. It falls to the floor in a heap, leaving me in nothing but the skimpy unclothes Scarlet insisted I wear.
Red lace panties and a matching bra that leave nothing to the imagination. I thought that the thigh high stockings were a bit much, but Eden said it made the entire outfit pop. I had stopped worrying about my less than perfect body after what Michael had said this morning, well, mostly. Anxiety still claws at my chest knowing that they’re behind me, drinking in the view, but I don’t think that feeling will ever go away. Despite it, I step out of the dress, still wearing the heels, and stand up tall as I run my fingers over the marble fireplace.
“It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” I breathe, leaning in.
“Yes,” they reply in unison, and by that deep, nearly combusting tone, they’re not talking about the fireplace.
I turn to them before kicking off the heels. Without them I’m nearly a foot shorter than they are, coming up to the middle of their chest. It makes me feel small and protected at the same time. All four of them are watching me, their eyes beginning to glow a delectable matching crimson. Do they mind sharing, I wonder? Are they used to it?
“Are we going to sleep?” I ask innocently.
Raphael swallows, throat bobbing. “Eventually, yes.”
“Whatever will we do beforehand?” I breathe as I stalk closer, running my manicured fingers across their chests.
In the back of my mind, I’m realizing that the potency of the curse is much higher when we’re all together, but the forefront of my thoughts don’t seem to give a damn either way. In fact, my primal feelings are in the driver's seat now, a satisfying wetness forming between my thighs. I’ve never tried anything with more than two guys, so four will be a new experience.
“You,” Michael nearly hisses through his now elongated fangs, showing me just how aroused he is.
His hands come around my waist and he speeds me to the bed, throwing me atop it. I bounce before sinking into the plushness of the fabric, stretching out my arms to either side. They don’t even come close to touching the edge. Michael stands at the bottom of the bed, watching my every move. I open my legs, allowing the aroma of my arousal to reach all of them. Michael lets his head roll back on his shoulders, a nearly silent groan escaping him.
Raph climbs onto the bed beside me, shirt and pants gone, his rippling abs and hard cock on display. Instead of allowing him to touch me, I flip onto him, thighs clenched around his hips. He tilts his head back, a moan escaping him when I grind my ass against the hard length of him, the only thing separating us being a thin scrap of lace. My fingers run along his hard chest, splayed wide so I can touch as much of him as possible.
The bed dips in all directions, letting me know that the others have joined us. But right now, I only have eyes for Raphael. As if reading my thoughts, he looks at me, those crimson eyes nearly setting me on fire. He takes my hips between his broad hands and grinds me against him, hitting my clit over and over again in a teasing, slow, motion. I throw my head back and moan, letting go of bias, of worry.
Lips begin to explore my body, and I close my eyes. One hand fists in my hair, holding my head back as teeth graze either side of my neck. My eyes flutter open at the warning, and I blink. Uriel and Michael are the ones on either side of me with Gabriel above me, hand fisted in my hair. The sight is enough to send my thighs shaking.
Instead of feeding from me, they watch my reaction as they drag their tongues and teeth across my skin, fueling the flames of my desire. My hips pick up speed against Raphael in response, grinding and grinding against him like that alone could force the orgasm begging to be released. I groan in frustration, hands fisting in their shirts as I yank them closer, trying to tell them what I want without having to say it aloud.
“Do you submit, Spuntino?” Uriel asks, his voice midnight soft.
The desire raging through me doesn’t even allow me to scoff at the question, all I do is buck my hips against Raph, trying to get them to budge, to go further than soft touches that do nothing but cause mounting frustration.
“Yes, my love?” Michael purrs against my ear, nipping it enough to draw a tiny drop of blood that he licks away.
I shiver at the sensation, my whole body shaking with need. Gentle claws drag against the skin of my thighs and hips before snagging in my panties and stopping. I know what they want me to say, I know they crave my complete submission, and yet. . . A part of me refuses to give in.
“Please,” I whimper instead, my hands still fisted in their now wrinkled tunics.
Gabriel yanks my head far back enough so that our eyes meet, and I gasp as the shock of pain and pleasure it brings. “You must say it, we will go no further without it.”
A war between principle and desire rages in my chest. My body needs this, wants this, but my mind won’t let it go. Perhaps just this once I can submit, just once, to see what all the fuss is about. To feel the pleasure, they’re so willing to give me, to revel in it, just as I did with Michael earlier.
