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Chapter One
My blood is frozen.
At least that’s what it’s felt like for the past twenty four hours after learning that Carden lives with Raphael. He’s here, I felt his skin, heard his voice. Jade had slept in my room last night, holding onto me the entire time. I hadn’t slept at all. Just as I thought I’d be able to move one, here he is, graduating from lurking in the shadows of my mind to real life. He looks the same, sounds the same, feels the same. But he isn’t. The man I met yesterday wasn’t the Carden I knew and loved. He’s someone else, a snarkier quick to judge version that just might be a side effect of being a vampire.
A soft knock echoes on the bathroom door and I sink lower into the bubbles in response. Eden and Scarlet can go to hell for all I care right now. I’d much rather sit in the bath for the rest of my life than brave a breakfast table I know Carden will be sitting at. The door cracks open and my irritation spikes until Raph pokes his head through the door, his eyes covered with one hand. The sight makes me chuckle softly. He’s seen every part of my body naked, and yet he’s covering his eyes to respect my privacy. I guess chivalry isn’t dead after all.
“Good morning Blair. May I come in?”
“I suppose so,” I reply, sitting up in the bath. “Did you draw the short straw of coming in to gauge my shit mood this morning?”
He laughs, hand still over his eyes. “Maybe I did, but I don’t mind. It’s my fault anyhow. I meant to warn you, even tried to several times, but then. . . well, you know what happened.”
Yeah, I think sarcastically. I had a mental breakdown about Carden and wouldn’t let him speak, even to utter that very important detail about us going to see Carden. The entire day was a mess before I even rolled out of bed. So no, I don’t blame Raphael or any of the other lords. I know that he meant well by taking Carden in and helping him acclimate to his new vampire lifestyle. I just didn’t think it’d hurt so much to see him again. 
“I’m not mad, really. I was already in shock, and then I saw him and. . . well, you know what happened,” I reply, mimicking his words. “And would you take your hand away from your eyes? It’s nothing you haven’t seen before.”
His cheeks color, telling me that he’s had blood already today. “No can do, I’m not sure I could resist you when you’re dripping wet and naked in the bath.”
“What kind of dripping wet are you referring to?” I purr, thighs clenching at my own words.
My eyes take him in hungrily as he shifts from foot to foot, that being the only sign that he’s uncomfortable. Uncomfortable, or turned on? I’m not sure because I can’t see his eyes. His fangs are slightly longer than usual which is as good of an indication as any. But I shouldn’t tease him, shouldn’t egg him on. Now isn’t the time for it, not if all I want is a distraction from the reality waiting for me downstairs. I move to the edge of the tub and lean my arms against it, hiding my breasts and body from view.
“Okay, okay, I’m sorry. I’ll stop teasing you, you can look now. I’m covered, I promise.”
He peeks out between his fingers before sighing in relief and dropping his hand. “For being a human woman, you’re quite alluring.”
I narrow my eyes. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
He holds up both hands, eyes widening. “It wasn’t supposed to offend you. As you know, vampires have magnetism magic, it’s literally in their blood to lure a human in. I just meant that it feels like you have the same qualities, is all. Much like the other women we’ve been with. . .” He trails off lamely, knowing full well that he’s rambling.
I smirk at him. “Right.”
“Right, well, I’ll wait out in the sitting room for you to get dressed, then we can head to breakfast together,” he replies, the tips of his ears turning pink.
Before I can say anything else he slips out of the room. Sighing, I pull the plug from the drain and let all of the water rush out as I sit there, watching it swirl around and around. Minutes later I’m cold and shivering in the polished wooden tub when Eden pulls me up and out, wrapping a plush cream towel around my body. Her face is full of quiet worry, but she doesn’t voice it aloud as she leads me into the closet.
“Pick out what you’d like to wear, these are all Scionset style clothes. I think they’ll suit you,” Eden says.
I step forward and run my hands over the tunics. All of them are in the rich colors of fall. The dresses are the same but have interesting fauna designs etched into the hem and cuffs. I finger the material and am surprised to find it soft and warm, a complete contrast to the dark itchy material of Divian royal clothing. Eden’s right, this style will suit me just fine. I pull a deep orange tunic from a rack at the end of the closet and she helps me into it before twisting my hair into a French braid down my back.
Scarlet enters then, sitting me down at the rustic style make-up table. I close my eyes and tilt my face toward her, allowing her to smear sparkling eyeshadow onto my lids to match the outfit, and paint my lips a flattering orange. When she taps my chin once, I open my eyes to study the finished look. If fall were a person, I’d be it right now. That seems to be the theme of Scionset with its cobblestone streets and rustic buildings kept in good condition. Plus, the grand castle I’m in right now is made entirely of mahogany and polished cedar.
“Alright, go and face it,” Scarlet says in a no nonsense tone, ushering me out of my seat.
I do as I’m told and stride into the sitting room. Raph rises from his perch on the edge of the couch, eyes roving over me. Does he like me wearing the colors of his coven? Is he weary of it? Did the previous woman wear it better? I want to ask him, but I’m not sure I’d like to know the answers.
“You look amazing, Blair,” he replies, winking.
Damnit, I think. It’s still unbelievable that they can read my thoughts. He didn’t answer the question about the last girl, but I guess that’s understandable. They never directly asked about Carden or any of my past relationships. It would be rude for me to do it. That’s probably what he’s trying to subtly tell me. I follow him down the hall, worrying my lip the entire way. Will Carden be there? Probably. Will I act weird because of it? Definitely.
“You’ll be fine,” Raph soothes, falling back to put his hand on my arm.
“I still hate that you can read my mind. When are you going to teach me to stop shouting all my thoughts at you?”
“As soon as you face what holds you back the most, my dear,” he murmurs.
Instead of responding and embarrassing myself further, I walk ahead of him again. It’s easier to say nothing to him, to any of them. We have this bond that I’m not sure I understand. How did I go from hating them to wanting them so badly? And is it all carnal desire? Or something more? I want to believe that it could be something more, and I want to believe that I can move on from the man I’m about to meet again for the first time.
Even if loving him and holding him feels like it all happened yesterday.
Voices drift in from the dining room around the corner, and Jade’s high boisterous laugh rings out down the hallway, reaching for me and pulling me in. I’m excited to see her. If nothing else, she can calm me right now. I rush into the room, eyes darting around to take in the seating arrangements. As always, the lords are seated at the head of the table with one seat open between Uriel and. . . Michael. Of course, Raph will sit at the head of the table as it’s his castle. The heavy presence of carved wood, along with the smell of white pine and leather proves it. As if Raph’s very essence had been built into the walls.
“Look who’s decided to join us,” Gabriel drawls, a sardonic smile on his face.
“Good morning to you too,” I mumble, taking my seat between Uriel and Michael while looking only at my plate.
A part of me knows exactly where Carden is sitting, two seats downright next to Jade. Before I came in, they were talking as they always had, jovially, easily. Like they were made to be best friends, or perhaps something more if I weren't around. That thought had always crossed my mind when watching them joke around and tease one another. Perhaps I was always destined to fall for the lords, leaving Carden to fall for anyone he wished. That may even be why Jade agreed to come with us so easily, as if she’s being dragged along a path against her will.
“Did you sleep well?” Michael murmurs close to my ear.
His question spurs me out of my thoughts, and I look up across the table. Gabriel is there, smirking around a crystal glass full of ruby blood. I refuse to show him how much it angers me, especially when he can probably hear my angry thoughts. You’re an ass! I think, glaring at him. His smirk widens, but he doesn’t say anything in rebuttal.
“Yes, I slept like a baby,” I reply while spooning various foods onto my plate. I turn to Jade. “Do you like your room?”
She straightens, smiling. “Yes, I never knew I’d like a rustic setting so much. But I guess it is as elegant as woodwork can be.”
“I think that was supposed to be a compliment, Raph,” Carden says from beside her, pulling my eyes to him.
His face is set into an easy smile, and no tension lines his shoulders. It must be nice to have no memory of me, no love left in his heart. But him forgetting makes me feel even more overbearing grief, as if I’m being forced to haul it for the both of us. He smiles at me then, lifting two fingers in greeting. The familiar gesture stabs an arrow through my heart, but I manage to smile back.
“So, Blair. I’ve heard so much about you,” Carden says, leaning in and steepling his hands together on the table. “It’s a pleasure to finally meet you face to face.”
Without meaning to, I give him a strange look. Does he not remember writing that short letter to me? It has been two years since then. Perhaps vampires have a different sort of memory than humans, allowing them to float away like stray feathers. I can’t blame him for it, not this version of him, anyhow. All this grief, all the loss. It can stay with me forever, so I can choose to set myself free. It’s time that I let it go.
If only it were as easy as saying the words.
“Same to you,” I reply, plastering a fake smile on my lips. “I mean, I’ve heard things.”
His brows flick up as he glances at Raph. “Only good things, I hope.”
A part me squeezes with grief once more, but I refuse to let it rule me. Instead, I begin shoveling food into my mouth like I haven’t eaten in a week. The lords watch me do so with sly smiles on their faces, knowing full well that I’m both embarrassing myself and trying to avoid having to tell Carden the truth. Will he want to be reminded? And why doesn’t he remember the note?
Unless. . . .
Could Raph have sent it to me in his stead? My head whips toward him and I narrow my eyes. Raph sits back in his chair, looking unaffected by my glare. But he can’t fool me, I’ve begun to learn things about them after spending days upon days in their presence. Raph has a nervous tick. He taps his third and fourth finger against the table when he’s worried or upset, and he’s doing it right now.
You asshole! I spit at him with my mind.
He flinches, blood sloshing from the goblet and onto his tunic. His brothers look from him to me and back again like they're watching a tennis game, their eyes wide as saucers. That alone tells me they weren’t in on it. It’s one thing for Raph to take Carden in, to teach him and become his friend. But this? Manipulating me? Sending fake messages that have plagued me with horror ever since?
“It was meant to give you closure,” he whispers, face stricken.
“It didn’t,” I spit, my hands shaking with so much rage that I have to ball them into fists. “It would have been better not to know, I think. At least then I wouldn’t have spent two years pouring over a fake letter and trying to figure out why a man who loved me, who cherished me, suddenly couldn’t care less!”
Raph stands, throwing out his arms. “We told you that he lost his human self!”
“But I didn’t know that!” I nearly scream, voice shrill and grating.
Uriel flinches beside me; one hand close to my own clenched fists sitting on the table. As if he’d love nothing more than to comfort me but was too afraid to try. It’s probably for the best. My emotions are all over the place right now, and I don’t want to hurt his feelings with my rejection. Gabriel looks at me then; that steely faraway look in his eyes that I’ve seen so many times before. Letting me know that he’s thinking about his former lover, the woman he had been so close to. Does he feel what I feel, I wonder?
As if I had screamed the question at him, his eyes snap to mine. But they’re unreadable pits of darkness, full of a despair and rage so unending that I shrink back in my seat. The feeling is gone from one blink to the next, and I wonder briefly if I had imagined it. No, it was there. A terrifying reminder of just how old these men sitting around me are, of how many human life spans they’ve lived. It must be truly tiring to be immortal; I think.
“It is,” Michael whispers, voice low, responding to my thoughts.
Raph is still standing, blood sprayed across his shirt so much like that night we shared together. It sends a pang of sadness through my chest, but I brush it aside. Now isn’t the time to forgive and forget. I can’t help but feel that he has caused me an insurmountable amount of pain. Pain that can’t be wished away or cured. Despite it, the look on his face draws me in. So much agony and regret are twisted into his features. I sway forward, wishing that I could comfort him before snapping myself back again. Stupid ancient curse forcing me to like him even when I hate him. I rise to my feet, pushing the chair back. It screeches across the floor, the sound echoing across the silent room. My eyes flit to Carden and Jade to see them both gaping at me in surprise. It would be funny if it were about anything else.
“I’d like to go on a ride,” I murmur. “Gabriel, will you take me?”
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Chapter Two
“I have to say, I was surprised when you requested my company over my brothers,” Gabriel drawls while fastening on his horse's saddle. “Uriel would surely be a better choice to cheer you up.”
I raise my eyebrows at him, checking my own horse’s saddle to make sure it’s on correctly. “Cheer me up? Really? Do you even understand what happened back there?”
He gives me a look so full of disdain that I grit my teeth. “Of course, I do. What I don’t understand is why you’re making a mountain out of a molehill. While it may have been a little misguided, it’s obvious that my brother meant well. Plus, it’s all in the past.”
Without waiting for my answer to his very condescending explanation, he swings onto the back of his horse and urges it out of the barn. I follow suit, steam practically coming out of my nostrils at his insinuation. Making a mountain out of a molehill? That alone might make me kill him. I’ve never felt so belittled in my entire life!
“You know, you’re right,” I grind out as I pull my horse up alongside his.
“About what?”
“I should have brought Uriel.”
Instead of being offended like I wanted him to, he laughs. Even while actively wanting to hate him for it, his deep baritone makes me smile. I hide it by looking away from him, but I’m pretty sure he isn’t fooled. Gabriel is so different from his brothers. They fawn over me, show me obvious affection. And while that’s amazing, and I feel a deep pulling connection to them, Gabriel pulls me in an entirely different direction. We share a kinship together. One birthed out of the shared feeling of grief. It makes me wonder why the others aren’t more like him.
“They are older than me, and I was closest to Amara,” Gabriel replies, his voice hitching on her name.
Amara. Her name rings through me like a bell, the feeling of familiarity there. I never knew her, but she gave me blood out of the kindness of her heart. Plus, we’re connected by a centuries-long curse that has played with all of our emotions. That had to count for something. I give Gabriel a sidelong glance, trying to gauge whether or not I can ask him questions about her. Would it be rude? Does he care? He’s made of ice half the time anyhow. At that thought he turns to look at me, a crooked smile on his lips.
“You know that I can hear everything you’re thinking, right?”
My cheeks flush. “Then teach me how to avoid screaming my thoughts at you at all hours of the day.”
“Is that really what you want to do?” he asks, giving me a knowing look.
He didn’t say it outright, but I know that he’s giving me permission to ask about Amara. And while it’s nice of him, great of him even, I’m suddenly feeling a bit uneasy. I have so, so many questions about her, most of them a bit selfish in nature, I admit. But I want to ask them all. Is she painfully beautiful? Kindhearted? Selfless? A better lover than me?
Was it easy for her to love them?
And, if so, does that make me defective?
“How about we do both?” Gabriel asks while leading me through a thick part of the woods. “Once we get to the lake, we’ll sit down and I’ll answer all of your questions, even the selfish ones, and then teach you about thought control.”
He didn’t look at me while saying it, but I can see a slight tinge of pink along his cheek bones. I smile, it’s cute that he’s embarrassed about helping me. Somehow, it makes it feel more intimate. I know that he’s pushing himself to reach out to me, to make a connection and that it must be hard for him. Hell, I know the feeling.
“Don’t get all mushy on me,” he calls from up ahead, urging his horse into a gallop as the terrain opens up.
“Wouldn’t dream of it!” I shout, pushing the mare into a sprint.
Forty yards ahead is a magnificent crystal clear lake surrounded by a sandy beach. It came out of nowhere. At one moment we were deep within a thick borough of trees, and the next we broke out onto a plain of tall grass leading directly to the lake. It appears untouched by civilization as if Raph owns the entire lake. I wouldn’t put it past the lords to do such a thing.
Gabriel reaches the shore first, dismounting from his horse and leading it to the lake’s edge to drink. Instead of stopping right away, I veer to the right, riding along the edge of the lake. My mare snorts in delight as she sprints faster, kicking up sand as we go. The wind in my hair feels amazing, and I let go of the reins to lift my hands up toward the sky, whooping out my own happiness. I can feel Gabriel’s eyes on me as we round the opposite side of the lake, but I can’t see him past the gleam of the sun hitting the water.
This is paradise; true, undiluted, paradise. Never in a thousand years would I have believed that I’d be happy with the lords, or at the very least, happy enough to be riding with my arms in the air and the wind burning my face. I fall back down against the mares neck, gripping it as she leaps over rocks along the shore, stopping once she reaches Gabriel again. He helps me off of the mare, and I slide down his body, my skin tingling at every place it touches his. I look up at him, then, to find him grinning down at me. A real, genuine smile on his face.
“Maybe I was the perfect man to cheer you up,” he murmurs.
I laugh, a wide smile pulling back my own lips. “Yes, maybe.”
We hold onto each other for a few more seconds, my arms wrapped around his neck, his around my lower back. It’s those few moments that I realize how close our lips are, how easy it would be to lean in to brush a kiss across his mouth. It would be wrong, though. I know the lords are waiting for my full submission, for me to freely give them all of me, body and soul. That’s a large part of why I can’t control my thoughts that they hear, along with not being able to hear theirs in return.
Despite those logical thoughts, my body sways forward, lips hovering right over his. Gabriel doesn’t pull away, and I watch as his canines grow across his bottom lip, betraying his desire. My core throbs in response, and I lick my lips. I want to kiss him so badly, hell, I want to shove him into the sand and rip his clothes off.
“We can’t,” he groans, yet pulls me closer.
“I know,” I whisper against his lips, rising up on my toes so that we’re nearly face to face.
The tension mounts even higher when our eyes lock and I see the building fire within his. It calls to me so profoundly that I can’t resist any longer, can’t stop myself when I lean in and crush my lips against his. He moans into my mouth, and I capture the sound with my tongue, swiping it along his teeth until a gentle cut is sliced across it. The taste of my own blood fills my mouth, but I don’t stop. As if my blood was the final damning strike to his own resolve, Gabriel crushes me to him, taking control and claiming my mouth with his tongue. He shoves one knee between my legs, expertly grinding against me over and over. He hits my clit again and again, and I pant into his mouth now, my desire for him turning into a raging inferno. He pulls back for a moment, breathing hard as he leans his forehead against mine.
“Please,” I moan, my body trembling against his.
“I can’t, I promised my brothers,” he groans, dropping his head back to the sky as if he’s praying for strength.
Instead of listening to him, I push him to the sandy ground, straddling him. His eyes fly open in shock when he hits the sand, the breath whooshing out of him. Embarrassment makes my cheeks color. I’ve never been this brazen before, but I can’t seem to stop myself. My desire and frustration has been building for days, leaving me wanting and desperate for release. Surely he can see that, and despite his words, the rock hard erection beneath me shows me just how much he’s been suppressing his own desire.
“Just let me ride you,” I pant, leaning in so that my lips are pressed against his throat. “If it’s blood you’re supposed to hold out on, we can refrain from that.”
He shudders against me, and I smile wickedly at him once he opens his eyes. They’re burning with red hot fire, that inner crimson glow only serving to set me off even more as I grind myself against his hard cock. My fingers trail up and down his chest, aching to take his shirt off and feel the hard muscle beneath. But I won’t, not until he says yes, not until he admits that he wants to do this just as much as I do.
“Gods, you’re beautiful when you’re confident,” he groans, running his own hands up and down my back. “I want you, Blair. I want you so much that I’m throbbing with it.”
I slow my pace along his cock, going for long sensual strokes, hitting my clit over and over again, only building my own frustration, but I can’t seem to stop.
“Does that mean you’ll let me ride you?” I plead.
He doesn’t respond for a moment, only pants out breath after breath below me, face flushed. His expression goes from uncertain, to certain, and back again. I can tell that he’s fighting a war with himself.
But then he pants, “Yes, god yes.”
That’s all I needed to hear as I rip open his shirt and kiss along each of his abs, licking and sucking my way to his belt. He writhes beneath me at the touch, and I grin and I sit up to undo his belt. He pushes my own pants down, both of us frantic to feel skin on skin, desire on desire. Without preamble, he thrusts into me, filling me completely. I cry out, throwing my head back and coming right then and there, my pussy contracting against him. Gabriel moans, gripping both [8]of my hips and pushing me as far onto his cock as I can go. I shudder and fall against his chest, kissing his pectorals and throat, nearly spent already before even beginning.
But then he begins to move for me, pounding his hips up and down, pulling my body to meet him thrust for thrust. I moan again, kissing a path to his lips and claiming his tongue once more. He kisses me back, passionately, desperately as we rise higher and higher together. Without thinking, I run my tongue along both his canines once again, drawing more blood than before. The taste of my blood seems to set him into a frenzy, his tempo picking up to a nearly bruising speed. I cry out again, gripping his shoulders for support as my clit hits the hard lines of his stomach over and over again, nearly pushing me over the edge.
“Oh Gabriel, I’m going to come!” I moan into his mouth, our tongues still tangled together.
He growls against my lips and rips his tongue from my mouth, only to sink his fangs deep into my neck. The sensation is a mixture of both pain and pleasure, and I grip his shoulders for dearly life as he drinks from me. My own tempo becomes frenzied as I reach down and rub my aching clit, my hands shaking with a barely restrained orgasm. Gabriel catches my wrist, stopping me and replacing my hand with his. His fingers pinch my clit hard, and I cry out, spiraling over the cliff. The orgasm wracks my body, sending wave after wave of delicious pleasure through me.
I sit up, throwing my head back and riding him harder and harder, dragging on my orgasm for as long as I possibly can. Blood flies, but I barely register it, the only thing I can focus on is my own pleasure, the shaking in my limbs. Gabriel roars as he too, comes while grasping my hips in an iron grip. The moment I feel his cock unload within me, another orgasm hits, my body convulsing with it. I fall onto his chest, digging my fingers into his skin. Gabriel grasps my hair, pulling my head to the side so he can lick the wound on my neck closed, preventing me from losing even more blood. I sigh once they close, the dull ache fading.
We lie there for a moment, both of us panting, the sweat coating our bodies sticking us together. His cock is still hard, twitching inside me, practically begging me to start our love making anew. I want to, oh, how I want to, but I feel the same way now as I did last week. Completely spent, my limbs shaking with fatigue so completely that I’m not sure whether or not I’ll have the strength to stand, let alone ride him again.
Gabriel slides out of me, sitting up with me cradled in his arms. “I’m going to take us into the lake to wash off.”
He takes the rest of my clothes off until I’m bare before him, as he is before me. I blush when he stands up and walks into the water, washing my arms and neck with a tender gentleness that makes my heart squeeze in my chest. We don’t speak for the next few minutes, and he even goes as far as dipping my hair into the water. The lake turns pink around us, letting me know that I had sprayed quite a bit of blood by yanking his fangs from my neck again.
“You’ve got to stop doing that,” he murmurs, pulling me in close. “It’s the whole reason you feel so tired afterward.”
I shrug. “I can’t help it, I think I like the pain.”
He chuckles. “My, my, what a bad girl you are.”
My face flushes again at his teasing, and I smack his chest lightly as he walks us out of the lake, setting me down on the sand. I wobble a bit, clutching at his arms when the world sways back and forth. He leads me to my horse and I grab onto the reins for stability as he grabs a towel from his saddle bag. I don’t protest when he begins to towel dry my body, even going so far to kneel in front of me, toweling off my legs. In a quick movement, he leans in and plants a kiss right on the apex of my thighs. I cry out, knees trembling at the shock of desire that flies through me. He chuckles again but opts to stand up rather than torturing me further.
His eyes travel down my body once more before he walks back to his saddle bag. I kneel to grab my clothes off of the ground, pulling them on while also not being able to trust myself to stay upright. That was what I needed, and if I’m being honest, I need a lot more of it. Preferably with all of the brothers. When did I turn into such a horn dog? It must be the curse. . or the fact that you’re falling for them, my mind whispers. Instead of dwelling on the thought, I shake it away before looking up at Gabriel, worried that he heard my thoughts.
He’s still not looking at me as he pulls out a blanket and a plastic bag full of what I assume to be food. “When did you have the time to pack all that?”
He shrugs. “I didn’t, it was in here. I can only assume that this was Raph’s plan.”
“To take me to the lake and fuck me?” I ask, puzzled.
He bursts out laughing. “No! To take you here and romance you,” he says, pausing when his chin dips. “His will is stronger than mine. I have failed my brothers.”
Guilt swirls through my chest. I practically forced myself on him, and yet he’s placing all the blame on his shoulders. I should have had more self-control, damnit. I was sad, and admittedly, a little desperate for physical touch. Mostly to drown out everything else. Gabriel spreads out the blanket and kneels down beside me, pulling me in against his side.
“It’s both of our faults, okay?” I whisper, clutching his shirt.
“Okay, now that’s enough guilt and sadness for one day,” he replies, waving his free hand through the air. “Time for you to learn about controlling your thoughts.”
I sit up eagerly. “Yes! Perfect.”
“But first, drink some of this and eat a protein bar. You’re pretty pale,” he replies, handing me a bottle of orange juice.
I raise my brows. “Are you sure Raph wasn’t planning on sucking my blood? This is like when they give you a cookie and a juice box after you donate blood.”
He narrows his eyes. “Have you ever given blood?”
I shake my head. “Just my mom and friends. I always went with my mom for moral support, she hates needles.”
He nods, satisfied with my answer. I’m not sure what there would be to be upset about if I did give blood. Are no other vampires allowed to drink my brand of blood? I giggle at my own thoughts. Brand. What in the world am I thinking? I swear, these men have changed me so much in the past three weeks, and I’m still deciding whether or not it’s a good thing.
Gabriel pulls out a sealed container of cookies, and the moment the lid pops off, the strong smell of cinnamon and oatmeal wafts toward me. I nearly groan at the smell, snatching two cookies when he holds out the container to me. He grins, but wisely doesn’t comment when I shoot a warning glare his way. Giving blood is taxing, and I need to keep up my strength. After finishing the first cookie and licking my fingers, I shift to sit across from him, pulling my legs beneath me.
“Alright, sensi, I’m ready. Teach me all that you know,” I say, bowing my head low.
He rolls his eyes. “There really isn’t anything special to it. Close your eyes,” he says, pausing until I obediently do so, stomach swirling with tension. “Now picture your mind, look at your thoughts and memories swirling in all directions.”
I do as I’m told, focusing hard on my own mind. He’s right, every aspect that makes me is swirling around in my head, floating away from me and into him freely. Even though I know I couldn’t possibly stop it from happening, my hands shoot out, trying to grab onto them, but they slip through my fingers like water. Grunting in frustration, I sit back again when Gabriel places a comforting hand on my knee.
“Now imagine a wall, or a protective shield coming up and around your mind. It will keep things from leaving or coming in without your permission.” he soothes, voice low and lilting.
I relax as I listen, imagining a shining silver shield coming up and around my mind. As soon as it’s in place, my thoughts bounce against it, trapped inside once more. I heave a sigh in relief and slouch forward, sweat beading off my brow. 
“Mental shielding is easy to put in place, but taxing to hold there,” he murmurs, shifting so that he’s sitting beside me, rubbing my back. “You’ll have to practice raising it and dropping it, then holding it for several minutes, then hours, then even days. Soon it will become second nature, and you won’t need to worry about it.”
I blink my eyes open before falling against his side, completely spent by both the blood loss and the mental strain. My shield falls, leaving me bare before him again, but I don’t mind. Even knowing that I could shut them out if I wanted is enough to give me a sense of peace. We sit in front of the lake for a long while in silence, Gabriel absentmindedly rubbing slow circles along my arm.
The sensation sends wave after wave of peace through me, and I melt into his side. His skin is warm now after drinking from me, leaving me pliable in his arms. I let my hand rest against his thigh, and it feels easy, like we’ve done this for years and will do it again and again. Not even sleepy afternoons with Carden had felt like this, I think. The thought startles me, and so does the feeling of indifference to it. His name doesn’t immediately send a pang of sadness through my chest anymore and comparing him to the lords feels. . . different than it did before. Less damning, less like they’ll lose in every match up.
I admit that seeing him this morning was a doozy and left my emotions running on high. It set back the healing I started in that field on the way to Raph’s coven, but it didn’t completely stall it. Every time the lords and I come together we grow closer, and a side effect of that is that Carden’s hold on me loosens, as does the grief. I want to be angry about it, but I just can’t bring it forth. My anger toward the lords when I falsely accused them of killing Carden has faded away, as did the midnight darkness that had plagued me in the years since his death. I’m healing for the first time since learning of his demise, and. . . and that’s okay. It’s okay to let him go.
“I’m glad you feel that way, amante.”
“What does amante mean?” I ask.
“Lover,” he purrs into my ear, nibbling on my earlobe.
I laugh before pushing him away and standing up to brush off my tunic. The sun is setting, and I’m sure the other lords are worried about me. It’s time to go back and apologize for yelling at Raph. Gabriel was right before; he had my best interest at heart and it’s all in the past. If I can’t let it go, it will only become another thing that festers inside my chest, and I surely have enough of that to go around. He rises as well and begins packing up while I fold the blanket for him. After putting the blanket away, he turns and slides his arms around my waist from behind, leaning his chin on my shoulder.
“You’re becoming happier here, amante, I can’t tell you how grateful I am for that,” he murmurs.
I grip his hands, smiling. “Me too, now let’s go home.”
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Chapter Three
Raph’s castle is even more breathtaking in the setting sun. The mahogany glows like polished gold, throwing out arcs of light across the lawn as we gallop closer. All of the stained glass windows glow from within, mixing colored light in with the golden arcs from the wood. Seeing it like this makes me put a hand to my chest in wonder. Raph was right, I love it here so far. A rustic setting is better for me, I think. All this open land to ride, and the cute town sprawling below the castle calls to me in a way Divian didn’t. But I’d never tell Michael that.
“Then throw up your shield before he hears you,” Gabriel calls as he races past, toward the stables, his face split in a wide grin.
I frown, urging my mare forward as I chase after him, streaking across the field. She rides valiantly all the way back to the barn, but Gabriel and his stallion had a head start on us. Even his horse is proud as it stomps in circles while throwing its head back and forth. I laugh as I dismount and take off the mare’s saddle, patting her flank for good measure. She was a pleasure to ride, but I miss Candice. Hopefully they’re taking good care of her in Divian.
After putting her back into her stall, I turn to see Gabriel brushing out his stallion. The horse is still preening when I hold out a sugar cube from a nearby bucket. He takes it gently, letting me know that he’s both gentle and powerful at the same time. He has that in common with the lords, along with that proud, nearly suffocating personality.
“Hey, I heard that!” Gabriel says from the other side of the horse, humor in his voice.
“You were meant to,” I reply, patting the horse on his neck before stepping away. “I wouldn’t be surprised if this was your personal horse, he has so much character.”
Gabriel comes around to hand up the brush, then urges his stallion into the remaining open stall. “I’m going to choose to take that as a compliment. He is mine, and his name is Forza. It means strength.”
As if knowing that he’s being talked about, Forza tosses his head again, snorting. He really is a beautiful horse. The sheer size of him dwarfs me, letting me know that he’s a Clydesdale. His tan coat is well kept and shiny, and the deep brown of his mane is the perfect contrast. I’d love to ride double with Gabriel sometime soon.
“If he’s yours, why is he being kept here?” I ask while following Gabriel out of the barn and back up the slope to the back patio of the castle.
He shrugs. “Whenever I’m gone from my home coven, I have Forza transported here. He’s happiest with Raph’s string.”
“String?” I ask, catching up to him at the doors.
“It’s a word for a group of horses.”
Before I can ask any more questions, the others rush up to us. Michael grips my shoulders and looks me over before crushing me against his chest in a firm hug. It surprises me, and I let out a startled laugh while making eye contact with Raph and Uriel from over his shoulder. Uriel shrugs, smiling, but the worry lines around his eyes give him away. They were all worried about me after my quick getaway earlier. Raph refuses to meet my eyes, probably still ashamed after I blew up on him earlier.
I pull away from Michael, patting him on the cheek for good measure, before walking to Raph. “Look at me,” I say, and he does, his face open and full of regret. “I had some time to think about it, and I don’t blame you. It may have hurt me in the past, but it wasn’t meant to. You had my best interest at heart, and I know that now. I’m going to try to move on, I want to move on.”
He smiles tentatively at me. “I will do everything in my power to make it up to you, Blair. Even if you want me to send him away.”
Closing my mind off, I briefly entertain the idea. Would I like him to send Carden away from here? Or would facing him allow me to come to terms with my grief? I honestly don’t know the answer right now, and I’m pretty sure he wouldn’t just be sending away my ex, but also a friend. I’m sure that they’ve grown close in the last few years after living together for so long. Raph might even know Carden better now than I do, and it makes me wonder just how much he’s changed since becoming a vampire.
“No, don’t send him away. That’s not necessary. Let’s all work together to move forward. I’m going to do my best to get to know him again, to try and let go,” I reply, gripping his hands for dear life.
Even saying the words scares me to death. Raph pulls me in for a hug, taking a deep breath of my scent. It’s then that he pauses, a primal growl slipping from his throat. He sniffs again before pulling back, his fangs out and crimson eyes flashing. My eyes widen when I realize what’s happening. He smelled Gabriel and I’s love making, or bloodletting, or both.
Shit, I project to Gabriel without looking back at him.
“Indeed,” he murmurs aloud, taking a step back as Raph advances on him.
“You took advantage of her while she was upset?” He nearly bellows, towering over his younger brother, fingers curling as the nails grow longer.
Michael and Uriel both respond to Raph’s claim, teeth snapping at their brother as they too stalk forward. Sweat breaks out along my lower back as I grip my hands together in front of me. I don’t know how to stop them from doing whatever it is they're about to do. Then it dawns on me, I can lower my shield and shout at them!
It’s not his fault, it’s mine! I seduced him!
I nearly scream the words in my head, trying to catch their attention. It works, as they flinch at the loud screech before turning toward me and tilting their heads primitively. Having their undivided attention when their fangs and talons are out makes me nervous, even while knowing they’d never hurt me. I shift from foot to foot, biting my lip.
“It was me, he said no several times, but I wouldn’t let up.”
Michael turns to Gabriel. “Is this true?”
Gabriel nods, eyes wide, hands still in the air in a placating gesture. “Yes, but I was the one who decided to take her blood. I’m sorry, brothers, I have failed you.”
Michael clasps him on the shoulder. “No, we were being unfair, waiting. It’s her choice whether or not to fully submit to us, and she will do so when she’s ready. It’s no reason to withhold sex.”
Gabriel heaves out a breath before slumping forward, clearly relieved by his brothers’ understanding. I’m not sure why he was so worried, I knew they’d give him a pass, especially when it led me to apologize and become closer to them. Raph turns back to me, giving me a strange look.
“He taught you to close yourself off to us,” he says.
“Yes, he did,” I say, yawning.
“Interesting,” is all he says in response, eyes unreadable.
A sudden bout of fatigue grips me, and my eyelids flutter. Uriel steps forward, holding out his hand. I take his hand and allow him to lead me toward my room. The others follow, coming right into the bedroom with us. It doesn’t bother me, that is, until they go so far as to climb into bed around me, petting me and massaging me on all sides. It isn’t sexual, if anything it leaves me struggling to stay awake.
“What are you guys doing? The bed isn’t big enough for all of us,” I say, voice low and thick with sleep.
“We’re all going to rest together; we want to be near you. Is that alright?” Uriel asks, voice dripping with vampire magic.
I blink my eyes open, narrowing them at him as best I can. “I know what you’re trying to do, and it doesn’t work on me. But I’m saying yes anyway. As long as you don’t stop massaging me until I fall asleep.”
An orchestra of chuckles follows my comment, leaving me smiling faintly as my eyes flutter closed, a sigh escaping my lips. In a matter of moments, I’m drifting off, the warm presence of my lords being a welcome lullaby.
***
The next morning, I roll over and reach out only to feel empty sheets. My heart plummets when I realize that they’re gone. I feel cold without them in my bed, and it makes me wish that they had stayed until I woke up. Am I becoming attached to them beyond reason? I think, chewing on my bottom lip as I slide to the edge of the bed. That realization makes me throw up my mental shield, stopping my thoughts from drifting away.
As if on cue, Scarlet and Eden burst into the room, throwing open the curtains and pinching me cheeks. I push Eden away with a scowl before marching toward the bathroom door, already smelling the fresh scent of rose bath salts. It’s nice how they have my bath and coffee ready every morning before I even wake. Perhaps I’m getting used to the life of a human queen, I think, snorting.
Despite it feeling heavenly, I rush through bathing so I can get downstairs faster. There’s one more apology I need to make before moving on today. I might even owe him an explanation. Ugh. Even the thought of explaining why I freaked out yesterday to Carden makes me cringe. It will only make our new relationship as friends harder, maybe even impossible. Now that I think about it, I’m slightly embarrassed for how I acted in front of everyone yesterday, even if it was a little bit justified.
Eden blow dries my hair and soft curls it, making it look fluffy and natural while Scarlet paints my lips with the finishing touches of gloss. They had convinced me to wear a dress today, and I’m still miffed about it. Fall colors don’t really suit my skin tone, and this knee length gold chiffon gown with leaves sewn into the hem is no exception.
“Do I really look okay in this?” I ask again when they allow me to stand up and take a look at the completed look.
“Of course! You look beautiful,” Scarlet responds immediately.
I turn in the mirror, looking at myself from all angles, and am surprised by what I see. The gold does war with my skin tone, yet the dress being on the shorter side shows off my long legs, and the matching stilettos make them look even longer. Satisfied, I turn toward my maids and smile. They return it before ushering me out the door, saying that I’ll be late to breakfast.
No one is in the hall to escort me, leaving my heart to deflate for the second time today. I nearly slouch before forcing myself to straighten. No man will control my mood, I had vowed that long ago, and it won’t start now after so many years of being my own person. While I’ll allow myself to like them, even to. . . lust after them, that’s it. No love, stupid overwhelming infatuation, and certainly no reliance. I never even gave Carden that for god’s sake!
At least I’d like to tell myself that I didn’t.
The thoughts swirl away when I turn into the dining room. Everyone is there, chatting away with smiles on their lips. I know the moment they spot me, all that will end, so I stop in the doorway for a moment, observing. Jade leans into Carden, placing two fingers along his bicep. It doesn’t make me jealous when he appears to enjoy it, in fact, I want him too. I want him to be happy just as much as I want to be happy. That’s a step in the right direction, right?
Michael spots me wavering in the entrance and waves me in, that dazzling smile still on his face. The others glance over, and I brace myself for their happiness to slip away, but it doesn’t. They’re smiling, so I give them a hesitant smile in return. Are we really going to pretend yesterday never happened? Did the lords order them to do so? I glance at them for confirmation before remembering that I have my mental wall in place. Instead of asking aloud, I take my seat in between Uriel and Michael.
“You look beautiful in my coven’s colors, Blair,” Raph says, a sultry purr in his voice.
My core throbs in response to his words as I look up at him through my long lashes. “Thank you.”
He grins, and it holds so many devilish promises that I nearly squirm in delight. They’re just as eager to take me to bed as I am to be taken. Hopefully, we can start it after breakfast is over, that’s how horny I am. In an attempt to cool myself I face forward and cross my legs. But it’s too late, all the vampires at the table have scented my lust, and each of my lords are looking at me like I’m going to be their midday snack, fangs out and gleaming.
“Put those away,” I admonish while buttering two pieces of toast. I can only hope that they don’t notice my shaking fingers.
Gabriel chuckles before taking a sip of the blood in his goblet and raising it to me, “To the most alluring woman in the room.”
His brothers follow suit and hold up their glasses, making me blush. I glance at Carden out of the corner of my eye to see him not even holding his glass, let alone raising it. He’s focused on Jade, gazing at her with a primal hunger I’ve never seen on his face before. She’s looking at me, smiling and holding out her glass of water. I grin back at her, holding my glass to her instead. A blush fans across her face when Carden joins me, and we share a secret smile.
If he’s anything like who he was before he turned, then there’s no one else I’d want to love my best friend. Even if it does send a pang through my chest in the deepest, darkest parts of myself. I’ll ignore it, I’ll grow from it, and then leave it all behind for something better. The thought makes me glance at the lords beside me, a smile on my face. When did I start thinking this way? From the very beginning, a voice whispers in the back of my mind, and I shake it away.
“So, when’s the party this time around?” I ask to divert my own silly thoughts.
Raph leans forward, setting his goblet on the table. “This coming weekend, so about three days. And we actually want your help planning it this time. Now that we’ve gotten to know you, it’s time that you learn a little bit about your duties as our queen.” 
His words peak my interest and I lean forward, cold toast forgotten on my plate. “Really? I was wondering about that. Do I have a job of sorts? Because I really don’t like being idle.”
“I guess you could call it a job,” Michael says, tapping his chin. “You plan parties, keep the courtiers happy, and enjoy your days decorating the castles for the seasons. Oh! And give us your blood of course.”
I pull my brows together, making a sour face. “Keep the courtiers happy? That sounds awful. I hate crowds.”
Uriel laughs. “It’s not that bad, they’ll mostly leave you alone. All they come for is the free booze, good music, and food. As long as you have those things at every gathering, it should be smooth sailing.”
I sit back in my chair, disappointment swirling in my chest. What they’re describing is nothing like what I wanted my duties to be. I thought I’d be helping them write laws and change society for the better, to make it more fair for humans and vampires alike. That’s what having a job looks like. Not useless and costly partying night after night. I’m not sure I can stomach it. The lords watch me closely, noting every change in mood or facial expression. Probably because my mind is closed off to them now.
“Alright, so when do I start?” I say, much less enthusiastically than before.
Raph stares at me, his gaze practically cutting me to the core. “Today. Carden and Jade will be the first members of your inner circle. All queens have one. They live in the castle with you and help you with all of the tasks placed on your shoulders.”
His words send a jolt of hope through my veins. I don’t have to do it alone! Thank the Gods and all that is holy. I turn to Jade, bouncing in my seat while clasping my hands together. She’s doing the same, proving just how alike we are. The sight sets Gabriel off again, his smooth laughter grazing against my skin like a caress. I lock eyes with him across the table. Mischief dances there, and a little bit of mocking humor. Despite being happier and, I’d say more than willing to get to know me, he’s still an ass sometimes.
Piss off, I mouth to him. The insult only makes his smile widen, just as I knew it would. I’m beginning to figure him out. Poking fun at me might very well be his favorite thing to do for the rest of our lives.
The rest of our lives.
The thought came through my mind so effortlessly that it shocks me. These men are going to be the one constant in my life for the next one hundred years. Pointing it out to myself floors me, and I grip both hand rests on my chair for balance. It’s not that I hadn’t noticed it before, of course I have, but it feels more real now than it ever has before. We’re not playing dress up, it’s not temporary. We’re creating a life together. And maybe it’s time that I take that seriously because every choice from here on out will affect the rest of my life. 
The rest of our lives.
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Chapter Four
The days leading up to the big party fly by in a whirlwind of stupid little decisions. Which ribbon would you like around the center pieces, white or gold? How many pastries should be made? How many pints of blood do I recommend? Should the banners be red or yellow, or should there be none at all? I never knew royal party planning could be so fantastically dull. The only fun part was choosing the type of food to be served, and of course, Jade and I chose our favorites. Other than that, it was stressful and a waste of time.
“There, done,” Jade sighs, falling back into the couch next to Carden.
The final instructions have been written and signed by me, leaving no box unchecked or hall undecorated. It’s a relief just to be done with it all. I honestly think working as a waitress would be better than this for the rest of my life.
“Thank the lord. That was the worst thing I’ve ever had to do,” I complain.
Carden chuckles. “You’ll get used to it.”
I nearly flinch, but refrain. Every time he talks I’m reminded of his existence, and while I vowed to be happy for my two friends beside me, the pain of his loss still lingers in the dark recesses of my heart. All I’ve done is become better at compartmentalizing my feelings for the old Carden in comparison to the new Carden. They’re two different people, after all, according to the lords.
I glance at him, biting my lip with nerves. I still haven’t found the time to apologize to him. I’d prefer to do it in private, but we’ve never been alone together. Either Jade or the lords are in the room with us, and I suspect that that isn’t just a coincidence. They’re making sure that I don’t get uncomfortable, or maybe too comfortable, with this new Carden. It’s both sweet and infuriating. I’m starting to worry that I’ll never get a minute to apologize any time soon, making it stale and no longer worthwhile. Maybe it already is, I mean, he doesn’t seem upset with me or even curious about it.
“Now that you’re done with party planning what do you plan on doing tonight?” Jade asks, waggling her eyebrows.
I laugh. “I don’t know, the lords have been just as busy as us. I’ve barely seen them over the past few days.”
She stands, and Carden follows suit. “Well, I wish you luck in your pursuit of a good time. In the meantime, Carden and I are going out on the town. He promised to show me some of the local clubs.”
My chest aches when I realize that there’s no way I could come out with them. Not only would it be unsafe now that every vampire in the country knows about my blood, but it would also be pointless and painful. They’re obviously going out on a date, and I’d just be a third wheel if I didn’t bring my lords. Or at least one of them, but I don’t really see them as the club type.
“Alright, have fun!” I reply, fake excitement lining my voice.
She smiles and pats my shoulder before walking out the door, Carden trailing after her like a lovesick puppy. He’s so totally into her, but I have yet to notice whether or not she returns his feelings. Either that, or she just doesn’t show it in front of me. Is she afraid of how I’d react? Hell, I’d be after witnessing my breakdown from a few days ago. I snort while shaking my head. What a mess. Instead of dwelling on it, I stand, deciding to do what she suggests.
Pursue having a good time.
Time to coax my lords to spend the night with me. It’s true that I’ve barely had time to see any of them, leaving me aching and wanting without them. That all changes tonight. I’m done waiting for them to show up at my rooms. They’re going to come to me in our giant couples suite. That is, if I can find where in the hell it is. I’ve been searching for it for over an hour. There are no secret passageways off the main hall here, and it’s not in any of the rooms nearby. I’m about to give up the search when Eden walks by. An idea lights in my head and I snatch her hand, pulling her closer.
She yelps in surprise before her eyes focus on me. “Good lord, Blair. What do you need? And why are you sneaking around in the shadows? You’re making yourself look suspicious.”
I shrug sheepishly. “I’m looking for the royal suite. Do you know where it is?”
“Yes, but I’m not sure why you’d need to get in there tonight. . .” she trails off, cheeks coloring with the realization of what I’m intending to do there.
Embarrassment floods my chest, and a crimson blush climbs all the way from my neck to the roots of my hair. Maybe asking her and alerting her to my plan was a horrible idea. Will she think I’m a total horn dog now? And do I really care if she does or not? I wring my hands in front of me, watching her with all my focus, trying to get her to buckle and tell me where it is. Eden looks me over, that shocked expression still on her face before she grasps my wrist and tugs me along.
“I’m only going to do this on one condition,” she says, conveying Scarlet’s no nonsense tone perfectly.
“Anything,” I reply.
“No one can know I was the one that showed you, say that you found it yourself or another servant showed you. Scarlet would kill me.”
“Done, my lips are sealed.”
We fall silent as she rushes me through two hallways and down a set of stairs before coming up to a familiar dark hallway. It’s almost identical to the one in Michael’s castle. The walls are carved with symbols I don’t quite understand, interlocked with flowers and vines all the way down. Once we get to the massive double doors Eden stops, releasing me. I run my fingers along the carved doors, marveling at the intricacy of the pattern. I’ll have to ask the lords about it later. They must know what it all means.
“This is as far as I’ll go, any farther and they’ll know my scent. You have to go in by yourself,” Eden murmurs, rubbing her arms.
I give her a weird look. “Are you cold?”
“No, there’s an odd feeling in the air here. It makes my skin crawl. You don’t feel it?” She asks, giving me a quizzical look.
In truth, the closer we got to the doors, the more at ease I felt. Being in the castle tempers my nerves, swipes away my doubts and inhibitions. It might be the curse, or it might be destiny, or a little bit of both but either way I was meant for these men, meant to be here. Even if I explained to Eden, I’m not sure she would understand. Would it be better to lie?
“No, I feel. . . fine,” I finish lamely.
“Uh-huh,” she replies, clearly knowing that I was omitting some information. “Alright, I’m gonna go. Good luck.”
“Wait!” I stop her, pressing a quickly scribbled letter into her hand. “Have this delivered to them, please.”
She gives me an exasperated look before nodding and bustling down the hall. I turn toward the grand doors, running my hands along the wood once more. It takes me a few minutes to build up the courage to open them. When I do, they emit a loud ominous creaking sound that makes me cringe. This time there’s no fire lit in the fireplace, no vanilla scented candles burning to make the space inviting. In fact, it looks like no one has been in here in months. Dust covers every surface except for the bed. It’s the only thing that looks pristine, as if it’s spelled to never become dirty or aged.
I have a lot of work to do before the lords arrive, so I kick off my heels and bustle over to the fireplace first. There’s a hefty stack of wood there that I use to start a meager fire, and it lights up the space nicely, making it ten times more inviting. I warm my hands for a minute before going into the bathroom looking for a rag. Taking one from the closet, I wet it with sweet smelling soap and wipe down every surface in the room. It leaves behind a pleasantly sweet odor, and I smile when the fire light shines off the newly polished tables. Even if they show up now before I’m completely done, it’s presentable enough that they’ll be pleased.
I throw the rag on the ground in the corner of the bathroom after wiping down the porcelain as well, leaving it sparkling clean. Next, I take the lighter and walk around both the bathroom and the sleeping quarters to light the candles. They smell of fresh pine and snow rather than vanilla, and I breath it in, shivering when it heightens my desire by reminding me of Raphael. For some reason, over the course of my cleaning spree I’ve become more and more turned on. As if even being in this room makes me dripping for them. If that’s the case, I might be certifiable.
Shaking off the pointless thoughts, I march into the bathroom and turn on the tap. Warm water gushes out, filling the tub quickly as I throw in rose petals and dump some sweet smelling bath salts into the water. Just as I finish, the grand doors creak open again. I bustle out of the bathroom and stop in my tracks in the doorway when I see all four of them standing there, marveling at my work.
“You did all this?” Uriel asks, walking to the fireplace to throw on another log.
“Yeah, I guess I just wanted some time alone with you,” I reply while looking down at my toes.
Raph walks up to me, tilting my chin up to meet his mouth. We kiss, our lips melding together so perfectly that I sigh into his mouth, my limbs trembling with barely restrained desire. He pulls back, growling with approval when he inhales the scent of my already raging desire. The sound of the water still running brings me back to earth. Before he can pull me into bed I rush back into the bathroom, turning off the tap just before the tub overflows with water. The others follow me, crowding into the room and inhaling the scent of my desire mixed with the bath salts and candles. Their eyes fade to deep crimson, fangs elongating as they step forward while shedding their clothes.
“I want to fuck you in the bath,” Michael murmurs lowly, and the deep timber of his voices makes my knees shake.