“With Michael, eh?” Gabriel snaps, eyes flashing to his brother.
I follow his gaze, nearly panting now as Uriel strokes his tongue along my throat lazily. Michael shrugs, a smug grin plastered across his face.
“She practically threw herself at me, who was I to say no? Our chemistry is undeniable,” he murmurs, locking eyes with me and winking.
Wait. How did he read my thoughts?
“Only a few,” Gabriel murmurs. “We are on the precipice of change, diletto, once you submit it will be solidified.” 
“I don’t even want to know what that one means coming from you,” I pant, looking back up at him, well, mostly at his lips. “Yes, for now, yes.”
He smirks, and for once, that sardonic twist of his lips doesn’t annoy me. He leans down, claiming my mouth with his tongue and teeth clashing against my own. I moan, my pussy dripping and shivering for them. Tongues are replaced with teeth on my neck, poised and waiting. Raph’s claws begin tearing one seam at a time, and every place our skin meets sets me on fire. And yet, they’re still waiting. Stupid, infuriating vampires and their long lasting iron will. Gabriel allows me to come up for air, my body thoroughly poised and rung out and wanting.
“Yes, fine, yes,” I hiss.
A wave of pleasure crashes over me all at once as both Uriel and Michael bite me at the same time. Raphael rips the last of the lace away and plunges into me. I cry out, release barreling down my spine the moment he moves, rocking his hips almost imperceptibly. Gabriel claims my mouth again, stroking himself while he does.
The other two pull off their pants, an impressive feat when their fangs are deep into my skin. Euphoria lashes through me, pouring in on either side of my neck. Without being nudged, I grasp both of them in my hands, stroking them while picking up speed against Raph. 
Our pace becomes wild all around, my tongue fighting against Gabriel’s, hands pumping along the two taking my blood, and Raph now taking my hips in either hand, pounding my pussy hard. I moan, writhing against them as I come again, forcing Uriel and Michael to lose contact with my neck. Blood flies across the bed, arching into the walls from my wounds. Both of them come, their seed coating my sides.
Raph roars beneath me, finishing with two pounding thrusts to prolong my own orgasm. I cry out against him, my body spent. Falling back into Gabriel’s chest, I ride my ass against his cock, the fold of it already wet with sweat and my own arousal. He groans, leaning into it and sinking his teeth into my neck, drawing a new wave of pleasure through my already tired body.
He sits back, pulling me from Raph just to poise my pussy against his own cock, waiting for me to lower myself. I do, riding him like I’ve never had an orgasm before, moaning his name as he twists my nipples beneath expert hands. And when he comes, I arch against him, his fangs tearing from my skin in a blaze of painful pleasure, sending me over the edge for the third time, stars bursting across my vision.  Something solidifies within me, a link snapping together, a puzzle piece falling into place, and I sigh with relief.
Blood sprays again, and I hear someone groan at the sight of my blood or my orgasm or the feeling of this new stronger connection, or all three. All I know is this moment, this pleasure, this pain. My limbs shake with it, and I’m afraid that I won’t be able to pull myself away from him. I have half the thought that I’ll have to sit on his cock all night, but another part of me murmurs that I don’t mind one bit. Just for fun I grind against him again, one pump up and down.
Gabriel groans, and it’s a deep, primal sound that sends my pussy throbbing again, begging for round four. I’m almost appalled at my own behavior. I’ve never in my life been so crazed for release, so animalistic in my needs and wants. But in this room, with these men, I don’t feel at all embarrassed about it.
“I--,” I stop when my voice cracks and clear my throat before trying again. “I can’t--”
Knowing exactly what I mean, Uriel steps forward, hoisting me off of Gabriel and into his arms, cradling my close. With two swipes of his tongue, my wounds close up and the dull pain fades, allowing me to come back down from the clouds enough to look at my surroundings. All of the guys are covered in my blood, as are the sheets and the walls. I blush as my mouth drops open in horror. It looks like I’ve lost half my blood volume, like they murdered me.
“Oh god,” I say hoarsely before hiding my face in Uriel’s chest.
It doesn’t make it better. Every breath I take is filled with the metallic smell of my own blood. Briefly, I wonder what it smells like to them. Honey? Wine? Chocolate?
“Honey infused with rose water,” Raph replies hoarsely, reading my mind.