“Yes, I think that would be a perfect way to start off the evening,” Gabriel adds, stepping forward completely naked, the hard length of him out for all to see.
My core throbs as I stare at it, remember how it felt pumping in and out of me. My mouth waters for it, and struggle to reach behind me to unzip my dress. Uriel spins me around, making quick work of the gown as it falls to the floor in a heap. My underclothes are next, easily shredded by his razor sharp talons. They glide against my skin, never cutting me, but leaving delicious lines of fiery desire in their wake. I pant with it, letting my body fall back against his and savoring it when he leans down to trail kisses along my neck.
The others growl behind us, clearly upset that their younger brother is monopolizing me. Despite their warning sounds, I don’t move, in fact, I grab his hand and put it against my dripping pussy, aching for him. He hums in approval as his fingers slide easily through my slick folds, finding that sweet spot and making me cry out. Uriel chuckles against my neck, teeth grazing the sensitive skin right over my artery. I arch against him, practically begging him to sink his teeth into me. He doesn’t, only kisses the skin sweetly while continually circling my clit with slow, languid strokes. It builds the orgasm slowly, aching so.
As if they're done waiting, the others crowd around me, trailing their fingers down my skin. Michael kneels, taking one nipple into his mouth while twisting the other. I cry out again, bucking as release powers through me, sending shivers of pleasure across every inch of my skin. They drag it out, nipping and sucking all parts of my body. My nipples, the apex of my thighs, my neck, my ear. It’s sensory overload, and before I know it, I’m falling over the edge again, knees buckling. Michael catches me in his arms before I can hit the floor, guiding me safely to straddle him. He claims me with his mouth, thrusting his tongue in and swirling it against mine. I moan at the contact, my core heating up once more, clearly ready for more and more pleasure. As much pleasure as they’re willing to give me.
“Did that feel good?” He murmurs against my lips.
“Y-yes,” I pant, shivering when Raph kneels behind me, dragging moisture from core back to circle around my ass. “W-what are you doing?”
“Relax,” he coos, circling his fingers around my tight hole. “It will feel good, I promise.”
His words send me panting again, and my head falls back against his shoulder. Raph takes that opportunity to explore my neck with his mouth, his fingers still teasing my ass, never entering, just teasing. The sensation it brings is a totally different kind of pleasure from somewhere deep inside me. It makes my pussy weep with desire, ready for whatever comes next.
Michael positions me over him, and I suck in a breath when he slides in, pumping slowly. Raph slides one finger into my ass at the same time while sinking his teeth into my neck. My orgasm explodes immediately, thundering down my spine and gripping me wholly. I cry out and buck against them, crazed with it. Michael picks up speed, pounding into me over and over again until he too comes, roaring with release and sheathing himself fully. The moment I feel him unleash himself within me, I go over the edge again, softer this time. Raph pulls out of me, dragging me off of Michael in the process.
He showers kisses across my face while caressing my body and licking my neck to close the wound. “Are you alright? Was that painful?” He asks, worry in his voice.
“Oh no, it was. . . divine,” I whisper, voice hoarse from screaming my release.
He chuckles against me, leaning down to trail more kisses up my neck. But before he can, Gabriel hoists me into his arms, growling. “My turn.”
Raph returns a growl, standing up and narrowing his blazing red eyes. “You had her already.”
Uriel steps forward too, clearly wanting a turn inside me. Leaning back against Gabriel’s chest, I reach out and grip their hands, pulling them closer.
“Everyone can have me,” I say, pouting at them. “Just two at a time at first.”
Their eyes light up at the suggestion, knowing exactly what I’m referring too. Leaving the bathroom, Gabriel nearly tosses me onto the bed on my stomach before yanking me back up on my knees. The possessiveness in the gesture turns me on even more, and a moan escapes me. He sheaths himself inside me with one thrust, smacking his hips into my ass with an audible sound. Leaning down, he trails his lips along my back, licking and sucking.
“You like it rough, don’t you amante?” he groans.
“Yes, Gabriel, god yes!” I cry when he pounds into me faster and harder.
Raph appears in front of me, positioning his cock right over my lips. I take him inside my mouth, running my tongue along the soft velvet of his shaft. My eyes nearly roll back in my head when he moans and grasps the back of my head, pumping in and out of my mouth. Giving him pleasure is feeding my own, and I match Gabriel’s wild pace with my mouth, sucking and licking down to the skin.
“Fuck, Blair, you’re pussy is so, so wet,” Gabriel groans before giving me one final harder thrust and releasing himself within me.
I cry out, an orgasm hitting me at the exact moment that Raph’s hot seed coats my throat. I suck him through his own orgasm, swallowing easily and moaning against him. He hisses a string of curses before pulling out of my mouth and leaning down to kiss me hard. I’m panting with the exertion of our sexual escapade, but it’s not even done when Uriel takes Gabriel’s place behind me, entering me with far more gentleness. Raph explores my mouth as Uriel pumps into me with an exquisitely slow pace. My desire builds again, flying higher and higher. Michel and Gabriel climb onto the bed beside me, positioning themselves on either side of my neck before biting down and drawing blood.
Raph absorbs my cry of pain mixed with pleasure, riding it with his tongue. To my surprise, Uriel leans down and sinks his teeth into the soft skin of my back, drawing his own fill of my blood. Magic swirls into my chest, heightening my desire and pleasure, causing me to buck against Uriel’s dick, forcing him to speed up the tempo. He allows me to set the pace, more focused on feeding and stroking my clit over and over again. When he takes it in two fingers and squeezes, I combust, arching up and off the bed, forcing them out of my neck, blood spraying. Raph holds me down before it can get out of control, licking along my wounds so they close.
At some point during my dizzying orgasm, Uriel had come as well, dripping into me. When he pulls out, I collapse onto the bed, my chest heaving, body covered in sweat. And yet, I feel sated for the first time since we all came together before. A deep sense of peace envelopes me, and I smile to myself while I try to catch my breath, pussy sore and quivering. The lords shower me with kisses and lick up the excess blood on my body, moaning when it’s mingled with my sweat. I nearly flush with embarrassment at the thought before pushing it away, these men want all of me, and clearly aren’t embarrassed by my human sweat. Nonetheless, I really
want to scrub myself clean.
“Carry me to the bath,” I command, rolling over and holding out my arms for someone to pick me up.
“Yes, your majesty,” Uriel chuckles, pulling me up and into his embrace.
The others follow us in, and I moan when my body sinks into the water. My muscles instantly relax, going near liquid against the hard marble seat. My lords surround me, pressing in close and petting my skin as if they can’t get enough. I laugh and push them away so I can dunk my hair, scrubbing it free of any sweat and blood that clings to it. When I surface I see that they’ve spread out, sinking into the bath to enjoy it themselves, seemingly shaken out of their lust filled fog.
“You are truly amazing, Blair,” Uriel murmurs, sinking lower into the tub.
“I second that,” Raph says, eyes closed.
“Agreed,” Michael and Gabriel say together, grinning.
I blush. “Oh stop it.”
The crowd into me again, nipping and stealing kisses along my skin until I’m yelping and laughing while swatting them away. Uriel and Raph pull me across their laps and whisper loving words while the others massage my sore muscles, working out the strain our love making had put into them. This is how a queen is treated. I am no concubine, no disposable lover as I had once thought. They care for me, and I for them.
If someone had told me three months ago that we’d end up like this, caressing each other and murmuring sweet nothings in the bath, I would have laughed in their face. But now. . . they mean so much more to me than I ever would have thought possible. After all the women they were with, loving each of them in turn, I never believed there would be enough room for me. But the way they made love to me, the way they are cherishing me now. . . I feel it. I feel that little love plant inside me preening in the sun and opening it’s bud, if only a little.
Each time we come together a piece of me is given away to them, and I’ve come to find that I don’t mind.
I don’t mind one bit.
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Chapter Five
“Ugh,” I groan, rolling over in bed, only to find myself lying on top of two other bodies.
My face flushes when it brings back memories from the night before. I sit up, looking down at Raphael’s sleeping face. His expression is so soft right now, so kissable. Well, he’s always kissable, but he’s especially so right now. They all are, lying beneath me with their arms or hands wrapped around some part of me like it’s even painful in sleep to let me go. Seeing them like that, so vulnerable in comparison to the feral strength they display when awake, is truly. . . magnificent.
A small sigh escapes my lips when I run two fingers down Raph’s naked chest, marveling at the muscles there. The sound is all it takes to wake them, and all four of my terrifyingly beautiful lords blink up at me, sleepy smiles on their faces. Michael rolls toward us, all of his nakedness on display, making me bite my lip as desire surges through me like liquid fire. All at once their nostrils flare as they scent my desire, and nearly identical wicked grins show off their canines.
“I wouldn’t mind a morning wake up call,” Uriel growls from beneath me, bringing me up to straddle his already rock hard cock.
I splay my hands across his chest, relishing the feeling of it, wanting to rake my nails down it. As if sensing that need, he nods up at me while licking his lips. That nod is all I need to sink down onto him, throwing my head back at the luscious feeling of fullness it brings. The others crowd us, running midnight soft talons along my skin. The sensation builds my desire, forcing me to grind against Uriel harder and harder until I’m bucking wildly, moans escaping me.
Michael and Raph come up on their knees on either side of me, running their smooth cocks along my skin. I take both of them in my hands, pumping them hard and fast to match the rhythm I’ve set with Uriel, needing a hot and hard release. Gabriel trails lazy kisses along my neck and spine, arms wrapped around me and fingers twisting my nipples. His cock rubs up against my ass, nearly entering it several times with how slick my pussy has made me. I gasp each time, shying away from it. He doesn’t push it, only rides me as much as I’ll let him. The desire builds, a wave of it so tall and heady that I’m panting their names.
“Say my name, love, say it,” Uriel groans, gripping my hips and pounding into me with a savagery that I delight in.
“Oh Uriel! Please don’t stop, please!” I nearly wail as I come.
The men at my sides and back come with me, showering me with their hot seed. Uriel thrusts through my orgasm, dragging it out until the sensation is almost painful before he falls over the edge as well, shouting my name in the process and sending delicious aftershocks of desire through me. I fall against his chest, my breathing hot and heavy, body twitching from the lingering pleasure coursing across my skin like lightning. When he pulls out of me, I can’t help but cry out at the loss, whimpering softly. The sound was uncontrollable, but it sent a wave of embarrassment through me anyhow. Jesus, Blair! Get a hold of yourself!
Someone gets off the bed and pads into the bathroom before returning with a warm wet towel. They clean me off with loving strokes, kissing along my body as they go, sending goosebumps down my arms and legs. I sigh when multiple sets of strong hands replace the towel, giving me another massage. This part is almost as beautiful, if not more so, than the sex. That’s what frightens me, this closeness, this intimacy. It’s the whole reason I haven’t completely submitted to them, why I’m still holding back a piece of myself.
I don’t want to give in to it just for it all to be ripped away again.
So, instead, I lift my head and look at Uriel. His eyes are closed, a small, satisfied smile lifts his lips. With a start, I realize they’re massaging him too. It’s a testament to their closeness, to their love for each other and it makes me wonder whether or not they’ve ever gotten close in other ways, sexy ways. The thought sends a flush to my cheeks and I bat it away. No! Of course not, they’re brothers, I think, still studying Uriel’s content expression. But on the other hand. . .
“Why have I suddenly become an uncontrollable horn dog?” I blurt out in an attempt to get my mind off the subject.
Uriel blinks, eyes focusing on me, a lazy smile on his face that sends a pang of happiness through my chest. God my lords are beautiful to look at, especially when they’re smiling. And it nearly shatters me when he rolls me gently off of his chest to lie on the soft sheets. These men, with all their muscles and talons and sharp teeth treat me like fine china. It’s truly humbling, the feeling of being cherished. I look between all of them, giving them my best smile. A cute blush comes to their cheeks as they stare, nearly opened mouthed, back at me. Their reaction makes my smile widen as I giggle, eyes dancing from one man to the next. I’ve struck them speechless with my smile.
“Is anyone going to answer my question?” I ask, humor lining my words.
Michael shakes his head. “Oh, it’s the bond strengthening. Until it’s solidified, we will be drawn to each other by a powerful physical attraction, almost as if you’re in heat. I know that’s a shifter term, but it works here too. Between a vampire and their chosen bonded human, this is the courting stage filled with lots of love making.”
My cheeks flush. I’m in heat. “Oh,” I squeak in reply. 
“So, it’s best if you’d stop being so stubborn and let us in, Blair. Then you might not be so sore all the time,” Gabriel says, a wicked grin on his face.
Raph slugs him, pretty hard if Gabriel’s answering flinch is any indication. He turns to me after scowling at his brother. “Don’t listen to him, Blair. Take your time.”
I laugh, even though my face is beet red. “It’s true though. Don’t worry, I’m not offended,” I pause, considering my next confession carefully. The lords lean in as if hanging off my every word. “In all honesty, I’m just scared. Physical relationships have always been easy for me, but emotional ones? I’m not a big fan of them after what happened with Carden, but I’m trying my hardest to change that. To let you in.”
By the time I finish speaking, I’m staring down at my fingers, picking at a hangnail mercilessly. There. I laid all of my baggage out for them to see, I was completely and embarrassingly honest with them. Hopefully they’re not weirded out by it, or worse, exasperated that Carden is holding me back yet again. That prospect makes me lift my head, chewing on my lip and looking at each of them in turn. Their expressions are a mixture of compassion and guilt, well, compassion from the three oldest lords, and guilt from Gabriel. When we lock eyes, he sits up on his knees, grasping my hands between his warm, calloused ones.
“I apologize, Blair. My words were simply a jest, I don’t mean to rush you. We will wait as long as you need,” he says, voice hoarse.
“It’s okay, really,” I reply, patting his hands before climbing out of the bed. “But I think I’d like to take a shower by myself this morning. Will you call for breakfast to be brought here? I’d like it to be just us.”
“Of course, whatever you want,” Raph murmurs, eyes roving over my face.
I turn away from him when tears threaten and clutch my hands to my chest. Not falling in love with these men is going to be harder than I thought, and I’m starting to wonder why I’m fighting it at all. They watch my every movement, trying to figure out how I feel as I inch toward the bathroom, nearly flinching at the soreness between my legs. It’s not painful, per say, but it’s not comfortable either. All it does is make me walk a bit awkwardly across the bedroom, thighs apart to reduce the friction. My skin prickles when I stop in the bathroom doorway, knowing full well that they’re still looking at me with wounded puppy dog eyes; wishing that I’d invite them into the shower with me. To be honest, I don’t know if I could resist going for a third round if they’re all slick and soapy against my skin, but I also don’t know if my lady bits can handle it. So, I close the door behind me with finality, sealing my hot as sin lords out.
***


Today’s the day of the party, but I can’t bring myself to feel any sort of stress after the sexcapade I just had with my lords. They also appear much more relaxed, laughing and talking over breakfast in front of our fireplace. It’s incredibly homey, I realize, as I snuggle deeper into the cocoon of blankets I’ve made in the armchair closest to the fire, taking a sip of my coffee. Again, they were miffed when I decided to sit by myself rather than on the massive leather couch with them, but I had decided that we need some distance.
The more sex I have with them, the more I want it again and again. And despite their claims that all that ends when the bonding is complete, I’m not sure how true that is. This desire feels all consuming, a raging inferno that can’t be doused no matter how much water you throw onto it. So, to think that it will just go away when we complete the bond doesn’t seem right to me. It’s all I can think about right now, and every time our skin touches, no matter how platonic it is, my insides light on fire.
So yeah, I had decided to sit over here by myself if only to get a break from the sexcapade.
“Would you like another piece of toast, Blair?” Uriel asks, pulling me from my thoughts.
I look up at him, smiling. “No, thank you. I’m just going to sip on my coffee for a little longer before Scarlet finally finds me and drags me away to get ready for the party.”
They all chuckle, knowing full well how demanding Scarlet can be. It’s what makes her the perfect maid for me. I need someone to kick me in the rear every now and then, without it I might never rise from the solace of my very expensive, very comfortable, bed in my private suite. I try not to think about how the lords knew to pick someone like her to be my lady in waiting. Had they done research on me? Observed me? Or had it been intuition?
I have so many unanswered questions that I’ve simply brushed aside in favor of sexual desire. But no more! Time to ask them everything and anything I need to know about this bond and my role and their past. . . lovers, I think; and the word leaves a sour taste in my mind. I don’t know when thinking of the other women turned from distant knowledge into raging jealousy, but it has. It probably has something to do with me being in heat, as Michael said it. My cheeks flush again at the word. It sounds so. . so carnal. Which, if I’m honest with myself, is exactly right. That’s what I’d call this never ending pit of lust in my chest and between my legs, carnal.
“Sooo. . .” I drawl, pulling their eyes to me. “I have some questions now that I’m, uh. . .” I trail off, cheeks flaming.
“Sated?” Gabriel adds, that stupid grin back on his face.
I narrow my eyes at him. “Why do I like you again?”
The others laugh, throwing their heads back in a near identical fashion. It sends a shiver down my spine. That’s the second time something like that has happened, like they’re simply copies of each other with slightly different personalities. Almost cult like in nature, a group so tightly knit that no one besides their bonded lovers can become close. It’s strange, really, but that’s not what I want to focus on right now despite how much it both creeps me out and draws me in.
“Anyway,” I continue, shooting Gabriel one last scathing look. “I want to know things about you, about this bond, and whether or not I can do anything about it.”
Michael’s brows pull together. “Anything about it?”
My cheeks color once more. “Yikes, that’s not what I meant. I guess I was referring to the curse, not the bond itself.”
He sits back, crossing a foot over his knee. “Ah, I see. Well, I suppose we can tell you about the origin of the curse, though I will warn you that it does not paint us in a flattering light. It began before we rose to power, actually, when we were living on the streets to learn. . . humility.”
The last word is practically spit from his mouth, an obvious amount of animosity for his time on the streets present in his heart. He holds my gaze, eyes boring into me with a deeper meaning to his words, trying to convey something. I’m not exactly sure what he means by it being unflattering. Raph had told me they lived on the streets for a while, but not about anything horrible happening.
“Okay, I’m ready to hear it.”
As if I failed the test, Michael looks away, mouth twisting. Uriel glances at his brother before scooting forward and placing his forearms against his knees. Even he looks nervous, which in turn makes me nervous. Uriel is the happy go lucky one of the group, so seeing him like this sends a pang of worry through my chest. Gabriel is silent, as usual, that self-satisfied grin of his nowhere to be found. His face looks haunted, almost, and when I glance at Raph he has an identical expression lining his features.
“We were feral at the start of our lives,” Uriel begins, shame coating the words. “We took human blood whenever we wanted it. Our father hated us for it, warning us over and over again that he’d disown us if we didn’t get ahold of ourselves. Obviously, we ignored him, believing him to be a simple minded old man. He threw us out a month later, claiming to be teaching us a lesson.”
Raph rubs a hand over his mouth before taking over. “It didn’t change our behavior, at first. We continued to take what we wanted when we wanted, but never killing, never that. That is, until we came across the first woman to have your ambrosia blood.”
Gabriel closes his eyes, turning away. “We couldn’t stop ourselves, we fed and fed from her and fucked her until she died.”
The silence is deafening, and I clamp a hand over my mouth to hide the horrified tilt of my lips. So, Melisandre wasn’t the first one, not technically. Whoever the poor woman was that they killed was the first, the true bearer of the curse. So that’s why they’re being punished. . . because they killed someone. My blood chills at the thought, and I refuse to meet their eyes. But it was years ago, I tell myself, years.  
But still.
“Ah, I see. Then what happened?” I ask after the silence stretches on for an uncomfortable amount of time.
Michael looks up at me from the fire as if surprised, like he had become so lost in his past that he forgot he was in the present. The others don’t move, and guilt swirls in my stomach at the haunted air in the room. This is my fault, I’m the one that asked them to elaborate. . . maybe I shouldn’t have. But on the other hand, I feel like I need to know.
“We didn’t feed for thirty days and thirty nights, nearly killing ourselves in the process. We had crawled away to a cave to die, our despair a heavy blanket on our shoulders,” he replies, mouth turned down in a deep frown. “But our father found us somehow, giving us his own blood to sustain us long enough so we may live.”
I pull my brows together, trying and failing to see how they were cursed. “So, how’d you find out about the curse?”
Uriel shrugs, eyes still trained on the dancing flames in front of us. “The women found us, over and over again. We met them no matter what, even when tasting their blood that was so like the first brought us utter despair. That was the first time I’ve ever felt love, when meeting Melisandre, no matter what she’s like now.” He pauses, finally turning his eyes toward me, and I suck in a breath at the tortured look on his face. “I’ve never felt something so horrendous and perfect in all my life, and we’ve been forced to endure it, to cherish it, ever since.”
“And you’ve never taken another life?” I whisper, our eyes still locked.
“Never,” he utters like a prayer, lips barely moving.
Relief swoops through my chest so strongly that I collapse against the back of my chair, coffee sloshing in my cup. I don’t know why that tiny detail was so important to me, but it is. No matter who they are, royalty or not, I don’t condone the killing of anyone or anything for blood. Especially when we have such an easy solution now with the blood donation centers in every coven. The men turn to stare at me, worry and nerves plain on their face as they await my next words. My mouth goes dry, and I lean forward to set my cup down in an attempt to give myself more time to think. What am I supposed to say to that? That I forgive them? That I love them despite it? I have no idea what to say, so I opt for total honesty.
“Thank you for telling me the truth,” I murmur.
“Of course,” Michael replies, eyes darting across my face as if he can work out some hidden meaning between my words.
“Is this love?” I blurt out, confusion swirling in my chest. “This odd connection and my every waking nerve ending craving your touch?”
Raph scoots forward to grasp my hand in between his own. “No, that’s the curse. Love comes after if you allow it to. If you want it to.”
That’s the question, isn’t it? Do I want it to?
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Chapter Six
Four hours later I’m squeezed into an overwhelmingly large ball gown the color of fallen leaves with makeup to match. This time, standing outside the grand double doors of the main hall, I don’t feel the urge to vomit onto the marble floor. I’m beginning to get used to this life, even only after a month. Probably because I was destined for it, or rather, cursed for it. The thought sends a pang of unease through my chest, especially when I think about what Raph told me after the original story.
We’ve tried avoiding it, embracing it, even refusing to drink from them for lifetimes. Nothing changed, nothing worked, we still fell in love over and over again only to lose them.
The complete sadness in that sentence, in the tone of his voice when he said it, will haunt me until the day I die. If they’ve tried for over a thousand years to break the curse, who am I to think I can break the curse? Just the thought of all the human lifespans they’ve lived leaves me feeling small and insignificant. I know that’s not how they were trying to make me feel, but it’s still the result of that conversation. Now that I know more about it, about their past, I feel less sure not more. What a mess.
“Ready?” Eden asks, shaking me out of my thoughts.
I nod, squaring my shoulders. “Ready.”
The doors open as if on a phantom wind, creaking slightly in the deafening silence. Next come the trumpets, blaring my arrival so all know to turn and watch me descend the staircase. The vampires of Raphael’s coven are more subdued in nature, older, almost if the town landscape I saw when we arrived was any sort of indication. They watch silently, eyes level, almost bored. Someone announces me as I begin to make my way down the steps, holding up the heavy folds at the front of my dress so that I don’t trip and die.
My eyes rove over the patrons, looking for any sort of familiar face. Jade is there with Carden, standing close to the dais, looking regal and beautiful in an emerald green gown. Carden dressed to match her, a brilliant tunic in the same shade that brings out his eyes. It sends a pang through my chest, closing up my throat, so I look away only to find the eyes of Melisandre. Shock flows through me at the fact that she made the trip here as well, seemingly following either I or the lords from place to place. Her gown is a striking shade of silver that shimmers with each of her movements. It’s a stark contrast to the fashion around her, but in an elevated sort of way, as if she’s timeless in a room full of spinning clocks.
Our eyes burn into each other until I’m on the floor and can no longer see in the sea of people. Once the spell is broken, I shake my head, curls bouncing from side to side as I approach the bottom of the dais, not hesitating to climb it once I arrive. Raph steps down to help me up the stairs, ever the gentleman. I shoot him a small smile that he returns, squeezing my hand for good measure. Then he turns to the crowd, a broad grin surfacing.
“Welcome precious citizens of Scionset! Thank you so much for coming to celebrate the arrival of our glorious new queen. Now, revel in the drinks and music, for I am feeling especially generous tonight,” he booms, his voice ringing with a level of authority that I’ve never heard in his tone before.
The crowd roars, raising their glasses in salute as the music begins again. This time it’s not classical, it’s a rock band. Perhaps I was wrong when I assumed that these vampires are older and more refined. Raph leads me to my throne right next to his, but before allowing me to sit, he spins and dips me to plant a chaste kiss on my lips for the crowd. They scream with glee at the display, further proving just how rowdy they are.
When he lowers me to my chair, my head is spinning with desire and a zing of adrenaline. I’ve seen Raph flirty, even coy, but never like this. Never outgoing and full of mischief. Is this the type of ruler he is? It’s strangely alluring to me. We lock eyes as he sits down, and I finally notice the crown atop his head. It’s golden and brilliant, a tangle of carved gilded leaves around his head. I nearly gasp at the beauty of it, wishing that my own tiara was similar.
“You’re different tonight,” I say while leaning into him.
“I am happy,” he replies, lips brushing against my ear, and I shiver. “Being home brings me a sense of peace I do not carry elsewhere. Well, perhaps I do, but only with you.”
His words send me melting back into my own throne, nearly swooning at the smoothness. If I’m not careful, I’ll find myself in love with that man long before I’m ready for it. I know he’s a wordsmith, he must be for how much I’ve seen him with a book in his hands. It reminds me that I wanted to ask him for recommendations, but we’ve been so busy that I haven’t gotten the chance. And he still hasn’t given me my favorite book back.
“How smooth of you,” I say once I’ve recovered.
He laughs. “Ah, are my charms wearing off?”
“Not quite,” I  quip, a blush fanning my cheeks.  
He moves away to sit up straight in his throne, and my chest aches with his absence. Jeez, I have to get a hold of myself. Missing a man who’s less than a foot away? This curse is definitely messing with my head. Even after hearing their heartbreaking story from this morning I still want to break the curse before falling in love with these men. I need it to be real. No what ifs, no uncertainty. That’s the only way that I’ll truly let go and cement this bond we seem to have. Even if it’s possible that once the curse is broken. . . we won’t feel it any longer. But I’ll cross that bridge if I ever get to it.
Instead of dwelling on it, I stand, giving Raph one more kiss on the cheek for good measure, and then dive into the crowd. Jade and Carden are there to sweep me forward, swirling me around and around in circles. Three songs and two drinks in, the lords join us, pulling me into their arms. The music pulses against me, bass rattling my bones and the guitar rift soothing my soul. And I’m laughing as I twirl, sweat beading along my forehead as my skirts swirl around us. The lords bounce me from chest to chest, reveling in my happiness, seemingly drinking it in as if it can sustain them just as much as my blood does.
“You are so beautiful, Blair,” Michael whispers in my ear as I lean back into his chest, grinning from ear to ear.
“As are you,” I reply, tilting my head for a kiss.
He obliges, deepening it when I nip at his bottom lip. My body goes liquid against him, but he holds me up with one arm around my middle, the other wrapped around my chest. I moan into him, and he answers with a growl before I’m ripped away and into Raph’s arms. He too, kisses me, and when my toes curl within my heels I can’t bring myself to care that there’s hundreds of people, of vampires, watching us. Deciding to be a little bit mischievous myself, I spin away, grinning wickedly at the look on his face. When he sees my expression, his answering grin is so devilish that my core throbs in answer.
I turn and make my way through the crowd, not quite running, but not a leisurely pace either. The lords stalk me through the crowd, watching my every move, and a thrill rushes around my chest. My grin grows when I burst through the other side, kicking off my shoes to pick up speed knowing that they’re nearly upon me. There aren’t many places to hide, so I pick the first one I see, two double doors that lead out back into the garden. Once I’m in the fresh air I press my back to the outer wall, taking in deep breaths to calm my rushing heart.
Maybe it’s the alcohol, or the curse, or something else entirely, but it’s been a while since I’ve had this much fun. I push off of the wall and am about to peek back into the hall when two arms hook around me from behind, pulling me into their chest. I squeal in glee at first, enjoying our game of cat and mouse. Until I realize that the chest I’m pressed against is soft. A woman’s chest.
I go ridged against them as they drag me deeper into the garden, nails digging into my arms. Even after making my body dead weight, the woman has no problem carrying me, letting me know that she’s a vampire. I buck wildly against the woman, squeezing my eyes shut and opening my mouth to shout for my lords. Before I can, her hand clamps over it, silencing me. Her grip is too strong, too overpowering. There’s no way that I’m going to break free, so I go boneless again instead in an attempt to slow her down. Hopefully, the lords will soon realize that our game isn’t a game anymore and rush to find me.
“Let me go or you’ll regret it!” I scream into her hand, voice muffled.
She laughs, and I recognize it. My blood goes cold when I look down to confirm my suspicion. The woman’s dress is silver, the same one I saw Melisandre wearing when I came down the stairs earlier this evening. My head swirls with the effects of alcohol, reeling, and it makes it harder to form a coherent thought. I scratch my nails against her arms, leaving bloodied, raised welts behind, but she doesn’t even flinch. It sends despair through my chest, and tears begin to leak from my eyes. I’m no match for a vampire.
“Where are we going?” I cry.
She doesn’t respond as she drags me along. We move forward for a while, the only sounds around us are that of the crickets and the howling wind. I’m about to shout at her again when she pauses in front of the barn door of the stable, kicking it open with one leg. The door slams into the far wall, causing the horses to kick up and screech their fear. I struggle against Melisandre with renewed vigor, trying and failing to get away. As if done with me, she throws me to the concrete. I slam against it, rolling while cradling the elbow that first hit the ground as pain lances through it.
“I think you broke my arm!” I wail.
Melisandre smirks as she comes to crouch in front of me, grabbing a fist full of hair. “You’ve been a good girl, Blair, you know that?”
I struggle against her until she yanks my head upward, forcing a whimper out of me. “What do you mean?” I nearly hiss, proud of myself when my voice comes out even.
“You’re the first woman in five hundred years to make it to the second coven without the bond firmly set. I couldn’t take you at Michael’s castle. You still hated them, craved them, yes, but hated them all the same. For this to work, love must be blooming in your heart for my dear lords.”
Melisandre looks on, the grip on my hair loosening, her gaze near crazed with longing and passion. I didn’t know that she still loved the lords, or maybe learned to love them again after all these years. But it appears to have morphed into something different, something less like love and more like obsession. While her eyes are glassy and far away, I take stock of my surroundings, trying to identify a weapon or a means to get away. The far doors leading to the fenced in pasture are open, and two bareback horses are grazing. If I can get to one, maybe I can jump or break through the fence to get away.
“For what to work?” I whisper as I gather my legs beneath me, readying to make a break for it while she’s distracted.
“What I told you about at the last party, you imbecile. I must drain your blood to break the curse. The first woman for the last, it’s perfect,” she murmurs, leaning forward to graze her canines against my throat.
I shiver in fear, limbs nearly shaking with it. “Wait! How are you so sure? The lords told me the first woman was killed, they killed her. You’re technically the second.”
Melisandre pauses, pulling away from my throat. “You lie,” she hisses, yanking my hair so hard that she nearly rips it from my scalp.
I look wildly toward the horses again, hoping beyond hope that she’ll give me the opening I need. What should I say to make her let go? To make her give me an ounce of trust? This woman is crazy, so reasoning with her using logic is totally out of the question. She won’t believe anything I say. Perhaps playing along would allow me a moment’s reprieve before she sinks her teeth into my throat.
“Okay, okay,” I say, wincing when she ropes my hair around one fist. “I want to break the curse too, you’re right, I am beginning to love them, to cherish them.”
I figured that mixing the truth with part of a lie would make my statement more believable, and I was right. Her grip loosens and she stands up, pacing. My legs are still gathered beneath me, ready to spring forward and run for my life. But I hesitate as I was her, the lithe muscles in her body shifting as she paces. A vampire is most certainly faster than a human, and stronger. What makes me think that I could beat her out to the horses before she yanks me back into the barn? Especially while I’m wearing this massive, now filthy, ball gown.
A nervous sweat breaks out across my brow as I look from the open doors to the pasture and back to Melisandre. Will she run faster than me? Can I take the chance? Yes, a voice nearly screams in my head. Run! Without thinking anymore, I surge to my feet, lift my skirts, and sprint as fast as I can toward the nearest horse. Melisandre screeches in rage behind me, following. I don’t dare look back in case I lose my nerve or my footing. But I can feel her gaining, feeling the pulsing magic that a vampire is made of come closer and closer to my back.
“You can’t outrun me you bitch!” Melisandre screams seemingly no longer worried about staying silent.
As if that was a beacon, I hear shouting from around the front of the building, and racing footsteps. People are coming to help me, to stop her, but I can’t take the chance that if I stop fighting or running, that she won’t just bite me before they arrive. So I force my legs to go faster, to fly across the soft grass toward a massive stallion that’s now looking back at me with eerie recognition in it’s honey gold eyes.
“Blair!” Michael shouts, voice full of unimaginable fear. It sends a pang through my chest to hear him, but I don’t stop running, I don't stop fighting for myself.
As soon as I think I’m close enough to make it, I leap forward, slamming onto the horses back. It rears, huffing in protest as I slap its bottom, urging it along. The stallion, Gabriel’s stallion, I realize, takes off. My body bounces precariously on its back as I try to get purchase, gripping the horse's mane and dragging myself into a sitting position. Melisandre’s scream of pure rage follows me, echoing off the barn and back out across the plain. A shiver of fear arcs through my chest, and I lean forward to wrap my arms around Forza’s neck. He throws his head as if trying to shake me off before leaping straight up and over the fence, easily clearing it.
I scream when my body flies up and slams sideways back onto the horse’s back, nearly sliding off. The only thing that saves me is my iron grip around the stallion’s thick neck. We’re flying across the field behind the castle now, the stained glass windows shining ruby and emerald light to arc out across the tall grass. For a moment, I don’t hear Melisandre pursuing me any longer, and I hope that she has been left far behind. I loosen my grip on Forza to sit up. We’re nearing the tree line, and I know exactly where he’s headed. The lake. I look around frantically, unable to detect movement or see the woman chasing me, and I hope going into the woods is a perfect way to lose her.
“Blair! Come back, it’s not safe!” Gabriel yells, his voice booming across the field as if he’s a god.
I try to grip Forza’s mane, to turn him around, but it’s too late and he refuses to stop. We leap into the dark woods, shadows cloaking us and wrapping around me to hide me from view.
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Chapter Seven
I’m gasping for air by the time Forza slows down in front of a familiar sparkling body of water. The moon is full above us, giving me plenty of light to see as I slide off his back and fall to my knees, legs shaking. I’ve never ridden bareback before, and it was surprisingly hard to stay on. My legs had to grip his sides incredibly hard and for so long that they had gone numb. Same for my arms, as I had held his neck so tightly that I have no feeling left as I crawl toward the lake, willing to drink from it if only to wet my dry throat. The horse whines from above me, throwing his head and stomping his feet, eyes focused on my shaking body. I come up for air after drinking my fill, gasping.
“It’s alright, Forza, you saved me,” I croak.
“Not quite, my dear,” a feminine voice purrs.
This one is different from Melisandre’s, deeper, and full of malice. I turn toward the source but can see only shadow near the edge of the tree line. A shiver runs down my spine and I back into Forza’s broad flank, pulling strength from him. I had escaped one demon only to fall into the hands of another, I suspect, more deadly one.
“Who are you?” I call.
“Poor Melisandre was right, you know,” the voice replies, ignoring my question. “It takes your blood to be consumed by the first of us to break the curse.”
Something hits the ground and rolls until coming to a stop a few feet away. A trail of wet splotches had been left in its wake, sending a rush of fear through me as I step forward to look more closely. I bring both hands up to cover my mouth, screaming into them, horrified. My entire body trembles as I stumble away from Melisandre’s severed head. The skin of her neck is ripped and jagged, her mouth open in a scream of either pain or horror. Whoever is out there, studying me, ripped her head off her body, killing her.
“Who are you?” I say again, nearly sobbing now.
A whip of wind blows my hair back, and a tall, impossibly beautiful woman is suddenly in front of me. She has midnight hair so long that it nearly touches the back of her knees, and matching deep brown, nearly black, eyes. Her porcelain skin glows in the moonlight, making her look like a goddess incarnate. Our gazes lock, and the moment they do, I feel vampire magic assaulting my senses. It merely bounces away at first as all vampire magic does to me, but the longer she looks, the more my personal shield is chipped away bit by bit. I try to tear my gaze away and fail to do so, body shaking with terror. The only other beings I’ve met with this much power are my lords, and that tells me immediately who this woman is.
She is the first woman they ever took our golden blood from, the one they believed they had killed.
“Yes,” the woman nearly hisses. “Did they tell you my name? Do they even remember?” I shake my head, too afraid to speak as her long fingers curl into my hair and pull me closer to her.
“You’re special, you know. The first woman since myself to resist glamour, to resist the curse as easily as to last past the first month and into another. I’m not sure you know how truly strong you are,” she whispers, lips pressed against my ear. “You were meant to become a vampire, my dear, and I shall grant you that gift.”
Tears burn at the back of my eyes, but I refuse to let them fall, gritting my teeth. “No, I don’t want to forget them. I don’t want to become a vampire.”
The woman laughs, stepping away from me to circle my body instead. I try to move, to flee, but my muscles have gone rigid and still. Her alluring magic has completely ensnared me, leaving me prone and ready for whatever she has in store. I’ve never felt so helpless in my entire life, and a scream of frustration leaves my lips as I try and fail to move even a finger. She watches, eyes wide with excitement, her lips tilting into a cunning smile.
“Even now, you resist me, nearly break free of me, and I cannot touch your mind. It’s a beautiful thing, isn’t it?” She asks, rushing forward to grip my chin between two bruising fingers. “To have free will? You do not know just how lucky you are.”
“You’re talking about it like it’s difficult to resist a vampire's charms,” I spit, still struggling in vain to escape her magic.
She laughs, and it’s a manic, almost grating sound. “You know absolutely nothing about us, do you? Our powers of coercion helped the first of our lord's bloodline rise to power. Humans cannot resist us, we can control them on a whim, and then erase their memory of it immediately after. So you being able to resist is a trait most mortal men would die for,” she pauses, leaning in to lick a hot trail up my neck. “Probably kill for.”
My blood chills at her words, and I try in vain to jerk away from the probing iciness of her tongue. Nothing has ever felt so wrong on my skin, so cold. Every time she touches me a chill sweeps down my body. Is she starving? How long has she gone without blood?
“Nearly three hundred and sixty five days,” she croaks, eyes gleaming. “I had to cleanse myself of filthy blood so that all that will run through my veins is you.”
The next thing I know, her fangs are in my neck, and she’s drinking from me. I cry out, pain lashing through me like acid in my veins. This feels nothing like when the lords took my blood, that was a little bit of pain mixed with overwhelming pleasure. This is stinging, agonizing pain. Another scream tears from my throat, ringing out into the night. The woman pulls me closer, almost into a lover's embrace as my stiff body swoons against her. Feeling comes back into my limbs as the alluring magic lifts, but by that time I’m too weak from blood loss to move much. The most I can do is shove weakly against her chest, moaning in pain.
It does almost nothing, and the creeping darkness on the edge of my vision scares me to the bone. I know with finality that if that darkness overwhelms me, I’ll be dead. She will have drained my body completely, and I’ll rise again as something and someone I don’t know. Someone who doesn’t know the four men I’ve come to. . . love. A sob chokes me, and I cry out again, this time in despair. I never told them that I love them, I was too afraid, too untrusting. It feels so stupid now that death is hovering nearby.
“Please,” I moan, gripping her arms so tightly that my fingers are numb.
The moan pulls her canines
out of my throat and begins to smooth back my hair, cooing softly, “Do not worry, little lamb. I have taken your blood, and soon you will die and be reborn with more strength than imaginable. You will truly be worthy of becoming a vampire queen.”
I shiver in her arms, the inky blackness shifting closer with each passing second. It feels like the temperature has dropped several degrees in the span of minutes, but a distant part of myself, the logical part, knows that it’s because I’m dying. But right now, in this moment, all I can think about is the little moments I’ve had with the lords. The tiny pieces of happiness that I’ll lose once the human part of me dies.
Horse riding with Raph, hair flying and laughter riding on the wind.
Watching the sun rise with Uriel while exchanging our deepest secrets, our biggest regrets.
Hearing Gabriel’s pain of losing one of the many loves of his life and echoing it with my own.
Holding Michael close as he murmurs sweet nothings in my ear, stroking both my hair and my heart.
“I’ll forget them!” I wail with surprising strength, jerking in her arms.
Her hold tightens, and a strained bloody smile comes to her lips. “I know, little lamb. I know, but you will learn to love them still, perhaps even more deeply without the loss of your former lover hanging in the back of your mind.”
Her words strike a chord within me, and the sobbing takes over completely, my eyesight nearly gone. The woman looks over her shoulder as if she heard a noise, but the world is so faded now that I don’t register it when she’s blown away from me. My limp body drops to the ground, and suddenly I’m above it, floating. The pain is gone, and my body's eyes are closed. Somehow, while my body is dead, my soul is still here, clinging to life. I watch as the four men I’ve come to love to drop to their knees around me, looks of pain and utter despair on their faces.
“No!” Michael wails, pulling my cooling body into his lap and rocking me back and forth.
My heart wrenches when I see tears falling down his face. Gabriel kneels next to him, eyes riveted to my still, bloodied, face with an unreadable almost shocked expression on his face. As if he couldn’t believe this has happened, can’t accept it. Uriel and Raphael are charging toward the woman who’s staggering to her feet at the other end of the clearing. And as soon as she flips her hair up and out of the way, both of them stop in their tracks, identical looks of horror on their faces.
“Alina?” Raph murmurs, nearly choking on the name.
The name echoes in my mind as I try to commit it to a memory I know I won’t possess when I come back to life as a vampire, but I do it anyway. Michael turns as well when he hears the name, utter rage on his face as he hands my still body to Gabriel. He takes me in his arms, that same dead expression on his face as he stares and stares at me. It’s strange to watch from above, to feel detached from it. It’s like I’m in a strange dream, and when I blink myself awake, everything will go back to normal. None of this feels real, and maybe it’s not. Maybe I had too much to drink at the party and I’ll wake up in a few hours with nothing but a hangover and tales of a horrible nightmare.
“You’re supposed to be dead,” Uriel says, deadpan.
“Well, I’m not. I never have been,” she replies, gesturing to my limp form. “And your welcome, for that.”
All of my lords growl, stepping forward with murderous looks on their faces. “Thank you?” Michael roars. “Why would we fucking thank you for killing our bride? The love of our life?”
Alina laughs, and it’s that same manic sound from earlier, and I notice Gabriel flinch as if it pains him to hear it. “You stupid fool. Vampires cannot love humans, all you felt was the curse, and the bond it brings. We are meant to truly bond with our own kind, as your mother and father did.”
“A soul bonding,” Gabriel murmurs, looking stricken.
Alina nods in his direction, clicking her tongue. “Admit it, you’ve never soul bonded with all those human women. It was a simple blood bond, and it most certainly was never love.”
A rumbling growl builds in the back of Raph’s throat as his eyes turn a deep shade of red. “You know nothing about our love or bonds with the women. I will never deface them by saying it was only a cheap blood bond.”
“Fine, I do not care either way if you're honest with yourself or not. But once she rises again, the curse will be broken,” Alina replies, rolling her eyes.
The clearing goes utterly silent then, and my soul begins to rise upward. Fear grips me as I fight and struggle to stay, to get one last long look at the men I’ve come to care about so deeply, but it’s no use. My limbs become translucent in nature until beginning to disappear altogether starting with my fingers and toes. My ghostly body fades away inch by inch until all that’s left is my head, and I swivel to watch the lords lunge at the woman, a fight breaking out.
That’s the last thing I see before fading completely into the dark.
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Chapter Eight
For a while I bleed in and out of consciousness, feeling my body sway in someone’s arms. I can’t tell who it is, nor do I know who I am. My mind feels empty, void of life or memory. It’s a strange feeling to have, especially when I feel as if I was someone before now. As if my memories are just beyond where I can reach, fading away bit by bit as I struggle to open my eyes. It fills my chest with longing, but at the same time a part of me knows for certain that there will be no way to snatch them back.
My stomach rumbles fiercely, snapping out of my morose thoughts. I’ve never known a hunger such as this, so raw and gnawing that it feels like my stomach is turning over itself. It makes a desperate feeling stir in my chest, and I try like hell to rise from the utter darkness my soul sits in, but the veil just won’t lift. Either my body isn’t ready to wake, or something else is holding me back here. I don’t know which. My limp body jolts when the person holding me jumps gracefully over something.
Whoever is carrying me has been walking for quite some time. Every time I come up from the dark, trying to wake completely, I’m still swaying in their arms with each step. The smells around me are amplified, assaulting my senses until I’m nauseous. It’s woodsy and delicate. A mixture of pine, flowers, and animal musk. But another, more distinct scent is mixed in. Perfume of some kind that smells of. . . citrus and sandalwood. Both feminine and masculine at the same time. But the arms around me are small and wiry, clutching me with a strong grip. It must be a female, and someone in good shape.
“Wake, little lamb,” the woman murmurs, then. “Wake and drink.”
I can feel my brows pulling together as confusion riddles my brain. Drink? I’m not thirsty, I’m hungry. So, so hungry. A hunger that might never be sated, a hunger that’s nearly driving me mad as I sit here in the dark. I’d like to scream at the woman about this prison of darkness, but all I do is fall further into the cavern, my mind going blank as unconsciousness overtakes me.
***






















I jerk upright, gasping for air, my lungs working overtime as panic and hunger war within my chest. A strange, otherworldly woman is there, then, putting a glass to my lips. I almost knock it away with a growl that sounds less than human until the liquid hits my tongue. A flavor I’ve never experienced bursts across my tastebuds, and suddenly I’m clutching her wrist and tipping the glass all the way back to gulp it down. She replaces it with another, and I drink it just as greedily, my stomach filling with the spicey, rich drink.
“Slow, little lamb, or I will not give you a third,” the woman murmurs.
Another growl rumbles my chest, but I do as I’m told, slowing my racing thoughts and heart. As I do, the grip on her wrist loosens before sliding away completely. And when she hands me another tall glass of the dark red liquid, I’m able to take slow civilized sips, actually recognizing the flavors as I do. It’s sweet at first, but then spicey in the back of my throat like a mango hot sauce. I hum when I finish off the third glass, that insatiable hunger quelled afterward. Strength returns to my limbs slowly after drinking it, and warmth floods my veins like sweet fire, almost as if I had no blood to circulate before drinking whatever it is the woman gave me. It didn’t smell like blood, no, it smelt like summertime and citrus, just like her perfume.
“Where am I?” I croak, finally looking around the immaculate room.
I’m sitting against the headboard of an ornate four poster bed. The furniture around me is beautifully made of dark wood and black steel. Deep red and gold pillows accent the dark chairs and couches around the room and in front of the fireplace, along with the embroidered comforter beneath me. This woman must have a lot of money to afford something as nice as this.
“You are in my home,” she replies evasively, and I eye her as I stand to test my balance.
My legs are a bit unsteady as if I haven’t used them in a while, but I stumble toward the raging fire anyhow, my cold body craving the heat. She follows closely, arms out to steady me in case I need it, but not quite touching my skin. I’m grateful for it, as everything in this room is overwhelming my senses already without adding the sense of touch into the mix. The crackling of the fire sounds like gunshots, and the smell of her perfume, red drink, and smoke invades my nose like a slap to the face. The stronger I feel after drinking whatever powerhouse of an energy drink she gave me, the stranger I begin to feel.
“What did you give me? Drugs?” I ask, taking a seat on the low table nearest to the fire before reaching my hands out toward it.
The woman chuckles and the crazed sound to it sends a feeling of Deja vu through my chest that I can’t quite understand. I rub my palm across my sternum, attempting to get rid of the awful sense of fear that was left in her laughter's wake. Did I know this woman before I lost my memory? And if I did, why does her laugh send a spike of fear through my chest? She watches me closely for a moment before taking a seat to my left, elegantly crossing one leg over the other, her black dress flowing around her like a beacon.
“No, I did not give you drugs,” she begins, eyes turning cold and serious. “I gave you blood.”
My body goes rigid and I rear back as if I’ve been slapped. Blood? No, that couldn’t have been blood. I didn’t smell the familiar coppery tang of it or taste it. Whatever that was, it tasted like roses and sunshine and life. Not blood, not death. I narrow my eyes at the strange woman, trying to sense any type of giveaway that it’s a lie, but to my dismay, I see none. My fingers shake as I lower my hands from the fire to grip the edge of the table, a deep sweat breaking out across my lower back.
“No,” I moan, closing my eyes. “No, no, no!”
I hear the woman stand, but don’t bother to open my eyes and look at her as she crouches before me. “Oh yes, Blair. You are a vampire.”
Her words hit me like a shot to the heart, and just like all my other familiar memories slipping away, I get the vague notion that this turn of events is horrible, unthinkable. I drop my head and take a few deep breaths, attempting to calm myself but having little luck doing so. My thoughts are racing and jumbled up. On top of the panic that I’m a newly turned vampire, I don’t even know my own name. The woman said Blair, and it struck a chord in me, those fading memories confirming it. My eyes flutter open and I nearly jump when her face is close enough to touch with my nose if I lean forward. It really brings out her beauty, being up this close and personal. There’s not one imperfection on her face, and her large, round, eyes are a perfect deep chocolate brown. They match her long sheet of raven hair flowing down her back like water. Her beauty is nearly blinding, almost painful.
“Who are you?” I ask, voice shaking just as much as my body.
“You’re keeper, for now. My name is Alina.”
I watch her for a moment, testing the word on my lips. “Alina.”
“Yes.”
All of her attention is on me, and it’s so unnerving that I look down at my hands rather than back at her. Alina is a woman of power, of strength, I can feel it. It nearly sizzles in the room around us, that raw power. It makes me wonder. . . is there something more to her that I’m not seeing? Our eyes lock again, and hers seem to flash with an emotion I can’t quite catch. So instead of analyzing her, I lean back, trying to get some distance between us.