“Okay, that’s so weird. Can you really hear all my thoughts? That feels like an invasion of privacy.”
“Only the ones you shout at us, which, as of right now, are all of them. We can teach you to control it,” Michael says, stepping forward and opening the only other door in the room besides the grand ones we entered through.              
It reveals a massive bathroom that’s already filled with steam. The aroma of it wafts into the suite, replacing the smell of sex and blood with something far more preferable. Sweet peonies and rose with a touch of vanilla. I sigh once I smell it, and Uriel carries me right into the massive bathtub, walking us into the water together before seating me down on the bench. I sink lower into the bubbles and close my eyes, my fingers going to begin washing off the blood. Before they can contact my skin, four identical growls cut through the air.
I stop, forcing my tired eyes open to look at them. “What? I’m not allowed to wash the blood and sex off of myself?”
“Not today, today that is our right,” Gabriel murmurs, stepping into the bath as well.
They surround me, gliding their hands along my skin, a powerful, yet gentle, caress. Once my skin is clear, they guide me under the water so they can scrub my hair, removing the curls, blood, and anything else that may have made its way into it. I gasp when they let me up again, feeling nearly brand new, my skin itching with that warm clean sensation. This part is healing, connecting us far more deeply than the sex had, and I bring each of them forward to plant a swift gentle kiss on their mouths, marking them.
“See? There is no for now about it, is there?” Gabriel murmurs against my lips as he pulls away.
I scowl. “Not ten minutes after and you’re already making me regret my decision with that clever mouth of yours.”
He laughs. “I’ll show you what my clever mouth can do.”
Despite myself, I giggle at that, my face flaming as soon as it slips out. I clap both hands over my mouth as they grin at me, delighted by the sound. Raph lowers my hands and sneaks in another kiss against my mouth, then both cheeks, then my forehead. I smile through it, going to lean my weary body back against the hard marble of the bath. Michael slips behind me, spreading his legs wide so I can sit between them and lie back comfortably against his chest.
The others don’t seem to mind, and my eyes flutter closed, allowing myself to simply enjoy the moment rather than overthink it again. Uriel sits to our left, Raph to our right, and Gabriel across from us, arms crossed over his chest. Even without physically seeing them, it’s like we have this link now, a sixth sense that allows me to track their movement and their moods.
“What is it, Gabriel?” I murmur, still not opening my eyes.
“Nothing.”
“Nuh-uh. I just gave myself to you, body, and soul. I deserve more than nothing,” I reply before stopping to think for a moment, to choose my next words carefully. “I know how you’re feeling because I’m feeling the exact same way. Carden is in my thoughts all the time when I’m with you. His ghost walks the halls here, just as it did in my old apartment building. I will never be rid of it; it will only become manageable.”
Michael had tensed against me the minute Carden’s name left my mouth, poised to do what, I’m not sure. I know hearing another male’s name cross my lips after they had just claimed me must be. . . nearly unbearable, but it had to be said for Gabriel’s sake. To help his wounds heal, even if I had only attributed to one single stitch.
“Thank you, Blair,” Gabriel murmurs, leaning over and clasping one hand against my knee.
We lounge together in silence for minutes, hours, as I doze against Michael’s chest. Only the sound of a soft knock startles me from sleep. I look down at my fingers to discover that they’re wrinkled and waterlogged. I must have been sleeping for quite some time in the bath.
“That’s just the servants letting us know that the room has been cleaned,” Michael murmurs in my ear as he pushes the hair from my face.
“Oh, okay,” I reply, embarrassment finally rearing its ugly head inside my chest. “I’m sure they’re wondering whether or not I’m still alive right now.”
“Don’t worry, they’ve cleaned worse,” Gabriel mutters while pulling on a robe that resembles the color of a raven's wing.
“Somehow, that makes me feel worse about it, not better.”
Raph laughs before taking me from Michael’s arms and lifting me out of the bath. I shiver as soon as my damp skin hits the open air.  He holds me close for a moment before setting me down on my feet just so Uriel can towel dry my body. It makes me feel a little bit feeble, all this attention, but at the same time I can’t deny it. I have the feeling that I wouldn’t be able to confidently stand up on my own, let alone walk from the bathroom to the bed.
“It’s the blood loss, mostly the spray of it, not letting us heal you before you writhed about in ecstasy,” Uriel replies, smirking.