“You know, you’re very beautiful as a vampire,” Alina says, dragging one finger down my thigh.
I try not to flinch at the touch, still feeling vulnerable and confused after the change. “Uh, thanks. What did I look like before?”
“Still beautiful, but curvy, almost plump.”
Her words irk a deep part of me, as if whoever I was in my human life hated it when my weight was talked about. It’s no surprise, I assume that all women hate it when someone refers to their weight. The room turns sour as if my mood has affected the atmosphere outside my body as well as inside. Alina opts to sit next to me on the small table rather than crouch in front, and I nearly heave a sigh of relief. At least I can look up into the fire now to give my eyes somewhere to go.
“Thanks,” is all I say after the earlier uncomfortably long pause.
“Your welcome. Do you feel uncomfortable around me, Blair?”
“Yes,” I admit, still not looking at her. “But it’s mostly because I’m very confused right now. I didn’t know my own name until you said it, I don’t know where I am, where I came from, who my family is, nothing.”
Alina doesn’t respond for a moment, and I chance a glance in her direction. She’s staring into the fire as well, her expression full of a longing so strong that my own chest nearly aches with it. Does she remember her family? Her memories? If so, I need her to tell me how to bring them back, how to claw them back if I have to. That need rises within me like a desperate wave, and my hand darts out to take hers in a tight grip. She looks up at me, surprise coating her features as her eyes dart from our clasped hands and back up to my desperate face.
“Do you remember your past life?” I ask, leaning in.
She shakes her head. “No, but I found out about it by asking around after the change. I found out enough information to find my family and fiancé again, but I never had the courage to go back.”
My brows pull together. “Why not? Isn’t that the goal? To find our old memories and loved ones?”
Again, Alina lapses into silence, and instead of pushing her for more answers, I let her take her time before answering. If she had a former fiancé and a loving family, I can’t imagine what it would be like to discover them again, to finally find them, only to feel nothing for them when you look upon their faces. No residual love or attraction, nothing. Was she hoping that her memories would resurface? That she could slip back into her old skin as easily as if she never left?
“For the first four months of my vampire life it was my mission to find out who did this to me, and where my old family was. It consumed me completely, and soon all I thought about was blood and the urge to uncover the truth. But once I did. . . let’s just say that I didn’t like what I had found,” she pauses, exhaling. “I was turned in a town over fifty miles from where my family lived, so no one there knew me. But I asked and asked anyway, walking from town to town on bare feet and in my tattered still bloodied clothing.”
Horror fills my chest as I listen intently to her story. Walking fifty miles with nothing on you but bloody clothing and scattered memories? Plus, the overwhelming hunger she must have felt, only to be unsatisfied with food. I don’t know what I would have done without her when I woke up, I barely knew what was going on, let alone that I had turned into a vampire. Sympathy fills my chest as I watch her closely, still gripping her hand in both of mine.
“What happened when you got to your family's town?” I murmur, pitching my voice low so as not to startle her out of the memory that’s clearly shining through her eyes.
She shrugs. “The first person I asked knew my name, knew who I was. They told me that my name is Alina and that they could take me to my family. That I had been missing for over six months,” she stops, biting her lip. “I refused their help, asking for directions instead. The woman gave it to me, albeit a little bit reluctantly. So I made my way to the house, nearly bursting with excitement. But as I walked through the town and people pointed and stared and murmured, waving cautiously to me, I could tell that they knew what I was now. A blood sucking monster.”
Her final words come out full of bitter resentment, and I suck in a breath, nearly hissing at how deep her own words hit my own chest. Despite not having any in depth memories of my past, I still have general knowledge, and it’s telling me that humans don’t get along well with vampires. We prefer to stay separate, only coming into contact with them if we have to. Well, them, not we
anymore. I close my eyes after making the correction, batting away the sadness that tries to rise up inside me. This is my new reality, who I am now. It wouldn’t help anything to let it rule me.
“I’m sorry, you don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to,” I say.
She shakes herself, blinking away the emotion welling up in her eyes. “No, it’s fine. I want you to trust me. Telling you my own story might bridge the gap a little bit, right?” I nod, so she goes on. “My instinct to protect myself rose up, lingering on the edge of my sanity, waiting for them to make a move all while the lingering human part of me begged them not to. I was strong, for a vampire. Some of the others I met along my journey told me so, but they also told me that being strong would make it that much harder to gain control of myself and my new abilities. But thankfully, they left me alone and I got to my family’s house without any issue.”
She stops for a moment to stand up and move over to the window, facing away from me. Her tall, lithe, body full of obvious tension. What happened must have been bad if she’s this torn up about it so many years later. I clench my fists in my lap as I wait for her to continue, trying to curb my burning curiosity. It seems to have the opposite effect, permeating the air and filling the entire room with my emotions. I can almost smell it, as if it resembles citrus. My despair from earlier smelt of a rainy day or storm clouds rolling in. I wonder if this is my new power as a vampire, and if it is, what good will it do me? Can Alina feel it too? I peer up at her but see no indication that she can feel my emotions, not that I’d even know what it’d look like if she could. She shifts from foot to foot, the first time I’ve seen her do something like that. From the moment I awoke her body has been still and controlled, not a movement out of place. This must be really hard for her to talk about.
“Alina. . .” I begin, but she cuts me off.
“He had found another,” she nearly shouts, startling me. “My betrothed. I watched through the window as they laughed and talked and kissed. My parents were there, looking on with wary smiles on their faces as if they too, couldn’t believe it.”
A sour pit begins to form in my stomach, and I’m almost sure of who she’ll say it was. “Who?”
She whirls on me, fire in her eyes. “My sister. He didn’t even wait until my body was cold, didn’t love me enough, and neither did she,” Alina hisses, stalking closer to me as if she’s going to take out all of her anger and misery on me. I flinch, and she stills, pulling her fingers in to form tight fists instead. “So, I killed them. I killed them all.”
It’s impossible to keep the shock and horror from my face as I stare back at her. She’s breathing hard, and her hair is sticking to her sweaty face, making her look frightening. Well, that, along with the strange glint in her eyes that speaks of too many years on this earth alone, too much time to stew and form plans that slowly drive a person insane. This woman, Alina, whoever she is, isn’t all there. I’m not sure if that puts me in danger or not. Would she hurt another vampire?
A bright flash of a memory hits me. A severed head rolling across the ground, sticky with blood. . . but then it’s gone just as quickly as it came. My blood chills as I take in the image. Was that my answer? Did Alina kill whoever that was? I scramble to get it back, squeezing my eyes shut in the process, but it’s gone for good. I open my eyes to see Alina watching me, her face once again that impossible mask, her fingers uncurled.
“I apologize, Blair. I don’t know what came over me just now, I didn’t mean to frighten you,” she murmurs, a flash of guilt overtaking her features. When I don’t reply, only stare, she sighs. “I’ll leave you alone for a while to process this, okay?”
I shake myself out of my shock and fear enough to mutter a quick reply. “Yeah, sure.”
“Alright, I’ll be back around dinner time with more blood. And then we can discuss your new training schedule.”
She shoots me one last smile before ducking out of the room and closing the door behind her. And I can’t help but cringe when I hear the lock click into place.
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Chapter Nine
While she’s gone I keep the fire stoked and roaring to warm my permanently chilled body. But no matter how close I sit with the blanket wrapped around me, or how many logs I throw on, it doesn’t stave off the inherent cold I now know will be a part of me. It might even be an indication that I’m hungry for more blood, but the notion of drinking blood makes me nauseous. I can only hope that I'll be just as starved and uncaring as the first time I drank it. A shiver runs down my spine and I tunnel deeper into the cocoon of blankets I’ve been laying in for the past two hours after my shower.
That was the only thing that made me feel remotely normal, even if I am forced to wear nothing but the fluffy white robe that hung on the door in my bathroom. There were no clean clothes in the drawers when I looked, and I had refused to put the nasty ball gown back on. It was covered in sweat and dirt and blood. I have no idea what the hell happened before I was turned, but it must have been bad if the state of that dress is any indication. I sigh, rubbing at my aching temples. My head feels both empty and full all at the same time. Like there’s a veil over my past life, and I’ve been clawing at it for the past hour, trying and failing to get in. It’s infuriating how little I know about myself. Who I was and who I am now just aren’t aligning at all.
“I’m coming in my dear!” Alina shouts from outside, the lock on the door jiggling and clicking open.
I don’t move from my position lying across the floor in front of the fire. While she was gone I had come to terms with being her captive, and the fear of her melted away. Not because she isn’t dangerous, she is, but because I know in my heart that she has some sort of plan for me. And that will at the very least save my life for now. So I’m going to stick it out and cooperate with her to learn as much as I can about this new, foreign body before taking my chance to flee. I know it’s not the best plan, and it might even be a little bit naive, but it’s all I got.
“Are you hungry, Blair?” Alina asks from above me.
I look up at her, my eyes zeroing in on the pitcher of blood in one hand and the two glasses in the other. And instead of waiting for my answer, Alina surprises me by sitting on the floor next to me, legs folding beneath her gracefully. She doesn’t strike me as a woman who sits on the floor in front of the fireplace drinking tea and reading a good book. But she does look more approachable now that she’s wearing soft cotton pants and a navy blue tee shirt. Plus, she had pulled her black hair up into a messy bun at the top of her head. It almost makes her appear young, maybe even soft hearted when I know that image couldn’t be further from the truth.
“Here you go,” she murmurs, pouring a thick glass of the blood and handing it to me.
The moment my fingers close around the crystal of the glass, my stomach begins to naw with hunger, growling. Saliva gathers in my mouth, and the aroma is sweet and tangy this time, borderline masculine in nature. Does that mean this blood came from a man? I wonder to myself, biting my lower lip, only to gasp when my elongated fang pierces it. Alina leans in after licking her thumb, running it over the spot I had nicked. The wound seals up instantly, and I look up at her in surprise.
She smiles. “The healing properties of our saliva work on both humans and other vampires.”
I reach a shaking hand up toward my face to feel along the sharp plains of my front teeth. They grew out at the smell of the blood, so quickly and painlessly that I hadn’t noticed. Each canine is nearly an inch long, coming out over my bottom lip and resting precariously there. If I were to bite down again, I would sink both of them right into the vulnerable skin of my chin. Alina watches me closely as I explore the new feature, her eyes missing nothing.
“This feels,” I blurt out, my speech slurred and strange, almost like a growl, as I try to speak around my teeth.
“That’s because it is,” she says simply, face impassive. “Vampires are an abomination, bodies who should be dead, but aren’t. We feed off of other living things to survive, there’s nothing right about it. All you can do is learn to accept it.”
I close my eyes against her words while bringing the cup up to my lips, inhaling deeply. The blood doesn’t smell like blood. It smells like all of my favorite foods; like chocolate, rose wine and pasta. I take an experimental sip and the flavor explodes across my tongue just as it did before, maybe even more so this time now that I can stop to truly enjoy it. But the thought of enjoying it makes my stomach heave even as I chug the rest, gasping once it’s down.
“And what if I can’t accept it?” I ask, my tongue darting out to lick the remaining blood from my lips and fangs.
Alina shrugs, sipping out of her own glass. “Then it destroys you.”
“That’s comforting,” I snort, looking away from her to the fire.
“It’s not supposed to be.”
We lock eyes again, and hers draw me in. The darkness within them is so eternal, so inviting, that I think I wouldn’t mind drowning in it. In the back of my mind, I know that she must be using her magic to draw me toward her, to get me to trust her but it barely registers. All I can think about is how beautiful she looks in the glow of the flames, how utterly touchable. I sway forward with the compulsion to touch her, only to violently snap myself back again, eyes widening as the spell lifts. What am I doing? Was I really going to touch her. . . even kiss her? Heat flares across my cheeks and I wrap my blanket tighter around my shoulders. Was my human self into women? That curious thought makes me flit my eyes back to Alina. She isn’t looking at me, but at the fire, eyes far away and contemplative.  Instead of dwelling on questions my blank brain will obviously never answer, I try to make awkward conversation.
“So. . . you said something earlier about training? Is that something vampires normally need?” I ask.
She seems to shake herself out of her thoughts before looking over to me again. “Ah, yes I did mention that, didn’t I? And no, most vampires learn their skills based on instinct alone. It’s for survival. But you are special, Blair, your rare human blood type gave you something even the royal vampires do not possess. A second ability beyond the alluring magic.”
My stomach drops out as I remember what happened earlier, the projection of my emotions and how they basically forced her to reveal her past. I gulp, looking anywhere but at her and closing off my mind as best as I can just in case she can read it. A deep part of me knows that’s my power. The ability to manipulate emotions, whether it be by projecting my own to use it against someone, or otherwise. Does she know that’s what happened? And if not, should I tell her?
“Oh,” is all I say, my mind blank and trembling.
She taps her chin inquisitively while biting her lip. It’s yet another gesture that makes her appear young, almost childlike. Is that another reason vampires gain the trust of humans so easily? They look innocent when they are really the apex predator? My stomach heaves again at the thought, swirling painfully. Hopefully, part of my training won’t have anything to do with feeding off of and manipulating humans.
“Do you feel any sort of power?” she asks, peering at me from over her half full glass.
“Uh, erm, I think so?” I say, pausing to collect myself and mentally slap myself across the face. If she didn’t suspect me before, she might now. “If I’m having a strong emotional response to something, it permeates the room. Like earlier, I was frantic and upset, and maybe a little sad. It felt like it was a living thing, snaking around the room and infecting the both of us.”
Alina stops moving to look back at me, her face blanching. “You're a manipolatrice?”
“Um, yes?” I reply, shrugging.
Is it really that big of a deal? This power of mine feels like the most inconvenient, useless even. Controlling how other people feel can’t be that much of an advantage unless I’m trying to rule the world, which is the opposite of what I want to do. I’d rather fade into the very recesses of society, barely to be remembered by anyone around me, especially the woman now staring at me like I’ve grown horns. When everything else is neutral, especially the alluring magic she keeps using to pacify me, Alina gives off a strange vibe. Like she’s hiding something important or putting up a front instead of showing her true self. Either way, it puts me on guard at all times when I’m with her.
“That’s really rare, none of the other girls have it,” Alina replies, still white as a sheet. “Most of us have the ability to read minds or levitate things with our minds. The rare few have additional strength or speed. Never the ability to manipulate emotions. Only one other vampire has ever had that ability, and she’s dead.”
I furrow my brows. “Oh. Who had it before?”
“The vampire queen, our current lord’s mother.”
The blood in my stomach sours, and I untangle myself from the blankets to launch my body toward the bathroom. I lean over the toilet just in time, retching and shaking. Alina is there in the next moment, smoothing my hair back and whispering things I can’t focus on, but is soothing, nonetheless. I dry heave three more times before the trembling stops and I sit back against the porcelain of the tub, wiping the sweat from my brow. My stomach is completely empty now, but I have no desire to fill it, maybe ever again. I have the same trait as the old vampire queen.
“Yes, humans can also be abominations, can’t they?” Alina murmurs, crouching in front of me.
My eyelids flutter open and closed, fatigue suddenly washing over me. “Is that your power? Reading minds?” She nods.
“Yes, it is, but yours is difficult to read sometimes. Did they teach you how to block it out, I wonder?”
I shake my head, squinting my eyes shut. “Who? Did you know me before?”
Her expression falls away, leaving her face blank and unfeeling. “No. But I know where you came from, as all the other girls did before you.”
I try, and fail, to sit up. “Where?”
“You were with the four vampire lords, my dear. You were their human concubine, and you were falling in love with them.”
Her words send a jolt of surprising sadness flying through my chest, but before I can ask more my eyes flutter closed, leaving me in darkness.
***
I fly up and out of the bed, my heart racing as my dream fades altogether. My heart beats wildly in my chest and sweat clings to every part of my body. What was that dream? Was it a nightmare or a memory? No matter how hard I concentrate, it’s gone now. All I have left is the way I feel now, unsteady and aching in my chest. Whatever it was, I hope I don’t dream about it again.
Throwing my legs out of bed, I stumble into the bathroom to grip the sink with trembling fingers. My face is pale and sweaty, but it’s my eyes that draw me in. They’re a startling blue with flecks of gold encircling the iris. I lean toward the mirror to get a better look, eyeing myself for the very first time since I’ve turned. I stripe down while I’m at it and turn on the shower, stopping only to look at my figure in the mirror. Whoever I was as a human, I sure did like to eat and it all went to my hips and ass. Not that I’m afraid to be a little bit thick, plus, my vampire blood seemed to smooth out my skin; making me look more muscular than plump.
I twirl once, smiling when my long brown hair swirls with me, swinging in a bright arc. Was I popular as a human with a body like this I wonder. It looks like something human men would fawn over. Bigger but not too large, thin but not too thin, and curvy in just the right places. That coupled with the hair and eyes makes me alluring in a way that draws me back up to the mirror, studying my symmetrical features and button nose, wondering if this is truly how I looked as a human or if the vampire magic has perfected anything minorly off since the change.
“Ugh, stop it Blair, you’re being vain,” I whisper to the mirror, watching my blush red lips move in sync with my words.
Taking two steps back, I grab my towel off the rack and lie it on the counter nearest to the shower before climbing in. It takes little time to clean up today as I had successfully scrubbed off all the dirt and blood from my initial change yesterday afternoon. But I long to sit under the warm spray forever, allowing it to bring warmth to my otherwise perpetually cold body. I’m not sure how other vampires stand this. It must be something I’ll get so used to that I don’t notice it anymore. From the bedroom, I hear the door open and close. Alina must be here already this morning, even if the sun was barely up when I left the bed.
“Alina, is that you?” I call, sticking my head out of the shower curtain.
The bathroom is full of steam; making the person standing in the doorway appear hazy. I narrow my eyes, trying to identify whether or not it’s Alina. It doesn’t look like it, the silhouette is taller with broad shoulders. A man is standing in my bathroom doorway silently while I’m naked in the shower. That realization colors my cheeks, and I glance down to make sure all of the vital parts are covered up.
“What are you doing here? Who are you?” I ask, voice shaking a little as my emotions ratchet up into overdrive.
They bleed out into the room, and I practically choke on the panic both in my chest and floating around me. The man doesn’t move though, only tilts his head slightly to the left. It strikes me as something a fellow predator would do. My limbs go rigid as he takes a step into the room, the steam clearing just enough for me to get a better look at his face. He’s a vampire; at least he must be with that snow white skin. And his face. . . I don’t think I’ve ever seen a man so beautiful, so perfectly handsome. He has high cheekbones and defined angles with a smattering of stubble over them, and these honey golden eyes that seem to glow from within as he stares back at me.              
“Blair?” the man says, his voice a deep unmistakable timber.
By the way he said my name, he must have known me in my human life. The feeling behind it is almost tortured. It grips my heart and mangles it; as I know full well that I won’t be able to return the sentiment. I have no idea who this beautiful stranger is, and that won’t change no matter how much we might want it to. The man holds out his hands, palm up, to show that he means me no harm as he inches closer to the tub, grabbing my towel from the counter as he goes. I watch him closely, eyes wide, my body trembling.
“Who are you?” I ask again, this time with more bite to my tone.
He stops moving, opting to stand up straight rather than crouching and walking toward me like a mad man. “My bad, I didn’t think what Alina said was really true, but it is. You are a vampire now. You don’t remember me.”
It’s my turn to tilt my head as I struggle to pull all the leaking emotions back into myself, raveling them up and into my chest like a loose roll of toilet paper. The man watches me closely as my shoulders slump and I let go of the curtain. He nearly squeaks in outrage as I climb out of the tub and reach for the towel in his hand. He’s so polite as he hands it over; even going as far as to cover his eyes. The innocence in the gesture makes me laugh for the first time since I woke up into this living nightmare. The sound surprises me as it spills out, a tinkling high sound that leaves a smile on my lips. At least my laugh isn’t annoying.
“Would you tell me your name now?”
He nods vigorously, hands still over his eyes. “Carden. Carden is my name.”
After wrapping the soft fluffy towel around myself I walk past him into the bedroom. All the drawers are open, and two suitcases are lying on the floor, half full. It looks like Carden was filling my dressers with my clothing. Where did he get it from? Wait, I think, pausing; was he my boyfriend before I turned? I stop walking abruptly, leaving him to bump into my back, his hand still over his eyes.
“You can take your hand away now,” I say dryly.
He does as he’s told, a blush I didn’t know vampires could have rising to his cheeks. “Sorry, I just didn’t want to assume you’d be okay with me looking at you.”
“Was I before?” I ask, watching him closely.
“Were you what?”
“Okay with you seeing me naked?” I clarify, giving him an expectant look.
“Ah, that’s a complicated question to answer,” Carden replies, rubbing the back of his neck.
Something about it hits a chord within me. The feeling of familiarity whooshes through me so fast that I nearly stumble; reaching out to grab onto the dresser for support. All of these slight realizations of old memories feel so close yet so far away, like I’m having a strange sense of Deja vu that I can’t quite place. We lock eyes, and the overwhelming urge to touch him rises up in my chest, along with a little bit of desperation. That feeling flushes out into the room, hitting him like a truck as he stumbles forward, a wild look on his face.
Our bodies crash together, our arms coming around each other in an awkward embrace. Even though it was orchestrated by my poorly controlled power; I relish this human to human contact. Alina didn’t seem like the hugging type, plus I’m not so sure I want to hug her. That woman has too many secrets, too much baggage that I’m sure is hidden beneath years of mastering her emotions. It leaves me uneasy every time I talk to her. Being with Carden, in his arms, is so much different.
His presence is actually comforting in comparison to hers. I can feel his pure intentions in every breath he takes, in every scrap of emotion that my new power picks up from him. He wants to help me, to make me feel a little bit less alone in this new suddenly scary world. I sigh, pulling him closer and getting my arms more comfortable around his neck before settling my head right beneath his chin. I fit perfectly here, and the hollow of his throat begs me to kiss it, to. . . sink my fangs into it.
This time I feel them elongate out over my bottom lip. The moment they do, my emotions switch from happy relief to desire; both for him and his blood. I open my mouth wide, leaning closer for a moment, before snapping myself backward again. We stumble away from one another and I turn quickly away, making sure to hide my mouth from him. But he steps up to me until my back meets his chest, pulling me closer.
“You can’t hide from me, Blair. I already saw it. The glowing red eyes are a dead giveaway,” he murmurs, and the feeling of his breath along my throat sends little shivers of pleasure coursing down my spine.
“Red?” I ask, turning my head toward the mirror over the dresser.
He’s right, of course. My eyes had gone from light blue to deep crimson. Now they’re glowing with an inner light, and I watch as it shines off of my fangs. The glow makes me look much more foreboding than ever before, like a true vampire. I’m sure if a human saw me right now, they’d back away with a scared look on their face. The thought doesn’t send any wary feelings into my stomach as every other realization these past few days has, thank the lord. Perhaps I’m getting used to the idea of what I’ve become.
What? A blood sucking monster? A tiny voice in my head asks, practically gesturing toward my reflection.
“Ah, I’m sorry for throwing myself at you. My emotions are all over the place right now,” I mumble before shuffling away from his warmth.
I sigh, but this time with a sense of exhaustion even though I just woke up. Carden allows me to fully step away this time, and I scramble to grab the nearest set of clothes and pull them on. Sometime during our strangely passionate embrace, my towel had dropped to the floor. All of the sudden; Carden doesn’t seem bothered by my nakedness at all. In fact, he seems almost sad when I pull on a pair of jeans and a thick cream colored sweater. I smirk at him for a moment before remembering myself. I don’t even know this guy, not really. He might remember me from whatever life I had before this, but nothing about him is really familiar. Before, during that intense hug, I had been riding the wave of my wayward emotional power. Any other time I’m sure I wouldn’t be so casual.
“So. . . Who are you to me? Are you, like, my boyfriend?” I ask, my voice back to being unsteady.
He opens his mouth to answer just as the door swings open again and a woman comes crashing into the room green hair swinging and arms overflowing with bags. My eyes widen at her gothic appearance as I take in the hair, the massive earrings, and the too thick eyeliner. She grins back at me while throwing the bags unceremoniously to the floor. The next thing I know, she’s barreling into my chest and gripping me in a fierce hug.
“Oh Blair! I thought you had died. The lords told me that someone took you, and I was so, so worried. But then Alina contacted Carden all secretively and we rushed here with the belongings from our old apartment,” she babbles. I open my mouth to question her, but she surges on. “And I wanted to tell them, Blair! I did! But the woman said we’d never see you again if the lords knew your location. I’m really sorry that they’re not here instead, I know you started to love them, like, really love them.”
The woman’s words hit me like a truck, but I don’t let go of her. I almost pull her closer to me, crushing her in a firm embrace as my hands begin to shake. I know you started to love them. Alina had mentioned I was with the rulers of the four covens before I had been turned, but nothing more than that. I was in love with them? My chest hollows out at the thought and I sag against the woman, allowing her to catch me against her shoulder as she rubs fast circles across my back.
“Uh, Jade? You realize that Blair has no idea who you are right now, much less what you’re talking about,” Carden says from behind me, effectively breaking apart the nice moment.
“Oh!” Jade squeals, pulling away from me and steadying me with two hands on my shoulders.