“Ah, right. Next time I’ll pause mid orgasm to ask nicely,” I joke.
“Perfect,” he snarks back as Raph picks me up again to carry me into the bedroom.
It’s perfectly clean now with new candles lit, this time giving off the scent of fresh lavender. It calms my nerves, and as soon as I’m under the covers and snuggling against their now warm chests I’m drifting away into sleep.
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Chapter Sixteen
“Today?” I ask, nervousness coursing through me.
“Yes, we’ve spent the last week preparing to move to the next coven. We have to do all this three more times,” Michael replies while rifling through his desk drawers for something.
The other three are surrounding me on the low lying couch, arms fighting for the chance to touch my skin. It’s been seven days since I had submitted to the lords since I had allowed them to have the pieces of me that I didn’t even know existed. Like a second heart made just for them. We haven’t had another night in that suite despite my every waking thought leading back to how it felt to have them worshiping me all at once.
Even with those thoughts and feelings, and even knowing that they know I feel them, I haven’t been brave enough to ask for it again. Which, I know, is exactly what they’re waiting for. The consent loving bastards. . . Okay, that came out wrong. I know that’s not something to grumble about, in fact, it’s very sweet, but at this very specific moment, it makes me want to throttle them.
“I’ve never left Divian before. I guess I’m just a little nervous.”
Raph takes one of my hands between his own. “It will be fine; we’re stopping at my coven next. It’s the closest to Michael’s, only two hours away. You’ll love Sionset, my castle is rustic with an even larger stable out back. You’ll have your own horse.”
The thrill of riding alongside Raph comes back to me in a rush, and I smile. “That sounds great.”
“Oh, and you won’t be alone. You’ll have us, plus Jade,” Michael says absentmindedly as he straightens up from beneath the desk.
“Jade?” I nearly squeal, rising from my seat. And clasping my hands together.
He pulls his brows together, frowning and looks past me at his brothers. “Uriel, I thought you told her.” 
I whirl on him, and he visibly cringes, sitting forward. “I’m sorry, I was going to tell you yesterday when I stopped by your room last night, but you were asleep already.”
I shrug. “That’s alright. So, if we’re leaving today, where is she?”
Gabriel sits forward, lacing his fingers together, “Downstairs, but we have something else to tell you first--”
Without waiting for him to finish I swing out the door and down the spiral staircase. My rushed steps echo across the space, down the halls, and into the main room. Jade is there, looking flustered as the servants bring her black skull and crossbones themed bags into the foyer next to the trunks packed for the lords. Once she spots me she rushes over, letting out a deep breath she had been holding.
“Gods, I’m so glad that you're here! I’m not used to being waited on,” she gushes, gripping my shoulders and shaking me.
I laugh. “I wasn’t either, but I was kind of forced to get used to it.”
Jade glances back at the servants before dragging me into a nearby corner. “I was surprised when they showed up at my house yesterday. Did you ask them to invite me along? And I can’t believe I had to quit my job at the salon, but when someone offers you an all-expenses paid trip with your best friend it’d be stupid to say no, right?”
“Wait a minute, who showed up?”
She stops rambling and looks up at me, eyes wide. “All of them.”
My stomach flips at her answer. All four of them went to my old apartment just to ask her to come along? That seems a little excessive. A thought dawns on me just then and I stand up straight with a start, looking back at Jade.
“They weren’t there just to ask you, were they?” She blushes and looks down at her shoes, a dead giveaway that she’s hiding something. “Did they snoop through my stuff? And you let them?”
With each question my voice rises another octave and she backs into the corner. Jade shrinks further and further into herself, her expression full of guilt. I know that I should stop yelling, but the more that comes out of my mouth, the more my frustration fades. Both the emotional and sexual frustration that’s been mounting within me over the past week.
Scarlet comes up behind me to yank on the back of my tunic, forcing me to stumble backward. I stop talking immediately, nearly flinching at how firm her grip is. Jade looks up at my maid with near reverence, thankful for being saved from my wrath. And I know she doesn’t deserve it, but I can’t seem to stop. Will I be like this for the rest of my life if I don’t get the proper. . . attention from the lords? My face flames at the thought. How embarrassing.
“Alright, alright, I think she understands,” Eden says, gripping my shoulder and digging her nails in. “Jade, what would you like to say to Blair in return?”
Jade stands up to her full height, a towering five foot eleven over my short frame. “Okay, yes, I let them in. And yes, they went into your room, but aren’t they your fated partners or something? Doesn’t that mean you should trust them? I mean, hell, even I did. I had no idea that you’d have anything to hide from them.”
Scarlet and Eden feel me relax enough to where they let go of me, confident that I won’t lunge in her direction. We stare at each other, Jade’s eyes filled with a mixture of confusion and anger. I’m sure that my hostility makes little sense to her, to anyone in this room, but it’s not about whether or not I feel connected to the lords. I do, especially so after the other night, but what I didn’t tell them was that there’s still a small part of me resisting. Fighting tooth and nail to get away from this life and find. . . I don’t even know what else I’d want.
“Yes, you should trust us, I think,” Michael says from the top of the stairs and I cringe.
It’s bad enough that they can hear all of my thoughts, all of my doubts, but for him to have heard this entire conversation? All I want to do now is melt into the floor and die. It would save me from this utter shame and humiliation. Jade gives me an apologetic look, but I wave her off. I’m the one that was being a bitch, after all. There’s nothing anyone here but me has to apologize for. I rub the bridge of my nose, squeezing my eyes shut tight.
“I’m sorry, Jade, for my outburst. It was uncalled for, and of course I trust the lords. I’m just a bit. . . Tense, is all.”
“Whatever for?” Michael asks innocently from his perch above us.
The question is a direct probe at my refusal to submit again. Due to my own stubbornness none of them have touched me since that night, seven days ago. No matter how much I tried to get one alone, simply to relieve the itch a little, it was futile and embarrassing. Just yesterday I had asked Raph to take me out for a ride through the woods, and he had obliged. Little did he know that my real plan was to corner him at the waterfall and. . . Well, devour him. It had gone well for a minute or two. That is, until he decided to throw me into the water, clothes, and all. He knew exactly what I was doing the entire time, even pointed it out as soon as I surfaced spitting water and furious.
“I just am,” I grind out, refusing to look at him.
Jade’s eyes narrow as she looks between us, sensing my ire. The other lords appear at the top of the staircase, and Gabriel hits Michael on the back of the head before walking past him and shooting me a wink. Perhaps he’s the one I should have gone to rather than Raphael.
“Nope, sorry diletto, I made a promise to my brothers,” he says, replying to the thoughts in my head as he stalks closer. “But trust me when I say that you’d be hard to resist.”
He reaches out to my cheek, but I snap my teeth at him instead, practically snarling. Jade gasps at my reaction, but Gabriel only laughs, thoroughly enjoying my torment. I turn away from the four infuriating men in favor of watching the servants load up the truck that will be transporting our things. Four sleek sports cars are parked in front of it, all in different colors. It’s easy for me to guess which car belongs to what man. The red is Gabriel’s as I’ve already been in it, same for the black BMW that belongs to Michael. A wicked looking blue Maserati must be Uriel’s, leaving the final, more practical, silver Lincoln to Raph.
“Am I right?” I ask aloud, still not looking at them.
Uriel snorts. “Of course, you are. That only leaves the question of who you’re riding with.”
A maid steps forward holding a plush box with four sets of keys and I smile.
“Jade and myself,” I reply before snatching Michael’s keys from the box and taking her hand.
We run down the stairs together, and she laughs, enjoying seeing my very rare rebellious side. Ever since we graduated college I’ve been more responsible, much to her dismay. None of them follow, but I can practically feel them staring daggers into my back. Even though we’re running and in the car in less than thirty seconds, I’m well aware that any of them could have caught me before I even made it down the stairs of the castle. They let me go, probably to give me the illusion of freedom since I’ve been struggling with it over the past few days. The gesture is nice, but also a wee bit condescending. Or maybe I’m overthinking everything yet again, so I decide not to think at all instead.
I throw the car into the drive and stomp on the gas, following the GPS directions on my way out of the drive. It would have been cooled to take Uriel’s car, but I wasn’t sure whether or not it was a stick. If it was, I wouldn’t have been able to drive, Jade would have had to. That would make my getaway a waste of time.
“Okay, that was seriously awesome, but it’s time for you to spill. You could cut the tension in that room with a knife, mostly because you were radiating irritation. Tell me what’s going on, I won’t judge, you know me.”