After making sure that I can stand on my own she takes two steps back, looking sheepish. My chilled skin immediately cries out when she pulls away, and it dawns on me that that must be why I’m so eager to hug these people. They have a sense of warmth to share, and I’m desperate for it, emotional connection be damned. Wringing my hands, I turn back to Carden and search his eyes for an answer to my earlier question. Is he my boyfriend, or not? He doesn’t meet my eyes, instead walking to the woman, Jade, I remind myself, and planting a big sloppy kiss on her lips. My heart sinks in my chest, and I know that it was a clear message to me as she pulls back and giggles, hitting him in the chest.              
I clear my throat. “I loved them? All four?”
Carden’s shoulders seem to curve inward at the question, and Jade glances past him to give me an apologetic look. “Yes, you did.”
“And I was a human?”
They both turn to face me fully and Carden grips my elbow, steering me toward the couch in front of the fire. “It  might be best if you sit down for this explanation.”
Jade plops down onto my other side as Carden pours both of us a glass of blood from the pitcher Alina must have left on the coffee table for me sometime this morning. Jade wrinkles her nose as I bring the glass to my lips, and a wash of shame makes me lower it again. I know that it’s disgusting, wrong even, but I can’t help but need it, crave it. Noticing that her look affected me, Jade sits up and smiles brilliantly.
“I’m sorry,” she says. “Please don’t stop on my account. I’m just new to the whole drinking blood thing and haven’t gotten used to it yet.”
“Same here,” I mutter before chugging the entire glass and cringing as it slides down my throat.
I wipe a hand across my mouth out of habit and wince when my sharp fangs scrape against my hand. Damnit! I’ll never get the hang of this, will I? I think, shaking my head as I set the glass down on the counter and lick the back of my hand to close the wounds. When I look up, Carden is watching me with a small smile on his face, almost as if he’s amused. I narrow my eyes at him in response and stick out my tongue, making a startled belly laugh rise out of him and into the air around us. I can practically taste his unbridled joy in the air, and Jade’s rising up to meet it at the sound of his laughter. They must really be in tune with each other.
“Okay, lay my past life on me, but just the brood strokes. I don’t need anymore long stories. Alina has those covered.”
Jade raises her eyebrows before leaning back on the couch and slinging her legs over mine as if we’ve been friends since birth. Instead of feeling uncomfortable, I enjoy it, and pull her feet closer to my chest to suck up as much warmth as possible. Carden shifts so that he’s facing me as he sips slowly on his own glass, lips tinted a deep pink.
“Alright, the brood strokes, got it,” he starts, tapping his chin. “We will bring you up to speed on the last three or so months that lead to you being turned, then if you have any additional questions, you should ask Jade. She was your best friend.” 
My head whips in her direction to see her, once again, grinning at me. “You were my best friend?”
“You better believe it Chica, for our entire lives,” she replies, winking.
I can’t help but laugh. “That makes total sense, I feel like I already know you.”
“Yeah? Well, that makes it easier to slide right back into friendship then.”
Her words send tears to the backs of my eyes and I have to blink fast to hold them in. She doesn’t care that I turned into a blood sucking monster, in fact, it seems like it isn’t an issue at all. I shouldn’t be that surprised. Carden is a vampire and they’re dating. I squeeze her feet in an attempt to convey what I can’t confidently say out loud, and her answering smile lets me know she heard the message loud and clear. We stare at each other for a moment longer, simply sharing a moment together as warmth that has nothing to do with the fire blooms in my chest. Maybe being a vampire isn’t so different than being a human after all.
“Uh, not to break up this very heartwarming moment, but can we focus? We only have about twenty minutes before Alina comes to collect you for training,” Carden says.
Pulling the blanket off of the back of the couch, I drape it over Jade and I before turning to face Carden with my full attention. “Okay, I’m ready now.”
“Alright, here it goes.”
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Chapter Ten
My head is still swimming as Alina’s brute of a trainer, Hannibal, or Han for short, takes me through several complicated sets of martial arts exercises. I’m a very distracted student, much to his dismay and anger, so I already have an impressive collection of bruises forming along my skin. My new body feels awkward to begin with, as if my limbs have grown longer and more lithe in nature. And on top of that, I’m pretty sure my human self was clumsy as hell and had never played a sport in her life. The feeling has me off balance, and I stumble about the training mat in an attempt to avoid Han’s flying jabs.
“Ugh, no!” he huffs for nearly the twentieth time. “You fake left, then swing right. Not the other way around.”
I rub my aching chin as I look up at him from where I had fallen on my ass, again. “Yeah, I got it.”
“Do you?” he counters, giving me a doubtful look.
“Okay, maybe not,” I chuckle.
He throws up his hands. “Alright, that’s enough for today. I don’t think I can stomach hitting you again.” 
That makes me burst out laughing, and despite himself, he cracks a smile and holds out a hand to help me up from the ground. I take it, leaping to my feet and shaking out my aching limbs. Han walks away mumbling to himself about Alina giving him completely incompetent students to work with, effectively dismissing me. I watch him go, questions banging on my rib cage begging to be asked, and yet I hold them in.
“Same time tomorrow,” he calls out, not bothering to turn back toward me.
“Alright.”
This isn’t just to make sure I can function in my new body, no, if that were the case I’d be doing cardio or something much easier than whatever the hell this is. Martial arts is for defending yourself, and I’m beginning to worry just who Alina thinks I might need to protect myself from. The lords? No, surely not if the whole story about our whirlwind love and/or hate affair is true. Carden’s story still hasn’t left my skull, swirling around like a bat that’s been trapped inside a house. I sit back down on the mat, hanging my head between my knees.
Alina had informed me that I was with the lords due to my magical human blood, and that I was their concubine. At first, hearing that left a sour taste in my mouth, as I’m sure it did for my human version as well. But the more detail I learned from Carden and Jade, the more that apprehension had faded away. I had gotten to know the lords for who they really were, and they had insisted I was their queen, not their concubine. The stories I heard about my days spent horse riding and drinking champagne at the tops of castles made the little girl in my chest beam. Other stories, more sexual in nature, made her hide in a corner and a deep blush fan out across my cheeks.
I’m not really sure how Carden knew those stories. All I know is that Raphael, one of the lords, is his best friend which explains why he’s really here. Jade came for me, but Carden came for the lords. To make sure that I’m okay. It was something he ended up asking right before Alina came by to get me, but I honestly didn’t have an answer for him. Maybe I would have been before learning about the men who were supposedly the loves of my life, but not now. Not after hearing how incredible they all seem to be.
And that’s just it, isn’t it? They seem that way. I’ll never know for sure. At least not until I see them again, that is, if I ever see them again. By the way Jade explained it during her crazed rant right as she ran into the room, Alina doesn’t want the lords to know anything about my new vampire life. Either she wants me all to herself or she’s going to train me up to make sure that I’m worthy of them. Either way a sour feeling is now permanently bubbling in my stomach.
“I hate this,” I mumble into my hands, tears gathering at the corners of my eyes.
I flop backward to stare up at the high ceiling in the gym, letting my eyes travel the curving lengths of the beams just to give them something to do other than leak useless tears. All of those stories are just that to me, stories. Not a minute has gone by since their big explanation where I didn’t doubt my involvement in such an intense whirlwind romance. It feels like I’m watching a movie about it rather than living it, and maybe I am at this point. My human self isn’t who I am now. She’s dead. Gone. All I can do now is try my best to move forward despite all the heavy baggage.             
Is it even possible?
“What are you doing on the floor, Blair?” Alina asks from above me, and I shift my eyes to meet hers.
“Trying not to have an existential crisis,” I reply, deadpan.
She rolls her eyes before sticking her hand out toward me to help me up. Despite wanting to lie on the floor for the rest of my miserable life as a vampire, I allow her to tug me up and off the floor, surprised by her strength. I keep forgetting that all vampires have those similar characteristics. Inhuman beauty, speed, lust for blood, the alluring magic, and superhuman strength. It’s one of the only things left in my brain since the change, and I’m not sure if it’s because I inherently know those things or if it’s a leftover memory. Hence why my brain feels so scrambled right now.
“Come on, let’s go to lunch with the others.”
Alina turns on her heel and clicks toward the double doors on the far side of the gym, not bothering to look back at me. I trail along behind her; silently wishing I could just go back to my room and curl up in front of the fireplace. If it were up to me I’d probably either find a very sharp stick to accidentally fall chest first onto or hide in some dank hole for the rest of my immortal life. Being a part of civilization feels so hard, and I had told Carden that, to which he assured me that it gets better. That those feelings go away with time. I’m not so sure.
Alina leads me down several long elegant hallways filled with expensive artwork and plush cream colored carpet that I’m sure would be incredibly soft against my toes. I was surprised that this place isn’t one of the four coven castles with how massive it is. Plus, it’s full of enough furniture to fill several apartments over and over again. I shake my head abruptly at that thought, trying to remember when I would have figured out how big an apartment even is. We haven’t exactly gone out since I’ve turned. But I guess that happens a lot, now that I think about it. Normal human knowledge slips in, like my college education or my favorite foods and even what human homes look like inside and out. Just none of the familiar people in those memories pop up. How strange.
The moment I open up my mouth to ask Alina how that’s even possible, she’s pushing open a grand set of doors at the end of the hall and striding inside. Trumpets blow the moment she breezes past the threshold, and a gravelly voice announces her arrival.
“Lady Alina Evergaurd, first vampire to the high coven lords.”
People clap politely in her wake as she strides across the room. I, on the other hand, waver in the doorway like a stray breeze could topple me over at any moment. Carden and Jade are there, sitting three seats away from Alina at the head of the table. They look just as awkward as I feel in the sea of bodies crowded around the table. So, so many bodies. There must be over one hundred vampires here, all of them staring reverently at Alina. How is she both a celebrity but also hidden from the coven lords? It doesn’t make any sense.
Jade looks up at the moment and spots me standing by the door like an idiot. She waves me over frantically, completely, and utterly embarrassing me as all the vampires turn to look at who my new friend is gesturing toward. Alina smiles at me and beckons me forward with two fingers. The vampires around us look back and forth between us, a mixture of curiosity and jealousy clouding their expressions. Apparently Alina having her soul attention on me made everyone in the room nervous for some reason. I fast walk to the table and sit down two seats to her right, right across from Carden and Jade. He flashes me a quick smile before turning to face Alina again, his message clear.
“Let us eat first, and then the fantastic news will be shared during dessert to celebrate!” Alina says voice tinkling as it carries across the room to the other end of the table.
All of the vampires around me nod politely at the same time. The action is nearly cult like, and I throw a bewildered glance toward Carden. He’s already looking at me, and he shrugs in response to my unvoiced questions. He has no idea what’s going on here either. Jade lifts her glass of bubbly liquid, most likely champagne, into the air as if to salute me before downing the whole thing. A vampire to her left watches her do so in horror, and the sight nearly sends me into a laughing fit.
The rest of the evening is spent passing dishes along the table in a potluck style massive family dinner. I’m so surprised that I can actually enjoy human food still that I eat almost half my body weight in perfectly cooked steak and whipped potatoes. Jade stuffs her face at the same rate; and I’m grateful for it if only because it makes me look like less of a pig to the elegant people around us. These vampires are obviously very old, probably just as old as Alina is. It’s the only way their allegiance would be with her rather than the four coven lords.
Anyone with half a brain would follow the vampire family that brought peace between the humans and vampires. Well, not exactly peace, but something that looks a lot like it compared to the constant wars and assassinations of the past. Perhaps they follow them both? The lady of the house, and them the coven lords above all? My skin nearly itches with the need to learn more about the weird dynamic I’m surrounded by right now. There are vital pieces of the puzzle missing right now, and if I could only grasp onto them, I could be seeing the entire picture more clearly. And god knows I need that these days. So I do what makes me cringe inside to even think about.
Lean over and talk to the person next to me.
“How long have you known Alina?” I ask, my voice pitched low.
The man turns his nose up to me, giving me a chastising look. “No one knows our Lady. We simply adore her, follow her, and above all, respect her.”
“Alllright then,” I reply, looking back at my plate in bewilderment.
A woman leans past the man, giving him a good slap on his shoulder as she does so. “What he means is that our Lady is royalty, and we are simply her subjects. None of us know her, not really. Only in name and title.”
“And what exactly is her title besides Lady? Does she rule another coven that I’m not aware of?” I pry, feeling emboldened by this woman’s kind eyes.
She chuckles. “Oh, heavens no! This is not a coven, nor is it a recognized area within the lords’ coven. It is just outside of Scionset, probably by about forty miles or so. This is her castle now; she took it after it was abandoned by the lords’ father after their mother’s passing.”
I nod, looking far away. “That makes sense, but why do you guys worship her?” 
This time a man from across the table speaks up, and he’s so old that gray is beginning to grow on the edges of his hair. I don’t think I’ve ever seen a vampire that looks any older than thirty. I’ve been told that they do age, just very slowly. If this man is old enough to have gray hair, he must have been around the block a few times.
“It is not so much that we worship her. We believe in her cause. Personally, I have for many years,” he rumbles out while many of the people around him nod along.
“And what cause is that?”
“Becoming the master race,” he replies casually while sipping from his goblet.
My mouth drops open at his nonchalant way of saying that vampires are inherently better than humans. That simply raises more questions for me, most of which I can’t even fathom that the vampires around me can answer. Like how in the hell has she stayed undetected by the coven lords for so long? And why are these people worshipping the ground she walks on like she agrees with them? She was the one that told me vampires are abominations! That I’ll just have to accept it or die. Nothing in that statement screams that she believes they’re the master race. I glance in her direction to see her leaning into the woman on her right, laughing. She doesn’t look like a dictator or a vampire rights activist. She looks like a normal vampire that might hold a little bit too much power in the palm of her hand.
The man across from me is watching me closely as I process this information, and I do my best to hold back any wayward expressions of shock and disappointment. It’s incredibly hard to keep it at bay. Even Carden seems to be struggling to keep his face neutral as he stares holes into the side of the man’s head. I heave a sigh of relief when we meet eyes and he looks just as bewildered as I feel. At least I’m not the only person in the room that isn’t quite sure about that statement. I open my mouth and close it several times when the man clears his throat, giving me a look like he wants to hear my thoughts on the matter.
Thankfully, Alina standing and tapping on her glass saves me from having to speak.
“Thank you all for coming. Let us toast to some new developments,” she starts, raising her glass. “This woman helped me to break the curse on our four coven lords that had been binding half of their power. In exchange, I agreed to give her the gift of immortality and community. Now she is a part of us and will be forever remembered in my court as my closest friend and confident.” 
The room erupts into a frenzy of discussion and questions, all of which Alina listens to like a pro. She tilts her head, closing her eyes and appears to be picking apart the mass of voices in the room. As soon as she lifts her hand, silence falls again, and she opens her eyes.
“Yes, my friends. She was the previous concubine to the coven lords and I successfully extracted her blood mid bonding period. The curse is indeed broken.”
A man stands, the same one I thought looked to be about seven thousand years old. “If I may ask, my lady, how are you certain?”
Alina smiles, and the snake-like look to it makes me cringe. “If you may ask?”
One moment she’s at the head of the table, and the next she’s snapping the man's neck, his body crumpling to the floor. My eyes bug out of my head as I watch him fall. All I can look at is the odd angle of his head and the burst blood vessels in his eyes from the strain. She just killed someone for asking a simple clarification question. The room is deathly quiet after the man spoke out and was killed for it. All the vampires are looking at the ground as I glance from side to side. Will she kill me for not mimicking them? I chance a glance at Carden to see him looking back at me, eyes wide and full of fear. Knowing that he seems to abhor what happened just now just as much as I do makes me feel a tiny bit better.
“Anyone else want to ask me something?” Alina drawls, stepping over the dead man like he’s a piece of trash. When we all remain silent, she grins. “That’s what I thought. But for the sake of transparency. . . I fought them, and Raphael turned into his true form right in front of me.”
Murmurs break out up and down the table, most of them containing excitement. I look around, confusion swirling in my chest. The curse was for the lords to love the concubines year after year only to lose her, right? So what is this other element about their power and true forms being unleashed? None of what she’s saying makes any sense to me, and I have to bite my lip to keep myself from blurting out all my questions, lest she decide to break my neck too. But I do lift my head to look at her. She’s staring back at me; that same wide grin pulling her lips apart.
“Yes, my dear?” she asks, tilting her head again. And for the millionth time she reminds me of a predator always ready to pounce.
“Uh, well, as you said I’m new to being a vampire. . .” I begin, fiddling with my hands. “So I don’t understand how anything above their torment of having to love the women over and over only to lose them is relevant to the curse.”
Nearly everyone laughs at my question, a tittering kind of laughter that’s full of mirth and mockery. I narrow my eyes at the vampires around me, and they back off, cringing when my fangs elongate and cut against my bottom lip. Alina walks up behind me to place two hands gently against my shoulders, a solid presence that would be comforting if hostility wasn’t coming off of her in waves and then on top of it being amplified by my own wayward ability. Fuck!
“That’s a fantastic question, my dear, but you’re mistaken. The curse was to hinder the lords of their power, it was never about love. They’re simply not capable of it,” she replies, laughing again, and the manic tint to it makes a memory flash quickly through my mind.
A head lolling on the ground, blood dripping on the dirt. Melisandre. Melisandre is dead and all that woman can do is laugh.
I jolt in my seat as the memory flees my mind, and my hands begin to tremble. So, she did kill that woman. Melisandre. Whoever she is. Maybe Carden will know, but with Alina so close to me, I don’t dare look over at him again for fear that she’d see something in our exchange that would put him in danger. The room is still laughing, still waiting for me to respond to Alina’s claim. Anger burns in my chest and a love so strong and unparalleled rises with it, directed outward. The emotion bursts forth, spreading around the room in a rush. Alina notices it first, going rigid behind me and hissing out a breath as if she’s never felt such an emotion in her entire existence.
“You’re wrong!” I nearly shout before clamping both hands over my mouth, my fangs cutting into my palms with stinging sharpness.
The room goes silent again, almost as if everyone here is waiting for Alina to rip my head off after speaking so grossly out of turn. But she doesn’t, her fingers only curl harder into my shoulders, talons nearly cutting me.
“I am not, I promise you.”
The stillness remains even after she responds. Will she kill me after all? Is that what everyone is waiting for? I glance up and lift my bleeding hands away from my mouth, smearing it across my clothes and the bottom of my face. No one seems to notice even though each and every gaze in the room is directed at me. Their eyes are out of focus with a glassy tint to them, and I wave two fingers in front of the woman’s eyes across from me only to get a serene smile back. Or maybe it was a coincidence.
“What’s happening?” I murmur.
Alina shakes herself above me like an angry wet cat getting out of the bath before leaning down to my ear. “This is your doing,” she starts; her voice soft and lilting in a way I’ve never heard it before. Is she being affected too? “Take a deep breath and expel the emotions. Imagine a hand reaching deep within your chest, grasp them, and then pull them out.”
I do as I’m told, if only because I’d prefer that the vampires around me go back to sneering rather than the foreign looks of contentment on their faces. If there’s one thing that I’m sure of it’s that these people have never felt that way in their life. They’re hateful, ignorant vampires who would prefer to see the world burn before sharing it equally with humans. And while I’m a vampire myself now, I still feel the grasping tethers of my human life clinging to my soul. It gives me a sort of kinship to them, but even if I had no memory of being a human, I still don’t think I’d want them enslaved or destroyed. This earth was created to house all living things, humans included. In fact, humans first before any supernatural was around.
Alina squeezes my shoulders again, jolting me back to reality as my eyes shutter closed. First, I conjure a phantom hand in my mind, shaping it like my own, giving it life in my imagination. Then it dives down into the abyss of my confusion and memory that’s lingering and yet never available to me when I’d like it to be. Moving through it feels like sludge, and my chest begins to rise up and down quickly as panic builds. The farther I go, the slower my phantom hand moves, and I just know that this strong, nearly unbearable wash of love is protected at the very bottom. I grit my teeth and stop, my entire physical body jerking in time with the metaphysical inside my head. Getting rid of it, even delving into these memories feels wrong. Like I shouldn’t be here or shouldn’t be able to be here. So instead if throwing them away like Alina asked, I use my one massive phantom limb and shove it all deeper within myself.
Down.
Down.
Down.
Until the feeling pools back into my own chest and out of the air around me. A chorus of sighs blow out around my physical body, but it takes me a minute to rush up and back into my head. When my eyes flutter open, they lock with Carden’s from across the table. His hand is against his chest as he stares at me with a look of loss on his face so profound that the feeling echoes within my own chest. The sight of it puzzles me enough that I tilt my head; wondering why he looks so distressed if he’s in a happy relationship with Jade. Briefly, I glance at her and immediately regret it. She’s staring at Carden, a look of devastation on her face. Clearly he isn’t reacting in the way she had been hoping and a pang of guilt wracks my chest.
I think I just fucked up.
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Chapter Eleven
There are way too many ways to end a person’s life, I think as I gasp for air while lying flat on my back, Han standing over me. This is move seventy four that he’s demonstrated on me, and it chills me every time how efficient he is in doing it. How many people, or vampires, has he killed? As Alina’s personal bodyguard and executioner, I’m sure that he’s lost count by now. But despite how scary he is in theory; I can’t help but like Han. Over the past several weeks we’ve warmed up to each other, his icy outer shell thawing due to my constant teasing and stupid jokes about his death moves.
“Move seventy four,” I gasp out between breaths. “Is very effective as usual.”
Han lets out a belly laugh before hauling me to my feet. I wobble a bit once I’m up, so his fingers linger on my elbow for two seconds longer until I’m stable. Flashing him a quick smile, I turn and grab our water bottles, throwing him his. He catches it in his fist effortlessly before downing it in one large gulp.
“You’re ridiculous, peaches,” he huffs, tossing the bottle aside.
I shrug. “Maybe I am, but you’re the one egging me on. And stop calling me that.”
We laugh together at that, and I briefly marvel at how far I’ve come over the past four weeks. Not only is my body as strong as it can possibly be, but I’ve grown mentally as well. I couldn’t imagine enjoying Han’s company when I first arrived here, let alone enough to crack jokes with him. And while it might be a bit too close to Stockholm syndrome; I’ve embraced it nonetheless. It’s hard to resent the people around me when I can barely remember who the hell I was before waking up in Alina’s ornate guest bedroom.
And trust me, I’ve tried to remember.
But despite sitting in front of the fire each night and delving deep into the cavern of my previous memories and feelings, I’m still lost. Whatever’s down there isn’t bending to my will no matter how much I push it to reveal something, anything, concrete. It only shows flashes of things that make no sense. Memories of nearly identical laughing men with their heads thrown back in unison, or a sparkling lake rushing past as I ride a honey colored horse. Sometimes it even presents a striking woman with straw blonde hair and sparkling blue eyes like mine. Every time I see that my heart nearly shatters. The only person that could be is my mother.
I’d love to ask someone for the answers. That would be the obvious thing to do, but Jade and Carden left shortly after the dinner party from hell. Alina asked them to leave now that I had everything from my old life, and Jade was a little too happy to oblige. Deep down I know it’s because of the way Carden looked at me, heartbroken and wanting as if my own painful love had called to something fractured in his own chest. And while it hurts to think that my friend would abandon me so easily, I can’t blame her for wanting to keep her heart safe, if only for a little while longer. So now I’m alone in this place, left to think about just what his look could have meant and how close I came to asking more questions about my past life. It’s no secret that that’s the reason Alina had kicked them to the curb.
“You ready to call it a day?” Han asks, snapping me out of my stupor.
“Huh? Oh, yeah! That sounds good.”
He nods slowly while giving me a strange look. Han clearly picked up on my momentary faraway look. But he doesn’t pry, only turns on his heel and stomps away toward two other vampires sparring in the ring on the opposite side of the room. I pick up my towel from the nearby bench and plop down in its place to take a quick break. Hopefully I can stop sweating in the few minutes I have before Alina comes to collect me for training on my ability. Training with her has been almost more exhausting than the physical side I do with Han. Each night I opt to have dinner in my room before tumbling into bed after a sleepy shower, completely spent. The only time I spend alone is before dinner, sitting in front of the fireplace.
Let me tell you, it is not enough.
“Ready to go, Blair?” Alina calls.
“Coming.”
I lift my head, dabbing the towel along my hairline and loosening a breath. That wasn’t even five minutes! Dragging my tired body up and off the bench, I trudge toward the doors. Alina watches me, just as I watch her. While Han and I have gotten closer to each other as the weeks wear on, my relationship with Alina has taken a turn for the worse. My ability has gotten manageable when it does present itself, but it’s still incredibly unresponsive. I cannot call on it, and I can’t seem to control the emotions I pump into the air. It seems that the ability only unravels from my chest during highly emotional or stressful situations. Kind of like a weird defense mechanism.              
So that’s how our sessions start.
Alina emotionally abuses me until something happens, and then trains me to spool the power back into my chest. I’ve gotten that part down by now, taking less than a minute to do so. But no matter what, I can’t change the emotion being projected, and I can’t conjure it unless I feel it first. I’m beginning to think that my power isn’t so similar to the last vampire queen after all. She could manipulate other people’s emotions while I can project my own. But no matter how many times I tell Alina that, she refuses to believe it.
Alina walks two steps ahead of me and opens the door first, motioning for me to go inside. As soon as I cross the threshold, a chill of fear snakes down my spine. I’ve come to hate this time of day, to wish I was anywhere else but here. At first it was a response to the abuse, to become detached and emotionless, but now I push myself toward it. It’s the only time I see what I know to be memories of my past life. Mostly still images of the men I used to love, maybe still love somewhere inside myself. Nine out of ten times that’s the emotion that bursts forth each time Alina badgers me into a response. As if the boundless affection inside my chest could banish her from the room.