My hands tighten on the steering wheel as I glance at her. Her face is open and trusting, green hair shining in the midmorning light. I trust her completely, so I believe her completely when she says that she won’t judge. It’s just not about that. Lately it feels like I’m swimming in a pool of my own insecurities and one wrong move will leave me drowning. Is confiding in her the move that will save me or throw me to the wolves? I blink up at the ceiling, trying to hold back my tears of frustration to no avail. Good thing I didn’t wear any makeup today.
“For my entire life, they were monsters, you know? Shadowed beings that will take me away from everything and everyone I loved. That image made it easy to hate them, and I carried that with me all the way to my first day with them. But there are things at play here that I didn’t expect.”
Tears slip down my face as I talk, and Jade rubs her hand along my back, comforting me. The connections I have with the lords pull taught in my chest, pulsing within me as if they’re distressed, or maybe that’s because I’m distressed. I had hoped that driving on my own would allow me to leave that connection behind, if only for a little while. But I don’t think distance matters. No matter how far I drive, it feels like they’re right here next to me, listening to my confession. It makes me feel naked all the time.
“Like what?” She prompts quietly, urging me to get it all out.
“There’s a reason behind them taking one woman after another, and it’s not because they’re horrible men who revel in the idea of stealing women away. Long ago, at their birth, they were cursed to love the same line of women over and over again, only to lose them to the change. Once a vampire rises again, it’s as if they shed their human self. No memories remain, so even if they looked upon and still loved the women they changed she would never remember them. They have dozens of walking reminders, a living graveyard of women that they love that can never love them back.”
Jade lifts one hand to her mouth, horror covering her features. “That’s awful. They’ve never found a way to break the curse?”
I shrug. “They don’t think so, but the original woman cornered me last week. She’s nearly the same age as them, her name is Mel. According to her the only way to break the curse is to sacrifice myself to her, allowing her as the first ever lover to drain my blood and rise again.”
“But wouldn’t that mean you’d be a shell too?” Jade murmurs, brows furrowing.
“Yes, I guess that sacrifice, along with it coming full circle, could potentially break the curse.”
“Seems like a trap to drink your delicious blood.”
“That’s what I said!”
We laugh for a minute, mine sounding a bit too wet for it to really be funny. Her hand continues to rub circles into my back, sending the first soothing energy I’ve had in days through my body. I drink it in as I lean forward, focusing on the road while I attempt to stop crying. It’s no use, as if my body is using this moment for release when I refuse to give it any other way.
“I submitted to them, Jade,” I whispered hoarsely. “The very thing I said I’d never do. Now we have this connection that’s unbreakable, and they can even read my mind.”
“That explains so much!” She replies, removing her hand from my back to throw it into the air. “I felt like I was missing half of the conversation earlier.”
I scowl at her. “Focus, Jade. That’s not what I’m trying to tell you.”
She startles and turns to face me, giving me her full attention again. “Right, you’re right. So, you’re upset that you gave them a part of yourself? And I’m guessing that you haven’t touched them since that night, correct?” I nod, so she goes on, tapping her chin. “Okay Blair, I need you to be honest with me. Is this really about how you suspected them to be monsters, or is it about Carden?”
His name clangs through me, smashing into the parts of my heart that have been the most tender over the past couple of days. I had given in to them sexually wholeheartedly, but drug my emotional baggage behind me with reluctance, almost leaving it at the door. Hell, the closest I’ve come is opening up the door to my heart just enough to give them a connection to my mind. Even they had confessed that it’s unusual for the mind reading connection not to go both ways. When they said that, it was obvious to me why our connection is solidified yet so messed up. It’s because of me, my reluctance.
“Gods, Jade, why do you always have to hit the nail on the head?” I reply, trying for humor but missing the mark.
She just gives me her no nonsense look. “Because you’re one of the easiest people in the world to read, Blair. I think the only secret you’ve successfully hid in your entire life was about your blood type, and only because no one thought to ask.”
My cheeks turn pink. “Damn, being away from you for three weeks made me forget just how blunt you are. But fine, yes, it’s about Carden. But I love him, Jade. He’s the only man I’ve ever loved, and he died because I wasn’t there, wasn’t sober enough, to save him.”
She scoffs, crossing her arms over her chest. “Are you kidding me? Even if you were sober there’s no way that you would have been able to defend yourself, let alone someone else, against a vampire. The only thing that saved your life that night was the fact that you fell down that hill.”
I recoil at her words as if she’d slapped me. It’s true, honestly. Every word of it, but I hadn’t given myself that excuse before, I hadn’t thought I deserved it when his body was forcibly changed into something his human self would no longer recognize. The human self that effectively died that night, the only people to remember him being his parents and me. It had seemed so unjust, so unfair at the time that I couldn’t stand it. My anger has become a living thing, ripping, and tearing at my insides like a wild animal all this time. And now. . .
And now, what?
I can let it go? Let him go? It feels like a sin to do so, to forget the person that he was entirely, to leave him behind for the very beings that destroyed him. Finding happiness with them almost feels like a cruel joke.
And there it is. The real reason I’m holding back.
“God,” I cry, slamming my fist into the steering wheel.
Jade jumps at my outburst, her eyes widening when I begin to sob. Something I didn’t even do when Carden had gone missing, had died. Because he did, he died. Some part of me always hoped that I’d see him again, reconciled with him despite his newfound thirst for blood. It was a stupid thing to hope for.
“Blair, pull over.”
“No! I’m fine,” I sob, gripping the steering wheel even tighter.
“You are not fine. Pull over now!” She shouts, that no nonsense tone back in her voice.
I do, swerving the car into the dirt, tires spinning as I aim for an open field up ahead that’s full of red poppy flowers. Carden’s favorite color. She squeals and grips the oh shit handle as we bounce along the side of the road until the car comes to an abrupt stop, my foot slamming the breaks. Jade throws the car into the park, knowing that my foot is still on the break as I break down further, great, heaving sobs shaking my body. My fingers claw at the seatbelt, my sobs turning into wails of frustration. Jade leans over to click off my seatbelt, murmuring soothing words into my ear that I can’t quite hear.
As soon as I’m free I tear out of the car and sprint down the slope of the hill, stumbling several times and nearly falling. Jade calls after me, but I ignore her until I’m in the flowers, surrounded by them. I fall to my knees, gripping them in my hands and sobbing through my teeth, all of those pent up emotions pouring out of my chest like I’m a leaking faucet.
Despite my wild, near hysterical, sobbing, my chest is beginning to clear. The dark shadows that were my past clearing away to make room for something new, something that scares me even more than loving Carden did.
Loving them.
The threads that connect us quiver at that thought, filling my chest with nervous flutters. Did they hear that? Do I care if they did? The feeling overwhelms me, takes over even the sadness fueling my tears. My hands claw at my chest as I tilt my head back to the sun, letting it warm my aching tear streaked face. The sound of someone approaching drifts through the air, but I ignore it. It’s just Jade, and I know that she’ll let me kneel here for as long as I need to.
They stop nearby, and I take a steadying breath, digging my fingers into the soil beneath me just for something to hold onto. It’s been so long since I’ve dared open up the door to my emotions, to that dank deep bowel of hell within me. Doing it now leaves me rung out, helpless to stop it. And the fleeting darkness was only a sliver of it, a small devastating piece.
“Blair?”
My blood runs cold. It’s not Jade that’s behind me as I had assumed. It’s Raphael, maybe even all four of them. I should have known that they wouldn’t be far behind, that they felt my distress as if it were their own. Does it make me terrible to wish that they had kept on driving?
“You know we couldn’t do that, not when you're,” Michael begins hoarsely, but I cut him off, my voice a jagged shard of glass.
“Breaking?”
None of them speak as I unclench my hands and stand on wobbling legs. The flowers brush against my knees, the crimson shine of them taking my breath away for more reasons than one. Carden’s favorite color is being replaced by my own memories of their hungry gazes, of the way they washed me so tenderly in the bath. One thing ruining the other. I bite my lip to stop myself from crying again.
“I wish that I was… different. I wish I had never known, had loved without restraint. Maybe then I wouldn’t have so many demons, so many regrets,” I murmur on the wind, so quietly that I’m not sure they heard me.
“We all have regrets, Blair. If nothing else, we can find comfort in that together. I know that you’re struggling, that your love for him is holding you back, but we know exactly what that feels like,” Gabriel replies, voice breaking on the words.
Instead of answering him, I turn and begin walking back to the car where Jade is waiting, leaning against the passenger side. I don’t even look at them as I pass, too embarrassed, too hollow to face it right now. Uriel catches my wrist as I walk past, surprising me by pulling me into his chest. Out of all of them, I didn’t think he’d dare touch me right now. I grip his shirt for a minute, allowing myself those precious seconds of comfort before finally pulling away.