Unfortunately, it has the opposite effect on her. Alina becomes enraged by the feeling, hitting me over and over in places no one can see while asking whether or not I remember anything about them. . . them being the coven lords. And through my tears I tell her the truth, no, not really. All I see are glimpses of them, still shots mostly. I don’t even know their names.
So we’re here to do it all again, and I can already tell it’s going to be a bad day. Alina is in a mood. There are no fake smiles, no small soft touches to my arms. Her mouth is a flat line, and her eyes are full of ice. I know for a fact that this is who she really is. A woman who has lived so long that her soul has rotted away and been replaced by something far more menacing.
“Are you ready to provide results today, Blair?” she asks, voice flat and sharp as a blade.
I bristle at her questions, nearly baring my teeth at her. The tone in her voice grates on my nerves. Does she really think that I’ve been avoiding showing her my true ability this entire time? She must really be crazy, or desperate. One of the two. I don’t know what she hopes to accomplish with my ability in her arsenal, but I’m also sure that I won’t want to participate in whatever it is.
“I’m ready to try again, if that’s what you mean,” I reply, and I can’t help the bite in my tone.  
Alina levels me with a glare before sitting across from me at the steel table, both palms flat against it. It nearly vibrates with the force of her strength ability, and I flinch. There’s no doubt that those hands will be landing blows on my skin later today, maybe even within a few minutes. I shrink back in my chair while simultaneously squaring my shoulders; fear and indignation mixing together. She watches me do so, a smirk playing on her lips.
“You know, mastering this will be the only way that you’ll see the lords again. I will only deliver you once you're in the best condition possible to rule,” she remarks, staring at me to watch my reaction.
I’m careful to keep my face blank. “Deliver me? I’m a human being, Alina, not a package.”
“You are no longer human, darling,” she purrs, eyes flashing a deep red.
“Fine,” I gripe. “Go ahead and start then.”
Pulling her chair around to my side of the table, Alina scoots in until our thighs are touching. I stiffen against her, but she doesn’t notice as she grips my left hand between both of hers, nearly grinding my bones together. The moment our skin connects, she’s invading my mind, grasping at my dearest memories. The one’s I can’t access myself; she can easily rip apart and use against me. My subconscious thrashes against her, but it’s no use, as always. Her talons have craved their place already, sinking into the familiar flesh of my brain.
“What is your human soul grieving over today, hmmm?” she murmurs, fingers stroking the back of my hand.
Memories overtake me as she projects them to me, and I cry out, writhing in my chair.
A brilliant castle made of marvelous carved wood towers in front of me as we drive closer in the sleek black car. The man beside me is elegant in his black tunic edged in gold. The stubble on his cheeks is attractive, and his deep brown eyes pull me over the center council toward him. Once placing the car in park, he turns to me, smiling as brilliantly as the sun. I return it before stepping out of the chair.
Three other men are waiting at the top of the stairs. Their raven black hair sways with the wind, and I’m startled by how similar all of their eyes are. That same deep chocolate brown that the first man had. A pull in my chest forces me toward them, and my hands flex open and closed at my sides. The urge to touch them, to take them into my arms, is nearly overwhelming. When I make it to the top of the landing, all three of them reach for me, pulling me into their chests and rocking me back and forth.
The feeling that floods me at their touch is incredibly intimate. It starts in my head and slowly moves outward along my limbs, making me feel both vulnerable and strong. I sigh into their chests, gripping their shirts more tightly between my fists. This feels like coming home after a long journey or embracing a long lost lover. I nearly purr at the feeling of their hands roaming against my body as if they can’t believe that I’m in front of them. Even though these men are strangers, even though I don’t know their names, I never want to let go. I relish this overwhelming feeling, but too soon, Alina begins to pull me away.
“Blair,” the man behind me calls, and I turn back toward him. “Don’t go, please. Tell us where you are. We don’t care that you’re a vampire, and we forgive you for breaking the curse.”
My brows pull together as I stare at the clean cut man in front of me. Breaking the curse? Vampires? If this is supposed to be a memory, why is he speaking of things that my human self has never known? Could this be more than a memory?
“Are you really here right now?” I ask, but it’s too late to hear his answer, even though I see his mouth move to respond.
Alina yanks me back into my chair, and my physical body is shivering and covered in a thin veil of sweat. She’s looming over me, a furious, near growl like expression on her face. I don’t have the strength to move away as her hand lashes out, catching me across the face in a brutal blow that snaps my head to the side. One of her many rings cuts into my cheek, sending a dribble of blood down to my chin. I leave my head dropped to the side, not even bothering to cry out from the pain. It’s become a friend of mine over these past four weeks. The physical pain is convenient for masking the far more damning emotional kind.   
“What did you do?” she nearly screeches at me, hauling me upward by the hair.
“Nothing! I don’t know what happened!” I reply frantically, trying and failing to pull her hands away from my scalp.
“Lies.”
Another blow lands, this time to my side. It sends me into a coughing fit as the breath is knocked out of me. Apparently she had remembered that I’m not supposed to have bruises or marks in places that other people can see. Instead of lying limply in the chair and taking it, I stagger to my feet and take two steps toward the back of the room. She advances toward me, talons elongating at the same time that her fangs snap into place. The sight sends a shiver down my spine. Alina is one of the most terrifying vampires I’ve had the pleasure of meeting. Her eyes glow with malice, beating with a red tint in time with her heart. And the talons. . . I’ve never seen another vampire with such a dark demon-like appearance.
“Don’t you run from me. Tell me how you did that, tell me how your soul left your body.”
I want to move out of the way, to flee from the terrifying thing that she’s become, but my body refuses to move. My eyes go wide when she uses her knee to shove me back against the wall, pinning me by the neck with her talons around my throat. Little rapid puffs of air escape my lips as my eyes dart around the room. I don’t know what I’m looking for. There’s no one here to save me, no one but myself.
“I told you Alina, I don’t know,” I start, forcing myself to look her straight in the eyes no matter how much it terrifies me.
She keeps her eyes on mine, her focus burning into me with each passing second. I’m sure that she expects me to look away, to submit, but I refuse. I’m not sure how much time passes until she wrenches away from the wall to begin stalking the room like a wild animal. It could have been mere seconds, minutes, even hours. In that moment while staring into the eyes of an apex predator, there was no concept of time. She’s used to people bowing to her, used to beta vampires baring their throats to her. And even I’ve done it before, but not now. Not after seeing the lords, not after hearing the man beg for me to return, to tell them where I am. There was no hostility in his tone, no, it only bled with worry and affection.
Alina is wrong about them. Wrong about the curse. Wrong about all of it.
Her world view has warped her every waking thought and feeling, leaving her with half-truths that she believes to be facts. It’s no way to live, no way to rule over these vampires as she does, feeding them lies. Their trust in her is built upon a rocky foundation, one that I won’t be buying into. Not when the fear of her hurting me is what drives the so-called loyalty. So I stand up straight and watch her pace, trying to infuse my spine with steel.
“Do they know where you are? Did you answer them?” she asks, still pacing, her deadly talons glinting in the overheard light.
“No, I was confused. I didn’t reveal anything to them. I thought I was experiencing a memory,” I reply, crossing my arms for good measure.
She nods absentmindedly, worrying her bottom lip between her fangs with enough force to draw blood. I wince as I watch it drip from her chin to the floor. Black smoke begins to pool out from her talons, like dripping blood onto the floor. Does she even feel herself doing that? Most likely not with how frantic her pacing has become. It coats the floor, the smoke snaking around my ankles and calves like an over affectionate pet. What is she so worried about? Earlier this month she claimed to have fought them off, and it must be true because I’m here with her now rather than in the arms of the lords I so desperately want to get to know.
The smoke becomes thicker and thicker, rising up the walls and obscuring my sight. Panic grips my chest when it wraps around my throat and eyes, completely cutting off my sight and squeezing against my airway. Not roughly, but just enough to let me know that it could if it wanted to.
“Alina,” I say, trying to pull her attention toward me.
She doesn’t reply, so I struggle against the smoke myself, my desperation leaking into the room. The feeling chokes me just as much as the smoke does, pulling me to my knees. Distantly, I hear Alina moving around the room, seemingly coming closer to me. Her fingers come down to grip my chin, the shadows fleeing my eyes. I look up at her and nearly screech at what I see before me. Her face is grotesque. All of her veins are popping out and full of a dark, poisonous looking liquid.
“Wha-what’s wrong with your face?” I stammer, scrambling back from her only to hit the wall.
“This is my power, my dead, I am darkness made flesh,” she snaps, her voice sounding demonic and thick behind her fangs. “Now spool that fear back into your chest, Blair. Do it.”
The last words were a single hiss, and I reel back again, slamming my head into the concrete with a sickening crack. Alina laughs, smiling at my pained flinch as if it’s fueling that dark power within her chest.
“Do it,” she gurgles, eyes bulging.
I bite my lip, trying to focus, trying to look past her toward anything else in the room. I won’t be able to do it when she’s staring at me like she’d like to eat me for lunch. My eyes lock on the door handle across the room, and I zero in on it while conjuring that invisible hand I’ve spent so many days honing. It appears almost instantly, reaching into the host of my fear and waving it away with one simple swipe. Something that I couldn’t do myself, something that I wish I could do myself.
The feeling disappears from the room instantly, as does the sinister smoke that had converged around our legs like chains. Once they’re gone, I take a deep breath as my adrenaline fades away. At that same time, the pain in my cheek and ribs crashes into me, and I groan. Alina crouches over me, hands hovering above my skin as if she can sense exactly where the bones are bruised and broken.
“Why did you get me worked up, Blair? I told you that I can’t control myself when I’m worked up,” she admonishes as if it’s all my fault that my ribs are broken.
“Ugh,” I groan, rolling onto my side in an attempt to get some relief.
It’s probably best if I don’t try to contradict her. Logic isn’t a good argument against Alina as she doesn’t believe in it. Half of her beliefs and principals are made up stories she’s convinced herself are real. It’s only another reason to stay as emotionally unconnected from her as possible even if I have to ride the line of being trustworthy. It will make it easier to get away. The thought of escaping reminds me of a hurried conversation murmured into my ear all those weeks ago. It was the last time I saw Carden before he was pulled away from me and was dragged out of the castle by Jade and Alina. He had whispered a fast plan in my ear right before being yanked out the door.
In six weeks’ time, meet me exactly twelve miles due north from here under the massive sycamore tree. I will help you to return to the lords, I promise.
Every night before bed I’ve thought about his words in the quiet and darkness of my rooms. And every time I feel both excited and nervous. It will be nice to get away from Alina, from whatever monster is lurking beneath her skin. Especially after what just happened. At the same time, if I leave early she may hunt me for the rest of my life. Will it be worth it, I wonder? I glance up at her from my fetal position on the floor, hoping beyond hope that she can’t see the questions in my eyes. I blow out a breath when all that’s present is the usual amount of fake worry for me after she beats me.
At first she seemed genuine, but the more she didn’t change, the more times her fists landed blows on my skin the less I believed her. It’s textbook, really, for abusers to make their victims empty promises. And so is my own reaction; I just wish it wasn’t so hard to stop myself from reacting. I know what she’s doing is wrong, so why do I keep following her into this room? Why don’t I refuse? She was the one to kidnap me, to turn me into a vampire against my will. So it should be easy to defy her. To walk out of here right now instead of allowing her to pet my skin and coo at me like I’m a wounded animal.
But my body won’t move.
I let out a frustrated, broken sound. Alina takes it as another sound of pain and runs two fingers down my cheek, trying to pacify me. Shame spirals in my chest when I lean into the touch like the battered woman I’ve become. All this strength, all this physical training. . . useless. After turning into a vampire, I should feel more powerful than I ever have. That’s just not my reality. All I feel is a hopeless that has rooted into my heart like a poisonous, twisted weed.
“Let’s get you back to your rooms to rest, shall we, my dear?” Alina asks, reaching to put her hands underneath my armpits, hauling me up.
My ribs twinge with searing pain, but I don’t cry out. I refuse to show her anymore of my pain. It will be healed within the next few days anyhow. At least I can look forward to that if nothing else. I jerk away from her once I’m on my feet and storm from the room, nearly doubled over from the pain. Alina calls after me, telling me to stop being so stubborn and let me help her, but I ignore it. If walking back to my rooms by myself is the only way to defy her, you know damn well that I’m going to do it.
***
My morning alarm blares in my ear as I roll over toward it, slamming my fist against the top of the contraption. The curtains are already open, allowing the early morning sun to stream into the room. It highlights the miniature refrigerator that Alina had installed in my suite. She recognized that I preferred to stay by myself in my rooms instead of going to meals, so she had a fridge stocked with blood brought into my quarters for me. It’s the only kindness that I’ve ever thanked her for.
Not only did the idea of seeing those pompous old vampires again send my teeth grinding, but the smell or sight of human food has turned my stomach ever since I became a vampire. Watching everyone else eat it all those weeks ago had me hurling my guts up the moment I had gotten back to my rooms.[40] Well, that, and the fact that Carden had looked at me like he was remembering something both devastating and incredibly important at the same time. And Jade. . . I close my eyes against the thought. No more lingering on it! I tell myself as I roll out of bed and stumble toward the bathroom.
We will have time soon enough to discuss it in detail once I meet up with him in two days’ time. Almost everything is squared away for my break away moment. Last week Han had declared me competent in martial arts and his various death combo moves. We haven’t met up in the gym since then, leaving Alina with way too much time to hold me in that horrible jail cell of a room. Thankfully, she hasn’t hurt me enough lately to incapacitate me, and her patience has been high. We’ve even taken breaks to discuss my next steps. . . most of which are worrisome.
“Another day of torture,” I mumble into the mirror while picking up my toothbrush.
Not long after my ribs healed, and I could stand up straight again had Alina revealed her plans to me. And while I knew all along that she had some sort of ultimate reason for keeping me here besides the fact that I had broken the curse, I never thought it’d be what had come out of her mouth a few days ago.
“I wish you to fall in love with the lords, to manipulate them into it, if you will.”
“Why?”
“Love is power, my dear. An entirely different kind from what I’m used to, and I’m quite interested in seeing how I may wield it.”
The way she said it, so dry and unfeeling, still leaves a sour taste in my mouth even after I spit my mouthwash. She may have been in love once while she was a human, but I don’t think Alina is capable of it now. Hell, she might not even be able to understand it, let alone feel it. So the thought of her wielding my possible love for the lords, and their love for me over our heads is terrifying. Even after repeatedly experiencing the wash of feelings through my chest each time Alina batters them out of me doesn’t do it justice. If only because whatever’s popping out of my chest now is only an echo of what my human self-had felt.
At least that’s what I’m assuming, or rather, what I’m hoping.
There are so, so many things that I’m hoping for. I hope that the lords are both powerful enough to save me from Alina and kind enough to love. I hope that my human life will pick a side of the veil, that it either stays and envelopes me completely or is lost in the void. At least then I would get some closure. I hope that Jade can forgive me for whatever the hell happened a few weeks ago. And above all. . .
I hope that I can fall in love again.
Admitting that to myself envelopes me in an achy longing that makes my skin itchy and uncomfortable. It’s another first for me in my new vampire body as so many other things have been. Opting to take a shower after meeting with Alina, I grab a bottle of blood and leave my room. The halls are clear along the way, and I’m pretty sure it’s because my room is in Alina’s wing of the castle. Either for her to be near me or to watch over me or both. The solitude is both a blessing and a curse. I crave normal conversation, and I was getting it every day with Han, but now I’m alone again. At the same time, I don’t think the other vampires I met here would be good company to keep so I haven’t sought them out.
“Good morning
Blair!” Alina calls from down the hall and I flinch.
“Good morning,” I reply while swigging back the rest of my breakfast. “Ack.”
I’m close to her when I make the usual face, and she laughs. “I can’t believe you still hate blood. You might be the first vampire in existence to dislike it.”
She takes the container for me and leads me into the room, setting it on the table against the wall by the door. It’s a familiar routine, one that we’ve perfected in our own fucked up way. Niceties to start, maybe a little bit of small talk. Then her demands and the feelings and the spooling of them. But as I said, there’s a new step to it besides me leaving to weep in my room. Alina tells me exactly what she wants from me, or rather, what she expects from me. That’s the only part of this that has become interesting. She’s like a villain that’s revealing every step in her evil plan to the hero. It would be funny if I didn’t know that she considers me as her evil sidekick, or maybe her lapdog.
I go through the motions, barely feeling a feeling as she lands blows across my body and mind. When the love bursts forth, it’s healing, and the light of it is blinding inside my skull. I think it’s the only thing that has kept me sane over the past few months. Without it I would be a broken individual. I would be exactly what Alina thinks I already am. So I bask in it, revel in it, take it into my heart like a long lost friend if only to feel an ounce of what it’s like to have someone to love me.
“Spool it in, you fool!” Alina shrieks, kicking out with her foot and hitting me in the thigh.
I cry out, unable to keep it in that time when her steel toed thigh high boot connects with my leg. The force of the blow vibrates through my bones, forcing me to convulse with pain. In the midst of it, I expel a breath and bring the love back into myself, hugging it to my heart deep within. Alina makes a satisfied noise from above me somewhere before walking to the table to sit down. I know she expects me to get up and sit across from her, but I’m afraid I won’t be able to stand.
I try to anyway, biting my lip when my leg throbs mercilessly. Is the bone broken, I wonder? It doesn’t matter, I tell myself as I grip the edge of the table and haul myself to my feet. Alina would only care to give me a matching injury on the other side just to even the score. Struggling by myself is the best choice.
“Alright, what do you have on the agenda today?” I grind out through clenched teeth.
She watches me settle into the chair across from hers, eyes a little bit too attentive to my left leg. The one she stomped on. So, it’s obvious that she knows full well how difficult it was to stand up and didn’t bother helping in the first place. Further proving my point that it would have been useless to ask her for help getting off the cold stone floor.
“This is it, my dear. We’re done,” she replies, examining her long blood red fingernails.
My eyes widen at the statement. It can’t be a coincidence that a few days before my own scheduled break out she would just call it all off? How is that possible? My powers still aren’t responding the way she wants them to, plus I’m full of bruises and broken bones now. There’s no way she’d send me along to the lords in a state like this. So this must be a test instead. I narrow my eyes at her from across the table, grasping the edge in an iron grip.
“What’s this about? Why are you saying things you don’t mean?”
Her eyes finally rise to meet mine, a slight challenge lingering there. “Whatever do you mean, my dear? I’m done training you, you’re ready.”
“But we can’t control it yet! I have no idea what I’m doing, and half the time I struggle to bring it back into my chest. This had to be a trick, a test to see if I believe I’m ready or not.”
Each word raised my panic until I was shouting at her, half out of my seat and wincing at the pain in my leg. Alina had watched with a small, amused smile on her face. It does nothing for my anger but fuel it. My fists clench at my sides even as I force myself to sit back down, taking two deep breaths. She wants a reaction out of me; I realize with a start. I stuff all my feelings down into that pit of darkness in my stomach and school my face into indifference.
“Fuck me you’re dense sometimes, aren’t you? I’m telling the truth, Blair. You’ll be delivered to the lords in the morning. I’m done with you. This isn’t a test.”
We lock eyes, and I can tell that she’s trying to portray her message through them. I don’t know why I’m having such a hard time believing that she’d suddenly let me go without warning. Especially when my power has barely manifested, barely grown into something that can be used or managed. It’s fishy, the whole situation is. There’s another angle here, some specific reason that she’s decided to move up the timeframe. Something has changed.
“What is it, huh?” I ask, sounding more antagonizing than I ever have when talking to Alina.
She leans back, crossing her small arms delicately across her chest. “Elaborate on your question, Blair. I don’t speak caveman.”
She’s teasing me, the bitch!
“Why. Are. You. Sending. Me. Away?” I say more clearly, enunciating every syllable.
Now it’s her turn to narrow her eyes. “They’ve been looking for you, you know. They’ve never stopped. They’re here, actually. In my castle. It seems they recognized something in that vision you sent them after all.”
The simmering rage in her tone isn’t lost on me. She isn't giving me away; she’s being forced to hand me over to the lords. And they’re here, in the castle. My skin begins to buzz with awareness, and my eyes begin to dart from side to side like I’ll see them in the room with me. Alina’s eyes track my movements with an expert like precision as I begin to pace.
I rapid fire questions at her. “Where are they? Will I see them today? What’s our plan?”  
She chuckles. “Oh? So now you’re on board?” I give her a withering look before motioning for her to answer me. “Fine, fine. No, you will not see them today. And no, I will not tell you where they are. You’re mine until dawn. They will not get you a moment sooner.”
Her words send a chill edging across my skin. Is she planning something? And if so, what? She hasn’t mentioned anything about a plan even though I asked.
“Okay. What’s the plan then? Are you going to. . . kill them?”
She’s silent for a moment, giving me a quizzical look before sighing through her nose. “That would be the easier way to go about this, wouldn’t it? But no, I’m not going to kill them, I couldn’t even if I wanted to.”
My shoulders sag at her answer, all the tension I didn’t know I was holding within them fleeing. They are strong enough to defy her, to control her. And really, I should have realized it sooner. Alina would have taken their throne centuries ago if she had the power to do so, but instead, she’s chosen to play the long game. Too bad a big piece of the puzzle for that involves me.
“You’re dismissed. Go to your room and don’t leave. Han will be there shortly to guard the door.”
I leave without so much as muttering an agreement because there’s no way in hell that I’ll be staying in that room all night when the lords are within reach.
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Chapter Twelve
Alina wasn’t lying when she said Han would be here to guard me, or the door, or both. But she probably didn’t know that he’d end up inside my rooms lounging on the couch in front of the fire with a trade paperback in his hand. Apparently he isn’t all that worried about the lords somehow finding where I’m staying in the castle. Or maybe there’s some way that made it impossible for them to find me. Either way, Han looks more comfortable than I’ve ever seen him. I didn’t know that he’s a reader but learning that fact only makes me enjoy his company even more. He’s the one person I’ll be sad to never see again from this place.
“So, Han. . . “ I hedge, dangling my head off the edge of the bed upside down.
“Nope,” he quips.
“Come on, you don’t even know what I’m going to say.”
He levels his eyes at me. “I know exactly what you’re going to ask. No, you cannot know where the lords are, and no, I will not allow you to leave this room.” 
I sigh dramatically while turning my gaze to the canopy above the bed. Han just snorts before turning back to his book and becoming engrossed again. I would sleep if I could. It’s what I usually do right after dinner and a shower, but this time I jumped out of the tub like the water was on fire, energy coursing through my veins. Ever since learning of their presence here, my skin has been itchy with the need to go to them, to run to them. I know it’s a emotional reaction; the hope that they can provide me with something more than whatever the hell this torture castle is overwhelming me. But another part of me. . . the human part of me feels overwise. The pull in my chest almost feels supernatural like the magic running through my veins. Is this what love feels like? Or is it something else entirely?
Han sighs ten minutes later, setting down his book and turning his body to face mine. “Would you sit up? Your face is turning purple. Plus, the constant staring is weird.”
I startle out of my thoughts, blinking. I hadn’t noticed that I was staring at Han this entire time, still hanging upside down. How embarrassing, he must think I’m some desperate weirdo. Cringing, I roll onto my stomach and look anywhere but at him. His gaze bores into the side of my head for long enough that it’s my turn to sigh and turn myself to face him. When Han wants something, there’s no way he won’t get it. The guy is just too persistent.
“Alright. Time to talk about this then,” he says, voice gruff as ever.
“Talk about what?”
Nervousness lined my tone even though I forced myself to look him in the eyes when asking the obvious question. Anyone with a brain would know that I’m deflecting his statement, and Han doesn’t miss anything. His expression doesn’t change, the same exasperation still present. Anytime someone gives me a look like that shame immediately coils in my gut. I’m not sure if that’s a natural reaction or some type of leftover reaction from my human life. Either way, it’s awful.
“Okay, okay. I get it, sheesh. Just stop looking at me like that,” I grumble, twisting my fingers together.
He uncrosses his arms before relaxing his features into an easy smile. “Works on you every time, peaches.”
I frown at him. “I told you to stop calling me that.”
“I never said I would. Now stop avoiding it and tell me why you’re so eager to meet four extremely powerful vampires that would rather kill you than talk to you.”
We stare at each for a moment, having a battle of wills. How am I supposed to tell my brutal martial arts teacher that my human side, who I may or may not be connected to, is in love with those four men that vampire me has never met? My explanation even sounds strange in my own head, let alone saying it out loud to him. What a mess.
“If I tell you, do you promise not to laugh or judge?”
Now a grin comes to his lips. “You’re killing me with this suspense.”
“Han!”
“Alright, alright. Fine. Yes, I promise.”
Instead of having so much distance between us, I scoot off the bed and sit on the couch next to him. He hands me my knit blanket, and I smile gratefully before wrapping it around my shoulders. That act of kindness alone eases my nerves as I melt into the couch. Han can be trusted, even if his boss cannot.
“Here it goes,” I start, pausing to take a deep breath. “So when I woke up I could still vaguely. . . feel things from my human life.”
He blinks. “What kind of things?”