“I’ll see you there,” I murmur.
“Blair,” Raph pleads. “Talk to us. I really need to tell you something before we get to Scionset, it’s important. It’s about--”
I cut him off, not wanting to hear any more of what he has to say. “I can’t! I just can’t.”
They let me go, and by the quiver of restraint echoing in my chest, it’s quite possibly the hardest thing they’ve ever done.



OceanofPDF.com


Epilogue
Jade drives the rest of the way, leaving me to lean my head against the passenger side door. I’ve never felt so tired in my entire life. She doesn’t push me anymore, knowing full well that I’m in a fragile state of mind. I want to sleep, but every time I close my eyes I see those red poppies. The sight jolts me awake each time I think I’m about to doze off, leaving a sour taste in the back of my throat that tells me I’m about to cry or throw up or both.
“We’re coming into the city,” Jade murmurs.
I lift my head to look, shocked by what I see. Raph wasn’t kidding when he said that it’s much more rustic in nature that Divian. All of the buildings are made from brick or cobblestone, same as the streets below the car. We bump along, moving slowly through the city. The other lords are behind us now, as they have been since we left that field over two hours ago. Their presence in my mind is both a suffocating blanket and a soothing balm. A double edged sword, two sides of the same coin, if you will.
“This is. . . strange,” I say, my voice coming out scratchy from all the crying.
Jade nods before handing me a bottle of water from the center console. I take it, drinking deeply as my eyes continue to analyze my surroundings. Curious eyes follow our cars, some even bow as we pass, instantly recognizing who we must be. There’s a clear difference between the vampires and the humans here, even if they do appear to be living among each other rather than segregated. The vampires are wearing grand looking tunics, all of them, while the humans wear normal fashion. It makes me glance down at my own tunic. Here it would mark me as one of them. The thought makes my stomach do a series of flips.
“Ah! Look, you can see the castle,” Jade gushes, forgetting to act somber for my benefit.
I don’t blame her when it comes into my view. The sight of it takes my breath away along with wisps of my deflated mood. The only thing similar to Michael’s is the shape of it, the same towering carved mastery of it. The outside is carved from wood and stained glass, yet it’s elegance rivals that of Michael’s modern castle of shining metal and crystal. Mostly because of the shape: a blooming flower.
“Oh wow,” I breathe, leaning forward as we circle the drive.
The moment Jade puts the car into park I’m up and out of it, rushing forward to glide my hand against one smooth wooden panel. How has it remained in this good of a condition? I allow all the questions to carry me away from my somber thoughts, from the fragile state of my mind. It’s easier to think about the craftsmanship of this place rather than anything else. Especially the embarrassment of breaking down about another man in front of the lords.
Speaking of them, their car doors open and close once they park. Even though I know that they’re behind me, I can’t bring myself to turn around and face them. Hell, I’m not sure if I ever will. It’d be so much easier to forget this ever happened, to move past it, but I know that I can’t. We have to talk about it, I have to tell them about that part of my chest that’s clear now.
That despite the lingering sadness, I think I’m better off now. In a better position to let them in, to give whatever this is a chance. With that thought I whirl toward them. They’re standing in a cluster behind me, looking like chastened dogs. I almost laugh, my chest filling with the familiar happiness that they bring me when I’m near them. Instead of pushing it aside, I pull it close, allowing it to fill that space within my chest. Our connection solidifies a little bit more, and tiny smiles lift their lips.
“Do you like it?” Raph asks, and the hope blooming across his face is almost too much to bear.
“Yes, let’s go inside so I can see more of it,” I say as I rush up the stairs, averting my eyes when a blush fans across my cheeks.
“Wait, Blair. We need to prepare you, especially now--” Raph starts, but his words are cut off by the doors of the castle opening, and a trumpet blaring his arrival.
I smile back at him, his words not quite registering as I rush through the entryway, only to hit a very hard chest. My breath rushes out of me in one long oof and my hands grip the person’s arms for support. They’re cold, alerting me to the fact that it’s another vampire. A friend, perhaps? I open my mouth as I look up, prepared to apologize for knocking into them, but then I see their face.
A very familiar face.
“Hello, Blair, I’ve heard a lot about you,” Carden says, smiling down at me.
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The End
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