“Uh, like emotions and sometimes random memory flashes. Nothing concrete. It’s mostly feelings if I’m honest.”
Han’s eyes widen then; his mouth opening and closing a few times in shock. I almost laugh at the look on his face. I don’t think I’ve ever seen him shocked since we first started training together. It was never something I thought I’d see, either. Instead, my lips turn up in a slight smile. Once his eyes focus on that, they narrow on me.
“So, you still love them?” he asks, eyes full of curiosity.
“Uh, not exactly. My human soul does, but my vampire soul doesn’t even know them. That’s why I want to meet them.”
He sits back into the arm of the couch, rubbing his chin. “So, you can determine whether or not your human soul is still present depending on the reaction you have to them?”
“More or less.”
Han looks away into the fireplace, eyes distant as he comes up with some sort of plan. I watch him anxiously, hoping that he’ll tell me that we’re going to sneak into their rooms or out in the night. Not that it’s a very accurate fantasy. Han is Alina’s personal bodyguard. There’s no way that he’d defy her for me. We met two months ago for god’s sake. But the hope won’t go away no matter how many reasons I give it to.
Then it comes to me.
“Han, do you believe in what Alina is trying to do?”
His eyes snap back to mine, an unreadable look on his face. “That’s a complicated question.”
I tilt my head at him, smiling. “Then give me a complicated answer.”
He laughs before moving the stand, and I almost lunge to grasp his hand but force myself to stay put. It’s not my place to be forcing anything out of him. Hell, I barely gave him a solid answer to his question. But in my defense it’s the best answer I could muster with how confusing the past two months have been for me. Ever since discovering this new power of mine I’ve felt uncontrollable to such a degree that it truly frightens me.
“Oh, peaches. I don’t think you understand how dangerous you are.”
I scramble to lean over the back of the couch as he walks toward the door. He’s reaching for the handle when I can’t help but call out to him, hoping to get him back on the couch, back to talking about anything with me rather than leaving me alone.
“Wait! What does that mean?”
Han stops with one hand on the knob, glancing back at me with a sly smile on his face. “Your power goes beyond amplifying your own emotions. You have the uncanny ability to make me feel at ease; something that no one in my long existence has accomplished before. People spill their secrets in drops around you until it’s suddenly the whole picture and they don’t even notice.”
***
Han stayed outside the room for the rest of the night, and each time I peeked out the door he told me resolutely to go back in my room until morning. It’s three o’clock in the morning now, and I still can’t sleep no matter how hard I try. The best I can do is curl into a fetal position until morning arrives. I don’t really feel tired anyway as sleep is an illusion for vampires. We can sleep, but we don’t need to. I could stay awake for the rest of my immortal life and never feel tired again.
I don’t know why exactly, but that little tidbit about my new species scared me the most when learning about it. Because that means Alina is out there stalking her prey and smoothing her plans into place at all hours of the day. No rest. No eating. Only blood which can be consumed both quickly and easily. Thinking about it that way, about Alina and every other horrible vampire I’ve met in this castle, our species truly is made up of monsters wearing human skin.
Rolling over in bed to look out the grand floor to ceiling window, I sigh through my nose at the darkness beyond the light of the castle. It will be at least five more hours before Alina comes to collect me in the morning, if not more. She might be willing to take her sweet time, to train me one last morning, just to make the lords wait like dogs waiting for a bone. I shudder at the thought; that space in my chest that’s been aching since early yesterday twinging in pain. Seeing the lords tomorrow, well today, is my top priority even if I have to fight Alina or Han to do it. No one will keep me from them, not now, not when they’re so close.
Just a few more hours.
My eyes drift in and out of focus as I count the stars that I can see through the window. There are hundreds of them, all shining mutely in the sky, giving the yard outside just enough light not to be completely pitch black. It’s not the best entertainment, but it’s the best I can do to distract myself. Han refused to come back into the room after I pried a little too deeply and he revealed just how passive my power seems to be. Glancing down, I clench and unclench my fists over and over again, trying to visualize my power turning on and off. I feel no change each time, and after trying for five more minutes I become bored and give up. Nothing I do or anything Alina does has helped to curb my power, it’s useless.
Clink!
The small sound startles me, and I sit up in bed to look at the door. Was that a knock? No, Han wouldn’t have knocked before coming in.
Clink!
There it comes again, this time from behind me. I turn again, my eyes going to the window. Keeping my attention on it, I slowly climb out of the bed, lifting the skirts of my ridiculous nightgown so I don’t trip over it.
Clink!
That time I see the pebble hit the windowpane, and I stop in my tracks. Who in the hell could be throwing pebbles at my window? And how has Han not picked up the sound with his super hearing abilities? I whirl around toward the door, my chest rising and falling rapidly. It’s still firmly shut. He’s not coming in, if he heard the noise, he would be barging past me toward the window already.
Clink!
Refusing to ignore it any longer, I tiptoe toward the window and glance out. A shadowed figure is below the second story window waving their hands in the air like a fool. I narrow my eyes while pleading for my vampire abilities to answer. For my eyes to change and give me the night vision inherent to vampires. My eyes do change, but it takes an excruciatingly long time for it to happen. I stare at the shadow figure the entire time, allowing my magic to focus on being able to see who it is before I dare open the window.
From one moment to the next my night vision switches on, illuminating the stranger in a deep red primal glow. It’s a man standing there. One with floppy golden hair that I’d recognize anywhere. Carden. He’s two days early, and under my window rather than at whatever tree he instructed me to run toward. Either something is terribly wrong or. . . well I don’t really know why else he’d risk his life to stand beneath my window in the middle of the night. I swing it open and stick my head out.
“What the hell are you doing here?” I hiss, voice low in the hopes that Han won’t pick it up.
Carden smiles as soon as he sees me. “Blair! I came to the tree, but you weren’t there.”
I pull my brows together, confusing swirling in my chest. “What do you mean? We’re not supposed to meet for another day or two.”
“No, it’s today. Did you mess up the dates Blair? Is that why I had to risk my life to come here?”
He doesn’t sound mad, but I still bristle. “Hey! What if you messed up the dates, huh? And no one asked you to risk your life for me, least of all me.”
He has the audacity to laugh. “There’s no way that I would mess up the days. It’s all that I’ve thought about for the past two months.”
For some reason, his words make an uncharacteristic blush rise to my cheeks. It’s all that I’ve thought about. That’s not something a friend is supposed to say. And it’s definitely not something my supposed best friend’s boyfriend should say. I glance over my shoulder to make sure the door is still closed. It is, and when I turn back Carden is there in front of me, gripping the outside of the window. I’m about to scream when he covers my mouth with his hand, giving me a conspiratorial smile.
“Shhh, you’ll blow our cover,” he whispers against my ear.
An involuntary shiver edges along my skin as he crawls past me and into the room. Carden rushes around the space at an inhuman speed, no sound coming from his steps as he packs my bags. I just watch him with a stupid look of surprise on my face, my fingers brushing the spot on my ear where his lips had grazed. It’s still tingling. My chest tightens up with that same raging inferno of love and affection that it does all stressful situations, but this time it’s directed at Carden. He pauses briefly to lift his head in my direction, a startled look on his face. He feels it, I know he does, but instead of addressing it he just continues his mission of breaking me out of here unnoticed.
This is definitely not what a friend should be feeling, I think to myself when he drops two bags soundlessly out the window.
Before he can speed away again, I tug him closer. “Hey, why don’t we just leave? I don’t need any of this stuff, I can get new clothes.”
“If we leave anything behind, she can track you with it,” he replies, those sweet lips on my ear again. And I swear that this time I felt a little bit of tongue when he pulls back to kneel in front of me.
My eyes widen even when my hands go out to rest against his shoulders on instinct. “What are you doing?”
His answering grin is positively wicked. “Don’t be so fowl minded, Blair. I have to shorten your gown before we jump.”
Without waiting for my answer, he does just that, ripping it to the knees in one powerful movement. It’s the only thing that’s made noise in the room for the past several minutes, and I wince, eyes shooting toward the door. When seconds pass with no change, I blow out a breath and look back at Carden. He’s still grinning like a fool high on the greatest drug there is. I smack his shoulder lightly and force myself to step away, knocking into the wall in the process. He chuckles and stands, stepping up to the window and pulling me close to his side.
“Come one, Blair, we only have one chance,” he murmurs, positioning us in front of the window.
“Wait. Wait!” I nearly yelp before he covers my mouth with his warm hand.
“What?” He asks, whispering in my ear.
“The lords are here, Carden. They’re supposed to take me home tomorrow,” I reply, careful to keep my voice low and void of panic this time.
“I know that, Blair. But it’s not what you think. Alina is planning something, as she always is. She will attempt to bind them to her for all eternity using your power tomorrow, I can feel it in my bones.”
His words chill me. The thought of being forcibly attached to Alina for the rest of my immortal existence sends a dread I’ve never felt plummeting into my stomach. Even the slim chance of her doing it sends me backing Carden toward the window again, my mind made up. If I’m a danger to the lords, it’s better that they don’t know me in this life, isn’t it? Thinking that almost brings up the same amount of dread as Alina. I sigh and turn my face into Carden’s chest, wrapping my arms around his waist for comfort. He returns the hug, rocking me back and forth for comfort. It’s been a long time since anyone has made me feel so safe. In fact, I don’t remember a time in my vampire life at all that I’ve felt this. . . cherished.
He came for me.
He. . . came for me!
“Thank you, Carden. Thank you for caring enough about the human me to save the vampire me,” I murmur into his chest.
“They’re the same person, Blair,” he replies, rubbing my back.
His words resonate with me, and I step back, nearly dumbstruck. My human self is stirring in that deep place inside my chest as if his words had hit a deep cord in whoever I was before. Did I have a different opinion? Does it matter now? No, I think before walking up to the window and jumping right now. Carden gasps behind, leaning out the window to watch me fall. I’m not worried for myself as I land neatly on the balls of my feet, my training with Han kicking immediately. Everything he taught me had a specific use, and one of our lessons relied heavily on getting away undetected. And now that I’m here, standing beside my bags beneath the castle window, I think that maybe he had been giving me an out. A clue, a chance.
“Come on,” I call up to Carden, motioning for him to jump.
He’s staring at me open mouthed as if he can’t believe that I had the strength and stamina to jump by myself. I roll my eyes and start to pile the bags across my shoulders, getting ready to run quickly toward the tree line. Carden drops down beside me, just as quietly as I did. He takes the remaining bags and leads the way, running swiftly across the grounds. The full moon leads the way, shining brightly over us and energizing my skin. I’m not sure if all the books and movies that indicated vampires are stronger during the full moon are accurate, but I feel good nonetheless.
At first getting away feels easy. Like Alina’s security is only Han because no one would dare defy the unofficial vampire queen anyway. But then an uneasy feeling begins to grow once we make it into a large clearing, the massive sycamore tree Carden mentioned previously standing in the middle, limbs reaching to all edges of the soft grass. Another person is beneath the tree, and it shoots a bolt of fear through my chest until I recognize the neon green hair. Jade. She came.
Once we’re close enough, I drop my bags and pull her into a tight hug which she returns with an eagerness that tightens my chest. All these weeks being alone and circling horrible thoughts in my head led me to believe that she would never forgive me for making Carden look at me the way he did. But she came for me. That says enough. Actions are louder than words could ever be.
“Thank you, Jade, thank you so much for coming,” I sob into her shoulder, squeezing her tight.
“Yeah, yeah, now ease up on the vampire strength will you?” she coughs while struggling to get out of my hold.
“Ah! Sorry!”
We step away from each other, smiling. But even through the happiness of her being here, the unease from earlier grows inside my chest as if there’s something out there, lurking, watching. I spin in a circle, my still blood red eyes searching the brush and trees for anything out of the ordinary. Jade tenses beside me as I do so, clearly picking up on my own unease. Carden responds by edging in closer to us and back us toward the massive tree trunk so our backs will be protected.
“What’s out there?” Jade whispers, a tremor in her voice.
“I don’t know,” Carden and I reply at the same time.
My hands clench and unclench repeatedly as I continue to assess our surroundings, the unease growing with every passing moment that we stand here like sitting ducks. Something is coming for us, fast, from the direction of the castle and I’m not sure we should stay here to meet it.
“We might want to move on,” I say, eyes trained on the way we came.
“We can't, I told the lords to meet us here,” Carden replies. “That might even be them.”
I shake my head. “It’s not.”
Silence falls again as we wait huddled against the tree, and Jade’s pounding heart beats in time with my own. Carden’s breathing is steady, even. He’s ready for whatever comes out of those trees, his talons already out and curled. Right at this moment I wish that I had properly learned how to use my power so it could be used as a defense for not only myself but the two dear friends standing beside me. Instead, I unsheathe my claws and a light growl slips from my throat, causing Jade to jump behind me. It doesn’t bother me, the fear. It’s her instinctual reaction to a predator and that’s what I am now. My fangs elongate and I shift my mouth to better position them for the potential tearing they’ll have to do.
“Just stay behind us at all times,” I growl, my voice sounding more animal than human.
She nods into my back, releasing me from her hold to simply rest her hands along my back instead. I know it’s to make her feel better, less alone, so I leave it be. Rustling begins a few miles off, no, not rustling, more like trees falling in the wake of whatever the hell Alina may have sent after us. Carden stiffens beside me as he watches it move closer, and I take a side step closer to him so our forearms brush at our side. The miniscule amount of comfort seems to calm him, albeit slightly.
“Get ready,” he whispers, crouching as the trees shiver in fear at the approaching beast.
Not two minutes later, the trees and brush around the clearing are knocked aside by a roaring feral creature I’ve never had the pleasure of setting my eyes on before. It’s part human, or at least it was at one point in it’s sorry life. Now, the massive creature is a mixture of vampire and human and animal. Over twenty five feet tall with sickly white skin so paper thin that I can see the black blood beating through its veins. The sight reminds me of Alina’s ebony power and how it had writhed beneath her skin. It’s eyes have a red tint like a vampire’s would, but they’re glassy and unfocused. Like the creature isn’t really present in the moment, half inside itself and half out. Either way it’s full of pain and rage. As soon as it’s eyes glimpse us on the ground it lets out an ear piercing roar, forcing all three of us to cower and cover our ears. 
“What the fuck is that thing?” Jade wails, dropping to her knees in the dirt.
Carden whips around with a quickness that blurs the air, stacking all of my belongings up and around Jade’s body until she’s barely visible. After placing a reassuring kiss upon her forehead, he turns back around and begins to stride forward toward the hulking thing. I grab his arm in an iron grip, tugging him against my side as fear roars through me.
“What the fuck do you think you’re doing? You can’t fight that thing alone,” I hiss.
“It’s only a matter of time before Alina follows it to this location, plus the lords will be here soon. If this is going to turn into an all-out brawl I’d rather it be as far away from Jade as possible,” he grunts, throwing me off and charging forward with a roar that rivals that of the beast.
Throwing up my hands, I do the same, sprinting after him, my legs pumping across the ground with mind blowing quickness. The monster watches us approach, one eye focused and the other wandering in circles as it swings an uprooted tree toward the middle of Carden’s body. I cry out, increasing my speed to hit him out of the way, but there’s no way that I’ll make it in time. All I can do is watch it come, the monster’s cry ringing through my ears.
“Carden! Watch out!” I scream over the noise, tears threatening.
The tree swings in one might whoosh, falling with expert precision despite the monster’s ill looks. And one moment Carden is about to get smashed, and the next. . . he’s gone? My eyes flit from side to side, sure that I just didn’t see his body be thrown to the side but he’s nowhere to be found. That is, until I look up when the creature roars in frustration, swatting at its own head. Carden is on top of the monster. He had teleported.
“What the fuck!” I screech, running up and stopping at the monsters feet, slashing to no avail. It doesn’t even notice. “Carden!”
The thing thrashes again, roaring, and it sends me into such a panic for Carden’s life that I do something stupid. I start climbing the thing. My long talons give me enough purchase to scale it’s side quickly and efficiently, panting with fear as I go. Each time my talons sink into its flesh, black stinking blood oozes from the wounds, sending me gagging. Whatever magic made this thing is festering in there. The monster thrashes around, throwing me off balance several times with a cry. But Carden’s still up there, I can hear him beating the thing in the head with whatever power he has.
“Carden!” I screech again once I steady myself on the opposite shoulder from him.
His eyes find mine and widen with terror, causing him to momentarily lose his momentum. He whirls his arms, striking out and embedding his talons in the beast's eye by chance. The sound that comes out of its mouth, spit flying, is so ear splitting that I see stars flash across my vision. Despite it, I lunge forward, sending my talons into its other eye, effectively blinding it. Carden calls out to me, reaching for my hand across the distance, when the creature falls to its knees, its big hands coming up to claw at its own face. In the process I’m thrown off by a careless swipe, my breath leaving me in one foul swoop.
My back hits the ground and I skid several yards, my body hitting the earth with such force that I dig up a trench of dirt with my body. My vision tunnels in and out of focus, and I struggle to get my body to obey my commands. I groan, rolling over inch by inch until I’m finally on my hands and knees. But it felt like it took minutes, hours, days to get there. My ears are still ringing, forcing any other sounds out of focus. The creature is still roaring behind me, most likely clawing its own eyeballs out, and Carden. . . is he screaming?
Before I can turn to look, a body slams into me, flipping me onto my back. My bones creak in protest, on the verge of snapping when I look up into a face that appears oddly familiar. The man on top of me is frantically running his arms all across my skin, looking for injuries but all I can focus on the man’s five o’clock shadow and those deep brown eyes. Maybe I’m in shock? Hallucinating, perhaps? Because there’s no way that a hot man like this would come to my rescue.
He says something to me, looking deeply into my face, but I can’t hear him. In truth, I can barely see his lips move, my vision is so blurry. Panic begins to replace the shock, and I buck wildly beneath the strange man, forcing him off with a move Han had taught me. Adrenaline surges through me, giving me the strength to stand that I didn’t have before. My vision spins in circles as I stagger to my feet and away from whoever had just pinned me to the ground.
He follows, hands raised and palms up, pleading with me. I try and fail to decipher the words coming from his lips over and over again. I shake my head back and forth, hitting one ear while tilting my neck like I have water in my ear at the beach. The man stops them, realization dawning on his face. The action helps a little bit, allowing the agonized screams of the beast to come into more focus and I flinch, turning. Three men are fighting it while a fourth lies on the forest floor behind them. Carden.
And the three men. . . they’re monstrous.
Just like Alina is. Dark smoke comes from every pore in their skin, nearly blackening the full moon night. Massive, ebony wings sprout from their backs made of smooth near leather like material with wicked talons on the ends. Their claws and fangs are longer than mine and drip an acrid looking poison from them. It sizzles where it touches the beasts pale skin. I think a scream leaves my throat at the sight of them, but I’m not sure. Everything feels so fucked right now. So I don’t focus on it. I focus on getting to Carden.
My legs wobble a bit when I begin running toward his fallen body, but soon my strides even out as I gain both adrenaline and confidence. Distantly, I think the other man is following me, but I ignore him. Jade spots me running toward the fallen body, tears streaking her own face as she looks on longingly. Thank the Gods she has enough sense to stay put, lest she get hurt too.
“Carden!” I hear myself scream in that horrible guttural tone that bleeds out past my fangs.
He doesn’t move, doesn’t appear conscious. My scream had caught the attention of the three winged monsters battling the beast, and their red gleaming eyes snap to me. The hunger there, the longing, makes a shiver course down my spine as I pick up the pace. They won’t stop me from helping him, from making sure he isn’t already dead.
Twenty seconds later I drop to my knees next to his body, running my hands frantically over his torn flesh. Sobs burst forth, the only indication is my blurred vision from the tears and my heaving chest. When I check his pulse, it’s faint, but it’s there and I loosen a breath. Maybe he will live, maybe he will be okay. The man who had pinned me drops to Carden’s other side, swiping two fingers across his brow. I slap his hand away and bare my teeth at him, staking my claim clearly. He backs off, once again showing his hands palm up.
Sobbing through my clenched teeth, I stagger up and begin dragging Carden’s body back toward the tree which is achingly far away. He will be safe with Jade while we take care of the beast. If only I can get him there with the last of my strength, the last of my sheer force of will. But halfway there my feet falter, and I trip backwards toward the hard ground. The strange man is there to catch me, hauling me back to my feet.
Without asking, he leans down and picks up Carden’s body before striding toward the trunk of the tree. I follow on unsteady legs, practically stumbling along. It takes him a quarter of the time to lay him down gently in Jade’s lap than it would have taken me, and I give him a grudging smile. He flashes one back to me before turning and jogging toward the other three across the clearing, transforming as he does so. My eyes widen when I spot the wings and shadows. He’s one of them.
Wait.
There are four of them. Four.
Those are my lords. . . the ones I had loved, perhaps still love.
And they’re monsters just as Han had said.





OceanofPDF.com


Epilogue
No special feeling had coursed through me when that man walking away had touched me, no wash of love or memories from my past life. Nothing. Loss rises in my chest so fast and forcefully that I clutch at the space where my heart lies, gasping. It was supposed to be special; our connection was supposed to. . . to. . .
I don’t know, save me? Make me more human than vampire?
“Blair,” a voice near whispers. “BLAIR!”
My ears pop at that moment, sending searing pain through my head and a trickle of blood down the sides of my neck. Jade is calling my name, I know she is, but the sudden influx of noise is deafening, and I lean over my knees with my hands clutched across my ears. Her hand comes to rest on my back, smoothing the same soothing circles that she had all those weeks ago. It grounds me enough to sit up and look at her, tears shining in my eyes.
“I’m sorry,” I whisper hoarsely. “I couldn’t protect him.”
She scoots forward enough to place her forehead against mine, looking me right in the eyes. “It’s okay, it’s not your fault nor was it your choice to send him out there. You tried to stop him.”
“Okay, okay,” I sob, gripping her upper arms with my hands and feeling out of control.
She hisses, and I immediately let go when I notice that my talons are still out, but she smiles. “It’s okay, just a scratch. It’s okay.”
Before I can come up with a rebuttal the beast roars from behind us, shaking the ground beneath our bodies. I whip around in time to see it fall to its side, black smoke coming off of its body like it was burned and turned into ash from the inside out. They killed it. All four of the lords are flying over it, their enormous wings beating wind so forcefully that the grass cows beneath them. Slowly, all of them float to the ground, their wings tucking in close to their sides as they stride toward us, but not disappearing completely. The three I hadn’t seen up close practically rush toward me, the looks of longing on their faces almost making their features more terrifying than not. The smoke spiraling from their fingers reminds me of all those terrible days in that room with Alina, and I flinch away, curling in on myself.
Jade pulls me to her chest, cooing in my ear and shooting warning looks over my head. I pretend not to see it, burying my face deeper into her band tee shirt and cardigan. Only Jade would wear such a thing to a prison break out, I think, startling myself. It’s yet another small memory from my human life, that familiarity. Shock follows it, and I pull away from her, all of my limbs shaking and numb with pain as the adrenaline wears off. The lords press into my back, heat radiating off of their bodies and warming me. They think the shivering is from the cold, and it’s sweet that they want to help, but the proximity of their ethereal smoke nearly sends me over the edge.
“Is it over?” I ask to distract myself. “Or is Alina coming?”
One of the men kneels down in front of me so that we’re eye to eye, those glowing crimson orbs tearing into me. “No, she sent us along to collect you. Probably hoping that we’d find you here dead.”
I want to say that it feels very PG-13 compared to some of Alina’s other plans, but I bite my tongue. These people are strangers to me. There are no great feelings here like I thought there’d be. My human self didn’t rise to the surface. No, all I see in front of me are four incredibly, almost brutally, powerful vampires. I don’t even recognize them enough to know their fucking names. That realization floors me, and I lean back on my heels, reeling.
“I-I thought things would be different,” I stutter, reaching out and gripping either side of the man’s face. “I thought I would remember. I thought I w-would love you.”
His face breaks apart for a moment before he schools his features again and gives me a warm smile, bringing his hands up to cup my own. The man's features soften before my eyes, the red glow fading and fangs receding just as those powerful wings disappear. Now all that remains is a beautiful vampire with a wicked smile.
“There’s time for that, my love, there’s always time. I’m Michael, and the man that checked on you earlier is Raphael. And those two,” he pauses to point at the two men leaning around him. “Are Gabriel and Uriel.”
“He-hello,” I stutter, my face turning a light shade of pink. “I’m sorry that I don’t remember you, I tried, I’ll keep trying. My memories are right there I just can’t--”
Raphael cuts me off. “What do you mean your memories are right there?”
One hand regretfully retreats from Michael’s face to tap my heart. “I feel you, all of you, deep inside myself. There’s even these fleeting glimpses of memories. Every night I meditate and try to break through the mess, but I fail. I’m sorry.”
“Don’t be sorry,” one of the other’s murmurs, smiling with dimples and humor lines edging his eyes.
“Let’s get out of here, it’s over now,” Michael says, hauling me into his arms despite my protests.
Raphael takes Carden from Jade while the others grab my things and follow Michael toward the edge of the clearing. Despite his promise of it being over ringing through the air, my stomach is still sour. The power under my skin sizzles with the feeling of a deep rage and need for revenge coming from someone nearby. And we leave with eyes of fire burning into our backs. 
“No, this isn’t over,” I murmur. “It won’t be over until Alina is dead.”


The End
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